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The origin of this book is the series of lectures that Mario Vargas Llosa delivered, in English, at Syracuse University during his time as the Jeannette K. Watson Distinguished Visiting Professor in the Humanities in March and April 1988.
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Introduction


Myron I. Lichtblau





Mario Vargas Llosa belongs to that select group of highly gifted writers of the so-called boom generation that catapulted Latin American fiction to the forefront of world literature. Along with Jorge Luis Borges, Gabriel García Márquez, and Carlos Fuentes, the Peruvian novelist disengaged fiction writing in Latin America from its regionalism and sociological orientation and made it a vehicle for the expression of more universal, human values within the context of the American experience. Born in 1936, Vargas Llosa has had a remarkable career as journalist, politician, essayist, dramatist, short story writer, and most importantly, as a serious, committed novelist whose works have been enthusiastically acclaimed by both professional critics and the general reading public.


Few writers are as candid about their work as Vargas Llosa; even fewer are as perceptive. His directness and candor concerning those elements of his life that bear significantly on his novels illuminate his literary personality and reveal his abiding concerns about fiction writing in general and his own art in particular. In his writings and public lectures, such as those comprising this volume, Vargas Llosa is not only articulate and insightful about the complicated process of novelistic creation that obtains when he sets out to write a work of fiction but is extremely conscious as well of the genesis of each work, the source of inspiration, and the myriad environmental and psychological forces that play on his mind and emotions as that process is evolving.


The essence of Vargas Llosa’s art is personal experience turned fiction. It is for this reason that he speaks so constantly about people, books, and events in his life, for they form the wellspring of many of his best fictional works. The conversion of what Vargas Llosa calls real reality to a fictional reality is as complete and convincing as the mimetic reproduction of external reality in the hands of more traditional writers of past generations. But it is far more artistic and aesthetically pleasing. Whether in The Time of the Hero, The Green House, or Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter, the transmutation of experiential reality to fiction is accomplished through the novelist’s imaginative manipulation of time sequences, spatial correspondences, narrative structures, and even ontological systems.


It is thus not so much the transformation of reality that the reader senses as the remaking of the order and the position in which common elements of human experience occur and coalesce. The recording of simultaneous but different actions in the same narrative space, the concept of the vasos comunicantes, in which two dialogues spatially and temporally independent are interwoven into one, the running together of thought processes in the form of interior monologues and stream of consciousness, and the fragmenting or refracting of everyday occurrences — these are some of the techniques that change one level of reality into another, that help create one reality out of another, that invent a new reality and invite the reader to be part of it.


Vargas Llosa’s genius showed itself early, in his first novel, published in 1962 when he was twenty-six years old. A seemingly autobiographical work about the novelist’s adolescent years in the Leoncio Prado Military Academy, The Time of the Hero amazed most critics because of its mastery of novelistic technique and its sensitive treatment of difficult thematic material. Essentially  a Bildungsroman, the novel is the cadets’ collective initiation into life, but is at the same time a microcosm of Peruvian society in its variegated and perniciously differentiated strata. The violence, deception, and duplicity that prevail at the academy at all levels within its walls reflect the sham, hypocrisy, and injustices of the outside world and suggest that all attempts to remedy these ills will meet with the fierce resistance of established order and imbedded systems of conduct and control. In their symbolic representation, the actions of the cadets and military officials paint an abject picture of Peruvian life, in which the strict codes of behavior of the various social classes — the military, the bourgeoisie, the middle class — are challenged as being outmoded and incompatible with the needs and aspirations of a changing society.


In The Green House (1966), Vargas Llosa’s second and perhaps most celebrated novel, the two settings of Piura, a coastal, desert city in the extreme north, and Santa María de Nieva, a tiny trading post in the Amazon region, represent the division of Peru into two separate and distinct cultures. Structurally, the novel is Vargas Llosa’s most complex and labyrinthine, as five independent stories are narrated in rotation within each of the four principal sections of the work and the epilogue. The rupture of chronological time, the fragmentation of the thought processes of the characters, and the fortuitous confluence of episodes and lives, all contribute to the kaleidoscopic image of an almost mythical and transcendental reality. With an inordinate control of this vast canvas of narrative material, Vargas Llosa weaves the five stories of frustration and ultimate defeat in environments as inexorable as they are hostile: Fushía, the Japanese-Peruvian truculent smuggler who ends his days in a leper colony; the mysterious Anselmo who builds the first brothel on the outskirts of Piura, seduces the blind and mute Antoñita and forces her to live in the same “green house,” and then works as a musician in the second bordello built on the ashes of the first by his natural daughter Chunga; the mission of the nuns of Santa María de Nieva to “civilize” and educate the Aguaruna Indian girls, among them Bonifacia; Jum, an Aguaruna chief who is horribly tortured because he opposes the exploitation of his people by the avaricious patrones; and finally the “Invincibles,” a rowdy gang of young toughs from the slums of La Mangachería. The “green house” itself touches the lives of several important characters in the novel and for some critics represents a powerful symbol of the Spanish conquest and colonial rule, of the destruction of flourishing Indian civilizations, and the degradation of their inhabitants. In Vargas Llosa’s essay on the early chronicle, the novelist cogently synthesizes the fundamental nature of Peruvian civilization, words which may well apply to one of the basic themes of The Green House: “Two cultures, one Western and modern, the other aboriginal and archaic, badly coexist, separated from each other because of the exploitation and discrimination that the former exercises over the latter.”


In his next novel, Conversation in The Cathedral (1969), Vargas Llosa portrays the social and political atmosphere in Peru during the regime of Manuel Odría, 1948–56, a corrupt dictatorship that the novelist lived through as a university student in Lima. Again, violence, sham, chicanery, and fear are the central motifs in this disturbing novel set principally in Lima but with many episodes situated in other regions of the country, from the coastal sections to the Andes. “The Cathedral” is a cafe and bar in the capital, a popular gathering place to talk, discuss, and recollect. The dialogue between the journalist Santiago Zavala and his father’s ex-chauffeur Ambrosio Pardo is just the frame, or point of reference, for the more important dialogues that form the interpolated portions of the novel. These dialogues are evoked by the reminiscences of the two characters and involve people and events of the reconstructed past during Odría’s term of office. As both men conjure up episodes of fraud and corruption to which their own fathers were witnesses, the sordid picture of Peruvian life is revealed in ironical historical perspective.


Until 1972, when Captain Pantoja and the Special Service was published, humor was noticeably absent in Vargas Llosa’s novels. For a long time he persisted in the belief that humor and fiction were incompatible. He distrusted humor as an instrument for portraying reality and originally set out to write Captain Pantoja and the Special Service in the completely serious vein that had characterized his three previous novels. But Vargas Llosa soon realized not only that the story itself, turning on Captain Pantoja’s overly zealous efforts to organize a service that would supply prostitutes to a military garrison in the Amazon, could be told much more effectively if narrated in a comic way but that humor was absolutely necessary for the work to be convincing. Yet underneath the comedic portrayal of Pantoja’s dedication and in dustry, with military officialdom, useless documentation, and red tape standing in ironic contrast to the nature of the assignment, is the impelling picture of bureaucratic efficiency gone wild, of institutionalized assiduousness that warps the mind and distorts reality, of overspecialization that causes men to sacrifice everything for the accomplishment of their tiny mission.


In Aunt Julia and the Scripwriter (1977), two independent stories are narrated in alternate chapters of the novel. Both stories issue from Vargas Llosa’s life experiences and become fiction not so much because the novelist changed reality but because he superimposed a different reality on the observable reality, envisaged a new reality on the basis of the old. Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter represents Vargas Llosa at his most ingenious and entertaining best. One story relates Varguitas’s courtship and marriage to his Aunt Julia, an aunt by marriage, when he was just eighteen years old and she twelve years older. The other deals with a radio script writer, Pedro Camacho, who writes so many different scripts peopled with so many diverse characters that he has difficulty keeping them all straight and eventually winds up inserting all sorts of inaccuracies and contradictions in the tales to the amazement and annoyance of his radio audience. Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter is a novel about writing, about the act of writing, of writing within writing, as Varguitas is portrayed as a student employed part time at a radio station putting together the news, while his companion at work is Pedro Camacho, who becomes so enmeshed in his own creations that at one point he even dons a disguise for one of his characters. The juxtaposition of these two concurrent narrations — one, the melodramatic soap operas themselves and Camacho’s bizarre personality; the other, the equally melodramatic story of Varguitas’s youthful romance — produces a fascinating contrapuntal narrative design that is as entertaining as it is pregnant with deep psychological import.


Reality transformed into fiction occurs too in The War of the End of the World (1984) and The Real Life of Alejandro Mayta (1986), but it is transformation of a different kind of reality, a historical reality in which Vargas Llosa has participated not directly or experientially, but intellectually and emotionally through the power of his own readings. With the irony of historical retrospect, The War of the End of the World narrates the rebellion of 1896 against the Republic of Brazil, which had won its independence from Portugal just a few years before. The rebellion in the northeast province of Bahia was headed by Antonio Conselheiro and was finally put down after four bloody military expeditions. Just as Vargas Llosa sees Peru divided into two cultures, so too does he perceive this rebellion as a struggle between westernized, “civilized,” Brazil, represented by the military forces and official authorities, and the “primitive” people of the hinterland. What is worse, the only contact between the two cultures is ironically a military encounter.


In The Real Life of Alejandro Mayta, the reader tries to reconstruct the past through participants and witnesses to that past, but what results is a blurred, ambiguous fiction within another fiction that recounts past events in accord with individual perspectives and interests. In this case, reality becomes fiction not only because the novelist fictionalized it but because the acts of remembering are so deformed or willfully mendacious that it is itself a fiction. The novel tries to assemble the fragmented pieces of the story of the unsuccessful rebellion in the Peruvian Andes in 1958, led by the leftist Alejandro Mayta. The nature of Vargas Llosa’s fictional representation of the insurrection is clearly indicated in the Spanish title Historia de Alejandro Mayta because the word historia means both history and story, but the English translation of history fails to suggest the ironical interplay of truth and nontruth so important to the novel’s development.


The versatility of Vargas Llosa’s fiction is matched only by its unpredictability. We never quite know what to expect next from the novelist’s pen, a point reinforced by the newest of his books, In Praise of the Stepmother, billed by his publisher as “an erotic masterpiece,” which will appear in the fall of 1990. The appearance in 1987 of Who Killed Palomino Romero? apparently invited the reader to the detective novel, to popular fiction, to entertaining but inconsequential literary fare. The reader did get a detective novel, indeed Lieutenant Silva and his assistant Lituma are investigating a baffling homicide, the sadistic murder of an air cadet. But it got much more, an intense study of human relationships at the most fundamental level, and more importantly a study of the social class system and its pernicious effects on those human relationships.


The theme of acculturation, which Vargas Llosa treats tangentially in some novels, becomes a central concern in The Storyteller (1988), one of the most problematic of the novelist’s works in its cultural and social implications. The novel is a journey to the past, to the civilization of the Machiguengas deep in the Amazon jungle, where tribal practices and religious rites are as out of step with westernized man as westernized man is ignorant and intolerant of their ancient culture. The question is whether “civilized” man has a moral responsibility to impose his culture and set of values on other less-advanced cultures. In The Storyteller, a Peruvian university student, Jewish on his father’s side, ventures into this unknown world with an almost mystical mission, and not only learns its mores and empathizes with its primitive life-style but totally identifies himself with the natives, who accept him as one of their own and even make him their venerated storyteller.


Vargas Llosas’s fiction, in synthesis, tries to answer the question of what happens when two different and separated worlds are placed in confrontation. For Vargas Llosa, Peru is not a monolithic entity, even within the commonality of national borders, and the clash of opposing civilizations and cultures is as intractable in its realization as it is tragic in its consequences. The novelist’s reordering of the temporal and spatial structures that inform many of his works is rarely a gratuitous incursion into empirical reality but rather a masterful technique used to abet the process of transforming reality into a fictional vision of reality. This transformation is the core of Vargas Llosa’s art and its greatest triumph.






















Chronology















	19361936


	  

	March 28. Born in Arequipa, Peru, of a long-established family. His parents separated shortly after his birth, and he was raised by his maternal grandparents in Cochabamba, Bolivia.






	1941–49

	 

	Receives early schooling in Cochabamba and in Piura, Peru.






	1950

	 

	His parents reunited, he attends the Leoncio Prado Military Academy in Lima.






	1952

	 

	Writes a play, La huida del Inca (The Flight of the Inca), and has it produced.






	1955

	 

	Marries Julia Urquidi, a Bolivian, aunt by marriage.






	1956–58

	 

	Works in Lima in a variety of jobs — in broadcasting, in journalism, in the library of the Club Nacional, at the university as a professor’s assistant.






	1958

	 

	Graduates from the University of San Marcos in Lima with a degree in literature.






	1959

	 

	Publishes his first book, Los jefes (The Leaders), a collection of short stories, for which he wins the Leopoldo Alas Prize.






	1959

	 

	Enrolls as a doctoral student at the University of Madrid.






	1959

	 

	In Paris, works as a translator, interpreter, and broadcaster for Radio-Télévision Française.






	1963

	         

	Publishes his first novel, La ciudad y los perros (The Time of the Hero), a microcosm of Peruvian society based on his adolescent experiences at the Leoncio Prado school.






	1964

	 

	During a short stay in Peru, travels to the jungle that is the setting for The Green House.







	1965

	 

	Goes to Cuba as a judge for literary awards given by the Casa de las Américas and to show his sympathy with the revolution.






	1965

	 

	His first marriage having ended in divorce, he marries Patricia Llosa, his first cousin. They have a daughter and two sons.






	1966

	 

	His second novel, La casa verde (The Green House), appears, and firmly establishes his reputation as one of the leading figures in Hispanic American fiction. The novel wins the prestigious Rómulo Gallegos Prize.






	1969

	 

	Publication of the two-volume novel Conversación en La Catedral (Conversation in The Cathedral).







	1971

	 

	Publishes the first of several works of literary criticism, a revision of his Ph.D. dissertation, García Márquez: Historia de un deicidio (García Márquez: Story of a Deicide).







	1973

	 

	Publishes Pantaleón y las visitadoras (Captain Pantoja and the Special Service), one of the few successful comic novels in Hispanic American fiction.






	1975

	 

	Is appointed the Edward Laroque Tinker Visiting Professor at Columbia University.






	1976

	 

	Named president of PEN International.






	1977

	 

	
La tía Julia y el escribidor (Aunt Julia and the Scriptwriter) is published, a novel based on his courtship of Julia Urquidi and his work as a writer for a radio station in Lima.






	1977–78

	 

	Appointed to the Simon Bolivar chair in Latin American Studies at Cambridge University.






	1981

	 

	Publication of the novel La guerra del fin del mundo (The War of the End of the World).







	1981

	 

	Publishes his first play, La señorita de Tacna (The Spinster from Tacna).







	1984

	 

	Publication of the novel Historia de Mayta (The Real Life of Alejandro Mayta).







	1986

	 

	Publishes Quién mató a Palomino Molero? (Who Killed Palomino Molero?), a successful attempt at serious detective or suspense fiction.






	1988

	 

	Publication of the novel El hablador (The Storyteller).







	1988

	 

	Is appointed the Jeannette K. Watson Distinguished Visiting Professor in the Humanities at Syracuse University.






	1990

	 

	In a runoff presidential election in June, loses to Alberto Fujimori.
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1


An Invitation to Borges’s Fiction





As a student I had a passion for Jean Paul Sartre and I firmly believed in his thesis that the writer’s commitment was to his own times and to the society in which he lived, that words were actions, and that through writing a man might influence history. Today such ideas seem naïve and may even invite a yawn. We live in an age of smug skepticism about the power of literature as well as about history. But in the 1950s the notion that the world could be changed for the better and that literature should contribute to this effort struck many of us as both persuasive and exciting. By then Borges’s1 influence was beginning to be felt beyond the small circle of the magazine Sur2 and his Argentine admirers. In a number of Latin American cities, among the literary set, ardent followers fought over the scarcer editions of his books as if they were treasures and learned by heart those visionary random lists or catalogs that dot Borges’s pages, the particularly beautiful one from “El Aleph,”3 for instance, and helped themselves not only to his labyrinths, tigers, mirrors, masks, and knives but also to his strikingly original use of adjectives and adverbs. In Lima, the first of these Borges enthusiasts I came across was a friend and contemporary of mine with whom I shared my books and my literary dreams. Borges was always an inexhaustible topic of discussion. In a clinically pure way he stood for everything Sartre had taught me to hate — the artist shrinking from the world around him to take refuge in a world of the intellect, erudition, and fantasy; the writer looking down on politics, history, and even reality and shamelessly displaying his skepticism and his wry disdain for whatever did not stem from books; the intellectual who not only allowed himself to treat ironically the dogmas and idealism of the Left but who took his own iconoclasm to the extreme of joining the conservative party and haughtily justifying this decision by claiming that gentlemen prefer lost causes.


In our discussions I tried to show with all the Sartrean malice I could command that an intellectual who wrote, spoke, and behaved the way Borges did, somehow shared responsibility for all the world’s social ills, that his stories and poems were little more than bibelot d’inanité sonore (mere trinkets of high-sounding emptiness), and that history, with its terrible sense of justice, which progressives wield as it suits them, like the executioner’s ax or the sharper’s marked card or the conjurer’s sleight of hand, would one day build him his just desserts. But once the arguments were over, in the discrete solitude of my room or the library, like the fanatical Puritan of Somerset Maugham’s Rain who gives in to the temptation of the flesh he renounces, I found Borges’s spell irresistible. And I would read his stories, poems, and essays in utter amazement. Moreover, the adulterous feeling I had that I was betraying my mentor, Sartre, only increased my perverse pleasure.


I had been somewhat fickle in the literary passions of my adolescence. Nowadays, when I reread many of the writers who were once my models, I find they no longer hold me, Sartre included. But the secret, sinful passion I harbored for Borges’s work has never faded; and rereading him, which I have done from time to time like someone performing a ritual, has always been a happy experience. Only recently, in the preparation of this essay, I read all his books again one after another and once more marveled exactly as I had done the first time at the elegance and straightforwardness of his prose, the refinement of his stories, and the perfection of his craftsmanship. I am quite aware of how ephemeral literary assessments may prove, but in Borges’s case I do not consider it rash to acclaim him as the most important thing to happen to imaginative writing in the Spanish language in modern times and as one of the most memorable artists of our age. I also believe that the debt we who write in Spanish owe to Borges is enormous. That includes even those of us, like myself, who have never written a story of pure fantasy or ever felt any particular affinity for ghosts or doppelgängers, the infinite, or the metaphysics of Schopenhauer.


A writer is not always conscious of the influences he has received. Because I write realistic novels and short stories, my work differs greatly from Borges’s. But, again, I have been reading Borges ever since I discovered him and always with great admiration. This attention has left some kind of mark on what I have written, although I cannot say in what specific areas it is present. Many writers in Latin America have been greatly influenced by Borges. His influence on the prose of García Márquez4 is well assimilated. In Julio Cortázar5 the Borges influence is even greater because Borges’s presence is obvious not only in the style but also in the system of transformation of daily reality into pure fantasy. This mechanism of transformation of real reality into imaginary reality is Borgesian. Borges also greatly influenced the Mexican Juan José Arreola,6 a very good fantasy writer.


For the Latin American writer, Borges heralded the end of a kind of inferiority complex that inhibited us all unwittingly from broaching certain subjects and that kept us imprisoned in a provincial outlook. Before Borges it seemed a piece of fool-hardiness or self-delusion for one of us to pursue universal culture as a European or a North American might. A handful of Latin American modernist poets had previously done so, of course, but their attempts, even in the case of the most famous among them, Rubén Darío,7 smacked of parody, or whimsicality, something akin to a superficial, slightly frivolous journey through a foreign land. Actually, the Latin American writer had forgotten what our classical writers, like the Inca Garcilaso8 or Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz,9 never held in doubt, the fact that by right of language and history he was part and parcel of Western culture, not a mere epigone or a colonial, but a legitimate part of that tradition ever since Spaniard and Portuguese, four and a half centuries earlier, had extended the frontiers of Western culture to the Southern Hemisphere.


With Borges this became true once more. At the same time it was proved that to participate in this culture took nothing away from the Latin American writer’s sovereignty or his originality. Few European writers have assimilated the legacy of the West as completely and as thoroughly as did this Argentine poet and storyteller from the periphery. Who among Borges’s contemporaries handled with equal ease Scandinavian myths, Anglo-Saxon poetry, German philosophy, Spain’s Golden Age literature, the English poets, Dante, Homer, and the myths and legends of the Far and Middle East that Europe translated and gave to the world? But this did not make a European of Borges. I remember the surprise of my students at Queen Mary College in the University of London during the 1960s. We were reading Ficciones and “El Aleph” when I told them there were Latin Americans who accused Borges of being Europeanized, of being little more than an English writer. They could not see why. To them, this writer in whose stories so many different countries, ages, themes, and cultural references are intertwined, seemed as exotic as the cha-cha-cha, which was all the rage at that time. They were not wrong. Borges was not a writer in prison behind the heavy bars of national tradition, as European writers often are. And this freedom facilitated his journeys through cultural space, in which, thanks to the many languages he knew, he moved with consummate ease. This cosmopolitanism, this eagerness to be a master of so far-ranging a cultural sphere, this construction of a past upon a foundation both national and foreign was a way of being profoundly Argentine, which is to say Latin American.


But in Borges’s case, his intense involvement with European literature was also a way of shaping his own personal geography, a way of being Borges. Through his broad interests and his private demons, he was weaving a fabric of great originality made up of strange combinations in which the prose of Stevenson and the Arabian Nights translated by Englishmen and Frenchmen rubbed shoulders with gauchos out of Martín Fierro10 and characters from Islandic sagas, and in which two old-time hoodlums from a Buenos Aires more imagined than remembered fight with knives in a quarrel that seems the extension of a medieval dispute that results in a death by fire of two Christian theologians. Against the unique Borgesian backdrop, the most heterogeneous creatures and events parade, just as they do in the “Aleph,” in Carlos Argentino Daneri’s cellar. But in contrast with what takes place in that tiny pacific screen that can reveal the elements of the universe only at random, in Borges’s work every element and every being is brought together, filtered through a single point of view, and given the verbal expression that lends it individual character.


Here is another area in which the Latin American writer owes much to the example of Borges. Not only did he prove to us that an Argentine could speak with authority on Shakespeare and create convincing stories with characters who came from Aberdeen but he also revolutionized the tradition of his literary language. Note that I said example and not influence. Borges’s prose, because of his quiet originality, has wreaked havoc among countless admirers, in whose work the use of certain images or verbs or adjectives established by him turns into mere parody. This is the most readily detectable influence, for Borges was one of the writers who managed completely to put his own personal stamp on the Spanish language.


Word music was his favorite, and it is as distinctive in him as it is in the most illustrious of our classics, namely Quevedo,11  whom Borges admired, and Góngora,12 whom he did not. Borges’s prose is so recognizable to the ear that often in someone else’s work a single sentence, or even a simple verb, conjeturar (to conjecture), for example, or fatigar (to exhaust; to vex), used transitively, becomes a dead giveaway of Borges’s influence. Borges made a profound impression on Spanish literary prose as before him Rubén Darío had on poetry. The difference between them is that Darío imported and introduced from France a number of mannerisms and themes that he adapted to his own work and to his own idiosyncratic style. In some way all this expressed the feelings and at times the snobbery of a whole period and a certain social milieu, which is why his devices could be used by so many without his followers losing their individual voices.


The Borges revolution was personal. It represented him alone and only in a vague, roundabout way was it connected to the setting in which he was formed and which in turn he helped crucially to form — that of the magazine Sur, which is why in anyone else’s hands Borges’s style comes across as a caricature. But this clearly does not diminish his importance or lessen in the slightest the enormous pleasure his prose gives. It can be savored word by word like a delicacy. The revolutionary thing about Borges’s prose is that it contains almost as many ideas as words, for his precision and concision are absolutes. While this skill is not uncommon in English or French literature, in Hispanic literature it has few precedents. Marta Pizarro, a character in Borges’s story “The Duel,” reads Lugones13 and Ortega y Gasset14  and this confirms her suspicion that the language to which she had been born was less fit for expressing the mind or the passions than for verbal showing off. Joking aside, if we omit what she says about the passions, there is some truth to her remark.


Like Italian or Portuguese or Catalan, Spanish is a wordy language, bountiful and flamboyant, with a formidable emotional range. But for these same reasons, it is conceptually inexact. The work of our greatest prose writers, beginning with Cervantes, is like a splendid display of fireworks in which every idea marches past, preceded and surrounded by a sumptuous court of servants, suitors, and pages, whose function is purely decorative. In our prose, color, temperature, and music are as important as ideas and, in some cases — Lezama Lima15 or Valle Inclán,16 for example — more so. There is nothing objectionable about these typically Spanish rhetorical excesses. They express the profound nature of a people, a way of being in which the emotional and the concrete prevail over the intellectual and the abstract. This is why Valle Inclán, Alfonso Reyes,17 Alejo Carpentier,18 and Camilo José Cela,19 to cite four magnificent prose writers, are so verbose in their writing. This does not make their prose either less skillful or more superficial than that of Valéry or T. S. Eliot. They are simply quite different, just as Latin Americans are different from the English and the French. To us, ideas are formulated and captured more effectively when fleshed out with emotion and sensation or in some way incorporated into concrete reality, into life — far more than they are in logical discourse. That perhaps is why we have such a rich literature and such a dearth of philosophers.


When Latin American thinkers set out to write philosophy, they usually write literature. This is true of the most illustrious thinker in the Spanish language in modern times, Ortega y Gasset, who is, above all, a literary figure. Philosophy comes to us through literature because it is difficult for a person of our culture to separate ideas from all the rest — flesh, color, sensation. Borges was a rare exception in considering ideas so important that all the rest was eliminated, relegated to a second level. The genius of the Spanish writer has always flourished through excessive rhetoric, which expresses a fundamental element in our nature and in our culture. If you think of our great writers, all of them are great rhetoricians. Think of Pablo Neruda, for instance, a great poet. It is the exuberance, the excess. Creation is something that appears like a natural phenomenon, a kind of transpiration of nature more than an intellectual exercise.


Again, within this tradition, Borges’s prose is an anomaly, for in opting for the strictest frugality he deeply disobeys the Spanish language’s natural tendency toward excess. To say that with Borges, Spanish became intelligent may appear offensive to other writers of the language, but it is not. What I am trying to say in the wordiness I have just described is that in Borges there is always a logical, conceptual level to which all else is subservient. His is a world of clear, pure, and at the same time unusual ideas that, while never relegated to a lower plane, are expressed in words of great directness and restraint. “There is no more elaborate pleasure than that of thought and we surrendered ourselves to it,” says the narrator of “The Immortal,” in words that give us a perfect picture of Borges. This story is an allegory of his fictitious world; in it the intellectual always devours and destroys the mere physical. In forging a style of this kind, which so genuinely reflected his tastes and background, Borges made a radical innovation in the stylistic tradition of Spanish. By purifying it, by intellectualizing and coloring it in such a personal way, he showed that the language, about which, like his character Marta Pizarro, he was often so severe, was potentially much richer and more flexible than tradition seemed to indicate. Provided that a writer of Borges’s caliber attempted it, Spanish was capable of becoming as lucid and logical as French and as straightforward and full of nuances as English. There is no other work in our language like Borges’s to teach us that with regard to literary Spanish there is always more to be done and that nothing is final and permanent.


The most intellectual and abstract of our writers was at the same time a superb storyteller. One reads most of Borges’s tales with hypnotic interest usually reserved for reading detective fiction, a genre he was to cultivate while injecting it with metaphysics. But his attitude toward the novel was one of scorn. Predictably, its realistic tendencies troubled him because, with the exception of Henry James and a few other illustrious practitioners, the novel is a genre that resists being bound to what is purely speculative and artistic and so is condemned to melt into the sum total of human experience, ideas and instincts, the individual and society, reality and fantasy. The novel’s congenital imperfection and dependence on human clay Borges found intolerable. This is why in 1941 he wrote in the foreword to The Garden of Forking Paths that “The habit of writing long books, of extending to five hundred pages an idea that can be perfectly stated in a few months’ time, is a laborious and exhausting extravagance.” The remark takes for granted that every book is an intellectual discourse, the expounding of a thesis. If that were true, the details of any work of fiction would be little more than superfluous garments on a handful of concepts, which could be isolated and instructed like the pearl that nests in the shell. Can Don Quixote, Moby Dick, the Charter House of Parma, The Devils, be reduced to one or two ideas? Borges’s statement is not useful as a definition of the novel, but it does reveal to us eloquently that the central concern of his fiction is conjecture, speculation, theory.


There is also an intellectual distance about reality in Cervantes that is very Borgesian. But in Cervantes, along with ideas there is always flesh, living experience reproduced, reinvented. Not in Borges. The literary world of Borges is much more abstract and intellectual than in Cervantes. That is why Borges despised the novel as a genre; because it is impossible to dissociate the novel from living experience, by which I mean human imperfection. In a novel you cannot be only perfect; you must also be imperfect. The imperfection that is essential in a novel was for Borges inartistic and, therefore, unacceptable. That is why he so often wrote against the novel and always depicted it as a minor literary genre.


Owing to its brevity and compression, the short story was the genre most suited to those subjects that prompted Borges to write. Thanks to his mastery of the craft, time, identity, dreams, games, the nature of reality, the double, and eternity — all lost their vagueness and obstruction and took on charm and drama. These preoccupations appear ready-made as stories, usually starting cleverly with quite realistic, precise details and footnotes, often concerned with local color so that at some point imperceptibly or even brusquely he can steer them toward the fantastic or make them vanish in philosophical or theological speculation. Never important or thoroughly original in these tales are the facts, but the theories that explain them and the interpretations that they give rise to always are. For Borges, as for his ghostly character in “Utopia of a Tired Man,” facts are mere points of departure for invention and reasoning. Reality and fantasy are fused through the style and through the ease with which the narrator moves from one to the other, more often than not displaying devastatingly sardonic erudition and an underlying skepticism that keeps in check any undue indulgence.


I saw Borges very few times. The first time was in Paris, when I was a journalist. I went to interview him and was so impressed I could not speak. I remember one of the questions I asked him was “What do you think of politics?” He gave me an answer I have always remembered. He told me it was una de las formas del tedio (one of the forms of tedium). Initially, he was a very courteous, very shy man; but his personality changed when he became a celebrity. He adopted a public personality, very different from what he was before. He always repeated the same jokes. He made provocative remarks to épater le bourgeois (to shock the old fogeys).20 But in spite of his remarks that sometimes seemed arrogant, he was one of the really modest writers I have met — modest about his achievements as a writer and about his genius. He did not believe that he was a genius. Until his fifties, he was an unknown man in his country. It was only when France and the rest of the world discovered him that he became a celebrity in Argentina and the rest of Latin America and that his life changed completely.


In a writer as sensitive as Borges, and in a man as courteous and frail as he was, especially because his growing blindness made him little more than an invalid, the amount of blood and violence to be found in his stories is astonishing. But it should not be. Writing is a compensatory activity, and literature abounds in cases like his. Borges’s pages teem with knives, crimes, and scenes of torture, but the cruelty is kept at a distance by his fine sense of irony and by the cool rationalism of his prose, which never falls into sensationalism or the purely emotional. This lends a statuesque quality to the physical horror, giving it the nature of a work of art set in an unreal world.


Borges was always fascinated by the mythology and the stereotype of the hoodlum of the outer slums of Buenos Aires and the knife fighter of rural Argentina. These hard-bitten men, with their sheer physicality, animal innocence, and unbridled instincts, were his exact opposites. Yet, he peopled a number of his stories with them, bestowing on them a certain Borgesian dignity, that is to say an aesthetic and intellectual quality. It is obvious that these thugs, knife fighters, and cruel murderers of his invention are as literary and real as his characters of pure fantasy. The former may wear ponchos or speak in a way that apes the language of old-time hoodlums or gauchos from the interior. But none of this makes them any more realistic than the heresiarchs, magicians, immortals, and scholars who inhabit his stories, either today or in the remote past from every corner of the globe. All had their origins, not in life, but in literature. All are first and foremost ideas magically made flesh thanks to the expert spinning of words by a great literary conjurer.


Each one of Borges’s stories is an artistic jewel; and some, like “Tlon, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” “The Circular Ruins,” “The Theologians,” and “El Aleph,” are masterpieces of the genre. The unexpectedness and subtlety of his themes are matched by an unerring sense of structure. Obsessively economical, Borges never admits a word or scrap of information that is superfluous, although to tax the reader’s ingenuity, details are sometimes left out. This economy of words might remind some of Hemingway, who was a sober writer, an austere writer. But the differences between him and Borges are enormous. Hemingway was not an intellectual. He seemed to despise intellectuals. His world is a world of facts, actions, living beings, things that are much more important than ideas. He was a realistic writer, something that Borges was not. The symbol of a setting for a Hemingway story is a boxing ring; for Borges, a library. On the other hand I think Nabokov was a writer quite close to Borges. He had the same rich literary culture, moved with great ease in different languages and traditions, and had a playful approach to literature — literature as an intellectual game, through which, of course, the real truths could appear. But apparently the game was for Nabokov just an exercise devoid of moral substance.
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