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Foreword

That was the origin of what later became the Sympo-
sium (on) Borges and (with) Borges. It was that simple. I
mention it here to answer all those who wonder how difficult
it was to persuade Borges to undertake such a long, hard
trip—to a place not even on the map.

The success of the Symposium was made possible not
only by Borges’ generous, uncomplicated disposition and the
literary traditions of New England, highly appealing to the
Argentine writer/English reader, but by the collaboration of
many other souls who wanted the thing to happen. Though
Borges was hardly a household word in Maine, and my Latin
enthusiasm may have seemed a bit suspicious, the University
administration quickly accepted my proposal. I want to
acknowledge here the help received during the period of plan-
ning and, no less important, of funding, from Paulette
French, Gordon Haaland, Robert Carroll, Ulrich Wicks, Car-
roll Terrell, Burt Hatlen, Stephen Weber, Robert Hunting,
and John Frank, of the University of Maine, and the Arthur
R. Lord Fund and the Patrons for the Fine Arts, as well as
suggestions from colleagues and friends around the country,
Jaime Alazraki, Enrique Anderson Imbert, Emir Rodriquez-
Monegal and Donald Yates.

This book attempts to record faithfully, with minor de-
viations, corrections, omissions, and additions, the event that
was held in those remote, but for many of us unforgettable,
days of April, 1976. .

Immediately after the Symposium, the President of the
University of Maine, Dr. Howard Neville, offered to support
the publication of the proceedings, so the lack of money can-
not be used as an excuse for the long delay in the appearance
of this book. I thought I had found a way to transcend the
need for any excuses, avoiding mention of the unprofessional
recording of fragmentary and occasionally unintelligible re-
marks which somehow had to be turned into sentences faith-
ful to the intention of so many participants. Not all of them
returned their corrected versions on time. Not always did
the editor have time to fulfill his duties, or the fortitude to
preserve his equanimity in the face of almost overwhelming
difficulties. Since we were speaking of Borges, I thought I
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could deny any blame, to myself or to others, by simply re-

calling his refutation of time...

And yet now, as these proceedings go to press (a fact
only possible through the help of my friend Thomas Mont-
gomery, who with monastic devotion has striven to illumi-
nate the sometimes obscure manuscripts), I realize that they
have not aged. On the contrary: they seem still alive, radia-
ting the warmth with which they were written, read, and cor-
rected by people of such different origins and personalities,
all of them fused for one weekend of their lives by their ad-
miration and affection for a man of letters.

If the University Press moves with the desired speed,
these three-year-old words will be “made into a book,” obey-
ing Mallarmé’s dictum, a little before, a little after, or—why
not?—exactly on August 24, 1979, when Borges will be 80
years old. '

The seventies, as King David said and Borges has re-
peated, are the years of the Spirit. May the eighties be for
you, Borges, the years of Happiness, well deserved though
elusive until now. It is the wish of all those who came to the
meeting at Orono, who today offer you this book that you
have so deeply inspired.

Carlos Cortinez

ix
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Jorge Luis Borges

and years later I came upon a sentence not quite so good by
Mallarmé (of course Mallarmé is hardly the man t,? ?‘ope
with Homer) where I read, “Tout aboutit & un livre’”: “All
things lead to a book.” At first, I was rather dazzled by that
sentence, but then I remembered I had read it before in the
Odyssey; except, in the case of Homer, as “joys and mis.for—
tunes happen to man in order that the coming generations
should have a matter for their songs,” of course, it stands for
the spoken epic, while Mallarmé stands for the written book.
But the meaning is the same, except that in the Greek there
is a swing that we don’t get in the too-precise French words,
“Tout aboutit & un livre,” where the whole thing is too
economical to be, let’s say, as stirring as the Greek was.

Now I suppose that the fact that I read those lines. as
they should be read, that I found them fine, but not‘ amazing
(1 found out that they stand for the same thing, said, let us
say, with some thirty centuries’ difference between them)
stems from the fact that I am a man of letters. I suppose
most people would have thought it striking or strange to
think that things happened because they only had to be made
into sounds or made into books. I took that for granted. And
this means that already when I was a boy, when I was twelve
or so, when I was first reading Butcher and Lang’s Odyssey,
[ already felt in a literary way about the words. That is to say I
already thought of things happening because they might be
woven into poems, into tales, into novels, into anything you
like; into the epic, perhaps, into a rather secret poem like
Mallarmé’s poems were. I took that for granted, and this
means that I have always been a man of letters, simply a man
of letters as Dr. Carlos Cortinez has it.

“Simply a man of letters.” Now what does that mean?.

Because I have to do what I can in order to understand what
that thing means. I suppose I know it myself, but I have to
explain it to you. Not what a man of letters is, since of
course there is no such person—every man of letters exists
through himself and in himself—but what being a man of let-
ters means for me. It means the fact that I know that my des-
tiny, my fate, my life has a certain shape, and that fate is a
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literary one. This, of course, does not lead us very far. We
have to find out what that stands for.

I remember reading about two men. Of course they
were very notable writers, and still in a sense I know that
they held to that fate. I think of Milton. Milton, before he
had written a single line, knew that his destiny was to be a
great poet. De Quincey, a very great writer also, knew that
his destiny was to be literary; and I think that Coleridge’
knew the same thing. Naturally, I am not comparing myself
to those men. After all, I am, let us say, a more or less invis-
ible twentieth-century writer, an Argentine writer. How
would I dare compare myself to Milton, to Coleridge or to
De Quincey? I am not at all the same. I know my limits and
perhaps that makes me into a man of letters, but I know that
since there are many kinds of men (there are, for example,
military men, my forefathers; there are men of action, my
forefathers also; there are men of business, not my fore-
fathers); since there are all kinds of men, I happen to be that
particular kind of man. I don’t think that being a man of let--
ters is somehow, let’s say, above the other kinds of men. I
know that I happen to be that particular kind of man. I know
that to be a man of letters is to have a very strange destiny;
but after all, all destinies are strange, especially to a man who
has to undergo them, who has to live through them. But I
know of the strangeness of literary life since I have been liv-
ing it all the time, before I wrote down a single line. And I
have written many books, far too many books, I should say.
I haven’t taken the trouble to count them, but I know, I am
sorry to say, that I have written more than fifty books, most
of them hack work of course, but still fifty books. They
stand for a lifetime’s job. When my collected works came
out, they included the work of half a century; they amount-
ed to some twelve hundred pages, and I left three books out.
Indeed, the chief aim of that book was to leave those books
out, not to include the others in, because I disliked them so
much.

I suppose that if you are a man of letters, there are
many things needful to it. One of the first things (this is not
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Jorge Luis Borges

right words. In English I will quote another fine example,
since after all, I am simply a man of letters, and why should I
not be talking about words? I think the word nightmare is a
fine word. We know, of course, from etymologies, from ety-
mologies in dictionaries, from the shorter Skeat—the shorter
Skeat is oné of my Bibles, I should say—that the word
nightmare came from some words that meant the “demon of
the night.” Or perhaps if another etymology is allowable,
something akin to the German word Mirchen. And then you
had the night mare of the fable of the night. But still night-
mare is a fine word. Shakespeare talks of the ‘“‘nightmare of
the night foal.” And Victor Hugo—quite English, as in every-
thing else, I suppose—gives us a fine metaphor of the night-
mare. He talked of “le cheval noir de la nuit,” ‘‘the black
horse of night.” Or perhaps, if a free translation is allowable,
“the black horse of midnight”; that would be better still.
You see where he got the horse: from nightmare. Then he
gave it blackness and it was night, ‘“le cheval noir de la nuit”;
while in Spanish, you have to put up with pesadilla, which

is no good. And then in French, you have a fine word,

cauchemar, which has nothing to do with English night-
mare. And in German, you have.the word Alb. The word
Alb means nothing to us now but it stood for ‘“‘elf,” and an
elf, an incubus, was supposed to be sitting on the dreamer’s
belly and giving him the nightmare. So you see, the word
nightmare begets the sense of the awful that is to be found
in nightmares; and only in nightmares, not in waking life.

I said a moment ago that a writer had to be aware of
words because after all, words were his tools. And Stevenson
complained of the fact that those tools, words, were after all
more or less like blocks of paints; they were stiff, they were
hardly pliable. And yet, says Stevenson, a painter knows that
he has to paint somehow the insufferable sun with those
colors, and he manages to do it. And poetry is happening all
the time. I do not suppose poetry is something exceptional.
I suppose poetry is happening all the time. I know nothing
whatever of Hungarian; I have no Hungarian; but I know that
were I to learn Hungarian, I would find therein all the things
I find in other poetry, since beauty seems to come to men.

Simply A Man of Letters

It seems to have come to men all the time and all over the
world.

_ When I began studying Old English, I thought of it in
terms of kennings, of metaphors, and so on, and then I was
not long in finding out that Old English literature stood for
very fine elegies and for very fine epic poetry. And those

‘things were there. They were not to be had by translations.

Translations may give you something, a silent version, but
they do not give you the real original. I think that Frost had
it that poetry is what gets lost in translation. That of course
is wrong, since gibberish is untranslatable, but I think that
poetry is translatable, only you have to do something dif-
ferent to it. I will take an example from Chaucer. He had
read in Hippocrates, in a Latin version of the Greek, “ars
longa, vita brevis.” Now “ars longa, vita brevis” has some-
thing far too short about it, like a telegram, in a sense; a
Latin telegram, a Roman telegram. Then he had to work that
into a poem of his, not about medicine, but about, I suppose,
the craft of love or the craft of verse. Why not suppose the
craft of verse? Then he wrote (I will say it in English and
then in my own personal Middle English, which is more or
less guesswork): “the life so short, the craft so long to learn,”
or in Middle English I suppose he would have pronounced it
thus (he won’t be here to set us right): he wrote, “the lief
so short, the craft so long to leerne.” He found the music
for that wistfulness; he found “the lief so short, the craft so
long to leerne.” A

I said that a writer, a man of letters, should be interested
in words, in words for their own sake. He should be interest-'
ed in them all the time. In order to write in a really fine
style, you should be able to speak in a fine prose style. I can-
not do that in English, of course. In Spanish, I do my best,
but of course I don’t always succeed—I am very lazy, very in-
different; but somehow I manage not to run into broken
sentences. I manage to say what I have to say. I remember
many men of letters that I have known. I have thought of the
Andalusian poet Cansinos-Assens, of Capdevila, of [ Alberto]
Gerchunoff the Jewish writer, of Lugones, and they all spoke
in a fine way. I suppose a sentence might have been taken
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Jorge Luis Borges

Then afterwards, when I lost my sight (that was way
back in 1955), I thought the fact of being blind should not
be the end. It should be the beginning. And I had of course
to create my own beginning, and so I said, “I will not think
about blindness; I will think about something else. I have
two great operations in the future for myself. I will think
about the learning of Old English.” And so with a few
friends we began studying Old English. Of course, in the case
of Old English, I had always been attracted to the North. I
thought really of going back, as Spanish goes back to Latin.
I thought of going back through English to the speech of
my forefathers in Northumberland and in Mercia. At first,
Old English was merely to me a kind of strange blend of
German and English, but I was not long in finding out that
since it came before the two languages, it was a language in
itself; and it had a beauty, a harsh beauty of itself. And now
I am going to attempt another adventure, the adventure of
Old Norse, since one always goes from Old English to Old
Norse.

I have been talking about words, about languages. All
those things mean much to a man of letters. And now 1
shall talk about the fact of my writing—of what I think of
my writing. I am not too fond of what I write, but still,
what can I do about it? Writing is my destiny. Of course, I
would prefer to be the writer of, let’s say, Robert Frost’s
poetry, for example. I have to resign myself to the fact of
being the writer of Jorge Luis Borges. After all, I can not do
anything else about it. I have in a sense to be myself. I
know my limits now. I should by this time of life! And I've
been living and writing. When 1 began writing, my father
gave me a very sound piece of advice. He told me, “Read
all you can.” So I played the sedulous ape, as Stevenson has
it (Stevenson is one of my masters), to many writers. Steven-
son plays the sedulous ape to Hazlitt, to Lamb, to Coleridge,
and to Baudelaire. And I played the sedulous ape to Steven-
son, to Whitman, to Browning, to Swinboume, to Quevedo,

to Lugones, to Victor Hugo for a time, to a German Expres-
sionist poet named Johannes R. Becher, as to so many

Simply A Man of Letters

others. But in the end, I found myself. Of course, I was far
beneath them, but after all, what else could I do? Well, I be-
gan writing, and after I had written three books, my father
said,; ‘“Read much, write much, tear up most of what you
have written; and above all, never rush into print.” At the
age of twenty-four, I rushed into print. It was my fourth
book, but it was in a sense my first one. T had mercifully des-
troyed the earlier ones. They were quite bad. I can hardly
remember the titles, and I am ashamed to speak about them.
Well, the book came out. In those days you had no idea
of success or failure. My country in those days was in all re-
spects a better country than what it is today. We never
thought of literature in terms of success or failure. No writer
expected to live by his pen. That was-impossible. Even such
a great writer as Lugones brought out editions of 500 to 600
copies, and they sold very slowly. And the word ‘best-sel-
ler” was happily unknown in those days. So when we pub-
lished, we did what Stevenson had done. He thought of a
book as being a round robin sent to his friends. And this is
what we did. I never thought of sending a book to the news-
papers. I never thought of those secret writings of mine be-
coming known. I never thought of the public in any sense at
all. Of course, I tried to write as finely as I could, but I was
writing for nobody in particular. I can vouch for the truth of
this. This happened in 1923. And when some eight years
afterwards, or ten (Dr. Yates would set me right, but he is
not here at my elbow. He knows my dates; I don’t. I know
nothing about dates. I only know that 1616 is Shakespeare’s
death and that’s that), when some ten years afterwards I
finished what was called, strangely enough, History of Eter-
nity, when I found out to my unspeakable amazement that
thirty-seven copies had been sold in the span of a year, I
thought that was unbelievable. I went home and said to my
mother, “I have sold thirty-seven copies of my book.” Then
she said, “No, that can’t be so.” Then we looked at what the
bookseller had given me, and so it was. Thirty-seven copies!
I wanted to write to all the people who had bought the book.
I wanted to apologize for the mistakes. I wanted to promise
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and the beginning of what I am about to write. So that when
I begin thinking of a tale or a poem, I know the beginning

-and the end, especially the end. I may be rather shaky about
the beginning, but I know those two tips, and I have to find

out for myself what happens in between; what happens be-
tween the first verse and the last, or what happens between
the first sentence and the last one, if the piece be in prose
and not in verse. And there I have to grope my way through
a darkness. I may take a wrong turning; then I have to go
back. I have to imagine everything that happened to the man.
The man is all of us. I have created no characters. What hap-
pens to the man between his birth, the first line, and his lit-
erary death, the last line: those things I have to invent, I have
to discover. After all the words “invention” and “discovery”
stand for the same thing. You know that in Latin, the word
“invent” means “to discover.” This of course goes back to
the Platonic doctrine that all things are there; you merely
have to find them out. Even as a statue is in the marble and
you have to chip off what is needless. Or as Timrod, the
laureate of the Confederate South, said, ‘‘the shaft is in the
stone.” I mean the column was in the stone. It had not yet
been carved, but the thing lay there; the statue lay there.
Well, I have to find out what happens, and therefore I have
to find the setting, the right names for the characters, and all
that. And then, after that, I write it down. When I write it
down, of course, I am very fond of the words.

Ever since poetry was revealed. to me through my fa-
ther, poetry came to me through the English tongue: it came
to me through Shelley, Keats, and Swinbourne, and Fitzger-
ald’s Omar Khayyam. Ever since that time, I have been fond
of words, but I know that now I shouldn’t believe too much
in them, that they may betray me at any moment. So now,
in my time of life, I never go in for purple patches. I try
simply to be straightforward. I try to use no words that may
attract much attention, or that distract attention, though I
am fond of words. I try to write in a very simple style, in a
style that will make the reader think of what I am writing
about, not of the writer himself. I think a writer should be in-
visible, even as God is, I suppose, invisible in the world. God,

Simply A Man of Letters

we think, may be thinking of us all the time, even governing
us, but we are not aware of him, and I do not think that a
reader should be too aware of the writer. This is what is
wrong about many fine writers. It’s not only the use of sym-
bols, but being reminded of symbols all the time. In the case

of Gdngora, one is being reminded of words all the time,"

while in the case of Robert Frost, we are not reminded of
him, but are reminded of what he felt. But in the case, let
us say, of such a fine writer as Sir Thomas Browne, or Que-
vedo in Spanish, or Gdngora or Victor Hugo, we are being
reminded of them all the time. I don’t think that is right. I
think that a story or a poem should have a life of its own.
After all, why remind the reader that somebody wrote it?
Why remind the reader of a certain name and a certain bit of
context? After the story or the poem is written there is no
essential difference between them. The only difference lies
in the expectation of the reader. The reader who is about to
read a poem knows that he will be finding emotion therein,
while the reader who reads prose may think that he will find
reasons, arguments, syllogisms, or information. So, after all,
something may be said for free verse. Even if it is not too
different from prose, the fact that it has been printed like
verse makes the reader feel that he will get something quite
unlike prose, that he will get poetry. I don’t suppose there is
an essential difference between prose and poetry, but I have
an idea when something is being given to me in that myster-
ious way, when I see the two tips of my island, I do not
know whether it will become poetry or prose. That is found
out afterwards. I suppose, essentially, poetry and prose are
the same. I spoke in the beginning about Homer. In the Odys-
sey, in the epic, we see that all literature began by poetry
and then became prose. The Saxons wrote a very clumsy kind
of prose, and yet they wrote fine verse. That is to say, men
began to sing before they knew how to write.

As I was saying, a writer should attempt many things,
and the writer feels somehow that writing is something pre-
cious, since, if all things are to become words, if all things are
to become poems or tales, or parables or dramas or whatever
you want, then all things are needful to him. He should be
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Jorge Luis Borges

for you? And the second part: when you are writing the mid-
dle of your story which you can’t find, is it groping or does it
come clear to you? :

A. Writing should be a pleasure. All things should be a
pleasure, even a toothache, I suppose, if taken the right way.
Now as to groping our way, that is a pleasure also. There is
a pleasure in groping; a pleasure in hesitating—why not?
Those are parts of the game. I accept them. Yes, I always
think of writing as a pleasure. If it’s not done for pleasure, it
can’t be done. It’s not compulsory.

Yates. The answer to the second part is that you do
grope in_the middle for what is going to be the stpry?
A. Yes. I enjoy the groping.

- -Yates. In one story that you wrote, ““The Circular

‘Ruins”, your groping became part of the story since the

_magician or the stranger—whoever—was trying to find a way
to imagine or dream or create another person, and he tried
several things that didn’t work. These were your attempts to
write the story. Is that right? .

A. Yes, of course I was. I am sure I was very clever to
have woven them into a story.

Q. First, do you accept the linking of your name with
Kafka, and second, do you enjoy being linked with Kafka?

A. I think Kafka taught me the way to write two quite
‘bad stories: “The Library of Babel” and “The Lottery of
Babylon”. Of course, I owe a debt to Kafka. Naturally. I
enjoyed that. At the same time, I couldn’t go on reading
Kafka all the time so I left it at that. I only wrote two stories
following the pattern and then I left off. Of course I owe
much to Kafka. I admire him, as I suppose all reasonable men
do.

Yates. In the “Library of Babel” you insert a word
spelled thusly: Qaphga. I think the only way to pronounce
that is Kafka. Did you put that in there to show that you
were aware that you were writing like Kafka?

A. Yes. Of course 1 did.

[{To a question on the influence on Borges of contem-

Simply A Man. of Letters

porary Latin-American writers.]

A. I am not a futurist. I was not aware of Garcia Mdr-
quez and Cortdzar, who came after.

Yates. The response is that Borges went blind for read-
ing purposes in 1955 and simply hasn’t read Cortdzar and
hasn’t read Paz. ‘

A. They came after me. I am not a prophet. I was not
affected by them. They are in the future. We are not affected
by the future.

Yates. Part of the question was: you have been credited
with influencing them. In what way do you think you might
have influenced them? Where do you think Latin American
literature is going in their charge?

A. T hope Latin American literature has escaped my in-
fluence.

Yates. In 1955, you left off writing longish narratives
and when the time came in 1960, when Carlos Frias, your
editor at Emecé, asked you for a book, you said, “I have no
book.” And he said, “Every writer has a book if he digs
around in his drawers and his files and his cabinets, and so
forth,” so you looked around and came up with a book
called El Hacedor—Dreamtigers. They are all short pieces—
apparently short pieces you had written since 1955 when
you had lost your sight and couldn’t write anymore in the
old way. In 1966, after not having written a long story
since “El Fin” in 1953—that’s some 13 years—suddenly
you wrote a long story, “La Intrusa”. What was behind
your change of mind about giving up writing just short
pieces like those of El Hacedor and writing a long story
like “La Intrusa™?

A. 1 had begen rereading my Kipling. I reread Plain
Tales from the Hills, and 1 thought that what a young
man of genius like Kipling did (he was twenty-odd when
he wrote Plain Tales from the Hills), perhaps an old ex-
perienced hand, who is certainly not a man of genius, may
be able to do somehow. I put it down in a way that had
nothing to do with Kafka or Henry James or Melville
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Q. In what ways has Poe influenced you?

A. Well, I suppose Poe taught me how to use my imagi-
nation. He taught me—though I was unaware of it, but I
must have felt it strongly—that one may not be tied down by
mere everyday circumstances; that being tied down to every-
day circumstances stood for poverty, stood for dullness. I
could be everywhere, and I could be, let’s say, in etemnity.
And I suppose Poe taught me that. He taught me the width,
the vastness of freedom. Those were taught to me in the first
stories of his I read, The Tales of the Grotesque and the
Arabesque. Though my style, of course, is far different from
Poe, since Poe wrote in what we may call a pompous style,
and I write in a rather grey, everyday style. But I suppose I
should be thankful to him for his teaching me that writing
could transcend personal experience—or rather, could be
woven out of personal experience transmuted in some strange
way. One should be thankful to Poe; and besides, why not be
thankful to a man who gave us The Adventures of Arthur
Gordon Pym, and who created a genre, something nobody
else has done—who has given us all the many detective books
written since his.time? They all came out of Poe; they were
all begotten by Poe, when he wrote those three stories that
you all know. So, I think I should be thankful to Poe, though
I think of him as a prose writer. I do not like him as a poet.
As for what was wrong with his poetry, I remember Emer-
son’s joke about him. Somebody spoke to Emerson, that
cold intellectual poet, about Poe, and he said, *“Ah, Mr. Poe,
the jingle man.”

Q. What do you admire especially in Stevenson?

A. I admire everything in Stevenson. I admire tpe man, I
admire the work, I admire his courage. I don’t think he wrote
a single indifferent or despicable line. Every line of Stevenson
is fine. And then there is another writer I greatly admire:
Chesterton. And yet Chesterton would not have been what
he was had it not been for Stevenson. For example, if we
read Chesterton’s Father Brown saga, or The Man Who Was
Thursday, or ‘““Man Alive”, we get the same fairy London
that was invented or was dreamt by Stevenson in his New

Simply A Man of Letters

Arabian Nights. 1 suppose I should be thankful to Stevenson.
I'suppose we should all be thankful to Stevenson. I hardly see
why you ask me that. The thing is as obvious as the sun in
heaven.

Q. Why are mirrors a recurring symbol in your writing?

A. Because mirrors are very strange things. Mirrors give
you the sense of the double. They give the Scottish wraith.
When a man sees himself, according to Scottish superstition,
he is about to die. His real self comes to fetch him back.
Then you have in German the Doppelginger, the man who
walks at our side and with ourselves. Those things, of course,
are given to us by the mirror. Then you have (I only know
the Latin, I don’t know Greek) the alter ego, the other I.
Those things also were suggested by the mirror. There is
something strange in the fact of the visual world being repro-
duced in every detail in a piece of glass, in a crystal. When I
was a child I was amazed at it. I find it very strange that there
should be in the world such things as mirrors.

Yates. Can you explain the perception that you have of
two Borgeses? The two Borgeses that you write of in “Borges

‘ y yon?

A. I suppose the perception came originally from the mir-
ror. Because when you look into a mirror, well, there you
are, there you are yourself looking at it, and the image look-
ing at you. As for two Borges, I have been made keenly aware

- of the fact that there are two, because when I think of my-

self, I think, let us say, of a rather secret, of a rather hesitant,
groping man. Somehow, this can hardly be reconciled to the
fact that I seem to be giving lectures all the time and travel-
ling all over the world. So I think of those two men as being
different: the private man and the public man. Or, if you pre-
fer it, why not speak of the private man, the shy man, the
man still wondering at things even as he did when he was a
boy, and the man who publishes books, whose books are an-
alyzed, who has symposiums and that kind of thing happen-
ing to him—why not think of those two as being different? I
do.
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OUTSIDE AND INSIDE THE MIRROR
IN BORGES’ POETRY

Jaime Alazraki
Harvard University

In the Preface to his fifth book of poetry—In Praise of Dark-
ness—Borges writes: ‘“To the mirrors, mazes, and swords
which my resigned reader already foresees, two new themes
have been added: old age and ethics.”! Mirrors are a con-
stant in Borges’ poetry, but long before becoming a major
theme or motif in his works, mirrors had been for Borges
an obsession that goes back to his childhood years. To his
friends he has told that as a child he feared that the images
reflected on his bedroom mirror would stay there even
after darkness had effaced them. For the boy, the images
inhabiting mirrors were like the ghosts haunting the castle
of a gothic novel—constantly lurking and threatening
through ominous darkness.

In the brief piece entitled ‘“The Draped Mirrors” from
Dreamtigers he reminisces those fears: ‘“As a child, I felt
before large mirrors that same horror of a spectral duplica-
tion or multiplication of reality. Their infallible and contin-
uous functioning, their pursuit of my actions, their cos-
mic pantomine, were uncanny then, whenever it began to
grow dark.” One of my persistent prayers to God and my
guardian angel was that I not dream about mirrors. I know
I watched them with misgivings. Sometimes I feared they
might begin to deviate from reality; other times I was afraid
of seeing there my own face, disfigured by strange calami-

ties” (D. 27).
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verse since our image of the world is just a fabrication of the

human mind. The world as we know it is that illsory image
produced on the mirror of culture, “that artificial unive}'se
in which we live as members of a social group.”2 Mirrors, like
the map within the map, like Don Quixote reader of the
Quixote, and like Hamlet spectator of Hamlet, suggest that
our intellectual version of reality is not different from that
“ungraspable architecture/ reared by every dawn from the
gleam/ of a mirror, by darkness from a dream.” Mirrors and
dreams have for Borges an interchangeable value. In the poem
““Spinoza,” for instance, the lens grinder “dreams up a clear
labyrinth—/ undisturbed by fame, that reflection/ of dr.egms
in the dream of another/ mirror ...”, and more explicitly
in the poem “Sarmiento” where dreaming is tantamount to
“Jooking at a magic crystal.” Borges has pointed out that
“according to the doctrine of the Idealists, the verbs fo live
and fo dream are strictly synonyms” (L.164). A more tran-
scendental significance of mirrors in Borges’ poetry should
emerge, thus, from a syllogistic transposition of t%le terms
life, dream and mirror. If life is a dream Somebody is dzeim—
ing, and dreams are, as stated in the poem “The Dream,’ re-
flections of the shadow/ that daylight deforms in its mir-
rors,” life is, consequently, not less illusory than the images
reflected on the surface of the mirrors. In the poem “The Go-
lem,” the dummy is the dream of a Rabbi who in turn is the
dream of a god who in turn is the dream of another god and
so on ad infinitum as suggested in “The Circular Ruins.”
Yet, it should be noted that the Rabbi’s Golem is described
as “a simulacrum,” as “a distressing son” and as “‘a symbol,”
and that all these terms have been used before in relation to
mirrors. In the Rabbi’s lamentations as he gazes on his im-
perfect son—‘To an infinite series why was it for me/ to add
another symbol? To the vain/ hank that is spun out in Eter-
nity/ another cause and effect, another pain?”’—there is an
inequivocal echo of the “multiplying and abominable power
or mirrors.” On the other hand, in the poem “Everness” the
universe is but the mirror of a total memory: God. God, in
another poem entitled “He,” “is each of the creatures of His

Outside and Inside the Mirror in Borges’ Poetry

strange world:/ the stubborn roots of the profound/ cedar
and the mutations of the moon.” God is, in addition, ‘“‘the
eyes that examine/ a reflection (man) and the mirror’s eyes.”
Also Emanuel Swedenborg knew, according to the poem so
entitled, “like the Greek, that the days/ of time are Eternity’s
mirrors.”

The notion that the whole of Creation is but a reflec-
tion of a Divine power is more clearly defined in the short
stories. In “The Aleph,” for example, Borges writes that
“for the Kabbalah, the Aleph stands for the En Soph, the
pure and boundless godhead; it is also said that it takes the
shape of a man pointing to both heaven and earth, in order
to show that the lower world is the map and mirror of the
higher.” And, in a more condensed manner, in “The Theo-
logians”: “In the Zohar, it is written that the higher world
is a reflection of the lower,” and once again in “the Zahir”:
“The Kabbalists understood that man is a microcosm, a
symbolic mirror of the universe; according to Tennyson,
everything would be.” The pertinence of these quotations
to our subject lies in the value conceded to reality as a re-
flection and the notion that such reflection contains a secret
order inaccessible to men. Our reality, says Borges (our re-
ality as codified by culture), is made of mirror images, ap-
pearances that reflect vaguely the Other, or, more precisely,
as the sect of the Histrionics sustains in ‘“The Theologians™:

To demonstrate that the earth influences heaven they in-
voked Matthew and I Corinthians 13:12 (“for now we see
through a glass, darkly’’) to demonstrate that everything we
see is false. Perhaps contaminated by the Monotones, they
imagined that all men are two men and that the real one is
the other, the one in heaven. They also imagined that our
acts project an inverted reflection, in such a way that if we
are awake, the other sleeps, if we fornicate, the other is
chaste, if we steal, the other is generous. When we die, we
shall join the other and be him. (L.123)

Borges’ short stories and poems are full of characters
and people searching for the other, for the source of the in-
verted reflection. Laprida, in ‘“Conjectural Poem,” ‘“who
longed to be someone else” finds the other “‘in one night’s
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At times in the evening a face

Looks at us out of the depths of a mirror;
Art should be like that mirror

Which reveals to us our own face. (S.P.143)

Of the various significations that mirrors propose
throughout Borges’ poetry this is, beyond any doubt, t'he
most transcending and the richest in suggestions. In a strict
sense, we are dealing with the mirror of poetry as a road of
access to the other, with literature as a bridge between the
visible side of the mirror and the other side which poets
of all times have always tried to reach. There is a mirror that
“melts away, just like a bright silvery mist” so that the poet,
like Lewis Carroll’s Alice, may go through the glass and jump
into the other side—the looking-glass room of fantasy—, and
to such a mirror Borges refers in the poem devoted to Edgar

Allan Poe:
As if on the wrong side of the mirror,
He yielded, solitary, to his rich
Fate of fabricating nightmares. .. (S.P.173)

But the mirror that in the last analysis Borges vindi-
cates as a vehicle of art is the one “which reveals to us our
own face.” In the context of Dreamtiger’s Epilogue it is
clear that the face he alludes to is a symbolic face which, l.ike
a cipher, encodes the destiny of the writer. It is this wr.lter
who “‘shortly before his death discovers that that patten,f
1abyrinth' of lines (his writings) traces the image of his face
(D.93).. .

The poem “Oedipus and the Riddle” also adheres to this
same meaning. Borges had already reviewed the myth of
Oedipus and the Sphinx in The Book of Imaginary Beings.
There he explains:

It is told that the Sphinx depopulated the Theban country-

side asking riddles and making a meal of any man who

could not give the answer. Of Oedipus the Sphinx asked:

‘What has four legs, two legs, and three legs, and the more

legs it has the weaker it is?’ Oedipus answered that it was a

man who as an infant crawls on all four, when he grows up

walks on two legs, and in old age leans on a staff. (B.L.B.

211-212)

i s

« Outside and Inside the MIrror in Borges, Poetry

With these materials Borges makes his poem:

At dawn four-footed, at midday erect,
And wandering on three legs in the deserted
Spaces of afternoon, thus the eternal

Sphinx had envisioned her changing brother
Man, and with afternoon there came a person
Deciphering, appalled at the monstrous other
Presence in the mirror, the reflection

Of his decay and of his destiny.

We are Oedipus; in some eternal way

We are the long and threefold beast as well—
All that we will be, all that we have been.

It would annijhilate us all to see

The huge shape of our being; mercifully

God offers us issue and oblivion.  (S.P.191)

In the monstrous image of the Sphinx, Oedipus recog-
nizes his own destiny and that of all man, and Borges adds:
“It would annihilate us all to see/ the huge shape of our be-
ing.” But the poet inevitably looks for “the shape of his be-
ing,” and his written work is but the mitror where he will
see his face, and in it the total image of his fate. But such
a moment, similar to a revelation, comes “shortly before
death.” One of Borges’ most personal and intense poems,
“In Praise of Darkness,” celebrates old age and darkness as
forms of happiness; in the last lines he returns to the same
idea presented in “Oedipus and the Riddle” but now in or-
der to tell us that if art is “the imminence of a revelation that
is not yet produced” (0.1.4) it is so because that last line to
be traced by a hand stronger than any destiny (Death) is still
missing:

From south and east and west and north,
roads coming together have led me
to my secret center.
These roads were footsteps and echoes,
women, men, agonies, rebirths,

) days and nights,
daydreams and dreams,
each single moment of my yesterdays
and the world’s yesterdays,

the firm sword of the Dane and the moon
of the Persian,
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