The

Faulknelr
Journa

Volume XXIV  Number 1
Fall 2008

Special [ssue
Faulkner: Beyond the United States

Guest Editor
| Barbara Ladd

dlesical
Hang

i R ;
S The University of Central Florida
i, For

‘mian fam-
"within

tral
wlp with




;’J F “ﬁlknélr " Earl E. Fitz and Ezra E. Fitz
ournal

| FAULKNER, BORGES, AND THE TRANSLATION OF THE WiLD PALMS:
" Tue Evolution oF BorGes’s THEORY CONCERNING THE ROLE OF
THE READER IN THE GAME OF LITERATURE

' Introduction

- orgess keen interest in translation is well known, as is his theory
’ of the crucial role that the reader plays in the production of liter-
ary meaning. A leading translation theorist, Lawrence Venuti, has
| praised Borges for his hitherto ignored insights into the art of trans-
| lation ( Translation Studies Reader 13-14), while the noted scholar and critic
© Efrain Kristal, with his fmnisible Work: Borges and Translation, has provided us
- with an excellent in-depth study of the many connections between Borges’s
work as a translator and writer. And the late Emir Rodriguez Monegal has
succinctly summed up the critical opinion regarding Borges’s landmark view
- of the reader, which first captured the attention of critics in France during
the early 1960s." Also widely acknowledged is the excellence of Borges’s 1940
" Spanish translation of Faulkner’s The Wild Palms (1939), a novel that, un-
- der Borges's inspired hand, would prove to be quite influential for an entire
generation of young Spanish American writers, many of whom would gain
renown in the 1960s and 1970s when Latin American literature first began to
gain a beachhead in the United States (Monegal 373). Indeed, it might well
be argued that, thanks to Borges's faithful if occasionally finessed translation
of The Wild Palms, Faulkner could rightly be regarded as not only an influ-
-~ ence on but an authentic progenitor of the “nueva novela hispanoamericana”
| ("new Spanish American novel”) and of the *Boom™ era itsel(.* This assertion,
it accepted, would, by virtue of being based on a detailed and entirely verifi-
 able case of influence and reception, lend additional credence to the rapidly
‘emerging field of inter-American literature, which itself’ depends to a large
extent on translation, both linguistic and cultural {Lowe and Fitz 1-24, 163-
66; Balderston and Schwartz 1-12; McClennen 119-23),°
Mﬁlu:‘zi;:lc[l:imj;ud;;l;h:d exposition of this argument miy well have heen Gérard Genette’s study, “La lir-
{ 35_33_&'5 iy schielars have noted, See Cohn 5-30; Budwards 60, 62-64, 7173 andd Diie-Diocarcts 30-33,
_ mmm::ﬁjifdﬂ;z::?:u:;liTel:ranflu:lcmu Il.w d:fin_i.:d s the comparative study of ituthors and texts ﬁ'ﬂﬂ:. Morth,
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What is not so clear, however, is the exact nature of the relationship be

b : ; Bv building on the work of Steiner, Venuti, Emi i
tween Borges's translation of the Faulkner novel, which he knew did not ran : : uti, Emir Rodriguez Monegal,

; : ; . Efrain Kristal, and Gregory Rabassa, and by comparing the origi

among Faulkner's greatest achievements, a.nld his evolwr}g theory about th imit with Borges’s transformation of it, we will Parguegin t;;‘%;:i Ft;’iki‘;
importance of the rieadlers Enle in the creation of a texi’s meaning and $igs 1 oras salvajes should be read not merely as an example of a particularly
nificance. In Borgess view, To translate is to produce literature, just as the' | ccessful translation by a modern master, but also as the final proof Borges
writing of one’s own uir:-rkhl,s-—-anfi it is more d{fﬁcult, more rare. In Fhe end ..ded to crystalize in his own mind the most radical feature of his new poet-
all literature is translation (qtd. in Kristal, Invisible Work 32). As evidencedl; 1.1 it is the reading of a text, and not its writing, that truly “creates the
by the numerous alterations, large and small, that Borges makes in his translaZ "1 o0 allows it to blossom (Monegal 77). We also believe that, at this
tion of The Wild Palms, it seems beyond dispute that as he read the Faulkney il juncture in his professional life, Borges used his translation of The Wild
text, Borges was cmnscmusl}: t?ngaged not only in a process of interpretation p,i. a5 a model for the development of a new kind of narrative fiction, one
and evaluation, but of creativity and even refinement as well. After scrutinizs emphasizing the ironically self-referential quality of the two intertwine % e
ing both texts carefully and compa:ratwely, it is evident thaic his version of Th§ i.q that comprise the novel, their hallucinatory, or “magical,” allure as verbal
W:Ifi ‘Pﬂlms, Las palmeras salvajes, teﬂects not a series of lSGt&FEd translation ; yifice, and their disruptions of narrative time and place to concretize his as
decisions but a coherent creative vision, one that must have verified for Borget .. inchoate ideas about what his own “nueva narrativa” or “new nﬂrrat'r;re,“

his growing belief that the discerning reader’s mind is the true site of a text§ Lyould be like (Monegal 4nd, 247-49; Fitz 1-4, 21-22). Las =T
flowering, both in the original language and, as we will demonstrate in . 2 s ) Las palenca salvapen e

: . : & contend, should be read in conjunction with “Pierre Menard, Author of the
course of this study, in its uansl_ahﬂn as well. , ) . '.Quixf:re” as a crucial part of Borges's narrative revolution, one that depends on
| To grasp the rationale beh_111d thm argument, a bit cnf literary history i the reader’s role in the creative process and on the innumerable ways the act of
in order. We know that after his Christmas Eve accident in 1938 Borges was pranslation makes manifest this then audacious theorv )

concerned about his mental faculties and about his ability to write.* We alsg Generally keeping his translation as tight, taut and dense as the Faulkner

know that the celebrated ficcion “Pierre Menard, autor del Quijote” (*Pieroriginal, the Borges version nevertheless tends, at times, to clarify both

Menard, Author of the Quixote”), appearing in 1939, was not only the firs Faulkner's syntax and his panoply of rich Southern dialects and registers, t

text that Borges completed upon his recovery but the first example of whal heighten both the drama (“Old Man,” which Borges, like most Fa u]kfﬁ C]_: f
critics would later term his “literatura fantdstica,” a new kind of writing thiiars, felt was the superior story)® and the n1etc:drarr::;t-r:“"l'he ‘:.’b’ild Pah;r’?] D&
explicitly eschewed the traditional demands of realism as mimetic represenito make a few alterations, mainly restructurings and deletions, that a § ari

tation in favor of magic, understood in the anthropological or epistenologi have been dictated by his own Sttt e (Kristal frwfs;fﬁ;!g War.ff E;‘:{ ;90
cal sense. Also occurring in 1939 was the publication of Faulkner's novel, in all, what we have with Borges’s Las palmeras mj;e:;'gs el 1.
Wild Palms, a work that Borges, who taught English and American literatukind of novel for the fledgling “Boom” novelists to stud }on;a 1'1:5 h‘IF' }Dg;d}’ ol
at the University of Buenos Aires and who was a perceptive critic of Faulknes e ighisgatec.ly
read very carefully, coming, finally, to write a short but judicious commer:
tary about it for the magazine El Hogar in May of 1939. The result of this pe
riod of health-related stress, intense creative activity, and theorizing about thi
nature of narrative was the publication, via the prestigious Sudamérica pu 5
lishing house, of Borges's translation, Las palmeras salvajes, in 1940. It 1s o 1
contention that Borges, who had long viewed the creative transaction that

As i R i sy . .
translation as absolutely fundamental to the process of literary interpretatioliship bct]::ezil ‘g,:;gzi ;]::I I;:rfuuﬁ::;t :ls i‘: m.fcr ﬂl: nderstanding of the_“‘!{ltm“‘
teilf {I’{nﬁtﬂh “Borges v la traduccién” 3-53, 22-23; Kristal, Invisible Work 1-33that Borges was working on his hl;dma_rEO1 %ge ??UT story. The !kahhmd
Di_aanmcaretz 31}-34}‘, was not only reading The Wild Palms but, at least in Msame time that he was pennin 11;:; El Ho i m-E1f E’;frrerMenard, e ol
mind, also translating it, or imagining how he might do so, even as he was wriithe same time that he was enga od i thga{ T Ilm. = fehﬂ ild Palms and at
ing “Pierre Menard,” a story that George Steiner lauds as “the most acute, mofistrongly suggests that Bor es’sgnfﬁ ae fIhnS ﬁt:?“,'_j, the Faulkner “':""FL
concentrated commentary anyone has offered on the business of translatioBmost concrete reatizationgin the form «:::I'Gthe ir;?s!:trig;r?niﬂ:“:? fﬁ:ﬁynd :5

; . . f ¥ mg.
What studies of translation there are . . . could, in Borges’s style, be termeds l € work of the renowned translator and literary scholar Gregory Rahass.% ha.:

commentary on his commentary” (70). ong demonstrated, a successful translation is really the result of a meticulous

4 writing stl}r]e that was the equivalent of the original’s English. For many young
Latin .'--.ITICIT’IGIEI'.I novelists who did not know enough English to read the dcn;;plorigi.
mal, Borges's tight version meant the discovery of 7 new kind of narrative writing,

Th e ad, H % .3 4 E . H H
[Mﬂnl;f] ;;3%1013.&'&. the best possible guide to Faolkner's dark and intense world.
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and sensitive reading coupled with a careful, yet never slavish, rewriting of th
original, a point with which Borges, already in 1939, would almost certainly
have agreed ( Treason 1-30). The most salient aspect of “Pierre Menard, Autho;
of the Quixote™ is precisely this: that reading is more central to a text’s intellec:
tual “life” than its writing and that, consequently, a reader is more importan;
to a text than its writer. Of this same creative fusion of reading and writing
Gabriel Garcia Mdrquez has written that he regards translation as “the deepey
kind of reading,” the kind that an imaginative artist like Borges would haw
understood intuitively (25). In transtorming The Wild Palms into Las palmera
salvajes, and in publishing “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote” in the sams
year, Borges must have felt that his translation of the Faulkner novel amounted
to a validation of his new theory about reading, which, as many critics haw
noted, was adroitly scripted into this famous fiecidn.

We believe that the best way to see the connection between Borges’s canmy
translation of The Wild Palms and the distillation of his theory of the impor:
tance of the act of reading is to examine textual examples of the kinds of deci
sions that Borges makes as he reads the Faulkner text and seeks to recast it iz
twentieth-century Spanish. By concentrating not so much on the specific, iso:
lated instances where Borges adds to or takes from the original text but on the
kinds, or ypes, of decisions he makes as he reads and translates it, we believe we
can show how Borges is here honing his skills as a discerning, evaluative reade
and, via the act of translation, embedding these readings in the nature of thi
creative act itself (Waisman 59-63, 70-73). Focusing, then, not on the tradi
tional question of whether or not Borges ever makes a “mistake” in his transla:
tion but on the particular reading strategies and lines of interpretation that he
employs in bringing the Faulkner novel to life in Spanish, first in his mind and
then in his translation, we have selected the following five categaries for clos:
comparative consideration: structure, style, subject matter, characterization
and the role of the reader. By examining passages from each of these categories
we can see the logic of Borges’s translation decisions and thus more accurately
assess the contribution that his translation of the Faulkner text makes to hit
new theory about the crucial role that reading plays in literature.

Form and Structure

Overall, we can see that in his translation Borges is faithful to the self
interrogating macrostructure that is so integral to Faulkner's original text
He maintains the same form, for example, of the two entwining stories (“Th

Wild Palms” and “Old Man”} that together constitute a ten-narrative sequence

in the same alternating order as the original (“The Wild Palms.” “Old Man;
“The Wild Palms,” “Old Man,” etc.). As in the original, Borges does not offe
numerical chapter divisians and, again as in the original, he does not soften o
compromise the abrupt transitions between chapters. Borges, moreover, re-
mains true to the Faulknerian technique of mentioning, or alluding to, a piec
of information that remains mysterious and unexplained until much later in

the story, the reader being called upon constantly to remember what she reads
{but understands impertectly) until she can put it together with information
that she learns, and reinterprets, later in the story. And, finally, as in The Wild
FPalms, only gradually does the (attentive) reader of Las palmeras salvajes come
to realize how profoundly the two tales reflect and comment on each other,
ending, finally, in an “antithetical parallelism” {Waggoner 140). The transla-
tion moves forward and backward in time and from one locale to another just
as the original does, with the Spanish reader experiencing the same kind of
spatial and temporal dislocation that characterizes the original. Further refined
by Borges, these qualities, too, would become distinguishing characteristics of
the stories and naovels written by the “Boom” writers of the 1950s and 1960s,
from Juan Rulfo’s spare 1956 masterpiece, Pedro Pdramo, to Gabriel Garcia
Mdrquez’s intricate and influential epic, Cien afios de soledad (1967). When
read together, we see that the real appeal of the two entwined narratives in The
Wild Palmslies in their ironic and contrapuntal relationship as reader-centered
texts, not their grounding in some specific sociopolitical context (though, of
course, these do exist and play roles, more so for Faulkner but also for Borg-
es).” This concern with literature’s existence as a verbal construct would have
been important for Borges because it illustrated, much as Edgar Allan Poe’s
earlier The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym (1838) had also suggested to him
(and at about the same time), that the true reality of fiction resides, first and
foremost, in its status as a largely self-referential verbal artifice, or ficcidn, and
not, as had historically been understood, in representational and mimetic
terms.” Faulkner’s first chapter, “The Wild Palms,” thus becomes, for Borges,
“Palmeras Salvajes,” while Faulkner’s second chapter, “Old Man,” becomes “Fl
Viejo.” Like Faulkner, Borges demands a great deal of effort from the reader,
whose active engagement with the text will determine what it is about and what
meaning can be extrapolated from it. )
Yet while we can say with confidence that the Borges translation is faithful
to the overall structuring of The Wild Palms,* there are some notable excep-
tions, and these point to the way Borges was reading the Faulkner novel and
how he envisioned he might improve it, particularly with respect to dramatic
intensity, ironic intertextual commentary, and readerly involvernent. With re-
gard to this last issue, it is interesting to note that Borges, sensitive to what for
his readers would have been the very different culture and language of the rural
American South of the 1930s, elects to offer a note at the bottom of the first page
of this chapter that explains to his Spanish reader the meaning of this reference;
“0Old Man: El Viejo: nombre familiar del rio Misisipi (N. Del T.)” (29).2
WB&Idcrsum, Owur af Cortext 1-17.
"l‘huPucnmﬂwﬁnomblrdixuﬁedh:rBurg:sinnneoﬂ'dsnmimpumnmitimlmys.“ﬁimnamﬁm
¥ o magia” ("Narrative Artand Magic”), which, along with the elosely connected “La postulacin de la realidad™
1"The Postulation of Beality™}, conends that there are really two kinds of narrative: the detailed reslistic kind and the
“reagical” kind, in which (avgued Borges) the dghiness of the verbal structure itself was more rigarous and mose de-

sirable than any arbitrary description of reality could be. Bath essys were prblished i the journal Discusider m 1932
S8ee Bravo 11-12

*Unless otherwise indicated, all texmual sxamples from Las palmrerns safvajes will be from the original 1940
Sudamérica edition.
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Borges also does not hesitate to break up long sections of the original into
new paragraphs, as he does, for example, in the fifth and final section of “The:
Wild Palms.”"" Where Faulkner offers an extended description of the hospital
into which Charlotte has been admitted and the gurney on which she was be-
ing transported, Borges sees the need for a new paragraph break, one that, in
his carefully read version, more sharply dramatizes the distinction between the
two winds, the hot and the cool, that are here being contrasted and that carry
such symbolic power (WP 257; P5 327). And by omitting the reference to “the
black sand it [the hot wind] had blown over,” Borges also clarifies Faulkner’s
image a bit though he is forced to give up something of the original’s power in
doing so. Borges, apparently still keying on the drama inherent in this scene,
also decides to alter its original paragraphing as it comes to an end, once again
seeking to intensify the scene’s drama (WP 257; PS 328-29). And, as if deciding
who is the more important character here, Borges then omits two sentences.
“He could hear it for a moment longer. Then he could not.” in favor of follow-
ing the newly set off “Luego ya no,” opting for a continuation of the emphasis
on the nurse, as opposed to the man {as in the original), and, decisively, for
shift from passive to active voice: “La enfermera estiré el brazo hasta la pared,
sond un botén y cesd el zumbido del ventilador” (“The nurse reached her hand
to the wall, a button clicked and the hum of the blower stopped” | PS 329; WF
2581).

Crucially, as Kristal points out, Borges “fully endorsed the view that ¢
translator could reshape and improve an original,” especially if he felt his deci-
sion would accentuate some aspect of the original text that he felt needed to be
highlighted, downplayed, rearranged, or even eliminated (31). For Borges, then,
“a faithful translation . . . retains the meanings and effects of the worl, whereas
an unfaithful translation changes them. A literal translation that changes the
emphasis of the work is therefore unfaithful, as opposed to a recreation, which
conserves them” (Kristal, Frmvisible Work 32-33). Toward the end of the frs
section of “Old Man,” for example, Borges creates a paragraph where Faulkner
had none, and in the process accentuates the change in fortune buried in the
original’s form, and the result, once again, is both a “re-creation” and an inten-
sification of the original’s “meanings and effects” { WP 26; PS 36).

This section is also instructive because it shows how, on this question ol
literalism, Borges felt quite free to alter the original’s syntax in order to produc
a translated version that retained the original’s sense most faithfully by using
the laws of Spanish syntax to do so. It is true that Borges loses something by
rendering the phrase, “the living unspoken thought among them” as “lo qu¢
pensaban y no decan” (literally “what they were thinking and not saying”),
but, on balance, one feels that the Borges version captures the conflicted es-
sence of the Faulkner original and that it does so without making the Spanish

I the first paragraph of the fifth section of “Cid Man,” for example, when the primitive forces of the
verse e contrasted with the mores of civilization, Borges seesa nend to break Faulkner's Jong opening discourse inin
bwor closely connected sections, with the second one, containing the references 1o the pregnant warman, the power of
the river's current, the snakes, and the deer, emphasizing the potensy of the natural world,
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translation sound, or read, either more or less idiosyncratically than Faulkner's
English; different, yes, but in similar ways { WP 26; PS 36)." If the unique sound
of the Faulknerian voice is not preserved, Borges retains the meaning quite suc-
cesstully.

Perhaps the most striking example, however, of Borges's penchant for
changing the structure and presentation of Faulkner’s novel comes in “The
Wild Palms,” when a timid and querulous Wilbourne attempts to come to
grips with the fact that his stronger and more assertive companion, Charlotte,
is leading him to perform an illegal abortion, an act repugnant to him, and an
act which, for Borges (who has described himself as being “old fashioned” and
“quite Victorian” in outlook [Di Giovanni, Halpern, and MacShane 107]), was
apparently so unsavory that its presence in the novel led him to make a series
of strategic decisions about how it should be handled in the translation:

S0 there's just one thing left,” he said, aloud. . . . “We can do it, we must do it 1
will find something, anything. —Yes!™ he thought, cried aloud into the immaculate
desolation, with harsh and terrible sardonicism, “1 will set up as a professional abor-
tiomist.” Then he would return to the cabin, (WP 175)

For Borges, always conscious of the power dramatic structuring possesses, the
translation of this section required two crucial changes, one involving the sec-
tion’s paragraphing and the other the degree of emphasis given to what Borges
felt was the decisive utterance:

—5dlo queda una cosa —dijo en alta voz, en una especie de serenidad. . . . Podemos
hacetlo, debemos hacerlo. Encontraré algo, cualquier cosa, 5if —pensaba, gritaba en
la desclacin inmaculada, con dspera v terrible ironia—: me instalard como
especialista en abortos.

Entonces volvia a fa cabafia, { PS5 226)

By breaking this passage up into two sections, and by ending the first section
with Wilbourne’s declaration (one that in the original makes him seem more
pathetic than tragic), Borges effectively emphasizes this turning point in Wil-
bourne’s development as a character, a man (a doctor) so totally subservient
to Charlotte, a married woman and his much more dominant paramour, that
he will do something that he believes is wrong. But because Borges's reading of
this section apparently keys on the shocking quality of the man’s declaration,
his translation of it must make Wilbourne’s decision to become an abortionist
not only the most salient feature of the entire scene but its most eye catching as
well. This, apparently, is why Borges elects to write it in italics and to conclude
this dramatic moment with this particular line.”

"In"The Ear in Translation,” Rabassa argues that goad translation is aften nat only an issug of gram-
mar, s, and diction bat also of how it “sounds” how natural the translation seems 1o & nasive speaker
of the “into” hinguage. On occasion, Rabassa reminds us, a transkator has to step away from grammatical
fidelity and eoward a bit of stylistic invention in arder to remain most Bithful to the ariginal text.

“Borges repeats this tactic in the fourth section of “The Wild Palms” where he also modifies the
original’s paragraph structure, breaking a long Faulkner section into two parts and, once again making use
of italics, intensifying the scene’s essential point, which deals with the increazingly sharp contrast between
the psychology of Charlotte and that of Wilbourne (WP 186 DS 239-40).
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Style

If structuring is generally a success story for the Borges translation, his
struggle with the intensely regional diction of The Wil! Palms is more fraught
with problems, not to the point of failure but, more importantly, in ways that
highlight the linguistic differences between English and Spanish, their respec-
tive strengths and weaknesses. In the opening line of the passage just cited, for

example, Faulkner, in a line bristling with problems for the reader/translator,

LedL

writes, 'l reckon that means it [the levee] will bust tonight, one convict said”
{ WP 26). Borges translates this seemingly simple but, for the translator, very
complicated utterance by writing, “—Eso quiere decir que van a reventar esta
noche—dijo uno de los penados” (PS 36). By beginning not with the voice of
the, at best, semiliterate convict but with the much more neutered “Eso quiere
decir” (“That means it”), Borges seems to admit the impossibility of finding
even an approximate Spanish equivalent for “I reckon,” a verb use that here, as
elsewhere in the novel, has a great deal to do with characterization. Then, too,
the convict’s use of the common but substandard “bust,” rather than the more
correct, and formal, "burst,” cannot be re-created in Spanish, which points to
some degree of tonal loss in the translation. And, by changing from the very
specific singular of Faulkner's “it [the levee]” to the plural of “van a reventar’
(“they are/they’re going to burst”), Borges slightly aiters the exact point, or fo-
cus, of the sentence, electing to call the reader’s attention not to the specific
levee referred to by the convict but to the larger question of the levees in general
which was, in fact, the point of the utterance that preceded this one: “Crest Now
Below Memphis. 22,000 Refugees Safe at Vicksburg, Army Engineers Say Levess
Will Hold” (WP 28).

Diction issues also surface in Borgess decision to allow such terms as “gum-
bo.” "ginger ale,” “dump,” “boy scout,” “overalls,” “chewing-gum,” “cow-hoys.
and “hall” to remain in English, though another term, “Cajan,” comes across as
“islefio,” a word more traditionally understood in Spanish as “islander.” or “of
the islands™ (especially the Canaries). Borges seems to use in his translation as
“outsider” or “other,” one wha, by dint of speech and dress, is “insular” to the
point of strangeness, demonstrably different, even alienated, from the others:
In this respect, moreover, it could be argued that Borges’s choice of “islefio” for
“Cajan” is actually a brilliant decision because, as in Faulkner’s original nsage
(where the convict's inability to understand the Cajan’s language is critical), his
reading (and translation) of this section of the novel focuses squarely on the es-
sential problem being examined here, that of difference and the problems of hu-%
man communication that derive from it. Further, it is noteworthy that Borges,
considering his readers’ awareness of the powerful cultural distinctions that ares
mvolved here, apparently does not feel the need to explain “Cajan” in a footnote,
as he does with “Old Man” and “Andrew Jackson” (PS 296). Indeed, he seems tr3
feel that in Spanish, “islefio” conveys approximately the same sets of different
ating cultural markers and semantic vibrations that “Cajan” does in English, an
that context will allow his readers to understand its use here {Vickery 159).

g s ——

While most, if not all, these terms likely would have been understood by
educated Spanish language readers in 1940, a more problematic example is the
word “moccasin,” from the fifth section of “Old Man.” A kind of poisonous
snake common to the bayous and waterways of the South, the moccasin is the
specific kind of serpent the convict and his pregnant female charge encounter
as they battle the swiftly rising waters of the Mississippi River during the great

flood of 1927. Later in the same section, Faulkner’s convict speaks again about

another moccasin but this time refers to it merely as “just another snake” (WP
193). In both instances, however, and in all subsequent references to this par-
ticular animal, Borges translates the word “moccasin” as “serpiente” a tactic
which, owing to the Latin roots of both Spanish and English and alluding to
the danger lurking within the Garden of Eden, serves him well with “serpent”
but not so well with “moccasin,” an Indian word which, in the Faulkner text,
resonates with tremendous regional specificity and mythic intensity (PS 247,
249)." And in the famous line where Faulkner has one of his characters appear
to allude, in the process of making a rather bizarre toast, to Ernest Heming-
way, ““Yah,' McCord said. ‘Set, ye armourous sons, in 2 sea of hemingwaves.”
Borges writes: * —S$i —dijo Mc Cord. Drink up, ye armourous sons in a sea of
hemingwaves” WP 82; PS 110). Borges not only highlights the Hemingway ref-
erence by using italics, he also provides the entire allusion with an explanatory
note (something not found in the original): * Retruécanos mas bien intraduc-
ibles a la manera de James Toyee Armourous = Armour + amorous: heming-
waves = waves + Hemingway” (PS5 110). Then, too, the slangy “Yah™ that opens
the utterance loses something in its translation as “si,” which, though semanti-
cally correct enough, fails to develop the speaker's character as effectively as
the original does. The difference between “yah”™ and “yes” in American English
does not come through in the Spanish “si,” and the loss, though slight, is sig-
nificant in terms of characterization and tone.

A much more serious problem of the same basic type is Borges's transla-
tion of “nigger,” a term both commeon to and essential to Faulkner’s text (given
its time, place, and characterizations} and a word widely regarded as explo-
sively offensive in terms of its connotations and usages. In the fourth section
of “The Wild Palms,” for example, Faulkner has his hapless male protagonist
say,“Oh .. . I see now. Yes. So they smelled it. Like niggers do,” a line which
Borges, hewing closely to the original’s syntax but lacking a Spanish equivalent
for “nigger,” is forced to translate as “—Ah! . . . Ya entiendo. Si. Lo olfatearon.
Como los negros (WP 158; PS 2053). Interestingly, the problem of translating
racial and ethnic slurs continues, with Borges rendering “wops” as “gringos.”

“Another animal, less central o the story's mvthic intensity, is the “muskrat,” which Borges rather
excatively translates as “castor,” the Spanish word normally used to mean “beaver” { WP 215 PS 2811, Borges
akw translates "sorghum™ as “cafia dulce” 2 term more commonly used to denote “sugar cane” { WF 281;
F5358). The modern Spanish word for sorghum, *sorge.” may well not have existed in 1939, and thus nat
Bave been available to Borges. It is alsn interesting to note that whereas Faulkner repeats the word, sarghium
twhich he alse emphasizes by writing it in jtalics). Borges elects to delete it { WP 281; £5 358). In this same
scane, Borges also tramslates s particular 19305 piece of farm cquipment. the “shovel plow,” as “arada” or,
Sply, plow”™ [ WP 281; PS352) And “Shil” at one point becomes “Demoniol™ [ WP G PS5 115).

"Borges makes use of explanalory notes ar several points in his tranglation,
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“hunkies” as "polacos,” and “chinks” as “chinoes,” all of which lose a good bi Borges, reproducing here the spirit, if not always the letter, of Faulkner’s
of their emotive force in Borges’s semantically accurate translation (WP 157 distinctive syntax, in which clauses seem to proliferate from other clauses and
58; PS 204-05). The problem here is that the reader responds to a text ne where even the altentive reader finds herself increasingly uncertain as to what
merely intellectually but emotionally as well, and it is in this latter context that subject or verb these relate to, also captures his quicksilver rhythm patterns
the loss occurs. and the sense of wild motion that characterizes this scene: “el esquife naveg-
Diction was not the only stylistic problem that Borges faced as he soughl ando a una velocidad de expreso estaba en una entrafia hirviente entre tahlas
to transform Faulkner’s text into modern Spanish. Syntax, profoundly tied levantadas y vertiginosas” and “lo vomité en un paroxismo final, al agitado
both to a language’s musicality and to its ability to generate meaning, and no: pecho del Padre de [as Aguas” (PS 175)." Both in Faulkner’s English and in
toriously difficult for the translator to handle, also presented him with som: Borges’s Spanish, the reader, like the convict in his boat being whipped around
daunting challenges. Ranging from the violent to the lushly lyrical, the poetry by the currents, is lost in a torrent of words, forced to navigate a number of
of Faulkner’s writing stems consistently from his syntactic modulations, a tac possible meanings and to plumb a variety of complex relationships and struc-
tic that was not lost on Borges, who was himself experimenting at the tinie tures, all of which make reasonable sense but only some of which will lead to a
with similar narrative innovations (Monegal 372-73). For example, in the find sense of SECUrity or satisfaction,
section of “The Wild Palms.” which contains much of the novel’s most intens Closely linked to both diction and syntax, and very much a function of
and compelling writing, a Faulkner character tells & now despairing Wilbournt these, tone also ranks as one of the most elusive qualities a translator must
an extraordinary story about a sawmill worker who is badly cut in the violene deal with. Because The Wild Pajms contains a number of tonal shifts, the
that erupts at a crap game but who is subsequently saved by a skilled doctot reader, even in English, must be very alert and pay close attention not merely
thus implying that Charlotte, too, will survive the damage done to her ( WE to what is said but also to what is tmplied, often ironically so. And, as his
253). Borges, carefully tracking, as a reader, each shift in voice, tone, register translation proves, Borges once again demonstrates to us his excellence as
and rhythm, and keenly aware of the ironically parallel significance that this @ reader and his ability to transform the reactions he gets from his reading
story possesses, deftly counters with Spanish equivalent that, allowing for into another text, similar to the original vet different from it, just as a mel-
grammatical impossibilities, rings remarkably close and true to the spirit of the ody played by one instrument sounds different when it is played by another
original ( PS 323).1 instrument. Humorous sections in The Wild Palms, for example, appear in
An example of the roiling, free association-like sentence that Faullner basically twa categories, the situational and the verbal. There are numerous
could spin so effectively (and that would later influence the work of such writ instances of both, and the alert, engaged reader often senses a wryly humor-
ers as Garcia Mérquez, Carlos Fuentes, and José Donoso) comes from the third ous tone emerging unexpectedly from the text. One such case, representing
section of “Old Man,” which, stylistically speaking, also ranks as one of the the situational category and explaining the circumstances under which the
novel’s most convincing chapters. With respect to sentence length and com- convict commits his crime, comes from the opening lines of the first sec-
plexity and the problems these pose for the translator (who works within the tion of “Old Man”: "Once . . . there were two convicts, One of them . . .
stylistic confines and traditions of a different literary culture), Borges him- was in for fifteen years . . . for attempted train robbery,” a plan, the reader
self has noted that after the translation of The Wild Palmns appeared he wat quickly learns, the convict had put together after reading pulp fiction “pa-
“blamed” for writing sentences that “were far too inyolved,” as if failing to re- per novels—the Diamond Dicks and Jesse Jameses and such” and believing
produce a foreign writer’s distinctive syntax could be regarded as a translation everything that appeared in them (WP 20-21)." Borges, well versed in the
virtue (Di Giovanni, Halpern, and MacShane 136)." Describing the convicts traditions of Plato {for whom the “lies” of the poets made them a threat to
heroic battle with the raging flood waters and, thus, with the ancient forces of the Republic), Don Quixote, and Madame Bovary, would have been familjar
the natural world, Faulkner writes, “the skiff, travelling at express speed, was i with this authorial gambit and so would have been able to translate it quite
a seething gut between soaring and dizzy banks” and “in a final paroxysm, res faithfully, as, indeed, he does, including, even, the fable-like tone that opens
gurgitated him onto the wild bosom of the Father of Waters” (WP 133-34).Y © this section: “Una vez ... habia dos penados. Uno de ellos. . . . Estaba conde-
*"Calmese, In van & salvar, Es el doctor Richardson en persona. Haritres afios trajeron un negro ¢¢ 1240 a quince afios . . . POF conato de robo en un tren” (PS 29, 30, In order
un aserradero donde alguien le habia atravesada los intestinos con uny navaja en un juega de dados, Buend 10 reference, in a culturally meaningful way, these popular paperback novels

qué hiro ol doctor Richardson? Lo abti, ko corté las tripas qUE No servian, pepd lag dos puntas comn quiedt for his Spanish —s;peakinq readers, Borges here makes use of an explanato ry
valeitniza un tube de gouma, ¥ ¢l negeo ya estd en su trabajn.” ! x

*Kodaina comments on Borges's sensitivity, as 2 reader, writer, ind translator, to isues of style, musit
especially the importance of synbax, often regarded by professional translators s the mogt veldtile of the “See Diaz-Diocarer: 32,

stvlistic elements. : “Another case appeacs later in the novel, where we are tald about how a man who escapes & falling
“lInterestingly, and in conteast to what Faulkner does, Borges clects nor ta break up the long pass:lg?__m& i then strack by the " twa-ounce paper weight which was sitting on it the irony of which Borges neatly
1

of which this quotation is a patt (WP 133-34; PS5 | 72.75), | <atches in his transfation | WP 196; pg 251},
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footnote: “Léase los Juan Moreira, los Hormiga Negra, etc.” citing exampleswe read affects us as we live out our lives “beneath the red and yellow drift of the
of popular Argentinean fiction that corresponded, more or less, to the kinds of Waning vear, the miyriad kissing of the repeated leaves,” Borges, reproducing not
American novels to which the young convict had so gullibly fallen Prey (PS29).only the beauty of the imagery here, but also jrs complex sentiment, counters
Later, in an example of verbal humaor, Faulkner plays with a confusion over thewith “bajo la roja y amarilly caida del asp declinante; bajp ¢f innumerable be-
wards “hemophiliac” and “hermaphrodite,” 4 confusion that Borges mimic sarse de Jas hajas repetidas,” 4 transformation that, a5 was characteristic of hig
in a tonaily near-perfect exchange (WP 203; ps 260).% Although in handIingttﬂns]atiuns, subtly enhances the original’s evacative pPower (WP 88: P51 17:
this scene Borges continues to have to make allowances for “aint,” although Kristal, Invisible Work 37 ).
he loses some zip with his rendering of “Plenty of life in the old carcass,” ant  Borges’s skill at capitalizing on Faulkner’s own lyvricism is clearly in evi-
although he misses or elects not to designate the convict in question as “tall; dence, as well, in this passage from “0|d Man™
his translation does catch the verbal confusion that characterizes this comic v et SiSeily mom A A s i ———
" 3 L . b 1 " sty & T, 5 W il By SKY,

Sechem Fau?'knﬂ:s ‘.jngma] fIrVP_EfJB}. . i ; day j:se?; dEE;JfIJ'::gr ;.v:—;hou[ :riﬁf; Thle ;Eff mm'mtd in .'Il n?lliutbl?t:g;:;raur: nf}gra:

Something similar oceurs with respect to Borges’s handling of 3 disparag

. : & : _ $auze which merged almag without demarcation with the roiling spittle-frathed
ng remark that the character McCord makes to Wilbour:}f:r Yah, you're a hel debris-choked water. (WP 130

expression in English, comes across for Borges in a way that, while not at aklanguage in which it is written), Borges, a superb and very influential poet
literal, does find 2 solid, culturally significant equivalent in Spanish, the secont himself, wisely elects here not to go for a literal transformation, which wouyld
part, shightly more so but, in the main, playing on the old cliché about the neetbe impassible, but for a poetic Te-creation in Spanish that, having on its read-
for one to have the courage of one's convictions, emerges as risible in bother basically the same phonetic and semant;c impact that the original has on
English and Spanish, and for the same reasons. As a reader, Borges is clearliits reader, is fired by a paralle] lyricism and rhythm: “Ahora Hovia seguido
tuned in to the many, often humorous, tonal changes at work in Faquner’saunque no fuerte, todavia sin pasién el cielo, el dia disolviéndose sin pena, el
text, with the result that his translation comes alive, tonally speaking, just &E5quife se movia en un nimbao, un aura de 8asa gris que se confundia cas; sin
Faulkner’s original does, _=]imite con la revuelta Agta espumosa, atascada de basura” (PS5 171).

Imagery, too, is an area where the Borges transiation excels, In “0Oid Man
for example, the edenic imagery that drives the story casts the convict as ai Theme and Content
ironic Adam, a man whe can scarcely comprehend what 15 happening to hin
Or why, as he finally finds refuge “upon that quarter-acre mound, that earthes  Angther thorny problem that Borges faces, as reader and translator of The
ark out of Genesis” ( Wp 194). Well-informed about such biblica] imagery e Wild Palms, is how he will re-create the sometimes sensationalistic content of
traditions, and himself 5 sophisticated ironist, Borges follows Faulkner sﬁthe novel, specifically the electrically charged and not infrequently elliptical
for step here, clearly aware of the effect this scene must produce on its readjl_anguagc that Faulkner reljes upon to describe the unexpected pregnancy of
As a result, his convict, too, finds himself “refugiado sobre esas pocas vara Charlotte, the dominan character in “The wilg Palms,” and what happens
cuadradas de terrapién, esa Arca terrestre salida del Génesis” (PS5 2507, Agaii because of it. The question is important because Charlotte’s condition relates
not missing or Lmderestimating any detail or symbal, Borges transforms t ot only 1o g parallel condition of the woman in “0ld Man” but to severa)
controlling images of “The v 'ild Palms”—the tree itself and the black ywi other features of her own story, and if Borges were to err with his translation
that, at the end, so mysteriously lashes it in 2 “sudden frenzied clashing” (“ref{or his reading) of the language that carries and conveys Charlotte’s preg-
penting furiasn”}—bui!ding these, along with the other symbols and mog Bancy, much of what is most compelling about the two tales would be lost or
into his narrative so that their functions and Impacts mirror the effect in th obscured. While the unnamed woman in “Old Man” gives birth, Charlotte,
original (WP 258; p§ 329). with her fataliy exaggerated devotion to self-immolating “love,” dies from

As Juan Benet has pointed out, the most beguiling aspects of The wﬂé’the tomphications resulting from a botched abortion. For Borges, the transla-
Palrms stem from its best metaphoric moments, » feature of the original ﬂuz-hﬂn problem, which begins with the novel’s opening Pages, when the reader

Borges does not fajl 1o capture (14-20). When, for example, the reader, whiis stil] uncertain as to what is happening and why, becomes all byt intractable
is privy to Wilbourne’s stream of consciousness, learns about how much whatin the fourh section of “The Wild Palms,” when Charlotte and Mrs. Buckner

— ) _ are discussing the many complications women face with respect to the con-
“Earlier, Faulkner had toved with the word, “androgynous” the humar of which Borges alan calcb%

and adroitly transforms { WE 109-10; P5 115, “ditions of Pregnancy and marriage:
.
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“Make him marry you.”

. something for it,” which Borges, perhaps stumbling on the exact meaning of
Maybe 1 will” Charlotte said. the English slang term em loyed here, translates as “lulna pelea. Le & i
“You make him. It’s better that way. Especially when you get jammed.” g & ploy e, Sliles ¢ ap L€ pegue a mi
SAve vou janmeds” mujer. La he embarazado. Quiero algo para eso” (WP 180: pS 233). Beyond the
“Yes. About a month." (WP 151) question of why Borges added the line, “Le pegué a mj mujer” (“T hit my wife/

woman”), which, of course, does ot appear in the original (hence the possibili-

Borges interprets and re-creates this key exchange in the following, structural%_r. ty that Borges may have misund erstood the idea expressed by T kniocked up my

parallel fashion: girl”}, Borges also renders the idea of “knocked up,” which implies an unwant-
- —— ed pregnancy for an unmlafried woman, with the standani Spanish verb thaz
—Puede ser que Io haga —dijo Carlota, merely expresses the CDI!'L'IIU{}II'I of 't;el-:ng pregnant. Because estar emb&razadg
—Hégalo. Es mejor asi. Especialmente cuando estén peleados. COTVeys no necessary suggestion of Impropriety, as the English phrase does, it
—Y ustedes estin peleadost seems that Borges may here have made a slip, though not one that severely af-

—5i. Hace como un mes. (PS 196) fects the story’s plot development,

jammed” (which Englist This issue comes 10 « head shortly thereafter, when, as she boils the instru-

Aside from Borges's very imaginative handling of * cments, Charlotte prepares her tremblin and conflicted lover, Wil
speakers of the time would have recognized as slang for “pregnant.” or “knocke. rform the ab 011.%%11 p & milicted lover, Wilbourne, to

up”) as “estin peleados.” a plural past participle that one would net normall e
expect to find in a Spanish utterance and that shifts the focus from the WO “Charlotte,” he said. “Chariotte”

to the couple, what is most interesting here, from the perspective of Borges! “Tts all righr; We know how. What was it you told me nigger women say? Ride me
reading of this dialogue, is that while he translates the first two usages of “you'  down, Harry” (WP [86)

as the singular (and formal) “usted” he then changes his line of interpretatior . . ) o _

so that the third “you”—“Are Vou jammed?’—is unambiguously plural (and Porges, again following closely, offers this as his Interpretation:

in the first instance, “estén® present subjunctive as well, perforce the rules o T

Spanish grammar), whereag in Faulkne_r"’s original the issue of number is mud — Tt By Yo cabngss rs -2 S opmanes s
more ambiguous, though given the subject matter and context of the conversa 7. (PS239)

tion, one feels that the singular form of “you” represents Faulkner’s intentio

throughout the exchange.” It is also possible that, by putting the onus of th Again, Spanish has no equivalent form for “ride me down,” understood in this
pregnancy on both the woman and the man {as opposed to the woman alone particylar context, and, as a result, Borges, ever the imaginative reader and the
this is another case where Borges felt obliged to avoid what he, or his mothé inventive writer (his use of the ellipsis, for example, enhances the line’s inherent
{who often assisted him with his translations), might have regarded as an inde drama by drawing the reader deeper into a contemplation of the con flict), elects
cent or indiscreet line (Kristal, Invisible Wark 41; Monegal 373).2 to go for sernantic clarity in his translation rather than for any kind of unnatural

The problem of Charlottes unwanted pregnancy continues to the ent linguistic invention, which would likely have confused his readers more than it
of this same section, where her companion, Wilbourne, $aY5, in Tesponse to | would have enlightened or engaged them. Ambiguity is one thing, confusion an-
question about why his face is injured, “Fight . . . [ knocked up my girl. I wan other, and the good translator does not accept the latter, even when unsuccess-

s evidence of Borges's skill and Perceptivity as a reader, we paint to 1 variant of “fammed up." fu]f]." Sﬁek{ng the former, As a result, “ride tpe domwn™ becomes, for B{Jrgf_’s, the

2t in a jam," which Faulkner makes use of late in the aovel 1o deseribe the agitated state in which onedvery sensible “Lfbmme’” which might he translated Hl‘{‘rﬂll}f as “Free me up”c}r
his characters finds himsslf " Come on here; the officer said. “Sit down hefore vou get yourself in a jami s

" M. : : - L3 :
something™ (WP 253). Borges, ever alert that the same words can comvey different meaning in differer, CE 1€ frﬁe, which conveys, if not the poetry of Faulkner’s line, then certainly
situations, transkates this line as: “—Vameos —dijo el oficial—, Siéntese antes que le dé un ataque o alg 118 Mient, >

which suggests that he interprets “get vourself in 2 jam” as something 2 bit more specific, such as “you'll ha ﬁ]though the problem of the abortion, as we know, led Rurges o excise many
a heart attack or samething” (F5 322),

¥Two similar acts of bowdlerization, ane perpetrated by Faulkner's eriginal publisher, the other c?_uf the textual references tq it, with the result that a number of Faulkner passages
chestrated by Borges himself, alsn pertain to this novel, As Nocl Polk notes Faulkner's own typescripe shign d1AVE been tru ncated, certain other SE‘.}L‘LIHU}-’ related references were deleted as well
that he had originally intended the final fine of The Wild Pafms to be “Wormen, shit,” which, in the ﬂﬂ'r'f{iliKri.sfai, Tnvisible Work 185n73). For ﬁxampfe, in the third section of “The Wild

er McCord says, “Sweet Jesus. . __ Holy choriated cherubim, I

first printing, the editor, apparently concerned abaut the vulgarity of the ward, “shit,” changed the cORVIT moz
utlerance to read; “Wamen, WP 289-90], Following suit, but once again emploving the ellipsis, i Paimﬁ: the charact
original 1940 Borges translation has this for its final line: "—Mujeres! - . . —dijn al penado also” [ P8 355 Tt i% worth neting thar e B e = o
: it : g : ! : g that at this particular functure in the ng rrative, when the botched abortion is about
Dddly enough, boweves, the same et_i:mr.appare:r:!} missed an carlier rcf::lrence in l;aulknﬂs baok ab-e_t-: o take place (thus causing the death of Charlotte), Rorges apparently felt that the sense of drama and tension
triles and females but withaout the pricks or cunts,” wh ich Borges renders as " miachos  hembras pera sin M wasso strong that, as the re-creator of the Faulkner text, he needed to set jt off from the next line (in contrast
i accurate enough if considerably laundered translation {WP5 PSE1). 0 Faulkner, wha does not ser it ot} which he does with a douhle spacing.
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I am ever unlucky enough to have a son, I'm going to take him to a nice clean
whore-house myself on his tenth birthday” (WP 118).2 Borges, in reading
this line and in translating the first part in a fairly literal fashion, elects ta
omit the latter half of this utterance, the whore-house reference: “—Dulce
Jestis —dijo Mc Cord—. Dulces querubines. Si tengo la desgracia de tener
un hijo—" (PS 155). By ending with the ellipsis, Borges avoids reproducing
what may have been, for him, an unpleasant or superfluous reference and yet
is able to maintain, and even heighten, the reader’s involvement in the text
The ellipsis is like an open window through which she peers into the possible
meanings and implications that are Iying dormant in the text waiting to bg
activated by the imaginative and creative process that is reading.

Later in this same section, Faulkner offers his reader the infamous
and ludicrous scene of the first frozen and then exploding douche bag, ¢
scene which, in Faulkner’s text, relates directly (if, given her nature, rathes
incredulously) to Charlotte’s becoming pregnant and, thus, to the StOryh

plot structure (WP 172). Borges, however, apparently deciding to allow hi¢

reader to supply what, in his version, will be this missing tidbit of informa
tion, eliminates entirely the reference to the douche bag (PS 223). Almost
immediately, Borges then makes another elision, “the seed got burned up in
the love, the passion,” an allusion that, in Faulkner’s text, smacks of a VETT
destructive sexual intensity but one that Borges feels is not needed or desired
(WP 172). By making these cuts, Borges mitigates the sexual violence inher
ent in Faulkner’s tale and, at the same time, focuses the reader’s attention
on the tragic failure of the love being depicted here while once again avoid-
ing any complicating reference to the douche bag, which, as we have seen
Borges deems less necessary to the integrity of the novel than Faulkner does
(PS223).

Several more deletions occur toward the end of this section of “The Wilé
Palms,” most of which relate in one way or another to issues of sex.? One of
these is a section in which, along with the issue of the abortion, the specter of
incest is also raised while another addresses the commercialization of abor
tions, infidelity, anger, and rape { WP 184-83: PS 237).

“You bastard! You damined bastard! So you can rape lirtle girls in parks on Saturday
afternoons!” She came and snatched the cap from his head and hurled it into the
fireplace . .. and then clung to him, crying hard, the hard tears springing and stream-
ing, “You bastard, you damned bastard, you damned damned damnped—"

She boiled the water herself and fetched out the meagre instruments. (WP 185)

juan Benet reports that this paragraph was elso “censorada” in the 1944 Argentine edition (15).

“Oime that does not vefer to sex is Faulkner's reference to the uniform of 2 WEA school crossing guard
“And even then he did not enter but stood instead in the epening with an his head a cheap white hetlows
wopped peaied cap with 2 vellow band-—the solitary insigne of a rankless WA schonl crassing guard—and
his heart cold and still with a grief and despair that was almast peaceful” { WE 1357 Borges, perhaps not un-
derstanding the reference to the WEA schooi crossing guard uniform, or perhaps not judging i o be wsefd
in terms of the artistic development of Faulkner's piece, leaves it out: *Y ain hacerls no cntrd: s¢ quedd o
un umbral con un barate gorrg blanco de picos con ura cintills amarilia—la solitaria ingignia de un cel
dor—v con el corardn quieto v helado por una pena ¥ desesperacidn que cran casi sedantes” | PS5 258),
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Borges elects to edit these passages, omitting several items and changing the
scene’s structuring so that the emphasis stays on the conflict that Borges reads
a8 most essential (PS5 238), While one could argue that Faulkner’s “hard tears”
loses something here in Borgess translation as “lagrimas tristes,” the more no-
table loss surely must be Faulkner’s suggestion that Wilbourne will rape little girls
on Saturday afternoons, a reference that, while perhaps offensive to Borges (and
in his view, unnecessary as well on artistic grounds, this being the more impor-
tant consideration for Borges [Kristal, Invisible Work 28-30]), also enhances the
tharacterization of Charlotte, whom Faulkner casts throughout in 2 none-too-
favorable light.

Borges’s deletion of this type of material in his translation comes to some-
thing of a climax when Faulkner has Charlotte, who has just boiled the “meagre
instruments” with which he of the trembling hands will soon perform her abor-
tion, speak about the knives that will be involved (WP 185-86). Borges accepts all
of Faulkner’s description save the reference to knives, which, in terms of its exact
meaning, is none too clear in the original text, and so it could be argued that here
Borges, true to his ideas about translation, has determined to delete what he judg-
es to be the nonessential material and thus sharpen what he feels is the primary
focus of this scene, which, in his view, deals with Charlotte’s manipulation of the
hapless Wilbourne (Kristal, Irvisible Work 30-3 1,41: PS239),

Characterization

The category of characterization, which is so essential to a successful narra-
tive and which depends so heavily on description, point of view, and dialogue,
must, with only one small cavil, be regarded as another major area of success
for Borges in his translation of The Wild Palims, By paying close attention to the
ways Faulkner uses dicton, tone, and register to develop his characters, by hew-
ing closely to Faulkner’s original structure (both between the stories and within
them), and, with only a few exceptions, by replicating Faulkner's use of italics
(which serves to distinguish between la nguage spoken and thought), Borges man-
ages, as Faulkner does, to harness the evocative power of language to the devel-
opment of his characters. As a reader and as a writer {and especially as a writer
seeking to create a “new narrative”), Borges understood, as Faulkner clearly did,
that language is the novel formy’s true reality. Because both writers judged charac-
terization to be essentially a function of language, it is not surprising that Borges,
as careful and discerning a reader as he was a careful and mnovative writer, would
have been so successful with this aspect of his translation of The Wild Palms.2 By

—

AN example of 2 slip in this respect comes midway through the novel, when Wilhaurne has 2 ginger
ile instead of an alcoholic drink and cxcuses himself b emploving a well-known American Erglish expres-
som, “I'm on the wagon™ (WP 111] Unable to reprodice this particular usage in Spanish, Borges, wha
almpst certainly would have knewn what the English meant. opts for the very precise if somewhat different
“Soy abstemin,” which, as per the grammatical rules of Spanish, points 1o a permanent aspect, or quality,
af Wilbourne's identitys For him, as exprassed in this form, abstemious hehavier i not & emporary condi-
tiom bt o way of defining himself [ F5 146). Linguisticaily, this question invohes the wiys the two Spanish
verbs, “ser” and "estar” {both of which mean "to he” relate to the Englich "I'm® and what s meant by the
anatext in which it is used, '
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reading Faulkner as sensitively as he does in English, he was able to reproduce Wil eventually emerge more as a case of pathetic self-delusion. As the doctor
Faulkner successfully in Spanish, not literally in the traditional sense of that Who is treating her observes, and as the reader is thus led to suspect, Cha
term, but faithfully, which is what Borges felt a good reader and translator lotte’s hatred seemed to be directed “|n]et at the race of mnnkim? E}u:t at ri:;:
should always do.” race of man, the mascutine” (“No al género humano sino al género masculine
The one cavil that might be leveled against Borges with respect to his al hombre™) far“[s,lameﬁhing which the entire race of men, males, has done r:;
re-creations of Faulkner’s characters is that at certain times they seem a bi her or she believes has done to her” (“Algo que toda la raza d',e los h.a:l’mbres de los
flattened out, somewhat less vividly drawn than in the original. This is espe _mﬂﬁhﬂs le ha hecho, o ella cree gue le ha hecho™), a development that bp_-::;}meg
cially true, as we have seen, with respect to Charlotte, whose development as# ncreasingly complicated as Charlotte’s story unfolds and that Borges faith-
character dominates the entire novel, On the other hand, her lover Wilbourne fully tracks in his translation (WP 10, 115 P515, 17). If we read wﬂr]foﬁme as
(whom Faulkner presents as being passive to the point of absurdity) is very more of a comic type, the feckless lover, than as a serious player in a tragic
successfully captured in the Borges translation, as is the nameless convict i love affair (theirs seems more asinine than tragic), then in contrast, we reg;d
“Old Man,” who, after unexpectedly gaining his freedom, ironically chooses Charlotte not as a conventional type but as a very complex and :Lc;rmented
at the end to reject it in favor of continued incarceration. In considering the modern woman; the epitome in many ways of the kind of tangled female
modes of characterization employed by Faulkner and the linguistic resource: character that both Faulkner and Borges have long been said to have had
of Spanish that were available to Borges in rewriting these characters (for ¢ trouble developing throughout their careers as writers.
very different culture, one in which the reception of Faulkner’s artistic visios This view of Charlotte seems to be summed up for the reader in th
and certain of his thematic concerns would not be unproblematic), one feel third section of “The Wild Palms,” when, in reference to his lover (and to th:
that the essential problem with Borges's characterization of Charlotte is the thrall in which she holds him), Wilbourne muses, perhaps resignedly: “ Yes
ruinously romantic quality of her voice.”® Thus, the difficulty Borges faces he thought. . . . [ have been seduced to an imbecile’s paradise by a1n i w};ure- 7
in developing “Carlota” as a character for his audience was both culturd have been throttled and sapped of strength and volition by the old wea lith f
and tonal in nature, with both these qualities being notoriously difficult foi the year” { WP 97). Borges, not missing a beat here, and picking u orljarrthé t LftJ
translators to handle successfully (Rabassa, “Words Cannot Express,” 85-91) g biblical reference, translates in the following fashion: “ 5, pfnsg He 5?:1‘ :
While both Wilbourne and Charlotte are developed as characters in terms of Seducido a un imbécil paraiso por una vieja ramera; he sido sofocado y-é::;f;ausm dz
what they do (as is the case with the convict) and what they say, it is Charlotti flierza y voluntad por I vieja fatigada Lilith del afio” (PS 129).
who emerges with the most distinetive voice, the one that is most defined bv = A good example of how, especially in his translation work with novels
its unmistakable register and tone. As a result, Charlotte, the character whi B'?"E’.ES tends, whenever possible, toward a more literal version of the Pl 22
comes alive vividly in Faulkner’s high-octane English and who wears pants this passage also conveys most accurately to the reader the true naturcn:;gflgolth
not “ladies’ slacks but pants, man’s pants” (“bombachas de sefiora, sino pan: Wilbourne and Charlotte though the scale is tipped decisively toward Charlott
talones, pantalones de hombre”), emerges, in Borges's Spanish, as a slightf “de her tangled characterization, with the complicating identification of h :
different presence, a cultural sign of a different type and, inevitably, carryingWith Lilith, the female demon who, in Semitic mythology, dwelled in dﬂsﬂrt:é—
a somewhat different significance (WP 6; PS 10-11). When we first meet hePlaces (as Charlotte had done) and endangered children (Charlotte had ab
in the first section of “The Wild Palms” (the section that also opens the nov doned hers) and who is often said to have been, before the creation of E&n -
el), we see her through the eyes of 2 middle-aged doctor whom WilbourniAdam’s original wife. And, of course, if one applies the biblical storv of t;e,
has contacted in an effort to save her life, which is threatened by somethingGarden of Eden to The Wild Palms, one sees instantly that just as Fve (a’s cad ©
a hemorrhage, the cause of which the reader can only guess. What is mostress) is traditionally thought (by some) to have brr:mght down Adam :': tzc-
striking about this initial scene, however, is how consumed by an unspecifietcould one argue that it is Charlotte who brings down (the singularly nu‘ xh st
anger Charlotte seems to be. Described in terms of “queer hard yellow eyeshon-Adamic) Wilbourne, an interpretation that will remind %o es s:;h]::I:mmt;
(“duros y raros ojos amarillos” [WP 5; PS 9]) and “blank feral eyes” (“vagaone of his later stories, “La intrusa” (“The [female] Intruder”]rglnl Charl ?EG
y feroces ojos” [ WP 9; PS 15]) that exude a “profound and illimitable hatreddefense, however, it might also be argued that Wilbourne’s dcv-nisfe h :T]_D -
(“ilimitado v profundo odio” [WP 9; PS 15]), Charlotte is presented to thido with Charlotte, who is willing to sacrifice everything in her ali-o E:' S
reader as a terrible enigma, one whose story, though hinting here at tl'agedfﬂfPHfCICt, total love, than with the pathetic naiveté of Wilbourne hil;sjfur;:ii;
PSee Steiner 17-31, 296-333: Keiseal, Invisible Work xiv-suif Alazsski 235-36: and Rabassa, Jf Tris oLt Of irony-charged cultural referencing on Faulkner’s part, one replete here
Tramsan -9, and in Borges's story with an edenie, or paradisiacal grounding and leavened
*The dominance of Charlotte a5 a female character, for example, and the issues of her abandonmesby the enduring power of myth and (for Faulkne1'}1i{'3 pml_jjgiaﬂc reliitf;:!}n

of her husband and children, her aggressive sexuality, and her demand for an abortion {in contrast fo Wis—
bowerne, who opposed it). Pee Bravo 11-12; Aparicio | [8-25.
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ship with our seemingly rudderless modern age, is precisely the sort of thing Later, in “Old Man,” as the convict battles to control his tiny boat in
in which Borges reveled as a reader and at which he excelled in presenting as 2 !:hrf raging flood waters of the Mississippi River, Faulkner puts the reader
writer, and $o it is to be expected that he would catch this and transform it wrt_h- inside his unlettered mind. Unable, linguistically, to replicate “durn,” ©
depth, resonance, and fidelity in his translation. And he does, though it still on back” and being let to make it,” and, as we have seen, having no Spanish
seems that what Charlotte says and does represents an aesthetic and intellectual recourse for a line like “I reckon I had done forgot) Borges once again goes
dilemma for him, one perhaps not resolved here (as it may not have been for for clarity, which, under the circumstances, is undoubtedly his best move
Faulkner, either [Fowler vii-viii]} and one that would come to characterize the since his character, who is not able to express himself in standard Eninsh:
roles women play in much of his immensely influential work and in the work of must at the same time be able to make himself understood,
the “Boom” writers { Payne and Fitz xi-xiv, 1-32). the reader, and this Borges achieves ( WP 219; Ps 280),

In “0Old Man,” which deals primarily with people of a different, and lower Still later in the same scene, when the convict realizes that the man who
social class, Faulkner’s characterization of the convict (el penado), whose pet- could help him s “fixing to leave” (“Ha resuelto irse” ), he says, “T aint going
spective dominates the story, depends heavily on dialogue, on the kind of lan- without my boat,” which Borges is forced to translate as the Very correct
guage he speaks and the way he speaks. Colorful, often nongrammatical, ané “No me voy sin mi bote” ( WP 223; PS 286; Wp 227; P5291). The loss, here
not lacking in expletives, the language the convict speaks (and, to a Ieslscr de- and eisewhere in the text, of “aint,” which cannot be re
gree, the language Faulkner uses to characterize him) strongly marks him asi ish, takes some of the edge off the convict's development as a character,
character. In this sense, his characterization, like that of Charlotte (both, though though, once again, the loss is minimal and does not mislead or confuse the
in different ways, are victims—he of pulp fiction, she of romantic notions about reader * Making a comparison of Spanish and English and of their poten-
love), is very much a matter of a regionally specific, and distinctly oral, language tial for unconventional oral usages, Rabassa notes of this jssue that
use. This presents a problem for Borges, for as Rabassa has observed, regional-

get

or intuited, by

produced in Span-

isms and curse words are quite likely the two greatest challenges a translato: J‘r::::u:fn’[ ;1::, ‘ain!:;’ or 'he don'’ in Spanish. Solecisms are generally of an oral

faces (Rabassa, “If This Be Treason” 34; “Words Cannot Express” 87-91). ot ;;m:;f ESEIS’TH;“E‘:;Eﬁ:?;f:‘i?i‘;htz ou “}“ ‘]”3;_.3'“ & but the most il-
: Al v fectly, H

A prime example of the problems that curse words pose for the ’fransiatur ‘lovser” language, Qmmjmtfmh [hm] Sp;rti ;fergufi’r;ﬁsl;i ?;.Entﬂt ;:n ; ::::::;2

comes from the first section of “The Wild Palms” when Charlotte, dying of the middle ground in syntax so that the aforementioned peasant doesn’t sound like

botched abortion, angrily says to Wilbourne, “Let me g0, you bloody bungling n academician. (qtd. in Morales 125)
bastard,” which Borges renders as “Déjame ir, guacho, inttil del diablo!” (WE . _ cn
17; P525). While his “déjame ir” nicely captures the sense and intimate tone o B_G"E*fss much to h}S C_l'edlt, ﬁndsl this “middle ground” in his transforma-
Faulkner’s “Let me go,” his choice of the “guacho” (which he apparently seeks to ;mn of the convict’s dialect, and in the process, brings him as much to life
intensify by putting it in italics) makes use of 2 regional epithet of some severify fm his Spanish-speaking audience as Faulkner’s original character is alive
(“bastard,” or “son of a bitch”). The problem for Borges in using “guache.’t 1oT the English reader. _

term that, in other contexts, can also refer to an abandoned child or dog, is tha Faulkner and Borges bring this section to a conclusion in a way that
though the term and its accompanying insult (“inatil del diablosom ﬂhh];_ shnfu-cas&s the 11}»'§-nt11:fe skill of b0r=1:1 writers. Striving, with some slippage,
like “you useless piece of shit”) succeed in creating a very rhythmic and fluic l‘é‘ ollow the distinction between “officer” and “deputy” that an educat-
line in Spanish, they cannot re-create the powerful alliteration of Faulkner! ¢d English speaker WOLI_idncatch, Borgxlas offers up the rather more formal
own anapest-driven line and thus suffer a loss in euphony if not meaning. A | Usted es un f'-_iﬂcmi'larm, but returning to the problem of the expletive,
Bravo notes, however, the essential problem in this case is that the Eaulkne Pe then finds himself compelled to have his deputy say “Ya lo vers” instead
curse simply has no close Spanish equivalent (12). As a result, Borges elects & !“* thf salty (and SDUﬂ‘lﬁ{ n) &mer:c?n English solecism, “You damn right
create not a literal rewriting of Faulkner’s line (which almost certainly woull ﬂn]" f“:'P 233). Tlhe point here? with respect to Borges's re-creations of
have sounded like denatured “translationese” in Spanish) but a parallel versior Faulkner s linguistically fascinating characters, is not that they are exact
of it, one that captures the spirit and cultural context of the original and tha Optes, which they are not [apd which they could not be), but that they are
offers the reader, if not the identical rhythm of the original, a line that has it fa‘thf'-‘] to their models, as faithful as they could be in their status as verbal
own music.™ In other words, Borges recognizes the poetry of Faulkner's Englis POTiraits in a different langnage system and fora different culture. What Borges
language curse and transforms it into an analogous kind of poetry in Spanish Ssome other Etamles of this _ ) s B ~.

s s when band does 2 “cver ofsomsone €' . o e S s G s o s 5

been bathed before” (“mumca se ha barada anfes” | WE D3 5 i i
em G ) . L ¥ b 7 s | 31; PS293] ) and "You oupht to ¢ R
*See Venuti, Translators fmvisibiliy | -5, 16-17, 23 Rethinking Transtation: Discourse, Subiectivity, 1t id down it the plump convict said” Jebiuas haber rolo una sihana ¥ bajarte r-g":rr ﬁla‘ﬂf[i}nﬂ;ﬂ;:;:;g

olagy 2-6, 13; and Scandals of Translation 4-5, 6, 81-87. orde | WP 331; P 2961), the Tateer line being set off by Borges as a paragraph,
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achieves in this respect comes close to epitomizing what Steiner, in After Ba-
bel: Aspects of Language and Translation, points to as the translator’s greatest!
tricmph:

Fidelity i not literalism or any technical device for rendering ‘spirit. The whole for- [
mulation, as we have found it over and over in discussions of translation, is hopelessly 4
vague. The translator, the exegetist, the reader is fantisfad to his text, makes his response
responsible, only when he endesvors to restore the balance of forces, of integral pres-
ence, which his appropriative comprehension has disrupted. {302

T

St

This, we feel, is what Borges achieves with his translation of The Wild Palns.
And since Faulkner’s characters are so profoundly a function of language, of:
words speaking to other words within a specific social, temporal, and aesthetic
context, this balancing of forces and of integral presence that Steiner speaks l:rf;
as being so crucial to a successful translation enables Borges to be, certain tonalt
issues notwithstanding, quite successful with his own, reconstructed charac’rer—?i
izations in Las palmeras salvajes.

radacha

Faulkner, Borges, and the Role of the New Reader i
e i

As we shall now see, however, it is really the reader who emerges as the mosi|
important character for both Faulkner and Borges, a point which allows one i
argue that, in a systematic sense, “Reader Response” criticism in the Ameri
cas actually begins, with Brazil’s Machado de Assis as the great precursor, with!
the appearance of “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote” and, concomitantiy.
with the Borges translation of Faulkner’s The Wild Palms in 1935940 (Lowe and|
Fitz 14, 93-97). Although it can be argued that, in the United States, Can ada;
and England, the Reader Response approach begins with “I. A. Richards’s dis-
cussions of emotional response in the 1920s or with the work of D. W. Harding
and Louise Rosenblatt in the 1930s,” with Walker Gibsor’s 1950 essay on the
“mock reader,” or, as is more commonly thought, with Gerald Prince’s 1973 es-
say on the “narratee” and the work of Stanley Fish in the 19705 {Tompkins x, x-
xii, xvi-xvii), those who take a more comparative and inter-American approach
to this issue will immediately recognize Faulkner, Borges, and the Machado de
Assis of the 1880-1908 period as the New World writers who first championed
the reader and called for her liberation from passivity and authorial control.®
Upon its publication in 1939, critics immediately noticed that, as we have
seen, The Wild Palms is an innovative exercise in literary counterpoint, one
which departs from Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha County setting and instead sets
the experience of the human creature of the natural world, the “primitive” being
(the convict and the pregnant woman, both nameless), against the experi-
ence of the human creature of the “civilized” or social world {Charlotte, Wil-
#8ee lser 126-52; Kinney 110, Iser cites Faulkner's The Jaund and the Fury, arguing that {as Brazils
Machado de Assis had begun to do in 1380 with The Posthusons Memoire of Brds Cubas, trans, Gregor
Rabassa) the American author’s use of the ellipsis lures the reader into & more sctive role in the interpreta:

tion of the text while Kinney, making a similar point, notes the wiys The Wild Palrrs employs “parallel and:
counlerpoint” to engage the reader in 2 mare direct fashion (1100,

| very same concept as he was teaching

bourne, and the others whose lives are touched by them [Brooks 205-06]).
Types, rather than individual characters alone, are thus brought into play,
with the result that The Wild Palms possesses a hybrid power, one that is
both realistic and mythic in nature. More than this, however, the novel is
also, according to Edmund Volpe, “a bold innovation in the technique of
the novel, a variation and extension of the multiple-points-of-view tech-
nique” that Faulkner had employed so effectively in earlier works like As J
Lay Dying and Absalom, Absalom! and “by which the novelist tells his story
through the consciousness of several characters without obvious authorial
mterference” (213). Because in these texts the reader must actually become,
in Volpe’s words, “another investigator, another consciousness,” someone
who carefully considers each and every utterance for its relationship to the
others and who, in the process, threads the narrative pieces together, as one
makes a quilt, Faulkner here “pushes the technique of reader participation
one step further” (213). We believe that Borges, who was pondering this
Faulkner, writing his Discusidn pieces
about what his own “new narrative” might be like, and composing his fic-
ciones, must have seen in The Wild Palms how “the reader is forced, by this
technique, to become an active participant in the process of literary cre-
ation” (Volpe 213). Working the same ground, Borges knew, as Faulkner
did, that in this new kind of writing, it is the reader who “must establish the
thematic relationship of the stories, recognize the parallels and discover the
truth” (213). Borges’s reaction to this Faulkner novel, we feel, would have
confirmed for him that a narrative could, indeed, be written 50 that the
reader, detective-like, was forced to engage creatively in the extrapolation of
its meaning and in the construction of its relevance and to recognize, finally,
how the ultimate truth of a text lies in the relationship of its constituent
paris to one another, to the whole structure, and to the reader’s ability to
interpret these,

What is truly startling, however, about what Faulkner achieves with The
Wild Palms is, as Volpe notes, that he adds “another dimension to the mod-
ern novel by permitting his reader to indict himself for sympathizing with
the kind of romantic love the author is satirizing” (213). In other words,
Faulkner sets up a marrative structure in which even the alert reader will
be deceived, led in one direction only to find out later, as she reads more,
that she has been lured into a series of cul de sacs, all plausible but none
cancelling out any of the others: Borges, in advance of Faulkner, was already
experimenting with such narrative snares in the form of the labyrinth and
the story that purports to be an essay and with which, by means of mirrors,
metafictional uncertainties, ironically self-referential structures, philosoph-
ical conundrums, the blurring of the traditional distinctions between fiction

“lohn Matthews notes that John Irwin’s work on doubling in Faulkner. and on Faulkner's interest in
the genre of detective fiction and the importance that readerly involvement has w it leads ane 1o conclide
thitt Borges might have been “particularly drawn™ 1o e Wild Palins becanse of "the précision and extent”
af its narrasive doubling {message to the authors, 9 Aug. 2008),
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and nonfiction, and doppelgingers, he was both leavening his awn “nueva;
narrativa” and, like Faulkner (though, we believe, in a more deliberate fash-1
ion), actually changing the nature of narrative as a genre. _ 1
Still and all, we also believe that Borges saw in Faulkner, and pamcularlg._r in
The Wild Palms, the literary realization of much of what he had been searching
for, and from the hand of a writer he greatly admired and whom he described,
in his El Hogar review of The Wild Palms, as “el primer novelista de nuestro
tiempo” (“the first [ranking] novelist of our timrlz” [62]). It may well be thlai
in contemplating the ironic intertextuality that lies at the heart of The ?’h’zfd
Palims, and in considering the demands it places on the reader, Borges decided
that this was the Faulkner novel he would translate. Borges scholars have long
wondered why, since he clearly recognized that other Faulkner novels, such a
As I Lay Dying, Light in August, and, especially, Absalom, .ﬂi:micrm.’_were supe-
rior works of art, he chose to translate The Wild Palis, a work he, like the ma-:
jority of Faulkner critics, ranked beneath the others. Irving Howe, for example, ;
writes that “[m]ost of Faulkner’s influential critics have agreed that The Wildy

Palms is a failure” (233) though, he adds later, “Faulkner’s device of alrerunating __'_
sections of the two stories may be judged a four de force that” at least, partly

succeeds” (242}, the latter judgement being of singular importance for Borges
for it reveals a kind of formal experimentalism that greatly interested him and!
with which he himself was then working (Vickery 156-57). And Borges himself
declares, in his review of The Wild Palms, that it is “la menos apta de sus ol'.ff
ras” (“the least suitable [or apt] of his |Faulkner’s] works”), adding that in hagf
earlier, better novels, the “novedades técnicas parecen necesarias, inevitabtclﬁ{
(“the new techniques seem necessary, [and] inevitable™) while “En ‘ The Wﬂ“".i
Palms' son menos atractivas que incémodas, menos justificables que exaspe:
rantes” (“In The Wild Palms they are less attractive than incomvenient, lesﬁ
justifiable than exasperating” [gtd. in Monegal 373] . T.“ many ways, as Volpg
argues, The Wild Palms represents something of a turning point for 13211.1]‘I~:13_1=:r;iE
but for Borges, the novel’s structural complexity, its textual se]f—refermmlm%
and, above all, its insistence on a new and more creative reader, someone wha!
can hold several, often conflicting interpretive possibilities at the same time aran::
who can tie and untie them as different perspectives, realizations, and reading
strategies dictate, Las palmeras salvajes represents an opportunity to create the
kind of “new marrative” he had heen formulating in his mind {212-13, 230
Brooks 219-29).* Tn short, for Faulkner and for Borges it is the reader’s evolv-
ing response to the text, to its reality as a se].ﬂenc!ﬁm_jd semiotic system, that._-
brings it most fully to life and allows it to live on, speaking to people far beyong
its original time and place and in ways that the author could never have imag:
ined. .
Another theory that needs to be considered, we feel, is that Borges, in rec-
ognizing the shortcomings of The Wild Palms, chose to translate it precisely be-
cause he felt this was the one Faulkner text that he felt he could make better i

“5ee also Waggoner 145, In discussing The Wild Palms, Waggoner observes that, in this novel, “the
reader must de part of the work which the novelist narmally does for him" {1431,

Iranslation. Before one rejects this possibility as translation heresy, one should

remember that this attitude about translation—that the translator has the right
to improve a text (indeed, he has an obligation to do so if he feels the origi-
nal text has the potential to become a superior work of literary art)—guided
Borges’s creative approach to translation work. Like Novalis {who, very stra-
tegically and, one presumes, for the reader’s benefit, is actually mentioned in
“Pierre Menard, Author of the Uuixote”), Borges believed the translator “could
reshape and improve an original” and that, important for our argument here,
“[a] translation can be more faithful to the work of literature than the original
when the original fails to fulfill its own potentialities and latencies,” which may
well have been how Borges viewed The Wild Pals {Kristal, Invisible Work 31,
32-33). Since Borges (anticipating Barthes) knew from his own readerly and
writerly experience that The Wild Palms was far from “the best introduction to
Faulkner” that one could get (this being a crucial issue for him since he wanted
to make Faulkner's genius available to 1 generation of young Spanish Ameri-
can writers whose command of English was not yet sufficient to allow them to
read Faulkner in the original English), it has always seemed “paradoxical” 1o
Borges scholars that “this is the Faulkner book he elected to translate,” with
his version of it being “considered as good as or even better than the original”
(Monegal 373). As we have suggested, Borges's belief that the translator has the
right, even the duty, to make a good (and deserving) text better could easily
have played into his decision to transform this flawed 1939 novel and not one
of Faulkner’s earlier texts, which Borges knew quite well were vastly superior
works of art. In short, Borges may have chosen to translate The Wild Palms
because it emphasized the important new role the reader would have to play
in its interpretation and because he felt it was a “diamond in the rough,” a text
by a writer he regarded as the “first novelist"of his time, and a text he felt he
could improve.

But if the reader is, as we have postulated, the most important character,
what does this mean as she reacts to each of the two stories, “The Wild Palms”
and "Old Man,” and, finally, to the two storjes combined or taken together,
that is, as the two sides of the novelistic coin known as The Wild Palms? What
would Borges have seen as he read the two stories and considered their rela-
lionship, and how, as the creative reader and writer that he was, did he respond
in his translation of the Faulkner work?

First of all (and as we have already indicated),
have immediately recognized that, like Plato,
him, Faulkner is commenting on the degree to
to be deceived by what they read, most
love. In this, as many critics have suggested, Faulkner may well have been tak-
Ing exception to the ways he felt his countryman and contemporary, Ernest
Hemingway, dealt with this issue. In “The Wild Palms” it is certainly an exag-
gerated (and fatally) idealized notion of love that drives the narrative, one that
the reader both feels sympathetic to (at least at the beginning, when Char-
lotte is dying) and repulsed by (when we have learned all the details of her

we believe that Borges would
Cervantes, and Flaubert before
which people allow themselves
especially by stories that romanticize
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self-centered and puerile story}, the two responses being I:eld_simultm_qeousi?. .
though not necessarily in balance or in any kind of interpretational fixity. One §
feels much more empathy for the helpless and all but illiterate convict and the &
pregnant woman he is determined to save than for the educated Wilbourne §
and Charlotte, whose plight is self-induced, though both couples are victims |
of silly notions about love and life gleaned from books. Just as the convict was |
led astray by believing what he read in his cops and robbers stories, so, too,
are Charlotte and Wilbourne undone by taking to heart—and then pattern- i
ing their lives on—absurdly romantic ideas about love. As the reader learns $
in the third section of “The Wild Palms,” for example: “There was a gray light *
on the lake and when he [Wilbourne|] heard the loon he knew exactly what itg
was, he even knew what it would look like, listening to the raucous idiot voice, -
thinking how man alone of all creatures . . . believes only what it reads” ( WP :
90). Hewing again very closely to the original, though with some variance of
Faulkner’s rather idiosyncratic punctuation, Borges once again creates a Span- i
ish text with a series of images and an ebb and flow remarkably similar to the
original: “Habia sobre el lago una luz gris v cuando o6 al haragan, se dis|
cuenta exactamente de lo que era, hasta de lo que parecia, escuchando la voz |
ronca, pensando como solo el hombre . . . sélo cree en lo que lee” (PS 119—2{},1.;
The two most arresting alterations in the Borges translation here involve the!
use of the word “haragdn” for “loon” and “escuchando la voz ronca” for “lis-f
tening to the raucous idiot voice.” Although in certain parts of the Garib_bmni
region it can mean “mop,” “haragdn” more commenly refers not to an animal, |
as the English word “loon” does, but to a person who is considered an idler, a:
shirker, or, more colloquially, a good-for-nothing. When used as an adjective,|
it normally connotes idleness, laziness, or sluggishness, and when used as al
verb, “hataganear,” it typically means to “hang out” or otherwise waste time. |
Unless, in Borges’s time, “haragdn” was used with reference to a certain type of
aquatic bird, as is the case in Faulkner's scene, its selection here as the transla-i
tion of “loon” seems questionable. As in the case of “sorghum,” one wonders if}
the modern Spanish word for “loon,” “somorgujo,” did not exist when Borges}
was working on the translation or, in fact, if what we have here is another slip!
by Borges, a misreading of the English term and the context in which it OCCUrs.
Did Borges equivocate over “loon” and “looney’” for example, and thus find|
himself forced to reconsider who or what Faulkner is referring to with this ref-|
erence? This line of interpretation gains a bit of plausibility when we examine
how Borges handled the phrase “listening to the raucous idiot voice,” which he|
reduces to “escuchando la voz ronca” literally “listening to the hoarse/husky/ |
guttural/raucous voice,” the identity of which could be either animal or hu-.
man. While, etymologically speaking, “ronca” might do for “raucous,” the loss.
of “idiotic” here in the Spanish version hurts, since Faulkners native English:
reader would, because of the syntactical arran gement of the sentence, probably

have attributed the “raucous idiot voice” first to the loon, which inhabits lakes,
and which has a very distinctive call, and second, to the coarse and, all too
often, idiotic behavior/voice of the human creature, which, as we have seen,|

simmers as the dominant thematic motif in “The Wild Palms.” By going with
“haragdn” rather than a more generic word like “duck” (“pato™), as he did
earlier by substituting “serpent” for “moccasin’; it seems more like Borges is
here inclined toward the human condition rather than the animal, though it is
certainly true that, like Faulkner’s, Borges’s version allows the reader to shift
interpretational gears and so allows the entire reference to apply to the worlds
of both the loon and the human creatures. Though a little less balanced, the
ambiguity of Faulkner’s text comes through in Borges’s transformation of it.
The great achievement of Borges's rewriting of this scene, however, is that he
ends it with the same verb Faulkner does, “reads,” and in the same verb tense,
which amplifies, as in the ori ginal, the importance of the life-as-romance motif
that Faulkner is satirizing.

Another key literary allusion to the pernicious effects that stem from our
gurging on literary presentations of overly sentimentalized romantic love
comes in the form of the two references in The Wild Palms to the American
writer, Sara Teasdale, who died in 1933 and whose 1937 anthology of con-
fessional poetry about women, death, and nature, Collecred Poems, Faulkner
would certainly have known about and found germane to the attitude he is
critiquing here. Curiously, however, Borges omits Teasdale’s name both times
he translates the passages in which Faulkner makes reference 1o her, choos-
ing, instead, to put a somewhat different, and less pointed, spin on them,
The two Teasdale allusions come in rapid succession, and both are identical,
which leads one to suspect that they were intended to function as some kind
of marker for the reader. In the first instance, McCord, in TEspoIse 1o some
romantic nonsense that Wilbourne has just said, declares, “For sweet Jesus
Schopenhauer. . . . What the bloady hell kind of ninth-rate Teasdale is this?”
which Borges translates as “—FEn nombre de Jesuscristo Schopenhauer. . . qué
ramploneria de novena clase es ésta?” (WP 85-86: PS | 14). Two pages later, the
reader is once again privy to Wilbourne's love-besotted stream of conscious-
ness—"If we are to lie so, it will be together in the wavering solitude in spite of
Mac and his ninth-rate Teasdale who seems to rememiber a hell of a lot of what
people read”—which Borges recreates in this fashion: “Si tenemos gue estar ast,
serd juntos en la indecisa soledad a pesar de Mac y de su cursileria de novena clase
que se acuerda una barbaridad de lo qite lee la gente” (WP 88; PS 1 17). Although
Borges elects to drop the references to Teasdale, with his rendering of “ninth-
rate” as “de novena clase,” he successfully emphasizes, in both cases, the treacly
quality of the literature itself, which, one feels, is the most important aspect of
this reference. On the other hand, one wonders why Borges did not include
Teasdale's name in his translation since, later o, he does include, and without
benefit of an explanatory note, the name of Qwen Wister, surely an even more
obscure reference to American literature than Teasdale. The mystery here is
deepened because the Wister allusion also pertains to the influence that books
can have on our lives: “He [Wilbourne| was trying to remember something
out of a book, years age, of Owen Wister’s,” the book in question being the
archetypal genre of the American Western, The Virginian, published in 1902
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(WP 241). Once again, Borges follows Faulkner closely, rewriting this line as
“[t]rataba de recordar algo de un libro, hacia afios, de Owen Wister,” with the
imperfect Spanish verb, “trataba,” nicely capturing the original’s open-ended
sense of past time (PS 307).

Perhaps the most direct linking of what we read in books to how we live:
our life, however, comes from the mouth of Charlotte, who. in the second wcg
tion of “The Wild Palms,” declares, to Wilbourne, |

[ dont think I can change me because the second time | ever saw vou 1 learned what
I'had read in books but I never had actually believed: that love and suffering are the
same thing and that the vabue of love is the sum of what you have to pay for it and
anytime you get it cheap you have cheated vourself. {WP41)

Borges translates this statement, closely and accurately, as

=

cree que no pueds cambiarme porgue la segunda vez que to vi supe que cra verdad
lo que habia leido en libros ¥ lo que nunca crel; que el amor v dolor son una sala cosa
¥ que el valor del amor es la suma de lo que se paga por & v cada vez que se consigue
barato uno se estd engafando, (F557)

.

Later, in the third section of “The Wild Palms,” the same point is driven home.
when Wilbourne, in an exchange with Charlotte, finally realizes that she is en-t
amored not of him but of the concept of Tove itself, a concept which, for her}
is the altar on which she prays and the god to which she is now devoting her:
entire existence:

“50 it’s not me you believe in, put trust in, it's love” She looked at him, “Not just
me; any man.”

“Yes. It's love. They say love dies between two peaple, That's wrong, 1t doesa’t die.
It just leaves you, goes sway, if you are not good encugh, worthy enough " [ WP 71)

Reading and translating with great care and insight, Borges does not miss or!
give short shrift to a single aspect of this important declaration:

—Entences ne crees en mi; en quien confias, s en of amorn, — Flla
yoi cualquier homlbre,

—>5i, &5 el amor. Dicen que el amor muere entre dos personas. Eso no es cierfo, No
muere. Lo deja a uno, se va si uno no ¢s digno, si no lo merece bastante. { PS95.95)

lo mird. — Nosoy

Syntactically, thematically, and tonally, Borges succeeds brilliantly in trans-
forming this short, but revealing, dialogue between Wilbourne and Charlotte.
Beyond its excellence as a translation, this passage also demonstrates how care-
fully Borges is reading and reacting to the Faulkner text, for it is clear that he is
reproducing, step by step, what is in the original a slow but progressive revela-
tion of Charlotte’s character, which is dominated by her ardent embrace of this
profoundly romantic idea about love. As Volpe notes. there is some question
as to whether, even in the original, Faulkner’s American reader of 1937 wouid,
have been cognizant of this subtle, attenuated revelation about Charlotte, or
whether the demands placed on the reader were “excessive,” though, as we can

see in his translation of it, Borges most certainly was not only cognizant but
appreciative of these demands (38-39, 213). In fact, there is every reason to
think that he would have been heartened to see how this new role for the reader
might work—and how it might be improved, refined, or intensified. Given his
interest, during the late 1930s, in finding ways to augment the reader’s involve-
ment in a text, it seems entirely possible that Borges was not only picking up
on what Faulkner was demanding of his reader, he was thinking about how he
would build the same new kind of readerly dynamic into his translation, and,
through that dynamic he would create a new kind of Spanish-language narra-
tive, as Monegal has suggested (373),

This Faulknerian concern with the effects books have on us, an issue which,
for Borges, pointed to the interaction between language and reality, would, we
believe, have instantly struck a chord with the Argentinean writer who, 2s 2 man
of books (and therefore an experienced and accomplished reader), was acutely
conscious of the difference between literature and life and the ways we humans
rely on language to create, sustain, and alter our identities. So while Borges,
reading carefully and analyzing his reactions to the text, would have almost
certainly found the story of Charlotte and Wilbourne annoying because of be-
ing s0 nonsensical and illogical, he would have understood it, fully aware not
only of what Faulkner was doing or trying to do, but why. Borges would have
especially reacted to Faulkner’s opening story (the one that, literarily speaking,
is most problematic) as a problem of literary eriticism and aesthetics, that is, as
# study of how it devolves in the larger structure of the novel and in terms of
its thematic relationship with its counterpoint, “Old Man,” which, by throw-
ing “The Wild Palms” into sharp relief, shows us the value of a close, engaged
reading, one in which all the elements that make up a narrative are carefully
considered. As in any semiotic system, where one sign, one word, gains and

 loses meaning in relation to the other signs and words in the same structure.

each story in The Wild Palms gains and loses meaning in direct relation to
the other story. Read separately, each seems shallow and weak, especially “The
Wild Palms”™; read together, however, as commentaries on each other and as
components of a larger pattern of meaning, each gains in power and depth.
This idea, which may well explain why the French structuralists of the 1950s
and early 1960s were so smitten by Borges's work (which seemed to show what
their abstract ideas about language, structure, and meaning would look like as
literature), is basically the underlying argument behind Borges's theory of his
“literatura fantdstica,” his decision, in the 1930s, to substitute what he believed
to be the tighter, less arbitrary structures {and strictures) of magic for the im-
precision of realism and mimesis as the conceptual model behind the writing
of his new narrative. And, of course, a new reader, someone not put off by the
dissolution of the supposed bond between language and three-dimensional re-
ality and someone whe could see how the play of meaning was engendered by
the reader’s response to the elements of the structure itself, was needed for this
new narrative. For this new reader, then, the words comprising the text being
read were going to be in constant dialogue with the words being used in the
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process of interpretation. Words, as Borges had come to realize about the kind
of fiction he wanted to write, will henceforth be speaking not to an immutable
and attainable final truth (the desire for which we think of as logocentrism), |
but to ather words, and doing so, moreover, in an endless process of creative |
contemplation, one subject, at every turn, to the vagaries of such additionally
destabalizing factors as age, gender, race, social standing, life experience, and |
political ideclogy. |

Conclusion

In this essay, we have argued that the kinds of decisions Borges makes in :
his translation of The Wild Palms not only make for an excellent and fasci-
nating translation, but that they also illustrate the consolidation of Borges’s |
emerging theory concerning the importance of the role the reader plays in the ]
game of literature. For Borges, “no problem is as consubstantial to literature
and its modest mystery as the one posed by translation.” and no activity is
more important to translation than reading (“The Homeric Versions” 69).% ]
The strength of this argument lies chiefly in our belief that the Borges transla- |
tion of The Wild Palms must be read in terms of the creative decisions Borges
was making at this decisive moment in his own work. The weakness of our
argument is that we cannot prove this to be the case; there exists no definitive
statement by Borges that his translation of this particular Faulkner novel was
the catalyst that allowed him to concretize his new ideas about the nature of
narrative and about the role the reader plays in its consumption. Nevertheless,
we feel that the types of decisions Borges makes in the transformation of The!
Wild Palms into Las palmeras salvajes, coming when they did, must be judged
to have been central to Borges's vision of the kind of “new narrative” he want- |
ed to write, one in which a text’s inherent fictionality would be emphasized and
one in which the role of the alert, engaged reader would be of the utmost im- |
portance. This underscores Rabassa’s contention that translation is “the closest
possible reading a book can have” (“Gregory Rabassa” 203, and that, at least|
in the interpretive stage, “the translator is really more of a reader than a writer”
(Lewis B14), though, as Borges believed (and as Rabassa’s work shows), it is the |
combination of skillful reading and skillful writing that finally allows a transla- |
tion to become “a convincing work of literature” (Kristal, Invisible Work 87).
Borges had, already in 1937, praised Faulkner for recognizing and cultivating |
“the verba) artifices of narrative, a critical comment that can easily be taken
as constituting a crucial development of Borges's rethinking of the ontological ;
and epistemological dimensions of narrative and how his “new reader” would |
have to approach his “new narrative” (Monegal 372). Following Rabassa, we, |
too, believe that the best translator is also the best reader, the one who 1s able
to see all of a text’s flaws and possibilities and who, like both Borges and Pierre |
Menard, is able to enrich a text by reinventing it in ways never before imag-
ined, not even by the author, whose language and vision remain locked in a

500 Rabassa, Treason 4142 “Treason”™ 31-32; Kristal, Tnvisible Work xiv; and Alazraki 235-36,
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specific time and place. Provable or not, to us it seems inconceivable that Borg-
es, with his capacious mind and integrative, synthesizing outiook, would have
translated The Wild Palms and written “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixofe”
during the same stretch of time without having seen them as being cut from
the samne bolt of cloth. To us, it seems much more likely that, for the Borges of
1939-40, the fecund period in which all this happened, the two operations (the
translation of The Wild Palms and the writing of “Pierre Menard™} were essen-
tially mirror images of each other, with the one, the translation, serving as the
textual proof of the other. In reading and rewriting The Wild Palms, Borges,
passing through Faulkner, became his own Pierre Menard.

Vanderbilt University
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