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Jorge Luis Borges

The Library of Babel

By thisart you may contemplate the variation of the 23 letters. . . - The Anatomy of Melancholy,
Part 2, Sect. Il, Mem. IV.

The universe (which others call the Library) is composed of an indefinite, perhaps an infinite,
number of hexagonal galleries, with enormousventilation shaftsinthemiddle, encircled by very low
raillings. From any hexagon the upper or lower stories are visible, interminably. The distribution of
the galleriesisinvariable. Twenty shelves - five long shelves per side - cover all sides except two;
their height, whichisthat of each floor, scarcely exceedsthat of an averagelibrarian. One of thefree
sides gives upon anarrow entrance way, which leads to another gallery, identical to thefirst and to
all the others. To the left and to the right of the entrance way are two miniature rooms. One allows
standing room for sleeping; the other, the satisfaction of fecal necessities. Through this section
passes the spira staircase, which plunges down into the abyss and rises up to the heights. In the
entrance way hangs a mirror, which faithfully duplicates appearances. People are in the habit of
inferring from this mirror that the Library is not infinite (if it realy were, why this illusory
duplication?); | prefer to dream that the polished surfaces feign and promise infinity . . .

Light comes from some spherical fruits called by the name of lamps. There are two, running
transversaly, in each hexagon. The light they emit is insufficient, incessant.

Like al men of the Library, | have traveled in my youth. | have journeyed in search of a book,
perhaps of the catalogue of catalogues, now that my eyes can scarcely decipher what | write, | am
preparing to die afew leagues from the hexagon in which | was born. Once dead, there will not lack
pious handsto hurl me over the banister; my sepulchre shall be the unfathomable air: my body will
sink lengthily and will corrupt and dissolve in the wind engendered by the fall, which isinfinite. |
affirm that the Library isinterminable. The idealists argue that the hexagonal halls are a necessary
form of absolute space or, at least, of our intuition of space. They contend that a triangular or
pentagonal hall isinconceivable. (The mystics claim that to them ecstasy reveals around chamber
containing a great book with a continuous back circling the walls of the room; but their testimony
IS suspect; their words, obscure. That cyclical book isGod.) Let it suffice me, for the time being, to
repeat the classic dictum: The Library is a sphere whose consummate center is any hexagon, and
whose circumference is inaccessible.

Five shelves correspond to each one of the walls of each hexagon; each shelf contains thirty-two
books of auniform format; each book is made up of four hundred and ten pages;, each page, of forty
lines; each line, of some eighty black |etters. There are also letters on the spine of each book; these
letters do not indicate or prefigure what the pages will say. | know that such alack of relevance, at
onetime, seemed mysterious. Before summarizing the solution (whose disclosure, despiteitstragic
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implications, is perhaps the capital fact of this history), | want to recall certain axioms.

Thefirst: TheLibrary existsab aeterno. No reasonabl e mind can doubt thistruth, whoseimmediate
corollary isthefuture eternity of theworld. Man, theimperfect librarian, may be thework of chance
or of malevolent demiurges; the universe, with its elegant endowment of shelves, of enigmatic
volumes, of indefatigable laddersfor the voyager, and of priviesfor the seated librarian, can only be
the work of agod. In order to perceive the distance which exists between the divine and the human,
it is enough to compare the rude tremulous symbols which my fallible hand scribbles on the end
pagesof abook withtheorganiclettersinside: exact, delicate, intensely black, inimitably symmetric.

Thesecond: Thenumber of orthographic symbolsistwenty-five.<1> Thishit of evidence permitted
the formulation, three hundred years ago, of a general theory of the Library and the satisfactory
resolution of the problem which no conjecture had yet made clear: the formless and chaotic nature
of almost all books. One of these books, which my father saw in a hexagon of the circuit number
fifteen ninety-four, was composed of the letters MCV perversely repeated from thefirst line to the
last. Another, very much consulted in thiszone, isamere labyrinth of letters, but on the next-to-the-
last page, one may read O Time your pyramids. Asiswell known: for one reasonable line or one
straightforward notethereareleagues of insensate cacaphony, of verbal farragoesand incoherencies.
(I know of awild region whose librarians repudiate the vain superstitious custom of seeking any
sensein booksand compareit to looking for meaning in dreamsor in the chaotic lines of one'shands
... They admit that the inventors of writing imitated the twenty-five natural symbols, but they
maintain that thisapplicationisaccidental and that booksin themselves mean nothing. Thisopinion
- we shall see - is not altogether false.)

For alongtimeit was believed that theseimpenetrable booksbel onged to past or remotelanguages.
It istrue that the most ancient men, the first librarians, made use of alanguage quite different from
the one we speak today; it is true that some miles to the right the language is dialectical and that
ninety storiesup it isincomprehensible. All this, | repeat, istrue; but four hundred and ten pages of
unvarying MCVs do not correspond to any language, however diaectical or rudimentary it might
be. Some librariansinsinuated that each letter could influence the next, and that the value of MCV
onthethird line of page 71 was not the same asthat of the same seriesin another position on another
page; but this vague thesis did not prosper. Still other men thought in terms of cryptographs; this
conjecture has come to be universally accepted, though not in the sense in which it was formul ated
by itsinventors.

Five hundred years ago, the chief of an upper hexagon<2> came upon a book as confusing as all
the rest but which contained nearly two pages of homogenous lines. He showed his find to an
ambulant decipherer, who told him the lines were written in Portuguese. Otherstold him they were
in Yiddish. In less than a century the nature of the language was finally established: it was a
Samoyed-Lithuanian dialect of Guarani, with classical Arabic inflections. The contents were also
deciphered: notions of combinational analysis, illustrated by examples of variationswith unlimited
repetition. These examples madeit possiblefor alibrarian of geniusto discover thefundamental law
of the Library. Thisthinker observed that all the books, however diverse, are made up of uniform
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elements: the period, the comma, the space, the twenty-two letters of the alphabet. He al so adduced
a circumstance confirmed by all travelers: There are not, in the whole vast Library, two identical
books. From all these incontrovertible premises he deduced that the Library is total and that its
shelves contain all the possible combinations o££ the twenty-odd orthographic symbols (whose
number, though vast, is not infinite); that is, everything which can be expressed, in all languages.
Everything is there: the minute history of the future, the autobiographies of the archangels, the
faithful catalogue of the Library, thousands and thousands of false catalogues, a demonstration of
the fallacy of these catalogues, a demonstration of the fallacy of the true catalogue, the Gnostic
gospel of Basilides, the commentary on this gospel, the commentary on the commentary of this
gospel, theveridical account of your death, aversion of each book inall languages, theinterpolations
of every book in all books.

When it was proclaimed that the Library comprised al books, the first impression was one of
extravagant joy. All men felt themselveslords of a secret, intact treasure. There was no personal or
universal problem whose eloquent solution did not exist -in some hexagon. The universe was
justified, the universe suddenly expanded to the limitless dimensions of hope. At that timetherewas
much talk of the Vindications: books of apology and prophecy, which vindicated for al time the
actions of every man in the world and established a store of prodigious arcana for the future.
Thousands of covetous persons abandoned their dear natal hexagons and crowded up the stairs,
urged on by the vain aim of finding their Vindication. These pilgrims disputed in the narrow
corridors, hurled dark maledictions, strangled each other on the divine stairways, flung the deceitful
books to the bottom of the tunnels, and died as they were thrown into space by men from remote
regions. Some went mad . . .

The Vindications do exist. | have myself seen two of these books, which were concerned with
future people, people who were perhaps not imaginary. But the searchers did not remember that the
calculable possibility of aman'sfinding hisown book, or some perfidiousvariation of hisown book,
iscloseto zero.

The clarification of the basic mysteries of humanity - the origin of the Library and of time - was
also expected. It iscredible that those grave mysteries can be explained in words: if the language of
the philosophersdoesnot suffice, themultiform Library will have produced the unexpected language
required and the necessary vocabularies and grammars for this language.

It is now four centuries since men have been wearying the hexagons. . .

Thereareofficial searchers, inquisitors. | have observed them carrying out their functions: they are
awaysexhausted. They speak of astaircasewithout stepswherethey wereamost killed. They speak
of galleries and stairswith thelocal librarian. From time to time they will pick up the nearest book
and leaf through its pages, in search of infamous words. Obviously, no one expects to discover
anything.

The uncommon hope was followed, naturally enough, by deep depression. The certainty that some
shelf in some hexagon contained precious books and that these books were inaccessible seemed
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amost intolerable. A blasphemous sect suggested that all searches be given up and that men
everywhere shuffle letters and symbols until they succeeded in composing, by means of an
improbable stroke of luck, the canonical books. The authorities found themselves obliged to issue
severe orders. The sect disappeared, but in my childhood | still saw old men who would hide out in
the priviesfor long periods of time, and, with metal disksin aforbidden dicebox, feebly mimic the
divine disorder.

Other men, inversely, thought that the primary task was to eliminate useless works. They would
invade the hexagons, exhibiting credentials which were not always false, skim through a volume
with annoyance, and then condemn entire bookshelves to destruction: their ascetic, hygenic fury is
responsible for the senseless loss of millions of books. Their name is execrated; but those who
mourn the "treasures’ destroyed by thisfrenzy, overlook two notoriousfacts. One: the Library isso
enormous that any reduction undertaken by humans is infinitesimal. Two: each book is unique,
irreplaceable, but (inasmuch asthe Library istotal) there are aways several hundreds of thousands
of imperfect facsimiles - of workswhich differ only by oneletter or one comma. Contrary to public
opinion, | dare suppose that the consequences of the depredations committed by the Purifiers have
been exaggerated by the horror which these fanatics provoked. They were spurred by the delirium
of storming thebooksinthe Crimson Hexagon: booksof asmaller than ordinary format, omnipotent,
illustrated, magical.

We know, too, of another superstition of that time: the Man of the Book. In some shelf of some
hexagon, men reasoned, there must exist abook which isthe cipher and perfect compendium of all
the rest: some librarian has perused it, and it is analogous to a god. Vestiges of the worship of that
remotefunctionary still persist in thelanguage of thiszone. Many pilgrimages have sought Him out.
For a century they trod the most diverse routes in vain. How to locate the secret hexagon which
harbored it? Someone proposed aregressive approach: in order to locate book A, first consult book
B which will indicate the location of A; in order to locate book B, first consult book C, and so on
ad infinitum . . .

| have squandered and consumed my years in adventures of this type. To me, it does not seem
unlikely that on some shelf of the universetherelies atotal book.<3> | pray the unknown gods that
some man - even if only one man, and though it have been thousands of years ago! - may have
examined and read it. If honor and wisdom and happinessare not for me, let them befor others. May
heaven exist, though my place bein hell. Let me be outraged and annihilated, but may Thy enormous
Library bejustified, for one instant, in one being.

Theimpious assert that absurdities are the norm in the Library and that anything reasonable (even
humble and pure coherence) is an almost miraculous exception. They speak (I know) of "the febrile
Library, whose hazardous volumes run the constant risk of being changed into others and in which
everything is affirmed, denied, and confused as by a divinity in delirium.” These words, which not
only denounce disorder but exemplify it aswell, manifestly demonstrate the bad taste of the speakers
and their desperate ignorance. Actually, the Library includes all verbal structures, all the variations
allowed by the twenty-five orthographic symbols, but it does not permit of one absolute absurdity.
It is pointless to observe that the best book in the numerous hexagons under my administration is
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entitled Combed Clap of Thunder; or that another is called The Plaster Cramp; and still another
Axaxaxas Mlo. Such propositions as are contained in thesetitles, at first sight incoherent, doubtless
yield a cryptographic or allegorical justification. Since they are verbal, these justifications already
figure, ex hypothesi, in the Library. | can not combine certain letters, as dhcmrlchtdj, which the
divineLibrary hasnot already foreseenin combination, and whichin one of its secret |anguages does
not encompass someterrible meaning. No one can articulate asyllablewhichisnot full of tenderness
and fear, and which is not, in one of those languages, the powerful name of some god. To speak is
to fall into tautologies. This useless and wordy epistle itself already exists in one of the thirty
volumes of the five shelvesin one of the uncountable hexagons - and so does its refutation. (Ann
number of possible languages makes use of the same vocabulary; in some of them, the symbol
library admits of the correct definition ubiquitous and everlasting system of hexagonal galleries, but
library is bread or pyramid or anything else, and the seven words which define it possess another
value. Y ou who read me, are you sure you understand my language?)

Methodical writing distracts me from the present condition of men. But the certainty that
everything has been already written nullifies or makes phantoms of usall. | know of districtswhere
theyouth prostratethemsel ves before books and barbarously kissthe pages, though they do not know
how to makeout asingleletter. Epidemics, heretical disagreements, the pilgrimageswhichinevitably
degenerate into banditry, have decimated the population. | believe | have mentioned the suicides,
more frequent each year. Perhaps | am deceived by old age and fear, but | suspect that the human
species - the unique human species - is on, the road to extinction, while the Library will last on
forever: illuminated, solitary, infinite, perfectly immovable, filled with precious volumes, useless,
incorruptible, secret.

Infinite | have just written. | have not interpolated this adjective merely from rhetorical habit. It is
notillogical, | say, to think that theworld isinfinite. Those who judgeit to be limited, postul ate that
in remote places the corridors and stairs and hexagons could inconceivably cease - a manifest
absurdity. Those who imagined it to be limitlessforget that the possible number of booksislimited.
| dareinsinuate the following solution to thisancient problem: The Library islimitlessand periodic.
If an eternal voyager were to traverse it in any direction, he would find, after many centuries, that
the same volumes are repeated in the same disorder (which, repeated, would constitute an order:
Order itself). My solitude rejoicesin this elegant hope.<4>

<1> The original manuscript of the present note does not contain digits or capital letters. The
punctuation is limited to the comma and the period. These two signs, plus the space sign and the
twenty-two letters of the alphabet, make up the twenty-five sufficient symbols enumerated by the
unknown author.

<2> Formerly, for each three hexagons there was one man. Suicide and pulmonary diseases have
destroyed this proportion. My memory recalls scenes of unspeakable melancholy: there have been
many nights when | have ventured down corridors and polished staircases without encountering a
single librarian.

<3> | repeat: it is enough that a book be possible for it to exist. Only the impossible is excluded.
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For example: no book isalso astairway, though doubtless there are books that discuss and deny and
demonstrate this possibility and others whose structure corresponds to that of s stairway.

<4> LetiziaAlvarez de Toledo has observed that the vast Library isuseless. Strictly speaking, one
single volume should suffice: asingle volume of ordinary format, printed in nine or ten type body,
and consisting of an infinite number of infinitely thin pages. (At the beginning of the seventeenth
century, Cavalieri said that any solid body isthe superposition of an infinite number of planes.) This
silky vade mecum would scarcely be handy: each apparent leaf of the book would divideinto other
analogous leaves. The inconceivable central leaf would have no reverse.
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Jorge Luis Borges

Death and the Compass
To Mandie MolinaVedia

Of the many problems which exercised the daring perspicacity of Lonnrot none was so strange -
so harshly strange, we may say - asthe staggered series of bloody acts which culminated at thevilla
of Triste-le-Roy, amid the boundless odor of the eucalypti. It is true that Erik Lonnrot did not
succeed in preventing the last crime, but it isindisputable that he foresaw it. Nor did he, of course,
guesstheidentity of Y armolinsky's unfortunate assassin, but he did divine the secret morphol ogy of
thevicious seriesaswell asthe participation of Red Scharlach, whose dlias, is Scharlach the Dandy.
This criminal (as so many others) had sworn on his honor to kill Lonnrot, but the latter had never
allowed himself to be intimidated. Lonnrot thought of himself asa pure thinker, an Auguste Dupin,
but there was something of the adventurer in him, and even of the gamester.

The first crime occurred at the Hotel du Nord - that high prism that dominates the estuary whose
watersarethe colorsof the desert. To thistower (which most manifestly unitesthe hateful whiteness
of asanitorium, the numbered divisibility of aprison, and the general appearance of abawdy house)
on the third day of December came the delegate from Podolsk to the Third Talmudic Congress,
Doctor Marcel Yarmolinsky, a man of gray beard and gray eyes. We shall never know whether the
Hotel du Nord pleased him: he accepted it with the ancient resignation which had alowed him to
endure three years of war in the Carpathians and three thousand years of oppression and pogroms.
Hewasgiven asleeping room onfloor R, infront of the suite which the Tetrarch of Galilee occupied
not without some splendor. Y armolinsky supped, postponed until thefollowing day aninvestigation
of the unknown city, arranged upon acupboard his many books and hisfew possessions, and before
midnight turned off the light. (Thus declared the Tetrarch's chauffeur, who slept in an adjoining
room.) On the fourth, at 11:03 A.M., there was a telephone call for him from the editor of the
Yiddische Zeitung; Doctor Y armolinsky did not reply; he was found in his room, his face already
alittledark, and hisbody, a most nude, beneath alarge anachronistic cape. Hewaslying not far from
the door which gave onto the corridor; a deep stab wound had split open his breast. In the same
room, acouple of hourslater, in the midst of journalists, photographers, and police, Commissioner
Treviranus and Lonnrot were discussing the problem with equanimity.

"There's no need to look for a Chimera, or a cat with three legs,” Treviranus was saying as he
brandished an imperious cigar. "We al know that the Tetrarch of Galilee is the possessor of the
finest sapphires in the world. Someone, intending to steal them, came in here by mistake.
Y armolinsky got up; the robber had to kill him. What do you think?"

"It'spossible, but not interesting,” Lonnrot answered. ™Y ouwill reply that reality hasn't the slightest
need to be of interest. And I'll answer you that reality may avoid the obligation to be interesting, but
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that hypotheses may not. In the hypothesisyou have postulated, chanceinterveneslargely. Herelies
adead rabbi; | should prefer a purely rabbinical explanation; not the imaginary mischances of an
imaginary robber.”

Treviranus answered ill-humoredly:

"I am not interested in rabbinical explanations; | am interested in the capture of the man who
stabbed this unknown person.”

"Not so unknown," corrected Lonnrot. "Here are his complete works." He indicated aline of tall
volumes: A Vindication of the Cabala; An Examination of the Philosophy of Robert Fludd; aliteral
tranglation of the Sepher Yezirah; a Biography of the Baal Shem; a History of the Sect of the
Hasidim; a monograph (in German) on the Tetragrammaton; another, on the divine nomenclature
of the Pentateuch. The Commissioner gazed at them with suspicion, almost with revulsion. Then he
fell to laughing.

"I'monly apoor Christian," hereplied. "Carry off all these moth-eaten classicsif you like; | haven't
got timeto lose in Jewish superstitions.”

"Maybe this crime belongs to the history of Jewish superstitions,” murmured Lonnrot.

"LikeChristianity," the editor of theY iddische Zeitung dared to put in. Hewasamyope, an atheist,
and very timid.

No one answered him. One of the agents had found inserted in the small typewriter a piece of paper
on which was written the following inconclusive sentence.

Thefirst letter of the Name has been spoken

Lonnrot abstained from smiling. Suddenly become abibliophile- or Hebraist - he directed that the
dead man's books be made into a parcel, and he carried them to his office. Indifferent to the police
investigation, he dedicated himself to studying them. A large octavo volume revealed to him the
teachings of Israel Baal Shem-Tab, founder of the sect of the Pious; another volume, the virtuesand
terrors of the Tetragrammaton, which isthe ineffable name of God; another, the thesisthat God has
a secret name, in which is epitomized (as in the crystal sphere which the Persians attribute to
Alexander of Macedon) his ninth attribute, eternity - that is to say, the immediate knowledge of
everything that will exist, exists, and has existed in the universe. Tradition numbers ninety-nine
names of God; the Hebraists attribute this imperfect number to the magical fear of even numbers,
the Hasidim reason that this hiatus indicates a hundredth name-the Absolute Name.

From this erudition he was distracted, within a few days, by the appearance of the editor of the
Yiddische Zeitung. This man wished to talk of the assassination; Lonnrot preferred to speak of the
diverse names of God. Thejournalist declared, in three columns, that the investigator Erik Lonnrot
had dedicated himself to studying the names of God in order to "come up with" the name of the
assassin. Lonnrot, habituated to the simplifications of journalism, did not becomeindignant. One of
those shopkeepers who have found that there are buyers for every book came out with a popular
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edition of the History of the Sect of the Hasidim.

The second crime occurred on the night of the third of January, in the most deserted and empty
corner of the capital's western suburbs. Toward dawn, one of the gendarmeswho patrol theselonely
places on horseback detected a man in a cape, lying prone in the shadow of an ancient paint shop.
The hard visage seemed bathed in blood; a deep stab wound had split open his breast. On thewall,
upon the yellow and red rhombs, there were some words written in chalk. The gendarme spelled
themout. ..

That afternoon Treviranus and Lonnrot made their way toward the remote scene of the crime. To
theleft and right of the automobile, the city disintegrated; the firmament grew larger and the houses
meant less and less and abrick kiln or apoplar grove more and more. They reached their miserable
destination: a final alley of rose-colored mud walls which in some way seemed to reflect the
disordered setting of the sun. The dead man had already been identified. He was Daniel Simon
Azevedo, a man of some fame in the ancient northern suburbs, who had risen from wagoner to
political tough, only to degenerate later into athief and even an informer. (The singular style of his
death struck them asappropriate: Azevedo wasthelast representative of ageneration of banditswho
knew how to handle a dagger, but not arevolver.) The words in chalk were the following:

The second letter of the Name has been spoken

The third crime occurred on the night of the third of February. A little before one o'clock, the
telephonerangintheoffice of Commissioner Treviranus. In avid secretivenessaman with aguttural
voice spoke: he said hisnamewas Ginzberg (or Ginsburg) and that he was di sposed to communicate,
for areasonable remuneration, an explanation of the two sacrifices of Azevedo and Y armolinsky.
The discordant sound of whistles and horns drowned out the voice of the informer. Then the
connection was cut off. Without rejecting the possibility of ahoax (it wascarnival time), Treviranus
checked and found he had been called from Liverpool House, atavern on the Rue de Toulon - that
dirty street where cheek by jowl are the peepshow and the milk store, the bordello and the women
selling Bibles. Treviranus called back and spoke to the owner. This personage (Black Finnegan by
name, an old Irish criminal who was crushed, annihilated almost, by respectability) told him that the
|ast person to use the establishment's phone had been alodger, acertain Gryphius, who had just gone
out with some friends. Treviranus immediately went to Liverpool House, where Finnegan related
the following facts. Eight days previously, Gryphius had taken aroom above the saloon. He was a
man of sharp features, anebulousgray beard, shabbily clothed in black; Finnegan (who put theroom
to a use which Treviranus guessed) demanded a rent which was undoubtedly excessive; Gryphius
immediately paid the stipulated sum. He scarcely ever went out; he dined and lunched in hisroom;
his face was hardly known in the bar. On this particular night, he carne down to telephone from
Finnegan's office. A closed coupe stopped in front of the tavern. The driver did not move from his
seat; severa of the patrons recalled that he was wearing a bear mask. Two harlequins descended
from the coupe; they were short in stature, and no one could fail to observe that they were very
drunk. With a tooting of horns they burst into Finnegan's office; they embraced Gryphius, who
seemed to recogni ze them but who replied to them coldly; they exchanged afew wordsin Yiddish -
he, in alow guttural voice; they, in shrill, fal setto tones - and then the party climbed to the upstairs
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room. Withinaquarter hour thethreedescended, very joyous, Gryphius, staggering, seemed asdrunk
asthe others. He walked - tall, dazed - in the middle, between the masked harlequins. (One of the
women in the bar remembered the yellow, red and green rhombs, the diamond designs.) Twice he
stumbled; twice hewas held up by the harlequins. Alongside the adjoining dock basin, whose water
was rectangular, the trio got into the coupe and disappeared. From the running board, the last of the
harlequins had scrawled an obscene figure and a sentence on one of the slates of the outdoor shed.

Treviranus gazed upon the sentence. It was nearly foreknowable. It read:
The last of the letters of the Name has been spoken

He examined, then, the small room of Gryphius-Ginzberg. Onthefloor wasaviolent star of blood,;
in the corners, the remains of some Hungarian-brand cigarettes; in a cabinet, a book in Latin - the
Philologus Hebraeo-Graecus (1739) of Leusden - along with various manuscript notes. Treviranus
studied the book with indignation and had Lonnrot summoned. Thelatter, without taking off hishat,
began to read while the Commissioner questioned the contradictory witnesses to the possible
kidnapping. At four in the morning they came out. In the tortuous Rue de Toulon, as they stepped
on the dead serpentines of the dawn, Treviranus said:

"And supposing the story of this night were a sham?"

Erik Lonnrot smiled and read him with due gravity a passage (underlined) of the thirty-third
dissertation of the Philologus:

Dies Judaeorum incipit a solis occasu usgque ad solis occasum diel sequentis.

"This means," he added, "that the Hebrew day begins at sundown and lasts until the following
sundown."

Treviranus attempted an irony.
"Isthis fact the most worthwhile you've picked up tonight?"
"No. Of even greater value is aword Ginzberg used.”

The afternoon dailies did not neglect this series of disappearances. The Cross and the Sword
contrasted them with the admirable discipline and order of the last Eremitical Congress; Ernest
Palast, writingin The Martyr, spoke out against "theintolerable delaysin thisclandestineand frugal
pogrom, which has taken three monthsto liquidate three Jews"; the Yiddische Zeitung rejected the
terrible hypothesis of an anti-Semitic plot, "even though many discerning intellects do not admit of
any other solution to the triple mystery"; the most illustrious gunman in the South, Dandy Red
Scharlach, swore that in his district such crimes as these would never occur, and he accused
Commissioner Franz Treviranus of criminal negligence.

Onthenight of March first, the Commissioner received an imposing-looking, sealed envelope. He
opened it: the envelope contained a letter signed Baruj Spinoza, and a detailed plan of the city,
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obviously torn from a Baedeker. Theletter prophesied that on the third of March there would not be
afourth crime, inasmuch as the paint shop in the West, the Tavern on the Rue de Toulon and the
Hotel du Nord werethe "perfect vertices of an equilateral and mystic triangle”; the regularity of this
triangle was made clear on the map with red ink. This argument, more geometrico, Treviranus read
with resignation, and sent the letter and map on to Lonnrot - who deserved such a piece of insanity.

Erik Lonnrot studied the documents. Thethree siteswerein fact equidistant. Symmetry intime (the
third of December, the third of January, the third of February); symmetry in spaceaswell . .. Of a
sudden he sensed he was about to decipher the mystery. A set of calipers and acompass completed
hissuddenintuition. He smiled, pronounced theword " Tetragrammaton” (of recent acquisition), and
called the Commissioner on the telephone. He told him:

"Thank you for the equilateral triangle you sent me last night. It has enabled me to solve the
problem. Tomorrow, Friday, the criminalswill bein jail, we can rest assured.”

"In that case, they're not planning afourth crime?’
"Precisely because they are planning a fourth crime can we rest assured.”

Lonnrot hung up. An hour later he wastraveling in one of the trains of the Southern Railways, en
route to the abandoned villaof Triste-le-Roy. South of the city of our story there flowsablind little
river filled with muddy water made disgraceful by floating scraps and garbage. On the further side
isamanufacturing suburb where, under the protection of a chief from Barcelona, gunmen flourish.
Lonnrot smiled to himself to think that the most famous of them - Red Scharlach - would have given
anything to know of this clandestine visit. Azevedo had been a comrade of Scharlach's; Lonnrot
considered the remote possibility that the fourth victim might be Scharlach himself. Then, he put
asidethethought . . . He had virtually deciphered the problem; the mere circumstances, or thereality
(names, prison records, faces, judicial and penal proceedings), scarcely interested him now. Most
of all hewanted to take a stroll, to relax from three months of sedentary investigation. He reflected
on how the explanation of the crimeslay in an anonymoustriangle and adust-laden Greek word. The
mystery seemed to him almost crystalline now; he was mortified to have dedicated a hundred days
toit.

The train stopped at a silent loading platform. Lonnrot descended. It was one of those deserted
afternoons which seem like dawn. Theair over the muddy plain was damp and cold. Lonnrot set off
acrossthefields. He saw dogs, he saw awagon on adead road, he saw the horizon, he saw asilvery
horse drinking the crapulous water of a puddle. Dusk was falling when he saw the rectangular
belvedere of thevillaof Triste-le-Roy, ailmost astall asthe black eucalypti which surrounded it. He
thought of the fact that only one more dawn and one more nightfall (an ancient splendor in the east,
and another in the west) separated him from the hour so much desired by the seekers of the Name.

A rust colored wrought-iron fence defined the irregular perimeter of the villa. The main gate was
closed. Without much expectation of entering, Lonnrot made a complete circuit. In front of the
insurmountable gate once again, he put his hand between the bars almost mechanically and chanced
upon the bolt. The creaking of the iron surprised him. With laborious passivity the entire gate gave
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way.

Lonnrot advanced among the eucalypti, stepping amidst confused generations of rigid, broken
leaves. Close up, the house on the estate of Triste-le-Roy was seen to abound in superfluous
symmetries and in maniacal repetitions: aglacial Dianain onelugubrious niche was complemented
by another Diana in another niche; one balcony was repeated by another balcony; double steps of
stairs opened into a double balustrade. A two-faced Hermes cast a monstrous shadow. Lonnrot
circled the house as he had the estate. He examined everything; beneath the level of the terrace he
noticed a narrow shutter door.

He pushed against it: some marble steps descended to a vault. Versed now in the architect's
preferences, Lonnrot divined that there would be aset of stairson the oppositewall. Hefound them,
ascended, raised his hands, and pushed up atrap door.

The diffusion of light guided him to awindow. He opened it: around, yellow moon outlined two
stopped-up fountains in the melancholy garden. Lonnrot explored the house. He traveled through
antechambersand gall eriesto emerge upon duplicate patios; several timesheemerged uponthesame
patio. He ascended dust-covered stairwaysand cameout into circul ar antechambers; hewasinfinitely
reflected in opposing mirrors; he grew weary of opening or half-opening windows which revealed
the same desol ate garden outside, from various heights and various angles; inside, the furniture was
wrapped in yellow covers and the chandeliers bound up with cretonne. A bedroom detained him; in
the bedroom, asinglerosein aporcelain vase - at thefirst touch the ancient petalsfell apart. On the
second floor, on the top story, the house seemed to be infinite and growing. The house is not this
large, he thought. It is only made larger by the penumbra, the symmetry, the mirrors, the years, my
ignorance, the solitude.

Going up a spiral staircase he arrived at the observatory. The evening moon shone through the
rhomboid diamonds of the windows, which were yellow, red and green. He was brought to ahalt by
a stunning and dizzying recollection.

Two men of short stature, ferocious and stocky, hurled themsel ves upon him and took hisweapon.
Another man, very tall, saluted him gravely, and said:

"You are very thoughtful. You've saved us a night and a day."
It was Red Scharlach. His men manacled Lonnrot's hands. Lonnrot at length found his voice.
"Are you looking for the Secret Name, Scharlach?"

Scharlach remained standing, indifferent. He had not participated in the short struggle; he scarcely
stretched out his hand to receive Lonnrot's revolver. He spoke; in his voice Lonnrot detected a
fatigued triumph, a hatred the size of the universe, a sadness no smaller than that hatred.

"No," answered Scharlach. "l amlooking for something more ephemeral and slippery, | amlooking
for Erik Lonnrot. Three years ago, in a gambling house on the Rue de Toulon, you arrested my
brother and had him sent to prison. In the exchange of shots that night my men got me away in a
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coupe, with a police bullet in my chest. Nine days and nine nights | lay dying in this desolate,
symmetrical villa; | wasracked with fever, and the odious doubl e-faced Januswho gazestoward the
twilights of dusk and dawn terrorized my dreams and my waking. | learned to abominate my body,
| came to feel that two eyes, two hands, two lungs are as monstrous as two faces. An Irishman
attempted to convert meto the faith of Jesus; he repeated to me that famous axiom of the goyim: All
roads lead to Rome. At night, my delirium nurtured itself on this metaphor: | sensed that the world
was a labyrinth, from which it was impossible to flee, for al paths, whether they seemed to lead
north or south, actually led to Rome, which was also the quadrilateral jail where my brother was
dying and thevillaof Triste-le-Roy. During those nights| swore by the god who seesfrom two faces,
and by all the gods of fever and of mirrors, to weave alabyrinth around the man who had imprisoned
my brother. | have woven it, and it holds: the materials are a dead writer on heresies, acompass, an
eighteenth-century sect, a Greek word, a dagger, the rhombs of a paint shop.

"The first objective in the sequence was given me by chance. | had made plans with some
colleagues - among them, Daniel Azevedo - to take the Tetrarch's sapphires. Azevedo betrayed us,
with the money we advanced him he got himself inebriated and started on the job aday early. Inthe
vastness of the hotel he got lost; at two in the morning he blundered into Y armolinsky's room. The
latter, harassed by insomnia, had set himself to writing. He was editing some notes, apparently, or
writing an article on the Name of God; he had just written thewords Thefirst letter of the Name has
been spoken. Azevedo enjoined himto bequiet; Y armolinsky reached out hishand for the bell which
would arouse all the hotel's forces; Azevedo at once stabbed him in the chest. It was almost areflex
action: half a cen tury of violence had taught him that it was easiest and surest to kill . . . Ten days
later, | learned through the Yiddische Zeitung that you were perusing the writings of Y armolinsky
for the key to hisdeath. For my part | read the History of the Sect of the Hasidim; | learned that the
reverent fear of pronouncing the Name of God had given rise to the doctrine that this Nameis all-
powerful and mystic. | learned that some Hasidim, in search of this secret Name, had gone asfar as
to offer human sacrifices. . . | knew you would conjecture that the Hasidim had sacrificed the rabbi;
| set myself to justifying this conjecture.

"Marcel Yarmolinsky died on the night of December third; for the second sacrifice | selected the
night of January third. Y armolinsky died in the North; for the second sacrifice a place in the West
was preferable. Daniel Azevedo wastheinevitable victim. He deserved death: he was animpulsive
person, atraitor; his capture could destroy the entire plan. One of our men stabbed him; in order to
link his corpse to the other one | wrote on the paint shop diamonds The second letter of the Name
has been spoken.

"Thethird ‘crime’ was produced on the third of February. It was as Treviranus must have guessed,
amere mockery, asimulacrum. | am Gryphius-Ginzberg-Ginsburg; | endured an interminable week
(filled out with atenuousfalse beard) in that perverse cubicle on the Rue de Toulon, until my friends
spirited me away. From the running board one of them wrote on apillar Thelast of the |etters of the
Name has been spoken. This sentence revealed that the series of crimes was triple. And the public
thus understood it; nevertheless, | interspersed repeated signs that would allow you, Erik Lonnrot,
the reasoner, to understand that it is quadruple. A portent in the North, othersin the East and West,
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demand a fourth portent in the South; the Tetragrammaton - the name of God, JHVH - is made up
of four letters; the harlequinsand the pai nt shop sign suggested four points. Inthemanual of Leusden
| underlined a certain passage: it manifested that the Hebrews calculate a day counting from dusk
to dusk and that therefore the deaths occurred on the fourth day of each month. To Treviranus| sent
the equilateral triangle. | sensed that you would supply the missing point. The point which would
form aperfect rhomb, the point which fixeswhere death, exactly, awaitsyou. In order to attract you
| have premeditated everything, Erik Lonnrot, so as to draw you to the solitude of Triste-le-Roy."

Lonnrot avoided Scharlach's eyes. He was looking at the trees and the sky divided into rhombs of
turbid yellow, green and red. He felt alittle cold, and felt, too, an impersonal, almost anonymous
sadness. It was already night; from the dusty garden arose the useless cry of abird. For the last time,
Lonnrot considered the problem of symmetrical and periodic death.

"In your labyrinth there are three lines too many,” he said at last. "l know of a Greek labyrinth
whichisasinglestraight line. Along thisline so many philosophers havelost themselvesthat amere
detective might well do so too. Scharlach, when, in some other incarnation you hunt me, feign to
commit (or do commit) acrimeat A, then asecond crime at B, eight kilometersfrom A, then athird
crimeat C, four kilometersfrom A and B, halfway enroute between the two. Wait for melater at D,
two kilometersfrom A and C, halfway, once again, between both. Kill meat D, asyou are now going
to kill me at Triste-le-Roy."

"Thenext timel kill you," said Scharlach, "I promise you the labyrinth made of the single straight
line which isinvisible and everlasting.”

He stepped back afew paces. Then, very carefully, he fired.
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Jorge Luis Borges

Theme of the Traitor and Hero

So the Platonic Year Whirls out new right and wrong, Whirls in the old instead; All men are
dancers and their tread Goes to the barbarous clangour of agong. - W. B. Y eats, The Tower

Under theinfluence of theflagrant Chesterton (contrivesand embel lishes of elegant mysteries) and
of the court counsellor Leibnitz (who invented pre-established harmony), | have imagined the
following argument, which | shall doubtless devel op (and which aready justifies mein some way),
on profitless afternoons. Details, revisions, adjustments are lacking; there are areas of this history
which are not yet revealed to me; today, the third of January of 1944, | dimly perceive it thus:

The action transpires in some oppressed and stubborn country: Poland, Ireland, the Republic of
Venice, some state in South Americaor the Balkans. . . Hastranspired, we should say, for although
the narrator is contemporary, the narrative related by him occurred toward the middle or beginnings
of the nineteenth century. Let us say, for purposes of narration, that it wasin Ireland, in 1824. The
narrator isnamed Ryan; heisagreat-grandson of the young, heroic, handsome, assassinated Fergus
Kilpatrick, whose sepulchre was mysteriously violated, whose name embellishes the verse of
Browning and Hugo, whose statue presides over a gray hill amidst red moors.

Kilpatrick was a conspirator, a secret and glorious captain of conspirators; he was like Mosesin
that, from the land of Moab, he descried the Promised Land but would not ever set foot there, for he
perished on the eve of the victoriousrebel lion which he had premeditated and conjured. The date of
the first centenary of his death draws near; the circumstances of the crime are enigmatic; Ryan,
engaged in compiling a biography of the hero, discovers that the enigma goes beyond the purely
criminal. Kilpatrick was assassinated in atheater; the English police could find no trace of thekiller;
historians declarethat the failure of the police does not in any way impugn their good intentions, for
hewas no doubt killed by order of thissame police. Other phases of the enigmadisquiet Ryan. These
facetsare of cyclic character: they seem to repeat or combine phenomenafrom remoteregions, from
remote ages. Thus, there is no one who does not know that the bailiffs who examined the hero's
cadaver discovered a sealed letter which warned him of the risk of going to the theater on that
particular night: Julius Caesar, too, as he walked toward the place where the knives of his friends
awaited him, was handed a message, which he never got to the point of reading, in which thetreason
was declared, and the names of the traitors given. In her dreams, Caesar's wife, Calpurnia, saw a
tower, which the Senate had dedicated to her husband, fallen to the ground; false and anonymous
rumors throughout the land were occasioned, on the eve of Kilpatrick's death, by the burning of the
round tower of Kilgarvan - an event which might have seemed an omen, since Kilpatrick had been
born at Kilgarvan. These parallels (cad others) in the history of Caesar and the history of an Irish
conspirator induce Ryan to assume a secret pattern in time, a drawing in which the lines repeat
themselves. He pondersthe decimal history imagined by Condorcet; the morphol ogies proposed by



Borges Various -17-

Hegel, Spengler, and Vico; the characters of Hesiod, who degeneratefromgoldtoiron. Heconsiders
the transmigration of souls, adoctrine which horrifies Celtic belles-lettres and which the very same
Caesar attributed to the Britannic Druids; he thinks that before the hero was Fergus Kilpatrick,
FergusKilpatrick was Julius Caesar. From these circular 1abyrinths he is saved by a curious species
of proof which immediately plunges him into other labyrinths even more inextricable and
heterogeneous: certain words spoken by a mendicant who conversed with Fergus Kilpatrick on the
day of hisdeath were prefigured in thetragedy of Macbeth. That history should haveimitated history
was aready sufficiently marvelous; that history should imitate literature isinconceivable.. . .

Ryan discovers that in 1814, James Alexander Nolan, the oldest of the hero's comrades, had
translated into Gaelic the principal dramas of Shakespeare, among them Julius Caesar. In the
archives he also finds a manuscript article by Nolan on Festspiele of Switzerland: vast and roving
theatrical representations these, which require thousands of actors and which reiterate historic
episodesin the same cities and mountainswhere they occurred. Still another unpublished document
reveals that afew days before the end, Kilpatrick, presiding over hislast conclave, had signed the
death sentence of atractor, whose name hasbeen blotted out. Thissentencescarcely harmonizeswith
Kilpatrick's pious attitude. Ryan goes deeper into the matter (the investigation covers one of the
hiatuses in the argument) and he succeeds in solving the enigma.

Kilpatrick was brought to hisend in atheater, but he made of the entire city atheater, too, and the
actorswerelegion. And the dramawhich was climaxed by his death embraced many days and many
nights. Here is what happened:

Onthesecond of August of 1824, the conspiratorsgathered. The country wasripefor rebellion. But
somehow every attempt always failed: there was a traitor in the group. Fergus. Kilpatrick ordered
James Nolan to uncover thistraitor. Nolan carried out his orders: before the gathering as awhole,
he announced that the traitor was Kilpatrick himself. He demonstrated the truth of his accusation
with irrefutable proofs; the conspirators condemned their president to death. The latter signed his
own death sentence; but he implored that his condemnation not be allowed to hurt the fatherland.

Nolan thereupon conceived his strange project. Ireland idolized Kilpatrick; the most tenuous
suspicion of his disgrace would have compromised the rebellion; Nolan proposed a plan which
would make Kilpatrick's execution an instrument for the liberation of the fatherland. He suggested
the condemned man dieat the hands of an unknown assassin, in circumstancesdeliberately dramatic,
which would engrave themselves upon the popular imagination and which would speed the revolt.
Kilpatrick swore to collaborate in a project which allowed him the opportunity to redeem himself
and which would add aflourish to his death.

Pressed for time, Nolan was unable to integrate the circumstances he invented for the complex
execution; he was forced to plagiarize another dramatist, the enemy-Englishman William
Shakespeare. Herepeated scenesfrom Macbeth, and from Julius Caesar. The public - and the secret -
presentation took several days. The condemned man entered Dublin, discussed, worked, prayed,
reproved, spoke wordswhich seemed (later) to be pathetic - and each one of these acts, which would
eventually be glorious, had been foreordained by Nolan. Hundreds of actors collaborated with the
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protagonist; the role of some was stellar, that of others ephemeral. What they said and did remains
in the books of history, in the impassioned memory of Ireland. Kilpatrick, carried away by the
minutely scrupul ous destiny which redeemed and condemned him, more than once enriched the text
(Nolan's text) with words and deeds of his own improvisation. And thus did the popular drama
unfold in Time, until, on the sixth of August of 1824, in atheater box hung with funereal curtains,
which foreshadowed Abraham Lincoln's, the anticipated pistol-shot entered the breast of the traitor
and hero, who could scarcely articulate, between two effusions of violent blood, some prearranged
words.

In Nolan'swork, the passagesimitated from Shakespeare are theleast dramatic; Ryan suspectsthat
the author interpol ated them so that one person, in thefuture, might realizethe truth. He understands
that he, too, formspart of Nolan'splan.. . . At the end of some tenacious caviling, heresolvesto keep
silent his discovery. He publishes abook dedicated to the glory of the hero; this, too, no doubt was
foreseen.
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Jorge Luis Borges

Three Versions of Judas

There seemed a certainty in degradation. - T. E. Lawrence, Seven Pillars of Wisdom

In AsiaMinor or in Alexandria, in the second century of our faith (when Basilideswas announcing
that the cosmos was a rash and malevolent improvisation engineered by defective angels), Nils
Runeberg might have directed, with asingular intellectual passion, one of the Gnostic conventicles.
Dantewould have destined him, perhaps, for afiery sepulcher; his name might have augmented the
catalogues of heresiarchs, between Satornibus and Carpocrates, some fragment of his preaching,
embellished with invective, might have been preserved in the apocryphal Liber adversus omnes
haereses or might have perished when the firing of amonastic library consumed the last example of
the Syntagma. Instead, God assigned himto the twentieth century, and to the university city of Lund.
There, in 1904, he published the first edition of Kristus och Judas; there, in 1909, his masterpiece
Dem hemlige Fral saren appeared. (Of thislast mentioned work there existsaGerman version, called
Der heimliche Heiland, executed in 1912 by Emil Schering.)

Before undertaking an examination of the foregoing works, it is necessary to repeat that Nils
Runeberg, amember of theNational Evangelical Union, wasdeeply religious. InsomesaloninParis,
or even in Buenos Aires, a literary person might well rediscover Runeberg's theses; but these
arguments, presented in such a setting, would seem like frivolous and idle exercisesin irrelevance
or blasphemy. To Runeberg they were the key with which to decipher acentral mystery of theology;
they were a matter of meditation and analysis, of historic and philologic controversy, of loftiness,
of jubilation, and of terror. They justified, and destroyed, hislife. Whoever perusesthisessay should
know that it states only Runeberg's conclusions, not hisdialectic or hisproof. Someone may observe
that no doubt the conclusion preceded the "proofs’ For who gives himself up to looking for proofs
of something he does not believe in or the predication of which he does not care about?

Thefirst edition of Kristus och Judas bears the following categorical epigraph, whose meaning,
some years later, Nils Runeberg himself would monstrously dilate: Not one thing, but everything
tradition attributes to Judas Iscariot is false. (De Quincey, 1857.) Preceded in his speculation by
some German thinker, De Quincey opined that Judas had betrayed Jesus Christ in order to forcehim
to declare his divinity and thus set off a vast rebellion against the yoke of Rome; Runeberg offers
a metaphysical vindication. Skillfully, he begins by pointing out how superfluous was the act of
Judas. He observes (as did Robertson) that in order to identify a master who daily preached in the
synagogue and who performed miracles before gatherings of thousands, the treachery of an apostle
isnot necessary. This, nevertheless, occurred. To supposean error in Scriptureisintolerable; noless
intolerable is it to admit that there was a single haphazard act in the most precious drama in the
history of theworld. Ergo, thetreachery of Judaswas not accidental; it wasapredestined deed which
has its mysterious place in the economy of the Redemption. Runeberg continues. The Word, when
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It was made flesh, passed from ubiquity into space, from eternity into history, from blessedness
without limit to mutation and death; in order to correspond to such a sacrifice it was necessary that
aman, as representative of all men, make a suitable sacrifice. Judas Iscariot was that man. Judas,
aloneamong the apostles, intuited the secret divinity and theterribl e purpose of Jesus. TheWord had
lowered Himself to be mortal; Judas, the disciple of the Word, could lower himself to the role of
informer (the worst transgression dishonor abides), and welcome the fire which can not be
extinguished. Thelower order isamirror of the superior order, the forms of the earth correspond to
the forms of the heavens; the stains on the skin are amap of the incorruptible constellations; Judas
in some way reflects Jesus. Thus the thirty pieces of silver and the kiss; thus deliberate self-
destruction, in order to deserve damnation al the more. In this manner did Nils Runeberg elucidate
the enigma of Judas.

Thetheologians of al the confessions refuted him. Lars Peter Engstrom accused him of ignoring,
or of confining to the past, the hypostatic union of the Divine Trinity; Axel Borelius charged him
with renewing the heresy of the Docetists, who denied the humanity of Jesus; the sharpedged bishop
of Lund denounced him for contradicting the third verse of chapter twenty-two of the Gospel of St.
Luke.

These various anathemas influenced Runeberg, who partially rewrote the disapproved book and
modified hisdoctrine. He abandoned theterrain of theol ogy to hisadversariesand postul ated oblique
arguments of amoral order. He admitted that Jesus, "who could count on the considerabl e resources
which Omnipotence offers,” did not need to make use of aman to redeem all men. Later, he refuted
those who affirm that we know nothing of theinexplicabletraitor; we know, he said, that hewasone
of the apostles, one of those chosen to announce the Kingdom of Heaven, to curethe sick, to cleanse
theleprous, to resurrect the dead, and to cast out demons (Matthew 10:7-8; Luke 9:1). A man whom
the Redeemer has thus distinguished deserves from us the best interpretations of his deeds. To
impute his crime to cupidity (as some have done, citing John 12:6) isto resign oneself to the most
torpid motive force. Nils Runeberg proposes an opposite moving force: an extravagant and even
limitlessasceticism. Theascetic, for thegreater glory of God, degradesand mortifiestheflesh; Judas
did the same with the spirit. He renounced honor, good, peace, the Kingdom of Heaven, as others,
less heroically, renounced pleasure.<1> With aterrible lucidity he premeditated his offense.

In adultery, there is usually tenderness and self-sacrifice; in murder, courage; in profanation and
blasphemy, a certain satanic splendor. Judas el ected those offenses unvisited by any virtues: abuse
of confidence (John 12 :6) and informing. He labored with gigantic humility; he thought himself
unworthy to be good. Paul has written: Whoever glorifieth himself, let him glorify himself in God
(I Corinthians 1:31); Judas sought Hell becausethefelicity of the Lord sufficed him. Hethought that
happiness, like good, is adivine attribute and not to be usurped by men.<2>

Many have discovered post factum that in the justifiable beginnings of Runeberg lies his
extravagant end and that Dem hemlige Fralsarenisamere perversion or exacerbation of Kristusoch
Judas. Toward theend of 1907, Runeberg finished and revised the manuscript text; almost two years
passed without his handing it to the printer. In October of 1909, the book appeared with a prologue
(tepid to the point of being enigmatic) by the Danish Hebraist Erik Erfjord and bearing this
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perfidious epigraph: In the world he was, and the world was made by him, and the world knew him
not (John 1:10). The general argument is not complex, even if the conclusion is monstrous. God,
argues Nils Runeberg, lowered himself to be a man for the redemption of the human race; it is
reasonabl e to assume that the sacrifice offered by him was perfect, not invalidated or attenuated by
any omission. To limit all that happened to the agony of one afternoon on the cross is
blasphemous.<3> To affirm that he was a man and that he was incapable of sin contains a
contradiction; the attributes of impeccabilitasand of humanitas are not compatible. Kemnitz admits
that the Redeemer could feel fatigue, cold, confusion, hunger and thirst; it isreasonableto admit that
he could also sin and be damned. The famoustext Hewill sprout likearoot in adry soil; thereisnot
good mien to him, nor beauty; despised of men and the least of them; a man of sorrow, and
experienced in heartbreaks (I1saiah 53:2-3) isfor many people aforecast of the Crucified in the hour
of hisdeath; for some (asfor instance, Hans Lassen Martensen), it isarefutation of the beauty which
the vulgar consensus attributesto Christ; for Runeberg, it isa precise prophecy, not of one moment,
but of al the atrocious future, in time and eternity, of the Word made flesh. God became a man
completely, aman to the point of infamy, aman to the point of being reprehensible - al the way to
the abyss. In order to save us, He could have chosen any of the destinies which together weave the
uncertain web of history; He could have been Alexander, or Pythagoras, or Rurik, or Jesus, Hechose
an infamous destiny: He was Judas.

Invain didthebookstoresof Stockholm and Lund offer thisrevelation. Theincredul ous considered
it, apriori, aninsipid and laborioustheol ogical game; the theol ogiansdisdained it. Runebergintuited
from this universal indifference an ailmost miraculous confirmation. God had commanded this
indifference; God did not wish Histerrible secret propagated in theworld. Runeberg understood that
the hour had not yet come. He sensed ancient and divine curses converging upon him, he
remembered Elijah and Moses, who covered their faces on the mountain top so as not to see God,;
he remembered Isaiah, who prostrated himself when his eyes saw That One whose glory fills the
earth; Saul who was blinded on the road to Damascus; the rabbi Simon ben Azai, who saw Paradise
and died; the famous soothsayer John of Viterbo, who went mad when hewasableto seethe Trinity;
the Midrashim, abominating the impious who pronounce the Shem Hamephorash, the secret name
of God. Wasn't he, perchance, guilty of thisdark crime? Might not this be the blasphemy against the
Spirit, the sin which will not be pardoned (Matthew 12:3)? Valerius Soranus died for having
reveal ed the occult name of Rome; what i nfinite punishment would be hisfor having discovered and
divulged the terrible name of God?

Intoxicated with insomnia and with vertiginous dialectic, Nils Runeberg wandered through the
streets of Malmo, praying aloud that he be given the grace to share Hell with the Redeemer.

He died of the rupture of an aneurysm, the first day of March 1912. The writers on heresy, the
heresiologists, will no doubt remember him; he added to the concept of the Son, which seemed
exhausted, the complexities of calamity and evil.

<1> Borelius mockingly interrogates. Why did he not renounce to renounce? Why not renounce
renouncing?
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<2> Euclydes da Cunha, in abook ignored by Runeberg, notes that for the heresiarch of Canudos,
Antonio Conselheiro, virtue was "a kind of impiety amost.” An Argentine reader could recall
analogous passages in the work of Almafuerte. Runeberg published, in the symbolist sheet Sju
insegel, an assiduously descriptive poem, "The Secret Water": thefirst stanzas narrate the events of
one tumultuous day; the last, the finding of a glacial pool; the poet suggests that the eternal ness of
this silent water checks our useless violence, and in some way allows and absolves it. The poem
concludesin thisway:

The water of the forest is still and felicitous, And we, we can be vicious and full of pain.

<3> Maurice Abramowicz observes. "Jesus, d'apres ce scandinave, a toujours le beau role; ses
deboires, grace ala science des typographes, jouissent d'une reputation polyglotte; saresidence de
trente-trois ans parmis les humains ne fut, en somne, qu'une villegiature." Erfjord, in the third
appendix to the Christelige Dogmatik, refutesthis passage. He writesthat the crucifying of God bas
not ceased, for anything which has happened onceintimeisrepeated ceasel essly through al eternity.
Judas, now, continues to receive the pieces of silver; he continues to hurl the pieces of silver in the
temple; he continues to knot the hangman's noose on the field of blood. (Erfjord, to justify this
affirmation, invokes the last chapter of the first volume of the Vindication of Eternity, by Jaromir
Hladlk.)
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Jorge Luis Borges

The Babylon Lottery

Likeall meninBabylon | have been aproconsul; likeall, aslave; | have also known omnipotence,
opprobrium, jail. Look: the index finger of my right hand is missing. Look again: through this rent
in my capeyou can see aruddy tatoo on my belly. It isthe second symbol, Beth. Thisletter, on nights
of full moon, gives me power over men whose mark is Ghimel; but it al so subordinates me to those
marked Aleph, who on moonless nights owe obedience to those marked Ghimel. Inacellar at dawn,
| have severed the jugular vein of sacred bulls against a black rock. During one lunar year, | have
been declared invisible: | shrieked and was not heard, | stole my bread and was not decapitated. |
have known what the Greeks did not: uncertainty. In a bronze chamber, faced with the silent
handkerchief of astrangler, hope hasbeen faithful to me; intheriver of delights, panic hasnot failed
me. Heraclitusof Ponticaadmiringly relatesthat Pythagorasrecalled having been Pyrrho, and before
that Euphorbus, and before that some other mortal. In order to recall analogousvicissitudes| do not
need to have recourse to death, nor even to imposture.

| owe thisalmost atrocious variety to an institution which other republics know nothing about, or
which operates among them imperfectly and in secret: the lottery. | have not delved into its history;
| do know that the wizards have been unable to come to any agreement; of its powerful designs |
know what a man not versed in astrology might know of the moon. | come from a vertiginous
country where the lottery forms a principal part of reality: until this very day | have thought about
al thisaslittle as | have about the behavior of the indecipherable gods or about the beating of my
own heart. Now, far from Babylon and its beloved customs, | think of the lottery with some
astoni shment and ponder the blasphemous conjecturesmurmured by meninthe shadowsat twilight.

My father related that anciently - a matter of centuries; of years? - the lottery in Babylon was a
game of plebeian character. He said (1 do not know with what degree of truth) that barbers gave
rectangular bits of bone or decorated parchment in exchange for copper coins. A drawing of the
lottery was held in the middle of the day: the winners received, without further corroboration from
chance, silverminted coins. The procedure, as you see, was elemental.

Naturally, these"lotteries’ failed. Their moral virtuewasnil. They did not appeal to all thefaculties
of men: only to their hope. In the face of public indifference, the merchants who established these
vena lotteries began to lose money. Someone attempted to introduce a dlight reform: the
interpolation of acertain small number of adverse outcomes among the favored numbers. By means
of thisreform, the purchasers of numbered rectangles stood the double chance of winning asum or
of paying afine often considerablein size. Thisslight danger - for each thirty favored numbersthere
would be one adverse number - awoke, as was only natural, the public'sinterest. The Babylonians
gavethemselvesup to the game. Anyonewho did not acquirelotswaslooked upon aspusillanimous,
mean-spirited. In time, this disdain multiplied. The person who did not play was despised, but the
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losers who paid the fine were also scorned. The Company (thus it began to be known at that time)
was forced to take measures to protect the winners, who could not collect their prizes unless nearly
the entire amount of the fines was aready collected. The Company brought suit against the losers:
the judge condemned them to pay the original fine plus costs or to spend a number of daysin jail.
Every loser chose jail, so as to defraud the Company. It was from thisinitial bravado of afew men
that the all-powerful position of the Company - its ecclesiastical, metaphysical strength - was
derived.

A short while later, the reports on the drawings omitted any enumeration of fines and limited
themselves to publishing the jail sentences corresponding to each adverse number. Thislaconism,
almost unnoticed at the time, became of capital importance. It constituted thefirst appearancein the
lottery of non-pecuniary elements. Its success was great. Pushed to such a measure by the players,
the Company found itself forced to increase its adverse numbers.

No one can deny that the people of Babylonia are highly devoted to logic, even to symmetry. It
struck them asincoherent that the fortunate numbers should be computed in round figures of money
while the unfortunate should be figured in terms of days and nightsin jail. Some moralists argued
that the possession of money does not determine happiness and that other forms of fortune are
perhaps more immediate.

There was another source of restlessness in the lower depths. The members of the sacerdotal
college multiplied the stakes and plumbed the vicissitudes of terror and hope; the poor, with
reasonableor inevitableenvy, saw themsel ves excluded from thisnotoriously deliciousexhiliration.
Thejust anxiety of all, poor and rich alike, to participate equally isthelottery, inspired an indignant
agitation, the memory of which the years have not erased. Certain obstinate souls did not
comprehend, or pretended not to comprehend, that anew order had come, anecessary historical stage
... A dlave stole a crimson ticket, aticket which earned him the right to have his tongue burned in
the next drawing. The criminal code fixed the same penalty for the theft of aticket. A number of
Babylonians argued that he deserved a red-hot poker by virtue of the theft; others, more
magnanimous, held that the public executioner should apply the penalty of the lottery, since chance
had so determined . . .

Disturbances broke out, there was a lamentable shedding of blood; but the people of Babylon
imposed their will at last, over the opposition of the rich. That is: the people fully achieved their
magnanimous ends. In the first place, it made the Company accept complete public power. (This
unification was necessary, given the vastness and complexity of the new operations.) In the second
place, it forced thelottery to be secret, free, and general. The sale of ticketsfor money was abolished.
Once initiated into the mysteries of Bel, every free man automatically participated in the sacred
drawingsof lots, which were carried out in the labyrinths of the gods every seventy nightsand which
determined every man's fate until the next exercise. The consequences were incalculable. A happy
drawing might motivate his elevation to the council of wizards or his condemnation to the custody
of an enemy (notorious or intimate), or to find, in the peaceful shadows of aroom, the woman who
had begun to disquiet him or whom he had never expected to see again. An adverse drawing might
mean mutilation, a varied infamy, death. Sometimes a single event - the tavern killing of C, the
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mysterious glorification of B - might be the brilliant result of thirty or forty drawings. But it must
be recalled that the individuals of the Company were (and are) all-powerful and astute as well. In
many cases, the knowledge that certain joys were the simple doing of chance might have detracted
from their exellence; to avoid thisinconvenience the Company's agents made use of suggestion and
magic. Their moves, their management, were secret. In the investigation of peopl€'s intimate hopes
andintimateterrors, they made use of astrologersand spies. Therewerecertain stonelions, therewas
a sacred privy called Qaphga, there were fissures in a dusty agueduct which, according to general
opinion, lead to the Company; malign or benevolent people deposited accusations in these cracks.
These denunciations were incorporated into an alphabetical archive of variable veracity.

Incredibly enough, there were still complaints. The Company, with its habitual discretion, did not
reply directly. It preferred to scribble abrief argument - which now figures among sacred scriptures-
in the debris of a mask factory. That doctrinal piece of literature observed that the lottery is an
interpolation of chance into the order of the world and that to accept errorsis not to contradict fate
but merely to corroborate it. It aso observed that those lions and that sacred recipient, though not
unauthorized by the Company (which did not renouncetheright to consult them), functioned without
officia guaranty.

This declaration pacified the public unease. It also produced other effects, not foreseen by the
author. It deeply modified the spirit and operations of the Company. (I have little time l€eft to tell
what | know; we have been warned that the ship is ready to sail; but | will attempt to explain it.)

Improbable as it may be, no one had until then attempted to set up a general theory of games. A
Babylonian is not highly speculative. He reveres the judgments of fate, he hands his life over to
them, he places his hopes, his panic terror in them, but it never occurs to him to investigate their
labyrinthian laws nor the giratory spheres which disclose them. Nevertheless, the unofficial
declaration which | have mentioned inspired many discussions of a juridico-mathematical nature.
From one of these discussions was born the following conjecture: if the lottery is an intensification
of chance, a periodic infusion of chaos into the cosmos, would it not be desirable for chance to
intervene at all stages of the lottery and not merely in the drawing? Isit not ridiculous for chance to
dictate the death of someone, whilethe circumstances of hisdeath-itssilent reserve or publicity, the
timelimit of onehour or one centuryshould remainimmuneto hazard? Theseeminently just scruples
finaly provoked aconsiderablereform, whose complexities (intensified by the practice of centuries)
are not understood except by a handful of specialists, but which | will attempt to summarize, even
if only in asymbolic manner.

Let usimagine afirst drawing, which eventuates in a sentence of death against some individual.
To carry out the sentence, another drawing is set up, and this drawing proposes (let us say) nine
possible executioners. Of these executioners, four can initiate athird drawing which will reveal the
name of the actual executioner, two others can replace the adverse order with afortunate order (the
finding of a treasure, let us say), another may exacerbate the death sentence (that is: make it
infamous or enrich it with torture), still others may refuseto carry it out . . .

Such is the symbolic scheme. In reality, the number of drawingsisinfinite. No decision isfinal,
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all divergeinto others. Theignorant suppose that an infinite number of drawingsrequire aninfinite
amount of time; inreality, it is quite enough that time beinfinitely subdivisible, asisthe casein the
famous parable of the Tortoise and the Hare. This infinitude harmonizes in an admirable manner
with the sinuous numbers of Chance and of the Celestial Archetype of the Lottery adored by the
MPatonists. . .

A certain distorted echo of our ritual seemsto haveresounded alongthe Tiber: AeliusLampridius,
in hisLife of Antoninus Heliogabalus, tells of how this emperor wrote down the lot of hisguestson
seashells, so that one would receive ten pounds of gold and another ten flies, ten dormice, ten bears.
It isonly right to remark that Heliogabal us was educated in Asia Minor, among the priests of the
eponymous god.

Therearealsoimpersonal drawings, of undefined purpose: onedrawingwill decreethat asapphire
from Taprobane be thrown into the waters of the Euphrates; another, that a bird be released from a
tower roof; another, that a grain of sand be withdrawn (or added) to the innumerable grains on a
beach. The consequences, sometimes, are terrifying.

Under the beneficent influence of the Company, our customs have becomethoroughly impregnated
with chance. The buyer of adozen amphoras of Damascuswine will not be surprised if one of them
contains atalisman or aviper. The scribe who draws up a contract scarcely ever fails to introduce
some erroneous datum; | myself, in making this hasty declaration, have falsified or invented some
grandeur, some atrocity; perhaps, too, a certain mysterious monotony . . .

Our historians, the most discerning in the world, have invented amethod for correcting chance. It
iswell known that the operations of this method are (in general) trustworthy; although, naturally,
they are not divulged without ameasure of deceit. In any case, thereisnothing so contaminated with
fiction as the history of the Company . . .

A paleographic document, unearthed in atemple, may well be the work of yesterday's drawing or
that of one lasting a century. No book is ever published without some variant in each copy. Scribes
take a secret oath to omit, interpolate, vary.

The Company, with divine modesty, eludes all publicity. Its agents, asis only natural, are secret.
Theorderswhichitiscontinually sending out do not differ from those lavishly issued by imposters.
Besides, who can ever boast of being a mere imposter? The inebriate who improvises an absurd
mandate, the dreamer who suddenly awakes to choke the woman who lies at his side to death, do
they not both, perhaps, carry out a secret decision by the Company? This silent functioning,
comparable to that of God, gives rise to all manner of conjectures. One of them, for instance,
abominably insinuates that the Company is eternal and that it will last until the last night of the
world, when thelast god annihilatesthe cosmos. Still another conjecture declaresthat the Company
is omnipotent, but that it exertsitsinfluence only in the most minute matters: in abird'scry, in the
shades of rust and the hues of dust, in the cat naps of dawn. There is one conjecture, spoken from
the mouths of masked heresiarchs, to the effect that the Company has never existed and never will.
A conjecture no lessvile argues that it isindifferently inconsequential to affirm or deny the reality
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of the shadowy corporation, because Babylon is nothing but an infinite game of chance.

-27-
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Jorge Luis Borges

Funes, the Memorious

| remember him (I scarcely havetheright to use this ghostly verb; only one man on earth deserved
theright, and heisdead), | remember him with a dark passionflower in hishand, looking at it asno
one has ever looked at such a flower, though they might look from the twilight of day until the
twilight of night, for a whole life long. | remember him, his face immobile and Indian-like, and
singularly remote, behind his cigarette. | remember (I believe) the strong delicate fingers of the
plainsman who can braid leather. | remember, near those hands, avessel in which to make mate tea,
bearing the arms of the Banda Oriental;<1> | remember, in the window of the house, ayellow rush
mat, and beyond, a vague marshy landscape. | remember clearly hisvoice, the deliberate, resentful,
nasal voice of the old Eastern Shore man, without the Italianate syllables of today, | did not see him
more than three times; the last time, in 1887 . . .

That all those who knew him should write something about him seemsto meavery felicitousides;
my testimony may perhaps be the briefest and without doubt the poorest, and it will not be the |east
impartial. The deplorable fact of my being an Argentinian will hinder me from falling into a
dithyramb - an obligatory form in the Uruguay, when the theme is an Uruguayan.

Litterateur, slicker, Buenos Airean: Funesdid not use theseinsulting phrases, but | am sufficiently
awarethat for him | represented these unfortunate categories. Pedro Leandro |puche haswritten that
Funeswas a precursor of the superman, "an untamed and vernacular Zarathustra'; |1 do not doulbt it,
but one must not forget, either, that he was a countryman from the town of Fray Bentos, with certain
incurable limitations.

My first recollection of Funesis quite clear, | see him at dusk, sometime in March or February of
the year '84. That year, my father had taken me to spend the summer at Fray Bentos. | was on my
way back from the farm at San Francisco with my cousin Bernardo Haedo. We came back singing,
on horseback; and thislast fact was not the only reason for my joy. After asultry day, an enormous
dategray storm had obscured the sky. It was driven on by a wind from the south; the trees were
aready tossing like madmen; and | had the apprehension (the secret hope) that the elemental
downpour would catch usout in the open. Wewererunning akind of racewith thetempest. Werode
into anarrow lane which wound down between two enormously high brick footpaths. It had grown
black of a sudden; | now heard rapid aimost secret steps above; | raised my eyes and saw a boy
running along the narrow, cracked path as if he were running along a narrow, broken wall. |
remember the loose trousers, tight at the bottom, the hemp sandals; | remember the cigarettein the
hard visage, standing out against the by now limitless darkness. Bernardo unexpectedly yelled to
him: "What's the time, Ireneo?' Without looking up, without stopping, Ireneo replied: "In ten
minutes it will be eight o'clock, child Bernardo Juan Francisco." The voice was sharp, mocking.
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| am so absentminded that the dialogue which | have just cited would not have penetrated my
attention if it had not been repeated by my cousin, who was stimulated, | think, by a certain local
pride and by a desire to show himself indifferent to the other's three-sided reply.

He told me that the boy above us in the pass was a certain Ireneo Funes, renowned for a number
of eccentricities, such asthat of having nothing to do with people and of always knowing the time,
like awatch. He added that Ireneo wasthe son of Maria Clementina Funes, an ironing woman in the
town, and that hisfather, some people said, was an "Englishman" named O'Connor, adoctor in the
salting fields, though some said the father was a horse-breaker, or scout, from the province of El
Salto. Ireneo lived with his mother, at the edge of the country house of the Laurels.

Intheyears'85 and '86 we spent the summer in the city of Montevideo. Wereturned to Fray Bentos
in '87. Aswas natural, | inquired after all my acquaintances, and finally, about "the chronometer
Funes." | was told that he had been thrown by awild horse at the San Francisco ranch, and that he
had been hopelessly crippled. | remember theimpression of uneasy magic which the news provoked
in me: the only time | had seen him we were on horseback, coming from San Francisco, and he was
inahigh place; from thelips of my cousin Bernardo the affair sounded like adream elaborated with
elements out of the past. They told methat Ireneo did not move now from his cot, but remained with
his eyesfined on the backyard fig tree, or on a cobweb. At sunset he alowed himself to be brought
to the window. He carried pride to the extreme of pretending that the blow which had befallen him
was agood thing . . . Twice | saw him behind the iron grate which sternly delineated his eternal
imprisonment: unmoving, once, his eyes closed; unmoving aso, another time, absorbed in the
contemplation of a sweet-smelling sprig of lavender cotton.

At the time | had begun, not without some ostentation, the methodical study of Latin. My valise
contained the Devirisillustribus of Lhomond, the Thesaurus of Quicherat, Caesar's Commentaries,
and an odd-numbered volume of the Historia Naturalis of Pliny, which exceeded (and still exceeds)
my modest talents as a Latinist. Everything is noised around in a small town; Ireneo, at his small
farm on the outskirts, was not long in learning of the arrival of these anomal ous books. He sent me
a flowery, ceremonious letter, in which he recalled our encounter, unfortunately brief, "on the
seventh day of February of the year '84," and alluded to the glorious services which Don Gregorio
Haedo, my uncle, dead the same year, "had rendered to the Two Fatherlands in the glorious
campaign of Ituzaingo," and he solicited the loan of any one of the volumes, to be accompanied by
a dictionary "for the better intelligence of the original text, for | do not know Latin as yet." He
promised to return them in good condition, almost immediately. The letter was perfect, very nicely
constructed; the orthography was of the type sponsored by Andres Bello: i for y, j for g. At first |
naturally suspected ajest. My cousins assured me it was not so, that these were the ways of Ireneo.
| did not know whether to attribute to impudence, ignorance, or stupidity, the ideathat the difficult
Latin required no other instrument than a dictionary; in order fully to undeceive him | sent the
Gradus ad Parnassum of Quicherat, and the Pliny.

On February 14, | received atelegram from Buenos Airestelling meto return immediately, for my
father was "in no way well." God forgive me, but the prestige of being the recipient of an urgent
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telegram, the desire to point out to all of Fray Bentos the contradiction between the negative form
of the news and the positive adverb, the temptation to dramatize my sorrow as | feigned a virile
stoicism, al no doubt distracted me from the possibility of anguish. As| packed my valise, | noted
that | was missing the Gradus and the volume of the HistoriaNaturalis. The " Saturn" wasto weigh
anchor on the morning of the next day; that night, after supper, | made my way to the house of Funes.
Outside, | was surprised to find the night no less oppressive than the day.

Ireneo’'s mother received me at the modest ranch.

Shetold me that Ireneo was in the back room and that | should not be disturbed to find himin the
dark, for he knew how to pass the dead hours without lighting the candle. | crossed the cobblestone
patio, the small corridor; | came to the second patio. A great vine covered everything, so that the
darkness seemed compl ete. Of asudden | heard the high-pitched, mocking voiceof Ireneo. Thevoice
spoke in Latin; the voice (which came out of the obscurity) was reading, with obvious delight, a
treatise or prayer or incantation. The Roman syllables resounded in the earthen patio; my suspicion
made them seem undecipherable, interminable; afterwards, in the enormous dialogue of that night,
| learned that they made up the first paragraph of the twenty-fourth chapter of the seventh book of
the Historia Naturalis. The subject of this chapter is memory; the last words are ut nihil non iisdem
verbis redderetur auditum.

Without the least change in his voice, Ireneo bade me comein. He was lying on the cot, smoking.
It seems to methat | did not see his face until dawn; | seem to recall the momentary glow of the
cigarette. Theroom smelled vaguely of dampness. | sat down, and repeated the story of thetelegram
and my father'sillness.

| come now to the most difficult point in my narrative. For the entire story has no other point (the
reader might as well know it by now) than this dialogue of amost a half-century ago. | shall not
attempt to reproduce hiswords, now irrecoverable. | prefer truthfully to make aresume of the many
thingsIreneo told me. Theindirect styleisremote and weak; | know that | sacrificethe effectiveness
of my narrative; but let my readers imagine the nebul ous sentences which clouded that night.

Ireneo began by enumerating, in Latin and Spanish, the cases of prodigious memory cited in the
HistoriaNaturalis: Cyrus, king of the Persians, who could call every soldier in hisarmies by name;
Mithridates Eupator, who administered justice in the twenty-two languages of his empire;
Simonides, inventor of mnemotechny; Metrodorus, who practiced theart of repeating faithfully what
he heard once. With evident good faith Funes marveled that such things should be considered
marvelous. He told me that previous to the rainy afternoon when the blue-tinted horse threw him,
he had been - like any Christian - blind, deaf-mute, somnambulistic, memoryless. (I tried to remind
him of his precise perception of time, hismemory for proper names; he paid no attention to me). For
nineteen years, he said, he had lived like a person in a dream: he looked without seeing, heard
without hearing, forgot everything - almost everything. On falling from the horse, he lost
consciousness; when he recovered it, the present was almost intolerable it was so rich and bright;
the same wastrue of the most ancient and most trivial memories. A littlelater herealized that hewas
crippled. This fact scarcely interested him. He reasoned (or felt) that immobility was a minimum
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price to pay. And now, his perception and his memory were infallible.

We, in aglance, perceive three wine glasses on the table; Funes saw all the shoots, clusters, and
grapes of thevine. He remembered the shapes of the cloudsin the south at dawn on the 30th of April
of 1882, and he could compare them in his recollection with the marbled grain in the design of a
|eather-bound book which he had seen only once, and with the linesin the spray which an oar raised
inthe Rio Negro on theeve of the battle of the Quebracho. Theserecollectionswere not simple; each
visual imagewaslinked to muscular sensations, thermal sensations, etc. He could reconstruct all his
dreams, all hisfancies. Two or three times he had reconstructed an entire day. He told me: | have
more memoriesin myself aone than all men have had since the world was aworld. And again: My
dreams are like your vigils. And again, toward dawn: My memory, sir, is like a garbage disposal.

A circumference on a blackboard, a rectangular triangle, a rhomb, are forms which we can fully
intuit; the same held true with Ireneo for the tempestuous mane of a stallion, a herd of cattlein a
pass, the ever-changing flame or the innumerable ash, the many faces of a dead man during the
course of a protracted wake. He could perceive | do not know how many stars in the sky.

These things he told me; neither then nor at any time later did they seem doubtful. In those days
neither the cinemanor the phonograph yet existed; nevertheless, it seems strange, amost incredible,
that no one should have experimented on Funes. The truth is that we al live by leaving behind; no
doubt we all profoundly know that we are immortal and that sooner or later every man will do all
things and know everything.

The voice of Funes, out of the darkness, continued. He told me that toward 1886 he had devised
anew system of enumeration and that in avery few days he had gone beyond twenty-four thousand.
He had not written it down, for what he once meditated would not be erased. The first stimulus to
hiswork, I believe, had been hisdiscontent with thefact that "thirty-three Uruguayans' required two
symbols and three words, rather than a single word and a single symbol. Later he applied his
extravagant principle to the other numbers. In place of seven thousand thirteen, he would say (for
example) Maximo Perez; in place of seven thousand fourteen, The Train; other numberswere Luis
Melian Lafinur, Olimar, Brimstone, Clubs, The Whale, Gas, The Cauldron, Napoleon, Agustin de
Vedia. Inlieuof five hundred, hewould say nine. Each word had aparticul ar sign, aspecies of mark;
the last were very complicated . . . | attempted to explain that this rhapsody of unconnected terms
was precisely the contrary of asystem of enumeration. | said that to say three hundred and sixty-five
was to say three hundreds, six tens, five units: an analysis which does not exist in such numbers as
The Negro Timoteo or The Flesh Blanket. Funes did not understand me, or did not wish to
understand me.

Locke, in the seventeenth century, postulated (and rejected) an impossible idiom in which each
individual object, each stone, each bird and branch had an individual name; Funes had once
projected an anal ogousidiom, but he had renounced it asbeing too general, too ambiguous. In effect,
Funes not only remembered every leaf on every tree of every wood, but even every one of thetimes
he had perceived or imagined it. He determined to reduce al of his past experience to some seventy
thousand recoll ections, which hewould | ater definenumerically. Two considerationsdissuaded him:
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the thought that the task was interminable and the thought that it was useless. He knew that at the
hour of hisdeath hewould scarcely havefinished classifying even all the memoriesof hischildhood.

The two projects | have indicated (an infinite vocabulary for the natural series of numbers, and a
usable mental catalogue of all theimages of memory) arelacking in sense, but they reveal acertain
stammering greatness. They allow usto make out dimly, or to infer, the dizzying world of Funes. He
was, let us not forget, almost incapable of general, platonic ideas. It was not only difficult for him
to understand that the generic term dog embraced so many unlike specimens of differing sizes and
different forms; hewasdisturbed by thefact that adog at three-fourteen (seenin profile) should have
the same name as the dog at three-fifteen (seen from the front). His own face in the mirror, hisown
hands, surprised him on every occasion. Swift writes that the emperor of Lilliput could discern the
movement of the minute hand; Funes could continuously make out the tranquil advances of
corruption, of caries, of fatigue. He noted the progress of death, of moisture. Hewasthe solitary and
lucid spectator of a multiform world which was instantaneously and almost intolerably exact.
Babylon, London, and New York have overawed the imagination of men with their ferocious
splendor; no one, in those populous towers or upon those surging avenues, has felt the heat and
pressure of areality as indefatigable as that which day and night converged upon the unfortunate
Ireneo in his humble South American farmhouse. It was very difficult for himto sleep. To dleep is
to be abstracted from the world; Funes, on his back in his cot, in the shadows, imagined every
crevice and every molding of the various houseswhich surrounded him. (I repeat, theleast important
of his recollections was more minutely precise and more lively than our perception of a physical
pleasure or a physical torment.) Toward the east, in a section which was not yet cut into blocks of
homes, there were some new unknown houses. Funes imagined them black, compact, made of a
single obscurity; he would turn hisface in this direction in order to sleep. He would also imagine
himself at the bottom of the river, being rocked and annihilated by the current.

Without effort, he had learned English, French, Portuguese, Latin. | suspect, nevertheless, that he
was not very capable of thought. To think isto forget a difference, to generalize, to abstract. In the
overly replete world of Funes there were nothing but details, almost contiguous details.

The equivocal clarity of dawn penetrated along the earthen patio.

Then it was that | saw the face of the voice which had spoken al through the night. Ireneo was
nineteen years old; he had been born in 1868; he seemed as monumental as bronze, more ancient
than Egypt, anterior to the propheciesand the pyramids. It occurred to methat each one of my words
(each one of my gestures) would live on in hisimplacable memory; | was benumbed by the fear of
multiplying superfluous gestures.

Ireneo Funes died in 1889, of a pulmonary congestion.

<1> The Eastern Shore (of the Uruguay River); now the Orient Republic of Uruguay. - Editor's
note.
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Jorge Luis Borges

The Secret Miracle

And God made him die during the course of a hundred years and then He revived him and said:
"How long have you been here?"

"A day, or part of aday," he replied.

- TheKoran, Il 261

On the night of March 14, 1939, in an apartment on the Zelternergasse in Prague, Jaromir Hladik,
author of the unfinished tragedy The Enemies, of a Vindication of Eternity, and of an inquiry into
theindirect Jewish sources of Jakob Boehme, dreamt along drawn out chess game. The antagonists
were not twoindividuals, but twoillustriousfamilies. The contest had begun many centuriesbefore.
No one could any longer describe the forgotten prize, but it was rumored that it was enormous and
perhapsinfinite. The pieces and the chessboard were set up in a secret tower. Jaromir (in hisdream)
was the first-born of one of the contending families. The hour for the next move, which could not
be postponed, struck on al the clocks. The dreamer ran across the sands of arainy desert - and he
could not remember the chessmen or the rules of chess. At this point he awoke. The din of therain
and the clangor of the terrible clocks ceased. A measured unison, sundered by voices of command,
arosefrom the Zelternergasse. Day had dawned, and the armored vanguards of the Third Reich were
entering Prague.

On the 19th, the authorities received an accusation against Jaromir Hladik; on the same day, at
dusk, he was arrested. He was taken to a barracks, aseptic and white, on the opposite bank of the
Moldau. He was unable to refute a single one of the charges made by the Gestapo: his materna
surname was Jaroslavski, his blood was Jewish, his study of Boehme was Judaizing, his signature
had helped to swell thefinal census of those protesting the Anschluss. In 1928, he had translated the
Sepher Y ezirah for the publishing house of Hermann Barsdorf; the effusive catal ogue issued by this
firm had exaggerated, for commercia reasons, the translator's renown; this catalogue was leafed
through by Julius Rothe, one of the officialsin whose handslay Hladik'sfate. The man doesnot exist
who, outside his own specialty, isnot credulous:. two or three adjectivesin Gothic script sufficed to
convince Julius Rothe of Hladik's pre-eminence, and of the need for the death penalty, pour
encourager les autres. The execution was set for the 29th of March, at nine in the morning. This
delay (whose importance the reader will appreciate later) was due to a desire on the part of the
authoritiesto act slowly and impersonally, in the manner of planets or vegetables.

Hladik's first reaction was simply one of horror. He was sure he would not have been terrified by
the gallows, the block, or the knife; but to die before a firing squad was unbearable. In vain he
repeated to himself that the pure and general act of dying, not the concrete circumstances, was the
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dreadful fact. He did not grow weary of imagining these circumstances: he absurdly tried to exhaust
al the variations. He infinitely anticipated the process, from the sleepless dawn to the mysterious
discharge of therifles. Before the day set by Julius Rothe, he died hundreds of deaths, in courtyards
whose shapes and angles defied geometry, shot down by changeabl e soldiers whose number varied
and who sometimes put an end to him from close up and sometimes from far away. He faced these
imaginary executions with true terror (perhaps with true courage). Each simulacrum lasted a few
seconds. Oncethecirclewasclosed, Jaromir returned interminably to thetremul ouseve of hisdeath.
Then he would reflect that reality does not tend to coincide with forecasts about it. With perverse
logic he inferred that to foresee a circumstantial detail isto prevent its happening. Faithful to this
feeble magic, he would invent, so that they might not happen, the most atrocious particulars.
Naturally, he finished by fearing that these particulars were prophetic. During his wretched nights
he stroveto hold fast somehow to thefugitive substance of time. Heknew that time was precipitating
itself toward the dawn of the 29th. He reasoned aloud: | am now in the night of the 22nd. Whilethis
night lasts (and for six morenightsto come) | am invulnerable, immortal. Hisnights of sleep seemed
to him deep dark poolsinto which he might submerge. Sometimes he yearned impatiently for the
firing squad's definitive volley, which would redeem him, for better or for worse, from the vain
compulsion of hisimagination. On the 28th, asthe final sunset reverberated across the high barred
windows, he was distracted from all these abject considerations by thought of his drama, The
Enemies.

Hladik was past forty. Apart from afew friendships and many habits, the problematic practice of
literature constituted his life. Like every writer, he measured the virtues of other writers by their
performance, and asked that they measure him by what he conjectured or planned. All of the books
he had published merely moved him to a complex repentance. His investigation of the work of
Boehme, of 1bn Ezra, and of Fludd was essentially a product of mere application; his translation of
the Sepher Yezirah was characterized by negligence, fatigue, and conjecture. He judged his
Vindication of Eternity to be perhaps less deficient: the first volume is a history of the diverse
eternities devised by man, from the immutable Being of Parmenidesto the alterable past of Hinton;
the second volume denies (with Francis Bradley) that all the events in the universe make up a
temporal series. He argues that the number of experiences possible to man is not infinite, and that
asingle"repetition” sufficesto demonstrate that timeisafallacy . . . Unfortunately, the arguments
that demonstrate thisfallacy are not any less fallacious. Hladik was in the habit of running through
these arguments with a certain disdainful perplexity. He had also written a series of expressionist
poems; these, to the discomfiture of the author, wereincluded in an anthology in 1924, and therewas
no anthology of later date which did not inherit them. Hladik was anxious to redeem himself from
hisequivocal and languid past with hisversedrama, The Enemies. (Hefavored theverseforminthe
theater becauseit preventsthe spectatorsfrom forgetting unreality, which isthe necessary condition
of art.)

Thisopus preserved the dramatic unities (time, place, and action). It transpiresin Hradcany, in the
library of the Baron Roemerstadt, on one of the last evenings of the nineteenth century. In the first
scene of thefirst act, astranger pays avisit to Roemerstadt. (A clock strikes seven, the vehemence
of a setting sun glorifies the window panes, the air transmits familiar and impassioned Hungarian
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music.) This visit is followed by others; Roemerstadt does not know the people who come to
importune him, but he has the uncomfortable impression that he has seen them before: perhapsin
adream. All the visitors fawn upon him, but it is obvious - first to the spectators of the drama, and
then to the Baron himself - that they are secret enemies, sworn to ruin him. Roemerstadt manages
to outwit, or evade, their complex intrigues. In the course of the dialogue, mention is made of his
betrothed, Juliade Weidenau, and of acertain Jaroslav Kubin, who at one time had been her suitor.
Kubin has now lost his mind and thinks heis Roemerstadt . . . The dangers multiply. Roemerstadt,
at the end of the second act, isforced to kill one of the conspirators. The third and final act begins.
The incongruities gradually mount up: actors who seemed to have been discarded from the play
reappear; the man who had been killed by Roemerstadt returns, for an instant. Someone notes that
the time of day has not advanced: the clock strikes seven, the western sun reverberates in the high
window panes, impassioned Hungarian music is carried on the air. The first speaker in the play
reappears and repeats the words he had spoken in the first scene of the first act. Roemerstadt
addresses him without theleast surprise. The spectator understandsthat Roemerstadt isthewretched
Jaroslav gubin. The dramahas never taken place: it isthe circular delirium which Kubin unendingly
livesand relives.

Hladik had never asked himself whether thistragicomedy of errorswas preposterousor admirable,
deliberate or casual. Such a plot, he intuited, was the most appropriate invention to concea his
defectsand to manifest hisstrong points, and it embodied the possibility of redeeming (symbolically)
the fundamental meaning of hislife. He had already completed thefirst act and a scene or two of the
third. The metrical nature of the work alowed him to go over it continually, rectifying the
hexameters, without recourse to the manuscript. He thought of the two acts still to do, and of his
coming death. In the darkness, he addressed himself to God. If | exist at al, if | am not one of Y our
repetitions and errata, | exist asthe author of The Enemies. In order to bring this drama, which may
serve to justify me, to justify You, | need one more year. Grant me that year, Y ou to whom belong
the centuriesand all time. It wasthe last, the most atrocious night, but ten minutes later sleep swept
over him like adark ocean and drowned him.

Toward dawn, he dreamt he had hidden himself in one of the naves of the Clementine Library. A
librarian wearing dark glasses asked him: What are you looking for? Hladik answered: God. The
Librarian told him: God isin one of the letters on one of the pages of one of the 400,000 volumes
of the Clementine. My fathers and the fathers of my fathers have sought after that letter. I've gone
blind looking for it. He removed his glasses, and Hladik saw that his eyeswere dead. A reader came
intoreturnan atlas. Thisatlasis useless, he said, and handed it to Hladik, who opened it at random.
Asif through ahaze, he saw amap of India. With a sudden rush of assurance, he touched one of the
tiniest letters. An ubiquitous voice said: The time for your work has been granted. Hladik awoke.

He remembered that the dreams of men belong to God, and that Maimonideswrote that the words
of adream are divine, when they are all separate and clear and are spoken by someoneinvisible. He
dressed. Two soldiers entered his cell and ordered him to follow them.

From behind the door, Hladik had visualized a labyrinth of passageways, stairs, and connecting
blocks. Reality was less rewarding: the party descended to an inner courtyard by a single iron
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stairway. Some soldiers - uniforms unbuttoned - were testing a motorcycle and disputing their
conclusions. The sergeant looked at hiswatch: it was 8:44. They must wait until nine. Hladik, more
insignificant than pitiful, sat down on a pile of firewood. He noticed that the soldiers eyes avoided
his. To make hiswait easier, the sergeant offered him acigarette. Hladik did not smoke. He accepted
the cigarette out of politeness or humility. As he lit it, he saw that his hands shook. The day was
clouding over. The soldiers spoke in low tones, as though he were already dead. Vainly, he strove
to recall the woman of whom Julia de Weidenau was the symboal . . .

The firing squad fell in and was brought to attention. Hladik, standing against the barracks wall,
waited for the volley. Someone expressed fear the wall would be splashed with blood. The
condemned man was ordered to step forward afew paces. Hladik recalled, absurdly, the preliminary
maneuversof aphotographer. A heavy drop of rain grazed one of Hladik'stemplesand slowly rolled
down his cheek. The sergeant barked the final command.

The physical universe stood still.

Therifles converged upon Hladik, but the men assigned to pull the triggers were immobile. The
sergeant'sarm eternalized aninconclusive gesture. Upon acourtyard flag stoneabee cast astationary
shadow. Thewind had halted, asin apainted picture. Hladik began ashriek, asyllable, atwist of the
hand. He realized he was paralyzed. Not a sound reached him from the stricken world.

He thought: I'm in hell, I'm dead.
He thought: I've gone mad.
He thought: Time has come to a halt.

Then hereflected that in that case, histhought, too, would have cometo a halt. He was anxious to
test this possibility: he repeated (without moving hislips) the mysterious Fourth Eclogue of Virgil.
He imagined that the already remote soldiers shared his anxiety; he longed to communicate with
them. He was astonished that he felt no fatigue, no vertigo from his protracted immobility. After an
indeterminate length of time he fell asleep. On awaking he found the world still motionless and
numb. The drop of water still clung to his cheek; the shadow of the bee still did not shift in the
courtyard; the smoke from the cigarette he had thrown down did not blow away. Another "day"
passed before Hladik understood.

He had asked God for an entire year in which to finish hiswork: His omnipotence had granted him
thetime. For hissake, God projected asecret miracle: German lead wouldkill him, at the determined
hour, but in his mind a year would elapse between the command to fire and its execution. From
perplexity he passed to stupor, from stupor to resignation, from resignation to sudden gratitude.

He disposed of no document but his own memory; the mastering of each hexameter as he added
it, had imposed upon him akind of fortunate discipline not imagined by those amateurs who forget
their vague, ephemeral, paragraphs. He did not work for posterity, nor even for God, of whose
literary preferences he possessed scant knowledge. Meticulous, unmoving, secretive, he wove his
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lofty invisiblelabyrinth in time. He worked the third act over twice. He eliminated some rather too-
obvious symbols: the repeated striking of the hour, the music. There were no circumstances to
constrain him. He omitted, condensed, amplified; occasionally, he chose the primitive version. He
grew to love the courtyard, the barracks; one of the faces endlessly confronting him made him
modify his conception of Roemerstadt's character. He discovered that the hard cacaphonies which
so distressed Flaubert are mere visual superstitions: debilities and annoyances of the written word,
not of the sonorous, the sounding one . . . He brought his dramato a conclusion: he lacked only a
single epithet. He found it: the drop of water slid down his cheek. He began awild cry, moved his
face aside. A quadruple blast brought him down.

Jaromir Hladik died on March 29, at 9:02 in the morning.
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Jorge Luis Borges

The Approach to Al-Mu'tasim

Philip Guedalla writes that the novel The Approach to Al-Mu'tasim by the Bombay lawyer Mir
Bahadur Ali "isarather uncomfortable combination of those allegorical poemsof ISamwhichrarely
fail tointerest their translator and of those detective novel swhichinevitably surpass John H. Watson
and refine the horror of human life found in the most irreproachabl e boarding houses of Brighton.”
Previously, Mr. Cecil Roberts had spoken harshly of Bahadur's book, condemning "the double,
improbable, tutelage of Wilkie Collins and of Farid ud-din Attar, the illustrious twelfth-century
Persian”: atranquil enough observation, which Guedallarepeats without notable emendation but in
acholeric tone of voice. Essentially, both critics are in agreement: both indicate the detective story
mechanism of the novel and its mystic undercurrent. This hybridization may cause us to imagine
some likeness with Chesterton; we will soon see that there is no such thing.

Theeditio princeps of The Approach to Al-Mu'tasim appeared in Bombay toward the end of 1932.
The paper used was almost the quality of newsprint; the cover proclaimed to the buyer that the book
was the first detective novel written by a native of Bombay City. Within afew months the public
bought up four printings of a thousand copies each. The Bombay Quarterly Review, the Bombay
Gazette, the Calcutta Review, the Hindustan Review (of Allahabad), and the Cal cutta Englishman
distributed their eulogies. Thereupon Bahadur issued anillustrated edition of thebook, which henow
titled The Conversation with the Man Called Al-Mu'tasim and handsomely subtitled A Game with
Shifting Mirrors. Thisisthe edition which hasjust been reproduced and issued in London by Victor
Gollancz, with a prologue by Dorothy L. Sayers, and the omission - perhaps merciful - of the
illustrations. | have it in front of me. Thefirst edition, which | suspect isfar superior, | have never
succeeded in finding. | am authorized in thislast judgment by an appendix which summarizes the
fundamental difference between the primitive version of 1932 and the 1934 edition. Before
examining the book - and arguing its merits - it would be well for meto indicate rapidly the general
course of the work.

Its visible protagonist - we never learn his name-is a law student in Bombay. He disbelieves,
blasphemously so, in the Islamic faith of hisfathers. But at nightfall on the tenth night of the lunar
month of Muharram, he finds himself in the center of acivil tumult between Moslems and Hindus.
The night isfilled with drums and invocations: the great paper canopies of the Moslem procession
force their way among the adverse multitude. A brick flung by aHindu comesflying from arooftop;
someone sinks a dagger into another's belly; someone - Moslem? Hindu? - iskilled and is stamped
underfoot. Threethousand men battle: cane against revolver, obscenity against imprecation, God the
Indivisible against the Gods. Aghast, the freethinking student joins the fray. With desperate hands
he kills (or thinks he kills) a Hindu. The Sirkar police - mounted, deafening-hooved, half asleep -
intervene with their impartial lashes. Almost beneath the hooves of the horses, the student takes
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flight; he makesfor the farthest outskirts of town. He crosses two sets of railroad tracks, or the same
tracks twice. He scalesthe wall of an entangled garden, at the back of which risesacircular tower.
" A lean and evil mob of mooncol ored hounds" breaksout from behind the black rosebushes. Fiercely
beset, he takes refuge in the tower. He climbs an iron ladder - some of the rungs are missing - and,
once on the roof, where there is ablackish well in the center, encounters a squalid man squatting by
the light of the moon and urinating noisily. This man confidesin him that his profession isto rob
gold teeth from the whiteshrouded cadavers which the Parsees|eave in thistower. He talks of other
equally vilemattersand mentionsthat fourteen nightshave passed since helast purified himself with
buffalo dung. He speakswith manifest hatred of certain horsethievesin Guzerat, "eatersof dogsand
lizards, men as unclean asthe two of us." The sky beginsto grow light: theair isfilled with the low
flight of fat vultures. Exhausted, the student falls asleep. When he awakes, the sunishigh in the sky
and the robber has disappeared. Also missing are a couple of Trichinopoly cigars and some silver
rupees. In the face of the menaces foreshadowed by the previous night, the student resolvesto lose
himself in the depths of India. He meditates on how he has shown himself capable of killing an
idolater, but not of knowing for certain whether a Moslem is more justified in his beliefs than a
Hindu. He can not get the name of Guzerat out of his mind, nor that of a certain malka-sansi (a
woman of the robber caste) of Palanpur, the preferred target of curses and object of hatred for the
despoiler of cadavers. He reasons that the rancor of a man so minutely vile is worthy of special
eulogy. Heresolves - with little hope - to look for the malka-sansi. After brief prayer, he setsforth
on the long voyage with assured languor. Thus concludes the second chapter of the work.

It is impossible to trace the vicissitudes of the nineteen remaining chapters. There is a dizzy
pullulation of dramatis personae, not to speak of abiography which seemsto exhaust the movements
of the human spirit (ranging from infamy to mathematical speculation) or of a peregrination which
encompasses the vast geography of Hindustan. The story which beginsin Bombay continuesin the
lowlands of Palanpur, lingers an afternoon and a night at the stone gates of Bikaner, narrates the
death of ablind astrologer in aBenares sewer, conspiresin the multiform palace of Katmandu, prays
and fornicates - amid the pestilential stench of Calcutta - in the Machua Bazaar, watches the days
be born in the seafrom an officein Madras, watches the afternoons die in the seafrom abalcony in
the state of Travancore, hestitates and kills at Indapur and closes its orbit of leagues and yearsin
Bombay itself, afew paces away from the garden of the mooncolored hounds.

The plot is asfollows: a man, the incredulous and fugitive student whom we already know, falls
among people of the vilest class and adjusts himself to them, in akind of contest of infamy. All at
once - with the miracul ous consternation of Robinson Crusoe faced with the human footprint in the
sand - he perceives some mitigation in thisinfamy: atenderness, an exaltation, a silence in one of
theabhorrent men. "It wasasif amore complex interlocutor had joined thedialogue.” Heknowsthat
the vile man conversing with him is incapable of this momentaneous decorum; from this fact he
concludes that the other, for the moment, is the reflection of afriend, or of the friend of afriend.
Rethinking the problem he arrives at amysterious conviction: some placeintheworld thereisaman
from whom this clarity emanates; some place in the world there is a man who is this clarity. The
student resolves to dedicate hislife to finding him.
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The general argument is thus glimpsed: the insatiable search for a soul through the subtle
reflections which this soul hasleft in others; in the beginning, the faint trace of asmile or of aword;
in the end, diverse and increasing splendors of reason, of the imagination and of good. In the
measure that the men questioned have known Al-Mu'tasim moreintimately, in that measureistheir
divine portion the greater - though it is always clear that they are mere mirrors. Mathematical
technicality is applicable: Bahadur's burdened novel is an ascending progression, whose final end
isthe presentiment of a"man called Al-Mu'tasim.” The immediate antecedent of Al-Mu'tasimisa
supremely happy and courteous Persian bookseller. The predecessor of this booksellerisasaint . .

After many years the student arrives at agallery "at the rear of which there is a door hung with a
cheap and copiously beaded mat curtain; from behind it there emanates a great radiance.” The
student claps his hands once, twice, and asksfor Al-Mu'tasim. A man'svoice - theincredible voice
of Al-Mu'tasim - urges him to comein. The student draws back the curtain and steps forward. The
novel ends.

Unless| am deceived, the successful execution of such an argument imposestwo obligations upon
the writer: one, the variousinvention of prophetic traits; the other, the obligation of seeing to it that
the hero prefigured by these traits be no mere convention or phantom. Bahadur satisfiesthe former;
| do not know to what degree he satisfies the second. In other words: the extraordinary and unseen
Al-Mu'tasim should give us the impression of a real character, not that of a jumble of insipid
superlatives. In the 1932 version, the supernatural notes are scarce: "the man named Al-Mu'tasim”
isto some degree asymbol, but he does not lack idiosyncratic personal features. Unfortunately, this
literary good conduct did not last long. In the 1934 version - which | have at hand - the novel sinks
into allegory: Al-Mu'tasim is the emblem of God, and the punctual itinerary of the heroisin some
manner the forward progress of the soul in its mystic ascent. Grievous detail s abound: a Negro Jew
from Cochin speaking of Al-Mu'tasim saysthat his skinisdark; a Christian describes him standing
atop atower with hisarms outspread; aRed lamaremembers him seated "like that image of yak lard
which | modeled and adored in the monastery at Tashilhumpo." These declarations are all meant to
insinuate a unitary God who accommodates Himself to human diversities. To my mind, theideais
not very stimulating. | will not say the same of this other one: of the conjecture that the Almighty
is also in search of Someone, and that Someone in search of some superior Someone (or merely
indispensable or equal Someone), and thus on to the end - or better, the endlessness - of Time, or on
and on in some cyclical form. Al-Mu'tasim (the name is the same as that of the eighth Abbasside,
who was victor in eight battles, engendered eight male and eight female children, |left behind eight
thousand slaves and reigned during eight years, eight moons, and eight days) etymologically means
The Seeker of Shelter. Inthe 1932 version, thefact that the object of the pilgrimage should beinturn
apilgrim opportunely justified the difficulty of finding him. In the 1934 version, it gives groundsto
the extravagant theology | have mentioned. Mir Bahadur Oli is, as we have seen, incapable of
evading the most vulgar of art's temptations: that of being a genius.

After rereading, | am apprehensive lest | have not sufficiently underlined the book's virtues. It
contains some very civilized expressions: for example, acertain argument in the nineteenth chapter
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inwhich onefeelsapresentiment that one of the antagonistsisafriend of Al-Mu'tasim when he will
not refute the sophisms of his opponent "so as not to be right in atriumphal fashion."

* * %

That a present-day book should derive from an ancient one is clearly honorable: especially since
no one (as Johnson says) likesto be indebted to his contemporaries. The repeated, but insignificant,
contacts of Joyce's Ulysses with the Homeric Odyssey continue to enjoy - | shall never know why -
the harebrained admiration of the critics. The coincidence in Bahadur's novel with Farid ud-din
Attar's venerated Collogquy of the Birds are rewarded with the no less mysterious applause of
London, and even of Allahabad and Cal cutta. Other derivationsfor Bahadur'snovel are not wanting.
One inquisitor has enumerated certain analogies in the novel's first scene with elements from
Kipling'sstory On the City Wall. Bahadur has admitted the connection, but has alleged that it would
be most abnormal if two paintings depicting the tenth night of Muharram did not coincide in some

way . ..

Eliot, with greater justice, recallsthe seventy cantos of theincomplete allegory The Faerie Queen,
where the heroine, Gloriana, does not appear asingle time - as previously pointed out in a censure
by Richard William Church (Spenser, 1879). With al humility, |1 wish to mention a distant, and
possible, predecessor: the Jerusalem cabalist Isaac Luria, who in the sixteenth century proclaimed
that the soul of an ancestor or that of a master might enter the soul of an unfortunate to comfort or
instruct him. Ibbur is the name for this type of metempsychosis.<1>

<1> | havereferred, in the course of thisnote, to the Mantiq ut-Tair (Colloquy of the Birds) by the
Persian mystic Farid ud-din Abu Talib Mehammed ibn-Ibrahim Attar, who was assassinated by the
soldiers of Tului, Genghis Khan's son, when Nishapur was sacked. Perhapsit will not proveidleto
summarize the poem. The faraway king of the birds, the Simurg, drops an exquisite feather in the
middle of China; weary of their ancient anarchy, the birds determineto find it. They know that their
king's name means "Thirty Birds"; they know that his royal palace stands on the Kaf, the circular
mountain which surrounds the earth. They undertake the almost infinite adventure. They fly over
seven valleys, or seven seas; the next-to-the-last oneis called Vertigo; thelast, Annihilation. Many
of the pilgrims desert; others perish. Thirty of them, purified by their labors, set foot upon the
Mountain of the Simurg. At last they contemplateit: they perceive that they are the Simurg, and that
the Simurg is each one of them and all of them. (The Enneads of Plotinus, too, declare-V, 8,4 - a
paradisiacal extension of the principle of identity: "Everything in the intelligible heaven is
everywhere. Anything is all things. The sunisall the stars, and each star is al stars and the sun.")
The Mantiq ut-Tair has been trandated into French by Garcin de Tassy, into English by Edward
Fitzgerald. For purposes of this note | have consulted the tenth volume of Burton's The Thousand
and One Nights and the monograph titled The Persian Mystics. Attar (1932) by Margaret Smith.

The points of contact between this poem and Mir Bahadur's novel are not over-numerous. In
Chapter 20, certain words attributed by a Persian bookseller to Al-Mu'tasim are, perhaps, a
magnification of certain others spoken by the hero. This ambiguous analogy and otherslike it may
merely signify theidentification of the searcher with the sought; they also might mean that the latter
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influencestheformer. Another chapter insinuatesthat Al-Mu'tasimisthe"Hindu" whom the student
believe he has killed.



Borges/ Various -43-

Jorge Luis Borges

The Garden of Forking Paths

To Victoria Ocampo

InhisA History of theWorld War (page 212), Captain Liddell Hart reportsthat aplanned offensive
by thirteen British divisions, supported by fourteen hundred artillery pieces, against the German line
at Serre-Montauban, scheduled for July 24, 1916, had to be postponed until the morning of the 29th.
He comments that torrential rain caused this delay - which lacked any specia significance. The
following deposition, dictated by, read over, and then signed by Dr. Yu Tsun, former teacher of
English at the Tsingtao Hochschul e, casts unsuspected light upon thisevent. Thefirst two pagesare
missing.

* k% %

...and I hung up the phone. Immediately | recollected the voice that had spoken in German. It was
that of Captain Richard Madden. Madden, in Viktor Runeberg's office, meant the end of all our work
and - though this seemed asecondary matter, or should have seemed so to me - of our livesalso. His
being there meant that Runeberg had been arrested or murdered.<1> Before the sun set on thissame
day, | ran the samerisk. Madden wasimplacable. Rather, to be more accurate, he was obliged to be
implacable. An Irishman in the service of England, a man suspected of equivocal feelingsif not of
actual treachery, how could he fail to welcome and seize upon this extraordinary piece of luck: the
discovery, capture and perhaps the deaths of two agents of Imperial Germany?

| went up to my bedroom. Absurd though the gesture was, | closed and locked the door. | threw
myself down on my narrow iron bed, and waited on my back. The never changing rooftopsfilled the
window, and the hazy six o'clock sun hung in the sky. It seemed incredible that this day, a day
without warnings or omens, might be that of my implacable death. In despite of my dead father, in
despite of having been a child in one of the symmetrical gardens of Hai Feng, was| to die now?

Then | reflected that all things happen, happen to one, precisely now. Century follows century, and
things happen only in the present. There are countlessmenintheair, onland and at sea, and all that
really happens happensto me. . . The amost unbearable memory of Madden's long horseface put
an end to these wandering thoughts.

Inthe midst of my hatred and terror (now that it no longer mattersto meto speak of terror, now that
| have outwitted Richard Madden, now that my neck hankers for the hangman's noose), | knew that
the fast-moving and doubtless happy soldier did not suspect that | possessed the Secret - the name
of the exact site of the new British artillery park on the Ancre. A bird streaked across the misty sky
and, absently, I turned it into an airplane and then that airplane into many in the skies of France,
shattering the artillery park under arain of bombs. If only my mouth, beforeit should be silenced by
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abullet, could shout this name in such away that it could be heard in Germany . . . My voice, my
human voice, was weak. How could it reach the ear of the Chief? The ear of that sick and hateful
man who knew nothing of Runeberg or of me except that we were in Staffordshire. A man who,
sitting in hisarid Berlin office, leafed infinitely through newspapers, looking in vain for newsfrom
us. | said aloud, "l must flee."

| sat up on the bed, in senseless and perfect silence, as if Madden was aready peering at me.
Something - perhaps merely adesire to prove my total penury to myself - made me empty out my
pockets. | found just what | knew | was going to find. The American watch, the nickel-plated chain
and the square coin, the key ring with the useless but compromising keys to Runeberg's office, the
notebook, a letter which | decided to destroy at once (and which | did not destroy), afive shilling
piece, two single shillings and some pennies, ared and blue pencil, a handkerchief - and arevolver
with asingle bullet. Absurdly | held it and weighed it in my hand, to give myself courage. Vaguely
| thought that a pistol shot can be heard for a great distance.

In ten minutes | had developed my plan. The telephone directory gave me the name of the one
person capable of passing on the information. He lived in asuburb of Fenton, less than half an hour
away by train.

| am atimorous man. | can say it now, now that | have brought my incredibly risky plan to an end.
It was not easy to bring about, and | know that its execution wasterrible. | did not do it for Germany
- no! Such abarbarous country is of no importance to me, particularly since it had degraded me by
making me become a spy. Furthermore, | knew an Englishman - a modest man - who, for me, isas
great as Goethe. | did not speak with him for more than an hour, but during that time, he was Goethe.

| carried out my plan because | felt the Chief had some fear of those of my race, of those
uncountable forebears whose culmination liesin me. | wished to prove to him that a yellow man
could save his armies. Besides, | had to escape the Captain. His hands and voice could, at any
moment, knock and beckon at my door.

Silently, | dressed, took |eave of myself in the mirror, went down the stairs, sneaked alook at the
quiet street, and went out. The station was not far from my house, but | thought it more prudent to
take a cab. | told myself that | thus ran less chance of being recognized. The truth is that, in the
deserted street, | felt infinitely visible and vulnerable. | recall that | told the driver to stop short of
the main entrance. | got out with a painful and deliberate slowness.

| was going to the village of Ashgrove, but took aticket for a station further on. The train would
leavein afew minutes, at eight-fifty. | hurried, for the next would not go until half past nine. There
was amost no one on the platform. | walked through the carriages. | remember some farmers, a
woman dressed in mourning, ayouth deep in Tacitus Annals and a wounded, happy soldier.

Atlast thetrain pulled out. A man | recognized ran furiously, but vainly, thelength of the platform.
It was Captain Richard Madden. Shattered, trembling, | huddled in the distant corner of the seat, as
far as possible from the fearful window.
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From utter terror | passed into a state of amost abject happiness. | told myself that the duel had
already started and that | had won the first encounter by besting my adversary in his first attack -
even if it was only for forty minutes - by an accident of fate. | argued that so small a victory
prefigured atotal victory. | argued that it was not so trivial, that were it not for the precious accident
of thetrain schedule, | would bein prison or dead. | argued, with no less sophism, that my timorous
happiness was proof that | was man enough to bring this adventure to a successful conclusion. From
my weakness | drew strength that never left me.

| foresee that man will resign himself each day to new abominations, that soon only soldiers and
bandits will be left. To them | offer this advice: Whosoever would undertake some atrocious
enterprise should act asif it were already accomplished, should impose upon himself a future as
irrevocable as the past.

Thus| proceeded, whilewith the eyes of aman aready dead, | contemplated the fluctuations of the
day which would probably be my last, and watched the diffuse coming of night.

Thetrain crept along gently, amid ash trees. It lowed down and stopped, almost in the middle of
afield. No one caled the name of a station. "Ashgrove?' | asked some children on the platform.
"Ashgrove," they replied. | got out.

A lamplit the platform, but the children’'sfacesremained in ashadow. One of them asked me: "Are
you goingto Dr. Stephen Albert'shouse?' Without waiting for my answer, another said: "The house
isagood distance away but you won't get lost if you take the road to the left and bear to the left at
every crossroad.” | threw them a coin (my last), went down some stone steps and started along a
deserted road. At a slight incline, the road ran downhill. It was a plain dirt way, and overhead the
branches of treesintermingled, while around moon hung low in the sky asif to keep me company.

For amoment | thought that Richard Madden might in someway have divined my desperateintent.
At once | redlized that this would be impossible. The advice about turning always to the left
reminded me that such was the common formula for finding the central courtyard of certain
labyrinths. | know something about |abyrinths. Not for nothing am | the greatgrandson of Tsui Pen.
Hewas Governor of Y unnan and gave up temporal power to write anovel with more charactersthan
there arein the Hung Lou Meng, and to create a maze in which all men would |ose themselves. He
spent thirteen years on these oddly assorted tasks before he was assassinated by astranger. Hisnovel
had no sense to it and nobody ever found his labyrinth.

Under the trees of England | meditated on this lost and perhaps mythical labyrinth. | imagined it
untouched and perfect on the secret summit of some mountain; | imagined it drowned under rice
paddies or beneath the sea; | imagined it infinite, made not only of eight-sided pavilions and of
twisting paths but also of rivers, provinces and kingdoms.. . . | thought of a maze of mazes, of a
sinuous, ever growing maze which would take in both past and future and would somehow involve
the stars.

Lost in these imaginary illusions | forgot my destiny - that of the hunted. For an undetermined
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period of time | felt myself cut off from the world, an abstract spectator. The hazy and murmuring
countryside, the moon, the decline of the evening, stirred within me. Going down the gently sloping
road | could not feel fatigue. The evening was at once intimate and infinite.

The road kept descending and branching off, through meadows misty in the twilight. A high-
pitched and almost syllabic music kept coming and going, moving with the breeze, blurred by the
leaves and by distance.

| thought that a man might be an enemy of other men, of the differing moments of other men, but
never an enemy of a country: not of fireflies, words, gardens, streams, or the West wind.

Meditating thus | arrived at a high, rusty iron gate. Through the railings | could see an avenue
bordered with poplar trees and also akind of summer house or pavilion. Two things dawned on me
at once, thefirst trivial and the second almost incredible: the music came from the pavilion and that
music was Chinese. That was why | had accepted it fully, without paying it any attention. | do not
remember whether there was a bell, a push-button, or whether | attracted attention by clapping my
hands. The stuttering sparks of the music kept on.

But from the end of the avenue, from the main house, a lantern approached; a lantern which
aternately, from moment to moment, was crisscrossed or put out by the trunks of the trees; a paper
lantern shaped like a drum and colored like the moon. A tall man carried it. | could not see hisface
for the light blinded me.

He opened the gate and spoke slowly in my language.

"| seethat theworthy Hsi Peng has troubled himself to seeto relieving my solitude. No doubt you
want to see the garden?”

Recognizing the name of one of our consuls, | replied, somewhat taken aback.
"The garden?"

"The garden of forking paths.”

Something stirred in my memory and | said, with incomprehensible assurance:
"The garden of my ancestor, Tsui Pen."

"Y our ancestor? Y our illustrious ancestor? Comein."

The damp path zigzagged like those of my childhood. When we reached the house, we went into
alibrary filled with books from both East and West. | recognized some large volumes bound in
yellow silk-manuscripts of the Lost Encyclopedia which was edited by the Third Emperor of the
Luminous Dynasty. They had never been printed. A phonograph record was spinning near abronze
phoenix. | remember also arose-glazed jar and yet another, older by many centuries, of that blue
color which our potters copied from the Persians.. . .
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Stephen Albert was watching mewith asmile on hisface. Hewas, as| have said, remarkably tall.
His face was deeply lined and he had gray eyes and a gray beard. There was about him something
of the priest, and something of the sailor. Later, he told me he had been a missionary in Tientsin
before he "had aspired to become a Sinologist.”

We sat down, | upon alarge, low divan, he with his back to the window and to a large circular
clock. | calculated that my pursuer, Richard Madden, could not arrive in less than an hour. My
irrevocable decision could wait.

"A strange destiny,” said Stephen Albert, "that of Tsui Pen - Governor of his native province,
learned in astronomy, in astrology and tirelessin the interpretation of the canonical books, a chess
player, afamous poet and a calligrapher. Y et he abandoned all to make a book and alabyrinth. He
gave up al the pleasures of oppression, justice, of a well-stocked bed, of banquets, and even of
erudition, and shut himself up in the Pavilion of the Limpid Sun for thirteen years. At hisdeath, his
heirsfound only amess of manuscripts. Thefamily, asyou doubtless know, wished to consign them
to the fire, but the executor of the estate - a Taoist or a Buddhist monk - insisted on their
publication.”

"Those of the blood of Tsui Pen,” | replied, "still curse the memory of that monk. Such a
publication was madness. The book is a shapeless mass of contradictory rough drafts. | examined
it once upon atime: the hero diesin thethird chapter, whileinthefourth heisalive. Asfor that other
enterprise of Tsui Pen. .. hisLabyrinth..."

"Hereisthe Labyrinth," Albert said, pointing to atall, laquered writing cabinet.
"Anivory labyrinth?" | exclaimed. "A tiny labyrinthindeed . . . !"

"A symbolic labyrinth,"” he corrected me. "An invisible labyrinth of time. |, a barbarous
Englishman, have been given the key to this transparent mystery. After more than a hundred years
most of the details areirrecoverable, lost beyond all recall, but it isn't hard to image what must have
happened. At one time, TSui Pen must have said; 'l am going into seclusion to write abook,' and at
another, 'l amretiring to construct amaze.' Everyone assumed these were separate activities. No one
realized that the book and the labyrinth were one and the same. The Pavilion of the Limpid Sun was
set in the middle of an intricate garden. This may have suggested the idea of a physical maze.

"Tsui Pen died. In al the vast lands which once belonged to your family, no one could find the
labyrinth. The novel's confusion suggested that it was the |abyrinth.

Two circumstances showed me the direct solution to the problem. First, the curious legend that
Tsui Pen had proposed to create an infinite maze, second, afragment of aletter which | discovered.”

Albert rose. For afew moments he turned his back to me. He opened the top drawer in the high
black and gilded writing cabinet. He returned holding in his hand a piece of paper which had once
been crimson but which had faded with the passage of time: it was rose colored, tenuous,
guadrangular. Tsui Pen's calligraphy was justly famous. Eagerly, but without understanding, | read
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the words which aman of my own blood had written with asmall brush: "I leave to various future
times, but not to all, my garden of forking paths."

| handed back the sheet of paper in silence. Albert went on:

"Before | discovered this letter, | kept asking myself how a book could be infinite. | could not
imagine any other than a cyclic volume, circular. A volume whose last page would be the same as
thefirst and so have the possibility of continuing indefinitely. | recalled, too, the night inthe middie
of The Thousand and One Nightswhen Queen Scheherezade, through amagical mistake on the part
of her copyist, started to tell the story of The Thousand and One Nights, with the risk of again
arriving at the night upon which shewill relateit, and thus on to infinity. | also imagined a Platonic
hereditary work, passed on from father to son, to which each individual would add a new chapter or
correct, with pious care, the work of his elders.

"These conjectures gave me amusement, but none seemed to have the remotest application to the
contradictory chapters of TSui Pen. At this point, | was sent from Oxford the manuscript you have
just seen.

"Naturally, my attention was caught by the sentence, 'l leaveto variousfuturetimes, but not to all,
my garden of forking paths: | had no sooner read this, than | understood. The Garden of Forking
Paths was the chaotic novel itself. The phrase 'to various future times, but not to all' suggested the
image of bifurcating in time, not in space. Rereading the whole work confirmed this theory. In all
fiction, when a man is faced with alternatives he chooses one at the expense of the others. In the
almost unfathomable Tsui Pen, he chooses - simultaneously - al of them. He thus creates various
futures, varioustimeswhich start othersthat will intheir turn branch out and bifurcatein other times.
Thisisthe cause of the contradictions in the novel.

"Fang, let us say, has asecret. A stranger knocks at his door. Fang makes up hismind to kill him.
Naturally there are various possible outcomes. Fang can kill the intruder, the intruder can kill Fang,
both can be saved, both can die and so on and so on. In TSui Pen's work, all the possible solutions
occur, each one being the point of departure for other bifurcations. Sometimes the pathways of this
labyrinth converge. For example, you come to this house; but in other possible pasts you are my
enemy; in others my friend.

"If you will put up with my atrocious pronunciation, | would like to read you afew pages of your
ancestor's work."

Hiscountenance, in the bright circle of lamplight, was certainly that of an ancient, but it shonewith
something unyielding, even immortal.

With slow precision, he read two versions of the same epic chapter. In the first, an army marches
into battle over adesolate mountain pass. The bleak and somber aspect of the rocky landscape made
the soldiersfeel that life itself was of little value, and so they won the battle easily. In the second,
the same army passes through a palace where a banquet isin progress. The splendor of the feast
remained a memory throughout the glorious battle, and so victory followed.



Borges/ Various -49-

With proper veneration | listened to these old tal es, although perhapswith lessadmiration for them
in themselves than for the fact that they had been thought out by one of my own blood, and that a
man of a distant empire had given them back to me, in the last stage of a desperate adventure, on a
Western island. | remember the final words, repeated at the end of each version like a secret
command: "Thus the heroes fought, with tranquil heart and bloody sword. They were resigned to
killing and to dying."

At that moment | felt within me and around me something invisible and intangible pullulating. It
was not the pullulation of two divergent, parallel, and finally converging armies, but an agitation
more inaccessible, more intimate, prefigured by them in some way. Stephen Albert continued:

"I do not think that your illustrious ancestor toyed idly with variations. | do not find it believable
that he would waste thirteen years laboring over a never ending experiment in rhetoric. In your
country the novel isan inferior genre; in Tsui Pen's period, it was a despised one. Tsui Penwas a
fine novelist but he was also aman of letters who, doubtless, considered himself more than amere
novelist. Thetestimony of hiscontemporaries atteststo this, and certainly the known facts of hislife
confirm his leanings toward the metaphysical and the mystical. Philosophical conjectures take up
the greater part of his novel. | know that of all problems, none disquieted him more, and none
concerned him more than the profound one of time. Now then, thisisthe only problem that does not
figurein the pages of The Garden. He does not even use the word which meanstime. How can these
voluntary omissions be explained?’

| proposed various solutions, al of them inadequate. We discussed them. Finally Stephen Albert
said: "In aguessing game to which the answer is chess, which word is the only one prohibited?" |
thought for a moment and then replied:

"The word is chess."

"Precisely,” said Albert. "The Garden of Forking Pathsis an enormous guessing game, or parable,
in which the subject istime. The rules of the game forbid the use of the word itself. To eliminate a
word completely, torefer to it by meansof inept phrasesand obvious paraphrases, is perhapsthe best
way of drawing attention to it. This, then, is the tortuous method of approach preferred by the
oblique Tsui Pen in every meandering of his interminable novel. | have gone over hundreds of
manuscripts, | have corrected errorsintroduced by carelesscopyists, | haveworked out the planfrom
thischaos, | haverestored, or believe | haverestored, theoriginal. | have trandlated the whole work.
| can state categorically that not once has the word time been used in the whole book.

"The explanation is obvious. The Garden of Forking Paths is a picture, incomplete yet not false,
of the universe such as Tsui Pen conceived it to be. Differing from Newton and Schopenhauer, your
ancestor did not think of time as absolute and uniform. He believed in an infinite series of times, in
adizzily growing, ever spreading network of diverging, converging and parallel times. Thisweb of
time - the strands of which approach one another, bifurcate, intersect or ignore each other through
the centuries - embraces every possibility. We do not exist in most of them. In some you exist and
not I, whilein others | do, and you do not, and in yet others both of us exist. In this one, in which
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chance hasfavored me, you have come to my gate. In another, you, crossing the garden, have found
me dead. In yet another, | say these very same words, but am an error, a phantom.”

"In all of them,” | enunciated, with atremor in my voice. "l deeply appreciate and am grateful to
you for the restoration of Tsui Pen's garden.”

"Notinall,” hemurmuredwithasmile. "Timeisforever dividingitself toward innumerablefutures
and in one of them | am your enemy."

Onceagain | sensed the pullulation of which | have already spoken. It seemed to methat the dew-
damp garden surrounding the house was infinitely saturated with invisible people. All were Albert
and myself, secretive, busy and multiformin other dimensionsof time. | lifted my eyesand the short
nightmaredisappeared. Inthe black and yellow garden therewas only asingle man, but thismanwas
as strong as a statue and this man was walking up the path and he was Captain Richard Madden.

"The future exists now," | replied. "But | am your friend. Can | take another ook at the letter?"

Albert rose from his seat. He stood up tall as he opened the top drawer of the high writing cabinet.
For amoment hisback was again turned to me. | had therevolver ready. | fired with the utmost care:
Albert fell without a murmur, at once. | swear that his death was instantaneous, asif he had been
struck by lightning.

What remainsisunreal and unimportant. Madden brokein and arrested me. | have been condemned
to hang. Abominably, | have yet triumphed! The secret name of the city to be attacked got through
to Berlin. Yesterday it was bombed. | read the news in the same English newspapers which were
trying to solve theriddle of the murder of the learned Sinologist Stephen Albert by the unknown Yu
Tsun. The Chief, however, had already solved this mystery. He knew that my problem wasto shout,
with my feeble voice, above the tumult of war, the name of the city called Albert, and that | had no
other course open to methan to kill someone of that name. He does not know, for no one can, of my
infinite penitence and sickness of the heart.

<1> A malicious and outlandish statement. In point of fact, Captain Richard Madden had been
attacked by the Prussian spy Hans Rabener, alias Viktor Runeberg, who drew an automatic pistol
when Madden appeared with orders for the spy's arrest. Madden, in self defense, had inflicted
wounds of which the spy later died. - Note by the manuscript editor.
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Jorge Luis Borges

The Sect of the Phoenix

Those who write that the sect of the Phoenix originated in Heliopolis, and make it derive from the
religious restoration which followed the death of the reformer Amenhotep IV, cite texts by
Herodotus, Tacitus, and inscriptionsfrom the Egyptian monuments; but they ignore, or try toignore,
the fact that the denomination of the sect by the name of Phoenix is not prior to Rabanus Maurus,
and that the most ancient sources (the Saturnalia, or Flavius Josephus, let us say) speak only of the
Peopl e of Custom or the Peopl e of the Secret. Gregoroviushad already observed, inthe Conventicles
of Ferrara, that any mention of the Phoenix was extremely rare in oral language. In Geneva, | have
spoken to artisans who did not understand me when | asked if they were men of the Phoenix, but
who admitted, in the next breath, that they were men of the Secret. Unless | am mistaken, the same
phenomenon is observable among the Buddhists: the name by which they are known to the world
is not the same as the one they themselves pronounce.

Miklosic, in an overly famous page, has compared the sectarians of the Phoenix with the gypsies.
In Chile and in Hungary there are sectarians of the Phoenix and there are aso gypsies; beyond their
ubiquity, they have very littlein common. The gypsies are horsedeal ers, tinkers, smiths, and fortune
tellers; the sectarianstend to practicetheliberal professionssuccessfully. Thegypsiesare of acertain
definite physical type, and they speak - or used to speaks secret language; the sectarians are
indistinguishable from the rest of the world: the proof of it is that they have not suffered
persecutions. Gypsies are picturesque and inspire bad poets. Narrative verse, colored lithographs,
and boleros pay no heed to the sectarians . . . Martin Buber declares that Jews are essentialy
pathetic; not al sectarians are, and some of them despise pathos; this public and notorious fact
suffices to refute the vulgar error (absurdly defended by Urmann) which sees in the Phoenix a
derivative of Isragl. Peoplethink moreor lessasfollows: Urmann was asensitive man; Urmann was
a Jew; Urmann associated with the sectarians in the ghetto at Prague; the affinity felt by Urmann
servesto prove afact. | can not in good faith agree with this judgment. The fact that sectariansin a
Jewish environment should resemble Jews does not prove anything; the undeniable fact is that they
resemble, likeHazlitt'sinfinite Shakespeare, al themenintheworld. They areeverythingtoal men,
likethe Apostle. Only ashort time ago Doctor Juan Francisco Amaro, of Paysandu, marveled at the
ease with which they became Spanish-Americans.

| have mentioned that the history of the sect does not record persecutions. Still, since there is no
human group which does not include partisans of the Phoenix, itisalso truethat there has never been
a persecution which they have not suffered or areprisal they have not carried out. Their blood has
been spilled, through the centuries, under opposing enemy flags, in the wars of the West and in the
remote battles of Asia. It has availed them little to identify themselves with all the nations of the
earth.
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Lacking a sacred book to unify them as the Scripture does Israel, lacking a common memory,
lacking that other social memory which islanguage, scattered across the face of the earth, differing
in color and features, only one thing - the Secret - unites them and will unite them until the end of
time. Once upon atime, in addition to the Secret, there was alegend (and perhaps al so acosmogonic
myth), but the superficial men of the Phoenix have forgotten it, and today they conserve only the
obscure tradition of some cosmic punishment: of a punishment, or a pact, or a privilege, for the
versionsdiffer, and they scarcely hint at the verdict of a God who grants eternity to arace of men if
they will only carry out a certain rite, generation after generation. | have compared the testimony of
travelers, | have conversed with patriarchs and theologians; and | can testify that the performance
of the rite is the only religious practice observed by the sectarians. The rite itself constitutes the
Secret. And the Secret, as| have aready indicated, istransmitted from generation to generation; but
usage does not favor mothersteaching it to their sons, nor isit transmitted by priests. Initiation into
the mystery isthetask of individuals of thelowest order. A slave, aleper, abeggar playstherole of
mystagogue. A child can indoctrinate another child. Initself the act istrivial, momentary, and does
not require description. The necessary materials are cork, wax, or gum arabic. (In the liturgy there
ismention of silt; this, too, isoften used.) Thereare no temples specially dedicated to the cel ebration
of thiscult; aruin, acellar, an entrance way are considered propitioussites. The Secret is sacred, but
it is also somewhat ridiculous. The practice of the mystery is furtive and even clandestine, and its
adepts do not speak about it. There are no respectable words to describeit, but it is understood that
all words refer to it, or better, that they inevitably alude to it, and thus, in dialogue with initiates,
when | have prattled about anything at all, they have smiled enigmatically or taken offense, for they
havefelt that | touched upon the Secret. In Germanic literature there are poemswritten by sectarians,
whose nominal theme isthe sea, say, or the evening twilight; but they are, | can hear someone say,
in some measure symbols of the Secret.

Asstated by Du Cangein hisGlossary, by way of apocryphal proverb, Orbisterrarum est speculum
Ludi. A kind of sacred horror prevents some of the faithful from practicing the extremely simple
ritual; the others despise them for it, but they despise themselves even more. On the other hand,
those sectarians who deliberately renounce the Custom and manage to engage in direct
communication with the divinity enjoy alarge measure of credit. To make this commerce manifest,
these latter sectarians have recourse to figures from the liturgy; thus John of the Rood wrote:

May the Nine Firmaments know that God Is as delightful as cork or muck.

| have enjoyed the friendship of devotees of the Phoenix on three continents; it seems clear to me
that at first the Secret struck them as something paltry, distressing, vulgar and (what iseven stranger)
incredible. They could not reconcile themselves to the fact that their ancestors had lowered
themselves to such conduct. The odd thing isthat the Secret has not been lost long ago; despite the
vicissitudes of theworld, despite wars and exoduses, it extends, initstremendousfashion, to all the
faithful. One commentator has not hesitated to assert that it is already instinctive.
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Jorge Luis Borges

An Examination of the Work of Herbert Quain

Herbert Quain has just died at Roscommon. | was not astonished to find that the Times Literary
Supplement alots him scarcely half a column of necrological piety, and that not a single laudatory
epithet but is corrected (or seriously qualified) by an adverb. The Spectator, initspertinent issue, is
unquestionably less laconic and perhaps even more cordial, but it compares Quain'sfirst book, The
God of the Labyrinth, withawork by Mrs. Agatha Christie, and otherswith booksby Gertrude Stein:
evocationswhich no onewould consider inevitableand which would not havegratified the deceased.
Quain, for that matter, was not a man who ever considered himself a genius; not even on those
extravagant nights of literary conversation on which a man who has already worn out the printing
presses inevitably plays at being Monsieur Teste or Doctor Sam Johnson . . . He was very clear-
headed about the experimental nature of his books: he thought them admirable, perhaps, for their
novelty and for a certain laconic probity, but not for their passion.

"I am like Cowley's Odes," he wrote me from Longford on March 6, 1939. "I do not belong to Art,
but merely to the history of art." In his mind, there was no discipline inferior to history.

| have transcribed one of Herbert Quain's modest statements. Naturally, this bit of modesty is not
exhaustive of histhought. Flaubert and Henry James have accustomed us to suppose that works of
art areinfrequent and laboriously composed. The sixteenth century (we need only recall Cervantes
Vigje a Parnaso, or Shakespeare's destiny) did not share this disconsolate opinion. Neither did
Herbert Quain. He thought that good literature was common enough, that there is scarce adialogue
in the street which does not achieve it. He also thought that the aesthetic act can not be carried out
without some element of astonishment, and that to be astonished by rote is difficult. With smiling
earnestness he deplored "the servile and obstinate conservation™ of booksfromthepast. . . | do not
know if hisvague theory isjustifiable. | do know that his books are over-anxious to astonish.

| deeply lament having lent, irretrievably, the first book he published, to afemal e acquaintance. |
have already said that it was a detective story. | may add that The God of the Labyrinth wasissued
by the publisher in thelast days of November, 1933. During the first days of December of the same
year, London and New York were enthralled by the agreeable and arduous involutions of The
Siamese Twin Mystery. | prefer to attribute the failure of our friend's novel to this ruinous
coincidence. Also (I wishto beentirely sincere) | would mention the deficient executionand thevain
and frigid pomp of certain descriptions of the sea. At the end of seven years, it isimpossible for me
to recuperate the details of the action. But | will outline its plot, exactly as my forgetfulness now
impoverishes (exactly asit now purifies) it. Anindecipherabl e assassination takesplacein theinitial
pages, aleisurely discussion takes place toward the middle; a solution appears in the end. Once the
enigma is cleared up, there is a long and retrospective paragraph which contains the following
phrase:
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"Everyone thought that the encounter of thetwo chess playerswas accidental." Thisphrase alows
one to understand that the solution is erroneous. The unquiet reader rereads the pertinent chapters
and discovers another solution, the true one. The reader of this singular book is thus forcibly more
discerning than the detective.

Evenmore heterodox isthe"regressive, ramified novel” titled April March, whosethird (and only)
part isdated 1936. Injudging thisnovel, no onewould fail to discover that itisagame; itisonly fair
to remember that the author never considered it anything else.

"I lay claim in thisnovel," | have heard him say, "to the essential features of al games: symmetry,
arbitrary rules, tedium." Even the title of the book is a feeble pun: it does not mean the march of
April, but literaly March-April. Someone has perceived an echo of Donne's doctrines; Quain's
prologue prefers to evoke the inverse world of Bradley in which death precedes birth, the scar the
wound, and thewound the blow (Appearance and Reality, 1897, page 215)<1> Theworlds proposed
by April March are not regressive; only the manner of writing their history is so: regressive and
ramified, as | have aready said. The work is made up of thirteen chapters. The first reports the
ambiguous dialogue of certain strangers on arailway platform. The second narrates the events on
the eve of thefirst act. Thethird, also retrograde, describes the events of another possible eveto the
first day; the fourth, still another. Each one of these three eves (each of which rigorously excludes
the other) is divided into three other eves, each of a very different kind. The entire work, thus,
constitutes nine novels; each novel contains three long chapters. (The first chapter, naturaly, is
common to all.) The temper of one of these novelsis symbolic; that of another, psychological; of
another, communist; of still another, anti-communist; and so on. Perhapsadiagram will help toward
comprehending the structure:

IXITyl<x2|\x3]||/x4z<y2<x5[\x6]||/x7\y3<x8\x9

Concerning thisstructurewe might well repeat what Schopenhauer declared of thetwelve Kantian
categories: everything is sacrificed to arage for symmetry. Quite naturally, some of the nine stories
are unworthy of Quain. The best piece is not the one he originally planned, x 4; but rather one of a
fantastic nature, x 9. Certain others are deformed by slow-witted and languid jests or by useless
pseudo-exactitudes. Whoever readsthe sectionsin chronological order (for instance: x 3,y 1, z) will
lose the peculiar savor of this strange book. Two narratives - x 7, X 8 - lack individual worth; mere
juxtaposition lends them effectiveness. . .

| do not know if | should mention that once April March was published, Quain regretted the ternary
order and predicted that whoever would imitate him would choose a binary arrangement:

IXI1yl<|\x2z<|/x3\y2<\x4
And that demiurges and gods would choose an infinite scheme: infinite stories, infinitely divided.

Highly diverse, but also retrospective, isthe heroic comedy in two acts, The Secret Mirror. In the
worksalready reviewed, the formal complexity had hindered the author'simagination; in this book,
his evolution isfreer. Thefirst act (the most extensive) takes place at the country estate belonging
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to General Thrale, C.1.E., near Melton Mowbray. The invisible center of the plot is Miss Ulrica
Thrale, eldest daughter of the general. She is depicted for us, through certain lines of dialogue, as
an arrogant horsewoman; we suspect that she does not cultivateliterature; the newspapers announce
her engagement to the Duke of Rutland; the same newspapers deny the engagement. Sheisrevered
by a playwright, Wilfred Quarles; she has favored him, once or twice, with a distracted kiss. The
characters possess vast fortunes and ancient blood; their emotions are noble, though vehement; the
dialogue seemsto vacil ate between the mere verbosity of Bulwer-Lytton and the epigrams of Wilde
or Mr. Philip Guedalla. There are a nightingale and a night; thereis also a secret duel on aterrace.
(Almost totally imperceptible, some curious contradiction exists, as do certain sordid details.) The
characters of thefirst act appear in the second - bearing other names. The"dramatic author" Wilfred
Quarlesis a commission agent in Liverpool; hisreal name is John William Quigley. Miss Thrale
really does exist; Quigley has never seen her, but he morbidly collects photographs of her from The
Tatler or The Sketch. Quigley isauthor of the first act. The unlikely or improbable " country estate”
isthe Irish-Jewish boarding house, transfigured and magnified by him, in which helives. ..

The texture of the acts is paralel, but in the second everything becomes dlightly horrible,
everything is postponed or frustrated. When The Secret Mirror opened, the critics pronounced the
names of Freud and Julian Green. The mention of the first strikes me as totally unjustified.

Rumor had it that The Secret Mirror was a Freudian comedy; this propitious (and fallacious)
interpretation determined its success. Unfortunately, Quain had already reached the age of forty; he
was totally used to failure and he did not easily resign himself to a change of regime. He resolved
to avenge himself. Toward the end of 1939 he issued Statements. perhaps the most original of his
works, doubtless the least praised and most secret. Quain was in the habit of arguing that readers
were an already extinct species.

"Every European,” he reasoned, "is awriter, potentially or in fact." He also affirmed that of the
variouspleasuresoffered by literature, the greatest isinvention. Since not everyoneiscapable of this
pleasure, many must content themselves with shams. For these "imperfect writers," whose nameis
legion, Quain wrotethe eight storiesin Statements. Each of them prefiguresor promisesagood plot,
deliberately frustrated by the author. One of them - not the best - insinuates two arguments. The
reader, led astray by vanity, thinks he hasinvented them. | wasingenuous enough to extract fromthe
third, "The Rose of Y esterday," my story of "The Circular Ruins."

<1> Woe to Herbert Quain's erudition; woe to page 215 in abook dated 1897! An interlocutor of
Plato's Politician had already described a similar regression: that of the Sons of the Earth or
Autochthons, who, subjected to the influence of an inverse rotation of the cosmos, passed from old
age to maturity, from maturity to childhood, from childhood to disappearance and nothingness.
Theopompus, too, in his Philippics, speaks of certain boreal fruits which originate in those who eat
them: the same retrograde process. . . It iseven more interesting to imagine an inversion of Time:
a state in which we remember the future, and know nothing, or barely feel a presentiment, of the
past. Cf. the Tenth Canto of the Inferno, verses 97-102, where prophetic vision is compared to
presbyopia.
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Jorge Luis Borges

Pierre Menard, Author of Don Quixote

To Silvina Ocampo

Thevisible works|eft by thisnovelist are easily and briefly enumerated. It isthereforeimpossible
to forgive the omissions and additions perpetrated by Madame Henri Bachelier in a fallacious
catalogue that a certain newspaper, whose Protestant tendencies are no secret, was inconsiderate
enough to inflict on its wretched readers - even though they are few and Calvinist, if not Masonic
and circumcised. Menard's true friends regarded this catalogue with alarm, and even with a certain
sadness. It is as if yesterday we were gathered together before the final marble and the fateful
cypresses, and already Error istrying to tarnish hisMemory . . . Decidedly, a brief rectification is
inevitable.

| am certain that it would be very easy to challenge my meager authority. | hope, neverthel ess, that
| will not be prevented from mentioning two important testimonials. The Baroness de Bacourt (at
whose unforgettable vendredis | had the honor of becoming acquainted with the late lamented poet)
has seen fit to approve these lines. The Countess de Bagnoregio, one of the most refined minds in
the Principality of Monaco (and now of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, since her recent marriage to the
international philanthropist Simon Kautsch who, alas, has been so slandered by the victims of his
disinterested handiwork) has sacrificed to "truth and death” (those are her words) that majestic
reserve which distinguishes her, and in an open letter published in the magazine Luxe al so grants me
her consent. These authorizations, | believe, are not insufficient.

| have said that Menard's visible lifework is easy enumerated. Having carefully examined his
private archives, | have been able to verify that it consists of the following:

a) A symbolist sonnet which appeared twice (with variations) in the magazine La Conque (the
March and October issues of 1899).

b) A monograph on the possibility of constructing a poetic vocabulary of concepts that would not
be synonyms or periphrases of those which make up ordinary language, "but ideal objects created
by means of common agreement and destined essentially to fill poetic needs’ (Nimes, 1901).

¢) A monograph on "certain connections or affinities’ among the ideas of Descartes, Leibnitz and
John Wilkins (Nimes, 1903).

d) A monograph on the Characteristica Universalis of Leibnitz (Nimes, 1904).

€) A technical article on the possibility of enriching the game of chess by meansof eliminating one
of therooks pawns. Menard proposes, recommends, disputes, and ends by rej ecting thisinnovation.
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f) A monograph on the Ars Magna Generalis of Ramon Lull (Nimes, 1906).

g) A trandation with prologue and notes of the Libro delainvencion y ante del juego del axedrez
by Ruy Lopez de Segura (Paris, 1907).

h) The rough draft of a monograph on the symbolic logic of George Boole.

i) An examination of the metric laws essential to French prose, illustrated with examples from
Saint-Simon (Revue des langues romanes, Montpellier, October, 1909).

) Ananswer to Luc Durtain (who had denied the existence of such laws) illustrated with examples
from Luc Durtain (Revue des langues romanes, Montpellier, December, 1909).

k) A manuscript tranglation of the Aguja de navegar cultos of Quevedo, entitled La boussole des
preci eux.

1) A prefaceto the catal ogue of the exposition of lithographs by Carolus Hourcade (Nimes, 1914).

m) Hiswork, Les problemes d'un probleme (Paris, 1917), which takes up in chronological order
the various solutions of the famous problem of Achilles and the tortoise. Two editions of this book
have appeared so far; the second has as an epigraph Leibnitz' advice "Ne craignez point, monsieur,
latortue,” and contains revisions of the chapters dedicated to Russell and Descartes.

n) An obstinate analysis of the "syntactic habits' of Toulet (N.R.F., March, 1921). | remember that
Menard used to declare that censuring and praising were sentimental operations which had nothing
to do with criticism.

0) A transpositioninto Alexandrinesof Le Cimetieremarinof Paul Vaery (N.R.F., January, 1928).

p) An invective against Paul Vaery in the Journal for the Suppression of Reality of Jacques
Reboul. (Thisinvective, it should be stated parenthetically, is the exact reverse of histrue opinion
of Valery. The latter understood it as such, and the old friendship between the two was never
endangered.)

g) A "definition” of the Countess of Bagnoregio in the "victorious volume'- the phraseis that of
another collaborator, Gabriele d’Annunzio - which thislady publishesyearly torectify theinevitable
falsifications of journalism and to present "to the world and to Italy” an authentic effigy of her
person, which is so exposed (by reason of her beauty and her activities) to erroneous or hasty
interpretations.

r) A cycle of admirable sonnets for the Baroness de Bacourt (1934).
s) A manuscript list of verses which owe their effectiveness to punctuation.<1>

Up to this point (with no other omission than that of some vague, circumstantial sonnets for the
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hospitable, or greedy, album of MadameHenri Bachelier) wehavethevisiblepart of Menard'sworks
in chronological order. Now | will pass over to that other part, which is subterranean, interminably
heroic, and unequalled, and whichisalso - oh, the possibilities inherent in the man! - inconclusive.
Thiswork, possibly the most significant of our time, consists of the ninth and thirty-eighth chapters
of Part One of Don Quixote and a fragment of the twenty-second chapter. | realize that such an
affirmation seems absurd; but the justification of this "absurdity” is the primary object of this
note.<2>

Twotextsof unequal valueinspired the undertaking. Onewasthat philological fragment of Novalis
- No. 2005 of the Dresden edition - which outlines the theme of total identification with a specific
author. The other was one of those parasitic books which places Christ on a boulevard, Hamlet on
the Cannebiere and Don Quixote on Wall Street. Like any man of good taste, Menard detested these
useless carnivals, only suitable - he used to say - for evoking plebeian delight in anachronism, or
(what is worse) charming us with the primary idea that all epochs are the same, or that they are
different. He considered moreinteresting, even though it had been carried out in acontradictory and
superficial way, Daudet'sfamous plan: to unitein onefigure, Tartarin, the Ingenious Gentleman and
hissquire. . . Any insinuation that Menard dedicated hislife to the writing of a contemporary Don
Quixoteisacalumny of hisillustrious memory.

He did not want to compose another Don Quixote - which would be easy - but the Don Quixote.
It isunnecessary to add that hisaim was never to produce a mechanical transcription of theoriginal;
he did not propose to copy it. His admirable ambition wasto produce pages which would coincide -
word for word and line for line - with those of Miguel de Cervantes.

"My intent is merely astonishing,” he wrote me from Bayonne on December 30th, 1934. "The
ultimate goal of a theological or metaphysical demonstration - the external world, God, chance,
universal forms - are no less anterior or common than this novel which I am now developing. The
only differenceisthat philosopherspublish in pleasant volumestheintermediary stagesof their work
and that | have decided to lose them." And, in fact, not one page of arough draft remain to bear
witness to thiswork of years.

Theinitial method he conceived was relatively simple: to know Spanish well, to re-embrace the
Catholicfaith, to fight against Moorsand Turks, to forget European history between 1602 and 1918,
and to be Miguel de Cervantes. Pierre Menard studied this procedure (I know that he arrived at a
rather faithful handling of seventeenth-century Spanish) but rejected it as too easy. Rather because
it wasimpossible, thereader will say! | agree, but the undertaking wasimpossiblefrom the start, and
of al the possible means of carrying it out, thisone wasthe least interesting. To be, in the twentieth
century, a popular novelist of the seventeenth seemed to him a diminution. To be, in some way,
Cervantes and to arrive at Don Quixote seemed to him less arduous - and consequently less
interesting - than to continue being Pierre Menard and to arrive at Don Quixote through the
experiences of Pierre Menard. (This conviction, let it be said in passing, forced him to exclude the
autobiographical prologue of the second part of Don Quixote. To include this prologue would have
meant creating another personage - Cervantes- but it would al so have meant presenting Don Quixote
asthework of this personage and not of Menard. He naturally denied himself such an easy solution.)
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"My undertaking is not essentially difficult,” | read in another part of the same letter. "I would only
have to be immortal in order to carry it out.” Shall | confessthat | often imagine that he finished it
and that | am reading Don Quixote - the entirework. - asif Menard had conceived it? Several nights
ago, whileleafing through Chapter XXV - which he had never attempted - | recognized our friend's
style and, as it were, hisvoice in this exceptiona phrase: the nymphs of the rivers, mournful and
humid Echo. This effective combination of two adjectives, one moral and the other physical,
reminded me of aline from Shakespeare which we discussed one afternoon:

Where a malignant and turbaned Turk . . .

Why precisely Don Quixote, our reader will ask. Such a preference would not have been
inexplicable in a Spaniard; but it undoubtedly was in a symbolist from Nimes, essentially devoted
to Poe, who engendered Baudelaire, who engendered Mallarme, who engendered Valery, who
engendered Edmond Teste. The letter quoted above clarifies this point. "Don Quixote,” Menard
explains, "interests me profoundly, but it does not seem to me to have been - how shall | say it -
inevitable. | cannot imagine the universe without the interjection of Edgar Allan Poe

Ah, bear in mind this garden was enchanted!

or without the Bateau ivre or the Ancient Mariner, but | know that | am capable of imagining it
without Don Quixote. (I speak, naturally, of my personal capacity, not of the historical repercussions
of these works.) Don Quixoteisan accidental book, Don Quixote isunnecessary. | can premeditate
writing, | can writeit, without incurring atautology. When | was twelve or thirteen yearsold | read
it, perhapsinitsentirety. Sincethen | have reread several chapters attentively, but not the ones| am
goingto undertake. | havelikewise studied the entremeses, the comedies, the Gal atea, the exemplary
novels, and the undoubtedly |aborious efforts of Persilesy Sigismunda and the Vigie at Parnaso . .
. My general memory of Don Quixote, simplified by forgetfulnessand indifference, ismuch thesame
asthe imprecise, anterior image of abook not yet written. Once thisimage (which no one can deny
mein good faith) has been postulated, my problems are undeniably considerably more difficult than
those which Cervantes faced. My affable precursor did not refuse the collaboration of fate; he went
along composing his immortal work a little a la diable, swept along by inertias of language and
invention. | have contracted themysteriousduty of reconstructing literally hisspontaneouswork. My
solitary gameisgoverned by two polar laws. Thefirst permitsmeto attempt variants of aformal and
psychological nature; the second obliges meto sacrifice them to the ‘original’ text and irrefutably to
rationalize thisannihilation . . . To these artificial obstacles one must add another congenital one.
To compose Don Quixote at the beginning of the seventeenth century was a reasonable, necessary
and perhapsinevitable undertaking; at the beginning of thetwentieth century it isalmost impossible.
It isnot invain that three hundred years have passed, charged with the most complex happenings -
among them, to mention only one, that same Don Quixote."

In spite of these three obstacles, the fragmentary Don Quixote of Menard is more subtle than that
of Cervantes. The latter indulgesin arather coarse opposition between tales of knighthood and the
meager, provincial reality of hiscountry; Menard chooses as"reality" the land of Carmen during the
century of Lepanto and Lope. What Hispanophile would not have advised Maurice Barres or Dr.
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Rodriguez Larreta to make such achoicel Menard, asif it were the most natural thing in theworld,
eludes them. In his work there are neither bands of gypsies, conquistadors, mystics, Philip the
Seconds, nor autos-da-fe. He disregards or proscribes local color. This disdain indicates a new
approach to the historical novel. This disdain condemns Salammbo without appeal.

It is no less astonishing to consider isolated chapters. Let us examine, for instance, Chapter
XXXVIII of Part One "which treats of the curious discourse that Don Quixote delivered on the
subject of armsand letters." Asisknown, Don Quixote (like Quevedo in alater, analogous passage
of La hora de todos) passes judgment against letters and in favor of arms. Cervantes was an old
soldier, which explains such a judgment. But that the Don Quixote of Pierre Menard - a
contemporary of Latrahison des clercs and Bertrand Russell - should relapse into these nebulous
sophistries! Madame Bachelier hasseeninthem anadmirableand typical subordination of theauthor
to the psychology of the hero; others (by no means perspicaciously) atranscription of Don Quixote;
the Baroness de Bacourt, the influence of Nietzsche. To thisthird interpretation (which seemsto me
irrefutable) | do not know if | would dare to add a fourth, which coincides very well with the divine
modesty of Pierre Menard: his resigned or ironic habit of propounding ideas which were the strict
reverse of those he preferred. (Onewill remember his diatribe against Paul Vaery in the ephemeral
journal of the superrealist Jacques Reboul.) The text of Cervantes and that of Menard are verbally
identical, but the second is almost infinitely richer. (More ambiguous, his detractors will say; but
ambiguity is arichness.) It is a revelation to compare the Don Quixote of Menard with that of
Cervantes. The latter, for instance, wrote (Don Quixote, Part One, Chapter Nine)

... laverdad, cuya madre esla historia, emula del tiempo, deposito de las acciones, testigo delo
pasado, g emplo y aviso de lo presente, advertenciade lo por venir.

[. .. truth, whose mother is history, who is the rival of time, depository of deeds, witness of the
past, example and lesson to the present, and warning to the future.]

Written in the seventeenth century, written by the "ingeniouslayman™ Cervantes, thisenumeration
isamere rhetorical eulogy of history. Menard, on the other hand, writes:

... laverdad, cuyamadre es la historia, emula del tiempo, deposito de las acciones, testigo de lo
pasado, gjemplo y aviso de |o presente, advertenciade lo por venir.

[. . . truth, whose mother is history, who is the rival of time, depository of deeds, witness of the
past, example and lesson to the present, and warning to the future.]

History, mother of truth; the ideais astounding. Menard, a contemporary of William James, does
not define history asan investigation of reality, but asitsorigin. Historical truth, for him, isnot what
took place; it iswhat wethink took place. Thefinal clauses - example and lesson to the present, and
warning to the future - are shamelessly pragmatic.

Equally vivid isthe contrast in styles. The archaic style of Menard - inthelast analysis, aforeigner
- suffers from a certain affectation. Not so that of his precursor, who handles easily the ordinary
Spanish of histime.
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Thereisno intellectual exercise whichisnot ultimately useless. A philosophical doctrineisinthe
beginning a seemingly true description of the universe; asthe years passit becomesamere chapter -
if not a paragraph or anoun - in the history of philosophy. In literature, this ultimate decay is even
more notorious. "Don Quixote," Menard once told me, "was above all an agreeable book; now itis
an occasion for patriotic toasts, grammatical arrogance and obscene deluxe editions. Glory is an
incomprehension, and perhaps the worst."

These nihilist arguments contain nothing new; what is unusual is the decision Pierre Menard
derived from them. He resolved to outstrip that vanity which awaits al the woes of mankind; he
undertook a task that was complex in the extreme and futile from the outset. He dedicated his
conscience and nightly studies to the repetition of a pre-existing book in a foreign tongue. The
number of rough drafts kept on increasing; he tenaciously made corrections and tore up thousands
of manuscript pages.<3> He did not permit them to be examined, and he took great care that they
would not survive him. It isin vain that | have tried to reconstruct them.

| have thought that it islegitimate to consider the "final" Don Quixote asakind of palimpsest, in
which should appear traces - tenuous but not undecipherable - of the "previous' handwriting of our
friend. Unfortunately, only asecond Pierre Menard, inverting thework of theformer, could exhume
and rescuscitate these Troys. . .

"To think, analyze and invent,” he also wrote me, "are not anomalous acts, but the normal
respiration of the intelligence. To glorify the occasional fulfillment of this function, to treasure
ancient thoughts of others, to remember with incredulous amazement that the doctor universalis
thought, is to confess our languor or barbarism. Every man should be capable of all ideas, and |
believe that in the future he will be."

Menard (perhaps without wishing to) has enriched, by means of a new technique, the hesitant and
rudimentary art of reading: thetechniqueisoneof deliberate anachronism and erroneousattributions.
Thistechnique, withitsinfinite applications, urgesusto runthrough the Odyssey asif it werewritten
after the Aeneid, and to read Le jardin du Centaure by Madame Henri Bachelier as if it were by
Madame Henri Bachelier. Thistechniquewouldfill the dullest bookswith adventure. Would not the
attributing of The Imitation of Christ to Louis Ferdinand Celine or James Joyce be a sufficient
renovation of its tenuous spiritual counsels?

<1>MadameHenri Bachelier alsolistsaliteral translation of aliteral translation done by Quevedo
of the Introduction alavie devote of Saint Francis of Sales. In Pierre Menard's library there are no
traces of such awork. She must have misunderstood aremark of hiswhich he had intended asajoke.

<2> | also had another, secondary intent-that of sketching a portrait of Pierre Menard. But how
would | dare to compete with the golden pages the Baroness de Bacourt tells me she is preparing,
or with the delicate and precise pencil of Carolus Hourcade?

<3> | remember his square-ruled notebooks, the black streaks where he had crossed out words, his
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peculiar typographical symbolsand hisinsect-like handwriting. In the late afternoon he liked to go
for walks on the outskirts of Nimes; he would take a notebook with him and make a gay bonfire.
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Jorge Luis Borges

The Circular Ruins

And if heleft off dreaming about you . . . - Through the Looking Glass, VI.

No one saw him disembark in the unanimous night, no one saw the bamboo canoe sink into the
sacred mud, but in afew days there was no one who did not know that the taciturn man came from
the South and that his home had been one of those numberless villages upstream in the deeply cleft
side of the mountain, where the Zend language has not been contaminated by Greek and where
leprosy is infrequent. What is certain is that the gray man kissed the mud, climbed up the bank
without pushing aside (probably, without feeling) the blades which were lacerating his flesh, and
crawled, nauseated and bloodstained, up to the circular enclosure crowned with a stone tiger or
horse, which sometimeswas the color of flame and now was that of ashes. Thiscircle wasatemple
which had been devoured by ancient fires, profaned by the miasmal jungle, and whose god no longer
received the homage of men. The stranger stretched himself out beneath the pedestal. He was
awakened by the sun high overhead. He was not astonished to find that his wounds had healed; he
closed hispallid eyes and sl ept, not through weakness of flesh but through determination of will. He
knew that thistemplewasthe placerequired for hisinvincibleintent; heknew that theincessant trees
had not succeeded in strangling the ruins of another propitious temple downstream which had once
belonged to gods now burned and dead; he knew that his immediate obligation was to dream.
Toward midnight he was awakened by the inconsolable shriek of abird. Tracks of bare feet, some
figs and a jug warned him that the men of the region had been spying respectfully on his sleep,
soliciting his protection or afraid of his magic. He felt a chill of fear, and sought out a sepulchral
niche in the dilapidated wall where he concealed himself among unfamiliar leaves.

The purpose which guided him was not impossible, though supernatural. He wanted to dream a
man; he wanted to dream him in minute entirety and impose him on reality. This magic project had
exhausted the entire expanse of his mind; if some one had asked him his name or to relate some
event of hisformer life, he would not have been able to give an answer. This uninhabited, ruined
temple suited him, for it contained a minimum of visible world; the proximity of the workmen also
suited him, for they took it upon themselvesto provide for hisfrugal needs. The rice and fruit they
brought him were nourishment enough for his body, which was consecrated to the sole task of
sleeping and dreaming.

Atfirst, hisdreamswere chaotic; thenin ashort whilethey becamedialecticin nature. The stranger
dreamed that he was in the center of a circular amphitheater which was more or less the burnt
temple; clouds of taciturn students filled the tiers of seats; the faces of the farthest ones hung at a
distance of many centuries and as high asthe stars, but their features were completely precise. The
man lectured his pupils on anatomy, cosmography, and magic: the faceslistened anxiously and tried
to answer understandingly, as if they guessed the importance of that examination which would
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redeem one of them from his condition of empty illusion and interpolate him into the real world.
Asleep or awake, the man thought over the answers of his phantoms, did not allow himself to be
deceived by impostors, and in certain perplexities he sensed agrowing intelligence. He was seeking
a soul worthy of participating in the universe.

After nine or ten nights he understood with a certain bitterness that he could expect nothing from
those pupilswho accepted hisdoctrine passively, but that he coul d expect something from thosewho
occasionally dared to oppose him. The former group, athough worthy of love and affection, could
not ascendtothelevel of individuals; thelatter pre-existed to aslightly greater degree. One afternoon
(now afternoons were aso given over to sleep, now he was only awake for a couple of hours at
daybreak) he dismissed the vast illusory student body for good and kept only one pupil. He was a
taciturn, sallow boy, at timesintractable, and whose sharp features resembled those of his dreamer.
The brusque elimination of hisfellow students did not disconcert him for long; after afew private
lessons, his progresswas enough to astound the teacher. Neverthel ess, acatastrophetook place. One
day, the man emerged from hisslegp asif from aviscous desert, looked at the usel ess afternoon light
which he immediately confused with the dawn, and understood that he had not dreamed. All that
night and all day long, the intolerable lucidity of insomniafell upon him. He tried exploring the
forest, to lose his strength; among the hemlock he barely succeeded in experiencing several short
snatchs of sleep, veined with fleeting, rudimentary visions that were useless. He tried to assemble
the student body but scarcely had he articulated a few brief words of exhortation when it became
deformed and was then erased. In his amost perpetual vigil, tears of anger burned his old eyes.

He understood that modeling theincoherent and vertiginous matter of which dreamsare composed
was the most difficult task that a man could undertake, even though he should penetrate all the
enigmas of a superior and inferior order; much more difficult than weaving arope out of sand or
coining the facelesswind. He swore he would forget the enormous hallucination which had thrown
him off at first, and he sought another method of work. Before putting it into execution, he spent a
month recovering his strength, which had been squandered by his delirium. He abandoned all
premeditation of dreaming and almost immediately succeeded in sleeping areasonable part of each
day. The few times that he had dreams during this period, he paid no attention to them. Before
resuming his task, he waited until the moon's disk was perfect. Then, in the afternoon, he purified
himself inthewaters of theriver, worshiped the planetary gods, pronounced the prescribed syllables
of amighty name, and went to sleep. He dreamed almost immediately, with his heart throbbing.

He dreamed that it was warm, secret, about the size of aclenched fist, and of agarnet color within
the penumbraof ahuman body as yet without face or sex; during fourteen lucid nights he dreamt of
it with meticulous love. Every night he perceived it more clearly. He did not touch it; he only
permitted himself to witness it, to observe it, and occasionally to rectify it with a glance. He
perceived it and lived it from all anglesand distances. On the fourteenth night he lightly touched the
pulmonary artery with hisindex finger, then the whole heart, outside and inside. He was satisfied
with the examination. He deliberately did not dream for a night; he then took up the heart again,
invoked the name of a planet, and undertook the vision of another of the principle organs. Within
ayear he had come to the skeleton and the eyelids. The innumerable hair was perhaps the most
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difficult task. He dreamed an entire man-a young man, but who did not sit up or talk, who was
unable to open his eyes. Night after night, the man dreamt him asl eep.

In the Gnostic cosmogonies, demiurges fashion ared Adam who cannot stand; as clumsy, crude
and elemental as this Adam of dust was the Adam of dreams forged by the wizard's nights. One
afternoon, the man almost destroyed hisentirework, but then changed hismind. (It would have been
better had he destroyed it.) When he had exhausted al supplications to the deities of the earth, he
threw himself at the feet of the effigy which was perhaps atiger or perhaps a colt and implored its
unknown help. That evening, at twilight, he dreamt of the statue. He dreamt it was alive, tremul ous:
it was not an atrocious bastard of atiger and acolt, but at the sametimethesetwo fiery creaturesand
asoabull, arose, and astorm. Thismultiple god revealed to him that his earthly namewasFire, and
that in this circular temple (and in others like it) people had once made sacrifices to him and
worshiped him, and that he would magically animate the dreamed phantom, in such away that all
creatures, except Fire itself and the dreamer, would believe it to be a man of flesh and blood. He
commanded that once this man had been instructed in all the rites, he should be sent to the other
ruined templewhose pyramidswerestill standing downstream, so that somevoicewould glorify him
in that deserted edifice. In the dream of the man that dreamed, the dreamed one awoke.

The wizard carried out the orders he had been given. He devoted a certain length of time (which
finally proved to betwo years) to instructing him in the mysteries of the universe and the cult of fire.
Secretly, he was pained at the idea of being separated from him. On the pretext of pedagogical
necessity, each day he increased the number of hours dedicated to dreaming. He also remade the
right shoulder, which was somewhat defective. At times, he was disturbed by theimpression that all
this had already happened . . . In general, his days were happy; when he closed his eyes, he thought:
Now | will be with my son. Or, more rarely: The son | have engendered is waiting for me and will
not exist if | do not go to him.

Gradually, he began accustoming him to reality. Once he ordered him to place aflag on afaraway
peak. The next day the flag was fluttering on the peak. He tried other anal ogous experiments, each
timemore audacious. With acertain bitterness, he understood that his son wasready to be born - and
perhaps impatient. That night he kissed him for the first time and sent him off to the other temple
whose remains were turning white downstream, across many miles of inextricable jungle and
marshes. Before doing this (and so that his son should never know that he was a phantom, so that
he should think himself a man like any other) he destroyed in him all memory of his years of
apprenticeship.

His victory and peace became blurred with boredom. In the twilight times of dusk and dawn, he
would prostrate himself before the stone figure, perhaps imagining his unreal son carrying out
identical ritesin other circular ruins downstream; at night he no longer dreamed, or dreamed as any
man does. His perceptions of the sounds and forms of the universe became somewhat pallid: his
absent son was being nourished by these diminutions of his soul. The purpose of hislife had been
fulfilled; the man remained in akind of ecstasy. After acertain time, which some chroniclers prefer
to compute in years and others in decades, two oarsmen awoke him at midnight; he could not see
their faces, but they spoke to him of acharmed man in atemple of the North, capable of walking on
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fire without burning himself. The wizard suddenly remembered the words of the god. He
remembered that of all the creaturesthat people the earth, Fire was the only one who knew his son
to be aphantom. This memory, which at first calmed him, ended by tormenting him. He feared | est
his son should meditate on this abnormal privilege and by some means find out he was a mere
simulacrum. Not to be a man, to be a projection of another man's dreams - what an incomparable
humiliation, what madness! Any father isinterested in the sons he has procreated (or permitted) out
of the mere confusion of happiness; it was natural that the wizard should fear for the future of that
son whom he had thought out entrail by entrail, feature by feature, in a thousand and one secret
nights.

His misgivings ended abruptly, but not without certain forewarnings. First (after along drought)
aremote cloud, aslight asabird, appeared on ahill; then, toward the South, the sky took on therose
color of leopard's gums; then came clouds of smoke which rusted the metal of the nights; afterwards
came the panic-stricken flight of wild animals. For what had happened many centuries before was
repeating itself. The ruins of the sanctuary of the god of Fire was destroyed by fire. In a dawn
without birds, the wizard saw the concentric fire licking the walls. For a moment, he thought of
taking refuge in the water, but then he understood that death was coming to crown his old age and
absolve him from hislabors. He walked toward the sheets of flame. They did not bite hisflesh, they
caressed him and flooded him without heat or combustion. Withrelief, with humiliation, withterror,
be understood that he also was an illusion, that someone else was dreaming him.
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Jorge Luis Borges

The South

The man who landed in Buenos Aires in 1871 bore the name of Johannes Dahlmann and he was
a minister in the Evangelical Church. In 1939, one of his grandchildren, Juan Dahlmann, was
secretary of a municipal library on Cale Cordoba, and he considered himself profoundly
Argentinian. His maternal grandfather had been that Francisco Flores, of the Second Line-Infantry
Division, who had died on the frontier of Buenos Aires, run through with alance by Indians from
Catriel; in the discord inherent between histwo lines of descent, Juan Dahlmann (perhaps driven to
it by his Germanic blood) chose the line represented by his romantic ancestor, his ancestor of the
romantic death. An old sword, aleather frame containing the daguerreotype of a blank-faced man
with abeard, the dash and grace of certain music, the familiar strophesof Martin Fierro, the passing
years, boredom and solitude, all went to foster thisvoluntary, but never ostentatious nationalism. At
the cost of numerous small privations, Dahlmann had managed to save the empty shell of aranch
in the South which had belonged to the Flores family; he continually recalled the image of the
bal samic eucal yptustrees and the great rosecol ored house which had once been crimson. Hisduties,
perhaps even indolence, kept him in the city. Summer after summer he contented himself with the
abstract ideaof possession and with the certitude that hisranch waswaiting for him on aprecisesite
in the middle of the plain. Late in February, 1939, something happened to him.

Blind to all fault, destiny can be ruthless at one's slightest distraction. Dahlmann had succeeded in
acquiring, on that very afternoon, an imperfect copy of Well's edition of The Thousand and One
Nights. Avid to examine this find, he did not wait for the elevator but hurried up the stairs. In the
obscurity, something brushed by hisforehead: abat, abird? On the face of the woman who opened
the door to him he saw horror engraved, and the hand he wiped across his face came away red with
blood. The edge of a recently painted door which someone had forgotten to close had caused this
wound. Dahlmann was able to fall asleep, but from the moment he awoke at dawn the savor of all
thingswasatrociously poignant. Fever wasted him and the picturesin The Thousand and One Nights
served to illustrate nightmares. Friends and relatives paid him visits and, with exaggerated smiles,
assured him that they thought he looked fine. Dahlmann listened to them with akind of feeble stupor
and he marveled at their not knowing that hewasin hell. A week, eight days passed, and they were
like eight centuries. One afternoon, the usual doctor appeared, accompanied by a new doctor, and
they carried him off to a sanitarium on the Calle Ecuador, for it was necessary to X-ray him.
Dahlmann, in the hackney coach which bore them away, thought that he would, at last, be able to
sleep in aroom different from his own. He felt happy and communicative. When he arrived at his
destination, they undressed him, shaved his head, bound him with metal fastenings to a stretcher;
they shone bright lights on him until he was blind and dizzy, auscultated him, and a masked man
stuck a needle into his arm. He awoke with afeeling of nausea, covered with a bandage, in a cell
with something of awell about it; in the days and nights which followed the operation he cameto
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realize that he had merely been, up until then, in asuburb of hell. Ice in his mouth did not leave the
least trace of freshness. During these days Dahlmann hated himself in minute detail: he hated his
identity, hisbodily necessities, his humiliation, the beard which bristled upon hisface. He stoically
endured the curative measures, which were painful, but when the surgeon told him he had been on
the point of death from septicemia, Dahlmann dissolved in tears of self-pity for his fate. Physical
wretchedness and the incessant anticipation of horrible nights had not allowed him timeto think of
anything so abstract as death. On another day, the surgeon told him he was healing and that, very
soon, he would be able to go to his ranch for convalescence. Incredibly enough, the promised day
arrived.

Reality favors symmetries and slight anachronisms: Dahlmann had arrived at the sanitariumin a
hackney coach and now ahackney coach wasto take him to the Constitucion station. Thefirst fresh
tang of autumn, after the summer's oppressiveness, seemed like asymbol in nature of hisrescue and
release from fever and death. The city, at seven in the morning, had not lost that air of an old house
lent it by the night; the streets seemed like long vestibules, the plazas were like patios. Dahlrnann
recognized the city with joy on the edge of vertigo: a second before his eyes registered the
phenomenathemselves, herecalled the corners, the billboards, the modest variety of Buenos Aires.
In the yellow light of the new day, all things returned to him.

Every Argentine knows that the South begins at the other side of Rivadavia. Dahimann wasin the
habit of saying that this was no mere convention, that whoever crosses this street enters a more
ancient and sterner world. From inside the carriage he sought out, among the new buildings, theiron
grill window, the brass knocker, the arched door, the entrance way, the intimate patio.

At the railroad station he noted that he still had thirty minutes. He quickly recalled that in a cafe
on the Calle Brazil (a few dozen feet from Yrigoyen's house) there was an enormous cat which
allowed itself to be caressed as if it were adisdainful divinity. He entered the cafe. There was the
cat, asleep. He ordered a cup of coffee, lowly stirred the sugar, sipped it (this pleasure had been
denied him in the clinic), and thought, as he smoothed the cat's black coat, that this contact was an
illusion and that the two beings, man and cat, were as good as separated by a glass, for man livesin
time, in succession, while the magical animal livesin the present, in the eternity of the instant.

Along the next to the last platform the train lay waiting. Dahlmann walked through the coaches
until he found one aimost empty. He arranged his baggage in the network rack. When the train
started off, he took down his valise and extracted, after some hesitation, the first volume of The
Thousand and One Nights. To travel with this book, which was so much a part of the history of his
ill-fortune, wasakind of affirmation that hisill-fortune had been annulled; it wasajoyousand secret
defiance of the frustrated forces of evil.

Along both sides of the train the city dissipated into suburbs; this sight, and then a view of the
gardens and villas, delayed the beginning of his reading. The truth was that Dahlmann read very
little. The magnetized mountain and the geniewho sworetokill hisbenefactor are- who would deny
it? - marvelous, but not so much more than the morning itself and the mere fact of being. The joy
of lifedistracted him from paying attention to Scheherezade and her superfluousmiracles. Dahlmann
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closed his book and allowed himself to live.

Lunch - the bouillon served in shining metal bowls, asin the remote summers of childhood - was
one more peaceful and rewarding delight.

Tomorrow I'll wake up at the ranch, he thought, and it was asif he wastwo men at atime: the man
who travel ed through the autumn day and across the geography of the fatherland, and the other one,
locked up inasanitarium and subject to methodical servitude. He saw unplastered brick houses, long
and angled, timelessly watching the trains go by; he saw horsemen along the dirt roads; he saw
gullies and lagoons and ranches; he saw great luminous cloudsthat resembled marble; and all these
thingswereaccidental, casual, like dreamsof the plain. He al so thought he recognized treesand crop
fields; but he would not have been able to name them, for his actual knowledge of the countryside
was quite inferior to his nostalgic and literary knowledge.

From time to time he dept, and his dreams were animated by the impetus of the train. The
intolerable white sun of high noon had already become the yellow sun which precedes nightfall, and
it would not be long before it would turn red. Therailroad car was now also different; it was not the
same as the one which had quit the station siding at Constitucion; the plain and the hours had
transfigured it. Outside, the moving shadow of the railroad car stretched toward the horizon. The
elemental earth was not perturbed either by settlements or other signsof humanity. The country was
vast but at the same time intimate and, in some measure, secret. The limitless country sometimes
contained only a solitary bull. The solitude was perfect, perhaps hostile, and it might have occurred
to Dahlmann that he was traveling into the past and not merely south. He was distracted from these
considerations by the railroad inspector who, on reading histicket, advised him that the train would
not let him off at theregular station but at another: an earlier stop, one scarcely known to Dahlmann.
(Theman added as explanation which Dahlmann did not attempt to understand, and which he hardly
heard, for the mechanism of events did not concern him.)

Thetrain laboriously ground to ahalt, practically in the middle of the plain. The station lay on the
other side of the tracks; it was not much more than a siding and a shed. There was no means of
conveyance to be seen, but the station chief supposed that the traveler might secure a vehicle from
agenera store and inn to be found some ten or twelve blocks away.

Dahlmann accepted thewalk asasmall adventure. The sun had already disappeared from view, but
afinal splendor exalted the vivid and silent plain, before the night erased its color. Less to avoid
fatigue than to draw out his enjoy meat of these sights, Dahlmann walked slowly, breathing in the
odor of clover with sumptuous joy.

The genera store at one time had been painted a deep scarlet, but the years had tempered this
violent color for itsown good. Somethinginitspoor architecturerecalled asteel engraving, perhaps
onefrom an old edition of Paul et Virginie. A number of horseswere hitched up to the paling. Once
inside, Dahlmann thought he recognized the shopkeeper. Then herealized that he had been deceived
by the man's resemblance to one of the male nurses in the sanitarium. When the shopkeeper heard
Dahlmann'srequest, he said he would have the shay made up. In order to add one more event to that
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day and to kill time, Dahlmann decided to eat at the general store.

Some country louts, to whom Dahlmann did not at first pay any attention, were eating and drinking
at one of the tables. On the floor, and hanging on to the bar, squatted an old man, immobile as an
object. Hisyears had reduced and polished him as water does a stone or the generations of men do
a sentence. He was dark, dried up, diminutive, and seemed outside time, situated in eternity.
Dahlmann noted with satisfaction thekerchief, the thick poncho, thelong chiripa, and the colt boots,
and told himself, as he recalled futile discussions with people from the Northern counties or from
the province of Entre Rios, that gauchos like this no longer existed outside the South.

Dahlmann sat down next to the window. The darkness began overcoming the plain, but the odor
and sound of the earth penetrated theiron bars of the window. The shop owner brought him sardines,
followed by some roast meat. Dahlmann washed the meal down with several glasses of red wine.
Idling, herelished thetart savor of thewine, and | et hisgaze, now grown somewhat drowsy, wander
over the shop. A kerosene lamp hung from a beam. There were three customers at the other table:
two of them appeared to be farm workers; the third man, whose features hinted at Chinese blood,
was drinking with his hat on. Of a sudden, Dahlmann felt something brush lightly against his face.
Next to the heavy glass of turbid wine, upon one of the stripesin the table cloth, lay a spit ball of
breadcrumb. That was all: but someone had thrown it there.

The men at the other table seemed totally cut off from him. Perplexed, Dahlmann decided that
nothing had happened, and he opened the volume of The Thousand and One Nights, by way of
suppressing reality. After afew moments another little ball landed on histable, and now the peones
laughed outright. Dahlmann said to himself that he was not frightened, but he reasoned that it would
beamajor blunder if he, aconvalescent, wereto allow himself to be dragged by strangersinto some
chaotic quarrel. He determined to leave, and had already gotten to hisfeet when the owner came up
and exhorted him in an alarmed voice:

"Senor Dahlmann, don't pay any attention to those lads; they're half high."

Dahlmann was not surprised to learn that the other man, now, knew hisname. But hefelt that these
conciliatory words served only to aggravate the situation. Previous to this moment, the peones
provocation was directed against an unknown face, against no onein particular, almost against no
oneat al. Now it wasan attack against him, against his name, and his neighborsknew it. Dahlmann
pushed the owner aside, confronted the peones, and demanded to know what they wanted of him.

The tough with a Chinese look staggered heavily to his feet. Almost in Juan Dahlmann's face he
shouted insults, asif he had been along way off. Hisgame wasto exaggerate hisdrunkness, and this
extravagance constituted aferociousmockery. Between cursesand obscenities, hethrew along knife
into the air, followed it with his eyes, caught and juggled it, and challenged Dahlmann to a knife
fight. The owner objected in a tremulous voice, pointing out that Dahlmann was unarmed. At this
point, something unforeseeable occured.

Fromacorner of theroom, the old ecstati c gaucho - in whom Dahlmann saw asummary and cipher
of the South (his South) - threw him a naked dagger, which landed at hisfeet. It was asif the South
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had resolved that Dahlmann should accept the duel. Dahlmann bent over to pick up the dagger, and
felt two things. The first, that this almost instinctive act bound him to fight. The second, that the
weapon, in historpid hand, was no defense at all, but would merely serveto justify his murder. He
had once played with aponiard, like all men, but hisideaof fencing and knife-play did not go further
than the notion that all strokes should be directed upwards, with the cutting edge held inwards. They
would not have allowed such things to happen to me in the sanitarium, he thought.

"Let's get on our way," said the other man.

They went out and if Dahlmann was without hope, he was aso without fear. As he crossed the
threshold, he felt that to die in a knife fight, under the open sky, and going forward to the attack,
would have been aliberation, ajoy, and afestive occasion, on thefirst night in the sanitarium, when
they stuck him with the needle. Hefelt that if he had been ableto choose, then, or to dream hisdeath,
this would have been the death he would have chosen or dreamt.

Firmly clutching his knife, which he perhaps would not know how to wield, Dahlmann went out
into the plain.
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Jorge Luis Borges

The Form of the Sword
ToE. H. M.

His face was crossed with arancorous scar: a nearly perfect ashen arc which sank into histemple
on one side and his cheek on the other. Hisreal nameis of no importance: in Tacuarembo everyone
knew him as the Englishman of La Colorada. The great landowner of these parts, Cardoso, had not
beeninterestedin selling; | have heard that the Englishman had recourse to an unexpected argument:
he told him the secret history of the scar. The Englishman had come from the frontier, from Rio
Grande del Sur; there were those who said he had been a smuggler in Brazil. His fields were
overgrown with underbrush; the wells were bitter; to remedy these faults, the Englishman worked
alongside his peones. They say he was strict to the point of cruelty, but scrupulously fair. They also
say hewas adrinking man: acouple of timesayear hewould lock himself upinaroominthetower,
and two or three dayslater hewould emerge asif from about of insanity or fromthe battlefield, pale,
tremulous, abashed-and as authoritarian asever. | remember hisglacial eyes, hisenergetic thinness,
his gray mustache. He had scant dealings with anyone; true, his Spanish was rudimentary,
contaminated with Brazilian. Apart from an occasional commercial letter or pamphlet, he received
no correspondence.

The last time | made atrip through the Northern provinces aflash flood in the Caraguata arroyo
forced me to spend the night at La Colorada. | was only there a few minutes when | felt that my
presence was inopportune. | tried getting into the good graces of the Englishman; | resorted to the
least acute of all the passions: patriotism. | said that a country with the spirit of England was
invincible. My interlocutor agreed, but he added with asmile that he was not English. Hewas rish,
from Dungarvan. Having said this, he stopped himself, asif he had revealed a secret.

After supper we went out to look at the sky. It had cleared, but behind the ridge of the mountains,
the south, fissured and shot through with lightning flashes, was brewing up another storm. Back in
the deserted dining room, the waiter who had served us supper brought out abottle of rum. Wedrank
steadily, in silence.

| do not know what hour of the night it might have been when | realized that | was drunk; | do not
know what inspiration or exultation or tedium made me mention the scar. The Englishman's face
changed color. For afew seconds | thought he was going to ask me to leave. Finaly he said, in a
normal voice:

"I'll tell you the story of my wound on one condition: that you do not minimize the opprobrium it
callsforth, that you not belittle a single infamous circumstance.”

| agreed. Andthis, then, isthe story he recounted, inamixture of English, Spanish, and Portuguese:
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About 1922, in acity in Connaught, | was one of many men conspiring for Irish independence. Of
my comrades, some survived to engagein peaceful pursuits; others, paradoxically, fight inthe desert
and at sea under the English colors; another, the man of greatest worth, died in the courtyard of a
barracks, at dawn, before a firing squad of soldiers drowsy with sleep; still others (not the most
unfortunate ones), met their fatein theanonymousand nearly secret battles of thecivil war. Wewere
Republicans, Catholics; wewere, | suspect, romantics. For usireland wasnot only the utopian future
and the intolerable present; it was a bitter and loving mythology, it was the circular towers and the
red bogs, it was the repudiation of Parnell and the enormous epics which sing of the theft of bulls
who in aformer incarnation were heros and in others were fish and mountains . . . On one evening
| shall never forget, we were joined by a comrade from Munster: a certain John Vincent Moon.

He was scarcely twenty years old. He was thin and soft at the same time. He gave one the
uncomfortableimpression of being invertebrate. He had studied, with fervor and vanity, every page
of some communist manual or other; dialectic materialism served him asameansto end any and all
discussion. Thereasonsthat one man may haveto abominateanother, or love him, areinfinite: Moon
reduced universal history to asordid economic conflict. Heasserted that therevol utionispredestined
to triumph. I told him that only lost causes can interest agentleman . . . By then it was nighttime. We
continued our disagreements along the corridor, down the stairs, into the vague streets. The
judgments emitted by Moon impressed me less than their unattractive and apodictic tone. The new
comrade did not argue: he passed judgment with obvious disdain and a certain fury.

As we came to the outlying houses, a sudden exchange of gunfire caught us by surprise. (Just
before or after, we skirted the blank wall of afactory or barracks.) We took refuge along adirt road;
asoldier, looming giganticin the glare, rushed out of aburning cabin. He shrieked at usand ordered
us to halt. | pressed on; my comrade did not follow me. | turned back: John Vincent Moon was
frozen in his tracks, fascinated and eternalized, as it were, by terror. | rushed to his side, brought
down the soldier with asingle blow, shook and pounded Vincent Moon, berated him, and ordered
him to follow me. | was forced to yank him by his arm; a passionate fear paralyzed him. We fled
through anight suddenly shot through with blazes. A burst of riflefire sought usout; abullet grazed
Moon's right shoulder; while we ran among the pines, he broke into feeble sobbing.

During that autumn of 1922 1 had taken refuge in a country house belonging to General Berkeley.
This officer (whom | had never seen) was carrying out some administrative assignment in Bengal.
His house, though it was less than a hundred years old, was dark and deteriorated and abounded in
perplexing corridorsand vain antechambers. A museum and an enormouslibrary usurped theground
floor: controversial and incompatible bookswhich, somehow, make up the history of the nineteenth
century; scimitars from Nishapur, in whose arrested circular arcs the wind and violence of battle
seemed to last. We entered (I seem to remember) through the back part of the house. Moon, hislips
dry and quivering, muttered that the events of the evening had been very interesting. | dressed his
wound, and brought him acup of tea. (His"wound,” | saw, was superficial.) Suddenly he stammered
perplexedly:



Borges Various -75-

"But you took a considerable chance."

| told him not to worry. (Theroutine of the civil war had impelled meto act as| had acted. Besides,
the capture of a single one of our men could have compromised our cause.)

The following day Moon had recovered his aplomb. He accepted a cigarette, and severely cross-
guestioned me concerning "the economic resources of our revolutionary party." His questionswere
quite lucid. | told him (in al truth) that the situation was serious. Shattering volleys of rifle fire
reverberated in the south. | told Moon that our comrades expected us. My trench coat and revolver
werein my room; when | returned, | found Moon stretched on the sofa, his eyes shut. He thought he
had fever; he spoke of a painful shoulder spasm.

| realized then that his cowardice wasirreparable. | awkwardly urged him to take care of himself
and took my leave. | blushed for thisfearful man, asif I, and not Vincent Moon, were the coward.
What one man doesis something done, in some measure, by al men. For that reason a disobedience
committed in a garden contaminates the human race; for that reason it is not unjust that the
crucifixion of a single Jew suffices to save it. Perhaps Schopenhauer isright: | am all others, any
man is all men, Shakespeare isin some way the wretched John Vincent Moon.

We spent nine days in the enormous house of the General. Of the agony and splendor of the battle
| shall say nothing: my intention is to tell the story of this scar which affronts me. In my memory,
those nine days form a single day; except for the next to the last, when our men rushed a barracks
and we were able to avenge, man for man, the sixteen comrades who had been machine-gunned at
Elphin. I would slip out of the house toward dawn, in the confusion of the morning twilight. | was
back by dusk. My companion would be waiting for me upstairs. his wound did not allow him to
come down to meet me. | can see him with some book of strategy in his hand: F. N. Maude or
Clausewitz. "The artillery ismy preferred arm,” he conceded one night. He would inquire into our
plans; he liked to censure or revamp them. He was also in the habit of denouncing our "deplorable
economic base." Dogmatic and somber, hewould prophesy aruinousend. C'est une affaire flambee,
he would murmur. In order to show that his being a physical coward made no differenceto him, he
increased his intellectual arrogance. Thus, for better or for worse, passed nine days.

On the tenth, the city definitively fell into the hands of the Black and Tans. Tall silent horsemen
patrolled the streets. The wind wasfilled with ashes and smoke. At an intersection in the middle of
asquare, | saw acorpse - lesstenaciousin my memory than a manikin - upon which some soldiers
interminably practiced their marksmanship . . . | had left my quarters as the sunrise hung in the sky.
| returned before midday. Inthelibrary, M oon wastalking to someone; by histoneof voicel realized
that he was using the telephone. Then | heard my name; then that | would return at seven; then the
suggestionthat | bearrested as| crossed the garden. My reasonablefriend was selling mereasonably.
| heard him requesting certain guarantees of personal security.

At thispoint my story becomes confused, itsthread islost. | know | pursued the informer down the
dark corridors of nightmare and the deep stairs of vertigo. Moon had come to know the house very
well, much better than I. Once or twice | lost him. | cornered him before the soldiers arrested me.
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From one of the general's mounted sets of arms| snatched down a cutlass; with the steel half-moon
| sealed hisface, forever, with ahalf-moon of blood. Borges, | have confessed thisto you, astranger.
Y our contempt will not wound me as much.

Here the narrator stopped. | noticed that his hands were trembling.
"And Moon?' | asked him.

"Hewas paid the Judas-money, and fled to Brazil. And that afternoon, he watched some drunksin
an impromptu firing squad in the town square shoot down a manikin."

| waited in vain, for him to go on with his story. At length | asked him to continue.
A sob shook his body. And then, with feeble sweetness, he pointed to the white arced scar.

"Y ou don't believe me?' he stammered. "Don't you see the mark of infamy written on my face? |
told you the story theway | did so that you would hear it to the end. | informed on the man who took
mein: | am Vincent Moon. Despise me."



Borges/ Various -77-

Jorge Luis Borges

Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius

| owe the discovery of Ugbar to the conjunction of amirror and an encyclopedia. The unnerving
mirror hung at the end of a corridor in a villa on Calle Goana, in Ramos Mgjia; the misleading
encyclopedia goes by the name of The Anglo-American Cyclopaedia (New York, 1917), and isa
literal if inadequate reprint of the 1902 Encyclopaedia Britannica. The whole affair happened some
five years ago. Bioy Casares had dined with me that night and talked to us at length about a great
scheme for writing a novel in the first person, using a narrator who omitted or corrupted what
happened and who ran into various contradictions, so that only a handful of readers, a very small
handful, would be able to decipher the horrible or banal reality behind the novel. From the far end
of the corridor, the mirror was watching us; and we discovered, with the inevitability of discoveries
made late at night, that mirrors have something grotesgque about them. Then Bioy Casares recalled
that oneof the heresiarchsof Ugbar had stated that mirrorsand copul ation are abominabl e, sincethey
both multiply the numbersof man. | asked him the source of that memorabl e sentence, and hereplied
that it was recorded in the Anglo-American Cyclopaedia, initsarticle on Ugbar. It so happened that
the villa (which we had rented furnished) possessed a copy of that work. In the final pages of
Volume XLVI, weran acrossan article on Upsal a; in the beginning of Volume XLV II, wefound one
on Ural-Altaic languages; but not one word on Ugbar. A little put out, Bioy consulted the index
volumes. In vain he tried every possible spelling - Ukbar, Ucbar, Oogbar, Ookbar, Oukbahr . . .
Before leaving, he informed me it was a region in either Irag or Asia Minor. | must say that |
acknowledged this alittle uneasily. | supposed that this undocumented country and its anonymous
heresiarch had been deliberately invented by Bioy out of modesty, to substantiate a phrase. A futile
examination of one of the atlases of Justus Perthes strengthened my doubit.

On the following day, Bioy telephoned me from Buenos Aires. He told me that he had in front of
him the article on Ugbar, in Volume XLV of the encyclopedia. It did not specify the name of the
heresiarch, but it did note his doctrine, in words almost identical to the ones he had repeated to me,
though, | would say, inferior from aliterary point of view. He had remembered: "Copulation and
mirrors are abominable." The text of the encyclopediaread: "For one of those gnostics, the visible
universe was an illusion or, more precisely, a sophism. Mirrors and fatherhood are abominable
because they multiply it and extend it." | said, in all sincerity, that | would like to see that article. A
few dayslater, hebrought it. Thissurprised me, because the scrupul ous cartographicindex of Ritter's
Erdkunde completely failed to mention the name of Ugbar.

The volumewhich Bioy brought wasindeed Volume XLV of The Anglo-American Cyclopaedia.
On the title page and spine, the alphabetical key was the same as in our copy, but instead of 917
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pages, it had 921. These four additional pages consisted of the article on Ugbar - not accounted for
by the alphabetical cipher, asthe reader will have noticed. We ascertained afterwards that there was
no other difference between the two volumes. Both, as| think | pointed out, are reprints of the tenth
Encyclopaedia Britannica. Bioy had acquired his copy in one of a number of book sales.

We read the article with some care. The passage remembered by Bioy was perhaps the only
startling one. The rest seemed probable enough, very much in keeping with the general tone of the
work and, naturally, alittle dull. Reading it over, we discovered, beneath the superficial authority
of theprose, afundamental vagueness. Of the fourteen names mentioned inthe geographical section,
we recognized only three - Khurasan, Armenia, and Erzurum - and they were dragged into the text
in a strangely ambiguous way. Among the historical names, we recognized only one, that of the
imposter, SmerdistheMagian, andit wasinvoked in arather metaphorical sense. Thenotesappeared
to fix precisely the frontiers of Ugbar, but the points of reference were all, vaguely enough, rivers
and cratersand mountain chainsin that sameregion. Weread, for instance, that the southern frontier
is defined by the lowlands of Tsai Haldun and the Axa delta, and that wild horses flourish in the
islands of that delta. This, at the top of page 918. In the historical section (page 920), we gathered
that, just after the religious persecutions of the thirteenth century, the orthodox sought refuge in the
islands, where their obelisks have survived, and where it is acommon enough occurrence to dig up
one of their stone mirrors. The language and literature section was brief. There was one notable
characteristic: it remarked that the literature of Ugbar was fantastic in character, and that its epics
and legends never referred to reality, but to the two imaginary regions of Mlginasand Tlon . .. The
bibliography listed four volumes, which we have not yet come across, even although thethird - Silas
Haslam: History of the Land Called Ugbar, 1874 - appears in the library catalogues of Bernard
Quaritch.<1> The first, Lesbare and lesenswerthe Bemerkungen uber das Land Ukkbar in Klein-
Asien, isdated 1641, and isawork of Johann Vaentin Andrea. The fact is significant; a couple of
yearslater | ran acrossthat name accidentally in the thirteenth volume of De Quincey'sWritings, and
| knew that it wasthe name of a German theol ogian who, at the beginning of the seventeenth century,
described the imaginary community of Rosae Crucis - the community which was later founded by
othersin imitation of the one he had preconceived.

That night, wevisitedtheNational Library. Fruitlessly we exhausted atl ases, catal ogues, yearbooks
of geographical societies, memoirs of travelers and historians - nobody had ever been in Ugbar.
Neither did the general index of Bioy's encyclopedia show the name. The following day, Carlos
Mastronardi, to whom | had referred the whole business, caught sight, in a Corrientes and
Talcahuano bookshop, of the black and gold bindings of The Anglo-American Cyclopaedia. . . He
went in and looked up Volume XLVI. Naturally, there was not the slightest mention of Ugbar.

Some small fading memory of one Herbert Ashe, an engineer for the southern railroads, hangs on
in the hotel in Androgue, between the luscious honeysuckle and the illusory depths of the mirrors.
In life, he suffered from a sense of unreality, as do so many Englishmen; dead, he is not even the
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ghostly creature he wasthen. Hewastall and languid; hislimp squared beard had once been red. He
was, | understand, a widower, and childless. Every so many years, he went to England to visit -
judging by the photographs he showed us - a sundial and some oak trees. My father and he had
cemented (the verb is excessive) one of those English friendships which begin by avoiding
intimaciesand eventually eliminate speech altogether. They used to exchange booksand periodicals,
they would beat one another at chess, without sayingaword . . . | remember him in the corridor of
the hotel, amathematicstextbook in his hand, gazing now and again at the passing colors of the sky.
One afternoon, wediscussed the duodecimal numerical system (inwhichtwelveiswritten 10). Ashe
said that as a matter of fact, he was transcribing some duodecimal tables, | forget which, into
sexagesimals (in which sixty is written 10), adding that this work had been commissioned by a
Norwegian in Rio Grande do Sul. We had known him for eight years and he had never mentioned
having stayed in that part of the country . . . We spoke of rural life, of capangas, of the Brazilian
etymology of the word gaucho (which some old people in the east still pronounce gaducho), and
nothing more was said - God forgive me - of duodecimal functions. In September, 1937 (we
ourselveswere not at the hotel at thetime), Herbert Ashe died of an aneurysmal rupture. Some days
before, he had received from Brazil astamped, registered package. It wasabook, an octavo volume.
Ashe l€ft it in the bar where, months later, | found it. | began to leaf through it and felt a sudden
curious lightheadedness, which | will not go into, since this is the story, not of my particular
emotions, but of Ugbar and Tlon and Orbis Tertius. In the Islamic world, there is one night, called
the Night of Nights, on which the secret gates of the sky open wide and the water in the water jugs
tastes sweeter; if those gates were to open, | would not feel what | felt that afternoon. The book was
written in English, and had 1001 pages. On the yellow leather spine, and again on the title page, |
read these words: A First Encyclopaediaof Tlon. Volume XI. Hlaer to Jangr. There was nothing to
indicate either date or place of origin. On the first page and on a sheet of silk paper covering one of
the colored engravings there was a blue oval stamp with the inscription: ORBIS TERTIUS. It was
two yearssince | had discovered, in avolume of apirated encyclopedia, abrief description of afalse
country; now, chance was showing me something much more valuable, something to be reckoned
with. Now, | had in my hands a substantial fragment of the complete history of an unknown planet,
with its architecture and its playing cards, its mythological terrors and the sound of its diaects, its
emperors and its oceans, its minerals, its birds, and itsfishes, itsalgebraand itsfire, its theological
and metaphysical arguments, all clearly stated, coherent, without any apparent dogmatic intention
or parodic undertone.

The eleventh volume of which | speak refers to both subsequent and preceding volumes. Nestor
Ibarra, in an article (in the N.R.F.), now a classic, has denied the existence of those corollary
volumes; Ezequiel Martinez Estradaand Drieu LaRochelle have, | think, succeeded in refuting this
doubt. Thefact isthat, up until now, the most patient investigations have proved fruitless. We have
turned the libraries of Europe, North and South America upside down - in vain. Alfonso Reyes,
bored with the tedium of this minor detective work, proposes that we all take on the task of
reconstructing the missing volumes, many and vast as they were: ex ungue leonem. He cal cul ates,
half seriougly, that one generation of Tlonists would be enough. This bold estimate brings us back
to the basic problem: who were the people who had invented Tlon? The plural is unavoidable,
because we have unanimously rejected the idea of a single creator, some transcendental Leibnitz
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working in modest obscurity. We conjecture that this "brave new world" was the work of a secret
society of astronomers, biologists, engineers, metaphysicians, poets, chemists, mathematicians,
moralists, painters and geometricians, all under the supervision of an unknown genius. There are
plenty of individuals who have mastered these various disciplines without having any facility for
invention, far less for submitting that inventiveness to a strict, systematic plan. Thisplan isso vast
that each individual contributiontoitisinfinitesimal. To beginwith, Tlonwasthought to be nothing
more than a chaos, a free and irresponsible work of the imagination; now it was clear that it isa
complete cosmos, and that the strict laws which govern it have been carefully formulated, albeit
provisionally. It is enough to note that the apparent contradictions in the eleventh volume are the
basisfor proving the existence of the others, so lucid and clear isthe scheme maintained init. The
popular magazines have publicized, with pardonable zeal, the zoology and topography of Tlon. |
think, however, that its transparent tigers and its towers of blood scarcely deserve the unwavering
attention of al men. | should like to take some little timeto deal with its conception of the universe.

Hume remarked once and for all that the arguments of Berkeley were not only thoroughly
unanswerable but thoroughly unconvincing. This dictum is emphatically true as it applies to our
world; but it fallsdown completely in Tlon. Thenationsof that planet arecongenitally idealist. Their
language, with its derivatives - religion, literature, and metaphysics - presupposes idealism. For
them, the world is not a concurrence of objectsin space, but a heterogeneous series of independent
acts. It is seria and temporal, but not spatial. There are no nouns in the hypothetical Ursprache of
Tlon, whichisthesourceof theliving language and the dial ects; there areimpersonal verbsqualified
by monosyllabic suffixesor prefixeswhich havetheforce of adverbs. For example, thereisnoword
corresponding to the noun moon, but thereisaverb to moon or to moondle. The moon rose over the
sea would be written hlor afang axaxaxas mlo, or, to put it in order: upward beyond the constant
flow there was moondling. (Xul Solar tranglates it succinctly: upward, behind the onstreaming it
mooned.)

The previous passage refers to the languages of the southern hemisphere. In those of the northern
hemisphere (the eleventh volume has little information on its Ursprache), the basic unit is not the
verb, but the monosyllabic adjective. Nouns are formed by an accumulation of adjectives. One does
not say moon; one says airy-clear over dark-round or orange-faint-of-sky or some other
accumulation. In the chosen example, the mass of adjectives corresponds to a real object. The
happening is completely fortuitous. In the literature of this hemisphere (as in the lesser world of
Meinong),ideal objects abound, invoked and dissolved momentarily, according to poetic necessity.
Sometimes, thefaintest smultaneousness bringsthem about. There are objectsmade up of two sense
elements, one visual, the other auditory-the color of a sunrise and the distant call of a bird. Other
objects are made up of many elements - the sun, the water against the swimmer's chest, the vague
quivering pink which one sees when the eyes are closed, the feeling of being swept away by ariver
or by sleep. These second degree objects can be combined with others; using certain abbreviations,
the processis practically an infinite one. There are famous poems made up of one enormousword,
aword which in truth forms a poetic object, the creation of the writer. The fact that no one believes
that nounsrefer to an actual reality means, paradoxically enough, that thereisnolimit to thenumbers
of them. The languages of the northern hemisphere of Tlon include all the namesin Indo-European
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languages - plus a great many others.

It is no exaggeration to state that in the classical culture of Tlon, thereis only one discipline, that
of psychology. All othersare subordinated toit. | have remarked that the men of that planet conceive
of the universe as a series of mental processes, whose unfolding isto be understood only asatime
sequence. Spinoza attributes to the inexhaustibly divine in man the qualities of extension and of
thinking. In Tlon, nobody would understand thejuxtaposition of thefirst, whichisonly characteristic
of certain states of being, with the second, which is a perfect synonym for the cosmos. To put it
another way - they do not conceive of the spatial as everlasting in time. The perception of a cloud
of smoke on the horizon and, later, of the countryside on fire and, later, of ahalf-extinguished cigar
which caused the conflagration would be considered an example of the association of ideas.

Thismonism, or extremeidealism, completely invalidates science. To explain or to judge an event
istoidentify or uniteit with another one. In Tlon, such connection isalater stage in the mind of the
observer, which caninnoway affect or illuminatethe earlier stage. Each state of mindisirreducible.
The mere act of giving it aname, that is of classifying it, impliesafasification of it. From all this,
it would be possible to deduce that there is no science in Tlon, let alone rational thought. The
paradox, however, isthat sciencesexist, in countlessnumber. In philosophy, the samething happens
as happens with the nouns in the northern hemisphere. The fact that any philosophical system is
bound in advance to be a dialectical game, a Philosophie des Als Ob, means that systems abound,
unbelievable systems, beautifully constructed or else sensational in effect. The metaphysicians of
Tlon are not looking for truth, nor even for an approximation of it; they are after a kind of
amazement. They consider metaphysics abranch of fantastic literature. They know that asystemis
nothing more than the subordination of all the aspects of the universeto some one of them. Eventhe
phrase gall the aspects” can bergjected, since it presupposes the impossibleinclusion of the present
moment, and of past moments. Even so, theplural, "past moments" isinadmissable, sinceit supposes
another impossible operation . . . One of the schoolsin Tlon has reached the point of denying time.
It reasons that the present is undefined, that the future has no other reality than as present hope, that
the past is no more than present memory.<2> Another school declares that the whole of time has
already happened and that our life is a vague memory or dim reflection, doubtless false and
fragmented, of an irrevocable process. Another school hasit that the history of the universe, which
contains the history of our lives and the most tenuous details of them, is the handwriting produced
by a minor god in order to communicate with a demon. Another maintains that the universe is
comparableto those code systemsin which not all the symbols have meaning, and inwhich only that
which happens every three hundredth night istrue. Another believesthat, while we are asleep here,
we are awake somewhere el se, and that thus every man is two men.

Amongthedoctrinesof Tlon, nonehasoccasioned greater scandal thanthedoctrine of materialism.
Somethinkershaveformulated it with less clarity than zeal, as one might put forward aparadox. To
clarify the general understanding of thisunlikely thesis, one eleventh century<3> heresiarch offered
the parable of nine copper coins, which enjoyed in Tlon the same noisy reputation asdid the Eleatic
paradoxes of Zeno in their day. There are many versions of this "feat of specious reasoning” which
vary the number of coins and the number of discoveries. Here is the commonest:



Borges Various -82-

On Tuesday, X ventures along adeserted road and |oses nine copper coins. On Thursday, Y finds
ontheroad four coins, somewhat rusted by Wednesday'srain. On Friday, Z comesacrossthree coins
on the road. On Friday morning, X finds two coins in the corridor of his house. [The heresiarch is
trying to deduce from this story the reality, that is, the continuity, of the nine recovered coins] Itis
absurd, he states, to suppose that four of the coins have not existed between Tuesday and Thursday,
three between Tuesday and Friday afternoon, and two between Tuesday and Friday morning. It is
logical to assumethat they have existed, albeit in some secret way, in amanner whose understanding
is concealed from men, in every moment, in al three places.

The language of Tlonis by its nature resistant to the formulation of this paradox; most people do
not understand it. At first, the defenders of common sense confined themselvesto denying the truth
of the anecdote. They declared that it was a verbal fallacy, based on the reckless use of two
neol ogical expressions, not substantiated by common usage, and contrary to thelawsof strict thought
- theverbsto find and to lose entail a petitio principii, since they presuppose that thefirst nine coins
andthe second areidentical. They recalled that any noun - man, money, Thursday, Wednesday, rain-
has only metaphorical value. They denied the misleading detail "somewhat rusted by Wednesday's
rain,” since it assumes what must be demonstrated - the continuing existence of the four coins
between Thursday and Tuesday. They explained that equality is one thing and identity another, and
formulated a kind of reductio ad absurdum, the hypothetical case of nine men who, on nine
successivenights, suffer aviolent pain. Would it not beridicul ous, they asked, to claim that thispain
is the same one each time?<4> They said that the heresiarch was motivated mainly by the
blasphemous intention of attributing the divine category of being to some ordinary coins; and that
sometimes he was denying plurality, at other times not. They argued thus: that if equality entails
identity, it would have to be admitted at the same time that the nine coins are only one coin.

Amazingly enough, these refutations were not conclusive. After the problem had been stated and
restated for a hundred years, one thinker no less brilliant than the heresiarch himself, but in the
orthodox tradition, advanced amost daring hypothesis. Thisfelicitous supposition declared that there
isonly one Individual, and that thisindivisible Individual is every one of the separate beingsin the
universe, and that those beings are the instruments and masks of divinity itself. X isY andisZ. Z
finds three coins because he remembersthat X lost them. X finds only two in the corridor because
he remembers that the others have been recovered . . . The eleventh volume gives us to understand
that there werethree principal reasonswhich led to the completevictory of thispantheisticidealism.
First, it repudiated solipsism. Second, it made possible the retention of apsychological basisfor the
sciences. Third, it permitted the cult of the gods to be retained. Schopenhauer, the passionate and
clear-headed Schopenhauer, advanced a very similar theory in the first volume of his Parerga and
Paralipomena.

The geometry of Tlon hastwo somewhat distinct systems, avisual one and atactile one. Thelatter
system correspondsto our geometry; they consider it inferior to the former. Thefoundation of visual
geometry isthesurface, not the point. Thissystem rejectsthe principleof parallelism, and statesthat,
as man moves about, he alters the forms which surround him. The arithmetical system is based on
the idea of indefinite numbers. It emphasizes the importance of the concepts greater and lesser,
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which our mathematicians symbolize as > and <. It states that the operation of counting modifies
guantitiesand changesthem fromindefinitesinto definites. Thefact that several individual scounting
the same quantity arrive at the same result is, say their psychol ogists, an example of the association
of ideas or the good use of memory. We already know that in Tlon the source of al-knowing is
single and eternal.

In literary matters too, the dominant notion is that everything is the work of one single author.
Books are rarely signed. The concept of plagiarism does not exist; it has been established that all
booksarethework of onesinglewriter, who istimelessand anonymous. Criticismisproneto invent
authors. A critic will choose two dissimilar works - the Tao Te Ching and The Thousand and One
Nights, let us say - and attribute them to the same writer, and then with all probity explore the
psychology of this interesting homme de lettres.. . .

Thebooksthemselvesare a so odd. Worksof fiction are based on asingle plot, which runsthrough
every imaginabl e permutation. Works of natural philosophy invariably includethesisand antithesis,
the strict pro and con of atheory. A book which does not include its opposite, or "counter-book," is
considered incomplete.

Centuries and centuries of idealism have not failed to influence reality. In the very oldest regions
of Tlon, it isnot an uncommon occurrence for lost objectsto be duplicated. Two people arelooking
for apencil; thefirst onefindsit and says nothing; the second finds a second pencil, no lessreal, but
more in keeping with his expectation. These secondary objects are called hronir and, even though
awkward inform, are alittle larger than the originals. Until recently, the hronir were the accidental
children of absent-mindednessand forgetful ness. It seemsimprobabl ethat the methodical production
of them has been going on for almost ahundred years, but so it is stated in the eleventh volume. The
first attemptswerefruitless. Neverthel ess, the modus operandi isworthy of note. Thedirector of one
of the state prisons announced to the convicts that in an ancient river bed certain tombs were to be
found, and promised freedom to any prisoner who made an important discovery. In the months
preceding the excavation, printed photographs of what was to be found were shown the prisoners.
Thefirst attempt proved that hope and zeal could beinhibiting; aweek of work with shovel and pick
succeeded in unearthing no hron other than arusty wheel, postdating the experiment. Thiswas kept
a secret, and the experiment was later repeated in four colleges. In three of them the failure was
almost complete; in the fourth (the director of which died by chance during the initial excavation),
the students dug up - or produced - a gold mask, an archaic sword, two or three earthenware urns,
and themoldered mutilated torso of aking with aninscription on hisbreast which has so far not been
deciphered. Thus was discovered the unfitness of witnesses who were aware of the experimental
nature of the search .. . . Massinvestigations produced objects which contradicted one another; now,
individual projects, as far as possible spontaneous, are preferred. The methodical development of
hronir, states the eleventh volume, has been of enormous service to archaeologists. It has alowed
them to question and even to modify the past, which nowadaysis no less malleabl e or obedient than
the future. One curious fact: the hronir of the second and third degree - that is, the hronir derived
from another hron, and the hronir derived from the hron of a hron - exaggerate the flaws of the
original; those of the fifth degree are amost uniform; those of the ninth can be confused with those
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of the second; and those of the eleventh degree have a purity of form which the originals do not
possess. The processisarecurrent one; ahron of the twelfth degree beginsto deterioratein quality.
Stranger and more perfect than any hron is sometimes the ur, which is a thing produced by
suggestion, an object brought into being by hope. The great gold mask | mentioned previously isa
distinguished example.

Thingsduplicatethemselvesin Tlon. They tend at the same timeto efface themselves, to losetheir
detail when peopleforget them. The classic exampleisthat of astonethreshold whichlasted aslong
asit wasvisited by a beggar, and which faded from sight on his death. Occasionally, afew birds, a
horse perhaps, have saved the ruins of an amphitheater. (1940. Salto Oriental.)

Postscript (1947)

| reprint the foregoing article just as it appeared in the Anthology of Fantastic Literature, 1940,
omitting no more than some figures of speech, and a kind of burlesque summing up, which now
strikes me as frivolous. So many things have happened since that date. . . | will confine myself to
putting them down.

In March, 1941, amanuscript letter by Gunnar Erfjord cameto light in avolume of Hinton, which
had belonged to Herbert Ashe. The envel ope bore the postmark of Ouro Preto. Theletter cleared up
entirely the mystery of Tlon. Thetext of it confirmed Martinez Estrada’s thesis. The elaborate story
began one night in Lucerne or London, in the early seventeenth century. A benevolent secret society
(which counted Dalgarno and, later, George Berkeley among its members) came together to invent
a country. The first tentative plan gave prominence to "hermetic studies,” philanthropy, and the
cabala. Andrea’s curious book dates from that first period. At the end of some years of conventicles
and premature syntheses, they realized that a single generation was not long enough in which to
define acountry. They made aresolution that each one of the master-scholarsinvolved should el ect
adisciple to carry on the work. That hereditary arrangement prevailed; and after a hiatus of two
centuries, the persecuted brotherhood reappeared in America. About 1824, in Memphis, Tennessee,
one of the members had aconversation with the millionaire ascetic, Ezra Buckley. Buckley listened
with some disdain asthe other man talked, and then burst out laughing at the modesty of the project.
Hedeclared that in Americait was absurd to invent acountry, and proposed the invention of awhole
planet. To this gigantic idea, he added another, born of his own nihilism<5> - that of keeping the
enormous project a secret. The twenty volumes of the Encyclopaedia Britannica were then in
circulation; Buckley suggested a systematic encyclopedia of theimaginary planet. He would leave
the society his mountain ranges with their gold fields, his navigable rivers, his prairies where bull
and bison roamed, his Negroes, hisbrothels, and hisdollars, on one condition: "Thework will have
no truck with the imposter Jesus Christ." Buckley did not believe in God, but neverthel ess wished
to demonstrate to the nonexistent God that mortal men were capable of conceiving aworld. Buckley
was poisoned in Baton Rouge in 1828; in 1914, the society forwarded to its collaborators, three
hundred in number, thefinal volume of the First Encyclopaediaof Tlon. The edition was secret; the
forty volumeswhich comprised it (thework wasvaster than any previously undertaken by men) were
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to bethe basisfor another work, more detailed, and thistimewritten, not in English, but in someone
of the languages of Tlon. Thisreview of an illusory world was called, provisionally, Orbis Tertius,
and one of its minor demiurges was Herbert Ashe, whether as an agent of Gunnar Erfjord, or asa
full associate, | do not know. The fact that he received a copy of the eleventh volume would favor
the second view. But what about the others? About 1942, events began to speed up. | recall with
distinct clarity one of the first, and | seem to have felt something of its premonitory character. It
occurred in an apartment on the Calle Laprida, facing ahigh open bal cony which looked to the west.
From Poitiers, the Princess of Faucigny Lucinge had received her silver table service. Out of the
recesses of a crate, stamped all over with international markings, fine immobile pieces were
emerging - silver plate from Utrecht and Paris, with hard heraldic fauna, asamovar. Amongst them,
trembling faintly, just perceptibly, like a sleeping bird, was a magnetic compass. It shivered
mysteriously. The princess did not recognize it. The blue needle longed for magnetic north. The
metal casewas concave. Thelettersonthedial corresponded to those of one of the al phabetsof Tlon.
Such was the first intrusion of the fantastic world into the real one. A disturbing accident brought
it about that | was al so witnessto the second. It happened some months afterward, in agrocery store
belonging to a Brazilian, in CuchillaNegra. Amorim and | were on our way back from Sant'Anna.
A sudden rising of the Tacuarembo river compelled us to test (and to suffer patiently) the
rudimentary hospitality of the general store. The grocer set up some creaking cots for usin alarge
room, cluttered with barrels and wineskins. We went to bed, but were kept from sleeping until dawn
by the drunkenness of an invisible neighbor, who alternated between shouting indeci pherable abuse
and singing snatches of milongas, or rather, snatches of the same milonga. As might be supposed,
we attributed this insistent uproar to the fiery rum of the proprietor . . . At dawn, the man lay dead
in the corridor. The coarseness of his voice had deceived us; he was a young boy. In his delirium,
he had spilled afew coinsand ashining metal cone, of the diameter of adie, from hisheavy gaucho
belt. A serving lad tried to pick up this cone - in vain. It was scarcely possible for aman to lift it. |
held it in my hand for some minutes. | remember that it wasintol erably heavy, and that after putting
it down, its oppression remained. | also remember the precise circle it marked in my flesh. This
manifestation of an object which was so tiny and at the same time so heavy left me with an
unpleasant sense of abhorrence and fear. A countryman proposed that it be thrown into the rushing
river. Amorim acquired it for afew pesos. No one knew anything of the dead man, only that "he
came from the frontier." Those small and extremely heavy cones, made of a metal which does not
exist in thisworld, are images of divinity in certain religionsin Tlon.

Here | conclude the personal part of my narrative. The rest, when it is not in their hopes or their
fears, is at least in the memories of all my readers. It is enough to recall or to mention subsequent
events, in asfew words as possible, that concave basin which isthe collective memory will furnish
the wherewithal to enrich or amplify them. About 1944, areporter from the Nashville, Tennessee,
American uncovered, in aMemphislibrary, the forty volumes of the First Encyclopaedia of Tlon.
Even now it is uncertain whether this discovery was accidental, or whether the directors of the still
nebulous Orbis Tertius condoned it. The second aternative is more likely. Some of the more
improbabl e features of the eleventh volume (for example, the multiplying of the hronir) had been
either removed or modifiedinthe Memphiscopy. It isreasonableto supposethat these erasureswere
in keeping with the plan of projecting a world which would not be too incompatible with the real
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world. Thedissemination of objectsfrom Tlon throughout various countrieswould complement that
plan . . .<6> The fact is that the international press overwhelmingly hailed the "find.” Manuals,
anthologies, summaries, literal versions, authorized reprints, and pirated editions of the M aster Work
of Man poured and continue to pour out into theworld. Almost immediately, reality gave ground on
more than one point. The truth is that it hankered to give ground. Ten years ago, any symmetrical
system whatsoever which gave the appearance of order - dialectical materialism, anti-Semitism,
Nazism - was enough to fascinate men. Why not fall under the spell of Tlon and submit to the minute
and vast evidence of an ordered planet? Useless to reply that reality, too, is ordered. It may be so,
but in accordance with divine laws - | trangate: inhuman laws - which we will never completely
perceive. Tlon may be a labyrinth, but it is alabyrinth plotted by men, a labyrinth destined to be
deciphered by men.

Contact with Tlon and the ways of Tlon have disintegrated thisworld. Captivated by itsdiscipline,
humanity forgets and goes on forgetting that it isthe discipline of chess players, not of angels. Now,
the conjectural "primitive language” of Tlon hasfound its way into the schools. Now, the teaching
of its harmonious history, full of stirring episodes, has obliterated the history which dominated my
childhood. Now, in all memories, afictitious past occupiesthe place of any other. We know nothing
about it with any certainty, not even that it is false. Numismatics, pharmacology and archaeology
have been revised. | gather that biology and mathematics are awaiting their avatar . . . A scattered
dynasty of solitaries has changed the face of the world. Its task continues. If our foresight is not
mistaken, a hundred years from now someone will discover the hundred volumes of the Second
Encyclopaedia of Tlon.

Then, English, French, and mere Spanish will disappear from this planet. The world will be Tlon.
| take no notice. | go on revising, in the quiet of the days in the hotel at Androgue, a tentative
trandation into Spanish, in the style of Quevedo, which | do not intend to see published, of Sir
Thomas Browne's Urn Burial.

Notes
<1> Haslam has also published A General History of Labyrinths.

<2>Russdll (The Analysisof Mind, 1921, page 159) conjecturesthat our planet was created afew
moments ago, and provided with a humanity which "remembers’ an illusory past.

<3> A century, in accordance with the duodecimal system, signifies a period of one hundred and
forty-four years.

<4> Nowadays, one of the churches of Tlon maintains platonically that such and such apain, such
and such agreenish-yellow color, such and such atemperature, such and such asound etc., make up
the only redlity thereis. All men, in the climatic instant of coitus, are the same man. All men who
repeat one line of Shakespeare are William Shakespeare.
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<5> Buckley was a freethinker, afatalist, and an apologist for slavery.

<6> There remains, naturally, the problem of the matter of which some these objects consisted.
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Jorge Luis Borges

The End

Lying prone, Recabarren half-opened his eyes and saw the slanting rattan ceiling. The thrumming
of aguitar reached him from the other room; theinvisibleinstrument was akind of meager l1abyrinth
infinitely winding and unwinding . . . Little by little he returned to reality, to the daily details which
now would never change. He gazed without sorrow at hisgreat uselessbody, at the poncho of coarse
wool wrapped around his legs. Outside, beyond the barred windows, stretched the plain and the
afternoon. He had been sleeping, but the sky was still filled with light. Groping about with his left
arm, hefinally touched abronze cowbell hanging at the foot of the cot. He banged on it two or three
times; from the other side of the door the humble chords continued to reach him. The guitarist was
a Negro who had shown up one night to display his pretensions as a singer: he had challenged
another stranger to adrawn out contest of singing to guitar accompani ment. Bested, he neverthel ess
continued to haunt the general store, asif waiting for someone. He passed the hours playing on his
guitar, but heno longer ventured to sing. Perhaps hisdefeat had embittered him. The other customers
had grown accustomed to this inoffensive player. Recabarren, the shopowner, would never forget
the songs of the guitar contest: the next day, as he adjusted aload of mate upon a mul€e's back, his
right side had suddenly died and he had lost his power of speech. By dint of taking pity on the
misfortunes of the heroes of novels we come to take too much pity on our own misfortunes; not so
the enduring Recabarren, who accepted his paralysis as he had previously accepted the rude solitude
of America. Habituated to living in the present, like the animals, he gazed now at the sky and
considered how the crimson circle around the moon presaged rain.

A boy with Indian features (one of his sons, perhaps) half-opened the door. Recabarren asked him
with hiseyesif there were anyone in the shop. The boy, taciturn, indicated by terse signs that there
was no one. (The Negro, of course, did not count.) The prostrate man was left alone. One hand
played briefly with the cowbell, asif he were wielding some power.

Beneath the final sun of the day, the plain seemed almost abstract, asif seen in adream. A point
shimmered on the horizon, and then grew until it became ahorseman, who came, or seemed to come,
toward the building. Recabarren saw thewide-brimmed hat, thelong dark poncho, the dappled horse,
but not the man'sface; at length the rider tightened the reins and cut down the gallop, approaching
at atrot. Sometwo hundred yards away, he turned sharply. Recabarren could no longer see him, but
he heard him speak, dismount, tie the horse to the paling, and enter the shop with afirm step.

Without raising his eyes from hisinstrument, where he seemed to be searching for something, the
Negro said gently:

"I was sure, senor, that | could count on you."
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The other man replied with a harsh voice:

"And | on you, colored man. | made you wait a pack of days, but here | am.”
There was a silence. At length the Negro responded:

"I'm getting used to waiting. I've waited seven years."

Without haste the other explained:

"I went longer than seven years without seeing my children. | saw them that day, but | didn't want
to seem like aman always fighting.”

"I realize that. | understand what you say," said the Negro. "l trust you left them in good health."

The stranger, who had taken a seat at the bar, laughed a deep laugh. He asked for arum. He drank
with relish, but did not drain it down.

"I gave them some good advice," he declared. "That's never amiss, and it doesn't cost anything. |
told them, among other things, that one man should not shed another man's blood."”

A slow chord preceded the Negro's reply:
"You did well. That way they won't be like us."

"At least they won't be like me," said the stranger. And then he added, as if he were ruminating
aloud: "Destiny has made me kill, and now, once more, it has put a knife in my hand.”

The Negro, asif he had not heard, observed:

"Autumn is making the days grow shorter.”

"The light that's left is enough for me," replied the stranger, getting to his feet.

He stood in front of the Negro and said, with weariness:

"Leave off the guitar. Today there's another kind of counterpoint waiting for you."
The two men walked toward the door. As he went out, the Negro murmured:
"Perhapsthistime it will go as hard on me asthe first time."

The other answered serioudly:

"It didn't go hard on you the first time. What happened was that you were anxious for the second
try."

They moved away from the houses for agood bit, walking together. One point on the plainwas as
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good as another, and the moon was shining. Suddenly they looked at each other, halted, and the
stranger began taking off his spurs; They already had their ponchos wound around their forearms
when the Negro said:

"I want to ask you afavor before we tangle. | want you to put all your guts into this meeting, just
as you did seven years ago, when you killed my brother."

Perhapsfor the first timein the dialogue, Martin Fierro heard the sound of hate. He felt his blood
like agoad. They clashed, and the sharp-edged steel marked the Negro's face.

Thereisan hour of the afternoon when the plain is on the verge of saying something. It never says
it, or perhapsit saysit infinitely, or perhaps we do not understand it, or we understand it and it isas
untranslatableasmusic .. . . From hiscot, Recabarren saw theend. A charge, and the Negro fell back;
helost hisfooting, feinted toward the other's face, and reached out in agreat stab, which penetrated
thestranger's chest. Then therewasanother stab, which the shopowner did not clearly see, and Fierro
did not get up. Immobile, the Negro seemed to watch over his enemy's laboring death agony. He
wiped his bloodstained knife on the turf and walked back toward the knot of houses slowly, without
looking back. His righteous task accomplished, he was nobody. More accurately, he became the
stranger: he had no further mission on earth, but he had killed a man.

END
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