JORGE LUIS BORGES, MAGIC REALIST

IN the epilogue 1o the 1949 edition of k! Aleph, Jorge Luis Borges
states that with the exception of “Emma Zunz” and “Historia
del guerrero y de la cautiva,” “las piezas de este libro corresponden
al género fantastico.” This statement by Borges confirms the ax-
jom that an author’s words about his own works may not always
be taken at face value. Although some of the stories in the volume
do fall into the category of the fantastic, it would be difficult to
justify that label for “Biografia de Tadeo Isidoro Cruz (1829-
1874),” “La otra muerte,” or “Deutsches Requiem.” However, in
order to dispute Borges’ statement, the term “gén.zro fantéstico”
must first be defined. Although Tzevetan Todorov’s categories of
the marvelous, the uncanny, and the fantastic are often cited,? it
is my contention that by contrasting the fantastic with Magic
Realism, both terms will become more clearly delineated, and this
in turn will help us arrive at a clearer understanding and appre-
ciation of Borges’ short stories.

It should first of all be pointed out that the two terms are
essentially dissimilar. Whereas “lo fantéstico” is a genre, a type
of literature that may be found in any chronological period, Magic
Realism is an artistic movement or tendency that began in 1918

! Jorge Luis Borges, El Aleph (Buenos Aires, 1971), p. 171.

2Tzevetan Todorov, Introduction d la littérature fantastique (Paris, 1970). Other
scholarly books and articles on the fantastic that have failed to recognize properly
the existence of Magic Realism are: Ana Maria Barrenechea, “Ensayo de una ti-
pologia de la literatura fantastica,” R, 80 (1972), 391-403; Iréne Bessiére, Le Recit
fantastique. La Poétique de lincertain (Paris, 1974); Emir Rodriguez Monegal,
“Borges: Una teoria de la literatura fantéstica,” RI, 95 (1976), 177-89; Louis Vax,
Arte y literatura fantdsticas, trad. Juan Merino (Buenos Aires, 1965).
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as a direct reflection of a series of historical and artistic factors
and continued in varying degrees of intensity until approximately
1970. According to the Magic Realism Weltanschauung, the world
and reality have a dream-like quality about them which is cap-
tured by the presentation of improbable juxtapositions in a style

that is highly objective, precise, and deceptively simple. The Magic

Realist painting or short story or novel is predominantly realistic
and deals with the objects of our daily life, but contains an un-
expected or improbable element that creates a strange effect leav-
ing the viewer or reader somewhat bewildered or amazed.

By contrast, the literature of the fantastic seems to conform
rather well to the dictionary definitions of fantasy: “an imagi-
native or fanciful work, especially one dealing with supernatural
or unnatural events or characters”;® or “fantasy fiction: imagi-
native fiction dependent for effect on strangeness of setting (as
other worlds or times) and of characters (as supernatural or un-
natural beings).”! Magic Realism, involved as it is with the im-
probable rather than the impossible, never deals with the super-
natural. Furthermore, some of the dictionary definitions of
“fantastic” not only sharpen the contrast between the fantastic
and Magic Realism but also associate the former with Expres-
sionism, the artistic and literary movement against which Magie
Realism rebelled; and Surrealism, which upstaged Magic Realism
in the late 1920’s and 1930’s: “conceived or appearing as if con-
ceived by an unrestrained imagination; grotesque; eccentric; odd

. imaginary or groundless; not real or based on reality . . .
extravagantly fanciful; irrational.”®

These plebeian dictionary definitions may well be more useful
than all the aforenoted theoretical articles and books in sharp-
ening our perception of Magic Realism. The two basic dictionary
definitions of magic also reflect clearly the dichotomy between
what Carpentier has called “lo real maravilloso” and Magic Re-
alism. According to Carpentier (and Miguel Angel Asturias), the
Indian and African cultures have made Latin America a continent
or world of magic in the dictionary sense of “the art of producing

3 The Random House Dictionary of the English Language, Unabridged Edition
(New York, 1967), p. 515.

* Webster’s Third New International Dictionary, Unabridged Edition (Spring-
field, MA, 1965), p. 823.

5 Random House, p. 515.
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a desired effect or result through the use of various techniques
as incantation, tliat presumably assure human control of super-

‘natural agencies or the.forces of nature.”® On the other hand,
. Magic Realists, like modern-day magicians, bewilder the spec.ta-
& tors by making 1eality appear to be magic: “the art of causing
5 illusions as enteriainment by the use of sleight of hand, deceptive
:~ devices, etc.”” According to the dictionary, as is usually the case

with Magic Realism, magic is “mysteriously. encl;anting" and

“may have glamorous and attractive connotations.” .
Since Jorge Luis Borges is an Argentinean, and a very Engl.lsh-

oriented one at that, it would be absurd to attribute his predilec-

. tion for magic to an Indian or African cultural heritage. Borges’

individual genius cannot be accounted for by generational circum-

“stances, but it was in the early 1920’s that he made his literary

debut, the same early 1920’s in which Magic Realism paintit?g
flourished in Germany and elsewhere, and the samne 1920’s in
which the writin s of Carl Jung became more influential. Whereas
Surrealism is strongly based on each individual’s Freudian spb-
conscious dream-world, Magic Realism adheres to the Jungian
collective unconscious, to the idea that all mankind is compressed
into one, that all time periods are compressed into the one moment
of the present, and that reality itself is dream-like. From his own
texts, it’s obvious that Borges shares Jung’s view of the world and

" rejects Freud’s. Moreover, the following interview with Richard

Burgin could not be more explicit:

BURGIN: I take it you don’t think much of Freud, either.

BORGES: No, I always disliked him. But I've always been a great
reader of Jung. I read Jung in the same way as, let’s say,
I might read Pliny or Frazer’s Golden Bough; I read it as
a kind of mythology, or as a kind of museum or encyclopedia
of curious lores.

BURGIN: When you say you dislike Freud, what do you mean? .

BORGES: I think of him as a kind of madman, no? A man labo.rmg
over a sexual obsession. Well, perhaps he didn’t take it to
heart. Perhaps he was just doing it as a kind of game. I
tried to read him, and I thought of him either as a charlatan
or as 2 madman in a sense. After all the world is far too

¢ Rundom House, p. 862.
? Random House, p. 862.
8 Rundom House, p. 862.
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complex to be boiled down to that all-too-simple scheme.
But in Jung, well, of course, Jung I have read far more :
widely than Freud, but in Jung you feel a wide and hog-
pitable mind. In the case of Freud, it all boils down to a b5t
few rather unpleasant facts. But, of course, that’s merely -

my ignorance or my bias.? '

oposicién de térninos, la aridez, la repeticién de palabras, dan a
2 e isién ilusoria.”"

3./ege texto una precision 1 . o o
*. One of the most incontrovertible indications of Borges’ iden

from his first stories of 1933 up through what is generally ((;(‘)n-
‘;sidered his best story “El Sur” (1952) ar.ld beyond. Regarding
. Historia universal de la infamia, the very title of the volun}e proi
¢ duces a bemused reaction on the part of. the reader. A umvle;x:sa
history of infamy is a rather unusual and nTlprobable underta -1.ng.
Even more improbable is that the protagonists of the seven stox. .uis],
with the exceplion of Billy the Kid, are not w.ell—km)w'n.lnstofn ica
figures. Oxymoron, strictly speaking, is tl‘l‘e _]uxta'posmon”(;/ ap:
parently sclf-contradictory words such as cruel kmdm'as]s. fa:g‘
ing degrees of oxymoron'® are present in most of the tnt.es 0 : (
volume’s seven principal stories: “Il espantos?, 1"‘edent_(n Laza‘lu.,
b Morell,” “El impostor inverosimil Tom.Castro, ' La,:ngda Chmgl,
Pirata,” “El asesino desinteresado Bxll’ Harrigan,” “El fnlcilvnf
maestro de ceremonias Kotsuké no Suké.” Although the tlt(: 0
; ol the book announces the author’s intent to be .all-enco‘mpassmg:
; the juxtaposition in the same volu.me of a mnetcent’h-clz{ex:tur;\-
southern U.S. slave dealer and twentieth-century N.ew Yor }i,ang,
sters with an eighth-century Arab dygr, an early eighteent -cen:
tury Chinese widow pirate, lat.;nd an eighteenth-century Japanese
i, is rather amazing. ' .
‘ San(;l::::),f the most successful stories of the volume is “El 1mpos_tor
4 inverosimil Tom Castro,” whose title reflects the oxymoron-like

Although Magic Realism is evident in Borges’ first stories of
Historia universal de la infamia written in the early 1930’s, it was
not until the 1940’s that he wrote his most famous stories and it
was not until the 1950’s that his fame attained international pro-
portions, coinciding with the Latin American rejection of crio-
llismo and Social Realism and the reemergence of Magic Realism.
It was also during this period that Borges wrote most of Lhe essays
published in Otrus tnquisiciones (1952), where both the world view
and some of the specific stylistic traits of Magic Realism may be
found. In “Magias parciales del Quijote,” Borges, while comment-
ing on the particular brand of realism in the Quijote, refers to
Joseph Conrad’s world view, which coincides with that of Borges
and that of the Magic Realist painters and authors in general:
“Joseph Conrad pudo escribir que excluia de su obra lo sobrena-
tural, porque admitirlo parecia negar que lo cotidiano fuera ma-
ravilleso.”!® A similar attitude of amazement and optimism is
aseribed by Borges to one of his most favorite authors: “Chesterton
pensé como Whitman, que el mero hecho de ser es tan prodigioso
que ninguna desventura debe eximirnos de una suerte de comica
gratitud.”"! In praising Quevedo as the “primer artifice de las
letras hispanicas,”!2 greater than Cervantes, Borges stresses the
same extreme objectivity and ultraprecision employed by the
Magic Realists to invest reality with a touch of magic. Borges
attributes Quevedo’s relative lack of international fame to the fact
that “sus duras paginas no fomentan, ni siquiera toleran, el menor

desahogo sentimental.”’ Borges discusses various styles that
Quevedo used in his different works but he singles out for special
treatment that of the treatise Marcus Brutus, almost all of whose

Y Borges, Otras inquisiciones, p. 58. ) o . ,
15 See%ﬂdelweiss Serra, “La estrategia del lenguaje en H{slortfz universal :fc I;z
infamia,” RI, Nos. 160-101 (1977), pp. 657-63. In this semiological study, Im[:
' Serra a.nalyz'es the parallelisms among the seven storxe;l3 l)asetJ o;lrlghsi :icn::r
g relate the oxymoron to Borges' w
oxymoron. However, she does not rel 2 . » Borges' wo v nor
dozs she associate it with Magic Realism. Jaime Alazraki ((]i‘ms rclatcrlt;;)rﬁzst :‘lrlce
is vi tly contradictory reality, but, lik
i ent use of oxymoron to his view of an apparen i : ali it L
“*:) (Sl:rra does not indicate this as a reflection of Magic Realism (L« prosa narrativa
§ —y. 1 . » -~ 5).
i e Luis Borges [Madrid, 1968], pp. 186-9 - .
% .]"zrfuse the wo[t{d “amazing” because it so often appears in dlscll§310ns of Magtc
i Realism. Emil Volek, in a most perceptive article on Borges, emplmsfllzestf}fle-latt:.rl ::
' ica o is brado,” but without identifying hin
% “egtética del asombro” and his “lector asom o, but wit identi ;
:iihel\ldcagic Realism: “Aquiles y la tortuga: Arte, imaginacién y la realidad segiin
Borges,” R!, Nos. 100-101 (1977), pp. 293-310.

? Richard Burgin, Conversations with Jorge Luis Borges (New York, 1969),
p. 109.

" Jorge Luis Borges, Otras inquisiciones (Buenos Aires, 1966), p. 65.

" Borges, Otras tnquisiciones, p. 120.

12 Borges, Otras inquisiciones, p. 64.

2 Borges, Otras inquisiciones, p, 55,
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nature of the whole story. W ;

y. Whereas an impostor usually does his ""nspirations: the plan to have Tom Castro impersonate Roger Tich-
orne and the plan to marshal public opinion in England on the
mpersonator’s side by publishing an apocryphal attack on him
igned by a Jesuit. Paralleling the two inspirations, Tom'’s fortunes
re adversely affected by two sudden deaths. Lady Tichborne dies
nly three years after accepting Tom as her son and thereupon
er relatives bring suit against him for false impersonation. Tom
ﬂ.w'ould probably have been exonerated with the aid of still another
- Bogle inspiration but the latter, as had been anticipated, is un-
" expectedly killed while crossing the street. Tom is sentenced to
ourteen years in prison, is released after only ten, and spends the
rest of his life alternately pleading his innocence or his guilt “al
i servicio de las inclinaciones del piiblico.”®
| " What makes the improbabilities of this story even more im-

i probable is that its source is the 1911 edition of The Encyclopedia
% Britannica. Its authenticity is further substantiated by the nar-
i rator’s giving the exact dates (day, month, and year) of Tom’s
{. birth, of his appearance before Lady Tichborne, of his sentencing
and of his death. This chronological precision, the initial state-
ment of what fate had in store for Bogle, as well as the implausible
b gituations and unexpected events were to become trademarks of
2 geveral of Borges’ more authentic short stories (the less essayistic
4 ones) and of Magic Realism in general.
' - Although Borges’ stories have usually been labeled fantastic,
a more accurate approach would be to designate some of the more
. authentic ones as Magic Realist and some of the more essayistic
ones as fantastic. Borges himself, in his 1941 prologue to El jardin
mg de senderos que se bifurcan, calls the title story a detective story
i ‘and “las otras [piezas] son fantasticas.”” While “El jardin de sen-
d, ‘deros que se bifurcan,” like “El impostor inverosimil Tom Castro,”
g is very clearly based on the typical constellation of Magic Realist
traits, “Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius,” “El acercamiento a Almo-
i tasim,” “Pierre Menard, autor del Quijote,” and “Examen de la
’,}1 obra de Herbert Quain” are essayistic commentaries on imagi-
’353::;« nary, nonexistent countries, authors, or books and therefore more
. deserving of the fantastic label. “Las ruinas circulares,” in which
the protagonist succeeds in creating another man by dreaming

individual he is impersonating, To i
individual » Tom Castro is the “j ible
be,pb::otrhell?:ci:usetﬁg does noth}ng of the kind. Incredlinl:lilail::l SI;II:;I%? -
sonetionere 'Fo ! 1:ng' fantastic about the success of his imper!-[;h
sonali lor.lg-mi:rSi r:c or:ne wanted to believe in the reappearancég
o Lady rmiss g son; she was rather old; and “los ojos fatigados
ce Lady Tichh ne estaban velados de llanto.’” Further inh
s CI}; riﬁx;;nt}lll.ke paradox, “la luz hizo de méascara 8 Li;nhotre’ m:
e oot ofn:}g]s, ux_lmasks t!lem, however in this case, the :191,:11 g
blindun %he : e wmdoxiv blinds caused Lady Tichbo;"ne tob 1
The Magic 12'”1)."’" sunlight.” |
and events&of ) };.: 112t w?rld v.lew. is borne out by the characters%:
and ¢ unexpectedly? :Il;):o]ll‘le;hty is stranger: than fiction; things%-
ortal meXpee grasi) ool tz:uth or reflllty is impossible for®
ortal man o grasp, ere is nothing in the story that would
o transformatﬁ, mci‘uded in the realm of fantastic literature,
into Roger pod n '1?' Arthur .Orton into Tom Castro and then.‘:
possibir oy Cha es ichborne is highly improbable but not im- b -
e Servaiitgi)The relationship between Tom Castro and 4
had & pooripe ot fenezer. Bogle is likewise improbable. Bogleif
offerod (e e ;'o crossing the street but after Tom Castro ;
oot esgt cl)) ] is 'e?rm one day in Sydney, Australia “un pro- 1
sretorad tarambaanzc:jo. e‘a’lv del fxegz"go ins_;eguro y monume;ltal s;)bre
ineteomtr mmba ; apping. . Since the story is set in the %}
burdon ot e y 'v'v en Great Britain was taking on itself the i
protectomt iz r’}g alarge pz}rt of the African continent Bogle’s
amuse the reader. (I)tm isC ?()tge’l: ?‘:: orrangn onded o am’aze i
amuse ‘ ocurrencia genial”? whj !
pordir egg :sot};esﬂa:;::o,gz ‘tc}ilzt:rl:;nlnados manuales de glrlll(::ghx:a?i(; :
: " res i

turn of events jn Tom Castro’s life. Irxl) %::;blgog;: }tllz]i: :v:r]s,;?lil?ed A

y en | :

" Jorge Luis Bo 1
rges, ! 1 7
o 36 ges, Historia universal de lg infamia (Buenos Aires 1966),
18 : 3 , ,
N :Bml;g.esxi Historia universal, pp. 36-37
n his late “ ir,” ,
la figur oo lil:::;ymlill Zahir, Borges comments on this very example: “E
conteadecite: ot tmoron, se aplica a una palabra un epitet ; parecs
ey > asf los gnésticos hablaron de luz oscura” (E! b o 106
. orges, Historia universal, p. 32. (Sl dleph, p- 106).
Borges, Historia universal, p. 32.

2 B . - .
orges, Historia universal, p, 32. 2 Borges, Historia universal, p. 40.

# Jorge Luis Borges, Ficciones (Buenos Aires, 1968), p. 11.
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In keeping with Magic Realism’s rejection of the subjectivity
and emotionalism of Expressionism, Borges’ characters are ca-
pable of acting without the slightest trace of emotion and Borges
' never arouses the reader’s sympathy for his characters. In “El
i jardin de senderos que se bifurcan,” Yu Tsun kills Albert with
¢ painstaking precision reflected in the utmost simplicity of the fol-
. lowing two sentences: “Yo habia preparado el revélver. Disparé
! con sumo cuidado: Albert se desplomé sin una queja, inmediata-
; mente.”® The reader feels absolutely no anger at the murder of
this innocent man nor does he feel any compassion for Yu Tsun
. who feels no fear of his impending death: “ahora que mi garganta
" anhela la cuerda.””™ Even in the heinous cxecution of Jaromir
" Hladik by the Nazis in “El milagro secreto,” Borges purposely
prevents the reader from feeling any emotion—he is too involved
! in the intellectual process of finding his way out of the labyrinth.
i Also consistent with Magic Realism are Borges’ Jungian® ideas
i of the simultaneity of past, present, and future; of the relative
. insignificance of the individual human being; and of man’s identity
! not only with his ancestors but with every man. Jung’s and Borges’
- cyclical view of history is reinforced stylistically in “El jardin de
senderos que se bifurcan” by “la luna baja y circular,” “el disco
del graméfono,”® “un alto reloj circular,”® and “el vivido circulo
de la 1ampara.”®

Whereas “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan,” as the title
indicates, involves the reader in a labyrinthine experience, “El
fin” reflects the relative simplicity of its title. Nonetheless, it too
illustrates Borges’ affiliation with Magic Realism. The poetic tone
which pervades the story is highly unusual for Borges and may
be explained by his projecting himself into the world of Martin
Fierro. However, José Hern4andez’ long narrative poem does not
have the same poetic and nostalgic tone as Borges’ story. In “El
fin” Borges creates the same poetic, tranquil, dream-like atmo-

him only to realize tha is ob
. gantastic, t he too may he a dream creature, is OP,‘
Wher.'eas only one of the eight pieces of El jardin de sendert;s
que se bifurcan may be labeled Magic Realist, in Artificios (1944) :
the §econd part of Ficciones, six of the nine stories are Magie '
Realist. It is no accident that Borges himself recognized the su- ;
periority of the more authentic short stories of Artificios. He calls
them '“d'e ejecucién menos torpe.”” Two of the stories ax:e clearl :
ess'aylstlc, “Tres versiones de Judas” and “La secta del Fénixg
whl‘le “‘F}mes el memorioso,” in addition to being somewhat e;;
sayistic, is too subjective to qualify for the Magic Realist label.
. Although “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan” has a relz;-
tively long labyrinthine philosophical discussion between Dr Yu
Tsun and Stephen Albert, the story may be better understoo.d in ;
terms of the world view and stylistic traits of Magic Realism. The 2
ultraprecision and objectivity of the first paragraph® not .onl’
rept:esent.s a refreshing departure from the more typically Hiss-’ '
pa‘mc'ﬁornd style but also parallels the sharp-focus, Magic Realist
painting 9f the American Charles Sheeler (1883—19(’55) or the Ger-
man Christian Schad (1894). Sheeler was praised bs; his friend,
doctor-poet William Carlos Williams, for “the bewildering di:
rectn(fss of his vision®" while Schad is considered by Wieland
Schrr.ned “the coldest, sharpest, most precise”® of all the Magic
Reallsts..The. Magic Realist concept of history’s being strangg(:r'
than fiction is borne out by the improbable fact that Stephen
.A]bel.‘t, a name picked out of the telephone directory in order to
identify the site of the new British artillery park in France, should #
turn out to be a sinologist. Equally improbable is that the éerman :
spy should be a former Chinese teacher of English at a German
high schoo} in Tsingtao. The air of Magic Realism that pervades -
Fhe story is strengthened by other oxymoron-like phrases: “un
joven que leia con fervor los Anales de T4cito” and “un soidado
herido y feliz"®—possible but not probable.

3 Schmied, Neue Sachlichkeit, p. 108.

3 Schmied, Neue Suchlichkeit, p. 96.

32 Gee Jaime Alazraki, “Estructura y funcién de los sueiios en los cuentos de
Borges,” Ibero, 3 (1975), 9-38.

3 Borges, Ficciones, p. 99.

34 Borges, Ficciones, p. 101.

35 Borges, Ficciones, p. 102.

3% Borges, Ficciones, p. 105.

2Borges, Ficciones, p. 111.
) The initial paragraphs of “Historia del guerrero y de la cautiva,” “Tema del
trau‘:’or y del héroe,” and “El Sur” are similarly ultraprecise. ' o
. ‘(;Ihfz:'lesdsge:ler (dNew York: Museum of Modern Art, 1939), p. 10.
ieland Schmied, Neue Sachlichkeit und Magischer Real jsmaus
land,ml918-1..933 (Hannover, 1969), p. 50. The translation is mie:ewmus i Detsch
Schmied, Neue Sachlichkeit, p. 98. '
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soh . .
phere that is found in the Munich Magic Realist painter Georg {

Schri —~ 2
St ‘2;2 p:o(()lti%Qii9:88)£r 0I-Ie lalsc:: possessed a background in genuine
1 ngly-stamped feeling for th i
ficiency of the dreamy world of objects.”S” Just az Yg:f;?al :’f-
mpf’s

women gaze impassively out at the world through a window, Re- ;
y NLe-

a

1

P ’
arson Weems’ Fable (1929) by Grant Wood (1892-1942), and in

keeping with Brecht’s t i
bet%e]:ent the action of th};eg;:y fnl(;efl?;nagu:ir;necr:()tiona] distance
eto i i -

the ;12(2 :])f 1;2(3 .Ztory 1s, set in t_he first few lines which describe
cobit o d | c? arre.n s awaking from his noon-day nap: “re-
biarty oo & poio ta reﬁgdad., la§ cosas cotidianas que ya no .cam-
oo tingsd W(Zt;;as. This view of reality after awaking from
i hisoasly o lR tl.le same magic captured by Joan Miré (1893)
ity oy Me g::h ia}l{nst phase.® Although Borges compares real-
eveloer™ a,maa: ecabirren sees is not a dream; it is reality
abetrantin & 1 gltc aura: “la Ilalnura bajo el tltimo sol, era casi
the scene’is mair‘:;ii?le?inbl;rnt;l;ezﬁéx ’f'he (iIrTam_like q,ua]ity "
S by otional low-k

It’(:(; ﬁ::gssto;:?}vrhat poetic dlalogt_le between the twoez;t:gzlti:,r?tzt
predetermined rolsst?;lo :’l S:al:lzhvzv‘:‘itt}:;: : tll;ey kg out theil:
P : A ] n by an unk

Vidzsb;llz;ti(jl e1)(3ent;ﬁ(<i:a.tlon of the stranger as Martirr:on‘?e}r::)l t:)lz?::

T o bsle:t ed _1dngr9:d1en§ typical of Magic Realism.

tence of Bt ed i entlﬁcat.lon is also evident in the final sen-
o o BIC agderl:h i Tadeo Isidoro Cruz (1829-1874),” which in-
but Mastin poner ¢ at the p-rotagonist was not a historical figure
of fach wanmer? S compamo'n. The fact that Borges in a matter-
the reslits oF 1 or;vef'ts 'the literary figures of Martin Fierro into
e iy O Gai ; ;ﬁ(: ;s;] :;s:.o typical. of Magic Realism and may
and Rocamadour in Cien an“osu;: :lec;zg)r Fuies, Artemio Cruz

5 Paul Vogt, Geschi
, ichte der deutschen i 3
]972:3; p. 235. The translation is mine. Malerei im 20. Jahrhundert (Cologne,
© Borges, Ficciones, p. 171 ‘
See Jacques Dupi -
pin, Joan Miré, Lj
 Borges, Ficciones, p. 172. 76, Life and Work (New York, 1961-62), p. 84.
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s gimilar dream-like tone
and is considered by Borges to be “acaso mi mejor cuento.
makes “El Sur” perhaps Borges’ best story is its excellent appli-
cation of Magic Realism to the portrayal of Argentina’s national
psyche. One of the reasons why “El-Sur” is so appealing to the
i modern reader is that it is one of the very few of Borges’ stories
that allow for more than one interpretation. No matter how la-
5 by
4 becomes clear that there is only one

¢ in “El Sur.” Borges himself suggests
directa narracién de hechos novelescos, y también de otro modo.

4 Borges was even more explicit in an
! “Todo cuanto sucede después que
puede interpretarse como una

% correspondencias tenues e
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Written in the same year of 1952 as “El fin,” “El Sur” has a

but is more complex, more transcendent,
741 What

rinthine most of his stories may be, once they are solved, it
solution. This is not the case

“que es posible leerlo como

142
interview with James E. Irby:
Dahlmann sale del sanatorio
alucinacién que él habria tenido en

el momento de morir de septicemia, como una visién fantastica

de la manera en que hubiera querido morir. Es por ello que existen

ntre las dos mitades del cuento.”*® Al-

though the second half of the story may be interpreted as an

} ﬂ:' hallucination as Allen W. Phillips has very carefully demon-

strated, “El Sur” is a better story when read “como directa na-

rracién de hechos novelescos.”
The key to an understanding of the literal i
in Borges’ much greater affiliation with Magic Realism than with

either Surrealism or the fantastic. As has already been shown in
the comments on “El impostor inverosimil Tom Castro” and “El
fin,” Borges has a Magic Realist world view. Truth is stranger
than fiction and the most unexpected and amazing events may
take place. As the character Unwin in “Abencajan el Bojari,
muerto en su laberinto” says, “no precisa erigir un laberinto,

nterpretation lies

41 Borges, Ficciones, p. 112.

42 Borges, Ficciones, p. 106.

3 James E. Irby, “Encuentro con Borges,
(1962), 8. Also reappeared in the L'Herne volume dedicated to Borges (Paris,

p. 397. The English translation is mine.
4 Allen W. Phillips, “ ‘El Sur’ de Borges,” in Estudios y notas sobre literatura

1865), pp. 165-75. Edelweiss Serra, although she quotes
from Irby’s interview, is not quite so certain about the hallucination interpretation:

“Con todo, el sentido del cuento me parece més grave y trascendente ain, sin quitar
que pueda leerse en el sentido literal o en el fantéstico” (Estructura y andlisis del

cuento [Santa Fe, Argentina, 1966), p. 218).

» Imiversidad de México, 16, No. 10
1964),

hispanoamericana (México,
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cuando el universo ya lo es.”*® The juxtaposition of self-contra-
dictory words or phrases, oxymoron, is not only Borges’ favorite
stylistic device, it is one of the basic structures of many of his
stories. Although critics have generally divided “El Sur” into two i
parts, before and after Juan Dahlmann’s release from the hospital
(literally or through hallucination), it is more significant to note ! 5
the juxtaposition throughout the story of an overly precise, ob gg
jective, expository style and the transformation, without distor- |
tions, of reality into a dream world. The story begins, as several
of Borges’ stories do, with a kind of encyclopedia-style*® objective - e . : ;
description of Juan Dahlmann’s family background: “El h{)mbre Lane and in Georg Schrimpf’s St’u’LU,e’ Whlc.h was included in
que desembarcd en Buenos Aires en 1871 se llamaba Johannes | Franz Roh’s 1925 seminal book on M-aglc Reahsr.n... £ the Magic
Dahlmann y cra pastor de la iglesia evangélica.” This staceat. Wi The clement of chance is also a basic characteristic c(l) fthe Magic
factual style, however, is subverted by Borges’ typical use of the L Realist’s view of the world. The protagonist is "gl}l]rewas s0 eager
self-questioning “tal vez,” within or without parentheses: “Jua i! had purchased The Thousand and Qne Nights an te o steed ho
Dahlmann (tal vez a impulso de la sangre germanica) eligi6 el de to read the book that he didn’t wait for the eleYafor. e eoline
ese antepasado” (p. 179); “Las tareas y acaso la indolencia lo re- - A rushed up the stairs and accidentally §cratched h:is acee a serious
tenian en la ciudad” (p. 179). The parallelism established between ° ter. That the scratch should become mfecte:i an 1 (Ziu:t happened
“tareas” and “indolencia” is still another example of a type of fever is still more implausible. The 'other algoh ung rowdies
oxymoron. By the same token, the initial description ends with to Juan Dahlmann is equally if}lpla“mbl?‘ Whenlt i]?:o ur;gexpected
a contrast between the precision of the date and the absence of Y challenge Dahlmann to a knife fight, it 1s on 3;1 e e ked dagger
adjectives on the one hand, and the vagueness of “algo”: “En los " coming to life of the old gaucho and ,hlS tossing d]b ;‘}i‘
Gltimos dfas de febrero de 1939, algo le acontecié” (p. 180). to Dahlmann that insures the lat’Feg s probablg hiawi}:h the row-
In the next two sentences the tone of the narrator changes How did Dahlmann actual!y die? Was thle) ]?l e die the
completely. He philosophizes about destiny and tells us that Dahl- dies only an hallucination which permltte‘:l aI 121 tod sbove. the
mann “habia conseguido, esa tarde, un ejemplar descabalado de hero’s death that he would.haV.e preferred? As ?Jahlmann after
las Mil y una noches de Weil” (p. 181). Although the rest of the ° Magic Realism intex‘pl’et"‘t‘o'n 18 more effective. t: e hospit,all one
action is developed in a dream-like tone, certain phrases, clauses almost dying from septicemia, 13 released from llels statements
or sentences stand out because of their brusque, every-day unrhe- morning. His rediscovery of the (31ty at7AM. ;})]ar? l: and painted
torical style: “cuando el cirujano le dijo que habia estado a punto & by the early de Chirico regarding the WZY N ffﬂ illness, and I
de morir de una septicemia” (p. 181); “recordé bruscamente que EEEEC reality: “T had just come out of a long and pain then I h’ad the
en un café de la Calle Brasil” (p. 182); “de esa conjetura fantastica % was in a nearly morbid state of s‘?HSIthty h : things for the
lo distrajo el inspector” (p. 184). ‘ strange impression that I was looklng 2t a"}f : i;e mo%ning and
Most of the story’s Magic Realism is based on its tone, created first time.”*® Dahlmann states categorically ::] a dventares of The
by the emphasis on the protagonist’s remembering (“recordar”) - & his being ali:leowel}?rgl;;at‘;r {?E;r;:fi:l’)’at%: nz:rator tells us that
7l ne Nights. 1n ’ . .
‘T"élg::zﬁg ‘zloctrina idialista, los verbos vivir y sofiar son riguro-

izi “ 6 reconocer”) (pp. 183-
. 181-82) or vaguely recognizing ( crey [ -
(821)) It is syznbolized by the emotionless, inscrutable, .ar.ld. (lim(f:;)b
i [:ably enormous cat living in the pres;)nt’:r ‘}“como un?n::::llrltla 1?1 ! ae:xd
i ded i imal” 182). The same
i defiosa,” “el méagico animal” (p. te and
rs as a symbol of the narrato
‘enormous cat also appea ) . 2
; h?‘I];)eutsches; Requiem”: “simbolo de mi vano d’t’a:;tmo, dorr}r]utahen el
it reborde de la ventana un gato enorme y fofo. Althoqg eca
i ;e o;ot hitherto been recognized as symbolic of Magic Realism
int igni i first ex-
i i ly in perhaps the very
¢ in general, it appears significant ! s the 1 X
i‘ amiles of Magic Realist painting: Niklaus Stocklin’s 1917 Rhein

* Borges, El Aleph, p. 131.
“For the biographical explanation of this technique, see Emir Rodriguez
Monegal, Jorge Luis Borges, A Literary Biography (New York, 1978), pp. 89-90.

‘7 Borges, Ficciones, p. 179. The following quotes from “El Sur” are taken from

¢ Rorges, El Aleph, p. 84.
the same edition.

T
9 (Giorgio de Chirico (Paris: Musée Marmottan, June 12-Oct. 81, 1975), p
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sa <, 5 .
“c(x)nntle:t:nslllr;oglllm?s’.mo Borgt_as is also quite fond of the phrase
ety efio .and. his story “La espera” begins with an
abpar numbi " f:lse,b o!)Jectw?, unrhetorical sentence in which the
One st “e]ls olwously.l’ntended to recall The Thousand and
o Nomest'e el ;:;)c tl}? lo dfajo en fel cuatro mil cuatro de esa calle
s thorey he. N 8 the train carried Dahlmann southward. he felt
man who had ssrﬁiﬁziosr::;tf}}:eil:n&n Il"fding 0ln o ;nd e
man v ed sc ! € hospital. With hi i
o ’[;e;;igseng f]reshbfn his mind, it’s only natural that l;a}:;xst?:::
thoupares be ip e 0 .Jects, and events of the immediate present to
Although rzmz(;;ate pa'St:
ndiaous Li]a: hy }eln Phll’llps .has pointed out, there are many
TS that Jahimann’s trip south is an hallucination, it is
el L begin;mze exac};ly where.in the story the hallucinz’ltion
Nl ,after t}; ccording t(‘)‘ Phillips, the hallucination starts’
ege (o, 185, 2 e sentence, “Increiblemente, el dia prometido
pogl Borées’ v.iewov;ever,' the word “increiblemente” actually de-
imerpere things(;n ;;a}llatg; zge ;‘r:los;:;1 implausible, incredible, and
nex) : nay . Furthermore, a Magi ist in-
dr!;;:f:f;i{lznn\::u]i indicate that the narrator makeglfegl(;?;z;?n
bl o a]Son y at the moment when Dahlmann leaves the
jured_“Dahlmaﬁnaf thc'e mom.ent he falls asleep after being in-
Nierto  deapne 1;)gro dormir, pero a la madrugada estaba des-
o a0y e atcit}x]e a hora el sabor de todas las cosas fue atroz”
cticke » g 2 intoeh?so;c::t_t‘?e a;tjnesthes’;iologist in the hospital
en léna. C(;elda que tenia algo de ;izoe”SI();rtIOS((;;m nauseas, vendad,
eside i ! i ' :
it ca:ex;‘if};sctutlg Borges’ Magic Realist view of life and reality
ke lmgr structured set of parallelisms and symmetries
montary on th l()]ue. among Borges’ stories because it is a com-,
A asic oxymoron-hkg antithesis of civilization-bar-
potiom that h preveré;:ed Argentineans from developing a t
nsciousness.™ Juan Dahlmann is killed because he c;l:

:Borges. El Aleph, p. 113.
" Borges, El Aleph, p. 106,
)y Po;lges, El Aleph, p. 137,
*In his 1946 essay “Nuestro pobre indivi i ’
cally that ol g ¢ ¢ individualismo,” Borges i
A lnzt]l [.S,(;ni:;:ot,‘.z diferencia de los americanos del I\Igort:‘;il;imesc::‘tigz”-
o ourop m: no se id ntifica con el Estado . . . lo cierto es que el argenti eaum
X udadano” (Otras inquisiciones, p. 51) arientino es un

ey
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not resist the call of his gaucho or barbarous past. Juan Dahlmann,
a clerk in a municipal library of Buenos Aires, is undoubtedly
killed by a drunken rowdy after picking up the dagger tossed at
his feet by the ancient archetypal gaucho. If Argentina is to pro-
gress—“El Sur” tells us—the civilized elements of Buenos Aires

must predominate over the barbarous-rural tradition reincarnated

in the military juntas led by Perén, or more recently by Ongania
Juan Dahlmann or Juan

and Videla.® If Argentina is to progress,
Argentino must accept the fusion of his oxymoron-like lineage

and not choose the more “macho” one . . . only at the moment

of his death. In this respect, Rémulo Gallegos’ hero Santos Lu-

zardo is able to triumph over the barbarous forces of the Vene-

zuelan llunos because he is closer to his rural ancestry than Juan

Dahlmann and still knows how to rope a steer and fire a gun. If
Juan Dahlmann had visited his ranch more frequently, he would

have been more adept at handling the knife and might have been

able to defend himself against his barbaric compatriot. “El Sur,”
with Juan Dahlmann as its protagonist, is obviously intended to
be a metaphor of Argentine history.®® However Dahlmann’s death
is interpreted, it does represent the triumph of barbarism over
civilization, the triumph of brute force over innocent ivory-tower
intellectualism, the triumph of the Perén dictatorship over the
Argentine intellectuals, paralleling the Rosas dictatorship’s per-
secution of the Unitarian intellectuals in the 1830’s.

The interpretation of “El Sur” and other stories by Borges in
the light of Magic Realism will hopefully help convince scholars
that Borges’ stories do not all fit into the category of “lo fan-
téstico.” It should also clarify the distinction between Magic Re-

5 In his essay “Anotacion al 23 de agosto de 1944,” written on the occasion of
the liberation of Paris, Borges indicates that the barbarism of the Nazis is totally
anachronistic. By the same token, the drunken rowdy who probably kills Juan
Dahlmann is a far cry from the authentic gauchos of the previous centuries: “Ser

arbarie enérgica, jugar a ser un viking, un tartaro, un conquistador

nazi (jugaralab
una imposibilidad mental y

del siglo xvi, un gaucho, un piel roja) es, a la larga,

moral” (Otras inquisiciones, p. 185).
55 At a round-table discussion held at California State University Dominguez

Hills on April 10, 1980, Borges accepted this metaphorical interpretation but ve-
hemently rejected the relationship between the violence of the gauchos and the
violence of the Perdn dictatorship. Be that as it may, since the story was written
in 1952 during the Perén dictatorship, which took special delight in victimizing

Borges, the analogy is inevitable.
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alism, “lo fantastico,”
, : , and “lo real maravilloso.”
(c)gn:;:;ously 1defn}t;1ﬁed with the Magic Realist te;ld
» Some of his better stories sha
3 » . . - re th
styhstl.c traits indicated by Franz Roh an oy th
appreciated in this context.

Whether Borges
ency in painting
world view and
d may therefore be better

University of California, Irvine SEYMOUR MENTON

POOR MAXI’S WINDMILL: AQUATIC SYMBOLISM IN
FORTUNATA Y JACINTA*

IN the not-so-distant past it was sufficient merely to tell students
in a Galdés seminar that Maxi Rubin and Fortunata in For-
tunata y Jacinta were obviously mismated and that their marriage
was doomed to failure. I have found, however, that today’s less-
inhibited student frequently exhibits a curiosity bordering on the
morbid about the details of Maxi’s fiasco. Is there, perhaps, a
specific sexual dysfunction, one that might be susceptible to treat-
ment through therapeutic techniques—such as those of Masters
and Johnson—about which American students have now read so
much? Further, students ask just how realistic was Spain’s most
famous realist when it came to discussing the sexual basis of
marriage in Fortunata y Jacinta.

In responding to these concerns, I have discovered what I con-
sider to be a significant symbolic pattern in the narrative fabric
of Fortunata y Jacinta, by means of which Galdés conveys to the
reader the precise nature of Maxi and Fortunata’s marital prob-
lem. The remainder of this study will deal with the theme and its
variations which Galdés develops relating to the key element of
the pattern—a subject much on the minds of nineteenth-century
madrilerios: water and its transmission.

Fortunata y Jacinta was written at a time when water had
become generally and easily available for the first time in Madrid
as a result of municipal projects encrgetically supported by Bravo
Murillo (“Ministro de Fomentos”) and the Marqués de Pontejos

* [ wish to express my appreciation to the General Research Fund Committee
of the University of Kansas for help in making this study possible.
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