Le

Dwie) [PuoneuIIul [BIL SIy jo Suruuigaq 9y 9ZLI I01UWIO] )
NoYOag [PNWES [IIM PaIRyS Y [96] U "Saaly soudng jo Ansroatun)
ay ut (aanyead ysisuy pio Aredoutid) ySne) osje pur eunuasly
JO AaeaqU [RUONEN 1) JO 1010211 sem saBiog ¢/61 0 £6H1 WoL]
“(¥161°q) soaesen Aolg OJjopy
‘oM sunuasly dolewr soypoue s Ajqeiou ‘suoneloqe[[ud pue
wispo Andod ‘sfesso drow uwaq pey 219 SO961 PUT SOG6] oy
up (cr61) vuaw ap oy 157 (0L61) 2posgy ap awofur 137 “(6¥61) Y92V
)5 S0, PIMOJ[O] SILIOIS 1IOYS JO SUOLII[JOD 210N ‘gunyoea) pue
Sulnjoo] £q APaIyo Sulal] 1y pauted 9y Joedat ] 1 1EM PI1OAA
guunp saiy 2 suntoddns 105 pue sunSoa uoIa g 91 01 ANSoy 10j
PISSILLSIP SEM 1NQ SAITY souang Jo sqmgns oy Ut Lreaq pedpunu
v ur pakojdwa sem soSlog 9Pl ©0) GEET WOLL ] steak om)
souornz,; oy pareaodioout ‘uvanfiq as anb sowapuas ap wipvl 5y Swred9q
280U TG Ul Tourzesew Areio snoignsaad 1sow s punuURBIY Ung ul
paystqnd Agaryd ‘s1910 AqQ paMmO[[O] Sem J] "o[R] JIMBW ISd1y SI se
snowiey awodaq Sty epesol eumnbsa g op JUIQUIOH, “Raamoy ‘o)
Jo au) "yiom —G:C:':r_ SHy JO .A.—C..mmﬂm._ﬁ_ 1 L:::wzou :Lm;?» Sae)
ysB{Eal] pue ppo Jo 19 B ‘vuupfur v) ap quswaiun VUOJI] paysiqnd
oy ¢gpl up esoad daneurgewl YIM Juawaadxo 01 uessq 9y ey
gr61 [mun jou sem 1] "sdesso pue Anood jo suonodafjod adem ‘Zeg|
Ul woissy(q 01 61 UL Sauzy soumng Ip Loaid,f WOl ‘$y00q 1310 181y
sty “s1ood Sunod Burpeaf oy jo Juo se pasiu80221 uo0s sem 2 ‘161
Ul $O11Y SOUdNE O} WML S1Y 19)je ‘pue 6] Ul Anood opresueae
guiysiqnd ueSaq oy ‘uredg o1 Aprurep siy s Suiaopy “Aysigamun
€ POpUIIT 1A I D1BIINE[LIIR( SSIMG ¥ (PIM [ TEM PIIOM Surmp
eaouas) ut paja(dwod sem ‘eunuaBly u ungaq ‘uoneanpo SIf ‘suon
ouuod ysiHug s A[IWe) SUnuIsIy sse-d[ppiu paysiqeiss-plo
Ue OJUl SIIIy Soudng ul Wiog sem (9861-6681) sadiog s agdiof

MVHS AITSTT ATVNOd
STNOIDDIA SADIO0T SINT dDIOT

=

Oy
WAL gy T M &..4&& P

v%\c QE éurq\,\?_‘ﬁ ﬁSJmN n) m..‘\‘._f)\ i wuﬂ I NN %éj

SHIO A MON] “sse SIS e
dx:cmwx :m/ﬁ: w.w‘:q_ >,_mm.E>E N HI0X MON]) J2a0N uvduawy ysiuvds il puv
_o\c 1 __.m opawpy 1qPBUY suuy of 39s ‘sisdjeur ao)n) ua[[eoxa. ue
4 J oD - ) > ) - ( i . = .

A O1dR0s ' uet) dopes onsfw e onun AI9a St oy ‘saSioq ‘Aes aqiun

W

—



DONALD LESLIE SHAW

After 1955 he was almost totally blind. During the 1960s he once
more began to write poetry consistently and puhlishnd several new
collections of verse with great success. By now he was universally
recognised as the ‘grand old man’ of Spanish American letters. More
than a score of full-scale critical works and thousands of articles had
been written about his work. He had received numerous other prizes
and many honorary degrees while lecturing in many parts of the
world. Sadly, and inexplicably, he never received the Nobel Prize.

Brought up to be bilingnal in Spanish and English, he also spoke
French, German and Italian. Before blindness overtook him he had
steeped himsell in all the major areas of Western literature. He
published books on  English, North American and  Argentine
literature, on Dante and on Old Germanie literature, with special
reference to the ancient Ieelandic sagas, which fascinated him for
most of his adult life. He was deeply influenced by Schopenhauer,
loved The Arabian Nights and constantly reread Stevenson, Chesterton,
Kipling, Poe, Henry James and Hawthorne. A sceptic, he was
fascinated with religions and metaphysical beliels and ideas. These
have always underpinned his writings and provide the best basis for
an approach te his work.

I'he first eight stories of what was to he Ficciones were published as
Fl jardin de senderos que se bifurcan in 1942, Two years later they were
followed by six more, making up the first (1914) edition. Three more
(‘El fin', ‘La secta del Fénix" and “El Sur’) were added in the second
edition (1956).

To understand why the appearance of these tales was a turning
point in the history of modern Spanish American fiction, we need to
glance at the evolution of the novel in Spanish America earlier in the
twentieth century.' A key date was 1908, when Argentina’s Enrique
Larreta published La gloria de don Ramiro, the last majo novel of the
previous creative cycle, that ol modernismo. Written in coruscating
prose, it was a self-consciously artistic evocation of the grand old
military and  rveligious tradition of the Golden  Age of Spain.
Somewhat paradoxically, it inaugurated the period we now associate
with the six important novels whose popularity for the first time pul
Spanish American fiction on the map. The other five were: Los de
abajo (1915) by Mexico’s Mariano Azucla, £l hermano asno (1922) by
Chile’s Eduardo Bartios, La vordgine (1924) by Colombia’s José
Eustasio Rivera, Don Segundo Sombra (1926) by Argentina’s Ricardo
Giiiraldes and Dosia Bdrbara (1929) by Venezuela’s Romulo Gallegos.
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The last five writers of the ‘lamous six’ faced a double imperative.
On the one hand they sought to incorporate into their work some of
the changes in fictional technique which had been appearing in the
European novel. On the other hand they aspired to break away from
the imitation of the subject matter of European fi
imitation of the French realist pattern. They wished to deal instead
with specilically Spanish American problems, life-styles and values.
For this reason Rivera, Giiiraldes and Gallegos turned away from
urban environments or those ol an idealised countryside and set
their novels on the great plains or in the jungles of the vast, empty
interior. They thus became the foremost representatives ol ‘nativist’
fiction. In the 1940s the ‘famous six’ were still the established
novelists of Spanish America. It was not simply that some of them
were still writing; Gallegos published Fl forastere in 1948, while
Barrios scored a major hit with Gran Seror y rajadiablos as late as 1949.
But cqually important is the fact that the decade of the 1930s in
Spanish American fiction had beenan undistinguished one. Its novelists
failed to surpass the achievements ol their older contemporaries.
They really only extended the thematic range ol Spanish American
fiction so that it now began to include an interest in the ways ol life
and outlook of the indigenous Indian population, for example, or in
the impact of North American economic imperialism,  Without
actually marking time, the novel had lost its earlier impetus.

tion, especially from

Borges was of course exaggerating when in 1972 he s

Pensemos que en casi toda la América Latina la literatura no es
otra cosa que un alegato politico, un pasatiempo folklorico o una
descripeion de las circunstancias cconomicas de tal o cual clase de
poblacion y que aqui en Buenos Aires ya estamos inventando y
sofiando con plena libertad.?

But the thrust of his assertion is clear. His attitude had long been
shared by other major novelists. Cuba’s Alejo Carpentier, for
example, had already written in the 1960s:
Pensé, desde que empecé a tener conciencia cabal de lo que queria
hacer, que el escritor latinoamericano tenia el deber de ‘revelar’
realidades inéditas, Y sobre todo salir del ‘nativismo’, del
“tipicismo’, de la estampa pintoresca para ‘desprovincializar’ su

. - . . b1
literatura, elevandola a la categoria de valores universales.

The diagnosis was the same. Mainstream Spanish American fiction
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had become stuck in the 1930s in an obsolete creative pattern which
e & ~ -l ' :
was too ‘documental’, wo close to the reality it described.

How was a renovati v be achi P ili
b ovation to be achieved? The prevailing manner of

writing was still broadly realistic. With a few honourable exceptions
nm'(‘h?ls had been largely content to go on in one way or :mnth:.‘r"
reporting reality rather than questioning it. Here was where the
clrmngv would come about. In part, its roots lay in Surrealism. The
Nobel Prizewinner Miguel Angel Asturias later I‘L‘(‘()g[li.‘i(td; like

arne 1er e Dy H
Carpentier, that the European movement, with which both were

closely connected in Paris, had opened their cyes to the possibility of

L'.\'|1|nili-llg a new dimension of Spanish American reality. For
convenience, we can call it Magical Realism. It was based on the
astonishment which certain aspects ol reality, both historical and
(‘(nl[r’nlp_cu'ary, in the subcontinent can still g.)mcln(:r, as well as on
the magico-mythical outlook of its indigenous and black inhabitants.
Ih‘xt the frue- ‘:u:.svs of the change lay deeper, in the collapse of
('(\I.Iht[t‘ll('[’ in the West of man’s ability to perceive ‘reality’ at all. In
;1.l;nnmm allirmation in the twenty-sixth chapter of his l.nn.su'rpi-('cv
Il .S_'fﬁm Presidente (1946) Asturias declared that ‘entre la realidad v- t"I
sueno la dilerencia es puramente mecinica’, undermining at ;m:-
In-ln\\‘ our comfortable certainties about our power to urﬁ[t'l‘%l:\lui
either unsl‘.-u'lws or the world outside ourselves in terms of a one-to-
one relationship with ‘real’ reality. His attitude was increasingly
shared by other writers. The leading figure was Borges. Ii("m;)r;'
lh:‘m anyone else shattered the complacent {ll"('('])l.’lll[‘(" by his fellow
writers .ll|:1l there was any simple correlation between their sense-
mmpressions and the apparential world outside. That is why Ficciones
marks a watershed. After its lessons had been digested, it was no
longer possible to go on taking ‘reality’, social, ]);\'["lnltlﬂi(‘il' or ol
any other kind, for granted. What Borges prnpnsu[‘wcnl !I'.'lr beyond
what the now somewhat discredited magical realists |)rr1(‘|ni;|w(|A
{.\“",m'q, his more important pronouncements are these from Otras
mquisiciones:  veality is Cinasible”  (‘Nathaniel Hawthorne'): 'N«‘;
S:lll.)(‘lintl.:; r[(u:_: cosa es el universo’ (‘El idioma analitico de _John
W f!kms ‘): s dudoso que el mundo tenga sentido’ (‘El espejo de los
enigmas ); and “Los hombres gozan de poca informacién acerca de
los 1:]()\'[1[1'5 profundos de su conducta’ (‘Anotacién al 23 de agosto de
.HH:! l). I'ime, he reminds us, is a mystery; our sensc ofrrlll';('!\'t's as
individuals is perhaps an illusion; i the ‘really real’ exists. it 1\
questionable whether human language can cxpz'f",ss it. i l
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n a world no longer seen as governed by a benevolent
Providence, in which no reliable absolutes exist, ‘toda estrafalaria
cosa es posible’ (Discusion: ‘La duracion del infierno’). This is the
idea of things, the view of life — as bewildering, but interesting —
against which Borges's stories are set. But what ol us, mankind, the
readers? It has been persuasively argued by Alazraki® that, in
Borges's view, man’s characteristic response (o his situation is to
celect from the flux of sense-impressions those which it s
comlortable to live with, screening out, as far as possible, the rest.
“I'hus man creates a mental habitat, a construct of reality in which to
take refuge from a chaotic universe. For this last, Borges’s favourite
metaphor is the labyrinth. Why a labyrinth? And what kind of
labyrinth? Seen from above, a maze can he perceived to combine
order and chaos. Tidily symmetrical in appearance, its walks appear
to lead progressively to the centre and allow a return to the outside.
But once inside, direction is rapidly lost; the turnings, though
regular, bear no relation to the objective. In addition, a Borgesian
labyrinth must be thought of as circular, with no outlet. We are born
already inside it. At its centre is death; or, in a few privileged cases,
an epiphany, or perhaps the discovery of who we really are. What
matters is less the centre, which few consciously reach, but the maze
itsell, the symbol of existence. It has an appearance ol predictable
regularity, which then turns out to be baffling; or, seen [rom the
other perspective, it presents us with a serics of baflling experiences
which nevertheless contain teasing hints of design. Recognition of
this duality is important: Borges is no mere vulgar sceptic, but one
who is prepared to doubt even his own scepticism. There may
possibly be an order governing what we think of as realitv. So he
writes in ‘In Memoriam AR (El hacedor) of

El vago azar o las precisas leyes
Que rigen este sucho, el universo.

But even if ‘precise laws’ exist to provide explanations, we may have
forgotten how to interpret them, or perhaps may never have heen
programmed to comprehend them.

Borges's best tales, then, are in the nature of fables or parables
designed to subvert, often with gentle humour, our comforting
presuppositions about ourselves, our place in the universe, or the
intelligibility ol the universe itself if it is, in fact, more than a dream.
In 1965, in a rare moment ol revelation — for much of what he has
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said about his writings is playfully misleading — Borges remarked:

dans tous mes contes, il y a une partie intelectuelle et une autre
partic — plus importante je pense — le sentiment de la solitude, de
I'angoisse, de Pinutilité du caractére mistérieux de Munivers, du
temps, ce qui est plus important: de nous mémes, je dirai: de moi-

méme,”

Before attempting to illustrate this view ol Ficciones, one, that is,
which seeks to locate the collection’s importance as a landmark in
Spanish American fiction in its subversion of received notions about
reality and about the writer’s ability to express it, it is worth
mentioning an alternative interpretation. Sturrock, Del Rio and
MacAdam,” among others, tend to suggest that Borges’s stories are
not about the enigmatic nature of the ‘real’ at all, but essentially
ahout the act of writing. We cannot overlook this approach. Itis a
possible way of reading the stories. But it is at best reductive, since it
imposes a narrow range of themes on them. At worst, it is
misguided, since it tends to produce interpretations of individual
tales which are unpersuasive. However, it does focus our attention
on the fact that, with Fieciones, Spanish American imaginative
writing suddenly becomes more aware of its fictive nature, more
ready to foreground and display its own devices. It thus compels the
reader to recognise what is being read as what it is: fiction. To this
extent Ficeiones helped to open the way to forms of literature which
allude to their own limitations or parody themselves. In fiction we
think of Puig, the later Donoso and Cuba’s Severo Sardny. A notable
example is Vargas Llosa’s La tia Julia y el escribidor (1977). Nor can
we allord to overlook the contribution of Ficciones to a renewed sense
of the importance of language in fiction, of works of fiction as hazarias
verbales, which played such an important role in producing the Boom
novelists’ salto de calidad.

Cognate with the above-mentioned approach is that associated
with Isaacs and Dauster,” for instance, which suggests that it is art
which provides the answer to the chaos of reality, that art imposes
order and meaning, and that this is the ultimate metaphor
underlying Borges’s writings. This too is a tenable position. It
appears to resolve the central contradiction of Borges's art: the fact
that he uses meticulously structured forms, in prose or verse, to
express the possibility that the world is mere blind flux, At first sight
it scems undeniable that Borges is privileging the artistic vision, But
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it seems hardly in character for him to subvert reality in order to
exalt art. Many of his statements poke gentle fun at the role of the
creative writer and insist on the limitations of language. For him, art
is not an absolute, much less the absolute. It seems more likely to be

just another construct. Borges does not deny the need for constructs:

all he asks is that we should be aware of them for what they are.

Even il the creation of satisfying artistic forms is not an adequate
answer to existential chaos and the lack of providential design,
Borges's formal achicvements, which first became apparent in
Ficciones, are critically important in another sense. It has sometimes
been suggested (by Vargas Ilosa® among others) that the [amous six
writers of the early part of this century were in fact ‘primitive’ in
their fictional techniques. This is not strictly true. It is based on the
fact that, preoccupied as they were with the discovery and
expression of a genuinely Spanish American reality, they tended to
see that reality as unambiguous, accepting in the realist tradition that
what they observed around them on the lano, the Pampa, the
battlefields of the Mexican Revolution or in the Amazonian jungle
was really real. They adjusted their techniques accordingly. Form in
literature and art is a metaphor, The characteristic realist novel
form, in which an omniscient narrator recounts events and human
reactions to them as if the events themselves formed a comprehensible
causal sequence, and as if the reactions of the characters were by
and large rationally explicable, makes up a reassuring metaphor of
an intelligible world.

Borges's world is not such a world. What he had 1o discover were
forms which provided metaphors that are the opposite of reassuring,
which do not suggest a predictable world and which in consequence
are sometimes less immediately accessible to the reader who s
accustomed to passive acceptance of the fictional texts he reacs. If
reality is an enigma, then the figuring-forth of that enigma must in
turn reflect it, not just in terms of theme, but also in terms of form.
New wine cannot be put into old bottles: a new, disturbing vision ol
ssuring ways. To

life cannot be adequately expressed in the old re
take an example: ‘El acercamiento a Almotasim’ is plainly a work of
fiction. But what is its form? It is that of a book review, a
conventionally non-fictive form. Similarly, in the postseript to “Tlén,
Ugqbar, Orbis Tertius’, the narrator refers to the stery as an article.
“Tres versiones de Judas® is also cast in the form of an article and
‘Funes ¢l memorioso’ in the form of a contribution to a symposium

33



DONALD LESLIE SHAW

ol essays. The meaning is sell-evident: since we cannot know the
really real, there is no difference between fiction and fact; ‘er ated’
reality is as real as observed reality and vice versa; any attempt on
our part to describe reality is bound to be a fiction.

The world inhabited by the realist novelists is thus radically called
into question. The idea of presenting a world in a way which the
reader is called upon to recognise as reflecting more or less faithfully
a pre-existing reality against which the behaviour of the characters
and the truth of the episodes can somchow be checked, and which is
somchow more authoritative than the copy, is undermined. The
process extends to the reality of ourselves. In a famous passage in
‘Magias parciales del Quijote’ (Ot inquisiciones), Borges writes:

sea lector del Quijote, y
Hamlet, espectador de Hamlet? Creo haber dado con la causa:

;Por qué nos inquieta que Don Quijote

tales inversiones sugicren que si los caracteres de una ficcion
pueden ser lectores o espectadores, nosotros, sus lectores ©
espectadores, podemos ser ficticios.

When Gabriel Garcia Mdrquez in Cien aiios de soledad speaks of a
place near Macondo where ‘hasta las cosas tangibles eran irreales’
and makes the village priest — the representative of a God-ordained
pattern of reality — say to the last Aureliano: “Ay hijo. . .. A mi me
bastaria con estar seguro de que t y yo existimos en este momento’,
he is echoing Borges. Similarly, when Brausen in La vida breve (1950),
by Urnguay's Juan Carlos Onetti; and one of the first important
Boom novels, steps out of reality into his private dream ol an

imaginary city, Santa Marfa, we are conscious of the presence of

Borges in the background.

Such a mode of writing often demands a different reader-response.
We enjoy the fiction of the nativist writers chiefly through self=
identification with the episodes and characters. But we can hardly

identify ourselves with Yu Tsun or Funes or the Indian student of

‘El acercamiento a Almotasim’, they have too little interior life. How
then do Borges's stories appeal? The analogy is with the pleasure we
get from detective stories or even crossword puzzles, that is, from
problem solving. Many of Borges's best stories are puzzling and
teasingly demand to be ‘cracked’. At the end ol a first reading we
tend to want to ‘unpack’ the stories, to understand them more fully,
to figure out a deeper meaning and check it by rereading. The result
is an increase in reader-satisfaction, especially if, as is often the case,
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we come to recognise several levels of meaning coexisting in the
same tale.

This need to collaborate with the author, to involve onesell more
decply with the text, to read more alertly, has been recognised as of
major importance in the approach to the new novel,” which has
followed Borges’s lead. To take an example: in the middle of Rulfo’s
Pedro Pdramo there bricfly appears a curious, incestuous, Adam-and-
Fve-like couple, in whose hut the narrator dies. The cpisode is
pivotal to the novel as a whole. But it is left to the reader to work
out, if he can, the meaning. Ciritics like Ortega and Freeman'” have
shown that it is one of the keys to the novel’s mythical dimension.
Once we grasp its importance our reception of the novel changes and
our response to it is heightened. It would, of course, be false to assert
that Borges alone was responsible for encouraging what Julio
Cortazar has called the shift from the ‘lector-hembra’ to the ‘lector-
macho’. But if we wished to identify the point at which the shift
began to occur, we should have to locate it close to the date of

publication of Ficciones.

Rejection of old-style realism carries with it, as an obvious
consequence, the liberation of fantasy. This too is part of what
makes Fieciones an important landmark. Fantasy, thereafter, blossoms
in Spanish American fiction, cither in the form of magical realism or
in the less sell-consciously American form which it takes, for
instance, in Cortdzar. But we are not dealing with ‘pure’ fantasy ol
the kind which we might perhaps associate with Tolkien or with
some kinds of science fiction; that is, fantasy for its own sake. The
importance of fantasy in Borges, and by extension in Cortazar,
Gareia Miarquez or more recently Chile’s Isabel Allende, is its
relation 1o what we take to be reality. “Tlan, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius’
is a case in point. Like so many of Borges's best tales it changes
direction before the end. Most of the story is concerned with 2
fantastic world which functions as though |)||ilusnphil‘ idealism, the
doctrine that to be is to be perceived, that the mind creates reality,
were an accurate description of the way things work. But the ending
is different: Tl6n is revealed to be a mere verbal ereation. All scems
well. But then the fantasy begins to invade the ‘real” world, a purely
verbal construet begins to modify people’s lives. Our sense of a
secure, predictable universe begins to be undercut.

How does Borges respond? Behind his serene public stance it is
not hard to detect hints of despair. But they are offset by an
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DONALD LESLIE SHAW

had enjoyed on his way to Albert’s house, Yu Tsun becomes aware
of a myriad of time dimensions in which both might exist. As in
other Borges tales, what had begun as a mere physical adventure has
turned into an intellectual one. But as the awareness is granted, Yu
Tsun’s pursuer arrives and he is compelled to carry out his
murderous plan. The killing of Albert ingeniously solves a concrete
problem for his murderer. But what had seemed to Yu Tsun worth
the sacrifice of his own lile is rendered utterly insignificant by his
discovery, and that discovery he owes to his victim. Insight, for
Borges, is nearly always insight into the chaos and horror of reality.

But he did not wish, unlike some modern writers, to mirrer that
chaos in the form of his stories. Asked in 1976 why he enjoyed
detective stories, he replied: ‘frente a una literatura cadtica, la novela
policial me atraia porque cra un modo de defender el orden, de
buscar formas clasicas, de valorizar la forma’.'" Interesting as the
remark is, it is not the whole story. Il Borges enjoyed the careful
plotting and the intellectually satisfying design of successful detective
stories. he also knew [rom the example of Chesterton that they could
readily be adapted to serve as metaphors of search in a puzzling
universe. This is why a number of his stories loosely follow the
model of a deteetive story, with an initial problem, an exploration or
discussion of passible solutions and a final explanation. The problem
ol the detective story as a metaphor is that it implies the possibility
of arriving at a solution through rational enquiry: this is certainly
not Borges’s standpoint. Hence his best-known detective story is a
deliberate parody of the genre.

‘La muerte v la briijula’ is in fact a detective story turned inside
ont. The first indication of this is that the pedestrian, Watson-like
Treviranus is right all along in his interpretation ol cvents, while the
Holmes Gigure, Linnrot, eventually becomes the eriminal’s victim,
Part of the reason for this inversion of roles is given at the end of the
first paragraph with the notation: ‘Lonnrot se creia un  puro
razonador.” His dismissal of ‘Treviranus's commansense suggestions
and his resolve (o see in two murders and the scenario for a third an
intellectual riddle to be solved by rigorously rational means leads
him directly and uncritically to his death. So we are entitled to see in
the tale an anti-rationalist parable, a warning against trying to force
a rationally acceptable interpretation on to the events of experience,
which will often refuse to fit the pattern. Once more Borges is
preoccupied with man’s inveterate tendency to grasp at whatever
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offers the hope of imposing an order on the chaos of life, “Bastaha’,
he writes in “Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius', ‘cualquier simetria con
apariencia de orden — ¢l materialismo dialéctico, el antisemitismo, el
nazismo — para embelesar a los hombres.’

So far, so good. But what about Scharlach? Critics from Gallagher
to Fama'? have recognised that in addition to containing an implicit
critique ol Hationalism, the tale can also be scen to have an
cundercurrent mistico” like ‘El acercamiento a Almotasim’. Linnrot’s
quest becomes ‘un camino mistico’.'” There are too many references
10 God (The tetragrammaton (= JHVH), the ‘Nombre’ (always
-apitalised), the Trinity (Ginzberg, Ginsburg, Gryphius)) lor this to
escape notice. Gallagher’s view that perhaps ‘the eriminal is God,
and there emerges the image of a God who deliberately plants false
clues, who deliberately goads man’s intellectual vanity into the beliel
that he is arriving at a solution only to laugh in his [ace at the end
by killing him'™ seems to indicate the direction in which the story is
pointing. As Borges inverts the pattern of the traditional detective
story so that it is the criminal who hunts the detective, so he inverts
the traditional Christian image ol a henevolent God. This is another
feature of Ficciones which was to become commonplace in subsequent
Spanish American fiction."”

In “El Sur’ we once more see the interweaving of two themes. The
first is concerned with reaching the centre of one’s own private
labyrinth. Earlier Borges had written in the tenth chapter of Evaristo
Carriego: *Yo he sospechado alguna vez que cualquier vida humana,
por intricada y populosa que sea, consta cn realidad de un momento:
¢l momento en que el hombre sabe para siempre quien es.” The
magical moment may be a moment ol betrayal as in Biografia de
Tadeo Isidoro Cruz’ in il Aleph, or of discovery of the non-existence
of the individual personality as in ‘El fin”. In cach case there comes a
flash of insight. Here what Dahlmann suddenly discovers, in the face
of death, is his fundamental Argentine-ness, foreshadowed in the

opening paragraph. He chooses to die in a knife fight, that most
traditionally Argentine of deaths. We notice that this traditionalist
theme is inserted into a wider eultural context, that of the code ol
hanour of the Hispanic race as a whole, since it is this which impels
Dahlmann to accept the challenge to fight. Both the national and the
racial traditions are implicit in the fignre of the ald gaucho who
throws him the weapon he needs. Since Dahlmann is suspiciously
like Borges himsell, who was also a librarian and suffered a similar
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l“lll‘ﬁ.‘i. this theme seems also to include a wish-fulfilment fantasy by
a writer who envied the courage of his military ancestors and .\,\'h(.)
freely El(-llllill(‘(f that much of his fiction was autobiographical. Nor
does .lhIS exclude the possibility of recognising in Dahlmann’s
experience a universal significance, since ]‘(‘.\-’ttl:\l{)[‘-y test experiences
come to us all.

'he other theme of ‘E] Sur’ brings us back to the subversion ol

reality. As the tale proceeds, a series of hints are dropped that all
may not be as it seems. Borges himself gave the clue by remarking to
[1'.h_\"" that possibly everything after the onset of Dahlmann's iilﬁ(ﬂﬁ;
mfghi be a mere hallucination caused by the illness itself. SUI]II;‘
critics, notably I’hi]lips and Gertel,'? regard this as the only way (o
rr-:ull :hf‘ tale. Others, including Alazraki and Hall," insist on the
ambiguity of Borges’s procedure. How are we to interpret the I‘a(:lr
that the owner of the store or snack bar knows Dahlmann’s name
the presence of the old gaucho (in 1939!) and the reference back u;
the rh.nir in the last sentence of the story, unless Dahlmann is
dl'r:lmln:c,fi’ Be the answer as it may, the i]}lplicz\ti()tm l't}l!li;ill: the
world of wakefulness and that of dreaming are not separate worlds;
we cannot readily tell them apart. But if that is so, Dal;lm:mn's‘
discovery af his essential Argentine-ness, his sense of honour and his
act .nf' courage are all perhaps part of a hallucination. '
) There is clearly not only scepticism here, but also a certain
irony. Irony implies a measure of detached awareness in the ironist
ol the way things tend not to turn out as we hope or expect ;m-cf
lwn‘w.- to _mm‘l: our aspirations. The greater the discrepancy between
antcipation and reality, the more bitter (he irony. But only i, in the
case ol fiction, the characters suller cnongh to im'nl\"(‘ us, the
readers. In Borges this is rarcly the case, l'r);', as we have .‘i(‘t‘l;‘ his
characters tend to have litde or no emotional life. Where emotions
appear, they tend to be ‘told’ noy shown’, as when we read the
(‘ll"l"\('h(‘(l .(l('m:ri[,)liml of Dahlmann’s hellish p.ain while he is suffering
from septicaemia. (.'nn.‘;cqm'mly, Bnrgc‘si:m irony tends to be rt'siuuc;l
ftflf' unobtrusive sitnational irony, suggested, but not insisted u.pnn.
I'he rl.mrn(‘lt'rs acceptit with dignity (Lénnrot), remorse (Yu T'sun)

even, in the case of the wizard in ‘I.as riinas circulares’, with initEa;
rr'f{l'll Irony in literature is a warning not to expect life to conform
tidily lo-our plans. Thus, in ‘Las ruinas circulares’, ‘Funes el
r_nr!mn.rmso’ and “El milagro seereto’, (he protagonists are granted
like Lonnrot, a kind oF boon, only to find that it mocks the rt\:.cipir'm.‘
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The mockery in ‘Las ruinas circulares’ begins with the adjective in
the title. Nothing in a Borges story is ever there by chance, whether
it is a reference to a mask factory in ‘La loteria en Babilonia® or to
the statues (including one of Hermes, with twin faces) in the garden
at Triste-le-Roy. There are even certain call-signs such as the word
vértigo, which always signals the approach of the critical moment, or
the number 1001, which implies unreality. Colours, especially grey,
yellow and red, are commonly symbolic. In the same way, references
to circularity and to circular objects (the moon, the gramophone
record, the circle of light of the lamp, the clock face in ‘El jardin de
senderos que se bilurcan’, the circular tower and cireular quest in ‘El
acercamiento a Almotdsim’) are always highly significant. Circula rity
= the circular ruins prefigure the circular

implies futility: in this ¢
destiny of the wizard.

The boon granted to him is that of ereating something ‘real’ out of
a mere dream. This can be interpreted in more than one way.
Perhaps it signifies that what seems to be the product of individual
creativity is ereated not by the artist or writer in question but through
him by the collective mind or the mind of God. In that case the story
would be an allegory of the production of art. On the other hand, il
we shift the emphasis from what is created to the creator, we see that
by adding somcthing to reality, he gives prool of his own
autonomous existence, These two interpretations can be made into
one, as they were by the Spanish author Unamuno in Amor »
pedagogia (1902), where the proofl of existence is the addition of
something by the individual to God’s pre-ordained plan, as an actor
may add an ad lib to a script. What underlics the stories both of
Unamuno and Borges is the question of ultimate human r rality. For
Unamuno there was still a remnant ol hope that this was guaranteed
by the existence of God. Not so for Borges. His story uses interion
reduplication to suggest that the wizard is as unreal as his ‘son’. By
extension, we too may be unreal. For as we saw in the carlier
quotation from ‘Magias parciales del Quijote’, this undermining of
the reality of the sell is precisely the effeet produced by interior
reduplication. The circularity can be extended to include a God whe
dreams the God who dreams the wizard, by analogy with the God
who secks a God just as the student of ‘El acercamiento a
Almotdsim” in turn secks him; particularly in view of Borges's poem
‘Ajedrez 11" (L] hacedor) which contains the key question:
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¢Qué Dios detras de Dios la trama empieza
De polvo, y tiempo y sueno y agonias?

However we  finally interpret it, “‘Las ruinas circulares’ is
concerned with illusion. So, too, is ‘Funes el Memorioso’. One of our
intellectual illusions is that greater conscious awarencss is always
life-enhancing. Both in ‘Funes’, ‘La escritura del Dios” and “Fl
Aleph’ Borges ridicules this supposition, remarking thankfully in the
last, alter receiving a wvision of the totality of the universe:
felizmente, al cabo de unas noches de insomnio, me trabajé otra vez
cl olvido’. Earlier in ‘La postulacion de la realidad’ (Discusiin) he
had explained that if we were unable to screen out most of reality,
selecting only what we are able to cope with, life would be
It follows

impossible. The very nature of perception itsell is selective
that adaptation 1o life means learning what to forget. The ironic
‘boons” that Funes receives are precisely those ol heightened
pereeption and ol remembering the totality of what he perceives.
This is a Midas story. Which of us has not wished that our
perceptions were clearer and our memories more tenacious? As
Midas was granted the golden touch so Funes is granted ultra-sharp
awareness combined with perfect recollection. The consequence,
instead of being enriching, is crushing. Funes becomes a freak, so
overwhelmed with perceptions that he is unable to think synthetically,
to categorise. He sees the world for what it is: pure chaotic flux.

Hladik in “El milagro secreto” is also granted his heart’s desire: to
complete a work of art. Like Dahlmann, Hladik has much in
common with Borges, including a sense that art is the secret
Justification of his existence. In ‘Mateo, XXV, 307 (£l otro, el mismo)
Borges reproaches himself:

Has gastado los anos v te han gastado
v todavia no has escrie ol poema.

So too Hladik, facing the prospect of the firing squad, longs to finish
his drama and is miraculously granted his aspiration. At first it
seems that the story is in a different category from ‘Las ruinas
circulaves’. But irony rapidly supervenes. What happens is virtually
a paredy of a miracle; for a secret miracle is worthless. The function
ol miracles is to reveal the intervention of a benevolent deity in the
workings ol the world. Hladik’s miracle dies with him; it reveals
nothing, and the story of it is a ‘fiction’. A further irony arises from
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fact that the drama which is miraculously completed itscll

the ) : ¢
the notion of a coherent and meaningful world, since its

subverts ;
themes are delirium and circularity., The miracle is once again a
mockery. But the story is intercsting also from a different point ol
view. Like ‘El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan’ it has at its centre
the mystery of time. Time as we usually conceive it is for the
an illusion than space or matter.

sceptical Borges probably no less 1an ‘ ‘
‘Negados el espiritu y la materia, que son continuidades’, he writes
in ‘Nueva refutaciéon  del  tiempo’  (Otras  inquisiciones), ‘negado
también el espacio, no sé qué derecho tenemos a esa continuidad que
es el tiempo. Time is ultimately discontinuous: an endless
succession of discrete, though infinitely flecting, individual instants.
Fach of these instants is autonomous and each constitutes time’s
only reality. The cat in ‘El Sur’ lives in the eternity of the instant. [t
is this that is granted to Hladik.

In regard to all the stories so far discussed we perceive the need on
the reader’s part to distinguish between the actual events ol the .l.alcs
and their deeper implications. ‘Pierre Menard, autor del Quijote’
and ‘Examen de la obra de Herbert Quain’, which are specifically
about literary crcation, serve to illustrate the contention that this is
in fact the way to read Borges's stories. In one sense the theme of
‘Pierre Menard. .. is close to that of ‘Las ruinas circulares’.
Menard, like the wizard, is trying by means of the imagination to
perform an impossible task: to rewrite Don Quixote in the same words
that were used by Cervantes, but as an original work. The idea that
books are written out of books and not out of observation of life is a
clear inference. But it is not the only one. Nor is it enough to notice
that words alter their meanings and associations as time goes on, so
that no book written in the past can be read today as it once was
read. There is more: for Menard to be able to achieve his object
there would not only have to be something in the nature of ‘eternal
return’ present in reality, but more particularly a kind nl‘_r(‘n:rr«_-nl
determinism, since we cannot  conceive of the act ol creation
separately from all that which contributes to the formation ul“lln-
writer’s mind. Herbert Quain’s works in their turn remind us of the
book/labyrinth of T'sui Pén in ‘El jardin de senderos que se
bifurcan’, which attempted to include all possible endings. Quain's
April March attempts to include an arbitrary number of |:(.'_!.{il|!1illgs.
In both cases we are not far from the world of Tlon in which novels
habitually ‘abarcan un solo argumento con todas las permutaciones
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imaginables’. The repetition of the idea is partially motivated by
Borges’s desire to satirise the artificiality of much realist fiction in
which episodes are presented in a linear chronological way. But at a
deeper level, to which the reference to ‘los demiurgos y los dioses in
‘Examen. . ." directs our attention, Borges is reminding us once more
of our ingrained tendency ta select from reality and experience in
order to make our construct. The form ol April March symbolises our
desire to order events causally, Its plots operate in reverse because
we cannot impose predictability on the future. But the result is no
less artificial. Man tries to simplify; the ‘higher powers’, m ~anwhile,
continue to shuffle infinite and infinitely interconnected series of
causes and eflects, whose complexity fiction cannot even begin to
reflect.

We remain with three stories of treachery, guilt and betrayal:
‘La forma de la espada’, “Tema del traidor y del héroc” and “Tre
versiones de Judas’, together with ‘El fin’. The way in which the

meeting of a character with one who is in some sense his ‘double’
(Moon and his comrade, Lénnrot and Scharlach) tends to end in
death has been  plausibly traced to Stevenson’s influence on
s."" But we can still discern that of Chesterton in “Tema. .’

Borge
where, as in “I'he man who was Thursday’, an unaccountable series
ol events turns out to have been the work ol an individual, Nolan.
Nolan succeeds single-handedly in imposing his will on reality. Once
more the implications have to do with order and chaos. Nolan
imposes an order on historical events, certainly; but what kind of
order? On the one hand it is vaguely repetitive, its circularity again
suggesting futility. But more importantly it is merely a human
construct, partly borrowed from art. By an act of imagination Nolan
not only patterns his present, but conditions the behaviour of Ryan
in the future. Iis achievement is grandiose, but it undermines all
confidence in our ability to under

and the past.

One of Borges’s most disconcerting concepts is that which links
him to some forms of the Theatre of the Absurd (Beckett, Stoppard):
the non-existence of human individuality. Not content with question-
ing our confidence in the ‘real” outside ourselves, he questions too
what we hold most dear: our own unique selfhood. Thus in ‘La
forma de la espada’ the originality of the narrative strategy lies in
the way Moon, the traitor, tells his story from the standpoint of the
vietim, only revealing his true identity in the trick ending. Borges
hints at the meaning when Moon remarks: ‘acaso Schopenhauer

46

=4

JORGE LUIS BORGES

tiene razon; yo soy los otros, cualquier hombre es todos los
hombres.” We sense that, as in the case of Lonnrot and Scharlach,
there is a deliberate attempt to blur the difference between the
betrayer and the betrayed. So that if; at one level, this is a crime-
and-punishment story in which Maon’s expiation of his treachery is
his compulsion to seck the contempt of others by the particular way
in which he tells his story, this is only the outer level. The inner level
is not moral but metaphysical.

This is confirmed by ‘El fin’. Here the apparent theme is not
treachery but vengeance. The story evokes, with additions and
embellishments, two cpisodes from José Herndndez's (1834-86)
nineteenth-century narrative poem Martin Fierro (1872 and 1879).
These are Martin's successful knife fight with a negro and a singing
contest later in the poem. Martin’s killer after the contest turns out
to be the brother of his earlier victim. Again the story has a trick
ending in that the identities of the two antagonists are not revealed
until the penultimate paragraph, just as Moan’s is not revealed until
the end of ‘La forma de la espada’. This seems to be the point of the
tale: but it is not. The climactic closing line returns to the inner
theme of the earlier story; *. . .ahora no era nadie. Mejor dicho era cl
otro.” Recognition of the fact that there may be no continuity of the
personality except through memory, which is fallible, or through
ongoing dispositions or traits, which are unreliable, opens the door
in this case to the idea that the repetition of an action identifies the
agent with whoever committed the act previously. As the negro kills
Martin he repeats Martin’s action in killing his brother. By the same
token. he inherits the weariness, the sense of guilt and the sense of
futility which had haunted Martin thereafter, and thus, in a way,
‘becomes’ Martin,

“I'ves versiones de Judas’ represents the culmination of the idea.
Here Borges applies the concept of the oneness of betrayer and
betrayed to the archetypal examples: Christ and Judas. Borges
gradually induces us to consider the possibility of inverting the
positions in which we usnally place Christ and Judas so that the true
redeeming sacrifice is made by the God, not as Christ but as Judas.
If previously he had tried to subvert our comfortable presuppositions
about how the universe works, or about our own individuality, here
le slyly questions one of our central spiritual assumptions. Toul se
tient.

To conclude: Ficciones was not a completely isolated phenomenon
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of the 19410s, since the process of superseding old-style realism had
already begun in Lurope before the end of the nineteenth century
and in Hispanic letters took a great stride forward early in this
century with Unamuno’s development of the nivola. There were
important predecessors of Borges in Spanish America, notably
Macedonio  Fernindez. But (he importance of  Fieciones as a
foundation building-hlock of the new novel in Spanish America is
indisputable. Fuentes has placed Borges along with Asturias as the
two founding fathers of the Boom,2" Donoso described himsell as
‘deslumbrado’ by his first reading of Borges and as having rushed 1o
imitate him.”" The list could casily be extended. Borges was followed
by a phalanx of new novelists who shared at least some of his ideas
about reality and who were no Jess resolved to find new narrative
strategies to express them, Only in some arcas of the post-Boom has
confidence in observed reality begun falteringly to revive. But it is
still too soon to doubt Cabrera Infante’s assertion that: *No hay un
solo eseritor hispanoamericano que escriba ahora y que pueda echar
a un lado Ia influencia de Borges, ™
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