4] .

Borges’ breakthrough has importance for rcaders and writers
evcry\.wherc. He has shown people that they can face up to the
experience of their lives. There is nothing to be ashamed of. Re
cently Borges has written:

I have given up the surprises inherent in a hur

S troque style as well as the surpris
lha.t lead to an unforeseen ending. I have, in short, preferred to satisfy an :';pe:
tn!mn I':lﬂl?l‘ than to provide a startling shock. For many years, 1 thought it
mu:‘ht be given me to achieve a good page by means of variations and novelties;
now, having passcd seventy, I belicve I have found my own voice. (DBR, 11) '

£

Borges is a world writer, because he knows all the rules and
knows how and when to break them. His literary life has been a
long struggle to liberate the word, to give it a new vitality in an
age when it is constantly under attack. He is a magician of lan-

guage, but like all the best tricksters and poets he makes us feel, -

when the trick is revealed and the poem said, that it was always
there, somewhere unexpressed within us. Carlos Fuentes has written
f’f Borges that without his prose there would be no modern novel
-in South America today. We honor him for that, but also for what
he has done for writing and writers all over the world. He is a great
conservative who is also experimenting every time he puts pen to
paper.

n

Ty -Buantends, ,». 25(RHUL 1972)

N erthwerlon V., Graanlon, T lis
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Borges’ new prose
CARTER WHEELOCK

In 1966, some ten years after “God's magnificent irony” had given
him “books and the night,” apparently ending his career as a writer
of prose fiction, Jorge Luis Borges published a short story, “The
Intruder.” His devotees sat up with interest, but many leaned back
again because the new story—devoid of brain-rattling sophistry and
erudite allusions—was not like the old Borges, whose three dozen
gripping “fictions™ published up to 1953 had made him the most
important living writer in the Spanish language. Since “The
Intruder,” Borges has written more than a dozen new narratives,
most of them collected under the title of one in the series, Doctor
Brodie’s Report. Two of them, along with several other short prose
pieces, are interspersed with the poetry of Elogio de la sombra
(1969). A long story, “The Congress,” was published separately

in 1971.*

1. The prose from Elogio de la sombra (In Praise of Darkness) has been
translated by Norman Thomas di Giovanni in collaboration with thc author and
published in English as follows: “Pedro Salvadores.” The New York Review of
Books, Aug. 21, 1969; “His End and His Beginning,” The Antioch Review, Fall—
Winter 1970-1971; “The Anthropologist,” “A Prayer,” “Legend,” and “Episode of
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This new prose has yet to be fully appraised. My effort here
can be only a superficial beginning, and we must start by remember-
ing the old Borges.

The former Borges

Toward the end of the 1930’s Borges turned from poetizing Buenos
Aires and fictionalizing the hoodlums of the city’s outlying slums
(as in “Streetcorner man,” 1933) and took to playing literary
games with time, infinity, destiny, and the nature of reality. He
was well equipped for it, being multilingual and having spent most
of his forty years as an eclectic reader, absorbing everything from
Burns’s The Saga of Billy the Kid to Berkeley and the Panchatantra.
His life, he has said, has been devoted less to living than to reading,
In the following ten or so years he produced three small collections
of compact fiction (the first two are now combined as' Ficciones
[1944; enlarged 1956]; the third is The Aleph [1949; enlarged
1952]). These stories, suggestive of highbrow detective fiction
and of Symbolist poetic theory applied to prose, are utterly lacking
in social consciousness or moral implication; unemotional, sex-
less, and uncontemporary, they wave no banners and press no
points. They allude to everything and recommend nothing.

For the most part, these highly intellectual creations of the
1940Q’s are clinical, cosmic tales peopled with almost faceless
characters who are not really people but archetypal miniatures
that move about in a purely cerebral universe. They often act like
mythical beings in primitive cosmologies, or like dream figures:
two men can be one, they can be dead but alive, and they can be
only half real; they can pass in and out of mortal life (“The Im-
mortal”), starc at magic coins until they go mad (“The Zahir"),
behold the universe under the cellar stairs (“The Aleph™), live a
year in a'mome.nt (“The Secret Miracle”), or dream other people
into being (“The Circular Ruins”). Borges’ people live in ignorancc

the Enemy” (collected under the title “Anxicties”), The New Yorker, Feb. 20, 1971.
In Praise of Darkness will be published in book form by E. P. Dutton in 1973. “The
Congress” appcared in translation by di Giovanni and Borges in The New Yorker,
Nov. 6, 1971.
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of the secret laws, or the sccret will, which guide their destinies,
and their actions are not finally their own. Borges surrounds them
with the dicta of metaphysical philosophers who make all things
logical, and their behavior is told in deftly ambiguous language.
The reader finds himself acclaiming with emotion what he doesn’t
quite grasp and perhaps doesn’t believe. He is floated into a kind
of esthetic hysteria, feeling spoofed but also sublimated. Although
Borges insists that he does not push a philosophical viewpoint (or
any other), his underlying skepticism, or idealism, comes through.

Far from being verbose in proportion to their intricacy, these
earlier stories are written in a wondrously frugal and exact style—
richly suggestive, poetic, and full of ironic humor, baroque artifice,
and rhetorical sleight of hand. Prominent symbols—mirrors, laby-
rinths, tigers, towers, knives—are repeated with unabashed regu-
larity (Borges calls himself monotonous), and the repetition of
other images or secondary symbols suggests an esoteric pattern
with a meaning: circles, coins, pyramids, horses, swamps, cards.

But again, no messianism intrudes into Borges’ work. The ideas
of men are arbitrary formulations with infinite alternatives. Certi-
tude is intellectual death; therefore, for Borges, even his basic
philosophy is a conjecture. Speculation is the law of intellectual
life. Out of this view come the irony and humor of Borges’ prose.
He mocks knowledge by displaying it lavishly, finally turning it
against itself. But his jibes are gentle, because he relishes all ideas
for their esthetic value.

Every strange figment of thought implies a whole new structure
of reality, a realm in which the errant idea would not be strange
at all. By piling up thesc pieces of heretical “fact,” Borges over-
powers us with the illusion that we almost understand that realm
and that if we did we would know everything. The creation of this
illusion of near-understanding seems, on the surface, to be the
whole esthetic motive of Borges’ older fiction. By attacking our
conception of reality and implying another—a secret order in our
chaos—he stalks the “csthetic occurrence” in an Olympian arena.
In a short essay, “The Wall and the Books™ (Other Inquisitions,
[1952]), he tentatively defined the esthetic event or fact (el hecho
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thing: “If art is perfect, the world is superfluous.” * The “immi-
nence of a revelation” is perhaps the ultimate knowable reality,
and men do not create it. They comprise it, behold it, and try to
transmute it into language. This idea precludes any esthetic theory
—that is, any rule or formula for producing an imminent revela-
tion.

Borges writes in the preface to In Praise of Darkness that he
is not the possessor of an esthetic; and in the preface to Doctor
Brodie's Report heé seems to disclaim the attribution to him, by
others, of an “esthetic of the intelligence”: ¢

The art of writing is mysterious; the opinions we hold are ephemeral, and I prefer
the Platenic idea of the Muse to that of Poe, who reasoned, or feigned to reason,
that the writing of a poem is an act of the intelligence. (DBR, 10)7

In the same preface, in answer to those critics who have deplored
his lack of artistic concern for national and social issues, he says:

I want to make it quite clear that I am not, nor have I ever been, what used to be
called a preacher of parables or a fabulist and is now known as a committed
writer. I do not aspire to be Aesop. My storics, like those of the Thousand and
One Nights, try to be entertaining or moving but not persuasive. (DBR, 9-10)

This may also be understood as Borges’ justification for deserting
those metaphysical fictions which have been taken as essentially
allegorical, for Borges is well aware of the bad connotations of
“allegory.” He has called allegory “an crror,” although he ad-
mits to allegorizing. (In the foreword to the second part of Fic-
ciones he calls “The Sect of the Phocnix” an allegory.) Appar-
ently he does not mind being called an allegorist if only the
implication of didacticism is removed. Stripped of its moralism,
allegory becomes a valid and powerful esthetic device, a long
metaphor rich in suggestion. In a recent interview Borges char-
acterized himself as a former parabolist turned storyteller; speak-

5. Burgin, p. 80.

6. An “esthetic of the intelligence” is attributed to Borges by Enrique Ander-
son Imbert in his Historia de la literatura hispanoamericana (Mecxico, 1964), 1.
268. I repeat the attribution in my The Mythmaker (Austin, 1969), p. 4.

7. In quoting from Borges, unless otherwise indicated, T use the translations
made by di Giovanni and Borges. 1 am indebted to Mr. di Giovanni for supplying
translations which had not been published when 1 was writing.
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ing of the new storics he would write (those of Doctor Brodie's
Report), he said: “They will not be like my former work, parables
or pretexts for writing essays. I want (o be a storyteller, a narrator
of real stories, without tricks.” ®

In “The Approach to al-Mu'tasim” (Ficciones), Borges says
of the fictitious novel he is “reviewing” that the version of 1932
was somewhat symbolic, but that the 1934 version “declines into
allegory” (4, 50). In the foreword to Robert Lima’s translation
of Ana Maria Barrenechea’s work on Borges (Borges the Laby-
rinth Maker [New York, 1965}, p. viii), Borges acknowledges
his occasional recourse to allegory: “My best writings are of
things that were striving to come to life through me, and not
simply allegories where the thought comes before the sign.” In
other words, Borges strives for a truc symbolism but thinks that
he, too, may occasionally “decline into allegory.”

New narratives

Borges’ new manner is indeed more straightforward. Much of
the stylistic complexity has disappeared, leaving his themes and
plots more conspicuous. In these narratives the plots—the fabulae,
tales as tales—are in my opinion superior to those of Ficciones
and El Aleph, not because they are less fantastic but because
truth itself is fantastic and these new tales, for the most part, are
closer to it than are the stories about the equivocal verities of our
mental life. In the eleven storics of Doctor Brodie's Report we do
not get lost in limitless libraries or go wandering around inside
the mind of the Minotaur. We go back, mainly, to the straggling
outskirts, or arrabales, of Buenos Aires and to the pampa. These
are the suburbs and plains as they were, or could have been, at
the close of the ninetcenth century or the early years of the twen-
tieth, when compadritos (Argentine hoodlums, or gang toughs,
with a lot of the classical gaucho in them) would hang around
the saloons deciding who was the toughest. often by fighting with
knives. Thus Borges continues to show his lifelong fascination

8. Yulan M. Washburn, quoting La Nacién (Buenos Aires) of Dec. 15, 1969,
in “Artists and Authors,” Hispania, 53, 2 (May 1970), 328. ‘T'rans. minc.
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with the cult of physical courage, which is present in “The In-
truder” and commands at least five other Brodie stories.®

These narratives about blustering compadres are among the
cight in Brodie that are bascd on some type of interpersonal rivalry.
Of the ruflians of the arrabal the most conspicuous is Rosendo
Juirez (“Rosendo’s Tale”)—not because he is the toughest but
because he is the same Rosendo Juarez who turned coward (ap-
parently) in “Streetcorner Man,” a story Borges wrote as far back
as 1933. In the new story, Rosendo explains to Borges that his
refusal to fight when challenged was due to disillusionment and
disgust with his style of life. The most pathetic of the duelers arc
the gauchos Manuel Cardoso and Carmen Silveira of “The End
of the Duel.” These are two longtime rivals who have often faced
cach other knife in hand but have avoided killing cach other be-
cause their rivalry gives meaning to their “poor and monotonous
lives” (DBR, 46). Drafted into the army, they fight side by side,
without speaking, until they are finally captured by the enemy. A
sadistic captain, knowing their rivalry, orders that they die in
competition. Their throats cut, they run a race to see who can go
farthest before collapsing.

Borges plays many variations on the rivalry theme. “The In-
truder” gives us a rivalry caused by a woman and transcended by
a murderous brotherly love. The Nilsen brothers, a pair of illiteratc
Saturday-night brawlers, pick up and share a country wench, scil
her to a brothel to quiet their growing jealousy, and later retricve
her when cach of them begins going to the brothel on the sly.
Unable to save their comradeship and affection with the girl be-
tween them, the older brother kills her. When the younger is told,
the two embrace, almost in tears.

?. The best commentary, to my knowledge, on this cult of courage is a picce
written by Borges himself in 1952, later slightly altercd and inscrted into the 1955
cdition of Fvaristo Carricgo (1930) under the heading “El culto del coraje” as a
§uhch§|ptcr of “Historia del tango.” Translated by di Giovanni and Borges under
its orlglnn! title “The Challenge,” it appeared in The New Yorker of May 23.
1970, and is included in The Aleph and Other Stories.

10. In December 1969, Borges told me that by making the protagonists of this
story brothers he hoped to avoid a homosexual connotation. Sce also his com-
mentary on the story in The Aleph and Other Stories, pp. 278-79.
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In “Juan Murafia” the personal conflict is more fanciful; it is
hardly a rivalry, but it involves a tough whose knife was feared.
Muraiia, long dead, is a bloody legend, and his widow, sister, and
nephew arc about to be dispossessed by their landlord Luchessi.
Muraiia’s widow, Aunt Florentina, is a bit daft; she keeps assur-
ing the others that her beloved husband will not let the gringo
throw them out. Luchessi is butchered one night in his doorway

- by an unknown knifer. Later, Aunt Florentina shows her nephew
. her beloved husband—the notorious knife of Juan Muraiia.

In “Juan Murafia” the fanciful equation of a man with his knife
is explicable as Florentina’s mental aberration or as a symbol of
Muraiia’s continuing influence. But in “The Meeting,” Borges goes

. straight to the fantastic—to 2 mystical, metonymical equation of

s v o o s o e

men with their instruments. Two men—not compadres but civil-
ized upper-class Argentines—get tipsy at a stag party and quarrel
over a card game. As if driven by something beyond themselves,
they do the unthinkable. They go to a display cabinet, take out
two knives made famous by a pair of rivals long dead, and fight.
Neither knows anything about knife fighting, but they fight like
experts. One is killed; the other is incredulous and ashamed. In
a kind of postscript, Borges suggests that it was not the men who
fought, but the knives; the men were instruments of an ancient
enmity inherent in the weapons.

But of all these tales of the mythic outskirts of the city, “The
Unworthy Friend” is perhaps the most ambiguous and intriguing.
Don Santiago Fischbein (whose rcal name is Jacobo) tells his
story to Borges. He was a Jewish boy and a confessed coward
in a neighborhood where the physical courage of the compadre
was admired. He was terribly cager to be accepted thereabouts,
but also to be accepted as an Argentine and a good citizen. He
fell in with a gang of hooligans hcaded by one Francisco Ferrari,
not becausc he had what it took to run with that crowd but be-
cause he adulated the leader, who lured him in. Ferrari planned to
break into a textile factory onc night and assigned Fischbein to
keep watch outside. But before the time came, Fischbein went
to the police and told all, causing Ferrari’s death.
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After reading “The Unworthy Friend,” one docs not know who
betrayed whom, who is really judged unworthy, and unworthy of
what. In one way this story reverses the plot of “The South” (Fic-
ciones), whose nameless old gaucho appears to correspond to
the old man of “The Unworthy Friend,” Eliseo Amaro, the only
gang member who is named. Fischbein’s betrayal of Ferrari is
prefigured in his verbal denial, at one point, that he knows Ferrari
(he feels unworthy of knowing him); this vaguely suggests Peter's
denial of Jesus. (Borges’ interest in Christ’s betrayal is shown in
“Three Versions of Judas” [Ficciones] and other places, and in his
new fiction it is most prominent in “The Gospel According to
Mark.”)

The possible reasons why Fischbein betrayed Ferrari are nu-
merous. He wanted to prove himself a good Argentine; his hero
had tricd to corrupt and usc him; he lost respect for his idol when
he saw him pushed around by the police; he saw him as a punk,
the way Rosendo Juidrez saw himself; he had to justify his own
cowardice by causing his hero’s courage to destroy him. The os-
tensible reason is psychological; men often betray those of whom
they feel unworthy.'" The most probable explanation of the treach-
ery is purely Borgesian: the inscrutable cosmos somehow required
it; it repeated the Great Betrayal. Ferrari is a subverted Christ
figure. Adored by his followers and persecuted by the authorities,
he is first denied, then sold out, then killed.

Why is Peter suggested, however remotely, along with Christ's
real betrayer, Judas? I think it is because the betrayal has some-
how saved the traitor. The key to this lies in the reasoning of the
strange Gutre, or Guthrie, family of “The Gospel According to
Mark.” Father, son, and daughter, all illiterate, work on a ranch
being visited by the protagonist, a medical student named Baltasar

) Il'. Latc in 1970 Borges and di Giovanni wrote a special Afterword for the
Fnglish version of Doctor Brodie's Report, in which Borges reveals that “The
Unworthy Friend’™ was inspircd by a personal experience. As a young man Borges
was qﬂcrcd the friendship of a companion hc idolized, and he thrust it aside
thinking he did not deserve it. He also reveals that the protagonist of “The Elder
I ady™ was his great-aunt, and that the terrible duel of “The Fnd of the Duel”
actually took place in Uruguay a century ago.
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Espinosa. Isolated with this rather stupid trio when the ranch is
surrounded by floodwaters, Espinosa passes the time in the eve-
nings by reading them the Gospel of St. Mark. Ordinarily unre-
sponsive to the student, they listen with decp interest; when he
treats their pet lamb for an injury, he wins their devotion. The
rains destroy part of the roof of the tool shed attached to the
house, and, according to the Gutres, this accounts for the hammer-
ing that goes on while Espinosa slecps and dreams of the building
of the Ark. One night the girl, a virgin, comes to his room naked
and has intercourse with him without embracing or Kissing him.
The next day the father asks him whether even those who crucified
Jesus were saved from hell, and Espinosa, whose theology is vague,
says yes. After lunch Espinosa leaves his room to find the Gutres
kneeling and asking his blessing; then they curse him and spit on
him and push him to the door of the wrecked tool shed, from the
timbers of which they have built a cross.

The transference of identity from Christ to Espinosa (whose
name suggests Baruch Spinoza and also the word “thorny,” like
a crown of thorns) is plausible, given the superstitious mentalities
of the Gutres. But the matter lics deeper. The idea of being saved
by killing one’s redeemer is a reversal of the idea of being killed
by him, Job-like, as in “The House of Asterion” (El Aleph),
where the Minotaur is “redeemed” by Theseus. While Borges
cquates salvation with death in that case, he makes it equivalent
to life in this one, where the Gutres appropriate the virtues of
their sacrificial victim through the symbolic ritual of cannibalism.
Fischbein's cowardice, likewise, is somehow mitigated by the
death of his superior, his “redeecmer.” In the story of the Gutres
there are suggestions of correspondences between the death of
Christ and the human sacrifices of primitive peoples. Just as the
Gutre girl gave herself to Espinosa without the enthusiasm of love,
as if in obeisance, the Aztecs (for example) chose sacrificial vic-
tims whom they coddled for a time, giving them luxury and
women, before killing them. In a higher sense of the word, Jesus
was “coddled” for a while, as during the triumphal cntry into
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Her friend and rival was the “straight” artist Marta Pizarro
painter of portraits and patios with a ninetcenth-century look ’I,'ha
t\'vo women painted against and for each other, and when éla i
dicd, Marta’s life lost its meaning. She painted Clara’s t i
and laid her brushes aside for good. In that delicate due:plor "
Bo‘l"ges, therc were neither defeats nor victorics. $
Guayaquil” consists largely in the dialogue of two historian
who are thrust into momentary rivalry. The narrator is a schol :
whose §pecialty is the Independence movement and the life ofotlilr
Argentine hero General San Martin. His adversary is a Ger X
Jew from Prague who has fled Hitler's tyranny, one Ec}uardo 2 "
merman. Zimmerman js not a specialist in South American hietom-
but has proven himself adept at cleansing the biased historiés r¥
others (he has written on the Carthaginian Jews, who formc?
were known only through the accounts of their cr;emies the Rry
man:s). The two men are contending for the privile e’of b ing
ofﬁc:'ally choscn to go to another country to copy 'lg rai and
pu?hsh a newly discovered letter presumably writt’c:lpll)) ‘gzi'a“d
which could clear up a famous historical mystery: wha{was l:;:;
bct.ween San Martin and Bolivar, when they met in Guaya u’ll
which caused the former to retire from revolutionary activi}t, p lci
Icavc'z the destiny of the continent in Bolivar's hands B ’ o
ventional standards the narrator is better qualified to‘ ay ‘;‘?“'
the letter (a specialist, he is also the proud scion of revolll:)ip;a’sc
heroes), but he surrenders the privilege to Zimmerman aft: tlry
two scholars converse. On leaving, Zimmerman divines tha: tl:e
narrator l?as conceded the honor because he intimately willed t::
do so. Still showing his penchant for alluding to philosophers
Borges weaves into the story a mention of Schopenhauer’s “law”'
that 1.10 human action is involuntary; this serves a central pur-
pose in the structure of the tale, which is about will and im plim
that volition—commitmcnt-—causcs bad litcraturc. T will crz)m‘
mc:nt on this story later in connection with Borges’ .esthetic idcwe-
The. Elder Lady” shows Borges’ ability to write in a charmi‘n”
and dclicate way, with nostalgia for the glories of Argentine hisg-{
tory and with both sympathy and satire of the criollo sensibility.
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The story is about the hundredth birthday of the last person who
can claim to be the daughter of a revolutionary hero. The bustle
and excitement of her anniversary celebration, which her country-
men turn into a celebration of national history and which she
probably does not comprehend because she lives in the distracted
world of the senile, hastens her end. She has long partaken of the
glory of her famous father, hero of the battle of Cerro Alto; now
she is somehow the last victim of that battle, for its celebration
brings on her death.
Among the more ingenious of Borges’ earlier stories are those
in which he enumerates the irrational characteristics of some
fantastic thing, apparently allegorizing an unnamed common real-
ity. In “The Lottery in Babylon” (Ficciones), for example, he
describes a “vertiginous country” where citizens are governcd by
pure chance, taking part in a lottery that awards them fame or
ignominy, riches or poverty, life or death, on a day-to-day basis.
Interpretation is up to the reader, and in this casc the story scems
to suggest the fortuitous and unstable nature of what men call
reality. In “The Sect of the Phoenix™ (F icciones) Borges rounds
up the random characteristics of a secret ritc which is never iden-
tified but could be any number of things.' In the new fiction, the
title story of Doctor Brodie’s Report is of this enigmatic type. It
is an outrageous description of an incredible tribe called the Mich,
or Yahoos (the latter is the name of the degenerate humans in
Gulliver's Travels). As a narrative device, Borges lays before us
the incomplete manuscript of a Scottish Protestant missionary,
David Brodie, who lived among the Yahoos. It reminds us of
many things: Gulliver, a story by H. G. Wells, Pio Baroja’s Para-
dox Rey, and other accounts of bizarre peoples. But mostly it re-
minds us of the old Borges, particularly of his description of the
mind of Ireneo Funes (“Funes the Memorious,” F icciones), who
could not forget details and was unable to form abstractions, “to
think Platonically”; or it suggests the imaginary planct Tlon
(“TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius.” Ficciones), which is madec of purely

13. Borges has told Ronald Christ that the sccret ritual was the sex act. See
Christ's The Narrow Act (New York, 1969), p. 190. n.
417



ideal—_i.c.,. mental—elements. The Yahoos suffer the opposite of
Funes’ affliction; they have a language of pure abstractions a:d
cannot remember details. They cannot combine phcnomer;a e
cept of a homogeneous, Platonic typé. Unlike the people of Tl"x-
whe can concoct anything at will, the Yahoos cannot fabricat o
all. In. the story of Tl6n, the imaginary planet begins (o concrcél:iat
——-to mmpose itself materially on the planet Earth; in the Yahogc
of Doct.or Brodie’s Report” we may see the grotesque cnd-resulst)
of that imposition. The Yahoos cannot count above four, ca
h.ar.dly speak, and appear to have no discrimination of time, 1‘1:1 .
limited way, they can predict the events of the immediate f.uturz
( thes.e appear to be only extrapolations). They remember almost
nothing, and if they do remember an ecvent they cannot s
whether it happened to them or their fathers, or whether thay
drc'amcd it. They live in the present, they eat in secret or cloez
'thelr eyes while eating, they execute their fellows for fun a:d
lt" onc of them is a poet (if he puts a few words together unir’ltell'
gibly, but with moving effect) he is considered a god and an .
may kill him. Their king is blinded, mutilated, gelded, and 3];0::
In a cavern, except in war, when he is taken to the b’altlc frogt
and WflVCd like a banner. Instead of declining into allego
Borgcs‘ prose now tends to sharpen into satire, or even to riorgc’
.towarcl the intensive case of the modern novel, where the parable
intersects with cultural anthropology, and whose charactgrs b
scure and overwhelm the symbols they encounter. o

The unchanging Borges

Borges’.characters are still chessmen, however, and both character
and. action are subservient to situations of a chessboard kind‘ His
.settmgs are still indifferent; the compadritos could almost as. eas‘
ily be Chicago gangsters or western gunmen. Despite l;is retun;
to the arrabales, Borges is not a portrayer of local color z;nd cus-
tf)ms:‘ as somebody must have said before, his Buenos Aires is la
suu?lmn‘. not a city. Many of his themes arc still highbrow, es-
thetic, “lrre]evant." References to systems of ideas famous,and
arcane, are no longer profuse, but they have not ,vanished; we
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still find Spinoza, Euclid, Schopenhauer, the Kabbalah, Carlyle,
Lugones, Carricgo, Henry James, Hudson, and others. Still, these
allusions seem to serve less purpose than formerly and to be
more often literary than philosophical. Familiar Borgesian lan-
guage crops up only here and there; in “The Intruder” we find
“contentious alcohol” (alcohol pendenciero), a phrase he has

‘used since the 1930's. Missing now are those very frequent words

with which Borges used to point to the vast or infinite, such as
“dizzying” (vertiginoso; this word used to do double duty, sug-
gesting also the rise to an esthetic moment). Borges seldom plays
with time and infinity, and instead turns to destiny, cosmic irony,
and chance. Regrettably, we find no rich poetic images that sug-
gest impossible intuitions like the plight of man before the chaotic
universe: veiled men uttering blasphemous conjectures in the
twilight (“The Lottery in Babylon”) or old men hiding them-
selves in the latrines, with some metal disks in a prohibited dice-
box, weakly imitating the divine disorder (“The Library of
Babel,” Ficciones).

Borges’ language is still superbly laconic. It is less connotative,
and conceits and etymological uses of words are no longer plenti-
ful. Fantastic ideas still appeal to him, as we see in “The Meet-
ing” and in “Juan Murafia,” but they are no longer intended to
rattle or astonish us; instead, they appeal to our esthetic sensi-
bilities. There appears to be no significance, beyond Borges’ per-
sonal whim, to the fact that the new stories are laden with Scots-
men (Brodie, Clara Glencairn, Glencoe, the Gutres), Germans
(Zimmerman), and other North Europeans (thc Nelsons or Nil-
sens of “The Intruder”). The prominence of red hair is consistent
with all of these nationalities; all red things have symbolic mean-
ing, I think, in Borges’ work, and there may be a hidden signifi-

cance here."

14. T am indebted to Norman Thomas di Giovanni for this information:
Borges made some of his characters Scotch “so they could have red hair™: Borges
greatly admires the Scots. When he was writing “The Ducl,” di Giovanni sug-
gested to Borges that he not use the name Glencairn, since it is also the name of
a character in “The Man on the Threshold” (The Alepl). But Borges insisted,
because he thought the name finc-sounding. Believing in many intimate intercon-
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verbal capture of a clear idea or fecling—the short-circuit that
cvaporates the pregnant myth. Borges points out in an essay on
Nathaniel Hawthorne (Other Inquisitions) that I-Iaw(ho)r/nc'q
morali.?ms do not usually ruin his work, if only because thc'
come in the last paragraph and because he did not fashion hiﬁ
characters to prove his conclusions. An “expressive” writer, an
Acsop, builds a narrative that yields a simile between two r;ali-
ties (with the intention of giving one the color of the other), or
bct\fvccn his fictitious events and the moral point or social thc,o
he is tr.ying to illustrate, while Borges himself wants only to dirs)-,
tract his reader. Some quality held in common betwcen two or
more things links them secretly, and this is not something con-
trived by .Borges but perceived by him. That perception, imparted
to us, brings the momentary illusion that the chaotic world is
somehow simplified or illuminated, and we are lifted toward a
new insight or comprchension—which never solidifies.

Borges’ esthetic idea is worked into his ncw fiction in at least
t'wo ways. ‘In some stories he presents esthetically loaded situa-
tlons,.a “missing apex” type of suggestion which lcaves the mys-
Fcry.mcomplete. Usually this involves irony or paradox, and
mcvn}ab]y it raises the question of the character of God ’or of
Destiny: an ironic competition between two dying rivals who
had refused to kill each other in lifc; the redemptive crucifixion
of an unbelieving, unsuspecting, unwilling “Christ”; a brother
love that is no less admirable in itself (and perhaps is, even more
s0) for having expressed itself in murder. The second way is that
otj the abstruse “allegory” (I now use the term inexactly, for lack
of another) in which the esthetic event is pointed to b): allusion
as an objective idea. Only one of Borges' ncw stories is clearly
f’f this kind, although others may Be more subtly so; before turn-
ing to “Guayaquil,” it will be helpful to look first at obvious allu-
wions to the hecho estético in the short prose of In Praise of Dark-
HesS.

Borges uses, more often now, stories he has heard. Long ago
he heard the onc called “Pedro Salvadores,” which is not really a
story but a historical episode to which Borges adds his comments
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and shows his own esthetic rcaction. Salvadores was an Argentine
who, as an opponent of the dictator Juan Manuel de Rosas (dec-
posed in 1852), was forced to hide in his cellar for ninc ycars.'
This, plus the details, is his whole story. In thc same way that
Camus wondered, in The Myth of Sisyphus, what Sisyphus
thought as he carried his cternal rock, Borges wonders at those
nine years of dark isolation. (Internal clements lift the episode to
a universal plane, and there is reason to suspect a parallel with
Borges' blindness and his intellectual history). He conjectures
about Salvadores’ feclings, actions, thoughts, and very being—
with no possibility of corroborating his intuitions. “As with so
many things, the fate of Pedro Salvadores,” he concludes, “strikes
us as a symbol of something we are about to understand, but
never quite do” (4, 189).

Very like that episode is the one called “The Anthropologist.”
Borges says he heard the story in Texas and he gives it to us with-
out comment. Fred Murdock, a student of indigenous languagcs,
goes into the desert to live with an Indian tribe and to discover
the secrets behind its esoteric ritcs. After a long time he returns
to the university and informs his disappointed professor that he
has learned the secret but cannot tell it—not because of a vow or
the deficiencies of languagc; in fact, he could enunciate it a hun-
dred ways. But the secret is less valuable than the steps that lead
to it, and “Those steps have to be taken, not told.”

«The Anthropologist” is brief and deceptively simple; it is not
a story about an anthropologist but about a young man in chaos,
uncommitted, who tried to reduce the world to a facet of itself,
hoping to find in it the centripetal vortex of vision that would
explain or justify the whole. It is the same story as “The Library
of Babel” (Ficciones) in which the inmates of the library g0
blind looking for the compendious book. It is the story of a frus-
tration, like “Averrocs’ Scarch” (El Aleph), where Averroes is

16. There are many nines in Borges® older storics, to which these historical
nines can be added: Borges worked nine years in the municipal library of Bucnos
Aires (1937-1946); Peron was dictator of Argentina for ninc vears (1946-1955).
In most of ils occurrcnces, Borpes secems (0 use the number o symbolize the
complction of a time cycle or W indicate petfection ot fulfillment.
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Borges. He can only give what he himself does not have: courage,
hope, the urge to learn. He wants to be remembered lcss as a poet
than as a friend; let someone recite a line from Dunbar or Frost
and remember that he first heard it from Borges’ lips. Faithful to
his “gods” to the end, he combines the esthetic and the moral in
a final obscrvation: “The laws of the universe are unknown to us,
but we are somehow sure that to reason clearly and to act right-
cously is to help those laws, which will never be revealed to us.”
When he dies, he wants to die wholly, “with this companion, my
body.”

The uncertain darkness of death and of blindness is the theme
of In Praise of Darkness. In a picce called “His End and His Be-
ginning,” the two are united in superb metaphorical prose that sub-
sumes all forms of transition into the unknown. Having died, and
suffering the agony of being dead, Borges accepts death and it
becomes hcaven; blind, he accepts blindness and it becomes the
beginning of an adventurous life in a new world. He praises his
darkness, and in that praise there is a victory, as limitless as a
promise, over all men’s darkness. And somchow Borges extols the
darkness of his own skepticism, his agnostic unknowingness, which
is his philosophy; he translates it positively into an esthetic of con-
jectural expectancy. Borges’ mind ranges over reality as the Vi-
kings ranged over the world, plundering not for plunder but for
adventure.

Reading this book, we arc convinced of the sincerity of his
apocryphal fragments, one of which says: “Let a candle be lighted
though no man see it; God will see it.”

“The Congress”

Not every story written by Borges in his heyday was a good one;
“The Shape of.the Sword” (Ficciones) has somcthing fakc about
it. His story “The Congress,” finished late in 1970 and published
in 1971, does not “come off” on the first reading. Borges has said
that he toyed with the plot for twenty ycars. Because of its long
gestation alone, it is extremely important to the study of Borges'
work. One gets the feeling that if it could be caught from the right
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angle and given a good shake, it would fall into the right pattern,
shedding light on all Borges' major fiction. To be appreciated, ]
think, this long story has to be accepted as allegory and as exem-
plary technique, and even as Borges' deliberate circumvention of
his own esthetic. In this story, the esthetic event, the sacred hecho
estético which Borges upholds as the superior alternative to intel-
Jectual effort and “expressive” language, is itself, by implication,
as meaningless as those other fruitless approaches to reality: phi-
losophy and history.

The name of the story derives from the cffort of one Alejandro
Glencoe, a rich Uruguayan rancher living in Buenos Aires, to call
together a “Congress of the World which would represent all
men of all nations.” This body would convene four years after the
start of preparations. “Planning an assembly to rcpresent all men
was like fixing the exact number of Platonic types—a puzzle
which had taxed the imagination of thinkers for centuries.” One
of the fifteen or twenty planncrs Suggests that “don Alcjandro
Glencoe might represent not only cattlemen but also Uruguayans,
and also humanity’s great forerunncrs, and also men with red
beards, and also those who are scated in armchairs.” Glencoe
finances the project, which consists largely in collecting books—at
first encyclopedias, then the great books of the centuries, then ran-
dom account books and Ph.D. theses. The narrator, Alejandro
Ferri, visits Glencoe’s ranch and sees him transformed into “the
stern chief of a clan” of gauchos; later, Ferri is sent to London to
find a suitable language for the Congress to use, and in that city
he has a love affair with a girl named Beatrice, while Glencoe’s
nephew, Fermin Eguren, on the same mission in Paris, plays with
prostitutes. Ferri goes back to Buenos Aires, where Glencoe, pre-
cisely at the end of the four-year period of preparation, has con-
cluded that the Congress is impossible, for it cmbraces an irre-
ducible world: “The Congress of the World began with the first
moment of the world and it will go on when we are dust. .. . The
Congress is Job on the ash heap and Christ on the Cross. The
Congress is that worthless boy who squanders my substance on
whores.” At his order the group burns the collected books, and
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or ignores the valuative tenor of the original phrase. Again, in
«I'he Dead Man,” the phrase which tells us that Bandcira’s horse,
saddle, and mistress arc his “atributos o adjetivos” (a significant
cvocation of a substance-attribute or noun-adjective simile) is weak-
cned to “attributes or trappings.” The possibly metaphysical in-
tention of the original is far less apparent in the English.

As another random example of the apparent decision of the
translators not to carry certain insinuations into English, the name
of the knife-wielding hoodlum of “The Congress” can be cited.
This character’s name is utterly unimportant to the story, but in
his typical way Borges takes the trouble to give it: “Tapia or Pa-
redes or something of the kind.” The reader who does not know
Spanish is unawarc that both rapia and pared mean “wall,” an
imagc common enough in Borges' older fiction to raisc an im-
mediate question about its possible symbolism here.

One thing is obvious. The author-made translations now being
published are most readable. They are smoother, in general, than
the Spanish version; this diminishes the cerebral, deliberate qual-
ity conveyed by the more abrupt Spanish narrations, in which the
uneven stops and starts give each word and phrase an intentional-
ity and a singular authority. Conjunctions now smooth the path and
relax the reader where semicolons used to jar him; transitions are
made where there were only juxtaposed idcas. While such changes
in the fluidity of language and idea can be attributed to di Gio-
vanni’s sense of clarity and polish, they also testify to Borges’ aban-
donment of what he calls, in the preface to Doctor Brodie’s Report,
“the surprises inherent in a baroque style” (DBR, 11).
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Norah Borges on her brother:
an unpublished interview
by Victoria Ocampo

Norah Borges: Georgie was born on August 24, 1899, in the old house of
our maternal grandfather, Isidoro Acevedo, on Tucumén Street. The house
had one patio, paved with black and white marble, containing a large jas-
mine. In the second patio was a well and an Arabian jasmine.

Victoria Ocampo: Norah, what are your first childhood memories in which
your brother appears?

N.B.: 1 always see Georgie beside me. He is seated on a tricycle that has
a horse's head. He plays with big marbles of all colors. He chases butterflies
around the garden with a green net. He has a musical top, a magic lantern,
and some of those water-filled tubes used in Carnival, something like today’s
water pistols.

V.0.: What games did you play when you were children, and where?

N.B.: All our games took place under an immense palm tree that was filled
with the singing of birds, or on the long wooden stairway, with its wonder-
ful smell of pine. There was one time when we liked playing Jules Verne's
“Trip to the Moon,” shutting ourselves inside a red folding screen. We
thought we were inside a rocket, traveling through space. We had a sterco-
scope that we loved, with views of Venice. When Halley's comet passed
through the sky over our garden, Georgic waited for it on the balcony
every afternoon with opera glasses.

V.0.: Did both of you read the same books?

N.B.: Until the age of ten we had Miss Tink, who taught us English and
reading. We didn’t go to school. Georgie learned quickly and I lagged be-
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