companion

STEVEN BOLDY



STEVEN BOLDY

A COMPANION TO JORGE LUIS BORGES

TAMESIS



© Steven Boldy

All Rights Reserved. Except as permitted under current legislation no part
of this work may be photocopied, stored in a retrieval system,
published, performed in public, adapted, broadcast,
transmitted, recorded or reproduced in any form or by any means,
without the prior permission of the copyright owner

The right of Steven Boldy to be identified as
the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with
sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988
First published 2009 by Tamesis, London

Transferred to digital printing

ISBN 978-1-85566-189-9

Tamesis is an imprint of Boydell & Brewer Ltd
PO Box 9, Woodbridge, Suffolk IP12 3DF, UK
and of Boydell & Brewer Inc.

668 Mt Hope Avenue, Rochester, NY 14620, USA
website: www.boydellandbrewer.com

A CiP catalogue record for this book is available
from the British Library

This publication is printed on acid-free paper



Coleccion Tamesis

SERIE A: MONOGRAFIAS, 277

A COMPANION TO JORGE LUIS BORGES



Tamesis

Founding Editor
J. E. Varey

General Editor
Stephen M. Hart

Editors
Charles Davis
Alan Deyermond

Advisory Board
Rolena Adorno
John Beverley
Efrain Kristal
Jo Labanyi
Alison Sinclair
Isabel Torres
Julian Weiss



FOREWORD

This Companion to Jorge Luis Borges has been designed for keen readers of
Borges whether they approach him in English or Spanish, within or outside
a university context. It takes his stories and essays of the forties and fifties,
especially Ficciones and El Aleph, to be his most significant works, and
organizes its material in consequence. About two-thirds of the book analyses
the stories of this period text by text. The early sections map Borges’s intel-
lectual trajectory up to the fifties in some detail, and up to his death more
briefly. They aim to provide an account of the context which will allow the
reader maximum access to the meaning and significance of his work. They
provide a biographical narrative developed against the Argentine literary
world in which Borges was a key player, the Argentine intellectual tradition
in its historical context, and the Argentine and world politics to which his
works respond in more or less obvious ways.

I have been reading Borges, and criticism on him, for many years, and
have probably come to consider as my own those thoughts I absorbed early
on from Ronald Christ, Dunham and Ivask’s The Cardinal Points of Borges,
Donald Shaw, the Cahiers de L’Herne collection, and others. On writing my
Companion I have mined Edwin Williamson’s Borges. A Life thoroughly for
biographical information, and have not found space to acknowledge every
last scrap I have used. Something similar goes for Evelyn Fishburn and
Psiche Hughes’s invaluable A Dictionary of Borges, which 1 have consulted
over a much longer period. For many, Borges is already an integral part of
their mental make-up, while others are just facing their first puzzlement and
excitement at his stories; I hope to have provided extra focus or useful guid-
ance for both groups.

I thank Stephen Hart as General Editor of Tamesis, and Ellie Ferguson as
Managing Editor, for their graceful forbearance in nudging me into what has
been a most rewarding and enjoyable project.
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I have cited Borges from the following editions, and will use the abbrevia-
tions indicated:

In Spanish

Inq Inquisiciones (Madrid: Alianza, 1998)

TE El tamano de mi esperanza (Madrid: Alianza, 2005)

1A El idioma de los argentinos (Madrid : Alianza, 2000)

OP Obra poética 1923-1967 (Buenos Aires: Emecé, 1969)

Al El Aleph (Buenos Aires: Emecé, 1969)

[ Obras completas, vol 1 (Buenos Aires: Emecé, 2004)

I1 Obras completas, vol 11 (Buenos Aires: Emecé, 2004)

11 Obras completas, vol 111 (Buenos Aires: Emecé, 1989)

oC Obras completas en colaboracion (Buenos Aires: Emecé, 2001)
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TC Textos cautivos: ensayos y resenias en El Hogar (1936-1939)
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BP Biblioteca personal (Madrid: Alianza, 1988)

In English

F Fictions, trans. by Andrew Hurley (London: Penguin, 2000)

A The Aleph, trans. by Andrew Hurley (London: Penguin, 2000)
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SpP Selected Poems, ed. by Alexander Coleman (London: Penguin,
2000)

CF Collected Fictions, trans. by Andrew Hurley (New York:
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Perspectives

Borges is a world of complex and paradoxical perceptions and dimensions. He
can be seen as an author of purely archetypal literary texts; as a bookish and
almost unreal individual; as a harbinger of major trends in structuralist, post-
structuralist and post-modern thought; as a cosmopolitan, universal writer;
as an essentially Argentine author deeply concerned with both his country’s
literary classics and its history; as a writer engaging with the historical and
ideological issues facing the Western world from the twenties to the Cold
War. A glance at a number of these dimensions may serve as a preliminary
and impressionistic introduction to the phenomenon of Jorge Luis Borges. An
essay, ‘The Argentine Writer and Tradition’, will serve to introduce Borges’s
use of paradox and polemics, his preoccupation with cultural transmission
and translation, his quirkily irreverent use and misuse of others’ texts, and his
thoughts on the status of Argentine, and Latin American, culture.

Read in France in the early fifties in the translation of Roger Caillois,
or as Labyrinths in the USA in the sixties, the stories of Ficciones and El
Aleph seemed almost eternal, rounded, and mysterious: perfect intellectual
fables without precedent or provenance. Symptomatically, Caillois excised
texts with specifically Argentinian themes, such as ‘The South’, ‘El Sur’,
from his edition.! The truth is that they emerge, miraculously but laboriously,
from the vast nebula of Borges’s previous production, firmly grounded in the
literary and political reality of Buenos Aires: poetry, literary and political
polemics, four published collections of essays, intense if eclectic reading
of the 1911 Encyclopaedia Britannica, and the endless slog of literary
reviewing over two decades. Borges edited journals such as Proa and Prisma,
produced a string of influential anthologies (of ultraista poetry, of fantastic
literature, of detective fiction), penned endless short introductions to world
literary figures in the pages of the popular women’s magazine E! Hogar, and
reviewed an inconceivable number of texts in the pages of journals as diverse
as Nosotros and Martin Fierro. Borges was a professional reader before he

I See Jason Wilson, Jorge Luis Borges (London: Reaktion, 2006), 123.
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became the successful story-writer, and these two dimensions are inseparable
in his thought and literary practice. The stories emerge as a genetic mutation
almost, when the literary review becomes story, mystical quest and metatex-
tual game in 1939, with ‘The Approach to Al-Mu’tasim’, ‘El acercamiento a
Almotasim’.

Similarly, from photographs and physical descriptions of Borges, there
emerge for me two very different figures. A 1939 photograph with Haydée
Lange shows a bearded and thick-set Borges with a Basque beret hiding scars
from a recent head wound, and a tightly stretched double-breasted suit. On
the back, he wrote: ‘“Wounded Tapir’, suggesting a man ill at ease with his
body, alienated and alone (V 165). He might almost have written ‘wounded
minotaur’. Leopoldo Marechal, a one-time friend and literary collaborator,
who had become hostile to Borges over disagreements on nationalism, Irig-
oyen, and Peronism, described his avatar Luis Pereda in his 1949 novel Adan
Buenosayres as ‘theoretical defender of local colour ... a man as stocky and
lurching as a blind wild boar’.? In photographs of the final decades of his life,
however, a blind, white-haired, stylized Borges, face turned upward towards
the light, hands resting on a cane, is classical, seraphic almost, a twentieth-
century Homer: ‘a blind old poet serenely facing the world of shadows’.?

Beatriz Sarlo, who has done more than most to situate Borges in the
cultural reality of Argentina and Buenos Aires, comments that he has become
‘a cult writer for literary critics who discover in him the Platonic forms
of their concerns: the theory of intertextuality, the limits of the referential
illusion, the relationship between knowledge and language, the dilemmas
of representation and of narration’ (Sarlo, Borges, 5). He has been seen as
the inspirer of the systems of Foucault’s Les Mots et les choses (1966), of
Roland Barthes’s ‘death of the author’ (1967), and even, in his labyrinthine
libraries and endless recombination of references, as precursor of the world-
wide-web. Borges is all this, but it is a vision which should be tempered by
studies such as those of John King in Sur, who situates Borges in the context
of Argentinian literary journals, and Daniel Balderston, in Out of Context,
who brings out the precise and complex sources behind seemingly abstract
or playful pieces: his detailed use, for example, of Indian and Irish history,
and the historiography of the two World Wars. A certain Argentine left, of
course, has painted Borges with broad brush-stokes as a product and cham-

2 “criollista teodrico ... hombre fortachon y bamboleante como un jabali ciego’ (Addn
Buenosayres, 163).
3 ‘un viejo poeta ciego, enfrentando, erguido, el mundo de la sombra’ (V 215).
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pion of a reactionary upper middle-class establishment. More recently, his
stand against fascism has been considered in detail.’

In Fanny Haslam, Borges has an English grandmother, and in Guillermo
Borges, an anglophile father; and after a period in the twenties of nacio-
nalismo criollo, a literary championing of the aesthetics of the Buenos Aires
suburbs, largely suppressed by the author during his lifetime, he published
articles and many of his best stories in the pages of the cosmopolitan and
patrician journal Sur, a local version of the Nouvelle Revue Frangaise or
Ortega y Gasset’s Revista de Occidente. This, together with the fantastic and
philosophical dimensions of his work, attracted accusations from the nation-
alist right that he was ‘extranjerizante’, tending to the foreign and European.
The Cuban socialist Roberto Fernandez Retamar, while hostile to Borges’s
project and social class, sees him not as European, but as the final vestiges
of a colonial Latin American: ‘his writing ... is more like a reading. Borges
is not a European writer: there is no European writer like Borges. ... Apart
from a few literature professors who receive a salary for it, there is only one
sort of person who knows European literature truly and comprehensively: the
colonial.’® Retamar could have found a less choleric version of this analysis in
Borges’s own essay ‘The Argentine Writer and Tradition’, ‘El escritor argen-
tino y la tradicion’, delivered as a lecture in 1951, published in Sur in 1955 in
the final months of Perdn’s regime as a rebuttal of nationalist literature, and
finally included in later editions of Discusién, originally published in 1932.

The piece is an example of Borges at his polemical and paradoxical best.
His starting point is Jos¢ Hernandez’s narrative poem Martin Fierro, the two
parts of which came out in 1872 and 1879, and which recounts the ill treat-
ment of the gauchos, mestizo cowboys, at the hands of the government in a
stylized, literary version of the gaucho dialect. Often seen as the canonical
Argentinian text, it had become a literary and ideological battle ground.
Leopoldo Lugones, the grand patriarch of Argentinian poetry during Borges’s
youth, a late example of the modernismo of Rubén Dario, who moved later in

4 Typical of such criticism is David Vidas, in De Sarmiento a Cortazar (Buenos Aires:
Siglo Veinte, 1971)

5 See, for example, Annick Louis, Borges ante el fascismo (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2007).

6 ‘[su] acto de escritura ... se parece mas a un acto de lectura. Borges no es un escritor
curopeo: no hay ningun escritor europeo como Borges. ... Fuera de algunos profesores de
filologia que reciben un salario por ello, no hay mas que un tipo de hombre que conozca de
veras, en su conjunto, la literatura europea: el colonial’ (Fernandez Retamar, 117-18). For an
interesting discussion of Borges’s Argentinianness, see Sabato’s novel Sobre héroes y tumbas,
174.
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his life towards nationalism and fascism, presented the gaucho, in his 1916
El payador, as the foundation of Argentinian nationhood, and the poem as
the national epic. In Discusion, Borges had argued that the work belonged
more to the novel than to the epic.” Here he argues that to look to national
themes for literature, and reject foreign ones, would have been inconceiv-
able for Racine or Shakespeare, and concludes that local colour is in fact a
foreign import: ‘The Argentine cult of local color is a recent European cult
that nationalists should reject as a foreign import’ (TL 423).8 He approv-
ingly notes Gibbon’s comments that there are no mentions of camels in the
Koran. Enrique Banchs, writing sonnets about nightingales and pitched roofs
in Buenos Aires, where neither exist, is in fact demonstrating the essential
Argentine trait of reserve, pudor. He easily shows that another work often
considered uniquely Argentinian, Ricardo Giiiraldes’s 1926 Bildungsroman
of a young gaucho-become-landowner, derives much not only from symbolist
French poetry, but also from Kipling’s Kim, which in turn descends from
Huckleberry Finn. To the argument that national literature should espouse
Hispanic values, he counters that few Argentinians can actually cope with
Spanish literature, and that ‘Argentine history can confidently be described
as an attempt to move away from Spain.”® To confront the essayists (Mallea,
Scalabrini Ortiz, Martinez Estrada, Manuel Galvez) who in the thirties and
beyond argue about the Argentinian as alone, without history, and split away
from Europe, Borges alludes to the passions aroused in Argentina by the
Spanish Civil War and the Second World War. The Argentine tradition is the
whole of Western culture, more so than in the case of individual European
countries, immersed in their own particular national culture: ‘I believe that
our tradition is the whole of Western culture, and I also believe that we have
a right to this tradition, a greater right than that which the inhabitants of
one Western tradition or another may have’ (TL 426).!° Like the Irish whose
difference, belonging and not belonging, allowed than to innovate in English
literature, the South Americans can handle European culture in a new way: ‘1
believe that Argentines, and South Americans in general, are in an analogous

7 See ‘La poesia gauchesca’ (I 198).

8 “El culto argentino del color local es un reciente culto europeo que los nacionalistas
deberian rechazar por foraneo’ (I 270).

9 ‘la historia argentina puede definirse sin equivocacién como un querer apartarse de
Espaiia’ (1 271).

10 “Creo que nuestra tradicion es toda la cultura occidental, y creo también que tenemos
derecho a esa tradicion, mayor que el que pueden tener los habitantes de una u otra nacion
occidental’ (I 272).
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situation; we can take on all the European subjects, take them on without
superstition and with an irreverence that can have, and already has had, fortu-
nate consequences’ (TL 426)."

" *Creo que los argentinos, los sudamericanos en general, estamos en una situacidn
analoga; podemos manejar todos los temas europeos, manejarlos sin supersticiones, con una
irreverencia que puede tener, y ya tiene, consecuencias afortunadas.’ (I 273).



Family History, National History

Various critics and biographers, such as Piglia and Williamson, have focused
on the way in which Borges tends to view national history in terms of his own
family history, and an opposition between the paternal and maternal family
lines. John King puts it succinctly:

For Borges, as for Victoria Ocampo [the owner of Sur, literary maecenas,
and member of a wealthy criollo landowning family], the history of Argen-
tina was a family affair, a conflict between the civilisation of his father’s
side, equated with books and the English language, and the barbarism of
his mother’s lineage, synonymous with men of action and the Spanish
language. Barbarism expresses both desire and shame. A desire for a simple
world of hoodlums, knife fighters and military ancestors. (King 151)

King is simplifying a little, by immediately associating the military with
barbarism and only one side of the family with the military, but nevertheless
the opposition stands. Alan Pauls has recently given a snappy formulation
of one of the major structures of Borges’s world. Most oppositions in his
work are subsumed into the category of the duel, seen as the very DNA of
his prose: ‘The duel — but also, in their way, battles, crime, chess and, espe-
cially truco [a River Plate card game] — is like the chip of Borges’s fiction,
its DNA, its finger print.”! Borges’s first narrative, ‘Hombres pelearon’, ‘Men
Fought’, published in E/ idioma de los argentinos (1928), was the story of a
duel, and was rewritten, in different keys, over many years until ‘The Story
from Rosendo Juarez’, in Brodies Report, El informe de Brodie (1970). The
theme covers many literal duels and rivalries between men, often rewriting
literary texts such as Martin Fierro, and historical encounters, as between
San Martin and Bolivar in ‘Guayaquil’. The structure also articulates the
tension between conceptual oppositions such as time and eternity, Platonism

I “El duelo — pero también, a su modo, la batalla, el crimen, el ajedrez y, sobre todo, el
truco — es como el chip de la ficcion de Borges, su ADN, su huella digital’ (Pauls, 42).



