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Borges: Temadeltraidor2 delheroe
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Borges' early work containssomedescriptionsof streetsand places,
especiallyof his home city of BuenosAires, and in his earliestshort
story (E/ hombrede la esquinarosada)he attempted to imitate the
natural speech of his gauchofellow-countrymen. In the r93o's,
however, he began to develop a new kind of imaginative writing
which was speculativeand analytical and often nearer to the form
of the essaythan that of the short story. He describesthe changeas
follows: 'pas6de las mitologiasdel arrabal a losjuegoscon el tiempo
y con lo infinito.' ('I moved on from surburban mythologies to
gameswith time and the infinite.')l Following his temperament
which led him to 'gameswith time and the infinite' meant that he
quickly lost interest in using the normal techniques or concerns
of realism in his work. There is very little in his storiesof the 4o's
and 5o's that concentratesdirectly on physical landscapeor creates
atmospherethrough physical description.
Tema del traidor1 del hiroe which tells of the background to an
Irish rebellion in the I8so's is a typical illustration of Borges'
intellectual interests, one may call them metaphysical interests,
which work to the exclusion of realistic settingsin his stories. In
it Borgesstrips aside all the trappings of realistic fiction. In the
first paragraph he namesthe general literary sourcesof inspiratiorr
under whose influence 'he imaginado este argumento' ('I have
imaginedthis story').2 The precisetime of the action is unimportant,
he says. It can take place 'al promediar o al empezarel siglo XIX'
('in the middle or the beginningof the nineteenthcentury') (p. I37).
Neither is precision of place important, except that it should be
an oppressed country: 'Digamos (para comodidad narrativa)
Irlanda; digamos l8z4.' ('Let us say (for narrative convenience)
Ireland;let us say rBa4') (ibid). And the title itselfof the collection
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of stories in which Temadel traidor1 del hd.roe
appears-Ficcilnesis always an ironic reminder to the reader that he is reading
'fictions' not 'facts'.
Another causeof the lack of realistic and detailed landscaping
of the early nineteenth-centuryIrish scene emergesfrom Borges'
ironic attitude to the work of historians in trying to resurrect the
past. Severalof his short stories,none more so than the one under
discussion,imply a questionsuch as: how can we know the 'facts'
of an event at any given moment? In another of the Ficciones
short stories the fictitious author Pierre Menard puts his finger on
the problem when he writes, 'La verdad hist6rica [. . .] rro eslo que
sucedi6;es lo que juzgamosque sucedi6'. ('Historicaltruth is not
what has happened; it is rvhat we judge to have happened.')
(p. SS). Borges suggeststhat to do justice to truth an infinitely
greater sensitivity is required than a mere recounting of facts can
achieve. In his essayon Beckford'sVathekhe writes, 'Tan compleja
es Ia realidad, tan fragmentariz-y tan simplificada la historia, que
un observadoromniscientepodria redactar un nrimero indefinido,
y casi infinito, de biografias de un hombre, que destacaranhechos
independientesy de las que tendriamosque leer muchasvecesantes
de comprender que el protagonista es el mismo.' ('Reality is so
complex, history is so fi agmentary and simplified, that an omniscient observercould write an indefinite and almost infinite number
of biographiesof a man, which would emphasisedifferent facts and
which we would har,e to read many times before realizing that the
protagonistis the sameperson.')B But even lor the most sensitive
observer, the task of resurrecting the past must seem hopeless,
becausewhat were once real men are now reduced to words on a
page: 'Alexander is a seriesof words and Attila is another.'{
If history is inadequate to restorethe past with rvords,it is not
also impossibleto supposethat certain eventshave been organised
with future history in mind in order to deceivethe historians. How
can we be certain that rvhen we read history we are not reading
some manipulation of it designedto obscurethe 'historical' lacts?
Temadel traidor1t del hiroedeals with such a manipulation.
The story, then, does not aim to be a realistic account of an
early nineteenth century Irish rebellion. lVhat interests Borges
are not the personalities
and societyof the time, but the possibilities
for intellectual speculation that such a situation affords him. To
this extent Tema del traidordel hiroe reveals some of the recurring
central preoccupationsof Borge's literary production : the hidden
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complexitiesof any given situation, the vulnerability of historians
as they try to unravel the complexitiesof the past; but there also
emergethe positive themes of the beneficentrelationship between
life and art and betweenlife and an individual's attitude to death.
The story traces the causesof a fictitious rel-rellionagainst the
British authorities in r8z4. Borgeshas supposedlytaken the story
from an account written by a great-grandsonof the leader of the
rebelliousmovement,whosename wasFergusKilpatrick. Kilpatrick,
a charismatic and popular figure is mysteriously assassinatedin
very dramatic circumstanceson the eve of the rebellion: 'Kilpatrick,
fue asesinadoen un teatro; la policla britanica no dio jamds
con el matador; los historiadores declaran que ese fracaso no
empafla su buen cr6dito, ya que tal vez lo hizo matar la misma
policia.' ('Kilpatrick was assassinatedin a theatre; the British
police never caught the killer; the historians declare that that
failure does not decry their powers of detection since perhaps the
police themselves
were rcsponsiblefor the killing.') (p. rgB). But
the historians are wrong. For some time past there had been a
traitor in the ranks of the conspirators. IGlpatrick appoints one of
their number, James Nolan, to discover who it is. Shortly belore
the planned uprising itlolan reports that he has found the traitor
and that it is Kilpatrick himself. The leader acknowledgeshis
guilt but begs that his death may atone for his treachery. Nolan
is a Celtic scholar who has translated Shakespeareinto Gaelic
and had written on the European folk pageants,where nearly all
the village takes part in re-enacting an event from their history.
He conceivesa vast drama, with borrowings lrom Julius Caesar
and Macbeti in order to maintain and improve upon Kilpatrick's
heroic image belore his execution and to put the blame fbr it on
the British, thus aiding the uprising. Some days and hundreds
of people are devoted to consolidatingthis heroic image, according
to a script lvritten by Nolan; Kilpatrick's every word and gesture
of those days are prefixed by Nolan, and the historians faithfully
note them:'Las cosasque dijeron e hicieron perduran en los libros
hist6ricos.' ('The thingsthey said and did still remainin the history
books.') (p.t+r).
Kilpatrick's twentieth century biographer, Ryan, who is also
his great-grandson,discovers Nolan's manipulation of the facts.
But he also observesthat the borrowings from Shakespeareare too
obviously dramatic. Did Nolan deliberately include these weak
links so that lus rvork would be recognisedat some future date for
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the masterpiecethat it was? If this is so then Ryan's discovery is
also playing a part foresee' by Nolan in his play. Ryan
b"
"urrrrot
sure and publishes the orthodox account, which perhaps
was
l\iolan's true intention . . . perhaps. . . Ryan becomesu*"r. of the
cornplexities of the situation (his own relationship to Kilpatrick
rvould be another complexity), coming to realise perhaps, like the
inhabitants of the planet Tlcin in another of Borges,sirort stories
lllt-'"1 libro que no encierrasu contralibroes [. . .] incompleto'.
('A book that doesnot includeits counterbookis [. . .]-incomplete.')

@ .zt)

rn the story the historiansare wrong in hinting at police responsibiiity for Kilpatrick's death and although they .omi to the iight
conclusionsabout his heroism they use wrong premises. Ryin,
in o'der to maintain his identity as an individual and not lose it as
a possiblecharacterin'la obra de Nolan' (p. t4t), performing a
congratulatory epilogue to the rvork, decides to suppresswhat he
Ieels might be a more truthful account of the episode. of coume
he is unsure whether even this suppressionmight not have beerr
fbreseenby Nolan, and provided for.
The story suggestsa beneficentrelationship betweenart and life
in its treatment of the redemptive power of art. Kilpatrick's
treachery is redeemed in Nolan's vast drama. His apparent
heroism and charisma which disguised the treachery beneath,
becomes heroism again in his fidelity to the death that Nola'
scripts for him. It is when Nolan in apparent haste plagiarisesa
fellorv artist, shakespeare,rather than write from life that his
'populoso drama' is weakest and therefore nearest to being discoveredfor the manipulation that it is. Kilpatrick in fact helps the
writer to improve the script: 'Kilpatrick [. .. ] mds de una vez
enriqueci6 con actos y palabras improvisadasel texto de su juez.,
('Kilpatrick [. . .] more than once enriched, rvith improvised acts
and words, the text of his judge') (ibid). So the hero not only
fulfils the letter of the script but more than enters into the spirit
of it: the play is indeed the thing that provesthat his earlier heroic
reputation was the true oue. The saving transition from traitor
to hero is crowned in Nlolan'swork of art.
Kilpatrick spendsthe last four days of his life acutely aware o1'
his impending death: as the leader of the revolutionary council he
signs the warrant for his own execution. During the last days
every movement of his is designedto gain the best resultsfrom his
z6

An 'Irid

death. That Borges hi
presenceof death, his s

Hay una linea de V
hay una calle prdxir
nay un esPeJo
que n
nay una puertaque
Entre los libros dt r
lay alguno que ya r
f,ste veranocumplir
la muerte me desga

There is a line of Vr
thereis a streetnea
there is a mirror tha
there is a door that
Among the booksin
there is someone th
This summerI rvill
deathrvastes
me, inr

Even things rvhich r
his life ('a street nearby
mori for the poet. The fi
thoughts,since he knowr
rvill not be repeated. Dr
But a common link unitr
die: a calm fulfilled stoi
exception. His accepta
generosity and redeem
vast plan, 'Kilpatrick ju
occasi6n de redimirse y
swore he rvould collabo
chanceto redeemhimsel
He is described as 'arrt
redimia y quc Io perd
redeemedhim and destr
lado' ('longed for') and I
'apenas pudo articular
algunas palabras previst
two sudden gushesof bl
I{uch has been rvrir
of Borges. Tcma dcl trai
bility of saying anything

An 'Irish' story of Jorge Luis Borges
liscovery is
r cannot be
:rhaps was
wareof the
Kilpatrick
rps,like the
;hort stories
ncompleto'.
rcomplete,')
,lice responto the right
ses. Ryan,
ot loseit as
:rforming a
esswhat he
Of course
; have been
art and life
Kilpatrick's
is apparent
ry beneath,
that Nolan
plagiarisesa
tife that his
o being disact helpsthe
de una vez
de su juez.'
rrovised acts
:ro not only
to the spirit
arlier heroic
from traitor
ely aware of
y council he
ire last days
ults from his

death. That Borgeshimself is intensely aware of the threatening
presenceof death, his small poem Limitas brings out to the full:
Hay una linea de Verlaine que no volveri a rccoldar,
hay una callc pr6xima que estii vedada a mis pasos,
hay un espejoque me ha visto por fltima vez,
hay una puel'ta quc he cerrado hasta el fin del mundo.
Entre los libros de mi biblioteca (estoyvidndolos)
hay alguno que ya nunca abrir6.
Este verano cumpliri cincuenta aiios:
la muerte me deigasta,incesante.
There is a line of Vellaine that I rrill not lemernbc'ragain,
there is a street nearby that is closedto me,
therc is a mirror that has seenme for the last time,
there is a door that I have closeduntil the end of the rvorld.
Among the books in my library (I am looking at them)
there is some one that I rvill now never oDell.
'
This summer I rvill be fifty years of age;
p. r48).
death lvastesnrc, inccssantlr'. (El hacedor,
Even things rvhich seem llear and are a comfortable part of
his life ('a street uearby', 'the books ir"r my librarv') are a m/mento
mori for the poet. The first six lines might u'ell describe I(ilpatrick's
thoughts, since hc knorvs, lrom Nolan's script, u'hich particular act
rvill not be rcpeated. Dcath, indeed, pervades the stories of Borges.
But a common link unites the l'a)'s in which most of his characters
die : a calm fulfilled stoicisrn in the face ol'death. Kilpatrick is no
exception. His acceptance of death is a modcl of fidelity and
generosity and redeems his treason. \\'hen Nolan suggests the
vast plan, 'Kilpatrick jur6 colaborar cn ese provecto, qtre le daba
occasi<inde redimirse y que rubricaria su muerte'. ('Kilpatrick
swore he rvould coliaborate in that projcct, lvhich gave him the
chance to redeem himself and rvhich his death lvould seal.') (p. r.1o).
He is described as 'arrebatado J)or ese minucioso dcstino que l<r
redimia y quc lo perdia' ('firecl bt' that minute dcstiny rvhich
rcdeemed him and destroyed him') (p. r4l), the {-atals}rot is'anhclado' ('longed [or') and ]re remaius {aithful, even as the shot is fired:
'apenas pudo articular entre dos efusiones de brusca sal)gre,
algunas palabras previstas.' ('Hc could hardli' articulate tretrveen
two sudden gushesol'blood some prearranged words.') (ibid).
lv{uch has been rvr"itten of the scepticism and even uihilismi
of Borges, Tema dcl traidor1 del hiroe, rvhile sceptical of the possibility of saying anvthing adetluate about the past, expressessome
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of the writer's positive ideas with regard to the role of art in
people's lives and the redeeming quality of a stoical acceptance
of death.*
r I am grateful to Professor Nigel Glendinning rvho read an early draft of this paper
and made valuable suggcstions.

Notes
r. 'Borges y yo', El hacedor(Buenos Aires/Barcelona, 1967), p. 72. (The translations throughout are my own,)
z, Ficcioncs (Buenos Aires, t967), p. r37 (referred to below by the page number).
g. Otras inquisiciones
(Buenos Aires, t966), p. rB7.
4. Qgoted by A, M. Barrenechea in Borges: tlu labyrinth mc,ter (N.Y.U.P., 1965),
p. 59.
5. See, for example, Miss Barrenechea's book.
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