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Borges’ stories and poems are so loaded with the parapher-
nalia of learned writing—footnotes, quotations, constant dis-
cussion of other people’s books—that they seem to have
been written by a man whose only real experience comes
from books and who has never set foot outside a library. The
image of Borges as a bookworm is not only prevalent among
naive readers (those who claim he is not human enough as if
reading and writing were predominantly animal activities);
it has been fostered by Borges himself. On many occasions,
he has insisted on the fact that he is more a reader than a writ-
er and has worked hard to perfect the image of a dutiful and
happy bookworm. In the famous piece, “Borges and Myself,”
he had expressed the wish to exist only as a perceiver of re-
ality, not as an originator of it, anxious to live laterally (that
is, vicariously) in works done by others. The locus is well
known:

Spinoza held that all things try to keep on being them-

selves; a stone wants to be a stone and the tiger, a tiger. I

shall remain in Borges, not in myself (if it is so that I am

someone), but I recognize myself less in his books than in
those of others or than in the laborious tuning of a guitar.

A similar thought can be found in the epilogue to Dream-
tigers:

Few things have happened to me, and I have read a great
many. Or rather, few things have happened to me more
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worth remembering than Schopenhauer’s thought or the
music of England’s words.

The last version (so far) of the same concept can be found in

one of his latest book of poems, Elogio de la sombra (In
Praise of Darkness):

Let others boast of pages they have written,
1 take pride in those I've read.

The poem was written in 1969, and its title is, of course, “A
Reader.” . .

In talking about his life in the very revealing, very retl-‘
cent, «Autobiographical Essay” (1970), B:orges has con-
densed the image of a man without a life of his own:

If I were asked to name the chief event in my lif?, I should
say my father’s library. In fact, sometimes I think I have
never strayed outside that library. (‘‘Essay, 209)

That image of Borges as 2 permanent inhab.itant of an nnaglg
nary library (the actual library owr}ed by his father wzi'ls S0
long before Borges began to write in earnest) m_ay bea egor:
jcally right but it does not cover the \h(hole reality of Borges
life and work. As important as his readings for the actual pro-
duction of his work, was the permanent and renefm'ad con:tact
with a few key persons in some of the most decisive periods
of his life. His texts were actually planned an_d bega'n to be
written as a consequence of endless conversations with pe<?-
ple as challenging and original as his own father or’one of ‘h1s
father's friends, Macedonio Fernandez, or B.orges most im-
portant disciple and collaborator, the noveh.st Adolfo Bioy
Casares. Without attempting to destroy the unagx?. of Borges
as a bookish writer, a man who only can reflch h.fe through
the opaque medium of the printed ;')age,.xfl this paper, I
would like to show how much of his writing depends on
another, earlier form of poetic composition: the art of talk-
ing. In a sense, this most bookish of all au.thors, a nle.m wl:lo
almost claims to have been born inside a library of infinite
English books,” whose first regular job (at 39) wasasa clerk
in a modest Buenos Aires library and who reached}he p.eak
of his career when appointed Director of Argentmfl s N.atlon-
al Library (at 56); this writer who cannot be conceived in any
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other literary context but a post-Gutenberg one, and is sel-
dom photographed without a background of endless printed
spines, is also (and perhaps foremost) a great talker, an oral
writer whose infinite verbal drafts had been rehearsed in
long, intense, permanent conversations. His increasing blind-
ness (he is the sixth generation of Borges to be thus afflicted)
forced him since 1956 to rely not only on reading but also on

+ talking about the books he had not been able to read for him-
self in the last twenty-five years.

Although Borges as a literary text conforms strictly to
the image of the happy bookworm, Borges as the author of
the text is much closer to the orality one associates with an-
cient literatures. The text belongs entirely to the Gutenberg

world but the man who wrote (or dictated) it may have been
one of Socrates’ companions.

IL

It all began with father. A lawyer and a teacher of psychol-
ogy, Father had a good library, mainly of English authors,

and was fond of reading poetry and philosophy to his son. In
his ““Autobiographical Essay,” Borges recalls:

His idols were Shelley, Keats and Swinburne, As a reader,
he had two interests. First, books on metaphysics and psy-
chology (Berkeley, Hume, Royce, and William James).
Second, literature and books about the East (Lane, Bur-
ton, and Payne). It was he who revealed the power of poet-
ry to me—the fact that words are not only a means of com-
munication but also magic symbols and music. When I re-
cite poetry in English now, my mother tells me I take on
his very voice. (““Essay,” 206-207)

Through Father, Borges (or Georgie, as he was called at home)
learned to handle and love books. But he learned more: he
learned that books are machines to read, instruments for a
decoding operation which involves more than just transform-
ing the printed signs into concepts or images. He learned
(through his father’s devotion to poetry) the magic dimen-
sions of words and, especially, the music of its sounds. He
learned to recognize and love their aural quality. Thus, while
officiating in the temple of books, he was never confined to
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the prison of the written, mute signs. Father taught him also
to think: that is, to code and decode words for the tantaliz-
ing possibility of their logical permutation. In the same
“Autobiographical Essay” Borges would recall that his father

...without my being aware of it, gave me my first lessons in
philosophy. When I was still quite young, he showed me,
with the aid of a chessboard, the paradoxes of Zeno—Achil-
les and the tortoise, the unmoving flight of the arrow, the
impossibility of motion. Later, without mentioning Berke-
ley’s name, he did his best to teach me the rudiments of
idealism. (“‘Essay,” 207)

Like a magician, Father opened to the child the worlds of
verbal music and thought. An echo of that double initiation
can be found in today’s Borges’ literary activities. The poems
he began writing when he was a child, now fill his hours of
blindness and loneliness with their incantatory magic: he is
still faithful to a particular use of language that allows words
to retain in the printed page their phonetic and aural quali-
ties, to fall into patterns of rhythms and matrixes of aural as-
sociations. He is a master in the combinatory art which now
helps him to “write” or ‘“‘compose” in his mind; that is: to
Jjuggle sounds into patterns that can be later stored in the
memory until .a friendly amanuensis would copy them in
writing,.

And thoughts, of course. He learned with Father the art
of coding and decoding concepts, of playing with them the
rigorous game of logic. Borges’ texts (poems, essays, short
stories) are saturated with the game of philosophical discus-
sion. Perhaps the most memorable (because of the unexpect-
ed place in which it is located) is the conclusion of “Death
and the Compass.”

As you may recall, the protagonist (a detective called
Erik Lonnrot) has finally discovered with the help of a plan
of the city and a compass, the exact location where the mur-
derer (Red Scharlach) plans to dispose of his fourth and last
victim. He had also discovered (a bit too late) that the victim
is to be none other than himself. His logic has led Lonnrot to
the final point in the geometrical labyrinth created by his en-
emy. He is going to be killed but before, he will have one last
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chance: to correct his mistake and win the philosophical de-
bate. And now to the text:

For the last time, Lonnrot considered the problem of the
symmetrical and periodical deaths.

“In your labyrinth there are three lines too many,” he said
at last. “I know of one Greek labyrinth which is a single
straight line, Along that line so many philosophers have
lost themselves that a mere detective might well do so, too.
Scharlach, when in some other incarnation you hunt me,
pretend to commit (or do commit) a crime at A, then a
second crime at B, eight kilometers from A, then a third
crime at C, four kilometers from A and B, half-way be-
tween the two. Wait for me afterwards at D, two kilometers
from A and C, again half-way between both, Kill me at D,
as you are now going to kill me at Triste-le-Roy.”

“The next time I kill you,” replied Scharlach, ‘I promise
you that labyrinth, consisting of a single line which is in-
visible and unceasing.”

He moved back a few steps. Then, very carefully, he
fired.

How many times in the game of real life (not in the game of
fiction Lonnrot and Scharlach are playing) Georgie did play
with Father, over a chessboard as geometrical as the city of
“Death and the Compass,” this game of the labyrinth, of
Zeno’s paradoxes? How many times did Father and son re-
hearse Berkeley’s and Hume’s game of the unreality of time
and space, of the tantalizing concept of a world made of ap-
pearances: a world Borges later tried to recapture in “Tlon,
Ugbar, Orbis Tertius’? We will never know. What we know is
that before becoming Borges’ texts, these concepts, these
games, were played endlessly by Georgie and his father.

But Georgie inherited more than the habit of poetry
reading and philosophical games from Father. Don Jorge had
always wanted to be a writer and, despite his extreme mod-
esty (“My Father was such a modest man that he would have
liked to be invisible,” his son tells us), his literary ambition
followed him well into maturity. He wrote sonnets, some
short stories, one play and a book of essays, which he never
collected in book form. The only work he published was a
novel, El Caudillo, set in his native province of Entre Rios at
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the time of his birth, and printed privately in Spain, 1921.
Total blindness alone forced him to give up writing. Bu.t_al—
ready the ambition to be a writer had become the ambition
to make his son a writer. Georgie’s vocation was only the re-
flection and the confirmation of Father’s frustrated vocation.
If we accept, as Sartre confesses in Les mots (and in doing. 50,
he speaks for all of us) that we write in imitation, the‘n it is
true that Father is to Georgie what granidfather Schweitzer 1s
to the child Jean-Paul: the Pygmalion, the Svengali who
awakens the hidden gift.

In the same ‘“Autobiographical Essay,” Borges would la-
ter recall the tacit terms of the contract he was engaged to
fulfill:

From the time I was a boy, when blindness came to him, it

was truly understood that I had to fulfill the literary des-

tiny that circumstances had denied my father. This was

something that was taken for granted (and such things are

far more important than things that are merely said). I was

expected to be a writer. (“Essay,” 211)

The consequences of this contract had already been ar}a-
lyzed by me in some other occasion. Now it will suffice to in-
dicate that the contract was the logical outcome of those
readings of poetry, those philosophical games over the chess-
board.

118

The second great interlocutor Borges had was Macedonio
Fernandez. (For the sake of concision I omit now another
very important one he met in Spain, Rafael Cansinos Assens.
But that is another story.) Macedonio; as everybody calls
him, was Father’s exact contemporary. They were both born
in 1874, met while attending Law School at Buenos Air.es
and graduated together in 1898. From 1903 until the time, in
1914, when the Borges moved to Europe for a lorTg s0-
journ, Macedonio Fernandez used to see Don Jorge quite of-
ten. But at the time, Georgie was too young to have been
able to understand, and perhaps enjoy, Macedonio’s peculiar
turn of mind. They became friends at the time of the Bor-
geses’ return from Europe, in 1921. The ‘‘Autobiographical
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Essay” recalls thus the meeting:

Perhaps the major event of my return was Macedonio Fer-
nandez. Of all the people I have met in my life—and I have
met some quite remarkable men—no one has ever made so
deep and so lasting an impression on me as Macedonio. A
tiny figure in a black bowler hat, he was waiting for uson
the Darsena Norte when we landed... Paradoxically, Mace-
donio was an outstanding conversationalist and at the same
time a man of long silences and few words. We met on Sat-
urday evenings at a café—the Perla, in the Plaza Once. There
we would talk till daybreak, Macedonio presiding. As in Ma-
drid Cansinos had stood for all learning, Macedonio now
stood for pure thinking. At the time, I was a great reader
and went out very seldom (almost every night after dinner,
I used to go to bed and read), but my whole week: was lit
up with the expectation that on Saturday I'd be seeing and
hearing Macedonio. He lived quite near us and I could have
seen him whenever I wanted, but I somehow felt that I had
no right to that privilege and that in order to give Mace-
donio’s Saturday its full value I had to forego him through-
out the week. (“Essay,” 227)

From then on and for almost a decade, Georgie sat at
Macedonio’s feet, listening hard to his gnomic metaphysical
speculations, adding some view of his own and working as-
siduously to transfer them into print. The same ‘“‘Autobio-

graphical Essay” recalls the general format of these Saturday
conversations:

At these meetings, Macedonio would speak perhaps three
or four times, risking only a few quiet observations, which
were addressed—seemingly—to his neighbor alone. These
remarks were never affirmative. Macedonio was very cour-
teous and soft-spoken and would say, for example, “Well, I
suppose you’ve noticed...?”” And thereupon he would let
loose some striking, highly original thought. But, invariably,
he attributed his remarks to the hearer. (“Essay,” 227)

When I first met Borges in 1945 he was not then seeing
much of Macedonio but he still had the habit, picked up
from his master, of attributing to his interlocutors his best
thoughts. He would look straight into your face and say, ‘‘Of
course, as you know...,” Or, “I’m sure you’ve already come
to the conclusion...” He made you feel so intelligent that
one’s reaction was of terror. Now, increasing blindness and
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the fact that he can only communicate through speech, has
made Borges less willing to wait for the interlocutor’s acqui-
escence, and has helped us to settle back into our normal
mediocrity.

But to return to Macedonio. He had always been inter-
ested in philosophical speculation, and although his thoughts
were not original (in the sense that they had already been an-
ticipated by professional thinkers) he was original in having
generally found them on his own. As Borges indicates in the
“Autobiographical Essay,”

Later on, Macedonio actually read Hume, Schopenhauer,
Berkeley and William James, but I suspect he had not done
much other reading, and he always quoted the same auth-
ors...he also believed that the discovery of truth was quite
easy. He once told me that if he could lie out in the pampa,
forgetting the world, himself, and his quest, truth might
suddenly reveal itself to him. He added that of course it
might be impossible to put that sudden wisdom into words,
(“Essay,” 229)

There was precisely the rub. Although Macedonio wrote
many books, he published in his lifetime very few, and of
those only at the instance of friends (such as Borges) who
took upon themselves the task of putting together the manu-
script pages and editing them. After his death in 1952, the
zeal of his son, Alfonso de Obieta, had succeeded in collect-
ing several volumes of his complete works, But Macedonio
was not primarily a writer. He was a conversationalist. “For
all his brilliance” (Borges has said in the same “Autobjo-
graphical Essay”), I don’t think Macedonio is to be found in
his writing at all. The real Macedonio was in his conversa-
tion” (“Essay,” 228). That was the Macedonio who taught
Borges to read and to talk.

Before Macedonio, I had always been a credulous reader.
His chief gift to me was to make me read skeptically. At the
outset, I plagiarized him devotedly, picking up certain styl-
istic mannerisms of his that I later came to regret: I look
back on him now, however, as an Adam bewildered by the
Garden of Eden. His genius survives in but a few of his
Ppages; his influence was of a Socratic nature. I truly loved
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the man, on this side of idolatry, as much as any. (“Essay,”

Some of the work done by Borges in the twenties shows
the Macedonio imprint. At least two of his more ambitious
“metaphysical” articles—*“The Nothingness of Personality”
and *“Berkeley’s Crossroads” —were admittedly written on the
margin of (as he phrased it then) “lucid discussions” with
Macedonio. Those articles reflected Macedonio’s own pecul-
iar readings of the idealist philosophers and his conviction
that we live in a dream world and are made of such stuff as
dreams are made on. Years later, Borges would develop his id-
josincratic readings of the same authors and would produce,
in “New Refutation of Time” (1 947), his own version of ide-
alist philosophy. But everything had its roots in the Satur-
day’s meetings with Macedonio.

How did Macedonio react to this idolatry? He acknowl-
edged it, but with a very curiously ironic smile, visible in a
text he wrote in 1941 and which has been ignored by those
who try hard to ignore Macedonio’s friendship with Borges.
It is a mock autobiographical note and it begins:

I was born a true Buenos Airer and in a year very 1874. Not
then but very soon I began to be quoted by Jorge Luis Bor-
ges with so little modesty for praise that because of the ter-
rible risks he took with his enthusiasm, I began to be the
author of the best things he had produced. I became ade
facto talent, by overcoming, by usurping his work. What
an injustice, my dear Jorge Luis, poet of “El truco’ and
“General Quiroga Rides to His Death in a Carriage,” the
true master of the time.

Borges could not have accepted then that evaluation.
For him, Macedonio was the first man, a true rustic Adam. In
a speech he made at Macedonio’s funeral in 1952, he re-
called:

In those years I imitated him to the point of transcription,
of passionate and devoted plagiarism. I felt then: Mace-
donio is metaphysics, he is literature. Those who preceded
him could shine in history but they were only first-drafts of
Macedonio, imperfect preliminary versions. Not to surren-
der to that cannon would have implied an incredible negli-
gence. (Narradores, 54)
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Yes, Macedonio was his Socrates but as Plato outgrew
Socrates and in his writings achieved a distinction Socrat.es
had never dreamt of, Borges has outdistanced Macedonio.
Precisely because Borges became a master of the art. of c}'lang-
ing conversation into writing. Because he was, he. is, primar-
ily a writer.

IV.
And now Bioy Casares. Borges’ shadow has loomed so large
over Bioy’s works and achievements that (?nly recently the
maturity and originality of the disciple’s fictions has begun ?o
be appreciated by an increasing audience and even by the gnt-
ics. Borges met Bioy around 1932, through the good off}ces
of Victoria Ocampo. At that time, Borges was already thirty-
two and one of the leading Argentine poets. Bioy. was only
seventeen. He had begun his literary career by writing §hort
stories in a dreamy, surrealist vein. His family wanted him to
be a success and asked Victoria to find him a men.tor. l?aorges
was selected because he had already been recognized in the
oup as the master he was soon to become.
Sur glﬁorzes and Bioy began seeing each other regglarly. Ina
few years, time they even started to collaborate .m. earnest.
Their first joint venture (according to Bioy’s rem1n1scence32
was a pamphlet on yoghurt written specially for the C.asares
dairy firm. Soon they were engaged m more demanding en-
terprises; writing in the present tense, Bioy would recall:
We plan a story we never write, which is the germ of Seis
problemas para don Isidro Parodi [Six Probl.ems for Don
Isidro Parodi], about a German philanthropist, Dr. Prae-
torius, who by hedogistic methods—music, ceaseless
games—murders children.
In the “Autobiographical Essay” Borges had attempted

to define their very peculiar relationship:
One of the chief events of these years—and of r.ny life—was
the beginning of my friendship with Adolfo Bioy Casares.
(...) It is always taken for granted in these c.ases. tl_lat the e'l-
der man is the master and the younger his disciple. This
may have been true at the outset, but several years later,
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when we began to work together, Bioy was really and se-
cretly the master. He and I attempted many different liter-
ary ventures. We compiled anthologies of Argentine poetry,
tales of the fantastic, and detective stories; we wrote arti-
cles and forewords; we annotated Sir Thomas Browne and
Gracian; we translated short stories by writers like Beer-
bohm, Kipling, Wells, and Lord Dunsany; we founded a
magazine, Destiempo, which lasted three issues; we wrote
film scripts, which were invariably rejected. Opposing my
taste for the pathetic, the sententious, and the baroque,
Bioy made me feel that quietness and restraint are more de-
sirable. If I may be allowed a sweeping statement, Bioy led
me gradually toward classicism. (“Essay,” 245-246)

It would be possible to attribute to Borges’ own modesty this
apparently extravagant praise of a writer not only fifteen
years his junior but also more limited in his literary powers
and resources. But a careful reading of the work produced by
both separately and jointly tends to confirm Borges’ asser-
tion. If at the beginning, Bioy was understandably very much
under Borges’ guidance, as soon as he mastered his own style
he began to influence Borges in a very decisive manner.

If it is rather obvious that some of Bioy’s best pages re-
veal the imprint of Borges’ teachings, less evident (although
not less real) is Bioy’s mark on some of Borges’ stories. Thus,
I believe it is necessary to underline now this dialogue of
texts that the works they published during the forties and
fifties especially so telling document. It is not out of
friendship that Borges introduces Bioy at the beginning of
“Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius”. It is safe to assume that many
of the most fruitful inventions Borges conceived in those
years matured in conversations with Bioy. To a French inter-
viewer (the indefatiguable Jean de Milleret) Borges once admit-
ted that to talk to a friend is an active form of laziness. For
him, talking to Bioy must have been (and still is) the equiva-
lent of practising orally what he was later going to write or
dictate. To a point, his relationship with Bioy mirrored the
one he had, as a young man, with Macedonio.

But with a difference. Borges never collaborated with
Macedonio in a joint literary venture. With Bioy they not
only compiled anthologies (of Argentine poetry and fantastic
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literature, with Silvina Ocampo; of detective stories and ex-
traordinary tales, on their own), annotated and translated
some classics, but created two totally new writers: Honorio
Bustos Domecq and his faithful disciple, B. Su4rez Lynch. In
explaining his collaboration with Bioy, Borges had this to say
in his ““Autobiographical Essay”:

I have been often asked how collaboration was possible. I
think it requires a joint abandoning of the ego, of vanity,
and maybe of common politeness. The collaborators should
forget themselves and think only in terms of the work. In
fact, when somebody wants to know whether such-and-
such joke or epithet came from my side of the table or
Bioy’s, I honestly cannot tell him. I have tried to collabo-
rate with other friends some of them very close ones but
their inability to be blunt on the one hand or thick-skinned
on the other has made he scheme impossible. (“Essay,”
247

The fact that Borges and Bioy not only managed to
make the collaboration possible but that they created two
new writers is perhaps due to Bioy’s extraordinary insight in-
to Borges’ mind and whims. By being at the same time a good
disciple and a subtle but firm master, Bioy was perhaps
chiefly responsible for Bustos Domecq’s existence. In the
“Autobiographical Essay,” Borges has reminisced about the
day Bustos came into being:

It was at some point in the early forties that we began writ-
ing in collaboration—a feat that up to that time I had
thought impossible. I had invented what we thought was
quite a good plot for a detective story. One rainy morning,
he told me we ought to give it a try. I reluctantly agreed,
and a little later that same morning the thing happened. A
third man, Honorio Bustos Domecq, emerged and took
over. In the long run, he ruled us with a rod of iron and to
our amusement, and later to our dismay, he became ut-
terly unlike ourselves, with his own whims, his own puns,
and his own very elaborate style of writing...For many
years, the dual identity of Bustos Domecq was never re-
vealed. When it finally was, people thought that, as Bus-
tos was a joke, his writings could hardly be taken seriously.
(‘““Essay,” 246)

e
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Readers couldn’t be more mistaken. Because ‘‘Bustos
Domecq” or Biorges, as 1 prefer to call him, is one of the
great unsung Argentine writers. He is more than a joke. As
Alfonso Reyes was one of the first to point out, ‘““Bustos
Domecq” handled language with a freedom and inventiveness
that went further than both Borges and Bioy had ever dreamt.
Besides, ke is more irreverent, more experimental in his han-
dling of spoken speech, more adventurous in his exploring of
the possibilities of parody and in his using social and political
satire. Some of the stories not yet collected in book form,
such as ‘‘El Hijo de su amigo” [“His Friend’s Son”] (1952)
and “la Fiesta del Monstruo’ [‘‘The Monster-fest’’} (1955),
strip bare the surface of Argentine’s reality to expose its sor-
did and nightmarish realities. To truly understand some of
Leopoldo Marechal’s chapters in Addn Buenosayres (1948) or
some of Cort4zar’s novels (The Winners, 1961, and Hop-
scotch, 1963) it is useful to look first at Bustos Domecq. To-
day, some of Argentine’s newest writers (such as Jorge Asis
in Los reventados, [The Busted Ones] (1974), are following
Bustos Domecq’s footsteps.

V.

Out of laziness (according to his quoted statement to Jean
de Milleret) Borges seems to have spent a considerable part
of his time talking about his writings instead of writing them.
Perhaps. But the talking has been essential for the existence
of the text we now call Borges. It is possible to locate in one
of Borges’ most famous stories (the most famous), “Tion,
Ugbar, Orbis Tertius,” the exact moment and place in which
talking becomes composing; that is: writing. It is a very well-
known passage but I would like to read it today not as it was
written (as an introduction to the incredible adventure the
story later tells) but as a vivid presentation of Borges and
Bioy as dramatis personnae caught in the act of writing:

I owe the discovery of Uqgbar to the conjunction of a mir-

ror and an encyclopedia. The mirror troubled the depths

of a corridor in a house on Gaona street in Ramos Mejia;
the encyclopedia is fallaciously called The Anglo-American
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Cyclopaedia (New York, 1917) and is a literal but delin-
quent reprint of the Encyclopaedia Britannica of 1902. The
event took place some five years ago. Bioy Casares had had
dinner with me that evening and we became lengthily en-
gaged in a vast polemic concerning the composition of a
novel in the first person, whose narrator would omit or
disfigure the facts and indulge in various contradictions
which would permit a few readers—very few readers—to
perceive an atrocious or banal reality. From the remote
depths of the corridor, the mirror spied on us. We discov-
ered (such a discovery is inevitable in the late hours of the
night) that mirrors have something monstrous about them.
Then Bioy Casares recalled that one of the heresiarés of
Ugbar had declared that mirrors and copulation are abom-
inable, because they increase the number of men. I asked
him the origin of this memorable observation and he an-
-swered that it was reproduced in The Anglo-American Cy-
clopaedia, in its article on Ugbar.

It wouldn’t be necessary to read any further. We now
know that Bioy’s quotation of that Encyclopaedia is the
starting point of a passionate search for the missing text
which constitutes the story’s subject. We also now know—
that is: on this side of the printed page, in what Borges has
called the “mere” reality we all share—that the real Anglo-
American Cyclopaedia never carried an article on Ugbar; that
Bioy could never have quoted that passage because it is actu-
ally a distorted quotation from another of Borges’ stories,
“The Masked Dyer, Hékim of Merv,” published in A Univer-
sal History of Infamy (1935) (it is attributed there to an East-
er source); that the search for the missing text never oc-
curred in real life; that “T1dn” is not an article but a fiction.
But we also know now that conversations similar to the one
recalled at the beginning of this story happened not between
the characters named “Bioy” and “I”” in “T16n”, but between
our good old friends, Borges and Bioy, without any quota-
tion marks whatsoever. The novel they were discussing on
that imaginary occasion might have been the same Tldn
story, or (as Suzanne Jill Levine has advanced in a Ph.D. dis-
sertation) Bioy Casares’ second important novel, Plan de eva-
sion or A Plan to Escape. Perhaps. But what is essential to

Borges: The Intellectual Background

our argument today, is that in that first paragraph of “Tldn,”
we have the precise missing link needed to complete our
search: “Bioy’’ and the “I” of the story are permanently
caught in the exact moment in which an idle conversation be-
gins to turn into the seed of a text. Words set free by the
flow of the mind and the warmth of literary exchange, began
to condense in phrases. The flow of conversation is stopped:
an irrefutable part of writing, in the form of a half-remem-
bered quotation from an imaginary book, is inserted into the
surface of the text we are reading. The incrusted text refers
to reproduction, either by reflexion (mirrors) or by coitus.
But both forms of reproduction serve in the story as masks
for another not less abominable mechanism of multiplica-
tion: writing. Because writing is but reproduction, it con-
sists, as Borges has always said, and Derrida has proved, of
the inscription of a text over the surface of another.

With the help of Bioy, and reaching the plenitude of his
fortieth year, Borges had achieved what had only been
sketched in his conversations with Father and his speculations
with Macedonio: the total rendering of conversation into
writing, the reproduction in another medium of what had
been freely and challengingly created in dialogue. Georgie
(as Father called him) or Jorge Luis (as Macedonio called
him) has become finally Borges, as Bioy always calls him.
The son, the disciple, is now and forever the master.

NOTES

1. “An Autobiographical Essay,” in The Aleph and Other Stories, trans-
lated by Norman Thomas di Giovanni and the author (New York: Dut-
ton, 1970), p. 152. This will be quoted as *“Essay,” with the page fol-
lowing.

2. Dreamtigers, translated by Mildred Boyer (Austin: University of Tex-
as Press, 1964), p. 93.

3. “In Praise of Darkness,” translated by Norman Thomas di Giovanni,
in Prose for Borges, published by Tri-Quarterly, no. 25 (Evanston, Ill.:
Northwestern University Press, 1972), p. 143.
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4. “Death and the Compass,” translated by Donald A. Yates, in Lab-
yrinths (New York: New Directions, 1962), pp. 86-87. This book will
be quoted as Labyrinths, with the page following.

5. Cf. Emir Rodriguez Monegal: Narradores de esta América, vol. 11
(Buenos Aires: Editorial Alfa Argentina, 1974), p. 55. This text will be
quoted as Narradores, with the page following.

6. Cf. Adolfo Bioy Casares: “A Chronology,” in Review, 15 (New York:
Center for Inter-American Relations, Inc., 1975), p. 37.

?. “T16n, Uqgbar, Orbis Tertius,” translated by James E. Irby, in Labyr-
inths, p. 3. ’

THE ROSE IN BORGES’ WORK:

Emma Susana Speratti-Piiiero
Wheaton College

Like Saint Casilda’s skirt, Borges® writings are full of roses. At
first sight less impressive than some other of his themes, or
perhaps considered prestigious but somehow wasted by cen-
turies of use and misuse, little or no attention has been paid
to them. Borges’ last book of poems impelled me to move
backward and zigzag in time and take a look at these flowers
in order to reach the deep, unending rose of 1975.1

I sincerely think that their proliferation results from
Borges’ love for the rose as a perfect manifestation of beauty.
Then it becomes clear why his only offer to the beloved wo-
man is “the memory of a yellow rose/ seen at sunset’ years
before she was born; we understand too that he is so grateful
“to the divine/ labyrinth of causes and effects/ ...for the mys-
tery of the rose/ that lavishes its color and doesn’t see it,”
and that now he can say: “I repeat that I have only lost/ the
vain surface of things./ The comfort comes from Milton and
is valiant,/ but I still think about letters and roses.”?

The feeling goes farther, however. The rose, one of the
natural wonders Adam found in Paradise, as many other “be-
loved things,” is now inaccessible in its primal meaning, even
if, from time to time, Borges recovers it by listening to the
reviving rain, even also if he thinks himself ‘“‘unworthy of.../
the invisible roses” and able only to smell “a murky rose of
darkness.”3

Naturally enough, the rose becomes intermingled with
different strong impressions and emotions, and represents
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different things in Borges’ works through images and compar-

isons. He can say as early as 1926 that a patio is “like a firm ?

rose under the growing walls,” or decide after the suicide of a
young writer that his comrades only can speak about “the
dishonor of the roses that didn’t know how” to stop him.
Fire, another gift Borges is grateful about, has, among its
multiple forms, the aspect of a rose. . And if for one of his an-
cestors the definitive, ecstatic instant on a battlefield is a
rose, what he himself sees in nightmares is an “insensate
rose.”

The queen of flowers reappears again and again associated
with the themes which attract Borges the most. Time has left
him only a “dull rose”: the *“vain hank of streets that repeat
the preterit names” of his kindred. The chaotic universe seen
through the Aleph shows ‘“‘asunset in Querétaro which seemed
to reflect the color of arose in Bengal.” His interest in Platonic
concepts leads him to say that “‘in the letters of rose is the
rose”’, and on malevos he says that, if their legends are as “a
dull rose,” the tango keeps them alive as a “burning rose”.
Coming back once more to the idealism of Berkeley, he af-
firms that plenty of things forgottén by us exist for God, as
“the symmetrical, momentary rose/ that chance gave once
to the occult/ crystals of the childish kaleidoscope.” The con-
viction that words cannot give the reality of things but only
add new and imperfect forms to the universe—so beautifully
presented in ‘““The Other Tiger” —is repeated as a revelation in
“A Yellow Rose,” where the flower demonstrates to a dying
Marine that “it was in its eternity and not in his words, and
that we may mention or allude to but not express, and that
the tall, proud volumes that cast a golden penumbra in an
angle of the room were not—as he has dreamed in his vanity—
a mirror of the world, but only one more thing added to the
world.” Precisely because of this Borges doesn’t dare to sing
“the unattainable rose” and speaks of it painfully, using
literary or philosophical allusions, and only from time to
time allowing himself the opportunity of a more natural way
of expression; but he had sung with decision the hypothetical
rose “that Milton put near his face,/ without seeing it.”s

The Rose in Borges’ Work

The essay “The Metaphor” included, with some con-
temptuous bias, a long list of comparisons where women and
roses had been placed together. He couldn’t refrain, however,
from using the rose to symbolize the attitudes, characteristics
or perfection of some writers: Poe wasn’t blinded by “the

resplendent metal/ nor the sepulchral marble but by the.

rose”; the style of Alfonso Reyes is a “precise rose”; the in-
ner meaning of Joyce’s intentions is like an unreachable rose
“in the center of his labyrinth.”” And when Borges praises the
German language, that he learned with such difficulty, he
establishes what each author writing in German gave to him;
Gottfried Keller, the Swiss born poet and novelist, deserves a
very special place among them because of a rose left “in the
hand of a dead person who loved it.” But what no critic must
forget is what Borges says about the terribly sad destiny of
the great poets because on them “gods threw/ the inexorable
light of glory, that looks at the entrails and counts the
cracks,/ of glory, that at last shrivels the rose it reveres.”’6

Adding Borges’ love for the rose to his “persistent in-
clination to theological difficulties” we are ready to look at
another kind of rose. The first time Borges mentions the Per-
sian poet and Sufi master Farid-al Din Attar (d. 1220) is in
the initial page of “The Approach to Al-Mutasim” (ca. 1936)
and in the footnote that ends this story-essay to explain a
possible relationship between a fictitious novel and Attar’s
real Parliament of the Birds. It is important to remember that
in a moment of the mystical quest for the Simurgh—the cen-
tral motif of the Parliament—the nightingale passionately
sings its love for the rose and is rebuked by the hoopoe; it is
also important because, even if Borges didn’t then pay atten-
tion to that aspect, later he remembered it, as can be seen in
the pages dedicated to the Simurgh in Manual of Fantastic
Zoology (1957), and came back to some expressions of the
above mentioned fragment in his last book.’

In his poem “About Hell and Heaven” (1942), Borges
tells us that “God doesn’t want/ to exhilarate the merits of
the just/ ...the depths of the Rose’’; although it is evident
that this rose is being used in a theological context, we are
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and Spanish languages, the Latinate diction has a different
value in English. Abstract terms of Latin origin, even of an
elevated sort, in Spanish are more concrete in their connota-
tion than their cognates are in the English language. It is easy
to recognize the cognates because they are from the same
Latin origin and they have essentially the same meaning; but
their value in English is different. And if I were doing these
translations now, I would moderate that aspect of them, but
perhaps—this is conjecture of course—not as much as I think
Borges would like, Now, I recognize that there has been a
change in his style and in his aesthetic. Perhaps because [
identify myself with a whole literary education which came
out of reading and rereading and studying Borges, I want to
adopt a style more in line with his present preferences.

To change the perspective a little bit, I've not done
much other translating, certainly hardly anything that I've
ever published. I have attempted a few times to translate
some other Latin American writers, both in Spanish and in
Portuguese, of a very different kind, that is, very different
from Borges. And I think, on the basis of that limited com-
parative experience, that Borges is not as difficult to trans-
late as many other writers that I can think of. I don’t know
exactly why this is so. An immediate reason that suggests it-
self is the presence of English in his life from the very begin-
ning of his language learning experience, and it is as if that
experience plus the other languages that he learned at an
early time have given—this is a conjecture on my part—his
prose a kind of universality, as if he were leveling out or
eliminating certain differential traits in Spanish and combin-
ing those which can be combined with compatible traits in
other languages. This is perhaps not very clear, but as if
there were a kind of underlying text which is universal in
nature. In trying to render that, in prose at least, one is not
faced with the kinds of problems that one finds, for example,
in trying to translate the Brazilian writer Guimardes Rosa,
who is, roughly speaking, kind of a Joyce of the Portuguese
language, who I think, unless one is a genius, defies all trans-
lation.

: On Translating Borges

I think that Borges’ prose, which has its problems of
course, is not anywhere near as difficult to render. One does
not have to transpose in order to obtain an effective English
version. Of course it is very learned, particularly in the period
that I’'m referring to. Therefore, I think one should acquire a
fairly good working knowledge of etymology because, as 1
tried to point out in the preface that I wrote for Labyrinths
in 1962, he will often obtain very surprising effects by re-
minding you, by placement and choice of words in context,
of the original etymological meaning, in such a way that both
the customary senses and the lost or forgotten or semi-oblit-
erated etymological meaning function in the text. That dual-
ity, that simultaneity should be preserved if possible. There-
fore one has to be frequently a dictionary. And then, of
course, the internal problems, or the repeated problems, of
proper names and literary allusions, some of which may be
overlooked. It’s very hard always to identify them; some of
them have been invented. I think that’s sufficient for the
moment.

HAYES: Maybe it’s best to go from the general to the
particular, as far as poetry is concerned. Professor Ferguson,
could you comment on the Selected Poems?

FERGUSON: Yes, I think that has to do with what Jim
Irby has just been saying about the problem of etymology,
looking at an example that was introduced by the flyer for
this symposium. I remember a conversation with Jack Mur-
chison, who was Borges’ secretary in the winter of 1967-68
at Harvard, about Borges’ use of the word laterales in a de-
scription of houses: casas laterales. Jack didn’t really know
what it meant, on a denotative level, and neither did I; but
the word had a kind of etymological depth which we could
easily feel—casas laterales must be rows of houses which
stretch off to both sides, or perhaps houses which are in
themselves long and low. The question was whether a trans-
lator should attempt to resolve the difficulty of sense; my
position was that he should not, since casas laterales is no
less Latinizing and mysterious in Spanish than lateral houses
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by means of an anecdote; I think it may have bibliographical
.importance, and I submit it to you for what it may be worth.
I happen to be responsible for introducing DiGiovanni to the
concept of meter in poetry. He showed up one midnight in
1968, very upset, and demanded to know what iambi< pentam-
eter was; I explained that it was supposed to have five beats;
he demurred; so we talked about it at length and when
. he left he was more or less satisfied. Two or three nights later
he was back, more upset than before: “Bill, when I translate
Borges’ lines they don’t come out to five beats. What shall
1 do?” We discussed it all again; and at length he decided, all
on his own, that the way to make the verses come out right
'in English was to convince the author to rewrite them slightly
-in Spanish.

' My question is: how many of the revisions in Selected
Poems are of this nature? I think it’s possible that the author
ho sits in front of us today may be unable to distinguish a
clear division between lines which were bargained for and
lines which grew naturally in their own soil. But the question
s so fascinating that I think it can’t remain unanswered for
ery long.

Apart from the obvious disadvantages of the prose ver-
sions of these poems (and the patent impossibility of trans-
lating poetry at all), it must be admitted that the prose ver-
sions helped us. I would like to mention one translation in
‘particular, by Robert Fitzgerald, which unquestionably de-
serves to be called a poem in its own right. Fitzgerald, whom

I greatly admire, as I think we all do, had produced an earlier
English version of the same poem, and it was a perfectly re-
spectable rendering except that there were errors of fact;

for example he thought that the word sur in the title (“La

-noche que en el sur lo velaron”) referred to the south of Ar-

‘gentina, when in fact, as it was explained to him later, it

meant the south side of Buenos Aires. I don’t remember Fitz-

gerald’s first title; the second time around it was “Death-

watch on the Southside,” and it comes out as a very great

poem in English, I believe, just as the poem is undeniably

great in Spanish. In this case Fitzgerald was certainly helped

by the tireless DiGiovanni and his immense devotion to the

in English. The problem with a translation such as houses
that stretch off on both sides is that it sidesteps the purpose- i@
ful difficulty that existed in the original. It happens in gle .
prose, too, as in one of my favorite phrases from Borges, “Ia ;
undnime noche,” from the famous beginning to ‘“Las ruinas
circulares,” “The Circular Ruins.” I believe it was you who :
translated that in Labyrinths, wasn’t it, Jim? You used the 3
words unanimous night, perhaps because although at first ;s
they didn’t seem to read right to an English ear, they were &j
no less unexpected and strange in Spanish. I think the word ]
unanimous is treasured by both of us in that context because &
of its etymological depth; it simply has to open up for th: :
reader, because there’s no everyday meaning of “‘unanimous™:4
that we can apply to the night; we are literally forced to he'fn' .
it as meaning ‘one-souled.” This word was bargained away in
Norman Thomas DiGiovanni’s translation of the story. I be
lieve it came out as “all-encompassing,” because Norman
with Yankee practicality,asked “What does this word mean?”
and if the story is faithful to the fact, Borges said modestly
“I don’t know.” 3
But you asked me about the Selected Poems that DiGio" ;i
vanni was in charge of. It was a remarkable experience to
work on that volume because it was certainly the most orgs-:4]
nized job of its kind I had ever seen. DiGiovanni had the en
gaging idea that a poem could be summed up in a prose para-# )
graph. Now most of the translators, myself included, seem to 48
believe that the ideal translation is a poem in its own right; so33
that the idea of working from a prose summary seemed odd
to say the least. I can think of only one English-language poe
of importance who ever worked this way—William Butle
Yeats—and he’s ordinarily taken as the exception that prove
the rule. Poets just don’t work that way; but there we were
With DiGiovanni it was a question of bargaining; he’d give
you one participle if you took out one noun, that.kind 0
thing. (Everyone knows that the best poems are written b
committees.) :
This procedure also occasioned a purification of ti¢
Spanish texts—*purification” was DiGiovanni’s word, and we
were never entirely sure what it meant. I'd like to illustrate
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project. Even though DiGiovanni’s own ear was not especially
good, I think, by keeping after Fitzgerald and asking him to
re-think every line he was instrumental in helping a very tal-
ented poet write one of the best poems he’s ever produced.

In sum, I would say that apart from the obvious diffi-
culties I've mentioned, Selected Poems represents a real mile-
stone in translations of Borges’ verse.

HAYES: The phrase, the comment came up, “The poem
works.” And Professor Barnstone, could you say something
on this: Is Borges’ poetry effective? Does it work in English?
If you can preface that with anything else, please do.

BARNSTONE: I'm tempted to tell other anecdotes
about that. I had a book that came out in 1959 that Norman
Thomas DiGiovanni had edited. We were talking then about
hexameters rather than pentameters. And we did fight and
bargain about each line, and he got to the proofs before I did,
and I really don’t know how much of the final version he al-
tered. Whatever one’s notions of translation, the relentless
kind of bullying intensity of DiGiovanni in trying to seek the
best possible translation is extraordinary, new and admirable.
Now I want to make a few professional remarks on three as-
pects of translation: the legal, the personal, and the technical.

Legally, there is one thing we must always remember
when interested in translating: the rights. And the rights, in
Borges’ case, as in the case of so many writers, are hopelessly
tangled, and not always to the benefit of the writer. I men-
tion, for example, Solzhenitsyn and Garcia Lorca, because I
think they are two writers who have been brutally limited in
their diffusion because of rights. Harper and Row must pub-
lish a translation they don’t like because of the question of
rights. New Directions has exclusive rights for most of Garcla
Lorca’s poems and simply will not allow other books to come
out or any complete single books to compete with the very
small Selected Poems. In translating Borges or anybody else,
this very notion of one person’s style being imposed on the
author for life in another language is a very questionable and
complicated problem.

B LR )
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Secondly, the personal part which is nicer. When La rosa
profunda first came out in Buenos Aires, I bought a copy and
was very excited about the poems; by complicated arrange-
ments, I did get the right to publish them in magazines. I
spent about twenty hours on each poem. I would start at
eight o’clock in the mormning and finish a first draft about
midnight. By about four in the moming, I'd collapse and
wake up again very early in the morning and start again. This
went on except for trips across the street to read them to
Borges. And Borges was, as always marvelous. As you prob-
ably know, he doesn’t own any copies of his books. He
doesn’t own his complete works. I remember he was debating
whether he should take a copy of his complete works to the
United States. He told me later that he decided not to. When,
I read him the poems, I read them first in Spanish. Everyone
knows his extraordinary, selective memory. His memory is
not very good, however, for his own poems and when I
would read them to him, he’d comment, “ Qué lindo!”’ Since
he heard those with the wonderful objectivity of hearing
someone else’s poems. Of course, his comments were ex-
tremely useful. His lexicon tended, as Jim Irby has suggested,
toward the Anglo-Saxon. If I used patio he would say “‘yard”
was better.

At the beginning, I translated poems, as in the past, us-
ing mainly exact rhymes, but throwing in some off-rhymes. I
remember one day we read some poems and I couldn’t find
a word to rhyme with Whitman, which is hard. Borges found
there were only two words that would rhyme with Whitman
in Spanish. The next day I had supper with Borges’ editor.
He said, “You know, Borges really would like you to find
more exact thymes.” He was absolutely right. I want to men-
tion briefly the question of whether one should or should not
use thyme in translating a poet who uses rthyme in the origi-
nal.

I think years ago we felt this was, perhaps, a mistake;
many people did. People tended to impose whatever was
their style, or the current style, upon the original poet, think-
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ing it would be a tremendous limitation and distortion. ot: ¥
original if one had to use rhyme or any other very disciplined
device. My experience, and I think the experienc.e of many
people, has been quite the opposite: the more stncturgs you
have imposed upon yourself, somehow the more your im
nation is free to find new solutions, perhaps solutions close
to the original than you would otherwise find. I had this ex- ji%
perience when I translated Theobald’s Bestiary from medieval 3|
Latin. I did a prose version first that was unreadable and flat
When I did it in thyme, as in the original, it was certainly
proved. It had humor and some good qualities. Since then
I’ve translated thyming poems in full rhyme.
One last matter: Irby’s remarks on the universahty o
Borges’ poems. The poems’ universality may seem to remov
them from our time. The poems are very much of our tim
and not of our time. Borges is not afraid to use the whole
kingdom of the Spanish language. In translating Borges, we:
have a problem: Do we translate him into American Engli
of 1976, or do we translate him into English-American
meaning a language which somehow corresponds fearlessl
to everything available in English: His poems are so modem
and yet so ancient that we should simply seek the fullness o
the Spanish language in English. We may end up writing
etry which isn’t completely of our decade; but then, Borges
does the same thing in Spanish. Then we’ll have greater fidel
ity. Moreover, by doing so we may expand the English f_
guage, which is what translation always does, and discoverne,_ 3
ideas about how good poetry can be written in English. A}
for effectiveness—to go back to the original question of Bor
ges in English—like the Bible, like other great writers, the u !
versality saves him. There is no question that Borges work
extremely well in English. Borges would say it works bette
in English than in Spanish. Borges does translate very well
and this is proven by the many readings of his poems arouqd
the country and the extraordinary response by the audience.

HAYES: Thank you. Mr. Dugan, tell us about some @
the specific problems that you personally have encounte:
and perhaps, also, some of the rewards, in translating Borg

DUGAN: I think that Borges is relatively accessiblt

On Translating Borges

“-when translated, given the general problems of translation as
. an impossible craft. Because much of Borges’ writing is cos-
- mopolitan in inspiration, because so many of the poems de-
*“pend on a literary past which is accessible across the language

barrier, I think that a lot of his poems come through into

g2 English and American English with some fidelity. It’s also

* true that a large number of his poems deal with metaphysical
- conceits, with metaphysical play, and the poems in this sense
. generally make an intellectual point. In other words, they do
. not depend so much on the sonic values of language or what
. - we call poetic-poetic poetry. Rather the poems have as their

organizational point an intellectual point or a metaphysical
point which is played upon. This is translatable. However,
what we do lose is the particular flavor of the Spanish, be-
cause so much of Spanish and so much of English is just in-
compatible, with two different worlds of reference, as we

* .all know to our sorrow who have attempted to translate any-

thing. It’s also true that the poems which are either about his-
torical characters or invented historical characters are acces-

i/ sible because of history, or history as play. So that’s one
+ point at which Borges’ work becomes relatively accessible to
v translation.

The other is the simplicity of his Spanish. He writes as

. simply as possible about very difficult matters. This is even
k- true in his earlier verse which he complains about now for its

mateness. But it is not as ornate as much of the verse in

Spanish which I have read. As a matter of fact, when he
speaks about somebody like Machado in this context, it is

ntirely too easy for his Spanish to be eloquent. So the artis-

tic ambition to reduce eloquence to more or less plain state-
ment while nevertheless dealing with highly complicated

deas is something that works also in English and in Ameri-

can English. In my own case of translating Borges, I figured

ut that I always failed because I do not speak Spanish flu-

"ently, and I went through the committee business with Nor-
man Thomas DiGiovanni also. Each poem of Borges that I

anslated, I think was the result of at least a ream of copy
aper, and letters going back and forth between myself and
iGi, so that I have a feeling that my own translations are
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rather banal and a product of quibbling. The only time I felt
rather good, after going through all this interminable hag-
gling with DiGi over a particular word, was on sitting back
and getting a rush of pseudo-creativity, of feeling myself into
a specific poem in the presence of a huge pony, a huge bunch
of literal translations, and then getting the feeling. But those
were the poems that I didn’t publish in the book, precisely
because they were too far away from a literal translation and
too far into an independent creation. That is always the ag-
ony of translation. In one’s efforts to be true to Borges, to
make the translation a tribute to another man’s creative
genius, how much do you subordinate you?self, if you do
subordinate yourself, the translator? Then you don’t really
feel the full impact of the emotion of the poem. If you do
feel the full impact of the emotion of the poem, then you
write a different poem. So there’s the fundamental paradox

of the translator’s dilemma. Those are my opinions at the
moment.

HAYES: This has nothing to do with the difficulty of
the question, but in twenty-five words or less, could you give
us your philosophy of translation? Tell us about your ap-
proach to translating.

LIMA: T'll preface my remarks by revealing that I came
to Borges, somewhat ironically, through the Army. Out of
desperation during basic training at Fort Dix, I sought an out-
post of civilization and culture in those wilds of New Jersey;
I was fortunate to find the small postlibrary. It was there
that 1 came across a few of the items which Donald Yates
mentioned, the early bibliography of Borges in English. So I
discovered Borges by chance in a random library, and in
translation. Eventually, upon leaving the service, I pursued
his work further through the originals. Although I first read
his prose, when I became involved in the New York City po-
etry movement of the early 1960s, among the things that I
found myself doing was the reading and translating of Borges’
poetry. I read those pieces at the Café Cino, Tenth Street
Coffeehouse, “Les Deux Megots” on Seventh Street East, and
at the Judson Memorial Church. Some of these translations
appeared in Chicago Review in the summer issue of 1964,

On Translating Borges

These were pioneer efforts on behalf of Borges the poet.
I've been translating his poetry intermittently since those
days and publishing it in various good but non-paying jour-
nals. I'm sad to admit that Borges has not made any money
from our association but proud of the fact that neither have
L

While Borges has been served financially by the many
editions of his works in English, too often the latest publica-
tions have done a great disservice to his reputation. The most
blatant savaging of his originals occurs in Selected Poems,
wherein the editor did literal prose versions of the poems
and passed these on to poets who knew little or no Spanish
for re-processing into poems in English! The obnoxious proc-
ess is proudly detailed by the editor in the book’s introduc-
tion. To my knowledge, I was the only reviewer who decried
the procedure and its results.

This brings me to the matter of originality and transla-
tion. The masterful Spanish architect Antoni Gaudi once re-
marked that ‘“Originality is the return to origins.” The
translator can be original but only is his creativity valid if it is
an outgrowth of its source. The translator has no right to
take a new route under the guise of fidelity; he must ap-
proach any author’s writings with respect and with insight
into what the originals mean. The personal quirks of the
translator cannot be allowed to intervene lest the resultant
version reflect possession rather than service. Rather, the
translator must dispossess himself to the extent that it is
possible to do so in any collaborative effort, putting aside his
subjective nature in order to make a valid incursion into the
“poem itself.” It is, however, desirable and necessary that
personal intuition play an important role in the selection of
words, phrases and structures towards a fortunate rendition
into the new language of the original work.

Nowhere is the process I’ve just outlined more necessary
than in the context of Borges’ works. My translations of his
poems are attempts towards this ideal. I have begun by trans-
lating only the poems that I find stimulating—intellectually
or emotionally; of his poems, I like most those that are uni-
versal, least those that are autobiographical or wholly indige-
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cial satisfaction when the author is Borges.

Panel Il .f b On Translating Borges

nous to Buenos Aires and environs. It is a matter of personal %
preference and has nothing to do with the intrinsic value of
the rejected poems. I believe that a successful translation of :
any work can only come about if the original means some--
thing to the translator beyond the first level of communica-
tion; only then can the interpreter convey the original’s spe-
cial quality and depth of meaning. If he has succeeded, his
translation will win kudos from critic and public alike, as well
as reward him with a very special sense of satisfaction; that-
feeling is prompted by the knowledge that the translation has
served not only to promulgate a worthy talent (that of the .
creator) but also to give evidence of the translator’s ability to ;
enter into communion with another mind. This carries a spe-

- Lorca.

LIMA: I could speak to that for a second, because at
one time I was involved with Putnam in a project to do the
selected works of Lorca in English; we tried every possible
angle to get the rights from New Directions, to no avail. They
had been promising a similar edition for years, but to date it
has not been published. So I think that what Willis said a mo-
ment ago about New Directions and the hold that they have
on certain authors is true and, consequently very sad.

. COMMENT: Laughlin has been a major force in dissemi-
nating modern literature.

YATES: And Laughlin has no objection whatever to let-

ting individual stories be published in other anthologies and
so forth.

DISCUSSION

‘QL.IESTION: It is said that the bane of a U.N. interpreter’s
existence is the translation of humor, and that the first thing
h_e v'vants to know from the Ambassador from Lower Slobo-
via is, “Are you going to put a funny story into your major

DUGAN: There has to be a compatibility of minds
think; in the case of Borges the speculations he deals with 4
had roughly been in the air before he was translated. All our;
speculations about the nature of reality, about the nature of 3
time; every thing that we’ve been speculating on since the Ein-"
steinian Revolution in physics achieves a focus in Borges'g
work, so that when we read some of the speculatings in Span- eech thi poR i
ish, one has the reflection, “Oh, yes, I was thinking aboutr :l,;at hetglsgzif;;n:gofeh aA;rtlgr; shs: ?astss l:f, :::.S dete}?n ned
that, too. Now I can probably say that in English.”” What I'm{8s: story is, and he immediately gi\;es up on trying tzv:r:ns?:tgi

l 9 n

the new culture, the target language, and substitutes that for
HAYES: Thank you, Professor Dugan.

e tht; OI‘?’ having given up trying to go from one culture to the
COMMENT: I understand that when The Aleph wagjiss- 2" In humor. Well, gentlemen, aren’t you also giving up to
published they refused rights to re-translation of certain stor}

fL:
s
3

some extent in going from one to the other, and aren’t you
really creating a new humor or a new poem or a new entity

which rez}lly i§ only an approximation of the one that you
were dealing with in the first place?

' DUGAN: You know, the thing is that with Borges that
kind of humor or wit is accessible, because the wit is very
close to high seriousness—which it is. After all, you can read
- Borges’ metaphysical jokes with a perfectly straight face or
¢lse you can break up in laughter, depending on how you feel
at. the moment. That goes over perfectly into American En-
- glish. I've heard translations of Borges’ poems read to audiences

ies that DiGiovanni wanted to do?

YATES: No, that’s not true. New Directions, which§
published Borges first in English translation—the translations}
which are drawn from four different volumes—wanted 03
make an arrangement with Dutton, which wanted to publishg
The Aleph separately, to give them the rights to publish the 8
hardback and let New Directions publish the paperback of}
the same book. That arrangement, which apparently was on Y
between businessmen, between publishers, was rejected by
Dutton. I know nothing about the restrictions on Garcia ‘
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in colleges: one audience would take a poem with a straight -

face, the next audience would break out laughing. But they
would both be essentially indicating the same thing, a very

deep appreciation of that fine line, something that’s so new,

so true that it’s funny.
QUESTION: How about Professor Barnstone on San

Juan de la Cruz? Doesn’t that hold a very special problem? I

must admit I have not read your translations of San Juan de
la Cruz, but doesn’t that present a different kind of problem

from the one just cited? Are you satisfied with this as a very

loyal, shall we say, interpretation?

BARNSTONE: I think you’re getting into general prob-
lems of fidelity, and obviously some people are more faith-
ful than others. But in all cases it’s extremely subjective, be-
cause the best translation is counterfeit..It’s a fake, it’s a
phony. But that’s all right. Languages are different. Sounds
are not the same in other languages; and if one accepts this
and attempts to find some kind of good creative equivalent,
then we can be satisfied with our counterfeit. If it’s a bad
counterfeit, if it doesn’t work, it’s really not been faithful in
the deepest sense of being faithful to the quality of the orig-
inal. It’s not for me to say whether St. John works in English,
but I think one has an advantage in being a translator, too,
because there is a process of correcting there. Sometimes you
have advantages, and it may come out even again. The very
fact that you’re selecting a poet, or selecting poems from a
poet, is already an advantage on your part.

ALAZRAKI: I would like to ask a question to the peo-
ple who have worked in translation. In Borges, there is a
unique problem, that I'm not sure the translators are aware
of. And I’ll start by saying that just recently the Journal of
Style devoted an issue to innovative stylists. One of the tar-
gets of the issue was to define, perhaps, the underlying quali-
ties of each of those styles. A key to Borges’ style is found
in his familiarity with the literary traditions of both Spanish
and English. I think that many things that are revolutionary
in Borges in the Spanish language are perhaps a tribute to the

ST Translating Borges

English language, and unavoidably, they are lost. Is there a
known solution to the problem in question? Is there any way
to cope with the fact that perhaps the English reader is con-
demned not to perceive those revolutionary elements of Bor-
ges’ prose in the Spanish language?

DUGAN: That’s a good problem. The only way to solve
it would be by using a trick. That would be to make the En-
glish translation sound like it did in Spanish. But it is a basic
problem. Style is always lost in translation. In Borges’ case,
the innovation in language can’t come through in the transla-
tion. You are corregt.

COMMENT: May I say something to that? Two things
that it suggests to me: One is that I think that the precision,
the compactness of Borges’ prose and poetry are more known
in the English language and have become more a part of the
modernity of the English language than they were in Spanish.
But when one attempts to deal with the subtleties of current,
everyday speech, it’s another matter. I became particularly
aware of this when I read the translation of another Argen-
tine author a number of years ago, of Cortazar’s Rayuela
(Hopscotch). Part of the charm and novelty of that book is
the very ear he has for the speech of Buenos Aires, for using
it for different kinds of humor, mainly intellectual humor.
And I think that it’s fresh in the Spanish language, and that a

Spanish-speaking reader from another country could appre-

ciate it very well. In translation, the colloquial parts of Ray-
uela become much flatter than they are. And I don’t think
there’s any way that that can be solved, really.

ALAZRAKI: Perhaps the answer would be the answer
that Borges himself has repeated: Actually, really, any good
work always survives bad translations. He has talked about
Gongora and Quevedo. . . . :

BARNSTONE: I think that we are very fortunate we
have the English language to translate into. If Borges had
written in English we’d have to find a translator for him to
Spanish. Only Borges could do it. And it’s possibly partly be-
cause he does often use the Shakespearian sonnet in Spanish,
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_are fortunate, as Willis says, that we have English, in this par-

Panel I

which is rare. He also has this mixture of the specific and the
abstract, and English is a very concrete language.

LIMA: Willis, on the other hand, not too long ago, I was ;
sent a poem by Eliana Rivero to translate for this conference,
the “Circular Poem” for Borges, and the poem ends with the
words “solo, sola.” Now I challenge anyone to translate “so-
lo, sola,” those two separate words, into two words in English. ‘.
You end up with “alone,” you see. So we lose the whole A
matter of gender. The word becomes neutral. So although we

‘,PANEL III: BORGES: PHILOSOP ? ?
oL I HER? POET? REVOLU-

Jaime Alazraki, Jorge Luis Borges,
Eugenio Donato, Emir Rodriguez-Monegal, .
Donald Yates. Final remarks: Dean Gordon Haaland

Moderator: Stephen Weber

ticular case, we also have those limitations.

COMMENT: I just wanted to suggest that perhaps an al-
ternative would be an annotated version of the translation.
The words have different alternatives, and why did you select
one particular one to make it come to life? This would
heighten the innovations and the style.

COMMENT: The matter of humor has come up sever
times and I noticed that at least in one story, in Labyrinths,
“Funes el memorioso,” a long passage in the original, which
had to do with flowery Spanish rhetoric, was eliminated from
the translation. I don’t know exactly who did it. It was an ex-
cision of at least a page.

IRBY: In Labyrinths? 1 translated it. I don’t rememb
eliminating anything.

YATES: I've looked at the book many times. I realized

that a sentence was left out in “The Garden of Forking
Paths,” but I’'m not aware of anything left out in “Funes.”

"WEBER: I have looked forward to this panel for a long time.
My anticipation has grown as the symposium on and with
Bo.rges has unfolded. We have a chance this morning for a
QIflet conversation with one another, a chance to let the pan-
eh‘sgs.exchange ideas, a chance for some clarifications, some
nt1c1§ms, some supporting comments, whatever seems ap-
A ropriate to them and to you. Let me begin by introducing

. _the panelists. On my far left, Donald Yates; next to Donald
Yates, needing obviously no introduction, Jorge Luis Borges;
n my right, Jaime Alazraki; next to Jaime Alazraki, Emi;
Rodriguez-Monegal; and finally, on the far right, Eugenio
> Dc_)nato. \.Ve thought it might be appropriate if we began
; Qt_hls morning by asking each of the panelists whether now
ter spending several days together, they have some comj
ents they wish to make to one another, some reflections on
their experience of the symposium, or some questions for
e another, and having done that, we will then turn to you
d ask you the same questions. Let’s begin with Mr. Yates.

i Y.A_‘TES: A question arose in yesterday’s session on

’:grt}nslatlon that I think touches on a very interesting point.
Jaime Alazraki brought it up in the form of a question and
we didn’t have a chance to expand on it. Jaime has a book on
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Borges’ prose style, and his questions was: ‘Is this peculiar
feature of Borges’ style in Spanish, which is its close, if not
secret, marriage with English language rhythms and English
language syntax—not lost when it comes back in the transla-
jtiOn?” The question really was never answered, and I thought
it was worth developing, so I guess that my question would
be to Jaime: In the process of studying Borges’ styles, what
do you think are the features of Borges’ style that are not in-
volved with the English language, and, secondly, is this fea-
ture of close kinship with English rhythms picked up again
by the translators (because I don’t think there’s any guaran-
tee that it ever is)? Is my question clear, Jaime?

ALAZRAKI: Yes, very clear. In fact, I thank you for
asking this question, because I think it will make a good sub-
ject for discussion. Borges’ prose has been to me a literary
revolution, and I believe that everybody acknowledges this
fact: a revolution in the prose of the Spanish fanguage. Yes
I think that what surfaces from reading and probing Borges:
prqse is the realization that Spanish, until him, had its revo-
lution in poetry with Rubén Dario and modernismo. We
know that, Neruda, Vallejo, Paz, and Borges himself saw in
modernismo and in Dario’s poetry the tool with which they
were able to write the later poetry we know today in con-
temporary Spanish-American literature. After years of de-
bating the merits of modernismo, we accept this fact today
as a truism. When we come to the prose written during the
§mne period, we find that their fiction—novels and short stor-
les—was too concerned with beauty, sensory impressions, ver-
bal rhythms, and artistic transpositions. The narrative, ar;long
the modernist fiction writers, was often a pretext to just cre-
ate highly embellished prose, sometimes heavily florid, oth-
ers, over-burdened with rhetoric. This type of flaunty ’prose
had a negative influence on the writers who wrote fiction im-
quiately after modernismo, and was of little value to the
writers who are writing today in Latin America. From the
stand.point of form and style, there was a definite vacuum in
Spanish American fiction, and this may partially explain the
fact that prose fiction came to its full maturity later than

.Borges: Philosopher? Poet? Revolutionary...?

poetry. I believe that it was Borges who filled this vacuum.
He faced first the question of the peculiarities in the Spanish
spoken in Latin America. “What distinguishes the Spanish we
speak from the Spanish spoken in Spain?”’—he asked early in
1927. His answer was that it is only a certain nuance, a cer-
tain tone, but clear enough that one can hear in it what was
idiosyncratic about an Argentine or a Mexican. His first three
books of essays are perhaps the best testimony of the kind of
prose Borges didn’t want to write. But in them, and in the
next two collections, he set out to study the ailments that in-
capacitated Spanish from being the effective literaryinstru-
ment he sought. He asked the forbidden question—‘‘How can
we create a pliant and hopeful Spanish which would be in
harmony with our own landscape and our own ways and our
professed faith?”” To the old concept of style which identi-
fied ornamentation with style, Borges contrasted a new, and
indeed revolutionary, concept of style. He said: “Total in-
visibility and total effectiveness are the twin perfections of
any style.” To me, this is the key to his revolution in the
Spanish prose. Now, going back to Donald Yates’ question,
which I think deserves further exploration. When we move
to the English language we find that those attributes Borges
sought for Spanish prose were already part of English prose
at least since the turn of the nineteenth century. English and
American literature created this linguistic tool much earlier,
and because Spanish didn’t have it you often hear translators
saying that it is easy to translate Borges into English. I think
this is a kind of naive way of recognizing that something new
has happened in Borges’ Spanish, because before him, just
think about translating Quevedo’s prose or even some of the
nineteenth century. Spanish fiction writers—they were all
trying to imitate the models set during the seventeenth cen-
tury. Once Borges is translated into English, some of his in-
novations in the Spanish language are lost, because we enter
into a language which has already achieved in its prose some
of Borges’ achievements. In fact, English has been often for
Borges a model for the Spanish he set out to forge. When the
American journal Style was planning an issue on innovative
stylists in American and European literature and I was asked
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k‘: irst place, Borges is absolutely right. Paul Groussac and Al-
fonso Reyes did Borges before Borges. Unfortunately for
them, Borges did it better. And doing it better, he changed
Groussac and Alfonso Reyes into Borges precursors. And
now only his generosity and his wonderful memory keeps
them alive. This is unfair to both of them because Groussac
was one of the greatest stylists in Argentine literature. I
would say a few words about him because it’s not a very well-
known name. Groussac was a Frenchman. He came to Argen-
tina; I think it was some political problem. He began writing
in French in Argentina, and finally he invented a language
which was French—the French in the sense of economy, the
French in the sense of logical syntax, the French of subtlety,
of touch, the French understatement, which is what we find
in Borges, although because of some confusion, people be-
lieve he comes from England. Actually there are very few En-
glish writers that write that way. I should say that Wilde per-
haps, and Bernard Shaw, both Irishmen, and, in the eighteen-
century, of course, you have Swift, you have Goldsmith.
But in the English, as has been proved again and again, lan-
) o guage can become elaborate. We think of Dickens, Thackeray,

ALAZRAKI: Right, it has nothing to do with thaF.I 3 Meridith, Henry James, Hawthorne. You won’t find Borges in
mean the two things, one dependent on the other—effective: ;< tpem: only in some occasional pieces. What actually happened
ness and economy. 53K" " was that Borges went to Geneva and learned French there,
BORGES: I would like to make a remark. Alazraki has d the syntax is mainly French with some touches of Grous-

used the image of the cells. Now that was used, I suppose in: sac. And, of course, then Alfonso Reyes. Alfonso Reyes was
vented, by Groussac when he was talking about the prose:} a Mexican who learned Spanish in Spain and Mexico, but he
style of Ricardo Rojas. Now, I don’t think I have done any:j also translated some of the prose writers in English that are
revolution. I think that my prose style comes from those two more congenial to Borges and of course to Alfonso Reyes. He
writers I have most read in Spanish: Paul Groussac and Alfon-;js%: translated Sterne; he translated Chesterton. So you see, what
so Reyes. But, fortunately, I am very happy to think that we are talking about really is not a language or a source, a lin-
people think that I have done it. But really I think of myself: guistic source, but more a textual source. It’s the meeting of
as a disciple of Paul Groussac and of Alfonso Reyes, who said *-people like Sterne and Swift in the eighteenth century, and
to me, “Groussac told me how to write Spanish prose, but; < Chesterton, Wilde, Shaw, Groussac, Reyes, etc., in Borges’
that’s all.” Thank you very much. & = -creation of style. And there were of course some Spanish writ-
RODRIGUEZ-MONEGAL: I'm sorry that Borges antict érs. Not all Sp.anish writers. write like Gabn’ci,l Mird, a cele-
pated my objections. ’'m very sorry because I like to disagres pra'ted StYhSt hk-e that, or like Galdds, a prolific writer. No,
with you, and unfortunately it will have to be some other no; Azorin, for instance, was a very good example of conci-
time. Now I think that the gist of the problem is that, in the

to write the piece on Borges, my problem was to explain 63
the American reader the extent of Borges’ innovations.in
Spanish prose, because I felt that much of what he did was
lost in the English translations, much as those translations are
often excellent.

YATES: I presume, Jaime, when you speak about ‘econ-*
omy’ you mean something that comes down simply to the
length of sentences or the length of paragraphs or the length
of the stories themselves: an economy of conception?

ALAZRAKI: No, I don’t mean that type of economy. It &%
is the economy of means for expressing an idea, thought or
feeling. In Borges’ prose, one feels that nothing is lacking and 3}
nothing is excessive. I think that in his prose everything func:
tions like living cells—each one performing a defined func-z
tion. Before him, you find that Spanish prose was overloaded
with words which were like dead cells, doing nothing for de-
veloping the given idea or thought. Economy in that sense.

YATES: Economy, then, in some way that is effecti
ness. Perhaps no longer or shorter in length. :

sion—perhaps too concise, if you are interested in anything
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else but concision. So my argument will be that the strange-

ness of Borges to readers of the Spanish language, who do not
know their English literature and hardly know the English,
is because they know that he has an English grandmother and
that he’s always quoting English writers, and that he occa-
sionally lapses into English in conversation, etc. But I think
he is very much in the tradition of style that brings together
the best of certain trends in English, in French, and even in
Argentine literature. We have some examples: Sarmiento, for
instance, I think is very much in Borges’ tradition. I don’t
know if you will agree with me; I hope you won’t so that we
will have an interesting discussion, and then I will get the em-
brace that he still owes me in this conference. [Laughter.]

WEBER: Jaime, would you wish to respond?

ALAZRAKI: Yes, I would like to say a few words on
that. Yes, no doubt there are some antecedents until one
comes to Borges. I think he would say, as he has, “Every-
thing I did was already in such and such author. . . of
course, Borges was not alone in this endeavor, in the same
way that Dario was not alone. But I believe that what Sar-
miento did for Spanish prose in the essay form in the nine-
teenth century, Borges did in the twentieth century for prose
fiction. And regarding the cases of Groussac and Reyes, yes,
there is no doubt about their accomplishments and one hag
no choice but to believe Borges regarding his having learned
from them. But Reyes wrote very little fiction and although
he has some fine stories they are not enough to make him the
modern master Borges is. In the prose of Groussac, on the
other hand, much as it was a condensed and cleansed prose, |
don’t find a single line that could match the prose of Ficcio-
nes. As Amado Alonso has shown, more than an innovator,
Groussac was a guardian of correction, not a minor merit in
a language that was so much misused and squandered. One
can also answer Borges with his own words: “Every writer
creates his own precursors and his work modifies our concep-
tion of the past, as it will modify the future.”” So Borges, if
you had not written what you did, we would not perceive
this quality you attribute to Groussac. The fact remains that

:»‘ Borges: Philosopher? Poet? Revolutionary...?

Spanish American writers writing before Borges we.re not_lis—
tening to themselves. They were writing, rather, in a nine-

‘teenth-century Spanish that already Spaniards were growing

very restless about. And one has not to talk about La gloria
de don Ramiro. Most of Argentine fiction, with obvious ex-
ceptions, was written in an artificial, contrived language in
which Argentines could not hear themselves. If one can agree
with Borges that he learned a great deal from Reyes and per-
haps from Groussac, it must be acknowledged at the same
time that only with his prose one can hear for the first time
“a tone,” a language suitable for writing good fiction. And
this is what, I think, eventually fascinated most Latin Ameri-
can writers of today. How can one explain, otherwise, that
for Fuentes the new Latin American novel starts with Bor-
ges? And that Garcia Mdrquez, who has openly declared .his
dislike for Borges’ work, has also expressed his great admira-
tion for him and his fascination for ‘‘the violin he uses to ex-
press his things”? Cortdzar summed it up for everybody when
he said: “‘Borges has marked us all.”” Even in Sdbato’s Sobre
héroes y tumbas we see Borges walking the streets of Buenos
Aires and becoming one more fictional character among the
others; and I think that what Sdbato is saying there is that
Borges’ passage through the pages of one of the fairly repre-
sentative novels of contemporary Latin American fiction be-
comes a sort of symbol, a lapsus linquae through which
Spanish American fiction of the last decades acknowledges
its debt to Borges.

RODRIGUEZ-MONEGAL: Yes, but Jaime, the prob-
lem is that they are two different statements. One is what
kind of precursors Borges has, and I was denying this easy
association with the English language. The other is the ex-
tent of Borges’ revolution, and in that I think we both agree,
and disagree with Borges, because the fact that Borges uses,
let’s say, Sterne and Chesterton, Groussac and Reyes to cre-
ate—what? Prose? Not just prose; fiction. The fact that his
prose is the prose of fiction which, as everybody knows, is
not just fiction in the ordinary sense because it uses tech-

niques and the style of the review, of the essay, of the philo-
sophical hoax, etc., makes this revolution of Borges so im-
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portant for all the people who can relate to it. But here we?:
have problems. One is the origins of writers as Borges’ pre
cursors. The other is Borges’ revolution. As I said before, it
wasn’t that Borges was a creator of a revolution in the art
of telling his stories; and this has perhaps been acknowledged -
even by people who will never acknowledge it. And I think -
you were very right in mentioning the obsessive presence of.
Borges in Sartre. But I think Donald’s question was more
specific, and this is what has brought us to this point. And :
he was trying to find a way of solving the problem of how to
translate Borges into English. This is a very tricky problem :
because the easy translator will say, “Well, he has an English
syntax, and then I am going to translate it literally.”” Now. 43
what happens? It doesn’t work. “I am going to translat
word by word.” And it doesn’t work. And so, to rewrite &
Borges in English means that you have to know that he is no
an English writer in Spanish, despite the fact that he may
think in English. He may have been reading English all the
time, but when the man Borges becomes the text Borges, &
something strange happens. And this is what I am interested

in analyzing. What happens when the man Borges becomes
the text Borges? The text Borges is Spanish—or Spanish:
American. The man may be from Northumberland, or even
from Portugal,! from Brazil, from Argentina, from Uruguay,
from all over the world; the text is Spanish. Because the text
is not only made by Borges, but it is made by everybody. It
preceded him and continues to exist after him. This is what I
think must be happening. And the text Borges exists only in
Spanjsh. What we have in other languages is translation, but
this betrays.

¥*“day, I am not a Hispanist and I have not written on Borges.
However, looking at the program here, I notice that the title
- of this program was supposed to be ‘‘Borges: Philosopher,
oet, Revolutionary.” And yesterday the talk of Borges was
e entitled, ““A Simple Man of Letters.” And the question re-
£ mains to me, how can a simple man of letters be a philoso-
8 pher? Or, can one philosophize by simply being a man of let-
;‘f ters? I do believe (I'll just say this and we can discuss it, if you
g wish) that for many of us, the problem of Borges has been
precisely that his meditation on language, on the act of being
-a simple man of letters, has made him develop in his writings
~a problematical representation which remains for many of us
- at the heart of the philosophical questions raised by the lit-
‘erary text. In so doing, whether he wants to admit that he
‘has had an influence on them or not, he has created a certain
- genre and, among the non-Spanish writers that certainly have
-been influenced by him—take the late works of John Barth,
:for example—and in all their work you again have something
~(Professor Monegal used the expression ‘“the prose of fic-
ion”’) where you develop eventually the fiction of prose, and
“by developing the fiction of prose, you again have a proble-
“matic of textuality. And in so doing, to many of us, the great
erit of somebody like Borges has also been to open up texts
ot only in the future, to open up texts not only at the level
of critical thought, but also to open up texts in the past. Bor-
~ges was one of the first people in the critical arena, for ex-
ample, to write on Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet, and Flau-
‘bert’s Bouvard et Pécuchet perhaps is at the level of the pro-
“blematic of the text. Also a text of a precursor in which then
e name of Borges itself appears. I'll just simply say what
as interesting to me in that area of Borges which is not my
cern: that perhaps in listening to all of my colleagues, be-
ginning with the paper of Professor Monegal on the way the
an Borges, as he put it, can become the text Borges, the
question that I felt the speakers were groping toward, was:
*How will the text Borges be written in a history of Litera-
ture? This is again the problem: that his name will be inscribed
“in one particular way in a history of Spanish literature or a
history of Latin American literature; it will be inscribed in a

WEBER: Eugenio Donato.

DONATO: At the beginning of my talk, I had to prefacé
it by saying, ‘‘I feel odd man out,” and after this discussion
on the question of style, I have to say again, “I am odd man
out,” because my concerns are not in that direction. All I can
say at this point is, again, my impression of these past few
days from an outsider’s point of view, since, as I said the other
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different way in a history of Literature (without any qualifi-
cations). What struck me is that perhaps the great innovation
of the work of Borges is that somehow he has managed (and
here I am thinking again of what Irby said about Nietzsche
and Ecco—that he has perhaps managed, through a will to sig-
nification, in defining the shape which that particular chapter
of literary history is going to take. For in a very curious way
all of the critical questions that arose, from which the task’
developed to write this chapter of literary history, were al-
ready, at the beginning, given by the texts of Borges himself.

WEBER: Do you wish to respond, Borges?

BORGES: Yes. I wonder if there is any difference be-
tween the style of narrative and the style of essay. In my case
there isn’t. Why should we think of the style of a story as be-
ing different from the style of an argument? I think we are
making things more than they are. As to my style, I suppose
the style is the same, whether I'm writing poetry, whether
I’'m writing a tale, whether I'm writing an essay. I don’t think
I’'m writing in three different styles, because that would be
preposterous. For example, if I have taken my style, let us
say, more or less from Groussac and from Reyes, the fact
that they wrote but little narrative is, as you say, irrelevant,
Because, after all, what is style? You frame a thought, then a
sentence, then you go on. For example, Groussac wrote Ca-
laquila; in the case of Reyes, Reyes wrote the narratives. I
don’t think there’s any need to think that what I have done is
revolutionary. I was just following their tradition in Spanish
and, of course, I was thinking back on my English masters"
I was thinking back on Chesterton or Shaw, on Kipling, and—’
why not?—on the eighteenth century also, on Boswell. So I
don’t think that what I have done is as important as you
think. I think you are all committing a Very generous mis-
take, but I'll be found out at any moment. But thank you.

WEBER: Jaime, you haven’t had much chance to re-

spond to questions. Do you wish to say something in reply to V

Borges?

ALAZRAKI: Yes, perhaps this is true indeed, that there
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is not much difference when one moves from Borges’ prose in
the essay to his short stories, and perhaps it’s also true that if
we acknowledge that Reyes was an excellent essay writer,
then perhaps those elements were already in the prose of
Reyes. I think that what made, Borges, the whole difference
is the fact that, perhaps following a similar procedure, you
demonstrated that you can write great fiction, which is cer-
tainly not the case of Groussac, and I’'m not sure it’s the
case of Reyes, no? That perhaps the same element or germ
that is in those previous writers—it becomes in your writ-
ing great fiction, great narrative. And that’s what triggers the
effect that you have had, and not Reyes or Groussac, on writ-
ers like Garcia Marquez or Cortdzar or Cabrera Infante, no?

RODRIGUEZ-MONEGAL: It’s very emQarrassing to
disagree with everybody, but at the same time, it’gvery tan-
talizing and challenging. I think that in the first place, Bor-
ges’ modesty prevents him from acknowledging the revolu-
tion he has achieved in the Spanish language, Spanish prose
fiction, the essay; and so this is something he will never agree
with. We may torture him with Chinese tortures, Argentine
or Uruguayan tortures, even American tortures, Michigan
State University tortures, and we will never make him ack-
nowledge that he is the leader of a successful revolution. So
I'm going to drop that and attribute it to modesty. On the
other hand, I think that when we talk about style, style is
one of the most vague words unless we are using it etymolog-
ically as the instrument with which we make incisions. But
when we complicate the word ‘style’ with the word ‘genre’
then we are totally lost. Because we are trying to talk simul-
taneously about the style of Borges as if Borges had only one
style, and we are talking about the plurality of genres while
we note that Borges had different styles and different genres
in different types of his writing. And let me quote from one
instance of this, of his only statement about genres. When he
had the accident in 1938, and when he recovered from the
accident, and thought that his mind had been affected, he
had told us (and I’m ready to believe him always when he
tells things in print) that he was afraid he wouldn’t be able
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ires, that he doesn’t believe in requiring them to read any
given text. You may not be ready for it; it may not be ready
'for you. In any case, if it doesn’t give you pleasure, put it
‘down and try something else. This is a hedonistic principle,
if you will, and at the same time, I’m using “hedonism” in a
on-derogatory sense. Borges’ writing, I'm convinced—be-
cause I've heard him over the last several months repeatedly
fer to the process of composition—Borges’ writings are also
~the product of periods of intense pleasure and satisfaction.
riting has been a pleasure for Borges. He writes about the
. things that have given him pleasure. If he reads a book on
hilosophy and finds one idea that charms him, he remem-
.bers that one idea and the rest of the book drops over the
.edge and into oblivion. If he reads a short story by Stevenson
d recalls a particularly exciting or moving conflict or drama
r plot element, he remembers that, and the rest takes its
“place in the wings some place; it’s not important. When he
mes down now to writing, he’s going to write about things

to write, and because of that he tried to write a short sto
because that was a genre in which he hadn’t produced ve

much, and so if he failed, nobody would notice it. And h
did. He wrote “Pierre Menard, Author of Don Quijote.” As*
you know, it’s one of the most original and revolutionary
and perhaps the most revolutionary of all his writings in the 3
sense that it is a short story and also an article, a review, a d
fense, a parody, a satire, and all that we heard James Irb
show so beautifully yesterday. But the key element of this
anecdote is that Borges himself was acknowledging in 193
"the existence of different genres, and that some writin
could take different forms. I think that this is obvious b
cause genre is a convention. Genre is simply a literary form#;
of a certain period that readers and writer make a kind ’ ;
pact to use and exchange. But of course Borges, even in a '
ceptmg that he was using a certain genre, was destroying
the genre by using the techniques of the essay. I think this:¥ g
is why now he pretends he has forgotten everything and hei3
doesn’t remember that he once talked about genres and no at are pleasurable to him. He enjoys thinking about them
he just has ‘texts’. And I agree with him because finally whe 34 4and he enjoys playing with them. Some of these ideas come
you leave the teachers and professors and critics and pane] 5.". by from books of philosophy; some of them come from meta-
ists aside, the only real thing you have is texts. If we can ha ! hysical treatises; some of them come from Chesterton; some
a prose poem in verse; why not have a short story that f them come from Wells, from Wilde, and he puts them all
gether, and is writing about that which is pleasurable to
‘him. This is where I think the idea of genre disappears. Bor-
es doesn’t need to be aware of it. I don’t think that it’s even
gnificant. What he’s writing about is all of these things that
e pleasurable to him. I think it’s that simple.

. RODRIGUEZ-MONEGAL: I'd like to respond to that.
3 “What do you expect us, as critics, to do with that pleasure?
this effect: that he doesn’t believe in required reading; There is one thing that we have learned from Borges is that
doesn’t believe in obligatory reading. This goes back, hen you commit, whatever it is—pleasure, greetings, feel-
think, to his earliest years when his father counseled him;z} gs, life, self—to text, the text takes a life of its own and be-
“You have the run of this library of books.” (His fathers;8is. gins an intellectual life of its own. And in the name of pleas-
library of English books principally, his library in the fam:#jliiiure that he may have had in writing, you cannot deny the

. fe that the text has, since the very problematic of Borges is
:the problematic of that dissemination of the text.

YATES: I don’t think that anyone will argue with that;
that’s true.

finite wisdom, is nght What we have now is somebody wri fe
ing to persuade us about something. It may be a poem; i
may be a short story; it may be an essay; it may be a tex
That all is exactly the same. It’s a form of persuasion: som
body talking to somebody to make him believe something. :

YATES: Borges has given a statement repeatedly

start a book and you don’t like it, don’t continue. Put.
down and try something else.” Borges has said again an
again, even for his students at the University of Buen
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BORGES: When I publish something, I do my best to
forget it. Having written down something, when it is published,
then I go on to do something else. What happens to the
text is of no importance whatever to me. Of course I prefer
people to like it; I prefer people to get some enjoyment out
of it. And of course if they want to do that, they can analyze
it, but that, I should say, is a rather dreary thing to do.

RODRIGUEZ-MONEGAL: It is what you give to us
critics for our own pleasure, because, you see, the paradox
is that we have here one single person in front of us, but at
the same time, as a text he is so many different things. I
mean as a person, he has a right to forget his texts, but, as a
text, when we talk about Borges as a text, we cannot let
Borges as a text forget anything. We are here like vampires.
We treat him with respect and we love him. But we are
desperate readers that cannot escape the spell of the text.
We keep reading and re-reading it, quarreling among each

other, going back to the text to see if we can find a drop of :

blood left. We were talking about the monkey and the ink-
pot. Well, we are the monkey of the inkpot; we are the ones
that are waiting for Borges to finish with the inkpot and then
we just jump into the inkpot and drink what was left in the
dregs of the inkpot. And of course it’s terribly embarrassing
to talk with him, who has such a natural, simple, real rela-
tionship with the text, when we have it very distorted. We
come out of our graves at night. We are pale, we are weary;

ter]

BORGES: I have been a critic. I think of criticism as be-
ing a recreation in the case of, let’s say, Coleridge or Shake-
speare. Now as for analyzing: I don’t think that’s any good.
That’s a very sad game. I have tried that. Now I don’t think
I will do it over again. Taking a text to pieces: there’s some-
thing saddening about that. And as for counting words, what
we call “structures,” all those things are, of course, meaning-
less; I won’t do them now. I think now I’m an older and per-
haps a wiser man, or at least I’m a tired man. I write because
I have to write. I enjoy the writing and I would like other

we are boring Borges, boring you, boring everybody! [Laugh- ;
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people to enjoy what I have written. If they enjoy a page of
mine, then that is a sufficient reward. My place in the history
of literature? What on earth can a man care about that?
Nothing whatever. How can anybody care about the history
of Spanish literature, Spanish American literature, world lit-
erature? Those things are trifles. I suppose that a grown man
wouldn’t have to go in for that kind of thing. But at the same
time I have to thank you for the trouble you are going
through, but really all of these things are so irrelevant to me.
At the same time, I know I should be very thankful to you.

YATES: The question is a very good one, and I'll throw
it out and hope that Jaime or perhaps Emir will respond to
it. The Borges fans, you and the audiences that have turned
out for his lectures between the west coast and this distant
corner of Maine are special. I don’t know if James Joyce fans
get together and do this, or John O’Hara fans get together
and do this. And I don’t know what other writer draws peo-
ple out of their graves at night to come and to circle around
and feed on the body. I think that the basic question is this:
How has Borges managed to write so many pages that mean
so many things to so many people? Because that’s why
we’re all here. I can’t figure it out. G

RODRIGUEZ-MONEGAL: Just one word. It’s there.
You don’t have to prove that. It’s either there and it’s easy
to see, or it isn’t, and no matter how many vampires get to-
gether, it is so. Borges is Borges. He has created things that
say different things to millions of people. That is what being
Borges is about. We can try to explain, but it’s a hopeless
case. I think you realize it. . .

YATES: That’s the response I know that Borges would
like. “It’s just there and that’s enough Let’s not spoil it by
examining it.”

ALAZRAKI: Yes, I would like to say that one must try
to go beyond that mere recognition, or else, what are we do-
ing here? The situation reminds me of a social gathering in
San Diego in which Herbert Marcuse was present. The subject
of discussion was Balzac, and different people were trying to
define good reasons as to why Balzac was a great writer. One

275



276

rges: Philosopher? Poet? Revolutionary...?

reason given was that Balzac was a great writer because he
offered an x-ray of the social structure of nineteenth-centu
France. Other people were saying that Balzac presented an
unconscious image of the class structure of French socie
during his time (the Soviets think also that Balzac is a ve
important writer on that account alone). And then Marcuse
who was listening silently, was finally asked: “What do y
think, Herb?” We all expected a full elaboration of the Marx
ist thesis but then he simply said, “I think Balzac is a gre
writer because he knew how to write.” [Laughter] In th
case of Marcuse, that was the best possible thing he cou
have said, but one must seek to overcome such generaliti
I believe that one possible answer to Borges’ impact on co
temporary letters is his condition of a classic of modert
times. In his work he has absorbed the most memorable
ditions in Western literature, he has rescued and reintegrat
them into a text which is new and old at the same time. Li
Pierre Menard he is a twentieth-century reader who rea
anew Western literature, and, as John Barth put it, “writ
original work of literature, the implicit theme of which
the difficulty, perhaps the unnecessity, of writing origin
works of literature.” The new stems from the old, but thef
old is understood in a way it could not have been understo
in its time. Borges became a modern master not only be}
cause he wrote remarkable work but also because he open'“ %

onstellation. I appreciate and sympathize with the tentative
answers that you’ve given as to why Borges has achieved pop-
, ulanty to the extent that he has. There is something that Bor-
1 ges is aware of, because he’s written about it, but he may not
realize it’s important in his work. I'm speaking of the incon-
Clusiveness of what he writes, the ambiguity of what he
ites, the sense that his stories seem to offer or tell you
somethmg for which he withholds the last insight; the cur-
in drops before the characters finally commit suicide or
one another or have an argument and head off to have a
el. This inconclusiveness, I think, leaves things open for
the reader. A reader of Borges who is a writer himself, who
ows a great deal about writing, is Vladimir Nabokov. He
“8aid something once what I think was meant to be a criti-
=icsm of Borges, but I think it’s going to end up being one
iof 'the greates accolades to Borges, Nabokov said, “When
lera [his sister] and I first discovered Borges, we were
tnormously excited. We couldn’t stop talking about Bor-
s. We went out and bought all his books and sat down to
ad them. And we were so elated. We felt that we were
the veranda of a huge mansion, ornate, with many
ooms and cellars and stairways and balustrades, building
and up. And we kept reading and kept reading, and fi-
ally we decided that there was only a veranda and no man-
n.” I think it was meant to indicate some kind of pov-

) rty in Borges. “We were on the veranda. . . .” Borges gives
century fiction. He stimulates and appeals the way a clasifz %5 2 veranda. But the house—we the readers build the

writer does. lise.

g 77" WEBER: Before we ask members of the audience
8 ether they have questions. I wonder if Sefior Borges has
) Guestions for any of his critics.

YATES: Friends.
WEBER: Friends and critics.

for February 2l1st called, “Borges: Literature and Politi
North and South,” where he attempts to give some ideas
why Borges has been so popular in the 1960’s, and why
has been so in North America and in northern Europe.
was tending to the question of why Borges is popular no
which sugggsts the possibility that Borges may not be as po + BORGES: I suppose that I can only say that I am amazed.
ular in the 1970’s, or may drop out of sight in the 1980°: cause really, when I wrote, I never thought anybody
But my suspicion is that that’s not going to happen, anj:eswould read what I was writing. I was a secret writer for years
d years. I was taken aback and very happy when I found
iout that I had sold 39 copies of a book in a year. And now it

4
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seems that more than 39 copies have been sold and are being n

sold all over the world. And this, of course, comes to me

rather late in life, and so I am grateful, because I thought of

myself as a lonely man, and it seems that I wasn’t a lonely
man, that I was ringed in by those far-away invisible friends,

and this morning I have another proof of that. After the ¥

many observations made this morning, I would like to make
a single one about the fact of the prose of fiction. [Robert]
Louis Stevenson pointed out that the problems of an histor-
ian, when he writes his history, are exactly the same as the
problems of the fiction writer because, after all, they are tell-
ing a story. And whether the story be about imaginary men,
how to dream a man, or about historical characters, the prob-
lem is the same. I repeat, I am greatly indebted to Groussac,
who was an historian, since to be an historian is to use a nar-
rative style, and since I took, let us say, more or less my style
from him, well, he was also telling a story. The fact that he
was telling the story of the true foundation of Buenos Aires
or, let us say, of different periods in Argentine history, and
I was telling stories of my dreams, makes for no essential
difference whatever. And 1 am glad to find this morning
another link between Groussac, whom I never knew, and
myself. And I suppose that would stand for Reyes also.
But somehow 1 find that major writers are not read. People
stare at me, for example, when I speak of Chesterton, when
I speak of Stevenson. And yet, it’s very strange or very un-
comfortable that those very nice people are reading me. And
that, of course, I certainly can’t understand. That’s all I have
to say.

WEBER: Thank you. Would you please identify to
whom you are addressing your question?

DISCUSSION

QUESTION: Yes. To Professor Yates. I'm still interested in
the initial question, because it was never answered. It seems
that if Borges’ style of English is clear, and calls little atten-
tion to itself, and if it’s true this was the intention of Borges,
in essence the translation of Borges would betray it rather

&
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than afford further clarification.

YATES: A translation can be a further clarification, or a
translation can be a partjal or total obfuscation of the origi-
nal. Since there is no platonic model of this language called
English, but rather, the individual language of the translator,
the fate of the translation depends on the capacity and the
talent and the resources of the translator.

QUESTION: Wouldn’t there be a good translation if the
author participated?

YATES: No, the author’s participation is no guarantee
of a good translation.

QUESTION: Little is said about Borges’ style except in
translation, and in that sense Borges is better understood in
English.

YATES: I don’t think anyone ever understands the in-
tention of a writer—either reading him or translating him.

BORGES: Those general problems hardly exist. The
problem of translation—the only problem is translating a par-
ticular sentence. We should take a particular verse or a par-
ticular paragraph and see how it can be translated. Because
the whole problem of how our writers should be translated,
or translating Borges into English is, I should say, meaning-
less. There’s no such problem. The only problem is the prob-
lem involved in any particular paragraph or in any particular
verse and, as no examples are being used, I think that the
whole thing is in a sense meaningless. Because there is no
problem whatever about the way men should translate, but
there is a problem as to this line or that line, this paragraph
or that paragraph. The rest, I should say, is meaningless. At
least I don’t understand it myself. I have undertaken many
translations. I have translated Virginia Woolf, William Faulk-
ner, Kafka and so on. And I have not thought about the
problem of translating Virginia Woolf, Kafka or Faulkner in
Spanish. I have thought of the particular page before me, and
the best way in which I could do it. I don’t think you need a
general theory of translation. Of course, a theory of transla-
tion may be amusing, and why not be amused by it? But
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ot sure that I’ve gotten to the heart of the matter.

QUESTION: I was not really asking the question in the
" context of translation; I was asking the question in the con-
text of your interest in the response of your readers and in
the emphasis you place on the emotional content.

BORGES: Writing is to be enjoyed. Other things be-
long to the history of literature but not to literature itself.
And there’s something I may recall today. Nobody thought
. of writing history of literature before Francis Bacon. Francis
Bacon in The Advancement of Learning wrote down—and he
.- did not know the evil things that might come out of that—he
.- wrote down that we had histories of wars, of empires and so
on, why not have histories of the arts? Well, he wrote that
down, and he wrote no more about it. Well, here we are. We
are the victims of Francis Bacon.

WEBER: Another question?

QUESTION: Yes. I want to address my question to Bor-
ges, and perhaps his friends if they want to comment after
this. It has to do with your interest in cinema, Borges. We
- know that you reviewed several movies in the past, and we
¢ know that you like to go to the cinema, though you do not
see the images too well. We read, in the introduction to the
- collection, The History of Infamy, that some of those stories
;. were written following your interest in the film of von Stern-
berg. And my question is this: Have you, after that collec-
tion, consciously ‘tried to write some scenes that are visually
appealing following the technique of cinema? I am thinking,
for example, of the ending of your “Conjectural Poem,” in
» which the victim Laprida sees the shadows overtaking him
and his persecutor is about to kill him. I thought in the begin-
ning of that poem that it looked like the presentation of the
set-up of a cinematic scene, and I'm mostly thinking of the
end of the story, “El fin,” “The End,” where you see Martin
Fierro coming as a dot on the horizon, enlarging as he comes

that all successes are due to the writer and not the translator, : closer. Were you, in those passages or others, subconsciously
I get the credit for that. I wonder if I've really understood : or consciously thinking of cinematic technique?

your question; or would you care to repeat it? Because I'm *  BORGES: I think vivid visual scenes came long before

when you have to translate something, you have to tackle’
very real problem, you don’t have to go in for the fine di
tinctions between one language and another. You kno
Spanish; you know Engish. Well, then you have to find out
the right version for this or that sentence. That’s all. All the
rest, I should say, may be amusing, but it’s irrelevant. Well
that’s what I wanted to say.

QUESTION: Very heavy emphasis has been placed o
the communication of feeling in Borges’ work. I would like ZHk
to ask Borges how he thinks about the communication of 1'3
knowledge, as distinct from feeling. I understand that surely
the work of any artist is involved with both knowledge and } by,
feeling. But there has been such a heavy emphasis on the i lm-v 3
portance of feeling in his work. I wonder if he would com
ment on how he thinks of his works in relation to the com-
munication of knowledge. ¢

BORGES: Well, I suppose the communication of know
edgg should be easy, since, let’s say, books of metaphysics
books of philosophy can very fairly be rendered into othe
languages. Now, of course, as for the case of emotion, there
I suppose, the thing is far harder, since you have to take int
account that the connotations of the words are utterly diffe
ent in different languages. And then you also have to take in
to account the rhythm of the sentence, and then you have to : i
find the right rhythm. In my case, I don’t think there is any
knowledge to be translated, but there is something far harder
And that would be, for example, emotions, dreams, memo- &}
ries, tales—those things the translator has to work out of him- '~-
self. I do not think there is any rule to doing that. I am very &
well satisfied with my translators. Of course, in the case of :
my poems, they have recreated them, and that is as it should *
be. And I suppose in the case of my tales, they have also been % ,,
recreated, but of course in a lesser way. I have to be thankful :
to them, because sometimes they have made quite good
poems out of my poor poems, and, as people always suppos
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the cinema. You find them in the sagas, for example; in the
Icelandic sagas they are found all the time. You find them
!et’s say, in historians. And then, I should say, you find then;
in Hugo; you find them in Stevenson; you find them in Ches-
t?rton. You don’t have to wait until the cinema comes along,
since you are getting them all the time. I do not see why a
story should dispense with visual images. Of course, the thing
can.be done. I remember that very fine novel, Adolphe, by
Benjamin Constant, where there is nothing visual. Or I re-
member, for example, certain tales; certain novels by Henry
‘Iames where many things happen, but they seem to happen
in a kind of haze: nothing visual is given us. While in the case
of Stevenson, and in the case of Dickens also. and again in
the case of Kipling, we are given visual imagen; all the time.
But I think visual imagery is allowed, and of course it came
long before the cinema. In fact, I should say it was one of the
classic elements of poetry and of narrative. Though in my
case, that fact may have been stressed because I was very apt
t(? have seen films, because I was very fond of films espe-
cially of Westerns, since I think that Westerns and alsc; gang-
ster films somehow were preserving the epic. Since poets in
our time have forgotten their epic duty, that kind of thing
was done by Hollywood, let us say, for the whole world. Why
did people all the world over think of cowboys, think of the

we.stem plains? Why? Because in those films they got the

epic quality, the epic flavor that was being denied them by

poets who were complaining of being unhappy or who were

merely wallowing in sunsets and that kind of thing. Well, I

think we should be grateful to the cinema, also. Well, I th.i.!’lk

I have answered your question fairly, sir. ’

(.)UEST.ION: In a letter that Unamuno wrote to a Latin
:;&m'encan fnenfi, whose name I don’t remember, he says,
Give my greetings to your comrades, and especially to Bor-

ges.” And I wonder if you could sa
. y some words abo
relations wtih Unamuno? Htyour

BORGES: We exchanged some letters. As a writer, I am
not too fond of Unamuno. He wrote in a very crabbed style.
Of course, he was trying to be Carlyle, but I don’t think he

"
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succeeded. There is something in Unamuno that I can’t un-
derstand. The fact that he stood in need, I suppose you could
say thirsting, hungering for personal immortality. Now I can-
not understand that. He wants to go on being Miguel de Una-
muno: a very strange wish. But he had that wish. And as
myself, I hope rather for oblivion, I hope to be obliterated.
So all that Unamuno wrote of immortality is something that
I cannot understand. He said, “God is a producer of personal
immortality.” In that case, God should be hated, or should
be denied. Of course, I know that Unamuno was one of the
few men who were thinking in Spain. This, I suppose, is true.
He was thinking all the time, I should say, to no great pur-
pose. He was always trying to think in a pathetic way. And,
being very pathetic myself, I dislike other people to be pa-
thetic.

WEBER: Allow me;I want to impose on you a question
of my own. Yesterday afternoon, I asked you where, in your
judgment, a book should lead, and you said, “To happiness.”
Now, many people who discuss writing and the challenge of
writing suggest that an author has a greater responsbility
than simply amusing and pleasing his audience. That is, that
not only do things lead to books, as you said, but that books
lead to events and change the human condition. And I won-
der how you respond to that view of the writer’s responsibil-

ity.

BORGES: I think happiness is far more important than
politics or our opinions. After all, opinions are rather selfish,
and happiness, if we can get it, is essential to us. Or, I should
say, not happiness (because that may be unobtainable), but
the hope of happiness. Perhaps the serene and quiet hope of
happiness. As to my duty as a writer, I think I have solved
that problem. Everybody knows where I stand politically. No
one can doubt that in my country, or perhaps beyond my
country. But when I am writing a poem, when I am writing
a tale, I think that my opinions should not be allowed to in-
trude in the tale or the poem. For tales and poems are dreams,
and dreams of course are far more important than opinions.

WEBER: Thank you. Are there any other questions? Do
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any of the panelists wish to make any concluding remarks?
not, Gordon Haaland, Dean of the College of Arts and S
ences, would like to make some concluding remarks.

HAALAND: I think it’s somewhat ironic, although pe
haps quite appropriate, that after all the discussion on Borges
from the critics and scholars, the last few words are left to %
just the reader. This is perhaps particularly appropriate when:s
the focus of the symposium is on “simply a man of letters
This conference has introduced me to Borges, for when the
symposium was first announced, I first read Borges. Not be-#
ing a scholar of literature, and thus required to be a critic, I3
can give a simple testimonial. And I think I’ve found a frien
One does not readily forget Borges; I think I understand him;
better by the opportunity to listen yesterday to the discus#
sion on words, and the focus on words makes me understan
I think, a little better the use of short story or poem as a wa
of communicating to me as a reader. There was a phrase fro

%~ individual who has made, I think, this whole thing such a
great success, Sefior Borges, for joining us. I do appreciate
again, the honor that you have brought to this institution and
. the opportunity that we have had to celebrate these days
with you. Thank you all and I wish you all a good trip back.

his own work. If you will bear with me, he says, ‘I imagine i
the dawn, I hear a worn murmur of multitudes, falterin
fading away. / They are everything that has loved me and fo
gotten; / Space, Time, and Borges now are leaving me.” I p
fer a paraphrase which he himself gave us yesterday. I unfo
tunately could not hear the attribution, but to violate lite
ture somewhat, I would simply say that the gods have give
us Borges in order for succeeding generations to have som
thing to think about. .

I would like to thank you all on behalf of the universi
for joining with us during these three days. I trust that yo
have found it to be as fruitful and interesting as I know [&
have. I want especially to thank those of you who participa
ed, who presented, who joined with us in a tribute to a grea
writer, to someone whom I trust we all do enjoy. I appreciat
those of you from the Midwest having brought this weathe
with you. Most of all, I want to thank our signal friend, th
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orges recorded for the Archive of Hispanic Literature on
‘ape of the Library of Congress in two separate sessions on
lovember 3 and 15, 1958 at the United States Information
:Service Laboratories in Buenos Aires. Borges first visited the
ibrary in 1962, when he came after his triumphal teaching
our at the University of Texas, where he had taught courses
n Lugones and Argentine poetry, and gave lectures on Walt
Whitman, Macedonio Fernandez, and Cansinos Asséns. Bor-
es, the extraordinary conversationalist and wit, felt at home
t the Library, a gigantic labyrinth with seemingly endless
oneycombs of book-stacks, an octagonal Main Reading
Room with its own alcoves and galleries, and the wonderful

3 Qﬂdden circular staircases and patios. Borges spoke about in-

Jfinite book-shelves and of all books becoming one book.

During his next visit in 1968, he had occasion to listen
0 his recording. He remarked that it was indeed a marvel to
¢ able to listen to one’s own voice; it made us all feel time-
less. Borges went on to say that “‘time is circular and every-
thing that happens has happened before and will happen

jagain.”
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Borges felt that he was in very good company in the Ar-
chive. At this point, it is perhaps appropriate to consider
briefly the genesis of the Archive. Contemporary Latin Amer-
ican Literature is well represented in this unique collection of
the Library. With the cooperation of 270 poets and prose
writers, the Archive preserves for posterity and for current re-
searchers, the voices of these writers on magnetic tape.

The first writer to record for the Archive was the Uru-
guayan poet Emilio Oribe, who passed through Washington in
1942. He recorded a then recently written poem entitled
“Oda al cielo de la Nueva Atlantida,” dedicated to Archibald
MacLeish, who at that time was Librarian of Congress. A year
later, Andrés Eloy Blanco recorded “Pintame angelitos ne-
gros” and six other compositions.

By 1944 the Library had begun to formulate a program
to gather English-language recordings read by the poets them-
selves. The Hispanic Foundation (now called the Latin Amer-
ican, Portuguese, and Spanish Division), also set out to assem-
ble, albeit slowly, poetry recordings from the Hispanic
world. Basically, prominent poets who happened to visit the
Library were recorded. In this manner, on Christmas eve of

1946, Pedro Salinas read before the microphone his poem
“E] Contemplado,” which was inspired by the sea surround-
ing Puerto Rico. Five years later, the recording was to play
‘an important part on the day Salinas was buried in San Juan.
A record issued by the Library of Congress with the coopera-
tion of the Instituto de Cultura Puertorriquefia, was played
over the island’s radio stations. From all accounts, this
proved to be indeed a moving experience.

Juan Ramodn Jiménez and Jorge Guillén contributed
long readings in 1949, and so did Jaime Torres Bodet, among
others. Gabriela Mistral read for the Library in 1950. This re-
cording is the only one extant by the Chilean poet.

The initial recordings were done at the Library’s own
laboratories. By 1951 it was apparent that the Archive was
acquiring many major figures, but it was growing ever so
slowly. The Library was able to secure the assistance of the
United States Information Service and Cultural Affairs offices

Borges in ine Library of Congress

in Barcelona, Lisbon, Rio de Janeiro, and Port-au-Prince and
thus was able to acquire recordings by Catalan, Portuguese,
Brazilian, and Haitian poets.

Gradually, scholars, writers, and critics became aware of
the potential of this collection. It was realized that haphazard
recording would not lead to a well-balanced collection.
The decision was then made to form an integrated Archive of
literature of the entire Hispanic culture area, which would in-
clude not only poetry but also prose selections read by the
authors themselves.

The Hispanic Foundation, with the aid of the Rockefel-
ler Foundation, undertook a special project to obtain record-
ings of writers in selected areas of Latin America. Francisco
Aguilera, then curator of the Archive, made his first acquisi-
tions trip in connection with this project in 1958. He visited
Argentina, Chile, Peru, and Uruguay. The criteria established
for inclusion in the Archive were based principally on recog-
nition of the writer by critics, award committees, professors,
the media, and the public. Latin American critics and jounal-
ists have been very cooperative. The literary establishment
of the countries Aguilera visited were impressed by the Li-
brary’s undertaking. Names such as Mistral and Jiménez were
symbols with well-defined meaning in the Hispanic world.
The success of the first trip, during which 68 authors record-
ed, proved that this would be a worthwhile avenue for fur-
ther acquisitions. Similar trips to other countries were con-
templated. It was during the 1958 trip that Jorge Luis Borges
read more than a score of his poems for the Archive. Others
recorded at the same time were Rafael Alberti, Victoria
Ocampo, Miguel Angel Asturias, Roa Bastos, and many more.

This success provided the needed momentum for con-
tinued support from the Rockefeller Foundation. Two more
acquisitions trips (in 1960 and 1961) brought the total of
authors represented in the Archive to 218. After 1961 the
Library continued recording authors who came to the Li-
brary or to the Washington area. In recent years Octavio Paz,
Camilo José Cela, Pablo Neruda, José Donoso, Carlos Fuen-
tes, Juan Goytisolo, and Julio Cortdzar were among those
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added to the collection. 7
A Guide to the Archive was prepared and published in

1974, containing brief bio-bibliographical material on each
author with a short evaluation, appended to which is a com-
plete listing of his contributions to the Archive. The listing
indicates the length of the recording, and where the selec-
tion was taken from. All these data are also available in the
individual notebooks prepared by the Archive staff, for each
author and located in the Latin American Division. All these
tools of research are widely used by students, professors, and
others interested in literature.

By choosing authors who are well-known, as well as
others at the beginning of their careers, the Archive contains
a panorama of contemporary Luso-Hispanic literature. It pre-
sents an important source for research, as the spoken word
provides a new dimension to literature. Three of the record-
ings have been issued in the form of long-playing discs: Pedro
Salinas’ El Contemplado; Gabriela Mistral Reading Her Own
Poetry; and Two Colombian Poets: Eduardo Carranza and
Germdn Pardo Garcia. A fourth record of readings by Julio
Cortdazar is now in preparation.

At the present time the Archive continues to develop
new directions. Through the assistance of the United States
Information Service and the Library’s Office in Rio de Ja-
neiro, the Archive has been enriched by twenty-three of the
most representative Brazilian authors, such as Carlos Drum
mond de Andrade, Jodo Cabral de Melo Neto, Vinicius de
Mordes, and Henriqueta Lisboa. This is a continuing project.
A similar undertaking has recently been formalized with the
USIS in Mexico City, to record writers residing in Mexic
Thanks to this Mexican connection, the voices of José¢ Em
io Pacheco and Alvaro Mutis were recorded. There are fu
ther plans to implement programs such as the above with th
University of Puerto Rico.

"horges. 113 these poems we find recondite neighborhoods of
Buenos Aires, arrabales, patios, little stores or almacenes The
verses are peopled with knife-wielders or cuchilleros anci one
can alr’nost hear the plaintive cords of a tango or a’milon a
Borges dfaep love for the essence of Argentina is appareﬁt.
transce:ndmg hls despair for the country’s crazy politics from,
the painful birth-pangs of the nineteenth century, to tlie tor-
.tuo'us. rece?nt past and present. Borges said in Nu;stro obr
fndzvu.iualzsmo, that “For the European the world is a c:smoz
in which eailch individual has a definite place and purpose; for
e A.rgentme it is chaos.” [O. L., pp. 52-53]. He goes 0;1 to
expla.m that the Argentine is generally an individualjst whos
hero is the man who fights alone, a man of the caliber of M :
_ tin Fierro, Juan Moreira, or Hormiga Negra. "
. staﬁanrgt;sg ;nalyzed“ the Argentine theme in his own work
: g in 4, that‘ For many years, in moods now happily
orgott.en, I have tried to portray the flavor, the essence of
{the neighborhoods of Buenos Aires; naturall’y I used m N
pxample.s of the local idiom and did not sh,y away fri?r};
glords l_1ke cuchillero, milonga, tapia, and others, and have
Du.s wrftten those.unforgettable and now forgotter; books....”
; ‘Elozf]:'u.si;dr::,e:t9§4]. B?rges the' person is very much like his
pali;able_ ain portions of his work the Argentine essence
‘ The theme of violence, the perpetual vio i
.an Argeptmt?, and the Argentine’sr:dmiratioxie?g: gofut;:u:eg
‘ come alive in Borges’ poetry and prose. The knife dsel’
:'{nulst be fought to redeem oneself. The transplanted gaucho
; z:zazatl); tl:; pt;z:psas bec;omes the compadrito (sharpie) of the
prawling city on the ba i
vPlate. There is also the factor of cyclical tin:lek'stl:)efixtll;;lilthve;
:sFreets ‘\‘Nhere one wanders back and forth thr’ough time f od
space: “Detras de las paredes recelosas/ El Sur guarda un m:z
------ I y una guitarra,” or as at the beginning of that same po:m
his recording to the Archive. These are poems about Argen-+#
tina and about Buenos Aires, through which one can feel the 3
‘Argentine essence, or Argentina’s essence through the eyes of 3

5

Donde estarin?pregunta la elegia

De quienes ya no son, como si hubierq
Una region en que el 4 yer pudiera
Ser el Hoy, y Aiin y el Todavia.
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The eternal gaucho with his knife and his reincarnation
in the compadrito, are both symbols within their own cir-
cumstances. They have lived, have fought with the knife or
lance; they have died, but their ghostly shadows remain with
us as in: “Un recuerdo imposible de haber muerto/ Peleando
en la esquina de un barrio.” [El Tango]. Everything turns
around and around in circles and cycles, the earth, the sky,
the big city with its neighborhoods, the people, in a gigantic
merry-go-around, while the cords of the tango provide the
background to the cycles of dreams within dreams.

The knife-wielder (cuchillero) becomes the culminating
symbol of courage. His creed is to be ready to kill and to die
[Evaristo Carriego, p. 155]. His roots disappear in the depths
of the history of an earlier Argentina, torn by civil strife,
where civilization fought the battle against barbarism, in the
words of Sarmiento, through the first half century of inde-
pendence. Some of Borges’ own forebears on the Argentine
side of his family, were protagonists in several battles of the
wars of independence and in others which Federalists fought
against Unitarians. In Noche ciclica he names some of these
ancestors who come alive in his vignettes of Argentine his-
tory: “De mi sangre Laprida, Cabrera, Soler Sudrez/ ....Nom-
bres en que retumban (ya secretas) las dianas,/ Las republicas,
los caballos y las mafianas,/ Las felices victorias, las muertes
militantes.”

Borges immortalized one of his great-grandfathers in
Pagina para recordar al Coronel Sudrez, vencedor en Junin
(a cavalry battle fought in 1824 in the Peruvian department
of Junin, between the liberation army of Bolivar and the
Spaniards). In the poem the battle becomes eternal, timeless.
There is no need for soldiers and trumpets, the combatants
are perceived in cyclical time as two civilians who stand on a
streetcorner and berate the tyrant who happens to be ruling
at the time.

Another ancestor, Francisco Laprida, a signer of Argen-
tine independence, epitomized the tragic fate of the eternal
Argentine in Poema conjetural. Laprida dreams of being a
man of laws, a man dedicated to books, but he cannot escape
the fate of the Argentines. He also is compelled to wield a

Ry
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knife. Embroiled in the Federalist-Unitarian conflict of the
1820’s, he flees towards the South and is assassinated by Al-
dao’s montoneros: “Al fin me encuentro/ Con mi destino
sudamericano./ A esta ruinosa tarde me llevaba/ El laberinto
multiple de pasos/ Que mis dias tejieron desde un dia de la
nifiez.” The cold iron of the lance penetrates Laprida’s chest
and a knife slits his throat. Laprida, like most Argentine he-
roes in Borges, met his inescapable fate in the South. The
knife, the South, the duel unto death, are all recurring
themes in the poems and stories dealing with the essence of
being an Argentine. Courage in confronting inevitable fate be-
comes the highest virtue. In El General Quiroga va en coche
al muere, we read, “Ir en coche a la muerte iqué cosa mds
oronda!/ El General Quiroga quiso entrar en la sombra/ Lle-
vando seis o siete degollados de escolta.”

Borges does not idealize violence either for the galloping
horsemen of the nineteenth century, or for the dwellers of
the arrabal. He simply presents the gaucho, the compadrito,
the heroes of Argentine history acting out their fate within
the context of their environment.

In his poems about Buenos Aires Borges again is com-
pletely identified with his work. The city is Borges and vice-
versa. All things are one thing and all souls one single soul. He
says in Fervor de Buenos Aires: “Las calles de Buenos Aires/
ya son la entrafia de mi alma.” The real and physical city is
used as a point of departure into metaphysics. “A mi se me
hace cuento que empezd Buenos Aires:[ La juzgo tan eterna

como el agua y el aire,” constitutes an apt Borgesian vision of
the city.
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with only a few notes, what the milonga had to give you: the
idea that in spite of many things a man could be.happy and ?
man could be brave. You got that in the music of tjle mi-
longa. So when I wrote that poem about “Tl-le Tango,” I was
thinking of the strange fact of those generations of men hav-
ing suffered, having killed, having died, and. now all that Te-
mains of them are those strains of music which may mean lit-
tle or nothing beyond our country, but that we Argentines
feel. We feel a bit of something intimate and personal. Our
lives are, of course, far different. We hardly know hov.v t_o
handle a knife. I suppose we would be hard put to it, ff
it came to a standup duel with knives. But still we feel that is
somehow our symbol. We may not be as brave as th0§e men
were. I suppose we know far more things than they dlq, but.
still they had the faith—the faith, I should say, of happmesF,
a faith in happiness, and too, a faith in courage, and that is
what we find in the music of the milonga.

“General Quiroga Rides to His Death”

That translation is a fine translation, but a fine trfinslation of
a bad poem. I don’t like it personally. I wro?e it years and
years ago, and now it seems to have been written by some-
body else. It comes back to me like a bad memory. What can
I say about it? I took a story; the only, let us say, borrowed
thing about it comes from Sarmiento’s Facundo, of courSt?.
But he had written it out in perfect prose, and I wrote it
down in quite bad verse, full to the brim of local co!or. How-
ever, something comes through, I hope. Somethmg. came
through to you—it hardly comes through to me. The fdea of
a man walking into his death, the idea of an assassination bg—
ing made into a suicide. That is to say, the idea of what Qui-
roga did when he walked into his death and when he was as-
sassinated by a gang ordered by Rosas. He knew he was going
to die. That is to say, his fate was not the fate of a fool who
rushes into death. It was somehow the death of a man ?vho
chooses death; the death of a man who felt that being killed
in that way, that being killed, let’s say, in a stagecoach, that

being shot to death, was perhaps the best ending for his life.

Commentaries on Five Poems

And it was the best ending since it was a dramatic ending.
When we think of Quiroga, we do not think about the land-
owner or the caudillo over the landowners; we don’t think
of the landowners who made themselves into caudillo, and
who were, I suppose, more or less like Cartillas or like Ra-
mirez or like Bustos or like any of the others. We think of the
man who is granted by his gods a very dramatic death. And
who had another piece of good luck: he had the good luck to
have his death told forever by Sarmiento. When I wrote the
poem, I was only, as I said before, playing the sedulous ape
to Sarmiento. But somehow Quiroga comes through. Quiroga
even comes through to me, though I dislike the poem now,
though had I written it this morning I would have torn it up,
of course. But still he comes through, at least in the English
translation, and I do think it betters the poem. Thank you.

“Conjectural Poem”

This is a fine translation of a quite fine poem, I should say,
though I shouldn’t say so, of course. When I wrote it, it was
a contemporary poem. I mean, the poem was read as refer-
ring, not to Francisco Narciso de Laprida, but as being a very
actual poem, since I wrote it when the dictatorship began.
Those things could be published then, perhaps not after-
wards. And it was published in Sur. There was a newspaper or
so who shied at publishing it, but in Sur they published it
quite courageously. Of course, Narciso de Laprida stands for
my country, stands for what we all felt. There is a moment
when he says he speaks of the barbarians. Well, we know who
the barbarians were. They stood for a dictatorship far more
barbarous than the gauchos of the civil wars. And then, there
is a moment when Narciso de Laprida says, I stand face to
face with my South American destiny.” And that is the way
we felt. We had played at being Europe; we had played at be-
ing Paris. We thought of South America as being something,
let’s say, a long way away from us. And yet, South America
was there around the corner. And ijt came with a vengeance,
as we felt. So that Francisco Narciso de Laprida, the fact of

:  being overtaken by his South American destiny, stood (and
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that was the way all readers thought about it) for our coun
g try, and of course also for myself, since we all felt the horror %
i of the dictatorship, the dictatorship that was to come back
_ and that we would have seen very happily ousted by a mili- 4
: tary coup in my country. That is one of the ways in which i
! you can read the poem. But let us suppose we forget all
i about that very saddening experience, the history of the Ar-
gentine Republic of the 20th century, and go back to Lapri- ‘&
da. Then, the poem is a poem about him also. When I wrote
it, I was of course, as you must have been aware, I was 0
course taking Browning as my model. I thought of Brown
ing’s dramatic lyrics. In _those lyrics, a man speaks out and 3§
what he says is not what he might have said, but what his
thoughts and his feelings are. And then I thought, “Here
have a very strange thing. Here 1 find I have Dr. Francisc
Narciso de Laprida. He has been defeated in battle. He’s try
. ing to save his life. He knows he’s being pursued, and tha
i he will eventually have his throat cut for him. What coul
he be made to think at that moment?”’ 1 suppose in real lift
you think of his safety. But in that poem he was allowed t
see the thing as it really happened, as it symbolically ha
pened. Then he must have felt about the strange fact of ha
ing lived in order to be a civilized man, of having lived for the,
: study of laws and codes, and then, to find barbarians at his:
I heels, gauchos at his heels. And then, at the same time, h
would feel that it was the shape of his destiny, that his de
tiny had been molded in order that he should have that bra
death, that awful death. And so, in the end, we find him
turning, we find him going to the image of the circle, the ¢
cle that closes even as those pursuers are closing in upon him
The circle closes, the last moment comes, and then he fee
the lance’s thrust, and then the intimate knife across
throat. Then the poem stops; because the poem is, let’s say,
monologue in the manner of Browning; because the poem is
simply what the man felt before his throat was slit. We may;
suppose here (the poem is called “Conjectural Poem”—that
means 1 was not too sure of how the thing really happened;
and I don’t suppose it really happened in that way); well, the:

o€ém cl ..

man dio SOSZSn (\ivhen }:he man is killed, because after that, the

haps the. n so the poem ceases with the man’s death ,Per.
poem goes on, but it goes on in eternity or il.l an-

other world; or perh. i
ofhe perhaps, I suppose, it goes off into nothing-

“A Page to Commemo
: rate C
Victor at Junin” olonel Sudrez,

thT::epc(l::Itl?to': S shado».v ‘falling over the land.” When I wrote
at | what’ ; was political, it was contempoary. Everybody
o rv:::a;lt.ll was speak.ing, not of Rosas (my kins-
i Oy the w y .I was speaking of the other Rosas—the
ly m); mouth re;:tirfgmi]tr;ol;:f;;:)’dbeliause A
? y knew what I m
rtg:;efoi:mmxles tz:) ?2:1tiﬁ1§ogw poem. And in the :z:t.ti:
. Because when I am writi ’
3 goyengir :;)tout w;lhfat hal’)pened in Peru way back inwlrégig ttllllear:
m 8 tha-tgr‘:n I:thers shadow comes to me, or rathe,r (be-
e Wha:n; be rather dramatic), something in my blood
: o pone what I Would really l?e feeling: the fact that the bat-
i 1s‘not.somethmg that has happened and that
s the, oot lf Is going on. And at the time that I was writ-
o e poen ,Pe ne; bIattle was not a battle between horsemen
St In h .t was really the fact of a country under a
ilinns ot f)rs 1-p. The real battle was being fought by
rians ¢ strg tn prison, by two men mocking at some pic-
i o eo. Tl}at was the real thing. Well, you might
thinking abou;t) i:,rtl;l in that way, and when I wrote it, I was
o tbout It dat way. But I was also thinking about one
bad T fo' nd I though.t of his life. I thought how he
o foue manr n:la;my years. in our wars of independence
How’he fough:, ;) er Argentines, he went from Buenos Aires.
o T Eht l())r the freedom of Chile. How he fought for'
oo © ttleru. How, after that, he fought in the last
ooy bt }:11. e of Ayacucho, and how, after that, he had
o Dack to is :l:ountry, and then he defeated the monto-
eras of S, an then he had to die in exile. And I thou ht
e as having been something that could perhapsgbe
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made into struggle and perhaps unhappiness. But, since I
had read the manuscripts he left behind him, I knew that dur-
ing all those years of sheer poverty, of exile, of bitterness, he
always had that memory—the memory of the cavalry charge
in Junin, the cavalry charge in 1824 when Bolivar had lost
the battle, and he led his Peruvian men to victory, and he ran
a Spaniard through with his spear. That memory stayed with
him. And that may lead us to another, to a different conclu-
sion. It may lead to the conclusion that perhaps the wish for
happiness is natural, but I wonder if we may really attain it.
I wonder if perhaps happiness may not consist in a single mo-
ment. There is a single moment in our lives when we are jus-
tified. And perhaps we are allowed not too many moments;
we are allowed only that moment. Of course, we are look-
ing for it all the time. We want that moment to be repeated
over and over again. We want happiness to last. As Nietzsche
had it: “Doch alle Lust will Ewigkeit—,/ Will tiefe, tiefe
Ewigkeit!” “for all pleasure, all happiness yearns for eternity;
yearns for deep, deep eternity.” Foreverness: that’s a finer
word coined by John Wilkins. Well, we want happiness to
come to us; but perhaps in the moment of our death we
think that happiness has once come to us, and we think that
we had, let us éay, a wonderful evening. I suppose Sudez had
it during the cavalry charge. The battle lasted three quarters
of an hour only; not a shot was fired. He must have felt that
exultation when he charged, when the Spaniards were defeat-
ed. We have that; we have something that is finer. For exam-
ple, a memory of shared love, a memory of a shared evening,
of music. Or merely, perhaps, of having been worthy of beau-
tiful poetry, of lovely poetry. That perhaps might be enough.
And this is the other thing hinted at in the poem. That when
Sudrez comes to his end, he feels that all his many days, his
all too many days have been justified, because of that one
cavalry charge in far-off Peru, in Junin.

“The Cyclical Night” .

Three remarks, I suppose, might be allowed abo;xt this poem.
The first is technical. You see, the poem is about cyclical

-~

Commentaries on Five Poems

time, the idea of things happening in a circle, of circular time.
Of things happening over and over again. And then, I
thought, why not write a cyclical poem about cyclical time?
That would be done by a very easy trick. The fact of having
the last verse to be the first one, and then the poem would go
on and on. Well, this is merely technical, but it may be allowed
to be interesting. Then we have the other idea, the idea of
cyclical time itself. This, of course, was thought out by the
Stoics, then it was reasoned out for the first time by David
Hume, whom I greatly love and whom I mention in the
poem. And then after that, it was declared by Blanqui, by
Nietzsche, and by many other writers. In fact, St. Augustine
has in his Civitas Dei a long chapter against circular time, and
he says that we can be saved from circular time through the
Cross: the Cross against the circle. Well, this idea has been
used, I suppose, very effectively by Dante Gabriel Rossetti
in that poem of his called “Sudden Light.” I can only recall
the first stanza. It runs thus:

But when or how I cannot tell:
I'know the grass beyond the door,
The sweet keen smell,
The sighing sound, the lights around the
shore.

(and then)

You have been mine before.

Then he goes on to think that she will be his another time,
another time, and so on to eternity. Now, personally, I do
not believe in cyclical time, since if we allow for two periods
of the cosmos, or two periods of history to be exactly the
same, I wonder how we will be able to tell them apart. In
fact, if two things are exactly the same, they will be the
same. So if we allow for cyclical time, then every time his-
tory comes to an end or repeats itself, then that time is really
the first time; it is not the first time over again. It is essen-
tially the first: the first is the time. But besides that, some-
thing might be said for the poem. I suppose that what has
made this poem memorable, I won’t say to many men, but to
some men in Buenos Aires, is the fact that beyond the Stoic
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theory of history being cyclical, of history repeating itself 4
forever and ever, beyond that idea explained by David Hume 1
in his book on natural religion, there is something else. That ¥
idea would be, I suppose, the fact that in that poem, I give an
image of a lonely, a rather unhappy man, wandering at night
over that loud, rambling city, Buenos Aires, and coming sud-
denly to a name that strikes a chord, a name that somehow :
reminds him of many things heard in childhood or in boy-
hood; he comes across the name of a street. And then he”
thinks that fate has brought other things to other men. Ith
brought them gold; that of course is of no account whateve
It has brought them love: that of course is precious. It h
given him this night, the fact of wandering in the outlying i
barrios of Buenos Aires. And that, perhaps, should be suf- 4
ficient, also. I suppose that if people like this poem, and %
some people have liked it, it is not because of the fact that i i
talks of cyclical time, or because of the metrical feat of ha
ing the last verse like the first one and then thinking of the
poem as going on and on, but because something personal 3
said in the poem. At least, I hope you have felt it. Than
you.

New Poems

et e comre———
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UN SABADO

Un hombre ciego en una casa hueca
Fatiga ciertos limitados rumbos

Y toca las paredes que se alargan

Y el cristal de las puertas interiores
Y los 4speros lomos de los libros
Vedados a su amor y la apagada
Plateria que fue de los mayores

Y los grifos del agua y las molduras
Y unas vagas monedas y la llave.

Est4 solo y no hay nadie en el espejo.
Ity venir. La mano roza el borde

Del primer anaquel. Sin proponérselo,
Se ha tendido en la cama solitaria

Y siente que los actos que ejecuta
Interminablemente en su crepusculo
Obedecen a un juego que no entiende
Y que dirige un dios indescifrable.
En voz alta repite y cadenciosa
Fragmentos de los clasicos y ensaya
Variaciones de verbos y de epitetos
Y bien o mal escribe este poema.
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A SATURDAY

A blind man in an empty house
Wears out certain limited routes
And touches the lengthening walls
And the glass of interior doors
And the rough spines of books
Denied to his love and the darkfaned .
Silverware passed down froxr} his family
And water faucets and moldings
And some spare coins and the key.
He’s alone and no one’s in the mirror.
Coming and going. His hand grazes
The bookshelf edge. Unintentionally,
He’s stretched out in the lonely bed
And feels that the acts he performs
Interminably in the dusk
Obey a game he doesn’t unders'fand,
Which an indecipherable god directs.
Aloud and in cadence he repeatg
Fragments of the classics a'nd tries out
Variations of verbs and eplthe:ts,
And good or bad he writes this poem.

Tr. Willis Barnsto:

EL REMORDIMIENTO

He cometido el peor de los pecados

Que un hombre puede cometer. No he sido
Feliz. Que los glaciares del olvido

Me arrastren y me pierdan, despiadados.
Mis padres me engendraron para el juego
Arriesgado y hermoso de la vida,

Para la tierra, el agua, el aire, el fuego.
Los defraudé. No fui feliz. Cumplida

No fue su joven voluntad. Mi mente

Se aplicd a las simétricas porfias

Del arte, que entreteje naderias.

Me legaron valor. No fui valiente.

No me abandona. Siempre est4 a mi lado
La sombra de haber sido un desdichado.

REMORSE

I have committed the worst sin of all

That a man can commit. I have not been
Happy. Let the glaciers of oblivion

Drag me and mercilessly let me fall.

My parents bred and bore me for a higher
Faith in the human game of nights and days;
For earth, for air, for water, and for fire.
I'let them down. I wasn’t happy. My ways
Have not fulfilled their youthful hope. I gave
My mind to the symmetric stubbornness

Of art, and all its webs of pettiness.

They willed me bravery. I wasn’t brave,

It never leaves my side, since I began:
This shadow of having been a brooding man.

TR. WILLIS BARNSTONE
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CAJA DE MUSICA

Muisica del Japdn. Avaramente

De la clepsidra se desprenden gotas

De lenta miel o de invisible oro

Que en el tiempo repiten una trama
Eterna y fragil, misteriosa y clara.
Temo que cada una sea la ltima.

Son un ayer que vuelve. De qué templo,
De qué leve jardin en la montaiia,

De qué vigilias ante un mar que ignoro,
De qué pudor de la melancolia,

De qué perdida y rescatada tarde,

Llega a mi, su porvenir remoto?

No lo sabré. No importa. En esa musica
Yo soy. Yo quiero ser. Yo me desangro.

Homage

MUSIC BOX

Music of Japan. Drops of slow honey

* Or of invisible gold are dispersed
In a miserly way fror the water clock,
And repeat in time a weaving that is
Eternal, fragile, mysterious and clear.
I fear that each one may be the last.
It’s a past coming back. From what temple,
From what light garden in the mountain,
From what vigil before an unknown sea,
From what shyness of melancholy,
From what lost and ransomed afternoon
Does its remote future come to me?
I cannot know. No matter. I am
In that music. I want to be. I bleed.

tr. Willis Barnstone
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:Pilot of infinity
Metaphys1c1an of the milonga

lruco gambler of Eastern and Western religions
Third founder of the city of Buenos Aires
"Taxonomist of wondrous zoology

ic tale-teller of knife fights

Cartographer of detective plots and counterplots
»dysseus of the countries of the fantastic

nd yet and yet ...
man born not to be happy.

—JAIME ALAZRAKI
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BORGES BLIND

Something is wrong with your face. It is not
an old man but one who has not grown up.
Despite gray hair or one eye caved like a cup
and dead, and one eye that is a gray plot

of yellowish mist through which a white deer
leaps and fades or flashes blue in a dream
where you forgot your death, you longly scheme
for light—a holy day to fill the sphere

in your heart. Blackness is gone. You have to smile
like a child. You relish a Saxon word

offered to the sky. Lonely and absurd

you know something is wrong. Face of a child,
laughing, tormented like a tooth, your eye

waters to know the panther who cannot die.

—WILLIS BARNSTONE

- Homage 315

LUCKY BORGES

You are a lucky man. You have good friends
and in your way have loved passionately,
wandered in three continents for a key

out of the labyrinth of time and ends,

and in foreign pampas known every blend
of agony: fame, and truth of death. You see
back through our dream to no cosmogony
or Kabala’s no-end.* Your dead eyes send
you to a mirror. You stand there. Nothing
burns in your head but gold from some old coin
lost like you in China or Thrace. You join
objects outside. No sword. You are a thing,
failure of God, alone, lucky to find

the brief light and echo for us the blind.

—WILLIS BARNSTONE

*no-end: Hebrew for infinity
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BORGES AT A TABLE .

No, no, no. Wait a bit. I think the right

word is nightmares. Tonight while rebel planes
fly low over the city, and the rains

of power drift, the icicle of light

plays on the table. If you could see the moon,
the other word, the one word, would be found
and the Yellow Emperor kill you or hound
you into madness and rage. Nightmares. Soon
the godless end. Tonight, almost a guest

in your unmirrored ebony room, you talk
about a strange friend and his son. The rest

is in a poem you will write. The dead clock

comes alive, and once more you lie down, seeing

the terror of peace: no time, no night, no being

—WILLIS BARNSTONE

'CHRISTMAS IN BUENOS AIRES

So shalt thou feed on Death,
that feeds on men.

Shakespeare

Lost and found in the bloody Argentine,

after talking type with Shakespear I resort

to ringing my close friends Randy and Mort
and haul Borges under my arm—no sign

of taxis on Christmas eve. We drink and eat
and joke. How many killed in the big attack?
100 montoneros? We wander back

to food. Here the dream of murder in the street
is curiously absurd. I sleep under sheep-

skins, waking to cherries, African palm eyes

on the wall and breakfast in December sun.
Suddenly, moose music and gifts! Although we keep
our furies in our pockets, the phone sighs.

The hospitals are jammed, and death has won.

—WILLIS BARNSTONE
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ORONO (Abril 15-18, 1976)

Desde que nieve cae sobre el mundo
has sido apenas una blanca esquina,
sin discutir la decision divina

que te hizo leve y no rotundo.

Ni en futuros cercanos o remotos
dejaras de ser un punto invisible,
tacito en cualquier mapa inteligible,
arrinconado junto a los ignotos.

Oro no ha de traerte el tiempo sabio.
Leo, en cambio, que marca el astrolabio
conjuncion favorable en fecha aciaga.

Sagrados dias en que una madeja
de palabras argentinas, la vieja
poesia eterna, temblar nos haga.

_CARLOS CORTINEZ
Orono, febrero 1976
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A UN LEJANO ESCRITOR NOVEL

Cuando eras otro Robinson perdido
y no mds que Nadie eras todavia

y tu Fervor, un algo que cala

al bolsillo de algun desprevenido.

Cuando debiste inspeccionar gallinas
o catalogar libros lentamente:

y Lugones o Reyes (mas paciente)
ven que te equivocas y desafinas.

Coémo eras antes de que la tibieza
de la Fama vil llegara a coro
a besar tu pie como el mar la arena?

No eras pobre, creo. En tu pobreza
para el ocaso atesorabas oro:
silencio, calles, tardes, suefios, pena.

_CARLOS CORTINEZ
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TO A REMOTE BEGINNING WRITER

When you were just another Robinson
Crusoe lost and really Nobody at all

and your book Fervor something you let fall
into the raincoat pocket of an un-

suspecting editor, when you were made
poultry inspector or had to list and pore
over books, when the patient Reyes or
Lugones saw you fail and miss the grace,

how were you then? Before the comfort of
a loud vulgar Fame began to take hold,
kissing your feet like the ocean on a reef?

You weren’t poor, I think. From sun above,
as it set you filled your poverty with gold,
quiet, streets, evenings, dreams, grief.

—CARLOS CORTINEZ
(English version
by Willis Barnstone)

JORGE LUIS BORGES

“Si(como el griego afirma en el Cratilo)...”
(J.L.B.)

De las tribulaciones de los Jorges,

copdenados de antiguo a la aspereza,

quiso salvarlo, con gran entereza,

dofia Leonor Acevedo de Borges.

“Si por sangre y por ley ha de ser Borges
—cavilaba en secreto la sefiora—

ya de romper la tradicion es hora:

que no haya un nuevo J orge entre los Borges.
Acaso esa cadena de guerreros

pueda cortar si afino los sonidos

(que agreden de tal modo los oidos).

Ya basta de parientes camorreros.

Que se llame Jorge Luis mi tesoro
Yy suceda asl, al hierro, el oro.”

CARLOS CORTINEZ

32
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JORGE LUIS BORGES

*“8i (como el griego afirma en el Cratilo) . . .”
J. L. Borges

From tribulations that had plagued all Georges,
condemned from old to play the roughest part,
wishing to save him, said with perfect art,

dofia Leonor Acevedo de Borges:

“If blood and law demand that he be Borges
(the lady pondered in her secret heart)

the time has come to ditch tradition’s cart:
among the Borges there won'’t be other Georges.

Perhaps that lengthy chain of warrior can
be cut if I effect to tune the sounds
(that ears may hear with pleasure within bounds).

Enough of hooligans within this clan!
Jorge Luis I’ll name my son, my treasure,
to steel replying with this gold measure.”

—CARLOS ,CORTINEZ
(English Version by Robert Lima)

ON FINDING THE TREE OF LIFE

After Genesis 3:22-23

If there is an outside out there

one should go out to try to find it.

This I did. There is a garden world

out there, with birds, trees, and the tree
they call The Tree Of Life. The birds

avoid it, naturally. The bunches of red
Dberries are intact except for one bunch. It’s
partly eaten. The spoor around the tree

is old, but it would indicate that some
-stupid godforsaken human or beast

had staggered around and crawled away

in the first agonies of immortality.

It’s too bad for it, whoever it is,

‘and will be. Our own deaths are bad enough.

—ALAN DUGAN
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PROSE POEM FOR BORGES
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—Mann
What did the poets mean?
We have no knowledge of ‘endless night’;
the nights here are nothing if not ends,
and the Fens are full of dry leaves
in every season.

I do not mean
that we have forgotten poetry, that heroin of the soul;
we would like to love this city
like children again,
and to love her as a child would not know how,
but the crowds we wander in
(or do they wander in us)
fade back into miscellany over the yawning bridges
and streets we love
somehow outstretch our embracing arms,
hold us in like windy uncles,
cold, ungatherable, older.
Even in April, as the rambler roses
bloom and brighten its melancholy walls,
the Charles flows unaccountably
backward into the hills, or so it seems,
and every rain
reminds us of a flood we never saw.
What can we do
but wander through the monstrous weight of the air
after a dream already broken,
to find one solitary vantage
from which to see
-the motive for every morning,
the importance of being Adam

and all things new;
from the watery east t i i
1 0 an indefin
sunrise to nowhere, Hewest,
by the swans of the Public Garden
the crowds of Copley ’
Symphony with its ha’nd i i
I s illudin
a Chinese beli; B water,
by a young man drownine i
ning in a lake of air
by w?rds of brick and whisper of stee] ’
and sidewalks jammed with miracles
we walk, avoiding
Kenmore with its drunken Alexanders
every t:ace an impenetrable Asia, ,
better in Charlesgate where the lissom

w.illows bend in the gentle breeze
like geishas,

Students sweep over Comm
light;
professors in theijr thousands
lecture to ponderous classes
It}hey have never bothered to read
ut what are we students of? We .

’ ¢ We too have read ittle;
we decide to study bridges; are we deluded? so fitle;
Does the herring gull ‘
ﬂy. according to our lights?

Is it only by permission of intellect
tl.lat all these whitening sails

billow with fresh air?

As we watch,

onwealth in long diagonals of

- the light, so soon, begins to fade at the edges;
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- the early frosts,

bodies are changing shape all over the world,
nations vanish in place

as the day recedes and we are no longer sure
whether it was ever more

than the spark of a double darkness,

endless night.

Borges, how do we manage to be born

so desperately small

that a single sigh from the long jowls of the moon
can sound to us

like a hurricane smashing a tenement to splinters, -
an ambulance wailing through these criminal streets,
a shout of pain from a disease so ancient

only our bones can say its name?

All over town

sleepers gasp for breath and wake in a fever,

intuiting grief

for a death they would never admit to

under the sun;

and over their roofs

the luminous wheel of history lies spinning on its side
like a flying saucer

no one really believes in,

except that we live
in the weather of its planet,
the scattered thundershowers,

the gentle southeast winds
increasing to gale force sometime before morning.

—WILLIAM FERGUSON
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JORGE LUIS BORGES

Sutileza de pensamiento

Traza laberinto de drama,

Que se ve con lente de aumento
Como universal panorama.

—JORGE GUILLEN

JORGE LUIS BORGES

Subtlety of thought

Traces a labyrinth of drama
Seen in a magnifying glass
As universal panorama.

_JORGE GUILLEN
(English version by
Thomas Montgomery)



=y

328

UN SALUDO

Queridos amigos:

Siento de veras no encontrarme entre ustedes, cara a -

cara de Jorge Luis Borges en persona. Sus libros viven por su
cuenta, perfectamente auténomos. Eso se propone todo au-
tor: que el texto se baste a si mismo, y ya abandonado, se
sostenga asi. Pero el conocimiento del poeta aclara el poema.
Aunque la obra trasciende su origen, algo anterior resguarda:
la raiz de la vida vivida.

El caso de Borges es unico. Su situacidn no se parece a
ninguna habitual, y siendo por excelencia el gran vidente,
consigue mantener con el mundo una profunda relacidn es-
clarecedora. Sin ella no llegaria a ser el gran dicente—mane-
jando su palabra escrita en su idioma, y su palabra oral en
espafiol y en inglés. “Mi destino es la lengua castellana,/ El
bronce de Francisco de Quevedo”. (Nos lo recuerda EI oro de
los tigres.) Nadie ignora que en la literatura del ilustre escritor
argentino se encarna el genio de nuestra lengua con todo su
esplendor. Y evitando el hispanico énfasis, evoca a ese “hom-
bre que entrelaza/ Palabras en un cuarto de una casa”.

A este Borges tan singular, tan individualizado, multi-
plica y enriquece sin pausa la imaginacion del poeta. “Seré
todos o nadie.” Frase hiperbdlica. Nadie? Imposible. Todos
los hombres, no; pero si el Hombre, y de modo concreto,
gracias a esa variedad de personajes que animan sus narra-
ciones, siempre a nivel de escritura poética. “En vano es vario
el orbe”, afirma en el ultimo libro. No se lo creemos. Para ¢l
nunca es vana esa variedad. Invencidn y memoria se combi-
nan y funden er esta constante poesia. El canto *“Al ruisefior”
colecciona ruisefiores histdricos: “Urdo en la hueca tarde este
ejercicio”. También ¢él se alzard como un ‘“‘ruisefior’ con la
potencia de su lenguaje, jamds perdido por zonas informes, en
los suburbios de hoy. .

A todo esto, “Sobre nosotros crece, atroz, la historia”:

Otro verso de otro poema. Pese a tantas confusiones. Borges:

.Homage
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'r;rantiene su laboriosa y muy vital madurez, y en La Rosa
ofunda escuchamos la voz perenne del poeta, del verdadero
poeta que nos hace sentir y entender este mundo en que por
casu:hdad nos ha tocado nacer y habremos de morir. “Oh

mente que ates i "o ilimi
inﬁma,g oras lo increible.” “Rosa profunda, ilimitada,
Por de pronto, ahi estd, hora de valor, ante ustedes el

g rg *

JORGE GUILL
La Jolla, California, 12 y 13 de marzo de 19@/%I

Dear friends.

I deeply regret not to be present among yo
face with Jorge Luis Borges. His books havegaylif:,’ ;?iilgi:
f)wn, perfectly autonomous. This is what every author envis-
1on§: that the text be self-sufficient, and once released re-
ma.}n self-supporting. However, the encounter with the l;oet
e{lhghtens the poem. Although the work transcends its ori-
gins, some r?sidue remains: the root of the fully-lived life.

Borges’ case is unique. His situation does not resemble

- any other that might be called common. Being the great

.S.'eer p:.ar excellence, he is able to maintain a profound, en-
lightening relationship with the world. Without this he c<’>uld
not be the great sayer: ministering the written word in his
own language and the spoken word both in Spanish and En-
glish. “My fate is the Spanish language,/ Francisco de Queve-

;. do’s bronze” (We are reminded of this in The Gold of the Ti-
gers). I.t is a secret to nobody that the genius of our language
foun.d its incarnation in all its splendor in the illustrious Ar-
gentine author’s literature. Avoiding the Hispanic emphasis
he evokes that “man who intertwines/ words in a room of z;
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This is so particular, so individual Borges is incessantly
multiplied and enriched by the poet’s imagination. “I shall be
all or no one”. A hyperbolit statement. Nobody? Impossible.
Not all the men, certainly; yet the Man, and very concretely
so thanks to that variety of characters who animate his narra-
tions, always at the level of poetic writing. “In vain the orb’s
variety”” he affirms in his last book. We do not accept it com-
ing from Borges. For him, this diversity is never in vain. Mem-
ory and invention combine and fuse in this constant poetry.
The song “To the nightingale offers a collection of historical
nightingales: “I am scheming this exercise in the hollow after-
noon”. He himself will also soar like a “nightingale” by the
potential virtue of his language, never lost in unshapely
zones, in today’s suburbs.

And with all that—here is another line of another
poem—*“history grows upon us, atrociously”. In spite of so
many confusions, Borges conserves his laborious and most
vital maturity, and in The Profound Rose we hear the peren-
nial voice of the poet: of the real poet who makes us feel and
understand this world in which by chance we were born and
shall have to die. “Oh mind, treasury of the incredible!”
“Profound, intimate rose that knows no limits”.

For the moment, there he is in this valued hour, the
very Jorge Luis Borges facing you. My most cordial greetings
to the poet and to his audience.

Tr.: B. Ciplijauskaite

Homage

NOCHE OSCURA DEL OJO

Ibant obscuri sola sub nocte per umbran
Virgilio, Aeneida

Cegado por el sol de las tinieblas

veo un ojo sin iris sin pupila

palpando el cielo en busca de su drbita

Y hay otro ojo idéntico al primero
que puede ser su espectro o su principio
volando en llamas por el firmamento

Vi un sistema solar de nervios dpticos
friccionando y quemando las imagenes
en sus vertiginosos corredores

Y la estrella nuclear oscurecida
fue un manantial varado en las tinieblas
desde su sombra dando a luz la luz

Ascuas en el silencio de la noche
hay dos astros sin iris sin pupilas
girando alrededor de un sol vidente
Una lluvia de ojos apagados
cae desde el espacio y encandila
con su tiniebla el centro de lo oscuro
Y vi en la oscuridad un arcoiris

blanco y negro elevandose

Y brillaba

la noche no vidente bajo el arco

—OSCAR HAHN
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DARK NIGHT OF THE EYE

Ibant obscuri sola sub nocte per umbram.
Virgil, Aeneid.

Blinded by the sun of darkness

I sight an eye without iris or pupil
skywatching in its orbit search

And there exists another eye, identical
which may be spectre or its source
coursing through the firmament aflame

I saw a solar system of optic nerves
chafing and burning the images
within their vertiginous corridors

And the darkened nuclear star

was a fountain ensconced in the twilight
giving birth to light out of shadow
Embers in the silence of night

two stars without iris or pupil

gyrate round the axis of a seeing sun

A downpour of extinguished eyes
descends from space, enkindling

with its twilight the core of darkness

And within the dark I beheld a rainbow
black and white arising
And shining
unsighted night beneath its arc
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TIRESIAS, WEAVER
jlb.

Ur-friend with
the internaling of
the out-toward flow
of Sphinxblood
. (dasein, cool, in design)
‘ Tiresias, weaving, humsings a chant
of riverdrift & dusk’s musk
while tying knots
to ravel into other knots

_ In the carpets’ designs,
.hlS bemused mythsense says,
slayings & lovings are

geometried, past is present coupleformed with past
& my meals are sometimes mythologies ,

yed glyphs suck patterns fi :
Their sti rom Sph
eir still structures dance phinxblood

Muffled & crepuscular

Joined things clickclack their bones
whose frictions are
cataloging metaphorings of

the way through the labyrinth
whose turns mime mind

One horse runs
Its hooves are lusters
Its big neck is God’s Fool’s rod,

its mane & tail a lightnin
i gpla
its flanks carpets d



334

Homage Homage 335
the field it travels on TO JORGE LUIS BORGES
a spread of candleflame “In lieu of five-hundred
its progress (if there is such now) he would say nine”
pounds so far beyond grief
that rage is an irrelevant thing
He ties anotherknot You don’t know me Borges
His working is a playing with but I've read your work Ficciones a dozen times
godstuffs tradition invents (sometimes aloud and evidently with a pen
—JAMES HOGGARD in hand

I even bought a British version
in Osaka in a high room lined with books
(a squat clerk whose eyes flashed like fish
behind his spectacles fetched it standing
on a ladder)

I remember I traveled with you
on a deck-chair in the China Sea

How does it feel to be a classic
in this atrocious age a torso in my pantheon
avoice a memory of our mystery

—KARL KOPP
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TOUCHES

I
You grasp my cloud

and hold in brace.
In darkness, bowed,
you grasp my cloud
and crash it loud

against my face.
You grasp my cloud

and hold in brace.

II
I see you die

on curried hill
inclining sky.
I see you die
and cannot sigh

the human kill.
I see you die

on curried hill.

111 :
The triple six
is on your fist
like cicatrix.
The triple six
which does commix
with cabalist,
the triple six
is on your fist.

Homage
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HORIZON

where the eye sees too far

where the mind thinks too large
matter shapeless, indistinct
beyond dimension or perspective
troglodytic and extinct

like the bloody sunset

—~ROBERT LIMA
APHORISM
The blind man
is one from whom
the Universe
has been stolen
—ROBERT LIMA
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DICHOTOMY

I. A VERSION OF JUDAS

“T am a concept of the Son,
complex but logical,

therefore misinterpreted,
consequently, mankind’s goat—
the tragic sacrifice . . .

*I am excellent for conversation;
have me with your main course.

“T could have come as Pharaoh,
Mahomet, Alexander,

or the greatest Khan,
demolished all your kingdoms
and made the victory sign.

. “If I had chosen,

Mormons could have been my people.
Or I could have been born

in black or brown with pinkish hands
riding back-seat buses—

yet, not man-deprived as I.

“T could have been made of laughter,
been a giraffe, prancing balletomane
or a single tear—

enough

‘I am ponderous yet.

I, Judas, chose to be myself.
I, Son of God,

Second in His Figure,
Redeemer!
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“T was born a protestant,
I could have chosen to be
Christ.

“God really dwells in Hell
and I, Judas, stir the ashes
resurrecting redemption
for eternity.”

—ROBERT LIMA
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REBIRTH FOR JORGE LUIS BORGES

How could we know you would fly down here?
The Jews were out looking for someone, but who
could have ever thought you to turn up, near
as Lubbock? Buenos Aires means way too
far for our pocketbooks. By the time the word
hit town, you were out of the desert, beginning
a return flight East, to dreams we have of Harvard.
And yet, with the knowledge you touched down, a wing
from another world, here in what even we called hell,
you left a feather upon our lap to swell
with pride the sting of sand, the barbing sound
of wind on wire,
drew down the isolate stars to choir
a new born land
you breathed, held, we've heard, in your dying hand.

—DAVE OLIPHANT
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APUNTES

Vivir: jugada perdida.

Morir: vivir sin memoria.

Somos carne de una historia

Que Dios sueiia y luego olvida
%k

Chesterton, Whitman, Carriego.
Laberintos de la idea.

Con un bastdn se pasea

por su ciudad, Borges, ciego.

—ANTONIO REQUENI

NOTES

To live: a lost move.
To die: living without memory.

"We are flesh of a story

God dreams and soon forgets
L 3

Chesterton, Whitman, Carriego.
Labyrinths of the idea.

With a cane, blind Borges
strolls through his city.

—ANTONIO REQUENI
(English version by Dave Oliphant)
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PARA UNA EXPERIENCIA CIRCULAR FOR A CIRCULAR EXPERIENCE
(Culpa de J. L. Borges) Blame it on J. L. Borges
Redonda espiral del poema qué importa si otros han hecho
ya Round spiral of the poem

what does it matter if others have already done it?

. . . . whenever one reaches
lo mismo? siempre cuando se illega al centro se esta definitiva

the center one is definitely one is
mente se es originalmente solo // sola

originall alone alone
~— —ELIANA RIVERO & Y //

—ELIANA RIVERO
(English Version by Robert Lima)




344

PARA CAER A BORGES

Qué veo en esta mesa: tigres, Borges, tijeras, mariposas

que no volaron nunca, huesos
que no movieron esta mano, venas
vaclas, tabla insondable?

'Ceguera veo, espectaculo

de locura veo, cosas que hablan solas
por hablar, por precipitarse

hacia la exiguidad de esta especie

de beso que las aproxima, tu cara veo.

Homage

—GONZALO ROJAS

Homage

TO FALL AT BORGES

What do I see upon this table: tigers, Borges,
scissors, butterflies

That never flew, bones this hand

Has never moved, empty

Veins, a plank unfathomable?

Blindness I see; I see a scene
Of madness, objects that speak autonomously
Just to be speaking, just to hurl themselves
Toward the meagerness of this sort
Of kiss that draws them near to one

another; your face I see.

—GONZALO ROJAS
(English version by Thomas Montgomery)
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BORGES

Words—
the children of light
illumine the darkness.

Your face
a temple that links
this world to the other.

Your memory
frightening and soothing
outlines tomorrow’s rhythm.

You planted seeds
in the nineteenth century.
Now

your hands carry ripe fruits

. on a golden platter

to the year two thousand and one.
Borges

you invented Borges
for our century

—RAINER SCHULTE
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RECORDANDO A BORGES

La caballada cruza Puente Alsina,
donde luchd tu sangre en el noventa

y el alto sentimiento de la Patria

te enciende de pasiones.

Queda en el cuarto quieto el costurero,
donde Leonor alguna vez guardaba
viejas cartas de amor, y su madera
acaricia tu mano, recordandola.
Vuelve en las tardes la cadencia seca
de la runa y la espada. Tu memoria
rescata el barco oscuro de los muertos
que se pardio en el Baltico.

Un brumoso crepusculo acompaiia

los actos del minimo coraje

de honorables canallas suburbanos
que para siempre celebro tu verso.
Entre tus labios, Borges, las palabras
resucitan a los que mas amaste

y es Laprida o es Hastings o es Iberra,
o Buenos Aires en profundos patios,
o el judio de trashicidas manos

que en el gheto, labraba los cristales,
o tus padres reunidos yaen la sombra,
o tu Patria, mi Patria que agoniza.

_MARIA ESTHER VAZQUEZ
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REMEMBERING BORGES

The horses pass through Puente Alsina,
where in the nineties your bloodline fought,
and patriotism’s noblest sentiment
enkindles passion’s fire in you.

The silent room contains the sewing case
where Leonor would sometimes keep

her old love letters, and its wood

feels your hand’s touch, remembering.

In afternoons, the dull cadenza of

the rune and sword resumes. Through memory
you rescue the dark ship of the dead

once lost within the Baltic Sea.

A misty dusk accompanies

the minimally courageous deeds

of honorable suburban louts,

enshrined forever in your verse.

Borges, the words which your lips form
resuscitate those whom you loved—
Laprida, Hastings, or Iberra named—

or Buenos Aires in its deep-set patios,

or the Jew with his translucent hands

who fashioned glass within his ghetto shop,
or your parents together now in shadow,
or your Country, my Country, in agony.

—MARIA ESTHER VAZQUEZ
(English Version by Robert Lima)

HECHO, HECHO (w/ love)

for Borges

Looking In

A comes home and finds the door to his house
obscured by a wicked anteater with three heads,
red coals for teats, a tail of blue smoke.

In the window he sees his aged mother

rocking in her lap a pig he knows

for that same pig who built a house of straw.
Get out of my way he says to the middle head.

Growl the middle head says. The others say nothing.

He sees in the attic window looking out

the pig of sticks and the pig of bricks snickering
like little boys with hooves and flat noses.

His mother looks up and stops rocking

as if she sees him through the old chintz curtains
and then she rocks again. Fiddle he says

I didn’t want to go in there anyway.

Growl says the middle head growl.

Guess what the other heads do.

They smile the way we have all seen anteaters smile
in situations exactly like this.

Looking Out

B studies the heavens, the constellations,
one of the constellations, stares at a star,
the one we came to call The North Star,
says one day at the biggest telescope,
leaping about, putting his spectacles on,
It’s not a star, it’s not a star, it’s a hole!

—MILLER WILLIAMS
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MY COLLABORATION WITH ORFELIN TORRES

He is the great wizard -of our world and time. A maker
of labyrinths that only the fortunate have entered.

The time has come for me to write him. He must know
that I share his enthusiasm for language, and that I am ready,
with his help, to bring an extraordinary art-form into the
world by translating his finest stories.

It will be a new kind of collaboration, not just between
the two of us, but between the Spanish and English languages.
A new synthesis of civilized voices, a landmark of cross-
cultural fertilization, a supranational genre. The means will
be continuing contact between the two of us. Correspon--
dence will not do. By eliminating the intermediary of the
written word, by bringing together the resources of our two
languages in frequent personal interchange, we will turn the
art of translation into something more than a paltry imita-
tion of an original. We will produce a new form to transcend

the limitations of any single language. I will try, in my letter -

to him, to give some suggestion of the depth of my insight,
just enough to make him look forward to the visit which I
hope to pay him in Buenos Aires. Once we have conversed,
and he realizes how well I know his work, I will be able to
unfold my plan. Only he is an adequate prime mover for the
enterprise, and I can be the ideal catalyst. As we talk, the
new literary medium will take shape. All the things I have
thought about for so long will come together, selecting and
ordering themselves in his presence. Our mutual comprehen-
sion and sympathy will bring out the best in me, and Torres
will be amazed that anyone understands his writing so well,
and can serve so well as a mirror of his ideas. More than a
mirror: a reversible lens, revealing both the minute and the
remote with unprecedented clarity. The rigidities of written
expression will dissolve as we mingle our languages to-re-
discover the power of the spoken word, its ability to create,
by its very dynamism, a structural totality in which the lines
of force, being invisible, become multidimensional. The age-
old wisdom of language itself will be our guide. As we learn

Homage

to perceive it, we will leave behind the world 9f arbitrary
links and mechanisms, of suppressed redundancies and syn-
onymies. o
He will have a great deal to tell me. We must begin with
the simplest elements, and consider each sound, each pre-
cious living relic of times more ancient than ancient. The /,
for example, ! for “labyrinth.” Every [ is an echo from the
Stone Age, a strange, hollow, lopsided sound that thousands
of years have scarcely altered. He will tell me how ea?h I ut-
tered by our nomadic ancestors, passing through the air from
one to another just once, never to be heard again—how that
sound, fading away innumerable times and as many times re-
duplicated, could combine with other sounds to produce a
meeting of minds recognized as a word. We will see words,
combined in turn, forming a structure engraved upon the
wind of the Caucasian steppes, to be blown away yet ever re-
newed, and carried to all the shores of Europe. We will begin
to understand how the words could multiply and reorder
themselves, embracing all objects and imaginings, taking on a
life of their own, forming syllogisms. We will see how they
could begin to examine each other and finally themselves.
How their living bodies could be snatched from the air and
placed, piece by piece, in a straight line on a flat surface,
never again to flow and drift freely, never again—until now—
to know the freedom of being lost. How the pieces them-
selves could acquire beauty, like jewels on a chain. How the
chains could be twisted and contorted infinitely. And, in
that infinity, an infinite number of perfections is possible.
That is what I want to ask him about: how each elemental
sound has come to have its inevitable place in a perfect struc-
ture, as in the first story I will translate. And this is only. the
beginning. T ‘
I will dazzle him, of course, though respectfully and dis-
creetly. The right examples will come to my mind. Our joint
quest will bring out the clarity and incisiveness of my think-
ing. We will relive the history of some favorite words, of
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some of those marvelous artifacts that both our languages
have inherited. We may wish to begin with one of the many
beautiful settings of 7, perhaps volver, ‘““to return,” in which
two like syllables, with equally sonorous vowels, are followed
by liquid sounds just different enough to remind us that we
never really return to the same place and thing that we have
departed from. A bright, resilient word. Its English congener
also means a kind of turning: “to wallow,” a country word,
muddy and dark, conjuring up fat bodies and cold comforts.
Next to “I wallow,” vuelvo is a brilliant abstraction, floating
on a breeze that has kissed the Mediterranean. Torres will
agree with me that all the substance of those two words was
stored up already in the prehistoric group of sounds that we
now know only as a mutilated root, stored up as a vast but
predetermined potential. I will ask him then if it is not true
that the time has come when the two are to coalesce in a
unity hitherto undreamed of. When, refined and enriched by
millenia of experience, they will move together in new har-
mony with all other words similarly re-created. When echoes
of their past identity will themselves begin to make echoes,
and we, standing at the mid-point of their trajectory, will be-
gin to see the manner of their return to the earth from which
they sprang; when volver and “wallow,” projected into an-
other order of reality, a strange and beautiful realm, will
mean all they have ever meant and yet be one and the same.

We will be drawn on toward that realm, as the breadth
of our comprehension increases. The re-created words will re-
flect one another in sentences, and our experience with sen-
tences will lead us to a true grasp of language itself, and of
the world of thought known only through language. And
Torres will know that our goal must be reached through con-
versation, that only the spoken word can direct the forma-
tion of the written, and keep its brilliance from becoming
mere appearance. We will establish a regular schedule of vis-
its. Oh, yes, and I want to tell him how wrong he is about
the Chanson de Roland.

I keep wondering what our first visit will be like. I im-
agine him at the door, receiving me himself, for he is an un-
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pretentious man. I imagine him as the benign guardian of an

unspeakably valuable library. He will gently ask me in. He

will have the air of a man who spends his time quietly in-

doors, an air of slight physical deterioration that will only

accentuate his gracious manner. I imagine the tiled anteroom
and the lofty library: as one stands in the doorway, the
books seem to be ranged on polished circular shelves, and to
spiral gradually upward, continuing beyond the level illumi-
nated by the light, to a height that can only be surmised—as
Torres’ own words carry us beyond the level illuminated by
our intelligence, into a disconcerting realm of elusive certain-
ties. Each book, to me, will be a dictionary, a collection of
definitions and an elaboration of their interrelationships. And
surrounded by those books, we will begin to spin out our
own creation, at once an inspired story and a dictionary, not
of a particular language, but of Language itself.

Now.
Muy Distinguido sefior Torres:

Me permito dirigirle estas lineas para comunicarle el
gran entusiasmo que siento por su obra. Hace afios que sigo
con interés el desarrollo de

Too pompous; not to the point. Try again.

Distinguido sefior Torres:

Su admirable obra en prosa ha suscitado en mi el vivo
deseo.de que sea compartido su aprecio entre un publico mas
amplio

Presumptious and patronizing, and perhaps grammati-
cally ambiguous. He must sense an unspoken harmony of
purpose from the beginning. Let’s see now.

Estimado Torres:

~THOMAS MONTGOMERY
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FOCUS ON BORGES

All the lectures of this series, intended as

an introduction to the Symposium, will be

held at 100 EM at 7:00 P.M.

January 28

Showing of The Inner World of Jorge Luis Borges and Bernardo Berto-
lucci’s The Spider’s Stratagem.

January 29

Ulrich Wicks (UMO, English) “Borges on Film. Bertolucci on Fiction”
February 12

Carlos Cortinez (UMO, Foreign Languages) “Borges’ Ars Poetica”
February 26

Ralph Hjelm (UMO, Philosophy) “Borges on Khabbalistic Mysticism”
March 4

Stephen Weber (UMO, Philosophy) “Borges and Heidegger on the
Mystery of Language”

March 11

Carroll Terrell (UMO, English) “Borges and Twentieth Century En-
glish and American Poets™

March 18

Robert Gillespie (Colby College) “Borges and the Detective Novel”

March 25
Robert Carroll (UMO, Foreign Languages) “The Skin of the Leopard,
or The Impossibility of Knowing”

April 8
Burton Hatlen (UMO, English) “The Nightmare of History: Borges and
Some Modern English and American Writers”



PROGRAM OF THE SYMPOSIUM

THURSDAY, APRIL 15
3:00-5:00 PM. Registration English-Math (EM) Lobby
6:30-8:00 P.M. Inaugural Session 101 EM

Moderator: Carlos Cortinez (UMO, Foreign Languages)
James Clark (UMO, Vice President for Academic Affairs)
Welcome to UMO
Emir Rodriguez-Monegal (Yale University)
“The Intellectual Background”
Ana Maria Barrenechea (Columbia University)
“Borges and Symbols”

8:15-9:15 P.M. Panel I 101 EM
“Borges and Chesterton”
Moderator: Nancy MacKnight (UMO, English)
Participants:
Enrique Anderson Imbert (Harvard University)
Robert Gillespie (Colby College)
Robert Scholes (Brown University)

9:30 P.M. Reception Memorial Union, Peabody Lounge
FRIDAY, APRIL 16
10:00- 12:00 A.M. Session I 100 Nutting

Moderator: Robert Carroll (UMO, Foreign Languages)

1. Humberto Rasi (Johns Hopkins University)
“Borges in Search of the Fatherland”

2. Alexander Coleman. (New York University)
»On the Concept of Romance in Borges’

3. Alicia Borinsky (Johns Hopkins University)
“Museums, Libraries”

4. Donald Yates (Michigan State University)
A Friendship: Jorge Luis Borges and Adolfo Bioy Ca-
sares”

2:00-4:00 P.M. Session I Hauck Auditorium

Moderator: Paulette French (UMO, Foreign Languages)

1. Showing of The Inner World of Jorge Luis Borges

2. “Borges at the Library of Congress”
Presentation by Georgette Dorn (Spanish Division, Li-
brary of Congress)

3. Bilingual Poetry Readings of Borges’ Poetry
Jorge Luis Borges and UMO Students
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