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The heart feels that space has three dimensions and that numbers are 
infinite …

— Blaise Pascal



Introduction

Space is for us an existential and cultural dominant, a thematized and 
foregrounded feature or structural principle.

— Fredric Jameson1

Space is all around us, and even within us; we take it for granted. Yet, the 
statement quoted above from Fredric Jameson points to the key importance 
that the idea of space holds for those of us who live in the contemporary 
world, and the crucial role that it plays in terms of articulating an under-
standing of what it now means to be human. In the current era, it suggests, 
we are more spatially aware than heretofore; we explain our existence in 
spatial terms more than we used to, and, while remaining aware that we 
are temporally-bound beings, we have a new and stronger appreciation of  
the values and meanings associated with locations, places and the general 
concept of  human spatiality.

The fact is that our identity, our sense of self, our links with other 
people, our ambitions, all the ways in which we relate to the world, are inti-
mately connected to our ability to understand, manipulate and talk about 
spatiality. From identifying our origins when we meet someone new, to 
explaining our behaviour to friends or strangers, to knowing where ‘home’ is, 
to changing the way we live and the people we interact with, not to mention 
ref lecting on our life’s trajectory and our place in the universe, all of  these 
very human activities and processes entail a relationship with space and a 
sophisticated understanding of its meanings. As Henri Lefebvre (1991: 59) 
put it: ‘Change life! Change Society! These precepts mean nothing with-
out the production of an appropriate space’. This is how fundamental the 
phenomenon of space is to our lives, as basic a part of us and our existence 
as time, even if  the latter is more readily accepted as a topic of discussion, 
both in everyday life and in the realm of  literature. In relation to the topic 
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discussed in this book, as we shall see in due course, the ‘spatial turn’ taken 
by the study of culture has meant that spatiality is increasingly seen as an 
area worthy of ref lection and discussion in the context of  literary studies. 
And in the particular case of  Jorge Luis Borges, spatiality takes on a pro-
found importance, relating, as it does, to issues of identity, of metaphysical 
speculation about the place of  human beings in the universe, of power and 
powerlessness, and to a wide range of other important human questions.

This book explores the relevance of space and place to the writings 
of  Borges, showing how spatial concepts are crucial to many of  his most 
important works. It demonstrates some of  the ways in which Borges capi-
talises on the special facility which we as human beings have for conceptu-
alising spatial knowledge and for giving expression to that knowledge, and 
concludes that Borges exploits this basic human ability to conceptualise 
and articulate spatial knowledge in order to address fundamental questions 
about what it means to be human. The theme is pervasive in his work, and 
could be addressed through the study of any one of numerous essays, sto-
ries and poems. The main focus here is on a number of  the key stories in 
the two core anthologies, Ficciones, first published in 1944, and El Aleph, 
the first edition of which appeared in 1949. Other material is examined 
also, including some of  Borges’s poetry (especially that from the 1920s), 
and one of  the stories from the collection Historia universal de la infamia 
(1935). The Epilogue makes reference to additional stories not analysed in 
depth in the core chapters, as well as reprising some of  the arguments set 
out in those chapters.

Although there is a vast bibliography on Borges, discussions of space 
and place in his work are far less numerous than examinations of  the theme 
of  time. This tendency to concentrate on time is at least partly due to the 
fact that the study of  literature in general has been dominated by the tem-
poral dimension. Discussion of  literature has often become discussion of  
literary history, and, despite the increased emphasis on spatial themes in 
discussions of culture, it is still the case that historical and biographical 
concerns loom large in literary criticism.

It is also true, however, that other concerns have entered the literary 
arena, and a myriad of diverse theoretical approaches compete with each 
other to achieve fresh insights into the work of major canonical writers such 
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as Borges, as well as of fering new takes on cultural production generally, 
whether that be classical writing or the many manifestations of popular 
culture that are grist to the mill of academic critics. At times, commenta-
tors have shown some impatience with authors such as Borges in particular, 
either because his work may appear to lack an appreciation of  the signifi-
cance of various forms and contexts of cultural production – there is no 
discussion of soap operas in Borges, and scant acknowledgement of  the 
significance of subaltern culture – or because certain of  his pronouncements 
on the political situation in his country at specific points in the course of  
the twentieth century, especially in the 1970s and 1980s, had a reactionary, 
undemocratic f lavour that alienated him from progressive thinking at the 
time. Those who have read accounts of  Borges’s life such as the biography 
by Edwin Williamson (2004) are inclined to see such distasteful political 
statements in context, however, and to appreciate, on the one hand, how 
apolitical Borges was generally, and, on the other, how anarchic and anti-
establishment many of  his ideas actually were.

The aim here is not to enter a defence of  Borges in relation to such 
issues. Rather, it is to show that, however obliquely, and at times only 
implicitly, his stories demonstrate an awareness of  the importance of  human 
spatiality and the realities associated with it. This manifests itself in the 
many ways in which space and spatial concepts function in our lives, from 
the dichotomy between the lived experience of space and human conceptu-
alisations of space, on the one hand, to the intersection between spatiality 
and issues of power, and even politics, on the other.

Thus, Borges’s various approaches to space and place, and the hints 
that he of fers in his work about the ways in which human beings experi-
ence spaces and places, are a central concern of  this book. The most fun-
damental notion about space that is of relevance here is the fact that, along 
with time, it can be taken as forming the ‘stuf f ’ of  the universe; it is what 
Doreen Massey (1992: 67) calls a ‘dimension’, that is, ‘one of  the axes along 
which we experience and conceptualize the world’. Curiously, however, it 
is dif ficult to treat the two concepts of  time and space in an equivalent 
manner, since the term ‘space’ itself seems always to require clarification. 
Hence, of fering definitions of  time can appear superf luous when discuss-
ing temporal concepts in an author’s work, while any discussion of space 
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seems to require us to make some attempt at defining what we mean by 
the concept before we can begin that discussion.

The two notions – time and space – are inseparable, of course, a fact 
that Borges himself drew attention to in his discussion of  these concepts 
in his 1928 essay ‘La penúltima versión de la realidad’: ‘Creo delusoria la 
oposición entre los dos conceptos incontrastables de espacio y de tiempo … 
El espacio es un incidente en el tiempo y no una forma universal de intuición’ 
(OC1: 200) [I think the supposed opposition between the two uncontrastable 
concepts of space and time is a delusion … Space is an incident in time and not 
a universal form of intuition].2 It is not possible, then, to conceive of one of  
these dimensions as existing without the other. As Massey (1992: 80) puts 
it, ‘Space is not static, nor time spaceless’, since, although they are dif ferent 
from each other, neither spatiality nor temporality can be conceptualised as 
the absence of  the other. Rather, we need to think of  the two dimensions 
as functioning always together, so that any discussion of  the one will take 
account of  the other. This can be a real challenge, since it is relatively easy 
to take account of  time in our discussions of spatial realities – from the 
histories of places to historicist or biographical commentaries on literary 
works – but it is easy to overlook the importance of  the spatial when giving 
an historical or chronological account of matters.

Thus, well-wrought discussions of  Borges’s stories, such as Williamson’s 
study of  ‘El fin’ [‘The End’] (Williamson 2007), Fiddian’s work on ‘Tema 
del traidor y del héroe’ [‘The Theme of  the Traitor and the Hero’] (2010) 
or Balderston’s classic account of  the contextual features of  those and other 
stories (Balderston 1993) of fer invaluable insights into the meanings of  the 
works discussed, and elucidate relevant historical and biographical detail 
that helps us to interpret the work. Furthermore, explicit discussions of  the 
theme of  time such as Earle (2003), Johnson (2009) and Colás (2009) have 
also helped to show how important this topic in particular is to Borges’s 
work. Indeed, the author’s own pronouncements have seemed to support 
the view that time is a central concern of  his writings, and have tended to 
ensure that the issue of  temporality is kept to the forefront in analyses of  
them. For instance, towards the end of  his 1947 essay ‘Nueva refutación 
del tiempo’ [‘A new refutation of  time’], Borges asserted unequivocally 
that ‘[e]l tiempo es la sustancia de que estoy hecho’ (OC2: 148) [Time is the 
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substance of which I am made]. And the following is the account he gives of  
the terror that the idea of  time induced in him throughout his life:

[H]ay algo que siempre me interesó y aún me aterró desde que yo era niño. Ese algo es, 
como ya lo sabe quien haya hojeado mis libros, el problema del tiempo, la perplejidad 
del tiempo, el infinito remolino del tiempo. (quoted in Ferrer 1971: 39)

[There is one thing that has always interested me and has even terrified me since my 
childhood. That one thing, as those who have leafed through my books will have gathered, 
is the problem of  time, the perplexity of  time, the infinite whirlpool that is time.]

That statement is reinforced by similar ones made at other times, including 
Borges’s bald assertion, in an interview with Norman Thomas di Giovanni, 
to the ef fect that ‘… I have always been obsessed by time’ (Borges 1974: 
57). Meanwhile, in his 1936 essay ‘Historia de la eternidad’ [‘A History of  
Eternity’], he had asserted that:

El tiempo es un problema para nosotros, un tembloroso y exigente problema, acaso 
el más vital de la metafísica; la eternidad, un juego o una fatigada esperanza. (OC1: 
353)

[Time is a problem for us, a tremulous, insistent problem, and perhaps the most impor-
tant of all metaphysical issues; eternity is a game, a worn-out hope.]

Hence, Juan Nuño (1986: 60), in his discussion of philosophical themes in 
Borges, can declare that ‘siempre en Borges el gran tema, escondido o mani-
fiesto, es el tiempo …’ [In Borges, the great theme, either hidden or explicit, is 
always time]. In a smilar vein, but perhaps closer to the mark, Jean Franco 
(1981: 64) makes the claim that Borges ‘… is … obsessed by eternity’.

In fact, Borges’s apparent obsession with time and eternity turns out to 
be as much about spatiality as it is about temporality. For a start, as Sieber 
(2004: 202) has suggested, Borges rejects the idea of space as being merely ‘a 
kind of dramatic scenery or backdrop for the star attraction, the unfolding 
of  time’. She goes so far as to assert that Borges ‘privileges space’ and sug-
gests that ‘time is subservient to space in Borges’ work’, to the extent that 
‘existence could be defined by the quality of  taking up space as opposed 
to an unfolding of events in time’. While it is dif ficult to state with any 
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confidence that Borges privileged either time or space, there is certainly 
scope for further discussion of  the spatial dimension of  his work. Hence, the 
aim of  this book is to elucidate some of  the ways in which Borges’s stories 
and poems give expression to the human experience of spatiality.

Space, Place, Borges

We are interested in the many references – whether implicit or explicit 
– within Borges’s work to a variety of  facets of  the human experience of 
space and place. We shall see that, in our era, the emphasis has been on this 
experience as a social phenomenon, and will consider some of  the many 
important ramifications associated with that; nonetheless, the more abstract 
notion of space, associated, down through the ages, with the thinking of 
philosophers, mathematicians and physical scientists, is also of relevance in 
the case of  Borges, since he himself was familiar with, and was inf luenced 
by, that work. In other words, scientific investigation of  the issue of space, 
from ancient times to the contemporary era, is very relevant to any discus-
sion of space in Borges, and, in later chapters, our examination of individual 
poems and stories will ref lect this.

For the moment, we might simply signal that the tradition in ques-
tion posits the existence of space as a fundamental dimension or axis, along 
with time, of  the universe in which we live. It is fundamental in the sense 
that it is possible to conceive of space as being ‘prior’ to everything in the 
universe (even, possibly, time3). Speculation about the nature of space goes 
back to at least the time of  the ancient Greeks, so that statements such as 
the following, from the pre-Socratic philosopher, Archytas, convey this 
basic understanding of  the concept of space, here referred to as ‘place’:

Since what is moved is moved into a certain place and doing and suf fering are motions, 
it is plain that place, in which what is done and suf fered exists, is the first of  things. 
Since everything which is moved is moved into a certain place, it is plain that the 
place where the thing moving or being moved shall be, must exist first … (quoted 
in Jammer 1993: 10)
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The ‘classic’ scientific account of space was that given by Isaac Newton in 
the seventeenth century. Newton argued for the idea of  ‘absolute space’, in 
other words, the ‘container’ view of space as that within which everything 
existed, an element or dimension that was uniform and homogeneous 
throughout the universe. This view of space as a fundamental dimension 
of  the universe comes across in the various properties that Newton listed 
for space, such as those he included in the following account:

Space extends infinitely in all directions. For we cannot imagine any limit anywhere 
without at the same time imagining that there is space beyond it … Space is a dispo-
sition of  being qua being. No being exists or can exist which is not related to space 
in some way. God is everywhere, created minds are somewhere, and body is in the 
space that it occupies; and whatever is neither everywhere nor anywhere does not 
exist. And hence it follows that space is an ef fect arising from the first existence of  
being, because when any being is postulated, space is postulated. (quoted in Huggett 
1999: 112)

The ‘first existence of  being’ gives rise to space, so it is primary and, like 
God, it is everywhere. Newton related space to God in this way, and was 
inf luenced towards a profoundly absolute view of space by his faith, believ-
ing that the idea of  God’s existence depended at least in part on the notion of  
the absolute nature of space. Thus, while we may perceive bodies or objects 
shifting position with respect to each other, it is assumed that, undergird-
ing such motion, there is an absolute frame of reference:

Absolute space, in its own nature, without regard to anything external, remains always 
similar and immovable. (quoted in Huggett 1999: 99)

This view was contested in Newton’s day, and later, by philosophers such 
as Leibniz, Descartes and Berkeley, who argued that a more correct view 
of space would be to see it as being about the relations that hold between 
objects, i.e., as ‘relational’. They rejected Newton’s theory of absolute space 
mainly on the grounds that it seemed to imply that there was a background 
‘something’ other than those objects and bodies which themselves make 
up the physical world. Gottfried Leibniz, for instance, believed that ‘the 
relation of situation is a wholly suf ficient condition for the idea of space. 
No absolute reality need be involved’; in his view, ‘space is nothing but 
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a system of relations, devoid of metaphysical or ontological existence’ 
( Jammer 1993: 117). In a similar vein, René Descartes claimed that ‘space 
just is matter, not a separate entity containing matter’ (Huggett 1999: 100). 
The relational view, then, is that ‘collectively one has a collection of objects 
at various relative distances from one another’ (160), and is opposed to 
the notion that there is any separate, absolute frame or container within 
which objects are located. We shall see in Chapter 2 that this distinction 
between absolute and relational concepts of space is relevant to some of  
Borges’s stories. It is also worth noting that one of  the critics of  the idea of 
absolute space mentioned above, George Berkeley, along with David Hume, 
exercised a strong inf luence on Borges’s thinking, precisely in relation to 
the notion of  the experience of spatial entities. Taking an ‘idealist’ stance 
on physicial realities, they posited the notion that, since our knowledge of  
the outside world is fundamentally dependent on our sense perceptions, it 
is possible that there is nothing ‘real’ other than our perceptions. Borges 
famously made this idea the basis of  the story ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’, 
discussed in Chapter 6.

In recent decades, the notions of space and place, and issues relating 
to the general concept of spatiality have become more prominent in the 
social sciences and humanities. This trend is associated with the emergence 
of an increased interest in and appreciation of  the role of  the discipline of 
geography, and particularly human geography, and a sense that it has the 
potential to enhance our understanding of other areas of inquiry, includ-
ing cultural studies in general and literature in particular. The tendency 
to valorise spatiality is not by any means focused exclusively on geography 
itself, however, and a wide range of aspects of  the human experience of 
space and place have been the object of ref lection of philosophers, critical 
theorists, social scientists and those working in a variety of other fields, 
from linguistics and psychology to cultural studies and even history.

This concern with space and place ref lects a relatively recent but wide-
spread appreciation of  the role played by issues of perspective and point-
of-view in all interpretations of  human phenomena. Cosgrove (1999: 7) 
suggests that the spatial turn across arts and sciences ‘corresponds to post-
structuralist agnosticism about both naturalistic and universal explana-
tions and about single-voiced historical narratives, and to the concomitant 
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recognition that position and context are centrally and inescapably impli-
cated in all constructions of  knowledge’.

Whether we think of  knowledge as empirically-based scientific expla-
nation of physical and biological phenomena, or as philosophical and socio-
logical ref lection on human af fairs, or whether we see it as constituting the 
kind of insight into human behaviour that is articulated in various modes 
of artistic expression, our ability to grasp such ‘knowledge’, i.e., to under-
stand whatever material we are engaging with, is crucially dependent upon 
spatial concepts. The relativist position underpinning Cosgrove’s statement 
interestingly ref lects the way Borges’s work relates to many crucial aspects 
of modern thinking. This is borne out by the numerous contemporary 
philosophers and commentators who have referenced his work as a way of 
articulating their sense of  the fragmentation and scepticism that characterise 
our era. Agnosticism, scepticism and shifting interpretations of  the world 
that vary with changes in perspective on it are key features in Borges, as 
they are in the work of many, especially postmodern and poststructuralist, 
thinkers. In the case of  Borges, as in the case of many such thinkers, spatial 
concepts often prove fruitful and surprisingly plentiful.

One key element in the development of  the spatial turn in the humani-
ties and a basic building-block of modern thinking on spatiality is the work 
of  the philosopher, Martin Heidegger. Instead of seeing human beings as 
‘separated of f ’ from the world around them, as many Western philosophers 
(including, most notably, Descartes) had done before him, Heidegger 
propounded the view that we are, first and foremost, located in the world. 
Especially in Heidegger’s early writings, then, spatial realities are not to be 
viewed as being of secondary importance to us, but as fundamental to our 
existence. Summarising the German thinker’s view of  human spatiality, 
Schatzki (2007: 16) explains that Heidegger recognised the fact that we 
are not ‘encapsulated in an inner sphere standing over against the world’, 
as the Cartesian view of  human existence had seemed to suggest, but are 
human by dint of  being ‘in the world’:

[T]he entity that each of us is is, essentially, in-the-world. The central constitutive 
feature of  human existence, of  the being of  the entity whose self-understanding is 
worked out by living, is being-in-the-world.
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This insight of  Heidegger’s is encapsulated in the term he used for his 
notion of  human existence, ‘Dasein’. A literal translation of  this from the 
German would be ‘there-being’ (though it is often rendered as ‘being there’, 
or ‘dwelling’, or, more simply, ‘existence’), or, to paraphrase, ‘the way humans 
exist in the world’ (Cresswell 2004: 21). Thus, ‘Dasein’ means for Heidegger 
a way of  ‘being-in-the-world’, that is a kind of  being that relates to the 
world as a meaningful totality and for which the fact of  being itself is an 
issue, as it is for humans.4 Together with the writings of  Edmund Husserl, 
Heidegger’s work was one of  the corner-stones of phenomenology, a strand 
of philosophical investigation that seeks to achieve ‘a rigorous description 
of  human life as it is lived and ref lected upon in all of its first-person con-
creteness, urgency, and ambiguity’ (Pollio et al. 1997: 5). This ‘first-person 
concreteness’ is at the core of  the ref lections of one of  the chief exponents 
of phenomenology, the French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty, whose 
book, Phenomenology of  Perception (2002; originally published in 1945 as 
Phénoménologie de la perception), is one of  the corner-stones of phenom-
enology. Considerations of space occupy a central position in this highly 
inf luential philosopher’s work, and we can gain some idea of just how 
important spatiality is to his way of seeing the world and how fundamental 
he deems it to be from the following statement:

Space and perception generally represent, at the core of  the subject, the fact of  his 
birth, the perpetual contribution of  his bodily being, a communication with the 
world more ancient than thought. That is why they saturate consciousness and are 
impenetrable to ref lection. (Merleau-Ponty 2002: 296)

Another French philosopher, Michel Foucault, is also a seminal figure in the 
rise of  the theme of spatiality in all kinds of  humanities research, although 
his work is most central to the development of geography and the social 
sciences. Proclaiming that ‘the present epoch will perhaps be above all the 
epoch of space’ (1986: 22), and that there was a need to write a whole his-
tory of spaces and of  the development of space through the ages, Foucault 
is particularly concerned to examine the relationship between power and 
space. He emphasises how we live within a set of relationships that are 
spatially configured and that are linked to issues of power and control, 
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and argues that spatiality for humans cannot be a question of mere physi-
cal juxtaposition of entities or establishing a set of coordinates in order to 
identify locations. Rather, human beings live within a network of relations 
that carry meanings linked to the social structures of power:

[W]e do not live in a kind of void, inside of which we could place individuals and 
things. We do not live inside a void that could be colored by diverse shades of  light, we 
live inside a set of relations that delineates sites which are irreducible to one another 
and absolutely not superimposable on one another. (Foucault 1986: 23)

Foucault’s concern with the social dimension of space and with the spatial 
dimension of power in society led him to explore the many ways in which 
social space has been controlled at dif ferent times in history. He also dis-
cusses how space has been historically divided into real space, utopias and 
what he called ‘heterotopias’. By the latter he means places beyond the realm 
of everyday locations but that are places opened out to other places, and 
that allow communication between dif ferent spaces, by which he means:

real places – places that do exist and that are formed in the very founding of soci-
ety – which are something like counter-sites, a kind of ef fectively enacted utopia in 
which the real sites, all the other real sites that can be found within the culture, are 
simultaneously represented, contested, and inverted. Places of  this kind are outside 
of all places, even though it may be possible to indicate their location in reality. 
(1986: 24)

Examples of  heterotopias in modern times are nursing homes, psychiatric 
hospitals or prisons, locations that exist within our society and yet function 
as places of  ‘otherness’ and that are associated with the notion of deviation 
from the social norm, in the sense that the individuals who inhabit those 
places are people whose behaviour tends to dif fer from the usual. The notion 
of  the ‘other’ is at the heart of  this, and this notion underpins the sugges-
tion that even such an everyday household object as a mirror functions 
as a link between the idea of  ‘utopia’ and that of  ‘heterotopia’. Foucault’s 
explanation of  this is of interest, since it conveys something of  the uncanny 
sense in which a mirror can appear to be at once of  the world and outside 
it, a notion that resonates with Borges’s own interest in mirrors, and that 
we can detect in many of  the references to mirrors in his stories:
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The mirror is, after all, a utopia, since it is a placeless place. In the mirror, I see myself  
there where I am not, in an unreal, virtual space that opens up behind the surface; 
I am over there, there where I am not, a sort of shadow that gives my own visibility 
to myself, that enables me to see myself  there where I am absent: such is the utopia 
of  the mirror. But it is also a heterotopia in so far as the mirror does exist in real-
ity, where it exerts a sort of counteraction on the position that I occupy. From the 
standpoint of  the mirror I discover my absence from the place where I am since I 
see myself over there. Starting from this gaze that is, as it were, directed toward me, 
from the ground of  this virtual space that is on the other side of  the glass, I come 
back toward myself; I begin again to direct my eyes toward myself and to reconsti-
tute myself  there where I am. The mirror functions as a heterotopia in this respect: 
it makes this place that I occupy at the moment when I look at myself in the glass at 
once absolutely real, connected with all the space that surrounds it, and absolutely 
unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass through this virtual point which 
is over there. (Foucault 1986: 24)

This text also exemplifies an important point about spatial realities, which 
is the need to refer to both ‘space’ and ‘place’ in any discussion of  them. 
It is dif ficult to formulate a straightforward distinction between the two 
terms, although a ‘common-sense’ view that sees the former as an abstrac-
tion and the latter as concrete location concurs, in a general way, with the 
distinction of fered by one of  the pioneers of  human geography, Yi Fu Tuan. 
In the context of a discussion of  the specifically American experience of 
space, ‘when the frontiers were open and resources appeared limitless’, Tuan 
explains the dif ference between the two as follows:

Space is abstract. It lacks content; it is broad, open, and empty, inviting the imagi-
nation to fill it with substance and illusion; it is possibility and beckoning future. 
Place, by contrast, is the past and the present, stability and achievement. (Tuan 
1975: 164–5)

Contrasting with the openness and abstraction of  the general idea of space, 
then, is the notion of places as concrete locations, or concrete entities in 
particular locations, sites that of fer the possibility of a set of associations, 
of meanings that connect the human being to a region of space. Place, in 
other words, is ‘a center of meaning constructed by experience’; thus, to 
know a place fully means ‘both to understand it in an abstract way and to 
know it as one person knows another’ (Tuan 1975: 152). Note that place, 
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notwithstanding the fact of its concrete location, has an abstract dimension, 
since it is located in space, or indeed, is a location in space: ‘At a high theo-
retical level, places are points in a spatial system. At the opposite extreme, 
they are strong visceral feelings.’ For most people in the modern world, 
according to Tuan, place is experienced at an intermediate level between 
these two extremes, and there, he suggests:

[P]laces are constructed out of such elements as distinctive odors, textural and visual 
qualities in the environment, seasonal changes of  temperature and color, how they 
look as they are approached from the highway, their location in the school atlas or 
road map, and additional bits of indirect knowledge like population or number and 
kinds of industries. Within the middle range places are thus known both directly 
through the senses and indirectly through the mind. (Tuan 1975: 152–3)

In a similar vein, another geographer, Edward Relph, explains the connec-
tion between space and place in the following terms:

Space is amorphous and intangible and not an entity that can be directly described. 
Yet, however we feel or explain space, there is nearly always some associated sense or 
concept of place. In general it seems that space provides the context for places but 
derives its meaning from particular places. (Relph 1976: 8)

Relph, like Tuan, stresses the role played by human experience in the notion 
of  ‘place’, claiming that ‘[p]laces in existential space can … be understood 
as centres of meaning, or focuses of intention and purpose’ (Relph 1976: 
22). He subscribes to a Heideggerian vision of  the relationship between 
self and place:

To be human is to live in a world that is filled with significant places: to be human 
is to have and to know your place. The philosopher Martin Heidegger … declared 
that ‘place’ places man in such a way that it reveals the external bounds of  his exist-
ence and at the same time the depths of  his freedom and reality. It is a profound and 
complex aspect of man’s experience of  the world. (Relph 1976: 1)

Summarising Relph’s argument in the context of  the inf luence of phe-
nomenology on his thinking, Cresswell (2004: 23) says that ‘[t]he only 
way humans can be humans is to be “in place”. Place determines our expe-
rience.’ He quotes Relph:
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The basic meaning of place, its essence, does not therefore come from locations, nor 
from the trivial functions that places serve, nor from the community that occupies 
it, nor from superficial or mundane experiences … The essence of place lies in the 
largely unselfconscious intentionality that defines places as profound centers of  
human existence. (quoted in Cresswell 2004: 23)

Cresswell goes on to emphasise this idea of place as human experience 
rather than as a geometrical abstraction, stating that ‘ontological priority’ 
is thus given to ‘the human immersion in place rather than the abstractions 
of geometric space.’ He quotes Edward Casey, who makes similar claims 
for the fundamental importance of  the experience of place: ‘To live is to 
live locally, and know is first of all to know the place one is in’ (quoted in 
Cresswell 2004: 23).

This emphasis on the human experience of space as place, along with 
the Foucauldian concern with the intersection of space and power, emerges 
strongly in the work of a range of geographers and cultural critics who 
have tended to shun the notion of space as an abstraction or as amenable 
to mathematical analysis. Cresswell’s own work includes a book (Cresswell 
1996) whose purpose was ‘to show how place does not have meanings that 
are natural and obvious but ones that are created by some people with more 
power than others to define what is and is not appropriate’ (Cresswell 2004: 
27). This – broadly Marxian, and postcolonialist – line is similar to that 
taken by a major figure such as David Harvey, who expresses disdain for 
those who fail to recognise the crucial element of such ‘social construction’ 
involved in place or space, concluding categorically: ‘Place, in whatever 
guise, is like space and time, a social construct’ (quoted in Cresswell 2004: 
29). Cresswell clarifies that:

To say a place is socially constructed is to say that it is not natural and given that 
human forces made a place then human forces can equally importantly undo it. 
(Cresswell 2004: 30)

He quotes the philosopher J.E. Malpas: ‘the social does not exist prior 
to place nor is it given expression except in and through place – and 
through spatialised, temporalised ordering’ (in Cresswell 2004: 31). This 
Heideggerian view of  the centrality of  ‘being in the world’ is reinforced 
by Malpas:
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Place is … that within and with respect to which subjectivity is itself established 
– place is not founded on subjectivity, but is rather that on which subjectivity is 
founded. Thus one does not first have a subject that apprehends certain features of  
the world in terms of  the idea of place; instead, the structure of subjectivity is given 
in and through the structure of place. (quoted in Cresswell 2004: 32)

Also broadly ‘humanist’ in orientation is the work of  the critical theorist 
Anthony Giddens, who is concerned to trace the ways in which notions 
about space and place have changed in contemporary society. The modern 
era, he suggests, is characterised by the development of a separation between 
space and place, in turn brought about by the ‘emptying’ of space. This 
emptying is a consequence of  the development of  ‘uniform time’ – the 
now universally-accepted uniform social organisation of  time using clocks, 
calendars, etc. – which enables space to be controlled across time. While, 
in earlier periods, space and place coincided, now there is a rift between 
the two:

The advent of modernity increasingly tears space away from place by fostering rela-
tions between ‘absent’ others, locationally distant from any given situation of  face-
to-face interaction. (Giddens 1990: 18)

He advocates the view that place should be seen as ‘locale’, again prioritis-
ing the crucial role played by the idea of social interaction:

‘Place’ is best conceptualised by means of  the idea of  locale, which refers to the 
physical settings of social activity as situated geographically. In pre-modern societies, 
space and place largely coincide, since the spatial dimensions of social life are, for 
most of  the population, and in most respects, dominated by ‘presence’ – by localised 
activities. (Giddens 1990: 18)

In the modern era, Giddens suggests, one consequence of  the separation 
of place from space is the way in which we may link with places beyond 
our immediate locale, so that we are inserted into globalised cultural and 
informational settings, which means that ‘familiarity and place are much 
less consistently connected than hitherto’ (1990: 141). Hence, our links 
with the world beyond the home and the local neighbourhood are not as 
impersonal as they might seem:
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[T]he world ‘out there’ – the world that shades of f into indefinite time-space from 
the familiarity of  the home and the local neighbourhood – is not at all a purely 
impersonal one. (Giddens 1990: 143)

Meanwhile, the approach to spatiality taken by the French sociologist Henri 
Lefebvre was always avowedly political. His classic book The Production 
of  Space (1991; originally La production de l’espace, 1974) was in ef fect a 
Marxist critique of capitalist society, written out of  his belief  that Marx had 
underplayed the importance of spatiality, particularly in terms of  the ways 
space is used in capitalism and how society’s spatial practices are controlled 
by powerful interests. For Lefebvre, changing the world means changing 
space, so that any attempt at social transformation must necessarily focus 
on spatial issues. Lefebvre went beyond the abstract-concrete dichotomy 
in his discussion of spatiality, positing a three-part analysis of space that 
contrasted spatial practice – the ways in which people function spatially 
in their everyday lives – with representations of space (maps, urban plans, 
etc.), and both of  these with ‘spaces of representation’. Broadly speaking, 
this last term refers to the ways in which power is enacted, often in places 
of special significance, and frequently associated with the ritual use of 
symbols or with role-playing, in places such as churches, courts or the 
parliament. These three categories are not neatly divided from each other, 
however, and each may be of relevance to a particular place at a particular 
time, and may be applicable in any number of circumstances. Lefebvre spoke 
of spatial practice as ‘perceived space’ (espace perçu), often overlooked by 
those who engage in planning activities, including architects and cartogra-
phers, whose focus is space in terms of its being represented in maps, etc., 
i.e., as ‘conceived space’ (espace conçu). Transcending these two areas and 
refiguring the balance between them means, as Shields (2004: 210) puts 
it, that a person ‘is fully human [and] dwells in a “lived space” (le vécu) of  
the imagination which has been kept alive and accessible by the arts and 
literature’. Lefebvre’s ideas will be elucidated further in Chapter 5.

The everyday experience of  lived space underpins Michel de Certeau’s 
work The Practice of  Everyday Life (1984). De Certeau reverses the way in 
which the terms ‘place’ (lieu) and ‘space’ (espace) are usually used, reserving 
‘place’ for the more abstract and general notion, and talking about space as 
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a ‘practiced place’ (117). A major interest for De Certeau is narrative, and 
he talks about ‘spatial stories’, linking narrative to movement and spatial 
practice. In his summary of  the work of  De Certeau and similar commenta-
tors, Cresswell suggests that they manage to ‘show us how place is consti-
tuted through reiterative social practice – place is made and remade on a 
daily basis’ (Cresswell 2004: 39). The advantage of  this kind of  thinking is 
that it reminds us how place is something that is performed and practiced, 
which ‘can help us think of place in radically open and non-essentialized 
ways where place is constantly struggled over and reimagined in practical 
ways.’ This connects to issues of identity and allows for the f luidity and 
mutability of identity associated with exile, migration and displacement, 
so that ‘[p]lace is the raw material for the creative production of identity 
rather than an a priori label of identity’.

The process of  ‘imagining’ place and places is related to the idea of  the 
‘imagined community’ as envisaged by Benedict Anderson (1991), since 
this points to the ways in which people enter into meaningful relations 
with places on a whole range of dif ferent scales. Just as the spatial practices 
associated with small-scale use of space within the home or in one’s neigh-
bourhood carry meanings to do with possession, territory, situatedness 
and the centring of  the self, so larger territories such as nation-states can, 
as Anderson suggests, function as places which the imagination makes a 
link with, and within which people make imaginative connections with 
each other.

Thus, people form bonds and express their identity in relation to such 
places; hence, we have the sense that not only are we in places – such as a 
region or a country – but that, somehow, those places are in us, are us:

[W]e are still … in the places to which we are subject because (and to the exact extent 
that) they are in us. They are in us – indeed, are us – thanks to their in-corporation 
into us by a process of somatic localization whose logic is yet to be discerned. They 
constitute us as subjects. (Casey 2001: 415)

Relating our subjectivity to place has been an issue for discussion not only 
among human geographers and critical theorists, but also among psycholo-
gists and students of  history, sociology and anthropology. One interesting 
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line of research is what is called ‘Place Identity Theory’, which looks at the 
various ways in which place relates to our sense of identity, and vice versa, 
so that people’s identities are seen as being shaped, at least in part, by the 
environment in which they are situated, and, in turn, people’s identities help 
shape environments. Hauge (2007: 44) states the idea in these terms:

People may refer to themselves by describing what country they live in, what city 
or town they come from, or if  they are a ‘country’ or a ‘city person’. These are more 
than social references; they refer to physical places where people live. The places in 
which people have lived also inf luence their environmental preferences and af fect 
the kind of environment they may seek out or prefer. However, the converse is also 
true: places are also inf luenced by people’s identities.

This chimes well with the way in which spatiality is defined by the ‘post-
modernist’ geographer Edward Soja (1999: 148) as ‘a multi-layered system 
of socially created nodal regions, a configuration of dif ferentiated and 
hierarchically organized locales’. He continues:

The specific forms and functions of  this existential spatial structure vary … but once 
being is situated in-the-world the world it is in becomes social within a spatial matrix 
of nested locales.

Thus, we can link Heidegger’s existential and phenomenological take on 
‘being in the world’ to the most immediate and most local social space that 
an individual can experience, but also to the much wider spatial matrix that 
is the region, the country or the nation, as well as linking it to an even wider 
spatial reality – the widest possible – that of  the planet and the universe in 
which we live. In the chapters that follow we shall see that Borges’s work 
makes these links.

One important commentator on the experience of intimate, personal 
space is Gaston Bachelard, whose book, The Poetics of  Space (1994; originally 
published in 1958 as La poétique de l’espace), was an attempt to articulate 
the af fective and imaginative relationship that human beings have with a 
variety of spaces. Bachelard eschewed strictly architectural approaches – or, 
at least, technical approaches – to the description of spaces and places, in 
favour of an engagement with how we live in and interact with architectural 
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and spatial entities such as houses, roads, paths, rooms, etc. He coined the 
term ‘topoanalysis’ for the activity of studying this relationship, which he 
defined as ‘the systematic psychological study of  the sites of our intimate 
lives’ (Bachelard 1994: 8). An important insight he of fers us is how crucial 
these spatial entities are – compared with chronological realities – in terms 
of contributing to the creation of memories and a sense of our own identi-
ties, so that he can claim that ‘[f ]or a knowledge of intimacy, localization 
in the spaces of our intimacy is more urgent than determination of dates’ 
(Bachelard 1994: 9). Bachelard emphasises the role of  the imagination, of 
dreaming, and of poetry in our relationship to place. In his chapter on the 
house, for instance, he sets out an agenda that explicitly links that spatial 
entity with the activity of daydreaming:

[I]f  I were asked to name the chief  benefit of  the house, I should say: the house shel-
ters daydreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows one to dream in 
peace. Thought and experience are not the only things that sanction human values … 
Therefore, the places in which we have experienced daydreaming reconstitute them-
selves in a new daydream, and it is because our memories of  former dwelling-places 
are relived as daydreams that these dwelling-places of  the past remain in us for all 
time. (Bachelard 1994: 6)

Bachelard concludes that the house is one of  the greatest powers of inte-
gration for the thoughts, memories and dreams of mankind. His emphasis 
on the poetics of spatial entities can seem romantic and even sentimental, 
although it serves to remind us of  the myriad ways in which the intangible, 
but very real, associations and experiences that we have impinge on how 
we understand place. He is also sensitive to the role played by language, 
discussing how we speak about place and places.

The conjunction, in Bachelard, of  the physical and the symbolic, the 
concrete aspects of place and the role of memory, language and the imagi-
nation has its counterpart in many of  the discussions of place to be found 
in disciplines such as psychology and psycholinguistics. These aspects 
of  human cognition are frequently associated with the division of  the 
human brain into left and right hemispheres. Thus, the right hemisphere 
regulates our perception of  the concrete aspects of space (and time), while 
the left hemisphere regulates abstract cognition of  the two dimensions. 
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Akhundov points to the unique ability that human beings have to tran-
scend the concrete reality of space and time, an ability that is linked to 
our use of  language:

[T]here is … another, uniquely human kind of cognition that consists in the abil-
ity of  humans to exist in real space and time and yet liberate themselves from their 
confining limits. This is achieved through abstract cognition, which operates only 
with symbols – words, speech, signs, and the like – of real objects and phenomena. 
(Akhundov 1986: 28)

This kind of apprehension of  the parameters of space and time, and its rela-
tion to the way we use language, mirrors some of  the discussions that have 
taken place among linguists of  the concept of deixis. Deictic phenomena are 
taken to be those aspects of  language that anchor it in terms of  time, space 
and identity. Examples of primary deictic features of  language are adverbials 
such as ‘now’ or ‘then’ that function as temporal markers, demonstratives 
such as ‘this’ or ‘that’ signalling spatial parameters (in phrases such as ‘this 
book’ or ‘that house’), and a word such as the first person pronoun ‘I’ that 
marks identity. These elements of  language are dependent on context in a 
special way not typical of other, ‘content-based’ words, since the referents 
of  the former will not normally be known to us unless we know some-
thing about the contexts in which they are used. Hence, in a conversation 
between two people, each interlocutor’s use of  the word ‘I’ will refer to a 
dif ferent person. Spatial deixis is associated not just with demonstratives, 
but also with locatives (‘here’, ‘there’) and with certain verbs such as ‘come’, 
‘go’, ‘bring’ and ‘take’. As well as deictic phenomena such as these, associ-
ated with concrete situations, the German linguist, Karl Bühler (1990) 
described what he called ‘deixis am phantasma’, which refers to the ways in 
which deixis can be used for imaginary situations, such as those conjured 
up in literary texts. In literary narrative, the ‘origo’, or starting point, can be 
associated with the place where the author is, the place where the narrator 
is, or those places where individual characters are located. Writers of narra-
tive, then, famously including Borges, often use these various perspectives 
to explore a range of issues relating to the reliability and unreliability of 
utterances and to examine the nature of meaning and knowledge. We shall 
look at this in more detail in Chapter 3.
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In the literary context, one of  the key exponents of  the importance of 
space was Mikhail Bakhtin. Bakhtin was concerned to capture the way a 
literary text sets up a network of spatial settings and temporal sequences, 
and how these are crucial to the development of plot and the exploration 
of  themes. His work emphasised the importance of  both space and time, 
and he invented the term ‘chronotope’ to capture the essential nature of  
the link between the two. Inspired by scientific advances such as the work 
of  Albert Einstein, whose theory of relativity was itself a way of expressing 
the link between space and time, Bakhtin saw the chronotope as the means 
through which abstract elements of  the work of art are made concrete. In 
his discussions, he focused on the novel:

The chronotope is where the knots of narrative are tied and untied … Time becomes, 
in ef fect, palpable and visible; the chronotope makes narrative events concrete, makes 
them take on f lesh, causes blood to f low in their veins … Thus the chronotope, func-
tioning as the primary means for materializing time in space, emerges as a center for 
concretizing representation, as a force giving body to the entire novel. All the novel’s 
abstract elements – philosophical and social generalizations, ideas, analyses of cause 
and ef fect – gravitate toward the chronotope and through it take on f lesh and blood, 
permitting the imaging power of art to do its work. Such is the representational 
significance of  the chronotope. (Bakhtin, 1983: 250)

Bakhtin saw the chronotope, on one level, as the various images and motifs 
that serve to allow the literary work of art to proceed, so that he talks of  
the chronotopic motifs of  the road or the threshold. But, at a more general 
level, he examined how dif ferent forms of  literary expression through the 
ages, i.e., dif ferent genres, dealt with, or operated on the basis of, dif ferent 
chronotopes. Thus, he discusses, inter alia, the adventure novels of ancient 
Greece associated with the chronotope of  the road, or nineteenth-century 
French novels such as those of  Balzac and Stendhal set in fashionable 
salons. Ultimately, though, for Bakhtin, ‘every literary image is chronoto-
pic’, while language itself, as a ‘treasure-house of images’, is fundamentally 
chronotopic (251).

Bakhtin also placed a strong emphasis on the need to distinguish 
between the real world and the ‘represented’ world of  the work of art, 
seeing a sharp and categorical boundary line between the two, even though 
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they both interact with each other, since the ‘represented world’ within 
the work of art is an enrichment of  the ‘real’ world:

The work and the world represented in it enter the real world and enrich it, and 
the real world enters the work and its world as part of  the process of its creation, as 
well as part of its subsequent life, in a continual renewing of  the work through the 
creative perception of  listeners and readers. Of course this process of exchange is 
itself chronotopic: it occurs first and foremost in the historically developing social 
world, but without ever losing contact with changing historical space. (Bakhtin 
1983: 254)

We can hear echoes in this of  Borges’s contention that the work of art is 
‘una cosa más agregada al mundo’ (OCII: 173) [one more thing added to the 
universe], and indeed of  the many instances when Borges explored the links 
between reality and fiction, and between the concrete reality in which we 
live and the ef forts we make to express that reality in language. Not least, 
we might recall his view on metaphysical writing, where he pushes these 
ideas to an extreme:

Es aventurado pensar que una coordinación de palabras (otra cosa no son las filoso-
fías) pueda parecerse mucho al universo. (OC1: 258)

[It’s expecting too much to imagine that a simple string of words (which is all any phi-
losophy is) could resemble the universe very much.]

In recent times, one line of  literary criticism that has focused specifically on 
space is what has come to be called ‘geocriticism’, defined by Tally (2008: 4) 
as ‘a critical framework that focuses on the spatial representations within 
the texts, specifically looking at the overlapping territories of actual, physi-
cal geography and an author’s or character’s mental mapping in the literary 
text’. Researchers in this area have examined a variety of ways in which spa-
tial considerations impinge on literary texts, paying particular attention, 
in many instances, to the notion of  ‘transgression’, the idea that characters 
enter spaces that are dangerous or where they are ‘out of place’. Interesting 
studies of  this issue have been carried out, including those gathered in the 
collection edited by Jola Škulj and Darja Pavlič (2004), which often reveal 
the inf luence of  Bakhtin, and of  the geographical dimension of comparative 
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studies, such as those of  Moretti (1996; 1999; 2000). Meanwhile, Keunen 
(2004) sheds light on the role played by urban settings in crime novels in 
particular, and how such novels interrogate issues of modernity and ‘loss 
of values’.

Spatial considerations have been examined in a wide range of  literary 
contexts and from dif ferent perspectives, however. These include general 
semiotic approaches such as those proposed by Lotman (1977) or Zoran 
(1984), aesthetic considerations (Koelb 2006), the role of  the city (Fisher 
2006; Holmes 2007, etc.) and the motif of  the road (Gumbrecht 2006), as 
well as the geographical dimension in the literatures of individual writers, 
nations or regions, including British fiction ( James 2008), Spanish fiction 
(Matzat 2007) and Latin American fiction (Navascués 2008). There is also 
a burgeoning literature on the literary aspects of colonialism and postco-
lonialism, including Orientalism (e.g., Said 1979; Ferrier 1990; Moraña, 
Dussel and Jáuregui 2008), with the result that the spatial dimension of  
human experience and its implications for literature have been fruitfully 
explored, and have even come to gain a certain prominence. This has been 
the case, not least, of  the many works on the postmodern dimension of  the 
contemporary world, an emphasis ref lected in, for example, the discussion 
on postmodernism and space that constitutes a chapter in The Cambridge 
Companion to Postmodernism (Murphet 2004), as well as in the title of  
the key postmodernist text A Thousand Plateaus (Deleuze and Guattari 
1987; originally Mille Plateaux, 1980). The latter introduced the notion of  
the ‘rhizome’, a term originally used in biology to denote the structure of 
certain plant-roots, but now applied metaphorically in a wide range of con-
texts in reference to a pervasive, non-hierarchical network of connections, 
examples of which include the internet and aspects of  the narratological 
framework of some of  Borges’s stories, including, for example, ‘El jardín 
de senderos que se bifurcan’ [‘The Garden of  Forking Paths’], discussed in 
Chapter 3. The work of  Susan Friedman (1993; 2008), meanwhile, brings 
together acute analysis of specific examples of  literary texts with insights 
into the role of space in narrative, building as it does on the pioneering 
work of  Julia Kristeva (1980) in this field. While such research has often 
located spatiality at the heart of  the craft of story-telling, there is a diversity 
of meanings related to the notion of space in the resulting work, ranging 
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from the spatial characteristics of  the world imagined within the narra-
tive to the textual features of  the literary creation itself (see Zoran 1984: 
315–22; see also Ryan, n.d.). A similar multiplicity of meanings relating to 
the notion of  literary spatiality pervades the inf luential writings of  Maurice 
Blanchot, especially his classic work on this topic entitled The Space of  
Literature (1982; originally L’espace littéraire, 1955).

In the case of  Borges, the extensive bibliography on the author’s works 
includes discussions of many of  the individual aspects of space and spatiality 
that have been referred to above. Commentators have often focused on the 
theme of  the labyrinth and its symbolic meanings, and the following works, 
among others, examine this topic: Murillo (1959), Barrenechea (1967), 
Wheelock (1969), Kapschutschenko (1981: 19–55), Romero (1995), and 
Butler (2009: 16–37); Garza Saldívar (2009) takes this motif as its general 
theme, as does another book by Barrenechea (Borges the Labyrinth Maker, 
1965). The latter also of fers valuable comments on other spatial aspects of  
Borges’s work, while the main argument in the book centres on the sup-
posed ‘unreality’ of  the universe depicted in the stories, as does that of, for 
instance, Ferrer (1971). Balderston’s work (e.g., 1993; 2000), on the other 
hand, counters these arguments with an approach that convincingly eluci-
dates many of  the ways in which Borges’s stories are linked to the context of  
the ‘real’ world in which they are set, or to the life experiences of  the author 
himself, including the geographical dimension of  those experiences.

Scientific concepts in the work of  Borges, including concepts of space 
and time, are discussed in, for example, Mosher (1994), Slapak (1999), Di 
Marco Rodríguez (2006) and, more extensively, Merrell (1991), a work that 
explores the ways ideas in Borges’s stories overlap with and seem to echo 
some of  the more striking developments in our modern scientific under-
standing of space, including theories of relativity and quantum physics. The 
scientific theme is also strong in Hayles (1984; 1990), while the relevance 
of  the Big Bang to Borges’s work is alluded to in Álvarez (1998).

Numerous other scholars have commented on Borges’s stories from the 
perspective of other disciplines that have direct relevance to spatial themes, 
including geography (Soja 1996: 53–60; Capel Sáez 2001) and architec-
ture (Grau 1989). Taking a mathematical perspective, Bloch (2008) has 
discussed the universe that is represented by the library of  Babel, focusing 
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especially on the numerical limits of  that library, while Guillermo Martínez 
(2007) has used the work of  Borges in order to explain mathematical 
concepts. The philosopher and evolutionary biologist, Daniel Dennett 
(1996: 107–13), has used Borges’s invented library as a means of exploring 
the distinction between possible and actual universes. Other works that 
address the philosophical underpinnings of  the spatial theme in the stories 
include Martín (1998), Bossart (2003), Kazmierczak (2005), Gutiérrez 
(2009) and Mateos (1998). The latter of fers an examination of  Borges’s 
indebtedness to Berkeley, downplaying to some extent the infamous idealist 
content while emphasising nominalism and the importance of  the latter’s 
empiricism. There is a richness of detail in the account of  the philosophical 
dimension of  the stories of fered by Juan Nuño, this time with an emphasis 
on Platonism (Nuño 1986), even if we might take issue with some of  the 
conclusions drawn (see Chapter 6).

The links between place and identity have been explored in works 
relating to the theme of  the pampas and the South in Borges. These include 
Franco (1981), Kefala (2007) and, most notably, Sarlo (2006). The latter 
discusses, inter alia, the tension between the local (Argentine) dimension 
and the ‘universalist’ aspects of  Borges, which is also an important theme 
in, for instance, Olea Franco (1993). There are numerous discussions of  the 
links between Borges’s work and Buenos Aires, including Albert Robatto 
(1972), Holloway (1988), Golobof f (1989), Foster (1998: 70–82), Zito 
(1998), Bell-Villada (1999: 3–13) and Wilson (2003), and as well as in biog-
raphies such as Rodríguez Monegal (1987), Salas (1994), Woodall (1996), 
Williamson (2004) and Wilson (2006).

Others have explored the connections between the idea of  the rhizome, 
the phenomena of  hypertext and intertextuality, and spatial concepts in the 
work of  Borges, including, for example, Toro (2007) and Sassón-Henry 
(2007), emphasising the notion of multiple connections between dif ferent 
entities and texts. Studies such as these of fer useful ways of  linking the 
work of  Borges with developments in information technology and virtual 
reality, and demonstrate some of  the surprising ways in which Borges’s 
fictions, especially stories such as ‘El jardín de senderos que se bifurcan’ 
or ‘La biblioteca de Babel’, seem to anticipate virtuality. With consider-
able justification, Borges is often seen as a precursor of postmodernism, 
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especially in relation to the critiquing of metanarratives (see, for example, 
Piña 2008). There are, however, countless speculative essays and internet 
contributions, not referenced here, that purport to elucidate this dimen-
sion of  Borges’s writings but of fer little in the way of valuable comment on 
his work. These often show scant awareness of  the dynamics of  the texts 
themselves, or use a Borges story simply as a springboard for a series of  
fanciful comments on real or putative developments in information tech-
nology or cosmology. This trend is in line with a more general tendency to 
use, or misuse, scientific concepts in literary and critical theory, which has 
been an unfortunate feature of some postmodernist and poststructuralist 
writing (see Sokal 2000).

A small number of works take the more general notions of space and 
place and examine them in the context of  Borges’s work, while demonstrat-
ing an awareness of  key theoretical developments in the field. Among this 
number is Tcherepashenets (2008), while the only book-length study to 
date of  the specific issue of space in Borges is Medina (2006), a subtle and 
imaginative dissertation on this theme, in the form of a doctoral thesis. The 
broad conceptualisation of space that underpins these works is operational 
also in the chapters that follow.

The aim here, then, is to scrutinise the functions of space and place in 
some of  Borges’s major work. Beyond that agenda, there is no attempt to 
downplay, for instance, the importance of  the temporal theme in the work, 
or to minimise the importance of  historicist or biographical studies of it. 
The approach adopted is deliberately eclectic in terms of  literary theory, 
although there is a strong emphasis on ‘the text itself ’; similarly, Borges’s 
own background is not discussed in much detail, although a knowledge of  
his life-story underpins the chapters that follow. As we proceed through a 
discussion of many of  the key stories and poems, we shall see how crucial 
a role space and place play in them, and, just as it is enlightening to ref lect 
on those themes in order to better understand the work, that work itself 
is seen to be capable of of fering us fresh insights into the nature of  human 
spatiality.



Chapter 1

Aleph

The map … enjoys a paradigmatic relationship with exoticism. It func-
tions both as model and as unreachable entry point. It invites us to see 
but does not allow us to seize.

— Francis Af fergan1

As is implied by Af fergan’s statement, the function carried out by a map 
– of encapsulating and summarising the territory – is unsettling because 
it appears to of fer us something tangible while in reality af fording us only 
a glimpse into what is represented therein. In the story ‘El Aleph’ [‘The 
Aleph’], when the character called ‘Borges’ goes down some steps into 
the basement of a house in Garay Street in Buenos Aires, he sees a tiny 
orb – the Aleph – that contains the whole universe. This event occurs in 
the latter half of  the story, by which time the ground has been laid for this 
notion of encapsulating and summarising the universe in an entity that 
both contains it and allows people to view or experience it. The way in 
which that ground has been laid is by reference to a literary creation, a long 
poem being composed by the character called Carlos Argentino Daneri, 
in whose house the Aleph is located.

The narrator (who is also ‘Borges’) informs us that Daneri’s poem 
constitutes the latter’s attempt to describe the whole world in verse – to 
‘versificar toda la redondez del planeta’ (OC1: 620) [versify every last bit of  
the planet] – and, furthermore, he tells us that Daneri is keen to share his 
creation with the narrator. When Daneri recites extracts from the poem, 
called ‘La Tierra’ [‘The Earth’], we are able to appreciate its dismal qual-
ity, and the narrator himself is happy to emphasise just how poor a poem 
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it is. The following are some of  the excruciating verses that are the fruit of  
the poet’s labour:

He visto, como el griego, las urbes de los hombres,
Los trabajos, los días de varia luz, el hambre;
No corrijo los hechos, no falseo los nombres,
Pero el voyage que narro, es … autour de ma chambre.

(OC1: 619)

[I have seen, like the Greek, the cities of men,
Their works, the days of varied light, and the hunger so sombre;
I won’t correct the facts, or falsify the names,
But the voyage I tell of is … autour de ma chambre.]

These rather ludicrous lines and others recited by Daneri are tolerated 
politely by our protagonist, who is, after all, a guest in Daneri’s house at 
the time. The critique he of fers us of  the work is limited to a few laconic 
comments on the venture, however, which he refers to as ‘tedioso’ [tedi-
ous], while his host, the poet himself, on the other hand, is very enthusi-
astic about his own work, and comments favourably on what he sees as its 
many good qualities.

The poem Daneri is writing has a spatial theme, since it is a descrip-
tion of  the entire planet. It arises from his professed belief  that, in modern 
times, the relationship between people and the world has been transformed 
through technology. No longer, it is argued, do we have to go out into the 
world and explore it in order to experience it; rather, given the existence 
of  the telephone and telegraph and other modern inventions, the world 
can be experienced simply by staying at home and letting it come to us. 
Daneri’s view, as the narrator informs us, is that the twentieth century had 
transformed the fable of  Mahommed and the mountain: ‘las montañas, 
ahora, convergían sobre el moderno Mahoma’ (OC1: 618) [nowadays, the 
mountains did come to the modern Mahommed].

There is an implicit allusion at this point in the story to the tradition 
of  travellers’ tales and to the accounts of  the marvels and exploits of voy-
agers who went out to remote places and returned with dazzling stories of  
their adventures. These included the first circumnavigation of  the globe, 
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for instance, carried out by Magellan and Elcano in 1519–22 and famously 
recorded in his journal by the scholar who accompanied them on that 
expedition, Antonio Pigafetta. In a similar vein, Captain Cook’s journal, 
published in 1773, gave an account of  his epic three-year voyage around 
the world. But perhaps closer to the mark, we could also recall the famous 
fictional account of a journey around the earth, Jules Verne’s Le tour du 
monde en quatre-vingt jours [Around the World in Eighty Days], in which 
Phileas Fogg and Passepartout manage to make the circuit of  the planet 
within the allotted timeframe by taking advantage of modern technological 
developments such as the completion of  the railway lines across India and 
North America and the opening of  the Suez Canal, all of which is finally 
capped by the narrative device of  the last-minute – scientific – realisation 
that the existence of  the International Date Line means that the pair arrive 
back in London a day earlier than they thought, thus winning the £20,000 
that had been wagered.

Let us note two sets of associations between these journeys, the writ-
ten accounts of  them and the story ‘El Aleph’: first, the connection that 
exists between these ventures and the notion of  technological advances 
and research, and, second, the link between the written accounts of  these 
travels and the creation of maps that summarised them.

On the one hand, the journeys mentioned above were closely linked 
to technological developments both in terms of  their origins and in their 
objectives. They were originally made possible by scientific advances that 
had been achieved in fields such as navigation and ship-building. Later 
ventures such as the rapid circumnavigation imagined by Verne in his novel 
were made possible by such technological developments as the completion 
of  transcontinental rail routes. Not only were the origins of  those journeys 
related to technology, however; their objectives were also claimed to be 
scientific. Thus, the voyagers who returned with specimens of new plant and 
animal species or newly-acquired knowledge gleaned from encounters with 
non-European peoples were seen to be contributing to the advancement of 
science. Perhaps the best-known example of such a journey is the circum-
navigation of  the globe undertaken by the ‘Beagle’ in the years 1831–36, 
a trip that enabled Charles Darwin to achieve a set of scientific advances 
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that revolutionised human understanding of  biology and crystallised the 
notion of evolution.

Secondly, it is worth ref lecting on the connections and dif ferences 
between the written accounts and the maps. The vicissitudes associated 
with the journeys – and the voyages had many mishaps, leading often 
enough to injury and death – are ref lected in the chronological sequence 
of  the narrative accounts, as are both the excitement and the sheer com-
plexity of what was undertaken. On the other hand, the maps produced 
after the journeys had ended were necessarily tidy, precise and relatively 
simple in terms of  the information they conveyed. Here, for instance, is a 
visual representation of  the Magellan-Elcano voyage:

Figure 1: Map of  Magellan-Elcano voyage

(Source: Wikimedia Commons, http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Magellan-
Map-En.png?uselang=&lt%253)

The result is that, while the narrative accounts ref lect more fully the messy 
uncertainty of  the actual voyages, the visual summary of fered by the typi-
cal mapamundi neatly traversed by a line of navigation suggests tidiness, 
containment and a sense that the natural wildness of  the planet has been 
brought under control.
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There are parallels between all of  this and a story such as ‘El Aleph’. For 
a start, the issue of  technological advances looms large in any considera-
tion of round-the-world voyages; they are made possible because of  those 
advances and they contribute to the further development of scientific and 
technological knowledge. As outlined earlier, in the story, Daneri argues 
that actual voyages are now redundant, given the nature of modern tech-
nology, since that technology can now bring the world into the home of  
the traveller. In the story, Borges discovers the Aleph, which is presented 
as if it were a kind of ultimate technological marvel, since, in terms that 
prefigure modern virtual encyclopaedias, we are told that it contains within 
it a representation of everything that there is in the world. In turn, that 
discovery is recounted in a manner that emphasises that it is the result of a 
journey, a set of movements described for us by the narrator, culminating 
in the descent into the cellar where the discovery is made.

The response of  Borges to his encounter with the Aleph is ambiva-
lent. His enumeration of  the wonders that he beholds suggests his awe; 
but it is an awe tinged with confusion and perplexity, that soon yields 
to a wish to reject the Aleph and what it stands for. The story ends with 
a series of comments which question the authenticity of  this Aleph and 
which suggest that a truer, more valid Aleph may be found elsewhere, 
perhaps in the Amr Mosque in Cairo, ‘en el interior de una de las colum-
nas de piedra que rodean el patio central’ (OC1: 627) [inside one of  the 
stone columns that surround the central patio]. This reference to an alter-
native Aleph, and to other objects that are said to ‘contain’ the entire 
universe – such as a mirror mentioned in the Arabian Nights, or Merlin’s 
‘universal mirror’ which is referred to in The Faerie Queen – continues 
the theme of  the quest that is at the heart of  this story, a quest that is 
clearly not complete when the story is brought to a conclusion. While 
the quest is not announced at the start of  the story, we are made aware 
that the Borges character is looking for something as he constantly returns 
to Beatriz’s former residence.

These ref lections on ‘El Aleph’ highlight some of  the ways in which 
spatial concepts can operate in literature and some of  the central themes 
that they suggest. The idea of  the quest is one such key idea, evident in 
this story but also recurring in many other Borges stories, from the search 
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for the all-encompassing ‘book of  books’ or ‘libro total’ [‘total book’] 
in ‘La biblioteca de Babel’ [‘The Library of  Babel’] to the search for the 
land of  the Immortals undertaken by the narrator in ‘El inmortal’ [‘The 
Immortal’]. As a trope, the association between spatial location and the 
discovery of meanings recurs frequently in many contexts in his stories, 
often mentioned as an apparently minor element in a story that is ostensi-
bly based around other ideas. This is the case, for example, of  the story ‘La 
lotería en Babilonia’ [‘The Lottery in Babylon’], where the ‘Company’ is 
depicted as depositing secret messages in special places which the citizens 
of  Babilonia may find, and which then become part of  the set of sacred 
writings of  the Babilonians. Similarly, in order for the magician to access 
special powers in ‘Las ruinas circulares’ [‘The Circular Ruins’], he must go 
to a special place, the ‘lugar que requería su invencible propósito’ (OC1: 
451) [place required by his invincible objective] in which he would be able 
carry out his magic ritual of creating a man. The idea that special knowl-
edge and powers can only be acquired by reaching a special place is not 
unique to Borges, of course, and the quest theme in particular is found in 
literatures from all parts of  the world, but, as we shall see in the chapters 
that follow, it is interesting to note how often, and how explicitly, Borges 
makes reference to this particular ‘chronotopic motif ’, as Bakhtin would 
call it (see Introduction).

One of  the reasons why Borges is interested in the idea may well be 
because he wants to examine the relationship between ‘external’ voyages 
of discovery undertaken by his characters as they move from place to place 
and internal voyages of self-discovery. A classic summary of  this idea occurs 
in the Afterword to his book El hacedor (1960) [The Maker], when Borges 
describes the creation of a map that aims to summarise all knowledge of  the 
world and which ends up being a depiction of  the face of its creator:

Un hombre se propone la tarea de dibujar el mundo. A lo largo de los años puebla un 
espacio con imágenes de provincias, de reinos, de montañas, de bahías, de naves, de 
islas, de peces, de habitaciones, de instrumentos, de astros, de caballos y de personas. 
Poco antes de morir, descubre que ese paciente laberinto de líneas traza la imagen 
de su cara. (OC2: 232)
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[A man sets himself  the task of drawing the world. Over the years he fills a space with 
images of provinces, kingdoms, mountains, bays, ships, islands, fish, rooms, tools, stars, 
horses and people. Just before he dies, he realises that the patient labyrinth of  lines he 
has drawn depicts an image of  his own face.]

The suggestion is that the more we attempt to grapple with outside realities, 
to apprehend the material universe that surrounds us, the more we actually 
reveal our own selves, an idea which is not unconnected with the tenets of 
idealist philosophers such as George Berkeley, Arthur Schopenhauer and 
other thinkers much admired by Borges. This correspondence between 
external and internal is a constant concern of  Borges’s, and it is frequently 
raised, either implicitly or explicitly, in his writings, not least in relation 
to spatial themes. As we shall see in Chapter 2, in the story ‘La muerte y la 
brújula’ [‘Death and the Compass’], the two ways of perceiving space that 
are represented there in the attitudes of  Treviranus and Lönnrot respectively 
can be linked to this contrast between the external and the internal.

These contrasts ref lect the sense of unease associated with the way in 
which spatial locations can be seen as either lived space or abstractions. 
Borges often communicates this uncertainty in his writings, on the one 
hand seeing location – in time or space – as the outcome of chance, a merely 
abstract af fair which is the result of  happenstance, so that the place I am in 
could be anywhere, and, on the other hand, suggesting that the particular 
spatiotemporal location I am placed in has a very significant impact on 
both who I am and how I behave. We need only think of  the significance 
of  Dahlmann’s crossing Rivadavia Street and heading South in ‘El Sur’ 
[‘The South’] (see Chapter 4) to see the relation that can be established 
between the fact of  being in a particular place and the sense that a character 
has of  his (or, very rarely, her) own identity. Even in ‘El Aleph’, the Borges 
character feels the need to keep returning to the Viterbo house, apparently 
in an attempt to relate his sense of  himself  to the history of  his love for 
Beatriz. It seems to be as much a matter of establishing the parameters of  
his own identity – through greater knowledge of  how he relates both to 
Carlos Daneri and to his deceased love – as for any other reason, that he 
goes back to Garay Street.
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Language issues are also related to spatial knowledge, in ‘El Aleph’ and 
in other stories. On seeing the Aleph, the narrator immediately ref lects on 
the challenge presented by having to convey in language – and, thus, over 
time – what at that moment he was apprehending instantaneously. All 
spatial realities are compressed into the Aleph, although they are not com-
pacted, so that all become visible simultaneously; the challenge for the nar-
rator/viewer is to convey some sense of  that single experience using words. 
According to the narrator, the danger is that the result may be a successive 
enumeration of descriptions that end up as a series of words on paper, so 
divorced from the quasi-mystical experience that he has lived through that 
it threatens to debase that experience. The dichotomy here is twofold: on 
the one hand, there is the contrast between the lived experience of seeing 
the Aleph and the attempt to recount that experience; on the other hand, 
there is an implicit suggestion that writing is inferior to life. Perhaps there 
is a danger that the execrable drivel that Carlos Daneri produces may be 
all there is, that nothing more valuable than that is ever really produced 
in words, and that the string of verbal signs that make up the descrip-
tion of  Borges’s experience may amount to something as worthless as the 
apparently endless stream of contrived verses that Daneri concocts in his 
attempt to summarise the universe in words. The entity that is the Aleph 
exists in space and, if we can identify the correct spatial location to place 
ourselves in, we can instantly access all knowledge of spatial reality. That 
experience transcends what we may be able to capture using mere human 
language; even good analogies are dismissed by the narrator, since they 
would mean that his account would then end up being ‘contaminado de 
literatura, de falsedad’ (OC1: 624) [contaminated by literature, by falsity]. 
The limits of  language, and the limited capacity of words to capture tran-
scendental meanings, are being referred to here, just as they are explicitly 
or implicitly alluded to in other Borges stories. Whether it is the sugges-
tion that the unlimited number of  books in the library of  Babel may not 
be able to tell the story of  the meaning of our universe, or the fact that, in 
the story ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’, there is a language that eschews all 
attempts to represent the material substance of  things, a recurring concern 
in the stories is the challenge that human beings face in attempting to give 
expression to the vertiginous reality that surrounds them.
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‘El Aleph’ also exemplifies the way in which the theme of spatiality is 
linked to issues of memory and personal anguish. In the early part of  the 
story, much attention is paid by the narrator to the location in which he 
finds himself, and this is directly related to his wish to come to grips with 
the loss of  his beloved Beatriz. We first encounter him on the Constitución 
Bridge in Buenos Aires on the morning of  her death, where he notes the 
way in which the advertising hoardings have been changed already, an 
indication of  how life will go on regardless of  her absence. She is depicted 
as being left behind by the world, by the universe: by this means, the nar-
rator realises that ‘el incesante y vasto universo ya se apartaba de ella’ [the 
vast, unceasing universe was already moving away from her] and that ‘ese 
cambio era el primero de una serie infinita’ (OC1: 617) [that change was the 
first in what would be an infinite series]. The pain that the narrator feels at 
her loss is given expression here in the ‘objective correlative’ of  the image 
of  the advertisement for cigarettes that has now appeared on the hoarding, 
but it is accompanied by a direct expression of emotion on the part of  the 
narrator: ‘el hecho me dolió’ (OC1: 617) [the fact grieved me].

The first dilemma the narrator faces, alluded to in the opening para-
graph of  the story, is whether or not to go to Beatriz’s family home in Garay 
Street on her birthday, to visit her father and her cousin, Carlos Argentino 
Daneri. Thus, the theme of place and displacement is signalled as being 
of central importance from the start. The lament for the loss of  Beatriz is 
linked straight away to the decision to visit the house, although the narra-
tor’s observation of  the changed billboard occurs on the day of  her death 
in February and the visit does not take place until the anniversary of  her 
birth in April. The compression of  time and space achieved by including 
all of  these references – February, April; the Constitución Bridge, the 
house in Garay Street – within a few lines of each other in one paragraph 
at the beginning of  the tale serves to foreshadow the compression that is 
associated with the discovery of  the Aleph at the story’s climax. It also links 
the personal anguish that is recounted to the spatial realities that are the 
backdrop for the events. While time is explicitly referred to on any number 
of occasions – references to time passing and the gradual erosion of  the 
memories of  Beatriz that the character Borges experiences – spatial enti-
ties (the advertising hoarding; the house) and spatial locations (the bridge; 
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Garay Street) are foregrounded too, and both time and space are associ-
ated with his emotional trauma. Thus, while the events of  the story reach 
a climax with the appearance of an imaginary object which we are invited 
to believe in, the Aleph, both the temporal and the spatial circumstances 
which are described in the early part of  the story are presented to us in the 
most concrete terms possible, and an essential link is forged between them 
and the narrator’s inner turmoil.

It is dif ficult to overstate the importance of  the theme of spatiality in 
this story. It is already signalled before the story proper begins by the inclu-
sion of  two epigraphs which address the issue. Both Hamlet’s reference to 
being ‘bounded in a nutshell’ and the quotation from Hobbes’s Leviathan 
making reference to the incomprehensibility of  the notion of  ‘an Infinite 
greatnesse of  Place’ clearly f lag the central intellectual concern of  the story, 
which is to come to grips with the idea of  how all places may come together 
into one. When combined with the expression of  the narrator’s sadness at 
Beatriz’s death in the opening paragraphs, they also hint at the connection 
between this central emotional concern and the key idea of  the Aleph. 
The narrator’s desire to come to terms with the loss of  his loved one and 
to understand the processes by which memories live on, or fade, is directly 
related to that sudden and magical representation of all possible scenes in 
the universe in the Aleph by recourse to notions of spatiality: presence and 
absence, the ineluctable mutability of spatial entities, and the relationship 
between where we are and what we experience.

The instructions that Daneri gives when informing Borges about how 
to see the Aleph are very detailed. He tells him:

Te acuestas en el piso de baldosas y fijas los ojos en el décimonono escalón de la per-
tinente escalera … A los pocos minutos ves el Aleph … La almohada es humildosa … 
pero si la levanto un solo centímetro, no verás ni una pizca. (OC1: 624)

[You should lie down on the tiled f loor and fix your eyes on the nineteenth step of  the 
stairway … After a few minutes you will see the Aleph … The pillow may be a humble 
one … but if  I raise it by even a centimetre, you won’t see a thing.]

This account of  the precise manoeuvring in the basement required in order 
to be able to witness the spectacle of fered by the Aleph has its counterpart 
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in the detailed account of  the precise times and locations of  the narrator’s 
visits to the family home in the early part of  the story, and the former is 
prefigured by the latter. Such prefiguring reinforces the links between the 
two, thereby conveying an increased sense of  the viability of  the phenom-
enon being described, that is, the idea that all outward realities can some-
how be encapsulated in this orb beneath the staircase. Hence, the ef fect 
of  the appearance of  the Aleph is strengthened, and the sense that it could 
represent a potentially real phenomenon is reinforced.

In turn, the implication of all this is that, if you wish for it hard 
enough, you may just find that the impossible is possible: the mechanisms 
for subverting the laws of physics may exist and may be discovered. Just 
as explorers in former times could come back from their travels with sur-
prising news of radically dif ferent realities, of phenomena that did not 
correspond to the norms of  the home society and yet enriched it, so too 
it is conceivable that, in the basement of a house in an ordinary street in 
Buenos Aires, you could discover the magic orb which is the Aleph. The 
fact that a relationship is established in the reader’s mind between the 
positioning associated with the vision of  the Aleph and the references to 
the place and time of  the narrator’s visits to the Viterbo household, along 
with the emphasis placed on Daneri’s literary attempts at geographical 
codification, means that a direct link can be made between the emotional 
dimension of  the story and the intellectual puzzle which is the Aleph. 
After all, Borges is distraught at his bereavement, the loss of  Beatriz; this 
is why the discovery of  the Aleph could turn out to be so meaningful for 
him, and why it seems to of fer him some hope of  happiness. The Aleph 
presents a vision of  the multitudinous universe, from seas teeming with 
fish, to a cobweb in the middle of a pyramid, to a copy of  the first trans-
lation of  Pliny into English; but among the scenes that it presents to 
the unfortunate narrator are also some acutely painful personal objects, 
including the corpse of  Beatriz and some obscene letters written by her to 
her cousin. These enable him to have an insight into unwelcome aspects 
of  Beatriz, which ultimately constitute disillusionment for him, so that 
what started out as the prospect of altering the world in order to be able 
to cope with his grief  becomes a source of disappointment and leaves 
him dismayed and sceptical. A key feature of  the story’s originality is this 
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conjunction of  the universal and the particular, the combination of  the 
classic voyager’s account of  the wonders of  the world and the poignant 
expression of unrequited love and frustrated passion. The foregrounding 
of  the spatial theme helps make this possible, since it gives expression to 
the forlorn lover’s longing for the world to be dif ferent from the way it 
is, by allowing all spatial realities to come together into one, the hic-stans 
which is the Aleph.

We shall see in later chapters that this conjunction of  the personal and 
the impersonal, of individuals’ subjective experiences and the objective reali-
ties that surround them, is one of  the key themes associated with the issue 
of spatiality in Borges. As mentioned above in relation to the quest motif, 
the contrast between external and internal, between the outside world and 
the vicissitudes of  the self, is a key element of  the way in which space is 
treated in a story such as ‘La muerte y la brújula’, and the very mention of  
the compass in the title of  that story points to the centrality of  the spatial 
theme in that instance. But it is implicit also in the spatial references in 
‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’ (see Chapter 6), when the narrator attributes 
the discovery of  that ‘other world’ to the ‘conjunction of a mirror and an 
encyclopaedia’, and when physical entities – ‘thought objects’, called hrönir 
– begin to appear in the everyday world inhabited by ordinary people, 
thereby linking the personal experience of  lived realities with the notion 
of a de-personalised virtual world invented by a myriad of conspirators. 
Similarly, the protagonists of other stories, such as Yu Tsun in ‘El jardín de 
senderos que se bifurcan’ [‘The Garden of  Forking Paths’] or Dahlmann 
in ‘El Sur’ (see Chapter 3 and 4, respectively), frequently draw our atten-
tion to the link between the private and public dimensions of spatiality 
by ref lecting on their own ‘place in the world’ and how they relate to the 
geographical location in which they find themselves.

The way in which the Aleph is presented suggests that it af fords the 
viewer a vision of all that exists in the universe, that it is indeed Hobbes’s 
‘infinite greatnesse of  Place’.2 In fact, however, it is a much less comprehen-
sive vision than it appears to be at first. There is a long list of phenomena 
set out by Borges in his description of what he sees:
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Vi el populoso mar, vi el alba y la tarde, vi las muchedumbres de América, vi una pla-
teada telaraña en el centro de una negra pirámide, vi un laberinto roto (era Londres), 
vi interminables ojos inmediatos escrutándose en mí como en un espejo, vi todos 
los espejos del planeta y ninguno me ref lejó, vi en un traspatio de la calle Soler las 
mismas baldosas que hace treinta años vi en el zaguán de una casa en Fray Bentos, vi 
racimos, nieve, tabaco, vetas de metal, vapor de agua … (OC1: 625)

[I saw the crowded seas, the dawn and the setting sun, I saw the vast populations of  
America, I saw a silvery cobweb in the centre of a black pyramid, I saw a broken laby-
rinth (which was London), I saw endless ever-present eyes examining themselves in me 
as if in a mirror, I saw all the mirrors on the planet and none of  them ref lected me, I 
saw in a backyard in Soler Street the same f lagstones that thirty years earlier I had seen 
in the entrance to a house in Fray Bentos, I saw bunches of grapes, snow, tobacco, lodes 
of metal, water vapour …]

Yet, all of  these entities belong to a fairly familiar, predominantly Western 
world, with an occasional reference to the Middle East. What is miss-
ing from the list are not only scenes from a broad range of cultural set-
tings but, most notably, any sense of a universe beyond the confines of  
the planet Earth. We may be witnessing scenes drawn from the various 
corners of  the globe, but it is a set of scenes that is limited to the known 
human world, and no attempt is made to convey a sense of  the universe 
beyond. Not even the moon is referred to. The ef fect of  this is to invite 
us to wonder about the limits of  the universe, to ref lect on the nature of  
the place that we inhabit when we think of it in cosmic terms. Daneri’s 
attempt to ‘versify the entire planet’ is superseded by the vision described 
by Borges when he witnesses the Aleph, but that very progression from 
silly iteration of individual descriptions to all-encompassing compression 
of infinite space leads inevitably to a more profound questioning of  the 
physical and cognitive limits within which human beings live out their 
existence. There is a shift being suggested here, a transition from an induc-
tive accumulation of parts to a totalised vision of infinity. The former 
is Daneri’s approach to literary composition, wryly mocked by Borges 
when he lists for us some of what the poet has managed to ‘dispatch’ in 
his cloistered dedication to his task:
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[E]n 1941 ya había despachado unas hectáreas del estado de Queensland, más de un 
kilómetro del curso del Ob, un gasómetro al norte de Veracruz, las principales casas 
de comercio de la parroquia de la Concepción, la quinta de Mariana Cambaceres 
de Alvear … (OC1: 620)

[By 1941 he had already dispatched several hectares of  the state of  Queensland, more 
than a kilometre of  the course of  the Ob, a gasometer north of  Veracruz, the main shops 
in the parish of  Concepción, the estate of  Mariana Cambaceres de Alvear …]

On the other hand, what Borges himself is interested in, and impressed by, 
is the supposed breakthrough represented by the discovery of  the Aleph 
and the fact that this appears to of fer the hope of achieving completeness, 
a type of quasi-mystical union with all that there is in the universe. As we 
shall see in due course, other Borges stories, including, for instance, ‘La 
biblioteca de Babel’, also address directly the place of  human beings in the 
universe and the limits of  that universe.

This story hinges on the idea of  the importance of  being in the right 
place at the right time, the notion that we must position ourselves cor-
rectly and precisely in space in order to be able to access special powers or 
achieve the vision we are looking for. But what is then achieved is a vision 
that transcends the ordinary spatial parameters that we are familiar with in 
our dealings with the world we inhabit. As in several other Borges stories – 
most notably, perhaps, ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’ and ‘La biblioteca de 
Babel’ – we undertake an intellectual excursus into an ‘other-world’ where 
the normal scientific rules and laws do not apply. On the one hand, this 
suggests visions of utopias and dystopias, even if  the worlds conjured up in 
a Borges story are not presented as if  they were places to escape to or escape 
from. Rather, they are representations of dif ference, including being the 
depiction of a dif ferent way of understanding the world, one that eschews 
the basic laws of physics that we take for granted: the Aleph, for example, 
subverts the assumption that space cannot be compressed.

It is this dimension of  Borges’s work that has helped to encourage any 
number of philosophers and social geographers to formulate theoretical con-
ceptions of spatiality that push out the boundaries of our common assump-
tions and traditional interpretations of space and place (see Introduction). 
Most famously, Michel Foucault developed the concept of  ‘heterotopia’, at 
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least partly inspired by a passage in Borges’s ‘El idioma analítico de John 
Wilkins’ [‘The Analytical Language of  John Wilkins’], an essay published 
in the collection Otras inquisiciones [Other Inquisitions] (1952). The concept 
that is discussed in this essay is relevant here since it highlights the desire 
to transcend classic accounts of spatiality in the context of questioning 
standard ways of  thinking about reality, just as the concept of  the Aleph 
does, and as the worlds described in ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’ or ‘La 
biblioteca de Babel’ do. Foucault (1970: xv) recounts how he was made to 
laugh by Borges’s references to a supposed entry in an apocryphal Chinese 
encyclopaedia that classified animals into the following categories:

(a) belonging to the Emperor, (b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) sirens, 
(f ) fabulous, (g) stray dogs, (h) included in the present classification, (i) frenzied, 
(j) innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, (l) et cetera, (m) having 
just broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way of f  look like f lies …3

Foucault’s response leads him to suggest that the most disturbing feature 
of  this classification is the way in which it subverts our normal patterns of  
thinking. This comes about not because the categories include both the 
real (‘tame’; ‘sucking pigs’; ‘that from a long way of f  look like f lies’, etc.) 
and the unreal (‘sirens’; ‘fabulous’; ‘innumerable’), but because one of  the 
categories comprises all of  the others, that is, category (h), ‘included in 
the present classification’, and this therefore subverts the notion that there 
could be any common ground where these categories could co-exist, where 
the things could even be listed together. As Foucault puts it:

The monstrous quality that runs through Borges’s enumeration consists … in the 
fact that the common ground on which such meetings are possible has itself  been 
destroyed. What is impossible is not the propinquity of  the things listed, but the very 
site on which their propinquity would be possible. (Foucault 1970: xvi)

Foucault’s reading of  ‘El idioma analítico de John Wilkins’ ref lects the 
textual rhetoric of  ‘El Aleph’ in that it reminds us that the only context in 
which it is possible to contemplate the phenomena conjured up by Borges 
(the writer) is ultimately that of  the story itself as it lives in the reader’s 
mind. It is only in the imagined reality of  the story ‘El Aleph’ that we can 



42 Chapter 1

envisage such an entity as the Aleph existing. Just as the categories listed 
in the Chinese encyclopaedia include a self-referential category that has 
the ef fect of subverting any possible common-sense interpretations of  
the classification of fered there, the self-referentiality and reciprocity that 
characterise ‘El Aleph’ serve to test the limits of  the human ability to grasp 
concepts of infinity and simultaneity. Towards the end of  the long sen-
tence enumerating the many scenes witnessed by Borges when he gets his 
glimpse of  the Aleph, we are told that in the Aleph he saw the Earth and 
that on the Earth that he was looking at he could see the Aleph, in which 
was depicted the Earth, and so on:

… vi el Aleph, desde todos los puntos, vi en el Aleph la tierra, y en la tierra otra vez 
el Aleph y en el Aleph la tierra … (OC1: 625)

[… I saw the Aleph, from every angle, I saw the earth in the Aleph, and in the earth I 
again saw the Aleph and in the Aleph the earth …]

In this way the narrator takes the reader on a mind-boggling excursion to 
the outer limits of  the human conception of  the vastness that surrounds 
us, using the inclusiveness that is implicit in the notion of  the Aleph to 
accentuate the impossibility of  the vision, while also conveying a sense of 
what is perhaps conceivable. Ultimately, words fail him, and attempts to 
capture this vision in terms that make it amenable to human thought are 
pointedly shown to be inadequate:

… mis ojos habían visto ese objeto secreto y conjetural, cuyo nombre usurpan los hom-
bres, pero que ningún hombre ha mirado: el inconcebible universo. (OC1: 626)

[… my eyes had seen that secret and conjectural object, whose name is usurped by men, 
but which is an object no man has ever looked on: the unimaginable universe.]

If  the universe is unimaginable,4 it is implied that this is because the cat-
egories available to us in order to classify and define it in human terms are 
not suf ficiently sophisticated.

This inef fable quality of  the Aleph means that it transcends the normal 
limitations placed on human understanding and on human language, 
but the point made within the story is more than that. Given that the 
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phenomenon is conceived and described within the context of  this story, 
the issue of  the limitations of  human understanding is also expressed with 
subtle irony and even humour. The sceptical narrator’s first response on 
being informed of  the existence of  the Aleph by Daneri is to question the 
latter’s sanity: ‘me asombró no haber comprendido hasta ese momento que 
Carlos Argentino era un loco’ (OC1: 623) [I was amazed to realise what I had 
not understood until that moment: that Carlos Argentino was a madman]. 
This comment is of fered just after the narrator has protested that it must 
surely be impossible to see anything at all since the basement in which the 
Aleph is located is a dark place situated underneath the stairs, a comment 
which Daneri dismisses with the line ‘La verdad no penetra en un entend-
imiento rebelde’ (OC1: 623) [The truth can’t penetrate a rebellious intellect]. 
Almost sardonically, then, we are being presented with an exploration of  
the quasi-mystical issue of  the limits of  human understanding, and the 
prospect of an all-encompassing vision, while at the same time being of fered 
an amusing commentary on the inevitability of petty rivalries and on the 
jealousies between two peers, the writers who are characters in this story 
called Borges and Carlos Argentino Daneri. By the time Daneri declares to 
his companion that what the latter is going to witness is the ‘microcosmo 
de alquimistas y cabalistas, nuestro concreto amigo proverbial, el multum 
in parvo’ (OC1: 624) [microcosm of alchemists and cabbalists, our proverbial 
concrete friend, the multum in parvo], we are ready, with the narrator, to 
dismiss his statements as the ravings of an eccentric or a lunatic. We are 
even willing to allow that the narrator may have just cause for feeling that 
Carlos was about to kill him: ‘para defender su delirio, para no saber que 
estaba loco, tenía que matarme’ (OC1: 624) [to defend his own delirium, to 
escape the knowledge of  his madness, he had to kill me]. Once the narrator 
goes through the routine of  lying down in the correct place and closing 
and then opening his eyes, his suspicions and doubts are dismissed – at 
least temporarily – as the paragraph closes with the briefest of sentences: 
‘Entonces vi el Aleph’ (OC1: 624) [‘Then I saw the Aleph’].

The two paragraphs that follow constitute the key moment in the story, 
what the narrator describes as its ‘inefable centro’ (OC1: 624) [inef fable 
centre]. Although, as mentioned earlier, this ‘centre’ is not located at the 
actual mid-point of  the story, it is its conceptual heart and the point that 
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the story has been leading up to from the beginning. The first of  these 
paragraphs addresses the issue of  how to describe the phenomenon that 
the narrator has witnessed, the essential problem being that of attempting 
to list, even in part, an infinite series. The second paragraph attempts to 
do just that, to convey a sense of  the cosmic vision he has witnessed, and 
constitutes in ef fect a critique of  the spatial parameters within which we 
operate, a commentary on spatiality. This is signalled in the third sentence 
of  the paragraph: ‘El diámetro del Aleph sería de dos o tres centímetros, 
pero el espacio cósmico estaba ahí, sin disminución de tamaño’ (OC1: 625) 
[The diameter of  the Aleph could only have been two or three centimetres in 
length, but all cosmic space was in there, without any reduction in size]. And 
he continues: ‘Cada cosa (la luna del espejo, digamos) era infinitas cosas, 
porque yo claramente la veía desde todos los puntos del universo’ (OC1: 
625) [Each thing (the surface of a mirror, for example) was infinite things, 
because I could see it clearly from all points of  the universe]. These sentences 
set out the basic transcendental principle that contravenes the physical 
laws that rule the universe in which we live, that is, the principle of infinite 
spatiality, of  the conjunction of everything in one small space, and they 
are the preamble to a very long sentence which of fers just a sample of  the 
many entities that are seen by the narrator. What is conjured up attempts 
to bring together all that exists in the world, and abounds in impossible 
or contradictory images.

The vision that is the ‘unimaginable universe’ may in one sense be a 
compendium of all that there is in the world, but, as a vision, it is also a 
set of perceptions. The entities listed are not simply enumerated as things 
in themselves; rather, in each instance, there is the repetition of  the verb 
‘vi’ [I saw] preceding each of  those entities. The word is repeated a total of  
thirty-eight times in a continuous sentence that lasts for more than thirty 
lines of  text: ‘Vi el populoso mar, vi el alba y la tarde, vi las muchedum-
bres de América …’ (OC1: 625) [I saw the crowded seas, the dawn and the 
setting sun, I saw the vast populations of  America].5 Thus, the vision of fers 
a commentary on spatiality, but also a critique of  language, and confirms 
the inevitable link between the two. The repeated first-person verb con-
nects the subjectivity of  the narrator with the external universe via human 
language, reminding us of  the inadequacy of  language to convey the nature 
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of  that universe, but also the inevitability of  the human need to attempt 
to use words to so do. As Mínguez Arranz (1994: 271) puts it: ‘El Aleph, 
como la gigantesca realidad, es inefable, indescriptible, pero el único recurso 
que le queda al hombre para aprehender tanta inmensidad es la palabra. 
La única manera de poseer el universo es nombrarlo’ [The Aleph, just like 
enormous reality itself, is inef fable, undescribable, but the only recourse left 
open to man in order to apprehend such immensity is the word. The only way 
to possess the universe is to name it].

The ‘hic-stans’ that is the Aleph, then, constitutes a kind of deictic 
centre for the story; it is the place where the subjectivity of  the narra-
tor meets the objective reality of  the universe at the moment when a key 
event takes place, when the narrator’s vision occurs. As outlined in the 
Introduction and explained in more detail in Chapter 4, the linguistic con-
cept of deixis refers to the ways in which language relates to the context in 
which it is used and to the spatial, temporal and personal parameters that 
are of relevance to the speech act at the time of enunciation, prototypically 
the use of words such as ‘here’, ‘now’ and ‘I’. Such words depend for their 
meaning on the circumstances in which they are used, in a way that is quite 
dif ferent from the way normal ‘content’ words such as common nouns and 
verbs work. In using deictic terms, therefore, speakers must have suf ficient 
awareness of  the context in which they are speaking for them to be able 
to deploy those terms accurately; this implies that the speaker’s cognitive 
faculties take into account the wider parameters within which the utter-
ance is taking place. At the same time, however, deictic terms express much 
that is subjective in the speaker’s world, most notably a word such as ‘I’ 
but also references to the here and the now in which we are living. Thus, 
deictic reference, perhaps uniquely, brings together the objective and the 
subjective through language use in particular contexts. The vision of  the 
Aleph is ‘deictic’ in the sense that the verbal challenge presented by that 
vision is the challenge of  linking, on the one hand, the conceptual and 
emotional experiences of  the narrator and, on the other, the narrator’s aim 
to apprehend such an immensity.

This duality – the combination of objectivity and subjectivity – that 
characterises the notion of deixis is clearly relevant to the story ‘El Aleph’, 
as is the central deictic concern with establishing bonds between language 
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and the surrounding universe. We have seen the emphasis placed in the 
story on the communication of precise details of  time and place, both in 
terms of  the initial resolve of  the narrator to visit the Viterbo home after 
the death of  Beatriz and in terms of  the exact location that the viewer must 
occupy in order to be able to perceive the Aleph in the basement. These 
details relate to spatiotemporal location in an impersonal, objective way; 
they refer, after all, to situatedness in the real world. We have also seen, 
however, how, in parallel with such movements in time and space, the story 
is concerned with the – highly personal and subjective – inner angst and 
longings of a narrator who has lost his loved one.

Hence, when we come to the object that is the Aleph, we are led to 
appreciate it too in both personal and impersonal terms, in line with deictic 
phenomena. The orb, we are told, is tiny, to the extent that it occupies vir-
tually no space at all. Like a geometric point, it is depicted as being infini-
tesimally small, so that all the infinite number of points that constitute the 
universe are contained in this one single point. On the other hand, within 
the Aleph are contained a myriad of scenes that relate to all that happens in 
the world, including all that happens or has happened to our protagonist. 
Borges sees the corpse of  Beatriz and the letters she wrote to Carlos, but also 
certain f loor-tiles that resemble ones that he had seen thirty years earlier 
in a house in Fray Bentos, along with ‘la circulación de mi oscura sangre’ 
[the circulation of my dark blood] and ‘mi cara y mis vísceras’ (OC1: 625–6) 
[my face and my entrails]. In this way, that point that can be depicted as a 
mere location, defined in abstract geometrical terms, is at the same time 
a mathematical abstraction and the concrete realisation of  the narrator’s 
being, a summary of  his own identity as a person occupying a place in the 
familiar universe, with all that that entails in terms of  longings and desires, 
ambitions, jealousies and disillusionment. The supremely ‘objective’ and 
abstract reality of a mere point in space becomes at the same time a highly 
subjective reality, related to the whole sum of emotions experienced by an 
individual human being.

This suggests that the story ‘El Aleph’ is as much about hopes and 
aspirations, about human longings and the sense of  loss as it is an intellec-
tual ref lection on the concept of a point in space that contains all points. 
This is worth bearing in mind when so many commentaries on Borges’s 
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stories emphasise their intellectual dimension, to the extent that we may 
lose sight of  the human feelings that lie behind them. Sturrock (1977: 3), 
for instance, states bluntly that Borges’s fictions ‘are think-pieces. They are 
stories about ideas instead of people’. Given the conjunction in this story 
of  the highly personal – an emblem of which is the narrator’s own name – 
and the highly cerebral, we might prefer to read this tale as a commentary 
on that very issue of  the relationship between the subject and the universe, 
as a way of addressing the problem of  the meaning and the place of  the 
self in the world. In the final analysis, if our place in the world can be sum-
marised in an abstract Cartesian definition of a location that reminds us 
of  the transitory nature of our own and our loved ones’ lives, what kind of 
meaning can we associate with our emotions and our aspirations? Perhaps 
this is what Foster (1964: 57) was getting at when he wrote about Borges’s 
stories in these terms:

At a first reading of  Borges, we feel that he has made us meaningless ciphers in a 
chaotic universe; however, he does move toward a conception of individual destiny 
and the possibility for self-assertion.

How, then, are we to comprehend such mysteriously subjective phenomena 
as hopes, despair, rivalries and disillusionment, which may be with us all 
our lives, in a context where we may be viewed as being defined merely by 
our position in space and time at any given moment? What kind of reality 
can we attribute to such nebulous aspects of our existence, when the sum 
total of  that existence is seen as transitory, in the way that Beatriz’s life is 
both transitory and mysterious in this story?

‘El Aleph’ appears to imply that mathematical abstraction and the 
recounting of  human experiences are in fact two sides of  the same coin, 
complementary aspects of  the same search for meanings. At the most 
fundamental level, perhaps the concern is to highlight the link between 
these two aspects of our being and to attempt to articulate our suspicion 
that we are in fact both entity and identity, mathematical ciphers as well as 
tellers of complex human tales. If  that is the case, then statements such as 
that made by Lévy (1976: 160), to the ef fect that ‘… al Aleph de Borges le 
falta un atributo esencial … el Amor’ [Borges’s Aleph is lacking one essential 
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attribute … love], seem to miss the point which is in fact repeatedly stressed 
in this story, viz., that love and location go hand in hand, that they intersect 
throughout our lives, each one requiring the other. Just as there can be no 
loving relationship to speak of without the prospect of  the beloved’s pres-
ence overlapping with our own, so there is no fulfilment to be gained by 
simply attaining physical presence: the simultaneous summoning of every 
entity and individual in the universe that is achieved by means of  the Aleph 
does not lead to happiness without the complementary ingredient of  love 
itself. The narrator’s reaction to the vision he witnesses is not a positive one; 
rather, his immediate response, ‘Sentí infinita veneración, infinita lástima’ 
(OC1: 626) [I felt infinite veneration, infinite pity], implies a suitable com-
bination of wonder at what he has seen and his realisation that what he has 
seen is somehow inadequate or defective. His failure to become excited by 
it and his apparent dread in relation to it find expression when he encour-
ages Daneri to use the opportunity of fered by the imminent destruction of  
the house to get well away from the Aleph: ‘… agradecí a Carlos Argentino 
Daneri la hospitalidad de su sótano y lo insté a aprovechar la demolición 
de la casa para alejarse de la perniciosa metrópoli, que a nadie ¡créame, que 
a nadie! perdona’ (OC1: 626) [I thanked Carlos Argentino Daneri for the 
hospitality of  his basement and urged him to take advantage of  the demolition 
of  the house to get as far away as he could from that pernicious metropolis, 
which forgives nobody – believe me, nobody!].

In this story, then, a desire for love and fulfilment and the expression 
of a need for forgiveness go hand in hand with the sardonic mocking of  
literati and the ‘thought experiment’ that is the Aleph. Susana Medina 
(2006: 169) sees the story as positing ‘a benign and transcendental infinite 
in a story permeated by implicit ref lections on dif ferent types of spaces, 
which are smoothly integrated into what in ef fect is a space odyssey in the 
midst of a love story and a story of  literary rivalry’. All of  these elements are 
related to the theme of spatiality, in the sense that they come together in 
the vision that the narrator witnesses under the stairs. Dichotomies such 
as lived experience versus cerebral ref lections on time and space, or the 
contrast between the sequential nature of  language and the simultaneity 
of  the vision presented in the Aleph, or the petty jealousies of  the duel-
ling authors contrasted with the narrator’s limitless devotion to Beatriz, 
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are never quite resolved within the story. Rather, the suggestion seems 
to be that the only resolution that can be achieved is an uneasy accom-
modation with the realities of a world that is at the same time alien to the 
observer and familiar: the simultaneous apprehension of all human events 
that occurs in the Aleph will not, ultimately, translate into time standing 
still or the elimination of  failure or human weakness. We have been taken 
on a journey to the outer limits of  human conceptual capabilities, and, at 
the end of  that voyage, we find only that there is more to be learned and 
other possible journeys to be considered. The ‘Postcript’ of fers us addi-
tional ref lections on further locations that require exploration in order 
for us to understand more fully the nature of  the Aleph, and to appreciate 
how real the experience has been. In it, with further evocations of colonial 
adventures, reference is made to the experiences of a ‘Captain Burton’, an 
Englishman that lived in Brazil, who suggested that ‘[l]os fi eles que concu-[l]os fieles que concu-
rren a la mezquita de Amr, en el Cairo, saben muy bien que el universo está 
en el interior de una de las columnas de piedra que rodean el patio central’ 
(OC1: 627) [the faithful who gather at the Amr mosque in Cairo know for 
certain that the universe is located in the interior of one of  the stone columns 
that surround the central patio].6

This process of relativising the Aleph in Garay Street, questioning its 
uniqueness and throwing even its universality into doubt, serves to under-
pin that essential connection between the idea of  traversing, controlling 
and containing the known universe of external realities and the intimate, 
personal business of coming to grips with the role of memory and emo-
tion in resolving the human issues associated with our longings and fears, 
so that the narrator can end by speculating on the possibility that he has 
seen the Aleph in the column of  the Amr mosque but may have forgotten 
it, just as he is in the process of  forgetting even the face of  his deceased 
love, Beatriz.





Chapter 2

City

To be human is to live in a world that is filled with significant places: to 
be human is to have and to know your place.

— E. Relph1

The ‘significant places’ that filled Borges’s world included one in particu-
lar within which he strove to know his place, that is, the city of  Buenos 
Aires, but, more generally, the motif of  the city is used in Borges as a way 
of exploring ideas about significant places. In this chapter, the focus is ini-
tially on the city of  Buenos Aires, especially in Borges’s early poetry and in 
the story ‘La muerte y la brújula’, and then broadens out to consider how 
the motif of  the city functions in the story ‘El inmortal’.

Borges placed such great store on the city of  Buenos Aires, and on the 
role the city played in his own work, that he could write in an early essay 
(in Borges 1993: 91):

Calles y cosas de la patria. Ojalá en su ancha intimidad vivan mis días venideros.

[Streets and houses of  the fatherland. May the days that remain to me be lived in their 
broad intimacy.]

Like Joyce in relation to Dublin, Borges is identified worldwide with Buenos 
Aires; in each case, the respective cities constituted powerful motifs in their 
writings. Borges spoke of  the sense he had that this was where he had to 
be, indeed where he always was. The city recurs throughout his work, and 
functions on many levels in it; whether as a labyrinthine maze, or as the 
location for meditations on death, or as the backdrop for other-worldly 
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experiences, Buenos Aires is itself a central and continuing preoccupation 
in his writings.

The city was a fascinating maze to be explored by the young Borges on 
his return from Europe in 1921, a site for poetic reverie and an expanding 
urban sprawl that accommodated huge numbers of new immigrants. Its 
locales and districts held his interest throughout his life, whether those of  
the outskirts, bordering on the pampas, Palermo where he was brought up, 
or the central parts of  the city he favoured in later life. Borges mythologised 
Buenos Aires, especially its compadritos, the local thugs who operated a 
code of  honour based on courage and violence, but he also evoked its vari-
ous individual locales, the streets, squares and houses that gave it a special 
character. Especially in the early decades of  the century, the city stood for 
him as emblematic of  the old Argentina, associated with traditional criollo 
families like his own, so that he saw it as timeless and transcendental:

A mí se me hace cuento que empezó Buenos Aires:
La juzgo tan eterna como el agua y como el aire.

(OC1: 81)

[It seems unbelievable that Buenos Aires ever had a beginning:
I deem it to be as eternal as water or air.]

The conjunction in so much of  his work of  the concrete, local setting and 
the sense of a mythical or imaginary location is conveyed quite often using 
Buenos Aires as the backdrop, either as a named city, or as an anonymous 
city that we can identify as the Argentine capital. Horacio Salas (1992: 389) 
speaks of  Borges as creating ‘a type of  literature that was at the same time 
text and mythology, an imaginary history and a metaphysics of  the city’,2 
while Luis Veres (2007) suggests that Borges reinvented Buenos Aires, 
especially in terms of its standing as a symbol of what was traditional, in 
opposition to the modernisation that was taking place in the early decades 
of  the twentieth century:

Borges is the great poet who reinvents the city of  Buenos Aires at the beginning of  
this century by means of an urban imaginary that always references an inevitable 
desire to evoke an epic image of an Argentina which had been definitively finished 
of f  by modernity.3
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The discussions that follow of fer a series of ref lections on the specifically 
spatial dimension of some of what Borges wrote in the context of a Buenos 
Aires setting (in relation to some of  Borges’s poetry from the 1920s and 
to the story ‘La muerte y la brújula’), and then on Borges’s use of  the more 
general notion of  ‘city’ in the story ‘El inmortal’.

Poetry and Cityscape

The first book included in the standard edition of  Borges’s collected works 
(Borges 1996) is Fervor de Buenos Aires (FBA), the collection of poetry 
whose first edition appeared in 1923. In turn, the first poem in that book 
is called ‘Las calles’, so that the first work we encounter on opening the 
standard version of our author’s Complete Works,4 is this poem, the open-
ing lines of which read as follows:

Las calles de Buenos Aires
ya son mi entraña.

(OC1: 17)

[The streets of  Buenos Aires
Are the stuf f of my soul.]

The opinion that Borges of fers, in his 1969 introduction to the book, is 
that ‘Fervor de Buenos Aires prefigura todo lo que haría después’ (OC1: 13) 
[Fervor de Buenos Aires prefigures everything I would do later].5 Despite 
the fact that he has reservations about the quality of  the work contained 
in this volume, and indeed about the set of over-ambitious objectives that 
preoccupied him as a writer at the time of its composition, he acknowledges 
an underlying continuity between ‘aquel muchacho que en 1923 lo escribió’ 
[that young chap who wrote it in 1923] and ‘el señor que ahora se resigna 
o corrige’ [the man who now accepts or corrects it], and he concludes that 
he and that young man are essentially the same person – whatever ‘essen-
tially’ may mean. The clearest statement of  the distance that has developed 
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between the two over forty-six years comes at the end of  this introduction, 
when he summarises the dif ference between them in the sentence, ‘En 
aquel tiempo, buscaba los atardeceres, los arrabales y la desdicha; ahora, 
las mañanas, el centro y la serenidad’ (OC1: 15) [In those days, I sought out 
evenings, the outskirts of  the city and sadness; now I look for mornings, the 
city-centre and peace].

It is striking how predominant spatial themes are in all of  this. The 
very title of  that first book of poems makes reference to the city of  Buenos 
Aires. Borges’s summary of  his own development over the course of  
four and a half decades includes an explicitly spatial reference, when he 
states that he has gone from seeking out the suburbs to seeking out the 
centre – of  the city?; of  life?; of  things in general? The opening poem 
itself is spatial in terms of its title and in terms of its theme, figuring a 
profound identification between the external and the internal, between 
the city’s streets and the poet’s inner being. The suburban streets that he 
favours bring him an opportunity for ref lection, they of fer the depth and 
breadth that he longs for as he immerses himself in the ‘honda vision / 
de cielo y de llanura’ (OC1: 13) [deep vision / of sky and plain]. The poet 
is intimating that he wants to explore the link between that external 
spatial reality and whatever his ‘inner self ’ may be; he is, in ef fect, on 
a path which he hopes will lead him to a better understanding of  how 
the self relates to the world around it, of  how people make sense of  the 
universe. Borges was coming to this issue having already travelled exten-
sively in Europe with his family, so that his choice of  Buenos Aires as the 
starting point for such an exploration was not about his being parochial 
or narrow-minded. With that travel behind him, not to mention the 
extensive imaginary voyages he had undertaken through various lands, 
cultures and languages with the help of wide reading in the literatures of  
England, Spain and elsewhere, he was in a position where he could take 
a broad view of  things, and could view the world from a fundamentally 
universalist perspective. Borges’s choice was to start from where he actu-
ally was, Buenos Aires.

The city and locations within it provide the titles of many of  the poems 
in the book, and also both the settings for those poems and a way of engag-
ing with the major themes being addressed. Already in the second piece 
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in the anthology,6 this approach is clearly seen, as the title (‘La Recoleta’) 
evokes the location of a cemetery, and the poem of fers a meditation on the 
theme of death. Trying to come to grips with the reality of what death is, 
the poet concludes that the peace he encounters among the tombs, easily 
confused with death, is not death itself, since only life exists, with its two 
basic dimensions (‘formas’), space and time. These are ‘instrumentos mági-
cos del alma’ [magic instruments of  the soul ], and, when the end comes, not 
only will space and time be extinguished, but death itself will vanish too, 
in the same way that a ref lection in a mirror fades away at nightfall. Death 
as an imagined notion, the product of  the human capacity to ref lect on 
our situation, our ability to be self-conscious about our existence, is an 
idea that Borges will return to repeatedly in his writings, and ref lects a 
fascination with what it is that human beings are capable of, in terms of  
knowing about the limits, temporal and spatial, on their lives. Borges is 
here concerned with the dif ference between the reality of death and the 
business of  knowing about death, and these lines foreshadow his many 
repeated attempts to articulate his insights into that topic and the related 
topics of  fact versus fiction, life versus literature, the ‘real’ tiger versus one 
that appears in a book or poem.7

The poems prefigure his later work, ref lecting his obsessions and pre-
senting images and scenes that will recur throughout that work, including 
a concern with the very idea of repetition itself, and its link with identity, 
as in the poem ‘El truco’ [‘Truco’]:

Una lentitud cimarrona
va demorando las palabras
y como las alternativas del juego
se repiten y se repiten,
los jugadores de esta noche
copian antiguas bazas:
hecho que resucita un poco, muy poco,
a las generaciones de los mayores
que legaron al tiempo de Buenos Aires
los mismos versos y las mismas diabluras.

(OC1: 22)
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[A crazy slowness
Inhabits their talk
And just as the moves in the play repeat themselves
Over and over,
Tonight the players
Repeat old trumps and tricks:
A fact that brings back to life – just a little –
The generations of our ancestors
Who bequeathed to the times of  Buenos Aires
The same verses and the self-same devilish fun.]

Patterns repeat themselves, time passes, and the echoes of  the generations 
of  former players of  the card game are there among those players we witness 
in the present. As we wonder at the meaning of it, we attempt to establish 
the nature of  the relationship between the everyday objects and places we 
see around us and our sense of  the vastness of  the universe and the place 
we occupy in it.

By focusing on a patio or a butcher’s shop, a garden or San Martín 
Square, Borges invites us to sense the wonder that ref lecting on life can of fer, 
while appreciating the links that bind any one individual to a greater whole, 
defined in terms of space, time and the presences and absences that are sig-
nified by life and death themselves. Here, for instance, is an extract from a 
poem called precisely ‘La Plaza San Martín’ [‘San Martin Square’]:

Abajo
el puerto anhela latitudes lejanas
y la honda plaza igualadora de almas
se abre como la muerte, como el sueño.

(OC1: 21)

[Down below
the port yearns for distant latitudes
and the deep square, leveller of souls,
opens out like death, like sleep.]

Human beings, he appears to say, are related to things around them, to 
entities and locations they encounter, in terms that seem to prefigure 
Heidegger’s arguments (see Introduction). He intimates that we are not 
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just who we are, but also the links that we forge with our circumstances. 
While time is a basic dimension of  those circumstances, leading sooner or 
later to death, the spatial entities – the things – that surround us enter into 
a mysterious relationship with us, and we with them. They are not simply 
‘external’ to us, out in the world and apart from the person we feel ourselves 
to be; rather they have their own inef fable qualities and can constitute our 
inner, mental or even spiritual, being, linking us to the world of  life as well 
as to death. His very thoughts are things:

Estas cosas pensé en la Recoleta,
en el lugar de mi ceniza.

(OC1: 18)

[I thought these things in Recoleta cemetery,
The place where my ashes will repose.]

What is being thematised here is human beings’ complex relationship 
with the world around them, the world they live in and must leave. We 
are in our places, but those places reverberate with the echoes of other 
spaces and places, whether in the sense of  historical links with ancestors 
and with spatial patterns established in the past, or with the links, visible 
or invisible, with a wider spatial reality. This may be couched in terms of  
the resonances between the square, the port and the ‘latitudes lejanas’ 
[distant latitudes] alluded to in ‘La Plaza San Martín’, or it may emerge as 
we contemplate how the streets of  the city – in this instance, the rapidly-
expanding Buenos Aires of  the early twentieth century – are advancing in 
those directions in which they can advance, depicted in cardinal points of  
the compass. Thus, in ‘Las calles’ [‘The Streets’], the streets stretch out to 
the West, the North and the South, while the verses that attempt to cap-
ture them are not simply written, but drawn, in the manner of a map; and 
the verses even have the potential to speak about the identity relationship 
between self and the ‘patria’:
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Hacia el Oeste, el Norte y el Sur
se han desplegado – y son también la patria – las calles;
ojalá en los versos que trazo
estén esas banderas.

(OC1: 17)

[Towards the West, the North and the South
Streets stretch out – and they too are the fatherland;
Perhaps in the verses that I draw
Those f lags may also f ly.]

Thus, the historical dimension of our lives is complemented by a geo-
graphical awareness, and concerns with temporality go hand-in-hand with 
a perennial responsiveness to spatiality. When the older Borges writes 
annotations on these poems in 1969, that dual awareness is evident too; 
in commenting on ‘El truco’, he laments the erroneous postulation in it to 
the ef fect that time is made up of individual instants that can be separated 
from one another and that space is composed of a series of individual points, 
and singles out other works of  his own – including the 1947 essay ‘Nueva 
refutación del tiempo’ [‘A new refutation of  time’] – where the same idea 
is expressed more ef fectively. Invariably, discussion of  the topic of  time is 
accompanied by ref lections on spatiality.

The vein of ref lection on location and a preoccupation with spatiality 
are evident not just in FBA but also in Borges’s other collections of poetry 
from the 1920s, Luna de enfrente [Moon Across the Way] and Cuaderno 
San Martín [San Martin Copybook]. The poet walks the streets of  Buenos 
Aires and sees in the commonplace objects and locations that surround 
him intimations of a long temporal perspective and of a spatiality that 
hints at infinity:

Toda la santa noche he caminado
y su inquietud me deja
en esta calle cualquiera.

(‘Calle con almacén rosado’, OC1: 57)

[All the blessed night have I walked
And its quietude has deposited me
In this random street.]
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Particularly in these prose-poems in Luna de enfrente, the Whitmanesque 
litanies include multiple references to ‘arrabales’ and patios as well as to 
the high seas and the vast pampas:

El mar es una espada innumerable y una plenitud de pobreza.
…
El mar es solitario como un ciego.
El mar es un antiguo lenguaje que ya no alcanzo a descifrar …

(‘Singladura’, OC1: 65)

[The sea is numberless swords and a plenitude of poverty.
…
The sea is solitary as a blindman.
The sea is an ancient language I can no longer decipher.]

These are contextualised within a series of ref lections on the big issues of  life 
and death. The emphatic insistence on the spatiality of experience echoes 
Whitman’s similar concern to address the meanings that inhere in the fact 
of  location. Heidegger’s concept of  ‘being-in-the-world’ is bodied forth 
in these poems, even if  the particular way of  being carries so much of  the 
image of  the f lâneur in the style of  Walter Benjamin. But the poems are 
saved from solipsism by their constant awareness of  the bigger picture: the 
poet knows that his experiences, while vivid for him, hold no more – and 
no less – value than the experiences of others:

Creo que mis jornadas y mis noches se igualan en pobreza y en riqueza a las de Dios 
y a las de todos los hombres. (OC1: 70)

[I believe my days and nights equal in poverty and richness those of  God and those of 
any man.]

Borges was later to express his disdain for these early writings, and was 
dismissive of what he saw as his own juvenile attempts to capture his native 
city’s ‘local colour’. In the essay ‘El escritor argentino y la tradición’ [‘The 
Argentine writer and tradition’], originally delivered as a lecture in 1953, he 
spoke of  how, in the 1920s, he had been trying in those ‘olvidables y olvida-olvidables y olvida-
dos libros’ [forgettable and forgotten books], to ‘redactar el sabor, la esencia 
de los barrios extremos de Buenos Aires’ (OC1: 270) [sketch the f lavour and 
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the essence of  the extreme outskirts of  Buenos Aires], and had accordingly 
injected into his writing at that time plenty of  local Argentinisms. He 
contrasted those ef forts with his story ‘La muerte y la brújula’, referring to 
the latter as ‘una suerte de pesadilla, una pesadilla en que figuran elementos 
de Buenos Aires deformados por el horror de la pesadilla’ [a kind of night-
mare, a nightmare containing elements of  Buenos Aires, but deformed by the 
horror of  the nightmare], and described how he disguised the city by giving 
its streets and suburbs fictitious names. Although the city is recognisably 
Buenos Aires,8 it is never named as such in the story, but Borges reported 
how his friends who had read the story told him that they now found the 
‘f lavour of  Buenos Aires’ in it. He concludes:

Precisamente porque no me había propuesto encontrar ese sabor, porque me había 
abandonado al sueño, pude lograr, al cabo de tantos años, lo que antes busqué en 
vano. (OC1: 270–1)

[Precisely because I had not set out to capture that f lavour, because I had allowed myself  
to be carried away by the dream, I was able, after so many years, to grasp what I had 
earlier sought for in vain.]

What Borges is referring to is the major shift in his approach to his writ-
ing that took place in the course of  the 1930s and early 1940s, a change in 
emphasis that he summarises succinctly in the essay ‘Borges y yo’ [‘Borges 
and I’] in the statement: ‘pasé de las mitologías del arrabal a los juegos con 
el tiempo y con lo infinito’ (OC1: 186) [I went from the mythologies of  the 
suburb to games with time and infinity]. Already a more cerebral note had 
crept into Cuaderno San Martín (CSM), published just six years after FBA 
in 1929, a note that can be appreciated by contrasting the two poems called 
‘La Recoleta’ from FBA and CSM, respectively. The earlier poem, in FBA, 
is more straightforward:

Bellos son los sepulcros,
el desnudo latín y las trabadas fechas fatales,
la conjunción del mármol y de la f lor
y las plazuelas con frescura de patio
y los muchos ayeres de la historia
hoy detenida y única.

(OC1: 18)
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[The sepulchres are beautiful,
The naked Latin and the graven fatal dates,
The conjunction of marble and f lower
And the little squares fresh as patios
And the many yesterdays of  history,
A history now fixed and single.]

The piece given the title ‘La Recoleta’ in CSM is one half of a two-part 
poem called ‘Muertes de Buenos Aires’ [‘Deaths of  Buenos Aires’], the 
first half of which is about the other major cemetery in Buenos Aires, La 
Chacarita. The two graveyards are contrasted in various ways, including 
in terms of  their social status,9 but the depth of  the thought is ref lected in 
the complexity of  the syntax and in a more abstract vocabulary:

Dije el enigma y diré también su palabra:
siempre las f lores vigilaron la muerte,
porque siempre los hombres incomprensiblemente supimos
que su existir dormido y gracioso
es el que mejor puede acompañar a los que murieron
sin ofenderlos con soberbia de vida,
sin ser más vida que ellos.

(OC1: 92)

[I stated the enigma and I shall also state its words:
f lowers have always watched over death,
because we humans have always, incomprehensibly, known
that their sleepy and graceful existence
is what can best of fer company for the dead
without of fending them with the pride of  life,
without being more alive than they.]

The title, however, ref lects the continued emphasis on both place and 
mortality, and this is also ref lected in the poem’s frequent apostrophes to 
the cemetery itself:

Tu frente es el pórtico valeroso
y la generosidad de ciego del árbol
y la dicción de pájaros que aluden, sin saberla, a la muerte …

(OC1: 92)
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[Your front is that heroic main gateway
And the blind generosity of  trees
And the songs of unwitting birds that speak to us of death …]

Oblique references to the notion that nature is unaware of mortality – itself 
a thought that is repeated often in a number of  his stories – combine with 
allusions to a history that links place and death in stories of  tyranny (such 
as that of  the dictator Rosas), or stories of obscure lives such as that of a 
young Uruguayan girl, María de los Dolores Maciel, one of  the first people 
buried in ‘La Recoleta’ when it opened in November 1822 (Wilson 2007: 
121). The relationship between the spaces of  the city, our human experience 
of death and the wider universe is being probed in terms that articulate the 
central concern with the tension between the knowledge we hold internally 
and the hard facts of existence in space and time.

In these works, then, the poet sets out a ref lection on space and place 
that valorises locality both as a way of defining the limits of  the self and as 
a way of  testing its boundaries. The circumstances in which the poems are 
set are not merely a series of  backdrops or settings for the lucubrations of 
an inner being. What is stressed, rather, is the way these locations speak to 
us of who we are, how they assist with the imaginative challenge of  linking 
the self  to circumstance, of connecting the internal and the external.

Death, a Compass and Human Spatiality

The tension between internal and external referred to above in relation to 
the early poetry also figures, in a variety of  forms, in Borges’s ficciones. In the 
case of  the story ‘La muerte y la brújula’ [‘Death and the Compass’], dating 
from 1942, this is achieved in the format of a detective story. Irwin (1994) 
makes a cogent case for the view that this story links directly to detective 
stories written by Edgar Allan Poe, and suggests that, like several of  Poe’s 
stories, this one responds to a desire to examine the nature of analytic 
thought. Indeed, utter devotion to the business of  thinking and writing 
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was probably the norm for our author at this point, and the clever, cerebral 
detective who is out of  touch with the business of everyday living, who 
preferred intellectualising over engaging with any of  the practicalities of  
life, was a type with whom Borges could readily identify. As Wilson (2006: 
112) puts it, Lönnrot’s ‘deliberate refusal to enter the everyday world’ is a 
self image of  Borges, who ‘chose to live in books’.

Here again, however, the challenge is essentially spatial. It is the chal-
lenge faced by the archetypal brilliant detective: isolated from the world 
outside, possibly without leaving his own lodgings, the clever spook must 
use the information available to the police in a special way, bringing to bear 
an understanding of  human nature and human behaviour that allows him 
– in these cases, the detectives are invariably male – to divine the nature 
of  the problem and arrive at the correct solution. Lönnrot’s ability to per-
ceive the abstract spatial pattern, prompted by a map of  the city, enables 
him to identify the correct location of  the fourth crime, but because his 
focus is on abstraction and the intellectual dimension of  the puzzle, he is 
doomed, so that, as Dyson (1985: 140) puts it, ‘the mind creates, or finds 
created, clues, patterns, maps, labyrinths, and schemes which entrap while 
pretending to explain’.

We may note already the central role played by elements of space and 
place in this. An important dimension of  the puzzle in any crime story is 
the locus criminalis; indeed, in contemporary detective fiction, a special 
emphasis is placed on the crime scene.10 When we combine that with the 
above-mentioned desire to depict the special investigator as someone who 
works in isolation, and solves the mystery without leaving their room, we 
can see how important the spatial theme is for such works.

In ‘La muerte y la brújula’, notions of place and space help address 
questions of identity and the conf lict between subjectivity and objec-
tivity. Furthermore, the aspects of space and place that come into play 
are diverse and extensive, ranging from the crime-scenes to the locations 
where the detectives work, to the idea of  the city as a labyrinth and the 
idea of  Triste-le-Roi – the house where the climactic final murder takes 
place – as a maze.

To start with the latter elements, it is worth noting how both the 
city of  Buenos Aires and the house at Triste-le-Roi are seen as complex, 
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multi-faceted and capable of containing a secret order, the key to which 
may be discovered through study, ref lection and action. The city – whose 
name is never given in the story – displays both objective and subjective 
characteristics. This is to say that, on the one hand, the city is presented in 
relatively abstract terms, which emphasise its geometric shape by referring 
to the various compass points of relevance to each of  the crimes committed 
(including both the fake third ‘crime’ – the pretend kidnapping or killing 
of  Scharlach – and the final crime, the murder of  Lönnrot).11 On the other 
hand, each of  these places is given a brief description which makes it more 
than simply a point on the map, and gives it a ‘f lavour’ which emphasises 
the subjective and the human dimensions.

The place where the first crime occurs, the ‘Hôtel du Nord’, is depicted 
in terms which give us a sense of its concrete location within the city. The 
area in which it is located is referred to when the hotel is described as ‘ese 
alto prisma que domina el estuario cuyas aguas tienen el color del desierto’ 
(OC1: 499) [that tall prism that dominates the estuary whose waters are 
the colour of  the desert], and the nature of  the hotel is suggested when it is 
referred to parenthetically as a place which combines ‘la aborrecida blan-
cura de un sanatorio, la numerada divisibilidad de una cárcel y la apariencia 
general de una casa mala’ (OC1: 499) [the horrible whiteness of a sanato-
rium, the numbered divisibility of a prison and the general appearance of a 
house of ill-repute]. The rather seedy image conjured up here contributes 
to the creation of an ominous atmosphere, one in which it is conceivable 
that a violent act could take place. The very fact that several lines of  text 
are devoted to conveying these details to us – in a story less than ten pages 
long – in itself suggests that those details are important and that the locus 
criminalis is going to be of significance in the development of  the story.

Two complementary processes are at work at this point, one being the 
process of establishing in the reader’s mind an absolute frame of reference 
based on the location of  the hotel as a place which can be identified in terms 
of a map or in terms of a set of relatively abstract parameters, the other being 
a concretisation of  the location, a sense of it as a real physical entity.

Similar details are given in the case of  the remaining crime-scenes, as 
well as the scene of  the crime manqué when Red Scharlach, disguised as 
‘Ginsburg’, pretends he is murdered by assassins wearing clown outfits. The 
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second crime-scene, for instance, is the doorway of a paint-shop which is 
down a lane in the Western suburbs of  the city. We soon get a description of  
the arrival of  the two detectives, Treviranus and Lönnrot, and, through their 
eyes, we perceive the scene in its grotty details: ‘A izquierda y derecha del 
automóvil, la ciudad se desintegraba; crecía el firmamento y ya importaban 
poco las casas y mucho un horno de ladrillos o un álamo’ (OC1: 501) [To 
the left and right of  the car, the city seemed to crumble; the sky grew bigger, 
and the houses now were of  less significance than things like a brick kiln or a 
poplar tree]. The lane itself is depicted in vivid colours: ‘un callejón final 
de tapias rosadas que parecían ref lejar de algún modo la desaforada puesta 
de sol’ (OC1: 501) [a final alleyway with pink walls that somehow seemed 
to ref lect the infinite sunset]. Similarly, the tavern called ‘Liverpool House’, 
where the pretend killing of  Scharlach takes place, is located in the Rue 
de Toulon, which is described as ‘esa calle salobre en la que conviven el 
cosmorama y la lechería, el burdel y los vendedores de biblias’ (OC1: 502) 
[that street where the air tastes of salt and in which you can find side-by-side 
a peep-show and a dairy shop, a brothel and some Bible-sellers].

Thus, each of  the locations is both an entity in itself, with its own 
characteristics and qualities, and an abstract ‘location’, a point which has 
meaning only within a wider frame of reference.12 This duality is especially 
emphasised at the end of  the story. At that point, in the final crime-scene 
(the house in Triste-le-Roy), the dual meaning of spatial entities is ref lected 
in the multiple references to duplication that characterise the description 
of  both the estate and the interior of  the house itself. Thus, we get this 
picture of  the house from the outside:

[L]a casa de la quinta de Triste-le-Roy abundaba en inútiles simetrías y en repeticiones 
maniáticas: a una Diana glacial en un nicho lóbrego correspondía en un segundo 
nicho otra Diana; un balcón se ref lejaba en otro balcón; dobles escalinatas se abrían 
en doble balaustrada. Un Hermes de dos caras proyectaba una sombra monstruosa. 
(OC1: 504)

[The house in the estate in Triste-le-Roi abounded in useless symmetries and maniacal 
repetitions: corresponding to a glacial Diana in one gloomy niche there was another 
Diana in a second niche; a balcony was ref lected in another balcony; a double stair-
case opened onto a double balustrade. There was a two-faced Hermes that projected a 
monstrous shadow.]
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References to mirrors further reinforce the sense of a kind of nightmarish 
mise-en-abyme in the description of  the interior of  the house:

[I]nfinitamente se multiplicó en espejos opuestos; se cansó de abrir o anteabrir ven-
tanas que le revelaban, afuera, el mismo desolado jardín desde varias alturas y varios 
ángulos … (OC1: 505)

[His image was repeated endlessly in facing mirrors; he grew tired of opening or half-
opening windows from which he could see the same desolate garden scene from dif ferent 
heights and dif ferent angles …]

In ef fect, a description of  this sort constitutes an invitation to the reader 
to ref lect on the fragile hold which we as human beings have on the 
universe in which we live. The complexity of  the city and of  the house 
establishes a relationship which we witness in our everyday reality, the 
relationship between entities as things that are complex, multi-faceted 
and suggestive of  hidden meanings, and the reductive formulation of such 
entities in language. We see how Lönnrot experiences the sense of place 
associated with each of  the locations where the crimes take place. Thus, 
Buenos Aires is here both a place in itself and the symbolic representation 
of  that place on a map. The representation presents inef fable qualities: the 
fact is that the map which can be extracted from the locations of crime 
scenes is a reduction which ultimately deceives. After all, that map dupes 
the investigating Lönnrot into believing that the abstractions which con-
cern him are more real than the lived everyday experience around him, 
thereby leading him to his doom. As so often in Borges’s stories, we are 
encouraged to see how real the dif ference is between the world and its 
representation, between the physical realities which we experience on 
an everyday basis and the linguistic formulations that we invent in order 
to ‘capture’ those realities. It is this inef fable quality that leads Borges to 
want to be ‘un tigre entre los tigres’ [‘a tiger among the tigers’], to use the 
phrase that he puts in the mouth of  God in the poem ‘Juan, 1, 14’ (OC2: 
356), that is, to overcome the limits of  language and to live in a visceral 
relationship with the world around him. Juan Caviglia (1974: 219) states 
the idea in these terms:



City 67

A Borges tale is a deliberate impoverishment of  the created universe, a celebration 
of  the ability of  language to abstract from the teeming experience of man. Language 
so used is highly reductive, and one might argue that it does violence to the elusive 
untidiness of  the human milieu in the interest of an elegant comprehension.

One of  the fundamental facts about human language is this very reductive-
ness. More recently, in his discussion of  ‘La muerte y la brújula’, Ostergard 
(1996: 102) expressed this very quality of  human language as follows: ‘When 
a word is representing, it does so in an inexact way to make communica-
tion possible.’13

Thus, the concept of entitativity in Borges is replete with meanings 
which transcend the apparently banal normality of mere existence in space. 
Indeed, Sharon Lynn Sieber (2004: 202) claims that Borges rejects the 
idea of space as being merely ‘a kind of dramatic scenery or backdrop for 
the star attraction, the unfolding of  time, and instead privileges space’. 
She goes so far as to suggest that time is subservient to space in Borges’s 
work, asserting that ‘existence could be defined by the quality of  taking 
up space as opposed to an unfolding of events in time’. Entities in a Borges 
story are complex and multiple, both in terms of  their depiction as physi-
cal realities and in terms of  the diverse meanings they carry. The entity, it 
is implied, is always more complex than the verbal representation of  that 
entity, and is redolent of subtle significations which carry us to the limits 
of  human expression. Hence, even as Borges celebrates the ef fort we make 
in attempting to express what cannot be expressed, he wistfully deposits 
us at the outer limits of expressibility.14

If  ‘La muerte y la brújula’ attempts to tell us about the essence of enti-
ties, the spatial dimension of  the story is also articulating something about 
ways of  thinking about the world. Specifically, it relates to the distinction 
between two ways of understanding spatiality, viz., ‘absolute’ space and 
‘relational’ space. As outlined in the Introduction, the former, as advocated, 
inter alia, by Isaac Newton, is sometimes called the ‘container view’ of 
space, meaning that the material universe exists in space. Thus, although 
the universe – all the entities that exist, anywhere – comprises everything 
that there is, it is distinct from space itself, which would exist even if  those 
entities did not exist; in other words, there is space, and there is all that 
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happens to exist in space (see Huggett 1999: 128). The alternative approach 
– seeing space as ‘relational’ – is the view of space that emphasises loca-
tions as they relate to each other, and sees no need to posit the existence 
of any absolute space beyond that. Relationists – Newton’s rival, Gottfried 
Leibniz, was one – eschew the notion of a separate ‘background’ space, 
and claim that ‘there are only relative positions (and motions)’, based on 
the common-sense idea that ‘when considering the position or motion of 
something, we need to know where it is located with reference to other 
things’ (Huggett 1999: 131–2). Thus, on the relational view, all we need is 
to identify a frame of reference, and by that means we can account fully 
for the positions of  things. That frame of reference may be oneself, or a 
building, or some other frame of reference, by means of which we can 
specify a location.

The two detectives in ‘La muerte y la brújula’, Lönnrot and Treviranus, 
proceed in contrasting ways as they undertake their investigations into the 
series of murders they are attempting to solve, one emphasising the notion 
of absolute space, the other focusing on relational space. Treviranus’s imme-
diate response to the riddle posed by the murder is to focus on where the 
rabbi’s hotel bedroom was located in relation to other places, especially the 
fact that the room opposite that bedroom is where the wealthy Tetrarch 
of  Galilee was staying. Lönnrot’s view of  things emphasises the location – 
the hotel bedroom – in itself, not in terms of  how it relates to other loca-
tions, but rather as a space characterised by the various books and other 
objects contained in it. Furthermore, the search he undertakes is avowedly 
mystical in nature, since it is no less than an attempt to follow the uttering 
of  the mystical name of  God, the course he conjectures the murderer has 
undertaken, given the fact that the rabbi had written on his typewriter ‘La 
primera letra del Nombre ha sido articulada’ (OC1: 500) [The first letter of  
the Name has been articulated]. Lönnrot’s approach, then, is absolute in the 
sense that it focuses on the crime-scene in itself, to the exclusion of  how it 
relates to the spatial context in which it is set. It could also be considered 
absolute, however, in the sense that it emphasises the divine, the perennial 
absolute. It is worth recalling here that one of  the reasons why Newton 
defended the idea of absolute space was because he believed that, if it did 
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not exist, the idea of  the existence of  God could be called into question 
(Huggett 1999: 129).

It is dif ficult to avoid reaching the conclusion that real success, and 
a happier outcome to events, could have been achieved if  the two types 
of  knowledge had been combined. Had Lönnrot had Treviranus’s insight 
into motive, and had Treviranus later appreciated the true significance of  
the map, there might not have been a fourth victim.15

In the end, Lönnrot becomes that fourth victim. At the moment when 
he is about to be shot, the spatial theme is again reinforced through the 
victim’s own words. Lönnrot tells Scharlach that the four-sided labyrinth 
within which he has managed to capture him has three sides too many, 
since it is possible to conceive of a single straight line as a labyrinth. Thus, 
Scharlach would be able to commit two crimes at points A and B, eight 
kilometres apart, and then a third crime at point C, half-way between A 
and B. Lönnrot invites Scharlach to kill him, on a future occasion, at a point 
D, half-way between A and C. Scharlach accedes to this, promising to kill 
Lönnrot using that labyrinth which, he says, ‘consta de una sola línea recta 
y que es invisible, incesante’ (OC1: 507) [consists of a single straight line that 
is invisible and never-ending]. Scharlach’s references to the line’s invisibility 
and never-ending nature ref lect the fact that the line in question is not only 
straight, but infinitely long; it is the straight line that forms the circumfer-
ence of an infinitely large circle. But there is also an allusion here to Zeno’s 
paradox of  Achilles and the tortoise, or at least the version of it known as 
the Dichotomy Paradox. This suggests the impossibility of motion deriving 
from the fact that before one can reach another point one must reach half-
way to it, and before reaching half-way, one must reach half-way towards 
that half-way point, etc. Since there is an infinite set of points in a line, it is 
deemed impossible to get to the destination point. This postulation, allied 
to the fact that the line Lönnrot is thinking of is infinitely long, suggests 
that the detective may be forlornly hoping these infinities will enable him 
to escape whatever trap Scharlach sets for him in a future life.

While the ludic dimension of  the puzzle associated with the aspects of 
spatiality that run through the story is strong in itself, the spatial allusions 
also carry emotional significance. We must grant that the story is a game, 
but it is a game with a fatal outcome, and, implicitly at least, it explores the 
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question of coming to terms with death, consistently drawing our atten-
tion to the dichotomy of abstraction and concrete realities, including the 
abstraction of death as a universal human pheonomenon and the concrete 
reality of one individual’s demise. The spatial dimension in the story helps 
bring home to us the reality of  this dichotomy by drawing our attention 
to how it is possible to switch between two dif ferent ways of appreciating 
space, i.e., of coming to grips with the world around us.

Once again, as in the discussion of  Borges’s early poetry, we find our-
selves faced with the dilemma of identifying ways of relating the external 
surroundings in which we are located to the transcendental meanings that, 
as human beings, we are able to appreciate, and which we sometimes sense 
we understand. Lönnrot is seduced by what we could call the ‘temptation 
of meaning’: his belief  that the books in Yarmolinsky’s room might hold 
the key to hidden meanings leads to his doom. Like his creator, he discovers 
that his fascination with books can prove to be his undoing; the challenge 
is, as Sylvia Molloy (1994: 76) suggests, ‘to experience the circumstantial’. 
Lönnrot, having reached an intellectually satisfactory conclusion when 
he realised that a fourth crime would indeed take place, is certain that the 
problem is solved. Molloy also points out that, at this juncture, the narrator 
makes reference to the triviality, as Lönnrot sees it, of mere circumstances: 
‘Virtualmente, había descifrado el problema; las meras circunstancias, la 
realidad (nombres, arrestos, caras, trámites judiciales y carcelarios) apenas 
le interesaban ahora’ (OC1: 504) [He had virtually solved the problem; mere 
circumstances, reality (names, arrests, faces, lawsuits and prison sentences) 
held hardly any interest for him at this point]. When he subsequently takes a 
train to Triste-le-Roi, he notices circumstances that he was blind to before. 
As Molloy (1994: 76) puts it, ‘for the first time, before coming face to face 
with death, he is allowed to see. And when he is about to be killed, another 
superf luous detail is added as he notices the cry of a bird: “desde el polvo-desde el polvo-
riento jardín subió el grito inútil de un pájaro”’ [from the dusy garden arose 
the useless call of a bird]. Molloy concludes: ‘The belated recognition of  
the circumstantial, conveyed all too late to these characters [i.e., Lönnrot, 
but also Averroes in the story ‘La busca de Averroes’ (‘Averroës’ Search’)] 
becomes pathetic. Not only that: it becomes pure waste.’
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Thus, the internal-external axis, linking our putative inner being to the 
outside world, becomes the site of a very human challenge, and the status 
of circumstance becomes an important focus, embodied in this instance 
in the locales of  the unnamed Buenos Aires.

Immortality and the Timeless City

The city depicted in ‘La muerte y la brújula’ is a threatening, dangerous 
place, the geography of which has to be negotiated in order to ensure that 
one is not caught, like Lönnrot, in a trap that robs you of your life, and 
robs your life of its meaning. Another nightmarish city, not identifiable 
with any actual geographical location, is the ‘City of  the Immortals’ that 
is depicted in the story ‘El inmortal’ [‘The Immortal’]. In the ‘Afterword’ 
to El Aleph, Borges judged this to be the most ‘worked-on’ story in the 
collection (‘la más trabajada’, OC1: 629),16 while it has been labelled by 
Butler (2009: 27) ‘one of  Borges’ major works and an essential addition 
to the canon’. Written in the aftermath of  the Second World War, it is, like 
‘La biblioteca de Babel’ and ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’, a dark, unsettling 
fantasy that invites us to imagine a dystopian world based around taking 
a particular philosophical idea to an extreme. In this instance, the theme 
of  the story is the ef fects of immortality, so that it constitutes an explora-
tion of  how things might be for us had we, literally, a limitless amount of  
time at our disposal.

If  the theme is unlimited time, the way the theme is explored is by pos-
iting a situation where time does not matter. For the inhabitants of  the city 
at the centre of  this story, time is irrelevant because they are immortal. The 
city in question, therefore, represents a universe that is essentially spatial; 
of  the two fundamental parameters of our existence, space and time, only 
the former is of any consequence in this context. The instinctual human 
fear of death is here allowed free reign to indulge in the fantasy of immor-
tality, and the longing not to die is imaginatively experienced, through the 
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conjuring up of a place where death never happens. The mythical dimen-
sion of  the tale is foregrounded from the early paragraphs, partly through 
references to locations in the Middle East and to Homer’s Iliad, and partly 
through the frank presentation of  the protagonist’s heroic quest. There 
are numerous references to past historical periods, and to dates on which 
major historical events – as well as fictional events associated with the main 
character – occur. These have the ef fect of suggesting a sense of remoteness 
from the typical Western reader’s everyday existence, a remoteness that fits 
well with the kind of  ‘orientalist’ image of places where strange things can 
occur. Like the setting in ‘Las ruinas circulares’ (see Chapter 5), like the 
references to the ‘East’ in a story such as ‘Abenjacán el Bojarí, muerto en 
su laberinto’ [‘Ibn-Ḥakam al-Bokhari, Murdered in his Labyrinth’] (see 
Chapter 3), we are to understand that the places referred to in this story are 
locations where unusual events can take place, where it may be possible to 
imagine a river that gives immortality to anyone who drinks from it, and 
a city beside that river where people who are immortal reside.

The very form the story takes contributes to the sense that we are in 
the realm of myth and legend. In Bakhtinian terms, the basic chronotope 
in operation is the quest: our protagonist sets of f  to look for the river that 
gives immortality and the legendary city where the Immortals live; when 
he has eventually found them and become disillusioned, the search begins 
for the river that will restore the mortality he now seeks. He of fers us the 
story of  his labours (‘trabajos’), that is, the ef forts he undertakes to reach 
his goal, as well as the vicissitudes he endures along the way. His account 
begins as follows:

Que yo recuerde, mis trabajos empezaron en un jardín de Tebas Hekatómpylos, 
cuando Diocleciano era emperador … (OC1: 533)

[As far as I can recall, my labours began in a garden in Thebes Hekatompylos, when 
Diocletian was emperor …]

The garden is located in ‘Thebes of  the Hundred Gates’, the capital city of  
the New Kingdom of  Egypt during the reign of  Diocletian (AD 284–305). 
This ‘many-gated’ – thus, large, complex and labyrinthine – city prefigures 
the complex and chaotic City of  the Immortals he seeks and eventually 
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locates in the desert at the climax of  the story. The mention of  Thebes at the 
beginning of  the found manuscript belonging to Joseph Cartaphilus also 
echoes, however, the reference to London, another teeming, labyrinthine 
capital city17 referred to in the opening words of  the story:

En Londres, a principios del mes de junio de 1929, el anticuario Joseph Cartaphilus, 
de Esmirna, ofreció a la princesa de Lucinge los seis volúmenes en cuarto menor 
(1715–1720) de la Ilíada de Pope. (OC1: 533)

[In London, at the beginning of  June 1929, the antiquarian Joseph Cartaphilus of  
Smyrna of fered Princess Lucinge a six-volume set in quarto minor of  Pope’s Iliad, dating 
from 1715–1720.]

This sentence announces the spatial theme in the story, not just through 
references to two locations, London and Smyrna, the one archetypally 
Western, the other a location in Asia Minor, again evocative of an ‘exotic’ 
Orient.18 The theme is also implicit in the antiquarian’s name, ‘Cartaphilus’, 
the etymology of which suggests a love of maps.19

From the beginning, then, we are conscious of what we could call the 
‘sweep of geography’, which functions in tandem with the sweep of  history 
that is conveyed by references to the three time-periods mentioned in the 
opening paragraphs, viz., the twentieth century (1929, when the Princess 
receives Pope’s Iliad with the manuscript inside it); the eighteenth century 
(1715–20, when that book was published), and the late third century and 
early fourth century AD, when Diocletian ruled in Rome. The geographical 
ambit of  the story ranges over a series of  locations, mainly in the Middle 
East, that evoke ancient history and remoteness. They include ‘Tártaro’ 
(Tartarus), which, in Greek mythology referred both to a deep, gloomy 
abyss beneath the underworld, associated with pain and torment, and to a 
deity. We are told that Tartarus was worshipped by the Awjila people, one 
of  the groups of strange, partly-human creatures that our protagonist met as 
he wandered through the desert with his men, the others being Troglodytes 
and Gamarants. The reference to ‘augilas’ alludes to people who lived in the 
oasis-city of  Awjila, located on the caravan route from Cairo to Fezzan, so 
that, again, we have the suggestion of an identification between place and 
people, on the one hand (the ‘augilas’, or Awjila people), and, through the 
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reference to their veneration of  Tartarus, the identification between a place 
and a deity. Hence, location is crucial in this discussion: people’s identity 
is synonymous with it, while transcendental meanings, suggested by the 
reference to the divine, depend on it. All of  this strengthens the sense of 
a link between place and transcendental meaning: if  the location of  the 
famous city of  the Immortals, and its river, are discovered, it is suggested, 
the depth of  the transformation that can take place will be profound.

As the story progresses, we learn that Cartaphilus is to be identified 
with, first, a Roman tribune called Marcus Flaminius Rufus, and then also 
with the ‘immortal’ Greek poet and author of  the Iliad, Homer,20 connec-
tions that are already hinted at by the references to London and Smyrna in 
the opening sentence. As the narrator remarks in Part V of  the tale, there are 
numerous allusions to the Iliad and the Odyssey throughout Cartaphilus/
Rufus/Homer’s account of  his vastly long life, including the mention of  
‘Tebas Hekatómpylos’ which occurs here and in the Iliad, and the fact that, 
in both the Odyssey and this story, the Nile is called the ‘Egypt’ (‘el egipto’). 
His recounting of  the historic moments he has experienced reaches a kind 
of climax in the litany of references of fered at the beginning of  Part V:

Recorrí nuevos reinos, nuevos imperios. En el otoño de 1066 milité en el Puente de 
Stamford, ya no recuerdo si en las filas de Harold, que no tardó en hallar su destino, 
o en las de aquel infausto Harald Hardrada que conquistó seis pies de tierra inglesa, 
o un poco más … (OC1: 542)

[I wandered through new realms and other empires. In the autumn of 1066 I fought at 
Stamford Bridge, though I can no longer recall whether I was in the ranks of  Harold, 
who met his fate soon after, or in those of  the evil Harald Hardrada who conquered six 
feet of  English soil, or a little more …]

From fighting at the Battle of  Hastings to transcribing the voyages of  Sinbad 
in a district of  Cairo called Bulaq, from playing chess in Samarkand to prac-
tising astrology in Bikanir, from Kolzsvár and Leipzig in the seventeenth 
century to Aberdeen in the eighteenth, we trace this character’s trajectory 
through space and time until the moment in 1921 when he disembarks 
from a ship travelling to India on the Eritrean coast, only to drink from a 
local river and discover that he has again become mortal.



City 75

The central event in the epic life he recounts is his discovery of  the 
City of  the Immortals and of  the stream that ran alongside it. That dis-
covery is preceded by a dream in which he finds himself in a labyrinth 
that he cannot decipher. Having lost all the men who accompanied him 
into the desert, he gets wounded by an arrow fired at him by the Cretans. 
Wandering alone, injured and parched with thirst, he sees a mirage of 
pyramids and towers, and then dreams of  the ‘exiguo y nítido laberinto’ 
(OC1: 535) [simple, meagre labyrinth], in the centre of which he sees a jug 
of water (‘un cántaro’), which he cannot reach because the labyrinth is too 
complicated: ‘tan intrincadas y perplejas eran las curvas que yo sabía que 
iba a morir antes de alcanzarlo’ (OC1: 535) [its curves were so intricate and 
perplexing that I knew I would die before reaching it]. When he awakens from 
the dream, his hands are tied behind his back and he finds himself  thrown 
into a shallow grave, from where he can see below him a stream running 
calmly, and, beyond it, ‘la evidente Ciudad de los Inmortales’ (OC1: 535) 
[what was obviously the City of  the Immortals].

Everything about this City is strange and complex. A blank wall con-
fronts the visitor trying to enter it, and there is no gate to be seen that might 
allow access. The frustrated and exhausted narrator goes into a cave to shel-
ter from the intense heat and finds a shaft inside it, with a set of steps that 
lead down into the bowels of  the earth. He eventually reaches a vast circu-
lar chamber that has nine doors, all of which, except one, lead back to the 
same chamber. Going through the ninth door, and passing through another 
labyrinth, he comes to a second chamber which was like the first one, and 
then yet more chambers of  the same sort. As he meanders around through 
underground labyrinths and passes from one chamber to another countless 
times, he is accompanied by no sound other than that of a mysterious under-
ground wind. In the end, he becomes so accustomed to that subterranean 
world he says he could not imagine that any other world existed:

Horriblemente me habitué a ese dudoso mundo; consideré increíble que pudiera 
existir otra cosa que sótanos provistos de nueve puertas y que sótanos largos que se 
bifurcan. (OC1: 537)

[I got dreadfully used to that doubtful world; I believed it was impossible for anything 
to exist other than basements with doors or long cellars that continually divided up.]
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Curiously, in his confusion, he associates this weird place with his own 
native city:

Ignoro el tiempo que debí caminar bajo tierra; sé que alguna vez confundí, en la 
misma nostalgia, la atroz aldea de los bárbaros y mi ciudad natal, entre los racimos. 
(OC1: 537)

[I don’t know how long I spent walking along underground; I know that at one point, I 
mixed up in the same nostalgia the dreadful town created by these Barbarians and my 
own native city, among the vines.]

Having descended into these depths, where he seems to connect with his 
own origins, he eventually sees a shaft that leads way up to vertiginous 
heights where he can see a circle of  blue sky. He finds he can go back up to 
the surface using steps set into the wall, so that he gradually emerges from 
the darkness into a small square, having finally reached the ‘resplandeciente 
Ciudad’ (OC1: 537) [resplendent City].

The City he encounters consists of one single, enormous building, 
with a myriad of irregular and confusing parts to it. He speaks of  how the 
steps he wanders along are of dif ferent widths and heights, so that they 
leave him desperately weary, and nothing about the architecture of  the 
city makes sense:

En el palacio que imperfectamente exploré, la arquitectura carecía de fin. Abundaban 
el corredor sin salida, la alta ventana inalcanzable, la aparatosa puerta que daba a 
una celda o un pozo, las increíbles escaleras inversas, con los peldaños y la balaus-
trada hacia abajo. Otras, adheridas aéreamente al costado de un muro monumental, 
morían sin llegar a ninguna parte, al cabo de dos o tres giros, en la tiniebla superior 
de las cúpulas. (OC1: 537)

[In the palace that I explored as best I could, the architecture seemed pointless. It abounded 
in corridors that went nowhere, windows so high they could not be reached, fancy doors 
that opened on to cells or pits, incredible inverted stairways, with upside-down steps 
and handrails. Other stairs, fixed in the open air at the side of a wall of monumental 
scale, after two or three turns, died, without reaching anywhere, in the airy darkness 
of  the cupolas.]
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The dead-end corridors, windows that cannot be reached, spectacular 
doorways opening onto cells or pits, upside-down staircases or f lights 
of stairs that go up along the huge walls but lead nowhere leave him in 
despair, and cause him to ref lect on what possible meanings this place 
could have and what ef fects it might create in people. He concludes that 
the City was built by gods who have now died, but who were insane, and 
this conclusion leaves him regretfully condemning the place that he had 
for so long wished to locate. Having now found it, the disillusionment he 
feels is accompanied by an ‘intellectual horror’ (‘más horror intelectual que 
miedo sensible’ – OC1: 537) [more intellectual horror than felt fear]. In an 
indirect allusion to the longed-for immortality he has sought, he speaks 
of  how incredibly ancient the building seemed to be, so old that it must 
have pre-dated human existence, but now he speaks of  the sensations that 
went along with that sense of age:

A la impresión de enorme antigüedad se agregaron otras: la de lo interminable, la 
de lo atroz, la de lo complejamente insensato. Yo había cruzado un laberinto, pero la 
nítida Ciudad de los Inmortales me atemorizó y repugnó. (OC1: 537)

[Along with the impression of enormous antiquity came others: the sense of something 
never-ending, something atrocious, something complicated to the point of meaningless-
ness. I had traversed a labyrinth, but it was the stark City of  the Immortals that I found 
fearful and repugnant.]

The underlying trope in this story is that human beings want to survive, want 
to live for as long as possible, and the extreme expression of  that longing 
is a wish for immortality. Were we able to attain it, that marvellous state 
promises us the happiness associated with transcending our fear of death. 
How great it would be if we were immortal, we think, if our greatest fear, the 
fear of death, were taken away from us. The immortality presented in this 
story, however, is a nightmarish vision where the Troglodytes, who built this 
place, have lost the will to make any ef fort, and have resigned themselves to 
living in squalor on the edge of  the crazy, random, apparently meaningless 
City they have constructed. Rather than the utopia he had expected, our 
protagonist encounters a dystopian chaos, where happiness is not only out 
of  the question, but rendered impossible elsewhere as well:



78 Chapter 2

Esta Ciudad (pensé) es tan horrible que su mera existencia y perduración, aunque en 
el centro de un desierto secreto, contamina el pasado y el porvenir y de algún modo 
compromete a los astros. Mientras perdure, nadie en el mundo podrá ser valeroso 
o feliz. (OC1: 538)

[This City, I thought, is so horrible that its mere existence, the very fact that it has sur-
vived so long, even in the centre of a secret desert, means that it contaminates the past 
and the future and in some way has an impact on the stars. While it lasts, nobody in 
this world can be valiant or happy.]

Absurdity and misery, then, attend the discovery of  this place. The dead-
end corridors are a metaphor for the fruitlessness of  the search this hero 
has undertaken, and the only recourse for him now is to try to find the 
river that will return mortality to him. But the lack of rational explanations 
contaminates the very account that we read of  these events, and the intrigu-
ing ambiguities, represented in material terms by inverted staircases, steps 
of varying dimensions and spectacular doors that open on to decrepit pits 
and cells, have their figurative counterpart in certain aspects of  the narra-
tive itself. Thus, having listed the outlandish architectural features of  the 
City, the narrator informs us that he himself is unsure as to the veracity 
of what he has told us: the City is so strange that it is possible that some 
of what he has described is the product of  his imagination rather than a 
literal account of what he saw:

Ignoro si todos los ejemplos que he enumerado son literales; sé que durante muchos 
años infestaron mis pesadillas; no puedo ya saber si tal o cual rasgo es una transcripción 
de la realidad o de las formas que desatinaron mis noches … (OC1: 538)

[I don’t know if all the examples I have listed are literal; I know that for many years 
they infested my nightmares; I can no longer tell whether a particular characteristic is 
a transcription of something real or of  the forms invented in my dreams.]

With regard to the city, he does not want to try to describe it, but prefers 
to find some analogy or simile that conveys the horror of it:

No quiero describirla; un caos de palabras heterogéneas, un cuerpo de tigre o de toro, 
en el que pulularan monstruosamente, conjugados y odiándose, dientes, órganos y 
cabezas, pueden (tal vez) ser imágenes aproximativas. (OC1: 538)



City 79

[I don’t want to describe it; a chaotic series of  heterogeneous words, or the body of a tiger 
or a bull, where are found in hateful togetherness teeth, organs and heads, might perhaps 
be an approximate image of it.]

In characteristically Borgesian fashion, a radical ambiguity eventually 
infuses the entire story, so that the very identity of  the protagonist is called 
into question. Thus, although we see Rufus on the edge of  the City meeting 
a Troglodyte whom he calls ‘Argos’, and this man turns out to be Homer, 
the material we read in Part V of  the story subverts the notion of  two clear 
and separate individuals, Argos-Homer and Rufus-Cartaphilus. Given that 
so much of  the account of fered by Rufus-Cartaphilus resembles or echoes 
the work of  Homer, and given that his comments on his long existence 
include both references to military activity as well as philosophical ref lec-
tions, the narrator himself suggests that the Roman soldier and the Greek 
poet are somehow the same person. And, having at this point drunk from 
the river that returns him to mortality, he is able to conclude: ‘Yo he sido 
Homero; en breve, seré Nadie, como Ulises; en breve, seré todos: estaré 
muerto’ (OC1: 543) [I have been Homer; shortly, I shall be Nobody, like 
Ulysses; and shortly, I shall be everyone: I shall be dead].

If  the search for immortality represents a kind of utopian quest which 
ultimately leads to a subversion of  the self and a descent into ennui and 
meaninglessness, what is the status of  this City of  the Immortals? Within 
the universe of  the story, it stands apart as a location embodying a kind of  
‘otherness’, a dif ferent form of  human life. It is an edifice created from the 
remains of an earlier city that the Immortals had destroyed, one that was 
rational and ordered, so it memorialises that sane devotion to meaningful 
purpose that we tend to think characterises normal human activity. In that 
sense, it is a representation, in (imaginary) plastic form of  the futility of  the 
quest for meaning and order, a kind of graveyard of enlightenment. Now 
empty, its inhabitants having abandoned the gigantic construction they 
had made such an ef fort to build, it is a mausoleum of rational thought, 
its irregular skyline of cupolas and columns of dizzyingly dif ferent heights 
reminiscent of  the cemeteries of  La Recoleta and Chacarita that featured 
so prominently in Borges’s early poetry, discussed earlier. In Foucauldian 
terms, it functions as the ultimate heterotopia, a place that is located among 
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us and yet stands apart from the usual and the familiar, a location associ-
ated with individuals whose very existence calls into question the shaky 
security of personal identity and social cohesion we normally take for 
granted. More than the typical examples of  heterotopias – brothels, jails, 
nursing homes – this City of fers a perspective on our lives that subverts 
those assumptions that tend to protect us from the harsher realities of  life 
and death. It is thus the most radical heterotopia imaginable, depicted as 
actually existing in our midst – even if dif ficult to find – and insinuating 
an oblique comment on the need to reconcile ourselves to the fact of our 
mortality.

In a key passage in Part IV of  the story, we read:

Ser inmortal es baladí; menos el hombre, todas las criaturas lo son, pues ignoran la 
muerte; lo divino, lo terrible, lo incomprensible, es saberse inmortal. (OC1: 540)

[Being immortal is pointless; all creatures are immortal anyway, except man, because 
they don’t know death; the divine and terrible thing, the incomprehensible thing, is to 
know that one is immortal.]

Having drunk of  the waters of  the river of immortality, our protagonist, 
and, through a process of mise-en-abyme, the narrator of  this story, as well 
as its author, Borges, conclude that the horrors of immortality are more 
terrifying than the inevitability of death itself. With enough time at our 
disposal, all things are literally possible, and even inevitable. Thus, we are 
told that such a scenario makes it unavoidable that all things will be car-
ried out eventually, but all actions that are taken will ultimately be devoid 
of meaning and reduced to nullity:

Encarados así, todos nuestros actos son justos, pero también son indiferentes. No 
hay méritos morales o intelectuales. Homero compuso la Odisea; postulado un 
plazo infinito, con infinitas circunstancias y cambios, lo imposible es no componer, 
siquiera una vez, la Odisea. (OC1: 541)

[Looked at in that way, all our actions are just, but they are also neither right nor wrong. 
There is no such thing as moral or intellectual merit. Homer composed the Odyssey; 
given an infinite amount of  time, with infinite circumstances and changes, it would be 
impossible not to compose the Odyssey at least once.]
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The terrible conclusion we arrive at, by implication, is that it is only the 
reality of death that can lend meaning to our lives, since, as the heterotopic 
City reminds us, immortality confers only a succession of contingent iden-
tities, leading ultimately to unlimited chaos:

Nadie es alguien, un solo hombre inmortal es todos los hombres. Como Cornelio 
Agrippa, soy dios, soy héroe, soy filósofo, soy demonio y soy mundo, lo cual es una 
fatigosa manera de decir que no soy. (OC1: 541)

[Nobody is anyone, one single immortal man is every man. Like Cornelius Agrippa, I 
am god, I am hero, I am a philosopher, a demon and the world, which is all just a tedi-
ous way of saying that I am not.]





Chapter 3

Deixis

What he wanted was connected with no particular place; therefore it 
must be where he was.

— William Carlos Williams1

In this quotation, William Carlos Williams was referring to Edgar Allan 
Poe, a writer much admired by Borges. Like Borges, Poe knew how to 
relate the cosmic to the individual and personal, and explored the many 
ways in which each of us attempts to come to grips with that relationship. 
The inevitability of subjective identity and of our own perspective on the 
world is not, then, at odds with an appreciation of  the universal, but is an 
integral part of  how we know and talk about the world around us. Context 
is central to meaning; that connection, between context, language and 
meaning, is the focus of  this chapter.

Deixis and Space

As was outlined in the Introduction, the linguistic category of deixis refers 
to how certain elements of  language depend for their meaning, in a fun-
damental way, on the contexts in which they occur. Archetypally, deixis is 
about location, in the sense that we need to know where a speaker is when 
they use a deictic term, in order to be able to know what that speaker is 
referring to. The mere utterance of  the word ‘here’ implies a spatial context, 
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as does the utterance of a demonstrative like ‘this’ in a phrase such as ‘This 
is a nice place’; knowledge of  the context in which such utterances occur 
is vital if we are to understand them properly. Deixis also relates to tempo-
ral and personal dimensions of  language, so that an adverb such as ‘now’ 
can be understood only if we know when it is spoken, and the pronoun 
‘I’ changes meaning – in the sense that its referent changes – each time 
it is uttered by a dif ferent person. The spatial dimension is often seen as 
underpinning both the temporal and personal dimensions so that we have 
many phrases that refer to time using spatial metaphors (‘going forward’; 
‘the point we are at’, ‘we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it’, etc.) and 
we may think of pronominal reference as being ‘located’ at the particular 
speaker in question, as exemplified by utterances such as ‘Looking at it 
from my angle …’, etc.2 Deixis is therefore a key notion in any discussion 
of spatiality: it relates in myriad ways to issues of perspective and point 
of view and to context and location, but always with an implication that 
language is central to human concerns. Deixis reminds us, in other words, 
that we are communicating a whole range of meanings about our spatial, 
temporal and personal situation whenever we use language. These deictic 
implications are often relevant, and implicitly or explicitly signalled, in 
Borges’s stories.

Since deixis hinges essentially on the concept of  location, including 
the temporal and personal parameters which we use to communicate ideas 
about time and to identify subjectivities, deixis can be conceived of as a kind 
of  three-dimensional grid, with a set of  Cartesian coordinates – spatial, 
temporal and personal – which we can refer to in order to ascertain the 
identity of  the person who happens to create an utterance at any point in 
time and at a particular place. We are adept at applying these coordinates 
without hesitation in order to produce utterances which make sense, or in 
order to interpret the utterances produced by others. It seems reasonable 
to suggest, therefore, that, in this sense, language resembles mathematics: 
these coordinates are pure geometry, an abstract schema that we can hold 
in our heads and apply as appropriate in order to produce and understand 
intelligible utterances.

For the purposes of  the present discussion, we could use the term ‘cold 
deixis’ to refer to deixis as understood in these abstract terms, that is, in 
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terms of a set of spatial, temporal and personal coordinates which we as 
users of  human language have recourse to in order to answer the questions 
when?, where? and who? On the other hand, these parameters – the spatial, 
temporal and personal coordinates – are notoriously capable of carrying 
very personal and very subjective meanings, so that we could employ the 
term ‘warm deixis’ for this version of deixis. The reality of  ‘warm deixis’ is 
ref lected, inter alia, in the deeply meaningful relationships we have been 
exploring in this book between human beings and the concept of  ‘place’, 
and we will recognise at once the depth of its significance for us: places 
carry connotations with them, and it matters greatly to us where we are, 
just as time itself is far from irrelevant to us, and the notion of personal 
identity goes to the heart of our concept of who we are and how we relate 
to others.

The classic account of deixis propounded originally in 1934 by the 
German psychologist and linguist Karl Bühler (1990: 117) posits the notion 
of  the origo or deictic centre, a point which is in ef fect the conjunction of 
a temporal, spatial and personal origin from which deictic language use 
arises. Bühler’s account of deixis is based on the supposition that all lan-
guage users have this kind of conceptual centre-point or mental schema 
available to them. In this way, it is possible to establish ‘locations’ for all 
spatial, temporal and personal references that we allude to in the course of 
using language. This framework supports a range of  linguistic paradigms 
that enable us to refer to times, places and people with respect to ourselves 
as speakers. Perhaps the most fundamental such schema from a spatial 
perspective in English is the axis represented by the terms here and there. 
In Spanish, the equivalent basic set of  terms is tripartite rather than dual, 
viz., ‘aquí’ (or ‘acá’); ‘ahí’ and ‘allí’ (or ‘allá’).

Although the knowledge of  how these systems work in the two lan-
guages is a basic part of our competence as speakers of  the languages, and 
is often taken for granted by us, there are dimensions to such deictic terms 
that are of special interest to us here. Firstly, the operation of  these terms 
implies the existence of what Bühler called a ‘deictic field’ (‘das Zeigfeld’) in 
the language, this being the conceptual map that is established via language 
use to enable the terms to make appropriate sense, so that we can assume 
that the utterance of  the pronoun ‘I’ establishes reference to the person 
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doing the uttering, and that use of  the locative ‘here’ makes reference to a 
location at or near the speaker, etc. Related to this fact, secondly, is the fact 
that such quintessentially deictic terms as pronouns, locatives or adverbials 
of  time shift their meanings (in the sense of what it is they refer to) in the 
course of  language use, according to the speaker who is using them. Thus, 
when I say ‘I’, the reference is to me; when my interlocutor uses the same 
pronoun, he or she makes reference to himself or herself. Such words are, 
in this sense, devoid of  fixed meanings, and are characterised by the way 
in which their referents will shift from moment to moment, from place to 
place, or, as in the case of personal pronouns, from person to person. In this 
sense, they contrast with the majority of  the words in a language, since most 
words carry a full semantic content that conveys certain features associated 
with the word in question, whether these be physical characteristics such 
as shape, size or colour, or more abstract qualities: we might think about 
the various features and qualities conjured up by any random set of words 
such as blue, run, table, etc. In other words, there is a sense in which pro-
totypically deictic terms are ‘empty’ of meaning and serve simply as ways 
of pointing towards an extralinguistic referent, whether temporal, spatial 
or personal. Thus, the adverb ‘yesterday’ or the locative ‘there’ can only be 
understood within the terms of  the contexts in which they are used. We 
cannot know which day the word ‘yesterday’ refers to without knowing 
the day on which the word was uttered.

Our ability to process the connections that are made in this way is 
very advanced – as speakers of  the languages concerned we can produce 
and comprehend deictic signalling more or less instantaneously – and 
such signalling (the linking of word to world) is certainly a characteristi-
cally human trait, one that operates in humans on a level that is not found 
in other species.

Another fundamental framework which is of interest in this context, 
a framework for discussions of spatial language – that is, in ef fect, for the 
discussion of spatial deixis – is the one employed in psycholinguistic dis-
cussions of spatial expression.3 There, a basic categorisation of spatiality 
sees it as functioning on the basis of  three notions, viz., entity, location and 
movement. In other words, there are entities or objects (things and people 
that exist); there are places where those entities are situated (locations), 
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and the entities in question can be displaced from one location to another 
(movement).

All physical entities referred to in linguistic utterances are understood 
as occupying a physical space, and thus, the status of  ‘entitativity’ normally 
entails physical presence, an assumption which Borges exploits and sub-
verts in certain of  his stories, as we shall see. Reference to places which 
are entities is of particular interest in the current context. Linguistically, 
these are typically expressed – at least in Spanish and English – by mean 
of nominals with determiners (‘un jardín’ [a garden]; ‘la biblioteca’ [the 
library]) or through the use of proper nouns as names of real or invented 
places: ‘Bombay’, ‘Buenos Aires’; ‘Triste-le-Roy’.

The combined notion of places as entities and entities as places runs 
through many Borges stories, and the notion is used by him to ref lect on 
basic questions concerning the connections between human beings and 
the material world. Among the issues which Borges addresses by this means 
are, firstly, ideas about existence and non-existence; secondly, the concept 
of entities as being complex, multi-faceted and ordered, and, lastly, the 
adequacy or inadequacy of  human language to capture the spatial concepts 
which people are capable of creating.

Let us begin by looking at this framework in operation in a story from 
the El Aleph collection that links two temporal frameworks, but also, in a 
dif ferent way, two spatial ones.

The Warrior and the Englishwoman Change Sides

Entitativity, location and movement feature in important ways in ‘Historia 
del guerrero y de la cautiva’ [‘Story of  the Warrior and the Captive Maiden’], 
a story that Borges spoke of as an attempt at interpreting ‘dos hechos fid-
edignos’ (OC1: 629) [two supposedly true events]. For fairly obvious reasons, 
the notion of movement is central to this story: an Englishwoman, having 
left her native country as a young girl, ends up living among Indians in the 
Argentine pampas. The transplantation that this move entails is figured as 
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a radical change, not just in terms of  location, but also in terms of culture 
and identity, and her story is presented to us only after the exposition of 
another such ‘movement’ or shift in culture, loyalty and identity, that of  
Droctulft, a warrior who, in the sixth century, switched his allegiance to 
defend Ravenna, the city which he and his fellow Lombards had previ-
ously been attacking.

Key entities here range from a book by Benedetto Croce in which the 
narrator comes across the story of  Droctulft; the latter’s epitaph; the features 
of  the city of  Ravenna that captivated the warrior and motivated his move; 
the leather huts, manure-burning fires and other features of  Indian life on 
the pampas, along with vignettes of  the unnamed Englishwoman moving 
slowly across a square in the frontier-town of  Junín or dismounting from 
her horse and throwing herself on the ground to drink the hot blood that 
poured from a sheep that had just been slaughtered.

These entities, and others, appear as a set of images that convey much 
of  the theme of  the story, linking its two parts and pointing up the implicit 
and explicit comparisons that are made between them. The vividness of  
the images heightens the sense of  the drama that is implicit in each of  the 
life-stories, that of  the ancient warrior and that of  the blonde, blue-eyed 
‘Indian’ woman. Despite the fact that both stories are presented as actual 
occurrences, the manner of  their presentation is as much spatial as temporal 
or historical, with an associated emphasis on location that brings home the 
point that the two people in question are perceived as being out of place. 
This is implicit in the parenthetical comment made by the author when he 
states that he does not know whether Droctulft lived in the sixth century 
or the eighth century, and then declares: ‘Imaginemos (éste no es un tra-
bajo histórico) lo primero’ (OC1: 557) [Since this is not an historical work, 
let’s just say it’s the former].4 The contextual features of  the story relating to 
the explanation of its sources – references to Croce’s book entitled Poetry 
and to the story told to the narrator by his grandmother – reinforce the 
sense that this is indeed an account of events that really took place, that it 
is indeed history. What Borges achieves in the story, however, is an imagi-
native reconstruction of  two biographies that relies as much on spatiality 
as it does on recounting a series of actions. Circumstance, in other words, 
is as central to this work as event.
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The location of  Droctulft’s adventure, the city of  Ravenna, is alluded 
to already in the second sentence of  the story, as is the fact that he died 
defending it. It occupies a central position throughout the account of  his 
life, starting out, in that early reference, as ‘la ciudad’, but becoming, by the 
end of  the third paragraph, ‘la Ciudad’, a quasi-mythical location capable of  
bewitching him to the extent that he changes his allegiance. The features of  
the city of  Ravenna are enumerated as if  they were parts of an organism, so 
that the city, in contrast to the static marshes from which he originates, is 
seen as something that is full of  life, organic, vibrant, in motion:

Ve el día y los cipreses y el mármol. Ve un conjunto que es múltiple sin desorden; ve 
una ciudad, un organismo hecho de estatuas, de templos, de jardines, de habitacio-
nes, de gradas, de jarrones, de capiteles, de espacios regulares y abiertos. Ninguna 
de esas fábricas (lo sé) lo impresiona por bella; lo tocan como ahora nos tocaría una 
maquinaria compleja, cuyo fin ignoráramos, pero en cuyo diseño se adivinara una 
inteligencia inmortal … (OC1: 558)

[He sees the day and the cypresses and the marble. He sees a conglomeration of objects 
that is multiple but not disordered; he sees a city, an organism made of statues, temples, 
gardens, rooms, stairs, jugs, capitals, and regular open spaces. None of  those fabrications 
– this I know myself – impresses him with its beauty; they strike him the way nowadays 
a complex piece of machinery would strike us, whose purpose we do not understand, but 
in whose design we can detect an immortal intelligence at work …]

The experience of  the city constitutes a revelation for Droctulft, a revelation 
that both blinds him and renews him (‘lo ciega y lo renueva’, OC1: 558). 
He is persuaded to shift his allegiance to it, and that change in location is 
figured as a conversion from savagery (‘barbarie’) to civilisation. For the 
narrator, Droctulft’s actions mean that he is not a traitor but ‘un iluminado, 
un converso’ [an enlightened one, a convert], and the transformation he 
undergoes is specifically associated with his discovery of  this city.

Droctulft’s trajectory entails a journey from the dark ‘selvas inextrica-
bles del jabalí y del uro’ (OC1: 557) [impenetrable jungles of  the wild boar 
and the urus], supposedly characteristic of  his Barbarian origins in central 
Europe, ‘a través de una oscura geografía de selvas y de ciénagas’ [via an 
obscure geography of jungles and swamps], to the enlightenment he was to 
experience in an Italian city, a place associated with daylight and order. His 
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own role in that city will be a humble one, and, given his background, he 
will not even understand the place he is in, but the city is presented as being 
so qualitatively dif ferent from his origins that it is deemed more valuable 
even than the deities he has worshipped up to now, than his religion or 
the swamps from which he has emerged:

Sabe que en ella será un perro, o un niño, y que no empezará siquiera a entenderla, 
pero sabe también que ella vale más que sus dioses y que la fe jurada y que todas las 
ciénagas de Alemania. (OC1: 558)

[He knows that, in it, he will be a dog or a child, and that he won’t even begin to under-
stand it, but he also knows that it is worth more than his gods and the faith to which he 
is sworn and all the marshlands of  Germany.]

The captive Englishwoman’s journey, on the other hand, entails her travel-
ling in the opposite direction, not just geographically but also culturally. 
From what is presumably deemed to be ‘civilised’ England, she is taken over 
the ocean to Argentina by her parents, where they are attacked by Indians, 
who kill the parents and carry the girl of f, eventually marrying her to one 
of  their chieftains. Her abode from then on is the pampas, the vast plains 
extending West and North of  Buenos Aires, here referred to as the area 
‘que se denominaba la Pampa y también Tierra Adentro’ (OC1: 558) [that 
was referred to as the ‘Pampa’ and also as ‘the Interior’  ].5 The place she ends 
up in is, for our narrator (as it was for the author’s grandmother, who was 
the source of  this story),6 a wilderness; we are told that the latter thought 
of  herself as an Englishwoman ‘desterrada a ese fin del mundo’ (OC1: 558) 
[exiled to that end of  the earth], and she lived in the town of  Junín! The 
woman who had ‘gone native’ and married an Indian chief, we are told, 
came into Junín ‘del desierto, de Tierra Adentro’ (OC1: 559) [from the 
desert, from the Interior]. She is a ‘mujer europea que opta por el desierto’ 
(OC1: 559) [a European woman who opted for the desert]. Her command 
of  English had slipped considerably in the fifteen years that she had been 
living in the pampas, so that it was now ‘un inglés rústico, entreverado de 
araucano o de pampa’ (OC1: 559) [a rustic English, laced with Araucanian 
or Pampan].7 On the Pampas, she lived a ‘vida feral’:
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… los toldos de cuero de caballo, las hogueras de estiércol, los festines de carne cha-
muscada o de vísceras crudas, las sigilosas marchas al alba; el asalto de los corrales, 
el alarido y el saqueo, la guerra, el caudaloso arreo de las haciendas por jinetes des-
nudos, la poligamia, la hediondez y la magia. A esa barbarie se había rebajado una 
inglesa … (OC1: 559)

[… the tents made of  horsehide, the campfires made of manure, the banquets of scorched 
meat or raw viscera, the silent marches at dawn; and add to that the raids on farms, 
accompanied by shrieks and sackings, the fighting, the naked horsemen driving huge 
numbers of cattle, the polygamy, the stench, the magic. Such barbarity is what an 
Englishwoman had reduced herself  to …]

The grandmother had been motivated by ‘la lástima y el escándalo’ (OC1: 
559) [a sense of pity and of shock] when she suggested to the woman that 
she not go back to the pampas. In a similar vein, the narrator (who is 
easily identifiable with Borges himself ) shows no inclination to mitigate 
the bleak vision of waste and wildness which is supposedly the life she has 
been reduced to. Rather, he does his best to present this woman’s story as 
the direct opposite of  Droctulft’s. The latter ‘converts’ from savagery to 
civilisation, while, as Balderston (1993: 89) puts it, ‘the captive woman, 
destined to be a proper Englishwoman, has “gone native”, that horror of  
horrors among colonizing peoples’. In each case, the change is figured as 
a neat geographical contrast between the sophistication of urban culture 
and the barbarism of  the non-urban environment of marshes or ‘desert’. 
While, in the course of  the story, the narrator has clearly conveyed his 
dismay at the Englishwoman’s choice and has celebrated the warrior’s, 
he opts to nuance those implicit value-judgements at the very end of  the 
story. In the final paragraph, he speculates on the motivations behind the 
actions that have been described, and writes:

La figura del bárbaro que abraza la causa de Ravena, la figura de la mujer europea 
que opta por el desierto, pueden parecer antagónicos. Sin embargo, a los dos los 
arrebató un ímpetu secreto, un ímpetu más hondo que la razón, y los dos acataron 
ese ímpetu que no hubieran sabido justificar. Acaso las historias que he referido 
son una sola historia. El anverso y el reverso de esta moneda son, para Dios, iguales. 
(OC1: 559–60)



92 Chapter 3

[The figure of  the Barbarian who embraced the cause of  Ravenna, and the figure of  
the Englishwoman who opted for the desert may appear to be direct oppposites. Both, 
however, were driven by a secret impulse, an impulse deeper than reason, and both of  
them obeyed that impulse that they would not have been able to explain. Perhaps the 
two stories that I have told here are one single story. Before God, the two sides of  this 
coin are the same.]

A common impulse, we are told, leads these people in opposite directions, 
and they choose the respective extremes of cleaving to and rejecting the 
norms of socially acceptable, urbane behaviour, opting for or against the 
narrative of progress associated with Eurocentric, Enlightenment values. 
Whether we see the final paragraph as expressing fundamental questions 
about the supposed superiority of  ‘advanced’ cultures, or whether it is to 
be seen as merely a clever conceit that helps justify the narrative device of  
bringing the two stories together, one of  the striking features of  that narra-
tive is the salience of spatial and geographic motifs. Spatial entities carry the 
account along, settings and locations figure prominently in both sections 
of it and are explcitly adduced for their symbolic value, while the story’s 
central theme depends crucially on the sense the reader gets of movement 
– in whichever direction – between two geographical extremes.

Borges was a product of  his times and his background. The disdain 
that is implicit in the account of  the captive Englishwoman’s life ref lects 
the manner in which that story was most likely told to Borges by his grand-
mother. Presumably, it also ref lects – at least to some extent – Borges’s own 
views on the matter.8 His account of  her life takes for granted the superi-
ority of  European and criollo values over those of indigenous people; the 
of fhand and vague allusions to indigenous languages and the casual refer-
ences to manure and to stench capture the attitude of most Argentinians 
of  the period – and especially those, like Borges, from families with a high 
social standing – towards the inhabitants of  the pampas. Droctulft’s choice 
of  the city and ‘civilisation’ in preference to the supposed savagery of  his 
origins echoes the debate over ‘civilisation versus savagery’ (‘civilización 
y barbarie’) that featured so strongly in Latin America for much of  the 
nineteenth century, and that continues into our own times. The seminal 
statement of opposition to the so-called ‘savagery’ of autochtonous peo-
ples was the 1845 book, Facundo, by the renowned Argentine writer and 
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politician Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, a figure whom Borges held in high 
esteem.9 Sarmiento’s targets included the mixed-race gauchos (whom Borges 
does not mention in this story, even though their home was, of course, 
on the pampas) and the Indian population of  Latin America. Sarmiento 
described the history of  Latin America as ‘toldos de razas abyectas, un gran 
continente abandonado a los salvajes incapaces de progreso’ [tents of abject 
races, a great continent abandoned to savages who are incapable of progress] 
(quoted in Fernández Retamar 1993: 186), thereby referring to the Indian 
peoples of  the pampas in terms that are strongly reminiscent of  the lan-
guage used in Borges’s story.10

Both the warrior and the captive Englishwoman achieve a kind of  
happiness with the choices they make: having crossed over, having in this 
way transgressed, neither would willingly undertake the return journey. 
By changing their spatial circumstances, by shifting from one setting to 
another, they have accommodated themselves to the world and the world 
to themselves. Whatever may constitute a sense of one’s ‘core being’ is iden-
tified here with a mysterious urge, a secret impulse that the protagonists 
themselves do not fully understand, but which somehow allows them to 
discover their ‘true’ nature, to be fully at one with their surroundings. This 
hints at notions of identity, and at the relationship between one’s identity 
and the (spatial) setting in which one finds oneself. In this story, the site 
of articulation of  the self is associated in a complex way with values, loyal-
ties and allegiances that touch upon a range of concepts relating to vari-
ous aspects of personal identity, from nationhood to family, from a sense 
of one’s destiny to the construction of one’s gender. Shifts in identity are 
figured as spatial displacements, shifts from place to place.

Location, Death and the Labyrinth of  Ibn-Ḥakam

The three aspects of spatial deixis discussed earlier – entity, location and 
movement – feature prominently in another story that is remarkable for the 
implicit comment it of fers on human spatiality, ‘Abenjacán el Bojarí, muerto 
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en su laberinto’ [‘Ibn-Ḥakam al-Bokhari, Murdered in his Labyrinth’]. The 
labyrinth in question is interesting as an entity, because, in a characteristic 
Borgesian twist, it turns out not to be the entity it seems to be, since in real-
ity it is less of a labyrinth (which would normally have the aim of  keeping 
the intruder from reaching a prize) and more a lure aimed at enticing the 
victim towards the trap at the centre of it. Location is central to the story, 
in that where the labyrinth is placed is crucial: it is at a fictional location on 
the English coast called Pentreath, a location chosen not because this place 
of fers Sa’īd – pretending to be Ibn-Ḥakam – a safe haven (as Sa’īd himself  
had claimed), but because its prominent position on the Cornish coast will 
ensure that the latter finds out about it and is tempted to come and enter 
it. Finally, the story hinges on movement: Sa’īd moves from the African 
desert to England, far from the scene of  the wicked deeds that motivated 
his f light, and is followed in that trajectory by Ibn-Ḥakam. This series of 
movements ensures that a suggestive crime story centring on rivalry and 
deceit, with a neat apotheosis, can be narrated, while issues of meaning, 
perspective and cultural dif ference are raised along the way.

The story opens with an eminently deictic action on the part of one of 
its principal characters, Dunraven. The action in question is an expansive 
gesture (‘un vasto ademán’), aimed at pointing out to his friend, Unwin, 
the area of  land where his family has lived for generations. This is the ‘tierra 
de mis mayores’ (OC1: 600) [land of my ancestors], a reference that denotes 
an attachment to the place in question, and even a sense of ownership, 
that emphasises the personal and the subjective, and that bespeaks a set of 
values associated with tradition and reinforced through an implied link 
between person and place. The gesture is accompanied by the utterance of  
the word ‘ésta’ [this], and this demonstrative is given special emphasis by 
being isolated at the beginning of  the first paragraph of  the story, so that 
before we even hear the rest of  Dunraven’s sentence, we are given a sense 
of  the vastness of  the area being referred to:

– Ésta – dijo Dunraven con un vasto ademán que no rehusaba las nubladas estrellas y 
que abarcaba el negro páramo, el mar y un edificio majestuoso y decrépito que parecía 
una caballeriza venida a menos – es la tierra de mis mayores. (OC1: 600)
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[‘  This’, said Dunraven with an expansive gesture that embraced the cloudy stars and 
the dark plain, the sea and a majestic but decrepit building that looked rather like a 
tumble-down stables, ‘is the land of my ancestors.’  ]

The fact that this story interrogates metaphysical issues to do with our 
place in the universe is already hinted at here through the image that is 
conjured up of  Dunraven’s pointing gesture. He stands on the coast of  
Cornwall, and the sweep of  his gesture not only takes in the surrounding 
land, but implicates the entire cosmos – land, sea and stars – along with 
the half-ruined man-made structure which is the labyrinth. This spatial 
image establishes the vast ambit of  the tale that is about to unfold: it will 
centre on this building, but will be concerned also with ultimate questions 
about how human beings relate to the world around them.

Dunraven prefaces his account of  the strange events surrounding the 
labyrinth with an unexpected reference to the universe early on in the 
story. Unwin, a mathematician, displays some impatience with the oblique 
way in which Dunraven is presenting it, as the latter lists the many reasons 
why the circumstances of  Ibn-Ḥakam’s murder remain obscure, citing first 
the fact that the house is a labyrinth, then the fact that it was guarded by 
a slave and a lion, third, the way the treasure that was in the house seemed 
to vanish into thin air, and so on. Unwin objects to this litany, recalls the 
simplicity of other instances of mystery stories, such as Poe’s purloined 
letter or Zangwill’s locked room, and argues that a good mystery ought to 
be based on such simple ideas as those:

– No multipliques los misterios – le dijo –. Éstos deben ser simples. Recuerda la carta 
robada de Poe, recuerda el cuarto cerrado de Zangwill.
– O complejos – replicó Dunraven –. Recuerda el universo. (OC1: 600)

[‘Don’t multiply mysteries’, he said. ‘Mysteries should always be simple. Recall Poe’s stolen 
letter, or Zangwill’s locked room.’
‘Or complex’, Dunraven replied. ‘Recall the universe.’  ]

The ef fect of  this is to create a suggestive tension between simplicity and 
complexity, and between the circumstances of  the murder – yet to be 
outlined – and wider questions about our understanding of  human exist-
ence. The introduction of  the labyrinth into the story immediately after 
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the above exchange serves to connect, in a concrete way, the locale with 
metaphysical speculation, that is, the spatial surroundings in which the 
men find themselves with the broad questions about purpose of  life and 
the nature of personal identity that the story raises. Like ‘La muerte y la 
brújula’, this story combines the puzzle of a mysterious crime with hints 
and references that raise issues of  transcendental importance.

The protagonists’ presence in a labyrinth, as well as the story told 
about the building and its occupants, are the chief  focus of  the narrative 
and the means by which these issues are explored. When Dunraven and 
Unwin eventually make their way to its centre, and realise they must stay 
there overnight, they settle down to sleep in a circular room which strikes 
them as resembling a prison cell. The connotations in operation here work 
to create suspense, in that the two men appear to be in danger of not being 
able to escape from the intricate building; but, on the metaphysical level, 
their location in a type of cell at the centre of  this labyrinth figures human 
existence as consisting of a set of people trapped in the dark centre of a 
universe. As Donald Shaw (1980: 966) suggests, the cell symbolises man 
incarcerated in an existential labyrinth. The labyrinth’s resemblance to the 
universe has been pointed up already at an early stage in the story: when 
Dunraven and Unwin attempt to gain entry to it, we are told that the wall 
surrounding it is so vast that it seems straight, despite the fact that they 
know the labyrinth is round. At the mention of  this, we hear Unwin, the 
mathematician, recalling how Nicholas of  Cusa had stated that a straight 
line was an arc from the circumference of an infinite circle.11 The labyrinth 
clearly stands for the possibly infinite universe, and the course of  human life 
is itself mirrored in the trajectory followed by the two friends as they make 
their way to its centre. It is while they are traversing the intricate corridors 
(always turning left, so as to ensure they reach the centre) that Dunraven 
recounts the story of  Ibn-Ḥakam and Sa’īd, so that the narrative of  life 
events unfolds as their journey progresses. Thus, the narrative emerges as 
they trace the geometrical path leading to the heart of  the labyrinth, in a 
combination – story and mathematical structure – that mirrors the jux-
taposition of  talker and thinker, of  the man of  letters (i.e., Dunraven, the 
poet) and the mathematician, Unwin. Again, we are being reminded of  
how human life can be seen as the conjunction of  these two ways of viewing 
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the world, viz., the temporal sequencing of words that characterises human 
language (and is the way we give an account of ourselves) and the image of 
a structure that depicts our place in the universe. In other words, the story 
is reinforcing the link between narrative and context, between story and 
place, in a way that points up the deictic nature of  human language and 
the centrality of spatial location.

The shift of  location from the Arabian desert to rural England also 
constitutes a comment on the relationship between story and place. The 
narrator makes ironic use of  the expectations the likely Western reader has 
about the ‘East’, and the ‘Orientalist’ construction put on Ibn-Ḥakam’s 
and Sa’īd’s origins. As in other Borges stories, it is assumed that these are 
places where strange things can happen, but there is also a self-conscious 
reference to that very assumption, with a mildly humorous mocking of  the 
assumed normality of  ‘middle England’, in contrast with the strange habits 
that may predominate in exotic lands. The people of  Pentreath, we are told, 
were taken aback at the oddness of  the crimson-coloured, strangely-shaped 
entity that was built in their midst, and commented that ‘entre los moros 
se usarán tales casas, pero no entre cristianos’ (OC1: 601) [perhaps Moors 
have houses like those, but not Christians]. In a similar vein, references to 
the Rose of  Sharon, the ship carrying Ibn-Ḥakam that docked at the coast, 
evoke images of exotic sailing ships from faraway (Eastern) places, but do 
so with an additional element of ironic self-consciousness. Dunraven tells 
us that he himself did not see the ship, but his image of it is of a highly 
elaborate vessel, made with extreme care and attention to detail:

No fui de los que vieron ese velero y tal vez en la imagen que tengo de él inf luyen 
olvidadas litografías de Aboukir o de Trafalgar, pero entiendo que era de esos barcos 
muy trabajados que no parecen obra de naviero, sino de carpintero y menos de car-
pintero que de ebanista. Era (si no en la realidad, en mis sueños) bruñido, oscuro, 
silencioso y veloz, y lo tripulaban árabes y malayos. (OC1: 603)

[I was not one of  those who actually got to see that ship and it is possible that the image I 
have of it is inf luenced by forgotten lithographs of  Aboukir and Trafalgar, but I under-
stand that it was one of  those very elaborate ships that seem less like the work of a ship-
maker and more the work of a carpenter, indeed less the work of a carpenter and more 
that of a cabinetmaker. If not in reality, certainly in my dreams it is dark, shiny, silent 
and swift, and is crewed by Arabs and Malays.]
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It is also an image inf luenced as much by other pictures as by any account 
of  the ship itself, a comment that invites readers to recall images they may 
have seen of  the sailing ships of old, images coloured by notions of  the 
exotic.

As Civantos (2006: 105–6) puts it, in this story, ‘the Orient and 
Orientals provide a space where anything is possible – any solution and 
therefore the greatest of mysteries’. We witness once again Borges’s pen-
chant for setting stories in places that are out of  the ordinary or are some 
distance from his own everyday context. On the one hand, it is more or 
less taken for granted that the English context represents a type of normal-
ity, and is set against the exotic ‘otherness’ of an Orient that functions as 
a setting where it is conceivable that odd events can occur. The terms in 
which the locals refer to the foreign, ‘Arabic’ context of  Ibn-Ḥakam and 
Sa’īd ref lect easy prejudice and mild racism, including, for instance, the 
use of  the word ‘moros’ to designate the people of  that culture (although 
the use of  the word here clearly owes as much to Hispanic inf luence as to 
British racial assumptions). Civantos asserts that the people of  the town, 
in their attempt to understand how a building as strange as the labyrinth 
could be constructed, turn to religious and environmental considerations. 
But they end up lapsing into clichés, so that ‘their interest in looking for a 
cultural explanation slips into the (re)production of stereotypes’ (102), and 
the ways of  the ‘moros’ are contrasted with the conventions of  ‘cristianos’, 
as in the quotation above, with the result that, here once again, the Orient 
becomes a figure for absolute dif ference. The result is a gentle, ironical 
mocking of conventional attitudes to cultural dif ference, conveyed, at least 
partly, through an emphasis on location.

This ridiculing of petty concerns with the ‘otherness’ of other cultures 
underpins the connection between the murder mystery presented in the 
story and the implicit comment that it of fers on the transcendental issue 
of  human beings’ place in the universe. By pointing up the parochial nature 
of such perceptions, Borges manages to convey a sense of  the fundamen-
tal ‘oneness’ of all identities. The triviality of dif ference is associated with 
the accident of  location, so that the presence of a black man, a lion and a 
swarthy Arab in rural Cornwall strikes the young Dunraven as odd and 
romantically attractive:
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– Acaso el más antiguo de mis recuerdos – contó Dunraven – es el de Abenjacán el 
Bojarí en el puerto de Pentreath. Lo seguía un hombre negro con un león; sin duda 
el primer negro y el primer león que miraron mis ojos, fuera de los grabados de la 
Escritura. Entonces yo era niño, pero la fiera del color del sol y el hombre del color 
de la noche me impresionaron menos que Abenjacán. (OC1: 601)

[‘Perhaps the oldest of all my memories’, said Dunraven, ‘is that of  Ibn-Ḥakam in the 
port of  Pentreath. He was followed by a black man with a lion; no doubt these were 
the first black man and the first lion that I ever witnessed, other than in pictures in the 
Bible. I was only a child then, but the beast that was the colour of  the sun and the man 
who was the colour of  the night impressed me less than Ibn-Ḥakam.’  ]

Identifying Ibn-Ḥakam and his train as dif ferent and as ‘other’ accentuates 
the emphasis on questions of identity. We are of fered a vignette of a heroic 
figure who is supposedly the noble al-Bokhari of  the title; ironically, this is in 
fact the underling, Sa’īd, who has absconded with the former’s treasure:

Me pareció muy alto; era un hombre de piel cetrina, de entrecerrados ojos negros, 
de insolente nariz, de carnosos labios, de barba azafanada, de pecho fuerte, de andar 
seguro y silencioso. (OC1: 601)

[He seemed extremely tall to me; he was a man with sallow skin, half-closed black 
eyes, an insolent nose and f leshy lips, with a yellowish beard and a strong chest, and a 
confident, silent walk.]

Confusion of identity, and the notion that all identities are fundamentally 
equal, is being suggested from early on in this story, and it is a theme that 
continues to be addressed throughout, culminating in the exchange between 
Unwin and Dunraven that occurs at the very end:

Zaid, si tu conjetura es correcta, procedió urgido por el odio y por el temor y no por 
la codicia. Robó el tesoro y luego comprendió que el tesoro no era lo esencial para él. 
Lo esencial era que Abenjacán pereciera. Simuló ser Abenjacán, mató a Abenjacán 
y finalmente fue Abenjacán.
– Sí – confirmó Dunraven–. Fue un vagabundo que, antes de ser nadie en la muerte, 
recordaría haber sido un rey o haber fingido ser un rey, algún día. (OC1: 606)
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[‘If your conjecture is correct, Sa’īd was moved to act as he did on the basis of  hatred 
and fear, but not greed. He robbed the treasure but then realised that the treasure was 
not what really mattered to him. What mattered to him was that Ibn-Ḥakam should 
perish. First he pretended to be Ibn-Ḥakam, then he killed Ibn-Ḥakam, and finally he 
was Ibn-Ḥakam.’
‘Yes’, Dunraven confirmed. ‘He was a vagabond who, before being nobody in death, 
was able to recall having once been a king, or at least having once pretended to be a 
king.’  ]

It is implied that the links between dif ferent identities are metaphysical 
links, to do with the essential oneness of all human beings, but they are 
also links associated with the desire to overcome dif ferences of a practical 
nature and concerns with issues such as social status. The ultimate motiva-
tion for the series of crimes that takes place is Sa’īd’s envy of al-Bokhari’s 
identity, and he steals the treasure and f lees the desert not out of greed but 
because he wants to emulate Ibn-Ḥakam, wants to be him. This theft of 
identity is hinted at in the title of  the story through the use of  the phrase 
‘su laberinto’ [his labyrinth]: the labyrinth is actually built by Sa’īd, not 
Ibn-Ḥakam, although it is built for the latter. The point is elaborated on 
by Reisz de Rivarola (1982: 170), who suggests that the possessive should 
be read as referring equally to both Sa’īd and Ibn-Ḥakam, not just for the 
banal reason that the funds for building the labyrinth belonged to the 
latter, but precisely because, at a fundamental level, in what is not just a 
detective story but also a tale of  fantasy, the two individuals are deemed 
to be two complementary manifestations of a single identity, which is in 
fact a lack of identity (‘dos manifestaciones complementarias de una misma 
identidad sin identidad’):

If  the pursuer and the pursued, the murderer and the one who is murdered, the builder 
of  the labyrinth and the dead man in the labyrinth can be the same person, then, no 
matter what the dead man is called, he did indeed die in his labyrinth.12

By this means, the crime and the metaphysical speculation surrounding it in 
the story reverberate with the echoes of universal concerns about the place 
of  human beings in the universe. As Reisz de Rivarola (170) puts it:
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We understand … that the labyrinthine building in the story, which has its correlative 
in the natural ‘labyrinth’ of  the desert where the brave/cowardly Ibn-Ḥakam/Sa’īd 
sleeps and does not sleep … constitutes in its turn a symbolic image of  the perplexity 
of  human beings at the mystery of  the universe and their own existence.13

What is obviously surprising about the spatial factor in this story is the 
incongruity of  the English setting for a labyrinth built by an Arab, and 
the story explores the ramifications of  this at a variety of  levels. It is, ini-
tially, a challenge of a cultural nature, and the story of fers us a glimpse of  
the shift in mentality needed in order to come to grips with the ‘foreign-
ness’ of  this experience. Allaby’s ref lections when faced with the situation 
confirm this:

Quizá tales historias fueran comunes en los arenales egipcios, quizá tales rarezas 
correspondieran (como los dragones de Plinio) menos a una persona que a una 
cultura … (OC1: 602)

[Perhaps such stories are commonplace in the sands of  Egypt, or perhaps such strange 
phenomena, like Pliny’s dragons, correspond less to an individual than to a culture …]

Ultimately, however, the challenge in question relates to many dif ferent 
facets of  being human, and we gather that the universality underlying 
identity makes it as appropriate for this tale to be set in an English context 
as anywhere else. If  Sa’īd builds his labyrinth motivated by a concern with 
social status, then England, with its own traditions of strict social division, 
is as suitable a location for the action as any other country. The result is that 
the exoticism we associate with what is far away can be discerned equally 
well at home if we are prepared to look at ourselves in depth, and ref lect 
on our location.

Deictically, the story operates as a way of drawing our attention to these 
truths. The locations in which the characters find themselves are themselves 
the object of ref lection, and the distinction between mathematical and 
poetical (or, cold and warm) interpretations of  location is figured in the 
narrator’s vignettes of  Unwin and Dunraven as well as in the journey they 
undertake into the centre of  the labyrinth. The movement from Sudan to 
England is seen as a trajectory linking the story of  Sa’īd and Ibn-Ḥakam 
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to the cosy parish of  Pentreath, a journey that of fers an implicit comment 
on cultural dif ference and on the relationship between location and issues 
of identity. The murders that take place are motivated by the social aspira-
tions of  the murderer, and death is represented as essentially connected to 
location, so that the key to resolving the intellectual puzzle that fascinates 
Unwin and Dunraven is seen to be the ‘whodunnit’ question of identify-
ing who was at what point at which particular time. As in ‘La muerte y la 
brújula’ (see Chapter 2), it is suggested that mere circumstantial accident 
– deictic accidents that point to time, space and identity – causes us to per-
ceive a dif ference between the victim and the murderer, when, in cosmic 
terms, the two may well be seen as one. Let us see how this applies also to 
the story ‘El jardín de senderos que se bifurcan’.

Space, Time and Identity in the Garden of  Forking Paths

Perhaps the story that comments most tellingly on the idea of deixis is 
‘El jardín de senderos que se bifurcan’ [‘The Garden of  Forking Paths’]. 
It certainly captures the essential link between verbally-expressed human 
meanings and locations, and the link between those places and the subjec-
tive identity of  the protagonist.

Although Sieber, whom we quoted earlier, suggests that Borges privi-
leges space over time and asserts that ‘in his work, time is playing a subser-
vient role to space’ (2004: 202), perhaps what Borges actually achieves is 
an assertion of  the reality of  how both space and time are experienced for 
us, by conveying the idea that the phenomenon of  location entails both 
dimensions. In this sense, Borges’s stories seem to articulate the notion of 
a four-dimensional ‘spacetime’ (or ‘timespace’),14 which suggests a repre-
sentation of  the notion of  location corresponding closely to what we as 
human beings experience. In this story, the concept of  location is explicitly 
extended to include the notion of  location in time, and we witness how the 
narrator of  the story, Yu Tsun, seeks out an eminent sinologist, Stephen 
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Albert, for the purpose of murdering him, simply in order to ensure that 
he can get a message to his superiors to the ef fect that the location of a 
new artillery park which the British have established on the Ancre is a 
French town called Albert. The action occurs during the First World War, 
in the run-up to the Battle of  the Somme,15 when Yu Tsun, a German spy 
of  Chinese origin, finds himself in Staf fordshire, England, and in posses-
sion of  this knowledge, which is of major importance for the German side. 
We are not told how Yu Tsun, or his colleague, Viktor Runeberg, came 
to be in Britain, nor are we given any background which would establish 
the character of  the protagonist. We only know his location, and, for his 
boss in Berlin, the only real significance he has is that he is in that loca-
tion, in Staf fordshire in England. He describes his boss as ‘aquel hombre 
enfermo y odioso, que no sabía de Runeberg y de mí sino que estábamos en 
Staf fordshire y que en vano esperaba noticias nuestras en su árida oficina 
en Berlín’ [that sick, hateful man, whose only knowledge of  Runeberg and me 
was that we were in Staf fordshire, and who was waiting in vain for news of us 
in his of fice in Berlin], and adds enigmatically ‘examinando infinitamente 
periódicos’ (OC1: 473) [endlessly poring over newspapers]. Ultimately, it is 
by means of  these newspapers that Yu Tsun manages to communicate his 
message about the location of  the new artillery park to his Berlin headquar-
ters. He does this by killing Albert, and thereby ensuring that newspaper 
reports are published which tell of  the assassination, mentioning both 
Albert’s name and Yu Tsun’s together, and thus alerting Berlin about the 
significance of  the town, which in turn enables the Germans to arrange 
the bombardment of  that town.

As Yu Tsun nears the estate where Albert lives, we are given a sense of 
a relationship being established between the external setting of  the garden 
and house which he is encroaching on and the subjective individual who 
is Yu Tsun. As he approaches the garden, he begins to recollect the story 
of  his ancestor, Ts’ui Pên, who had been governor of a province in China 
but who, we are told, renounced temporal power in order to write a novel 
and build a labyrinth ‘en el que se perdieran todos los hombres’ (OC1: 475) 
[in which all men would get lost]. It is at this point in time and in this place 
in space, ‘bajo los árboles ingleses’ (OC1: 475) [under the English trees], 
that Yu Tsun contemplates the idea of  that lost labyrinth, imagining that 
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it might be hidden at the top of a mountain, or obscured by rice fields, 
and he ends up thinking it to be perhaps ‘un laberinto de laberintos … 
que abarcara el pasado y el porvenir y que implicara de algún modo los 
astros’ (OC1: 475) [a labyrinth of  labyrinths … that would somehow take 
in both the past and the future, as well as the stars]. At this juncture in the 
story, direct reference is made to the conjunction of  the subjective and 
the objective, with the narrator informing us that these ref lections on his 
ancestor’s labyrinth made him forget for a moment the fact that he was 
a pursued man. He feels like an ‘abstract perceiver of  the world’ (‘perci-
bidor abstracto del mundo’), but immediately refers to the physicality of  
the surrounding countryside which he describes in these terms: ‘El vago y 
vivo campo, la luna, los restos de la tarde’ [the vaguely vital countryside, the 
moon, the remains of  the day], and which, he says, ‘obraron en mí’ (OC1: 
475) [had an ef fect on me]. The duality of subjective and objective, and its 
relationship to the spatiotemporal circumstances in which he finds him-
self, are stressed in various ways, including by means of statements such as 
‘La tarde era íntima, infinita’ (OC1: 475) [The evening was intimate and 
yet infinite], with its conjunction of  the personal and intimate with what 
is external and (at least potentially) infinite.

Time and space are also alluded to in his ref lections on the circum-
stances of war in which Britain and Germany find themselves. He thinks 
‘un hombre puede ser enemigo de otros hombres, de otros momentos de 
otros hombres, pero no de un país; no de luciérnagas, palabras, jardines, 
cursos de agua, ponientes’ (OC1: 475) [a man can be the enemy of other 
men, of other men’s other moments, but not of a country; not of  firef lies, words, 
gardens, watercourses, sunsets]. These things, the entities of which a country 
is composed, are not what constitutes that country when it is perceived as 
enemy of another; rather, time (‘otros momentos de otros hombres’ [other 
men’s other moments] is the enemy, that which can be hated and fought 
against. Thus, the location in which Yu Tsun finds himself is a temporal as 
well as a spatial location, and it is the full set of  the circumstances in which 
he finds himself  that have significance for him at this point. Time and space 
are carrying him along in his destiny as a pursued man, and will promptly 
deposit him in this house where the dénouement will take place.
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We are told that the projects which obsessed Ts’ui Pên were the writ-
ing of a novel and the building of a labyrinth, but, as Albert explains to 
Yu Tsun, the two became one in the form of a novel/labyrinth which was 
the ‘garden of  forking paths’. This spatio-temporal labyrinth is an attempt 
at representing both the spatial concept of  the existence of several paths 
and the notion of progression over time, as it of fers the reader depictions 
of  the simultaneous existence of multiple outcomes. This idea is based on 
the notion that, rather than a character having to choose between dif ferent 
courses of action, all possible courses of action are there for him, and all 
those courses of action are recorded in the novel. This suggests, of course, 
the idea of  there being multiple spatio-temporal realms or ‘worlds’ in which 
dif ferent aspects of ourselves live simultaneously, fractal spaces which exist 
independently of each other, and in which a character can simultaneously 
hold dif ferent identities or be ‘dif ferent people’.

In this story, the notion of  location is therefore crucial, but it is not 
location in the sense only of a set of spatial parameters. It is the notion of  
‘spatio-temporal’ location that is being addressed, and this idea is associ-
ated with the conf lict between the internal and the external, the subjective 
and the objective.16 We are presented with an individual who, without due 
explanation, finds himself in a particular set of spatial and temporal cir-
cumstances – England during the First World War – and who is required 
to act in particular ways on account of  the cultural and political context, 
which is partly a ref lection of  his own sense of  being ‘out of place’, given 
his Chinese ancestry and his location in Europe, and partly a consequence 
of  the situation of war that happens to exist between the country to which 
he pledges allegiance (Germany) and Britain. We are led by this means to 
ref lect on the universal experience of  the relationship between subject 
and circumstances, a relationship which causes us to examine both the 
characteristics of our own cultural make-up and the apparent inevitability 
of  the actions we take.

This story foregrounds the notions of space and time and highlights 
the relationship between the individual’s struggle – Yu Tsun’s attempt to 
carry out his mission – and the spatial, temporal and cultural complexities 
of  the context in which he finds himself. Like the Bakhtinian chronotope, 
this not only constitutes a representation of space and time in novelistic 
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form – thinking of  Borges’s stories as ‘mini-novels’ is surely defensible, 
given their intensity and complexity – but also invites us to ref lect on the 
relationship between the created text and the world beyond it. As outlined 
in the Introduction, Bakhtin used this concept as a way of configuring the 
spatial and temporal coordinates of  literary creation, emphasising the inevi-
tability of  the connection between space and time while acknowledging 
the dif ference between them. For Bakhtin, the chronotope was the means 
whereby the various abstractions that underlie the literary work – such 
as philosophical generalisations or analyses of cause and ef fect – ‘take 
on f lesh and blood, permitting the imaging power of art to do its work’ 
(1983: 250).

The ‘f lesh and blood’ representations in ‘El jardín de senderos que se 
bifurcan’ of fer us scenarios that are at once intimate and public, contained 
within the moment in which they occur, but also transcendental and con-
nected to an ancient past. There is a clear evocation of  the millennia of cul-
tural history associated with the Chinese background of  Yu Tsun and Ts’ui 
Pên, so that the meeting between Stephen Albert and Yu Tsun resonates 
with echoes of  that history, while being situated within the context of  the 
major traumatic event which is the Great War in Europe. By this means 
we get the sense that the two men have been brought together in this place 
on this occasion because of  the various elements of space, time and culture 
that have been explored, however brief ly, in the course of  the exposition of  
the story, an exposition that is focused on issues of  time and space, and that 
asks fundamental questions about the nature of spatial realities. Among 
these is the observation by Yu Tsun, quoted earlier, on the abstract nature 
of spatial entities such as countries and territories, at the moment when he 
is approaching the place where the fateful meeting will occur.

There is, then, a kind of  formality and sense of destiny associated with 
the encounter between the two, so that the meeting is depicted as the 
outcome of a concatenation of  fateful forces, while also being the result 
of  the exercise of  Yu Tsun’s will. Bakhtin (1983: 97), in commenting on 
the motif of meeting in Greek romance, emphasises the inseparable unity 
of  time and space, specifying that ‘the temporal marker (“at one and the 
same time”) is inseparable from the spatial marker (“in one and the same 
place”)’, meaning that the ‘encounter’ motif can function as a focus for that 
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sense of  how time and space operate to bring individuals together, leading 
to fateful outcomes, as in this case.

The dénouement of  the story occurs during this meeting, so that it is 
laden with symbolic meanings having to do with mortality and the signi-
ficances associated with the loss of  human life. The latent context of  the 
meeting, after all, is the First World War, and the outcome of  the events 
that we witness is the death of  Stephen Albert, so that we are once again 
confronted with the dichotomy between the abstraction and practical real-
ity, between the chance conjunction of spatial and temporal para meters 
and the fact of death. That ‘inseparable unity’ of  time and space in the 
motif of meeting, Bakhtin notes, ‘gives to the chronotope of meeting an 
elementary, clear, formal, almost mathematical character’ (97). In the case 
of  this story, the chronotope in question allows an opportunity for two 
worlds to meet, in these representatives of  Europe and China, but also an 
opportunity for a highly abstract set of spatiotemporal parameters to col-
lide with the more immediate reality of murderous intent.

Hence, ‘El jardín de senderos que se bifurcan’ is not simply a clever 
quasi-detective story; it is an exploration of  the subjective experience of  
living in a world constituted by time and space. The spatio-temporal laby-
rinth in which we find ourselves immersed as we read the story unsettles 
us because it questions our common-sense assumption of  the existence of 
just one ‘arrow of  time’ and because it reminds us of  the ultimate outcome 
of  the passage of  time, i.e., our own mortality.17 Through the creation of  
his own verbal labyrinth – this story – Borges suggests that language is 
capable, at one and the same time, of implying that we are more than the 
reality we are familiar with, and that the reality we are familiar with is more 
complex than we think or are able to express.

Deixis, then, implicitly or explicitly raises a wide range of issues that have 
to do with the ways in which we understand and interpret our own selves 
and our situations. The ‘cold’ deixis of mathematical abstraction is a feature 
of  human language, and ref lects our own knowledge of our place in the 
universe, the unique way in which human beings can ‘know’ their place, 
and know about their own relatively fragile hold on the universe. ‘Warm’ 
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deixis links this knowledge to our hopes and aspirations, our fears and 
longings, our feelings of  love, hate or revenge, so that the issue of  ‘who’ we 
are is intimately bound up with our sense of  ‘where’ we are.

Such issues deserve to be explored more fully, and there are other 
Borges stories that address them in interesting ways; in the next chapter, 
therefore, we investigate further the relationship between space – specifi-
cally, spatial location – and identity.
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Identity

‘Place’ places man in such a way that it reveals the external bounds of  his 
existence and at the same time the depths of  his freedom and reality.

— Martin Heidegger1

Heidegger’s point about the significance of  ‘place’ for human beings high-
lights the relevance of spatial locations in terms that connect our awareness 
of  the transience of  life with an ability to ref lect self-consciously on the 
fact of our location. In this chapter we examine how, in Borges, identity is 
seen as both transcending place and as being contingent on it.

We are where we are – in the South

The Borges-f lâneur of  Fervor de Buenos Aires, discussed in Chapter 2, 
articulates in those poems an intimate engagement with his native city, 
evoking its atmosphere and using its squares, streets and districts as a 
sounding-board for his own sense of  the mysteries of  life and death. The 
poetic voice addresses dif ferent parts and elements of  the city, creating an 
implicit dialogue, in which, in a strange sort of quietude, they appear to give 
back to the poet hints and suggestions about who he is and how he might 
define himself and the parameters within which he is living. The verses 
relate, in other words, the self and the concrete circumstances in which 
the self exists. They are at one and the same time an acknowledgement of  



110 Chapter 4

the significance of place and spatial location in the life of  the individual 
and an expression of  the desire to probe the links that bind us to place. 
Individual locations within the set of places mentioned in those poems 
achieve particular significance on the grounds of  the power they have to 
evoke such identity issues and to act as signifiers of  the places we occupy 
in the universe.

The ‘South’ is an area frequently referenced by Borges throughout his 
work, and it conveys a variety of meanings and associations, mostly linked 
with the notion of autochthony. Geographically, in most of  his poetry, ‘el 
Sur’ is a reference to the Southside of  Buenos Aires, while in stories such 
as ‘El Sur’ [‘The South’], the ‘South’ refers to the pampas beyond the city. 
The Southern portion of  Buenos Aires that Borges refers to is the area 
that lies south of  Rivadavia Street and around Constitución train station, 
an area of  Buenos Aires that was incorporated into the city as early as the 
seventeenth century. For him, it was associated with a sense of origin, of  
the historical roots of  the city and of  those of its inhabitants who, like 
himself, had well-established family links with the city.

The resonances between the past and the present, between the infinity 
of  the stars and the universe and the everyday objects and street furniture 
of  the physical surroundings in the Southside of  the city, are evoked in a 
late (1969) poem called ‘El Sur’ (‘The Southside’):2

Desde uno de tus patios haber mirado
las antiguas estrellas,
desde el banco de
la sombra haber mirado
esas luces dispersas
que mi ignorancia no ha aprendido a nombrar
ni a ordenar en constelaciones,
haber sentido el círculo del agua
en el secreto aljibe,
el olor del jazmín y la madreselva,
el silencio del pájaro dormido,
el arco del zaguán, la humedad
– esas cosas, acaso, son el poema.

(OC1: 19)
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[To have looked at the ancient stars
From one of your patios,
From the shaded bench to have seen
The scattered stars
That in my ignorance I cannot name
Nor group in constellations,
To have sensed the whirl of water
In the hidden cistern,
The scent of jasmine and of  honeysuckle,
The silence of  the sleeping bird,
The arch of  the doorway, and the damp
– Perhaps those things themselves make up the poem.]

As in so much of  Borges, here we get not just an inkling of  the spatial reality 
of  being located in the midst of certain physical entities in a particular part 
of  the city, but also the sense of  the connection between that limited area 
and the vast universe of which it is a part. The self-conscious reference to the 
poem itself in the last verse causes the imagery to resonate with the echoes 
of  that vastness, and hints at the uncertain relationship that exists between 
those visible entities and what the self can feel and express. Obliquely, but 
insistently, within these few lines we are confronted with the ontological 
dilemma of  the place of  the self in the world, and that self is seen as a voice 
that strives to express something about the links between the individual 
and his or her circumstances and the general human condition.

As suggested earlier, spatiality, especially within the context of  Buenos 
Aires and its Southside neighbourhood, continued to be a preoccupa-
tion for Borges throughout his life. Although dif ferent from the above 
in their treatment of  the topic, early poems address similar concerns. The 
relationship between spatial setting and identity is a central feature of  the 
lament for an unnamed friend or acquaintance that appeared in Cuaderno 
San Martín called ‘La noche que en el Sur lo velaron’ [‘Deathwatch on 
the Southside’]. In this poem, which Borges rated relatively highly,3 he is 
specific both about the part of  the city in which the friend’s remains are 
being waked and about the details of  the everyday spatial entities associ-
ated with the life-habits of  the deceased. Thus, the journey through the 
city’s streets to the house is a combined spatial and temporal movement, 
carrying him back in time:
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A su vigilia gravitada en muerte camino
por las calles elementales como recuerdos,
por el tiempo abundante de la noche …

(OC1: 88)

[To its vigil weighted in death I walk
Along streets that are elemental like memories,
Through the abundant time of  the night …]

Meanwhile, the pathos of  the details of  the man’s life, now ended, is caught 
in the mention of objects that tell us how that person lived:

Me conmueven las menudas sabidurías
que en todo fallecimiento se pierden
– hábito de unos libros, de una llave, de un cuerpo entre los otros …

(OC1: 88)

[I am moved by the humble bits of wisdom
That are lost whenever someone dies
– the habit of  books, of a key, of one more corpse amongst others …]

The action of arriving at the house is associated with those older than him, 
with a generation – presumably, family members – who came before him, 
and whom he re-connects with by means of  this bereavement. The com-
bination of death and location in this house in the Southside causes him 
to focus on his own casual participation in local customs, such as drinking 
mate, just as it re-establishes an easily assumed sense of identity, expressed 
via the casual tone and structure of  the third stanza:

y decimos, porque la realidad es mayor, cosas indiferentes
y somos desganados y argentinos en el espejo
y el mate compartido mide horas vanas.

(OC1: 88)

[And because reality is too great for us, we settle for small talk
And in the mirror appear relaxed and very Argentine,
The shared mate measuring out our empty hours.]
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A nostalgic tone prevails throughout, and becomes most pronounced in 
the final stanza, where the reality of death looms over the poet’s musings. 
The loss of  the one individual who has died, however, is subsumed into the 
general sense of  how tentative is the relationship between all human beings 
and the parameters of  time and space in which we carry on our existence. 
What happens on this night as the friends gather to pay their respects to 
the dead man is itself due to become another memory, a feature marking 
the f lows of  both time and space:

Su realidad está bajo las f lores diferentes de él
y su mortal hospitalidad nos dará
un recuerdo más para el tiempo
y sentenciosas calles del Sur para merecerlas despacio …

(OC1: 89)

[His reality lies beneath the f lowers so dif ferent from him,
And the hospitality he of fers in death provides us with
One more memory, living on in time,
And the sententious streets of  the Southside, there to be slowly savoured …]

The bond with the streets of  the Southside is contingent on merit: it is not 
simply by being in a place that one manages to belong to it, or it to you. We 
have to deserve the identity that spatial realities and territories are capable 
of conferring on us, and it is through the connections with others living 
and dead – time complementing space – that such merit is gained.

Thus, the South is depicted as exercising a particular fascination in 
much of  Borges’s work and is frequently figured as a place associated with 
the notion of  the autochthonous, so that travelling South is often depicted, 
as in the poem just discussed, as a journey towards one’s roots. This was 
articulated, in a 1927 poem called ‘Viñetas cardinales de Buenos Aires’ 
(‘Cardinal Vignettes of  Buenos Aires’) as a desire to belong to the South, 
accompanied by a sense that, having been brought up or having lived else-
where, one may not deserve to belong to it; as Pellicer (2004: 26) puts it, 
in this poem, ‘the South is felt as an alien thing that one wants to come 
to terms with’.4



114 Chapter 4

Esta, que no es mi tierra,
Porque no quiere darme ni un querer ni otra pena,
Cuida en los verdes patios, cedrón y caña de ámbar …
¡Lo bien que yo sabría merecerla!

(Borges 1997: 282)

[This, which is not my land,
Because it does not want to give me love or other pain,
Nurtures in green patios the verbena and the amber cane …
Oh, how well I would be able to deserve it!]

Borges himself was clear about the imaginative link that bound him to the 
Southside of  his city and that he associated with the idea of  ‘the South’ in 
general. In reference to the former, he said:

[E]se barrio es el barrio esencial de Buenos Aires, ya que los demás han cambiado 
tanto … [E]n el Sur se conservan, o se tratan de conservar las cosas. De modo que 
para mí, el Sur no es un barrio, bueno, distinto de los otros, sino el barrio esencial, 
fundamental de Buenos Aires … [Y]o puedo estar en el Japón, en Edimburgo, puedo 
estar en Texas, puedo estar en Venecia; pero de noche, cuando sueño, estoy siempre 
en Buenos Aires y en el Barrio Sur. (Borges & Ferrari 2005: 45)

[That area is the most genuine part of  Buenos Aires, given that all the other areas have 
changed so much … In the Southside things have been kept as they were, or at least they 
have tried to keep things as they were there. So, for me, the Southside is not just a district 
that is dif ferent from the others, but the quintessential district of  Buenos Aires … I can be 
in Japan, in Edinburgh, in Texas or Venice; but, at night, when I dream, I am always 
in Buenos Aires and in the Southside district.]

The sense of  belonging that resides at the core of  the notion of identity 
features strongly in the story ‘El Sur’, which Borges also alluded to in his 
interview with Ferrari. In relation to what is a two-part story, he says that 
it can be interpreted in several dif ferent ways, and lists three options: either 
both parts of  the story are ‘real events’, or the first part is real and the second 
a dream or hallucination, or the whole story can be taken as a ‘fable’. He 
adds that his own preference is for the second interpretation,5 which means 
that the protagonist, Juan Dahlmann, can be taken as dreaming the second 
episode (in which he gets into a knife-fight and is killed) while experiencing 
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the first episode, in which he contracts septicemia and is taken, gravely ill, 
to hospital. Perhaps the most important element of  the story supporting 
such an interpretation is the fact that, in the second episode, the man who 
tends the bar where Dahlmann is challenged to a duel knows his name, 
even though the latter has never been in this particular place before. This 
incongruous detail – which occurs as the barman exhorts him to ignore 
the ruf fians who are trying to provoke him (‘Señor Dahlmann, no les haga 
caso a esos mozos, que están medio alegres’ (OC1: 528) [Señor Dahlmann, 
don’t pay any attention to those young fellows, they’re half-drunk] – not only 
turns ‘El Sur’ into a tale of  fantasy; it also helps to emphasise the thematic 
importance of  the link between identity and place. The name ‘Dahlmann’ 
is mentioned no fewer than thirty-nine times in the story, in a text which 
occupies just over five pages of  the Obras completas. This frequent and 
insistent (and, for Borges, exceptional) repetition of  the name signals the 
centrality of  the issue of  Juan Dahlmann’s identity, while the fact that the 
story hinges on a journey to the South points towards the desire to under-
stand the connection between person and territory, between named people 
and named places, between identity and spatial location.

The place in question in this story is not the Southside of  Buenos Aires 
but the countryside, the ‘llanura’ or pampas plain which lies to the south 
and west of  the city. The association, in ‘El Sur’, between ‘the South’ and 
the protagonist’s sense of identity, however, is not simple, and there are a 
number of ambiguities and ambivalences signalled here. These focus mainly 
on the theme of  ‘reality/unreality’, in the sense that the story both hints 
at a longing for there to be a ‘real’ basis that would validate this link, and 
subverts and parodies what we could call such ‘projects of autochthony’. 
The ambiguity is present already in the second sentence, in the use of  the 
verb ‘eligió’ in relation to Dahlmann’s decision to opt for his maternal her-
itage over his paternal one:

Su abuelo materno había sido aquel Francisco Flores, del 2 de infantería de línea, que 
murió en la frontera de Buenos Aires, lanceado por indios de Catriel: en la discordia 
de sus dos linajes, Juan Dahlmann (tal vez a impulso de la sangre germánica) eligió 
el de ese antepasado romántico, o de muerte romántica. (OC1: 524)
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[His maternal grandfather had been the famous Francisco Flores, of  the Second Line 
Infantry, who had died on the Buenos Aires frontier killed by a spear thrown by one 
of  Catriel’s Indians. Between his two competing ancestries, Juan Dahlmann, perhaps 
responding to an impulse born of  his Germanic blood, chose that of  this particular 
forebear, the one with the romantic life-story, or at least the one with a life-story that 
included a romantic death.]

This same sentence also of fers the first signal of  the ambiguity surround-
ing the story of  Dahlmann’s death, since, by ‘choosing’ one of  his ‘dos 
linajes’, he is, we are told, ‘choosing’ a certain type of death. The immedi-
ate referent of  ‘muerte’ [death] here is, of course, the ‘romantic death’ of  
his grandfather who died fighting the Indians on the Argentine frontier, 
but the identification that is established between that ancestor and the 
manner of  his death, along with the discussion about choice of identity, 
suggests a strong relationship between the fact of choosing a particular 
identity and the notion that Dahlmann is himself  ‘opting for’ a certain 
type of death.

The death in question is associated from the start with place, with 
particular locations, as is the notion of identity itself. That the concept 
of identity is not to be reified, that it is necessarily associated with an act  
of will, is also signalled early on, and the two ideas – of identity as an act of 
will; of identity as being intimately related to place – are both articulated 
from the beginning of  the story. After listing the various entities that serve 
to reinforce the memory of  his grandfather (a picture, a sword, the Martín 
Fierro, etc.), the narrator tells us that the resultant criollismo is ‘algo vol-
untario, pero nunca ostentoso’ (OC1: 524) [somewhat arbitrary, but never 
ostentatious]. Immediately after that, there is a reference to the Flores family 
estate in the South that Dahlmann had acquired. We learn that by dint of  
having deprived himself of  luxuries, he had managed to save enough money 
to buy the remnants of  the estate (‘el casco de una estancia’ – OC1: 524). 
Dahlmann, an individual of modest means, is perhaps being presented to 
us as a slightly ridiculous figure, with aspirations to a kind of  life he is not 
cut out for, a life that corresponds to his feeling of  being ‘hondamente 
argentino’ (OC1: 524) [profoundly Argentine], but that amounts only to 
an abstraction. He is happy to live his life on these terms, that is, engaged 
in his humble work in a municipal library in Buenos Aires, on the one 
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hand, and finding imaginative fulfilment in his relationship to a concrete 
location in the South, on the other:

Verano tras verano se contentaba con la idea abstracta de posesión y con la certidumbre 
de que su casa estaba esperándolo, en un sitio preciso de la llanura. (OC1: 524)

[As summer followed summer, he was happy just to have the abstract idea of possession, 
and the certainty that his house was there waiting for him, in a specific location on the 
plain.]

The tentative nature of  the relationship between that ‘abstract idea of 
possession’ and the specific place which is the focus of  his identitarian 
aspirations is ref lected in the references here to the role of memory in the 
formation of  that identity: the basis for the choice he has made is a set 
of images of  the estate which have become ‘costumbres de su memoria’ 
(OC1: 524) [habits of memory]. The eucalyptus trees and the ‘larga casa 
rosada’ (OC1: 524) [long pink house] that stay in his mind are habitual 
recollections; this is to say that he has got into the habit of conjuring up 
these images, and the action of evoking them is again part of  the proc-
ess of exercising choice. Hence, the emphasis is on the contingent nature 
of identity; Dahlmann is engaging in the intellectual exercise of actively 
imagining his roots in the South.

After the interlude of  his stay in hospital, the day arrives when he leaves 
it and is able to head for his estate. If  the sequence that follows is to be 
read as the product of  his imagination, a consequence of  his hallucinations 
while undergoing treatment, its imaginary status is subtly signalled at this 
point by the introductory adverb used in the sentence, ‘Increíblemente, el 
día prometido llegó’ (OC1: 525) [Incredibly, the promised day arrived], but 
also perhaps by the arificiality associated with the mention of  the hackney 
car (‘coche de plaza’) which both takes him to the sanatorium and takes 
him away from it, in the sentence:

A la realidad le gustan las simetrías y los leves anacronismos; Dahlmann había llegado 
al sanatorio en un coche de plaza y ahora un coche de plaza lo llevaba a Constitución. 
(OC1: 525)
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[Reality favours symmetries and slight anachronisms; Dahlmann had arrived at 
the sanatorium in a hackney car and now it was a hackney that was taking him to 
Constitución]

Not only is there symmetry in the fact that he should travel by hackney 
car in both instances, but, in the period when the story is set (1939), these 
vehicles would have been very rare on the streets of  Buenos Aires, so that 
the fact that he travels in one is suggestive of a reality that is dif ferent from 
the ‘normal’ one of  the time. Our attention is drawn to this by the narrator; 
this in itself reinforces the hint that things are slightly odd, not quite what 
they seem, and that perhaps the sequence to follow is not to be interpreted 
as existing on the same level of reality as what has been told to us so far.

Further hints and ambiguities are interspersed in what follows in the 
text, most notably the identification between the two spatial entities of  
the city of  Buenos Aires and an old house:

La ciudad, a las siete de la mañana, no había perdido ese aire de casa vieja que le infunde 
la noche; las calles eran como largos zaguanes, las plazas como patios. Dahlmann la 
reconocía con felicidad y con un principio de vértigo; unos segundos antes de que 
las registraran sus ojos, recordaba las esquinas, las carteleras, las modestas diferen-
cias de Buenos Aires. En la luz amarilla del nuevo día, todas las cosas regresaban a 
él. (OC1: 525)

[The city, at seven in the morning, had not yet lost that feeling of an old house that the 
night gives it; the streets were like long hallways, the squares like patios. Dahlmann 
recognised it with a happy feeling and a slight sense of vertigo; a few seconds before they 
hove into view, he would recall the street-corners, the advertising hoardings, the little 
things that made Buenos Aires dif ferent. In the yellow light of  the new day, everything 
was coming back to him.]

The ambiguity implicit in the reference to the city and the house of fers 
the possibility that Dahlmann, while still in the hospital, imagines he is 
traversing streets and squares while he is actually moving along hallways 
and across patios. What the eye registers and what is actually ‘out there’, it 
is suggested, are not to be interpreted as identical, at least not in the case 
of  the perceptions of a person who has undergone the shock treatment 
to which Dahlmann has been subjected. Significantly, it is not that our 
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protagonist is returning to the streets of  Buenos Aires, but rather that 
they are coming back to him, and this inversion of agency reinforces the 
sense of  Dahlmann as a ‘passive’ participant in his own destiny. From the 
moment the doctors take him to the clinic in the hackney car, to the time 
the train deposits him in an unknown location in the pampas, he is being 
carried along by events and agents that we suspect may eventually take 
him to an unhappy end.

Crossing Rivadavia Street brings him into another world, we are told, 
a ‘mundo más antiguo y más firme’ (OC1: 525) [more ancient and more 
solid world]. Dahlmann seeks out the old-fashioned architectural details 
that will help confirm him in the belief  that he is achieving his aim of 
connecting with the past: ‘la ventana de rejas, el llamador, el arco de la 
puerta, el zaguán, el íntimo patio’ (OC1: 525) [the barred window, the door 
knocker, the arched doorway, the hallway, the intimate patio]. The landscape 
he observes in the train as it carries him South shows no sign of  human 
life, and the perfect solitude that it suggests makes him think he is going 
backwards in time, within a spatial context that now contains nothing 
familiar, nothing urban:

En el campo desaforado, a veces no había otra cosa que un toro. La soledad era per-
fecta y tal vez hostil, y Dahlmann pudo sospechar que viajaba al pasado y no sólo al 
Sur. (OC1: 526–7)

[In the vast countryside, there was often only a bull standing. The solitude was perfect, 
though perhaps hostile, perhaps leading Dahlmann to believe that he was travelling 
towards the past and not just towards the South.]

This is the vast, unknown landscape that he is called upon to enter and 
expose himself  to, a place of mystery and of gradually increasing hostility, 
so that the sense of impending doom continues to build even as the descrip-
tions and references to his surroundings of fer further ambiguous hints. His 
identity is now split clearly between the librarian lying ill in hospital and 
the other ‘self ’ he has adopted on this journey:



120 Chapter 4

… era como si a un tiempo fuera dos hombres: el que avanzaba por el día otoñal y por 
la geografía de la patria, y el otro, encarcelado en un sanatorio y sujeto a metódicas 
servidumbres. (OC1: 526)

[It was as if  he were two men at the same time: the one who was advancing through the 
autumn day and through the geography of  his native land, and the other, imprisoned 
in a sanatorium and subjected to regular treatments.]

The phrase ‘geografía de la patria’ reinforces the centrality of  the spatial 
theme and the significance of place in the working out of  Dahlmann’s 
identity, and it also carries echoes of  the references to his grandfather at the 
beginning of  the story, a famous Argentine (‘aquel Francisco Flores’) who 
suf fered a ‘glorious’ death in a military conquest. The text continues:

Vio casas de ladrillo sin revocar, esquinadas y largas, infinitamente mirando pasar 
los trenes; vio jinetes en los terrosos caminos; vio zanjas y lagunas y hacienda; vio 
largas nubes luminosas que parecían de mármol, y todas estas cosas eran casuales, 
como sueños de la llanura. (OC1: 526)

[He saw long, angular brick houses with unplastered walls, infinitely looking on at the 
passing trains; he saw horsemen on the dusty trails; he saw irrigation channels and ponds 
and ranchland; he saw long, shining clouds that looked like marble, and all of  these 
things appeared casually before him, like dreams emanating from the plain.]

Even the ‘long clouds’ that resemble marble are suggestive of  tombs and 
hint at the notion of death, or at least at the idea that he is entering an 
‘other world’. The closest he gets to knowing this place is thinking vaguely 
that he seems to recognise some of  the trees and crops he sees:

También creyó reconocer árboles y sembrados que no hubiera podido nombrar, 
porque su directo conocimiento de la campaña era harto inferior a su conocimiento 
nostálgico y literario. (OC1: 526)

[He also thought he recognised trees and crops that he would not have been able to name, 
because his direct knowledge of  the countryside was considerably inferior to his nostalgic, 
literary knowledge of it.]

Dahlmann alights from the train in a place which is not his destination and 
which he is not familiar with, and the portentous references to his feeling 
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‘out of place’ multiply. He is now ‘en medio del campo’ (OC1: 127) [in the 
heart of  the countryside], and his entry into the inn presents us with the 
confusion that we have now come to expect, as Dahlmann at first thinks 
he recognises the barman, and then decides that he simply resembles one 
of  the employees in the clinic. He is now the awkward stranger in the midst 
of people who are comfortably secure in the knowledge that they are ‘in 
their place’, the young ruf fians at the next table and the old gaucho curled 
up on the f loor.

The apotheosis of  this ambivalent and troubled connection between 
Dahlmann and the South that he wishes to be a part of comes at a moment 
that is not represented in the story, that is, the moment when Dahlmann is 
actually killed on the pampa. Dahlmann’s final gesture in the story, that of 
gripping the knife firmly, and the last movement he makes within the realm 
of  the text, that of going out onto the plain, are the culmination of a series 
of movements that have been taking place throughout the story, where the 
protagonist is being led to an event that is presented as an encounter with 
his destiny. Location is key to this event, since it is only here that the desired 
meanings can be achieved, but the tension between Dahlmann’s search for 
his identity and his own awkward presence in his chosen territory means 
that the moment of success is also an obvious moment of  failure. The sense 
of  belonging that is attendant on his identification with the South will not, 
of course, rescue him from doom. It is precisely that tension, between the 
notion of  ‘being’ and the desire to ‘be in place’, that Dove (2000: 68) notes 
as being the key to the rich ambiguity of  the story. He writes:

The protagonist’s disjunctive relation to his surroundings – in his desire to truly be he 
is never quite there – is part and parcel of a general disturbance within the diegetic 
economy of  the text, one which undermines our ability as readers to refer to meta-
narrative, to a textual level at which the dif ference between truth and fiction would 
finally become legible and secure.

This comment is made in relation to the point in the story where Dahlmann, 
while sitting in the carriage on the train, closes the copy of  the Arabian 
Nights that he has been attempting to read; overcome by happiness in his 
appreciation of  the morning and ‘el hecho de ser’ [the very fact of  being], he 
appears to choose life ahead of  literature, nature before artifice: ‘Dahlmann 
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cerraba el libro y se dejaba simplemente vivir’ (OC1: 526) [Dahlmann 
closed his book and allowed himself simply to be alive]. Seeing the story as a 
commentary on Argentine identity, Dove emphasises the way in which its 
ambivalence itself signals the impossibility of achieving the kind of secure 
sense of identity that Dahlmann desires. Thus, he asserts:

The vacillation between literature and Nature which marks the passage to the South 
culminates in a gesture [Dahlmann closing the book] that would seem to signal the 
renunciation of artifice (cosmopolitan life, imported literature) and thus inaugurate a 
realm of permanent truth. Argentine nature functions in this opposition as the locus 
of a secure and constant autochthonous knowledge, uncontaminated by – and no 
doubt promising the rectification of – the foreign knowledge and confusion of  the 
littoral polis. This is at least the story that Dahlmann tells himself.

Dove relates this gesture to the narrator’s observation that Dahlmann’s 
familiarity with the South is, in fact, a ‘conocimiento nostálgico y liter-
ario’ [nostalgic, literary knowledge], and that his direct knowledge of it was 
‘harto inferior’ [considerably inferior].6 These are the very ambiguities that 
Borges plays with in the course of  the story, and Dahlmann’s journey is 
thus figured as a quasi-quest for an identity associated with a place that, 
in his imagination, is linked with his roots, but which, in ‘actuality’, leads 
to his doom.

The challenge of securing a stable relationship between the self and 
one’s surroundings lies at the heart of  this, a challenge that is necessarily 
attendant on the capacity for self-ref lection that human beings possess. This 
link between identity and place is related to specifically human character-
istics and to our understanding of  the concepts of  time and space through 
the parallels between the image of  the cat and the image of  the gaucho in 
the story. Thus, Dahlmann notes, on stroking the cat’s dark fur, how the 
physical contact being established by him is in fact illusory, since man and 
animal live, in ef fect, in dif ferent universes, man with an awareness of  time 
while the cat, without that awareness, lives ‘en la actualidad, en la eternidad 
del instante’ (OC1: 526) [in the present, in the eternity of  this very moment]. 
This ‘enorme gato que se dejaba acariciar por la gente, como una divinidad 
desdeñosa’ (OC1: 525) [enormous cat that would allow itself  to be stroked, 
like a disdainful divinity] is characterised by stillness; it is found, after all, 
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in the same place in the same bar where Dahlmann recalled that it always 
was. It is immune to the mutabilities of  time and space, just as, when we first 
see the old gaucho in the inn, he is presented as having achieved a similar 
kind of stillness, of  having attained a status that sets him apart from what 
goes on around him. Time and his surroundings have acted on him to the 
point where he has transcended both, and is not only timeless, but also 
occupies the minimal amount of space possible:

En el suelo, apoyado en el mostrador, se acurrucaba, inmóvil como una cosa, un 
hombre muy viejo. Los muchos años lo habían reducido y pulido como las aguas a 
una piedra o las generaciones de los hombres a una sentencia. Era oscuro, chico y 
reseco, y estaba como fuera del tiempo, en una eternidad. (OC1: 527)

[On the f loor, leaning against the counter, was a very old hunched-up man, as motion-
less as if  he were a thing. His many years had reduced him and polished him the way 
the waters polish a stone or generations of men polish a proverb. He was dark, small and 
wizened, and it was as if  he existed outside of  time, in a type of eternity.]

The gaucho is eventually to supply the weapon that Dahlmann uses to 
engage in the duel, a duel that will inevitably lead to his death, and the 
terms in which that action is described reinforce the link between the death 
he is to suf fer, the search he is undertaking for a sense of identity, and the 
physical surroundings in which he is located:

Desde un rincón el viejo gaucho extático, en el que Dahlmann vio una cifra del Sur 
(del Sur que era suyo), le tiró una daga desnuda que vino a caer a sus pies. Era como 
si el Sur hubiera resuelto que Dahlmann aceptara el duelo. (OC1: 527)7

[From over in a corner the old ecstatic gaucho, in whom Dahlmann could see a symbol 
of  the South (of  the South that was his), threw him a naked dagger that came to rest at 
his feet. It was as if  the South had resolved that Dahlmann should accept the duel.]

Dahlmann, who at the beginning of  this tale had exercised his will in rela-
tion to choice of  heritage, and by extension, choice of  territory with which 
to identify, ends up being a kind of passive victim of  that territory which 
now exercises its will on him. When we are told at the very end of  the 
story that Dahlmann ‘sale a la llanura’ (OC1: 529) [goes out onto the plain], 
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we have the sense that the agency implicit in the form of  the verb ‘salir’ 
[to go out] is meant to be seen as misleading and that the plain, and the 
South, are acting on him, drawing him inevitably to his death. Having 
chosen movement in the direction of  the South, the South takes over and 
disposes of  him according to a set of rules he has no knowledge of, given 
his provenance in the city.

The key additional dimension to the interrogation of identity that 
Borges of fers us here, however, is the self-conscious nature of what 
Dahlmann engages in, and the repeated references to the fact of its being 
an intellectual choice. This and allusions to the nostalgic and literary con-
text from which it emerges serve to place the focus on the intense personal 
struggle that such a striving for a sense of identity entails. We gather that 
what is lacking in Dahlmann is the kind of primal connection with the 
territory he has singled out that would allow him to assume the identity 
he craves. This contrast between the intellectual appropriation of place 
and the easy assumption of identification with place is articulated by the 
geographer Fi-Yu Tuan (2001: 194) as the dif ference between what he 
calls ‘the cult of  the past’ and ‘rootedness’. He expresses the idea in the 
following terms:

The cult of  the past, as manifested in the establishment of museums and in the pres-
ervation of old buildings, was a type of consciousness that emerged at a certain stage 
in Europe’s history. It has little in common with the fact of  being rooted in place. 
The state of rootedness is essentially subconscious: it means that a people have come 
to identify themselves with a particular locality, to feel that it is their home and the 
home of  their ancestors. The museum ref lects a habit of mind opposed to one that 
perceives place to be rooted, sacred, and inviolable.

If we replace ‘museum’ in this passage with the name of another repository 
of cultural memories, i.e., ‘library’, we get a fair description of  Dahlmann’s 
dilemma, and, indeed, a sense of  how it relates to spatial locations. What we 
are being told is that the trajectory that goes from the city library (‘biblio-
teca municipal’) to the featureless rural plain that is the pampas is a spatial 
displacement that signals desire. At worst, that journey will constitute just 
a cultural af fectation, while, at best, it may of fer only a more meaningful 
way to die. That meaning is ambiguous and possibly illusory: closing the 



Identity 125

Arabian Nights and wishing just to be does not imply achieving that objec-
tive. The fantasy death, occurring at the end of a fantasy journey, takes place 
in a location that is, in ef fect, imaginary, and the final image suggests that 
the only recourse of  the bookish librarian with the humdrum existence is 
to dream about that ‘other’ place, associated with an alternative destiny, 
while in fact suf fering a feverish and ignominious end in a hospital bed.

Argentine Locations and the Marking of  Identity

Even the title of  ‘El Sur’ (including, especially, the fact that the noun is 
capitalised) serves as a way of signalling the central importance of  the theme 
of  location in the story. Whether, in the terms of  this story, Dahlmann 
is travelling south in ‘reality’ or in his imagination, the point is that he is 
searching for a way of  living and dying that makes sense for him, that cor-
responds to whatever he understands his destiny to be. That destiny is linked 
to issues of national identity – as he travels towards the ‘Argentineness’ of  
the pampas – and to issues of personal identity, with references to family 
heritage and hints at his attempts to escape the dull, routine ordinariness 
of  his existence. Location, therefore, carries important meanings in this 
and in other Borges stories, meanings that often have to do with characters’ 
searches for identity, however defined.

It is interesting, in this context, to consider some of  the observations 
that commentators, including Borges himself, have of fered on the settings 
and locations in which his stories take place. Block de Béhar and Egginton 
(2004: 173), for example, roundly assert: ‘In Borges’s oeuvre … geography 
and the particularities of place … count little, or do not count at all.’ They 
go on to claim that ‘[i]t is the same to him whether a deed occurs in … 
the pampa … or in the unnamed expanses of an unknown region of whose 
existence one learns only by way of  the inclusion of an article in an encyclo-
paedia’. In a somewhat similar vein, George Steiner (1987: 122) suggested 
that ‘[t]he space of action in which a Borges figure moves is mythical but 
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never social. When a setting of  locale or historical circumstances intrudes, 
it does so in free-f loating bits, exactly as in a dream. Hence the weird, 
cool emptiness which breathes from many Borges texts as from a sudden 
window on the night.’

Without doubt, these commentators have a point. Many Borges stories 
are set in unidentifiable locations, and the relation between the characters 
and the settings in which they find themselves is often slightly strange. A 
‘dystopian’ location such as the one in which ‘La biblioteca de Babel’ is 
set, or the imaginary world described in ‘Tlon, Uqbar, Orbius Tertius’ 
(see Chapter 6), are not identifiable places, and are certainly not natural-
istic settings; but to claim that the setting is irrelevant to the unfolding of  
the stories, or incidental to their themes, is hardly justifiable. Certainly, 
as we have seen in ‘El Sur’, setting can play a major role in contributing to 
the dramatic tension that is created, and, as we shall see in due course (in 
Chapter 5), the setting in a story such as ‘Las ruinas circulares’ is at one 
and the same time a kind of  ‘nowhere’ and a place that has historical and 
religious associations. But as is argued throughout this book, the spatial 
dimension is inevitably highly relevant in Borges’s work; indeed, the reader’s 
attention is often drawn to issues of spatiality, despite the fact that there 
may be only a fairly vague specification of where a place is.

Borges himself stated that he was reluctant to be too precise about 
locations, on the grounds that it would be easy to get the details wrong, 
and that readers would be likely to look for errors or inconsistencies. In 
conversation with Fernando Sorrentino, he said:

[C]reo que un escritor no debe intentar nunca un tema contemporáneo, ni una 
topografía muy estricta … [Y]o prefiero situar mis cuentos siempre en lugares un 
poco indeterminados y hace muchos años. (Sorrentino 1973: 12)

[I believe that a writer should never attempt to address a contemporary topic, nor use a 
very precise geography … I always prefer to situate my stories in places that are somewhat 
indeterminate and far back in time.]

However valid this statement may be in a general sense, it does not always 
hold: the precise geographical location of  the house mentioned in ‘El Aleph’, 
for example, gives the lie, at least to some extent, to the reference Borges 
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makes to ‘lugares un poco indeterminados’. But it is true that, even in that 
story, there is some lack of precision; after all, the narrator does not quite 
give us the number of  the house that Carlos Argentino Daneri lives in on 
Garay Street.8 The fuzziness of  the locations in the stories, however, does 
not usually imply that the setting is irrelevant, and certainly the stories 
do not seem to bear out the claim made by Block de Béhar and Egginton 
(2004: 173) when they say:

That one comes from the city of  Cairo, Egypt, or Cairo, Illinois, or that the action 
transpires ‘in an oppressed and tenacious country: Poland, Ireland, the Republic of  
Venice, some South American or Balkan state’ … does not alter the question.

The allusion here is to the opening of  Borges’s story ‘Tema del traidor y del 
héroe’ [‘Theme of  the Traitor and the Hero’], where the narrator speculates 
on the various dif ferent possible locations in which the events he is going 
to describe might take place. We shall examine in Chapter 5 the role played 
by these references to locations in that story, but, for now, we might look 
at a small number of  texts (stories and poems) in which references to loca-
tion play an important part, and where the marking of identity depends 
in a significant way on the use of such references.

If, as Casey (2001: 684) has suggested, ‘there is no place without self 
and no self without place’, then some texts by Borges that allude to the 
Argentinean context surely corroborate that assertion. In these, the notion 
of  ‘self-realisation’ is core: as with the case of  Dahlmann in ‘El Sur’, we wit-
ness characters coming face-to-face with their destinies, and are told how 
they become fully themselves at a particular point in time and in a particular 
place. Stories such as ‘Biografía de Tadeo Isidoro Cruz (1829–1874)’ [‘A 
Biography of  Tadeo Isidoro Cruz (1829–1874)’] and ‘El fin’ [‘The End’] 
exemplify this, since, in ways that resemble what happens in ‘El Sur’, they 
draw attention to the setting in which they occur – the pampas – and that 
setting plays an important role in the dynamic of  the two stories.9

Both stories relate to José Hernández’s epic poem Martín Fierro. ‘El 
fin’ tells of  the gaucho’s death at the hands of  the brother of one of  his 
victims. This killing is an invention by Borges, a re-writing of  the ending 
of  the original. The black man who kills him is not given a name, but is 
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referred to as ‘el negro’, or addressed as ‘moreno’ by Fierro. The connection 
with Martín Fierro is not made explicit until the second-last paragraph, 
however, when we are told the identity of  the stranger who comes to the 
bar where the black man has been waiting. That bar, and its surroundings, 
set the tone of  the story from the start, as considerable attention is paid to 
depicting the setting. The bar owner, Recabarren, is pictured as lying prone 
inside the bar, stirring himself  from sleep and becoming aware of  the light 
that fills the sky outside on the huge plain that stretches away from the 
building. The plain (‘la llanura’) is almost an abstraction to Recabarren, not 
just because of its ‘infinite’ size, but also because Recabarren is paralysed and 
thus unable to get out and move about on it as he used to do. Meanwhile, 
Martín Fierro’s arrival at the bar is depicted as a process whereby he gradu-
ally detaches himself  from that abstraction, emerging from the landscape 
of which he is a part:

La llanura, bajo el último sol, era casi abstracta, como vista en un sueño. Un punto 
se agitó en el horizonte y creció hasta ser un jinete, que venía, o parecía venir, a la 
casa. Recabarren vio el chambergo, el largo poncho oscuro, el caballo moro, pero no 
la cara del hombre, que, por fin, sujetó el galope y vino acercándose al trotecito … 
(OC1: 518)

[In the last rays of  the evening sun, the plain was almost an abstraction, as if seen in 
a dream. A dot started to move on the horizon and grew until it became a horseman, 
approaching, or seeming to approach, the house. Recabarren saw the large broad-brimmed 
hat, the long dark poncho, the piebald horse, but not the man’s face; eventually, the man 
reined in the horse and came towards him at an easy pace …]

The juxtaposition of references to abstraction and the depiction of  the 
concrete image of  the rider, whose details gradually become clearer to the 
observing barman, in a context that clearly evokes the Argentine pampas, 
signals the concern in this story with the question of identity, and the 
ways in which an individual’s identity is marked. This is reinforced, in the 
last paragraph of  the story, by a reference to the pampas as the setting in 
which the two men carry on their knife-fight, when it is suggested that it 
is the pampas itself  that carries whatever message the story has to of fer, as 
Recabarren lies observing the duel:
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Hay una hora de la tarde en que la llanura está por decir algo; nunca lo dice o tal vez 
lo dice infinitamente y no lo entendemos, o lo entendemos pero es intraducible como 
una música … Desde su catre, Recabarren vio el fin … (OC1: 520)

[There is a time in the afternoon when the plain is on the point of  telling us something; 
it never actually tells us, or perhaps it tells us endlessly and we do not understand what 
it says, or we understand but what it says, like music, cannot be translated into words … 
From his cot, Recabarren saw the end …]

The question of identity is signalled again at the very end of  the story with 
reference to the unnamed black man, and once again this is accompanied 
by an explicit reference to spatiality:

Cumplida su tarea de justiciero, ahora era nadie. Mejor dicho era el otro: no tenía 
destino sobre la tierra y había matado a un hombre. (OC1: 520)

[Having fulfilled his task of revenge, he was now nobody. Rather, he was now the other 
man: he had no destiny on earth and he had killed a man.]

The connection with ‘la tierra’ – the world in which we carry on the busi-
ness of  living – is central to sorting out who he is. Like the nomadic Fierro, 
his home on the pampas means that there is no single, fixed location to 
which he belongs; the ‘infinite’ expanse of  the plain is his abode, while his 
identity is equally f luid. Like the figure of  the gaucho who emerged from 
the landscape, he is depicted here as just another element of  that landscape, 
a ‘nobody’ whose life is made meaningful only by the action of  having 
killed a man. Thus, the pampas plays a crucial role in this story, not as a 
random backdrop for a set of events, but as a kind of protagonist in them; 
the autochthony that is implicit in the story is a necessary element of  the 
unfolding of  the drama that ends in mortal combat.

Casey’s comment, quoted above, about the intimate link between self 
and place, is similarly relevant to the other gaucho story, again related to the 
Martín Fierro, ‘Biografía de Tadeo Isidoro Cruz (1829–1874)’. That inter-
relationship between person and place is announced first in the epigraph 
(W.B. Yeats’s lines: ‘I’m looking for the face I had / Before the world was 
made’) and then early on in the body of  the story, with a reference to the 
inf luence the pampas has on the young Cruz:
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Quienes han comentado, y son muchos, la historia de Tadeo Isidoro, destacan el 
inf lujo de la llanura sobre su formación, pero gauchos idénticos a él nacieron y murie-
ron en las selváticas riberas del Paraná y en las cuchillas orientales. Vivió, eso sí, en 
un mundo de barbarie monótona. (OC1: 561)

[Those who have commented on the story of  Tadeo Isidoro, and there are many such, have 
highlighted the inf luence of  the plain on the formation of  his character, but gauchos like 
him have been born and have died on the tangled banks of  the Parana and in the eastern 
mountain ranges. It is true that he lived in a world of monotonous barbarism.]

The point about the connection to place is made by referring to how the 
pampas constitutes an alternative to the city: ‘Comprendió … que nada 
tenía que ver con él la ciudad’ (OC1: 561) [He realised … that the city had 
nothing to do with him]. The complex story of  his life – going from fron-
tier trooper to outlaw to soldier participating in the civil wars, to rancher 
and then to police-sergeant – reaches a high point on the night when he, 
with other members of  the rural police force, are charged with bringing 
a deserter to justice. We do not learn the identity of  the fugitive whom 
they have to capture until the very end of  the story – its final words are 
‘junto al desertor Martín Fierro’ (OC1: 563) [alongside the deserter Martín 
Fierro] – but, before that encounter takes place, its meaning is elucidated 
in a passage that again connects large, abstract questions of identity with 
the concrete reality of particular times and places. At first, the notion 
is introduced parenthetically by reference to the fateful night on which 
the meeting with Fierro takes place, described as ‘la noche en que por fin 
vio su propia cara, la noche en que por fin oyó su nombre’ (OC1: 562) 
[the night when he finally saw his real face, the night he finally heard his 
name]. We are then told how a person’s destiny can be summarised in 
an instant:

Cualquier destino, por largo y complicado que sea, consta en realidad de un solo 
momento: el momento en que el hombre sabe para siempre quién es. Cuéntase que 
Alejandro de Macedonia vio ref lejado su futuro de hierro en la fabulosa historia de 
Aquiles; Carlos XII de Suecia, en la de Alejandro. A Tadeo Isidoro Cruz, que no 
sabía leer, ese conocimiento no le fue revelado en un libro; se vio a sí mismo en un 
entrevero y un hombre. (OC1: 562)
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[Any destiny, no matter how long and complicated it is, consists in reality of one single 
moment: the moment when the man in question realises for once and for all who he is. 
It is said that Alexander of  Macedonia saw his warrior’s destiny ref lected in the fabulous 
story of  Achilles; Charles XII of  Sweden, in that of  Alexander. That knowledge was not 
revealed to Tadeo Isidoro Cruz in a book, since he did not know how to read; to him it 
was revealed in a knife-fight and in a man.]

As Cruz comes to believe that his duty is to side with Fierro rather than 
to capture him, a distinction is made between Cruz’s body and his ‘self ’, a 
distinction that again signals the desire to align the internal and the exter-
nal, the inner being relating to whatever one considers one’s true destiny 
and the circumstances in which one is physically located:

Éste, mientras combatía en la oscuridad (mientras su cuerpo combatía en la oscuri-
dad), empezó a comprender. Comprendió que un destino no es mejor que otro, pero 
que todo hombre debe acatar el que lleva adentro. (OC1: 563)

[While he fought in the darkness (while his body fought in the darkness), he began to 
understand. He understood that there is no destiny that is any better than other destinies, 
but that every man must cleave to the destiny he carries inside him.]

The specifics of  time and space impinge on the business of working out 
identity, and the setting in which this fight takes place is again referred to 
in the last sentence of  the story, as Cruz fulfils his destiny in this place, and 
as issues of  bravery and honour come to take precedence over more super-
ficial emblems of  belonging such as the uniform that seeks to proclaim his 
allegiance to a community to which he does not actually belong:

Comprendió que las jinetas y el uniforme ya lo estorbaban. Comprendió su íntimo 
destino de lobo, no de perro gregario; comprendió que el otro era él. Amanecía en 
la desaforada llanura; Cruz arrojó por tierra el quepís, gritó que no iba a consentir 
el delito de que se matara a un valiente y se puso a pelear contra los soldados, junto 
al desertor Martín Fierro. (OC1: 563)

[He realised that his epaulettes and uniform bothered him now. He understood his 
personal destiny as a wolf, not a gregarious dog; he understood that that other man was 
himself. Dawn was breaking over the vast plain; Cruz threw his kepi on the ground, 
shouted out that he was not going to consent to the criminal killing of a brave man, and 
started to fight against the soldiers, alongside the deserter Martín Fierro.]
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His struggle with issues of identity, f lagged earlier by reference to mythi-
cal and historical encounters with destiny – those of  Achilles, Alexander 
the Great and Charles XII of  Sweden – comes to a climax at this point in 
the context of  the Argentinean pampas. The bleakness of  the latter is con-
veyed through the use of  the epithet ‘desaforada’, in the line ‘Amanecía en 
la desaforada llanura’ (OC1: 563) [Dawn was breaking over the vast plain], 
which suggests the hugeness of  the landscape and its emptiness.

This trope – of  the moment in time and space when an individual 
encounters his destiny and comes to realise who he is – is also found in 
some of  the poems written by Borges about his military ancestors. In his 
1943 ‘Poema conjetural’ [‘Conjectural Poem’], there is an imaginary account 
of  the death of a distant ancestor of  Borges’s, Francisco Narciso Laprida, 
at the hands of gauchos as he f lees from the city, fated to meet his ‘destino 
sudamericano’ [South American destiny]. The voice in the poem is that of  
Laprida himself, so that what we get is a ‘first-hand’ account of a violent 
death. He is not just leaving Buenos Aires, but travelling to a place that is 
associated with death and with an alternative life to the one he had envis-
aged for himself. His references to his own desire to be a learned man sug-
gest a contrast between the ‘civilised’ existence of  the lawyer that he was 
and the savagery of what awaits him, as he moves inexorably towards the 
location where he will be killed. The geographical direction of  that move-
ment is towards the South:

Yo, que estudié las leyes y los cánones,
yo, Francisco Narciso de Laprida,
cuya voz declaró la independencia
de estas crueles provincias, derrotado,
de sangre y de sudor manchado el rostro,
sin esperanza ni temor, perdido,
huyo hacia el Sur por arrabales últimos.

(OC1: 245)

[I, who have studied laws and canons,
I, Francisco Narciso de Laprida,
Whose voice declared the independence
Of  these cruel provinces, defeated,
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My face stained with blood and sweat,
Without hope or fear, lost,
I f lee towards the South through the final outskirts of  the city]

Again, as in ‘El Sur’, there is the sense that such displacement, while bring-
ing closer the moment of death, also heralds the achievement of a more real 
and more genuine identity than would otherwise have been possible.

Location is even more important a feature in the 1953 poem ‘Página para 
recordar al coronel Suárez, vencedor en Junín’ [‘A Page to Commemorate 
Colonel Suárez, Victor at Junín’], and the interrogation of  the meaning of 
place is signalled not only in the title, with its reference to the location of  
the colonel’s victory, but also in a variety of ways in the poem itself. Isidoro 
Suárez, Borges’s great-grandfather, fought in the wars of independence 
with Bolívar, and was commended by the latter for his actions in the battle 
of  Junín, which took place in August 1824. The historical resonances of  
the placename are alluded to here towards the end of  the poem with the 
figure of a voice coming to him ‘desde lo antiguo de la sangre’ [out of  the 
ancient roots of my blood]; the voice rejects superficial interpretations of  
the name:

– Qué importa mi batalla de Junín si es una gloriosa memoria,
Una fecha que se aprende para un examen o un lugar en el atlas.
La batalla es eterna y puede prescindir de la pompa
De visibles ejércitos con clarines;
Junín son dos civiles que en una esquina maldicen a un tirano,
O un hombre oscuro que se muere en la cárcel.

(OC1: 245)

[‘What does my battle at Junín matter now if it is just a glorious memory,
A date learned for an exam or a mere location in an atlas.
The battle is eternal and can do without the pomp
Of ostentatious armies with their clarion calls;
Junín is two civilians who curse a tyrant on a streetcorner,
Or an obscure man dying in a jail.’  ]

The true meanings of a place are linked to its name, but these associations 
have to do with the relevance it can have to people’s lives, with making 



134 Chapter 4

a dif ference in social terms. There is, thus, a direct connection between 
Suárez’s encounter with his destiny and this event that takes place at a 
particular place and in a particular time:

Qué importa el tiempo sucesivo si en él
hubo una plenitud, un éxtasis, una tarde.

(OC1: 250)

[What does time’s passing matter now if in it
There was a plenitude, an ecstasy, an afternoon?]

The story ‘El muerto’ [‘The Dead Man’] also explores the relationship 
between location and identity, in a dif ferent way from how this is done in 
the pieces we have looked at above. Here, the first reference to location is 
to the notoriously dangerous suburbs of  Buenos Aires in the early decades 
of  the twentieth century, the provenance of  the protagonist, Otálora. The 
opening gives a sense of  how his action of moving outside his own terri-
tory leaves him vulnerable, and strikes an ominous note that augurs his 
eventual doom:

Que un hombre del suburbio de Buenos Aires, que un triste compadrito sin más 
virtud que la infatuación del coraje, se interne en los desiertos ecuestres de la frontera 
del Brasil y llegue a capitán de contrabandistas, parece de antemano imposible. A 
quienes lo entienden así, quiero contarles el destino de Benjamin Otálora, de quien 
acaso no perdura un recuerdo en el barrio de Balvanera y que murió en su ley, de un 
balazo, en los confines de Río Grande do Sul. (OC1: 545)

[That a man from the outskirts of  Buenos Aires, a sad local boy whose only virtue was 
an infatuation with courage, should find himself deep in the wild horse-country of  the 
Brazilian frontier and should manage to become the leader of a group of smugglers, 
seems on the face of it impossible. To those who would see things that way I want to 
recount the story of  the fate of  Benjamin Otálora, who may not have left any trace of a 
memory in the Balvanera district but who died of a gunshot wound in the frontierland 
around Río Grande do Sul.]

Once again, the narrative traces a trajectory from the city (the outskirts 
of  Buenos Aires) to the pampas, as Otálora assumes a new identity as a 
gaucho:
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Otálora se ha criado en los barrios del carrero y del cuarteador; antes de un año se 
hace gaucho. (OC1: 546)

[Otálora grew up in districts populated by cart-pushers and butchers; but before a year 
was out he had turned himself into a gaucho.]

The move is another attempt to ‘come home’ to the vast plains that are 
presented as being part of  the heritage of  this man, as it is assumed to be 
of  his fellow-countrymen. Although there is no explicit reference to the 
concept of  ‘Argentineness’, this is clearly latent in the rhetoric of  the story, 
as the narrator himself identifies with the fascination the pampas holds 
for Otálora:

Empieza entonces para Otálora una vida distinta, una vida de vastos amaneceres y de 
jornadas que tienen el olor del caballo. Esa vida es nueva para él, y a veces atroz, pero 
ya está en su sangre, porque lo mismo que los hombres de otras naciones veneran 
y presienten el mar, así nosotros (también el hombre que entreteje estos símbolos) 
ansiamos la llanura inagotable que resuena bajo los cascos. (OC1: 546)

[And so a new life begins for Otálora, a life of immense sunrises and of days filled with the 
smell of  horses. That life is new to him, and sometimes it is dreadful, but it is something 
that he already carries in his blood: in the same way that men of other nations eulogise 
the sea and sense it within themselves, we – and I include the man who strings these 
symbols together – long for the endless plains that ring to the sound of  horses’ hooves.]

As in the case of  Dahlmann, this protagonist also finds that his destiny 
is to be doomed in this place, rather than to achieve the fulfilment of  the 
dreams and ambitions he harbours.

Otálora’s change of identity is a transition from compadrito to gaucho, 
from small-time thug to leader of a group of  bandits on the iconic pampa 
plains that carry major cultural resonances for Argentineans. His origins 
are in the new suburbs of  Buenos Aires, which had grown up around the 
capital in the early twentieth century and were populated largely by immi-
grants. This background implies a low social and cultural status, and allows 
him to be seen as an ‘insignificant’ man. He can thus be figured as some-
one whose life can gain meaning by his venturing into a landscape replete 
with cultural resonance, as he escapes the anonymity of  the new districts 
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and becomes a dominant presence on the pampas. The Borgesian twist in 
the story, however, means that he is always in fact ‘out of place’, even as he 
becomes an ever more powerful member of  Bandeira’s gang. The appar-
ent achievement of managing to become an important part of  the group, 
of seemingly fitting in, and even usurping the leader’s position, is shown 
to be illusory at the end. The identity he craved, and even believed he had 
achieved, turns out not to be that of  the ‘real’ Otálora, but a chimera. Thus, 
just before he is finally killed, Bandeira’s way of alluding to him serves as 
a reminder of  his origins and of  his status as an outsider, as the ‘real’ boss 
orders the red-haired girl to kiss him, saying: ‘Ya que vos y el porteño se 
quieren tanto, ahora mismo le vas a dar un beso a vista de todos’ (OC1: 548) 
[‘If you’re that much in love with the porteño, of f you go and give him a kiss 
in front of everyone’  ]. As a foreign body, the upstart porteño is eliminated 
and the purity and autochthony of  the pampas are preserved.

The new Buenos Aires suburbs – the orillas – were, for Borges, the 
preferred locus for the creation of a concept of  Argentine identity that 
responded to the exigencies of  his era. He rejected attempts to situate that 
identity in the pampas or to personify it in the romanticised image of  the 
gaucho. The liminality of  the expanding suburbs suggested continuity 
between past and present and mediated the relationship between native and 
foreign cultures, in a context of rapid population growth and modernisa-
tion. Although he was of criollo stock himself, and although the prejudices 
of  the criollos’ sense of  their own superiority can sometimes be detected 
in his writing, he recognised the inadequacy of a vision of  Argentineness 
based on antiquated assumptions about social stratification and a nostalgic 
yearning for the authenticity of  the pampas. As Sarlo (2006: 23) suggests, 
Borges opts for the orillas as a truer version of  Argentine national identity, 
and creates an original territory out of  the suburbs:

Borges liberated las orillas from the social stigma of  the compadrito, who was occa-
sionally called an orillero. Instead of considering the orillas as a frontier … Borges 
pauses there and makes the border a territory and a metaphor. He chose to locate a 
literature on that margin, recognizing that in some way a coded form of  Argentina 
could be found there.
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A story that ref lects Borges’s fascination with the suburbs of  Buenos Aires, 
and of which he wrote a number of versions, is ‘Hombre de la esquina rosada’ 
[‘Man on Pink Corner’], included in the collection Historia universal de 
la infamia. Already in the second sentence of  this story, af filiation with 
place is signalled, as the narrator refers to the compadrito Francisco Real 
in the following terms:

Yo lo conocí, y eso que éstos no eran sus barrios porque él sabía tallar más bien por 
el Norte, por esos laos de la laguna de Guadalupe y la Batería. (OC1: 331)

[I met him, even though this was not his neck of  the woods: you would’ve been more 
likely to find him hanging out around the Northside, up around the Guadalupe lake 
area or the Batería.]

Not only the semantic content of  this sentence, but also its form, speaks 
to us of place, locating the action and the characters in the arrabales of  
Buenos Aires. The entire story is written using the idiom of  those tough 
neighbourhoods, so that the story conveys the f lavour of a particular place, 
an excursion into the use of  ‘local colour’ which is unusual in the writer’s 
work, although many of  the poems written by him in the 1920s had such 
characteristics. As mentioned in Chapter 2, in the essay ‘El escritor argentino 
y la tradición’, Borges had rejected such an approach to Argentine writing. 
There, he had written: ‘La idea de que la poesía argentina debe abundar en 
rasgos diferenciales argentinos y en color local argentino me parece una 
equivocación’ (OC1: 269) [The idea that Argentine poetry ought to abound 
in distinct Argentine traits and local colour seems to me to be a mistake]. 
Noting that Gibbon had pointed out, in his History of  the Decline and Fall 
of  the Roman Empire, that there was no mention of camels in the Koran, 
Borges, somewhat tendentiously, suggests that this kind of  fact proves 
how authentically Arabic the Koran was. In that essay, Borges advocated 
focusing on universal themes, addressing that which is most meaningful 
rather than whatever is close to hand:

Por eso repito que no debemos temer y que debemos pensar que nuestro patrimonio 
es el universo; ensayar todos los temas, y no podemos concretarnos a lo argentino 
para ser argentinos: porque o ser argentino es una fatalidad y en ese caso lo seremos de 
cualquier modo, o ser argentino es una mera afectación, una máscara. (OC1: 273)
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[Hence I repeat that we should not be afraid and we should remember that the universe 
is our birthright; it is up to us to address all possible topics. We can’t just confine ourselves 
to what is Argentine in order to be Argentine: either being Argentine is our destiny, 
in which case we will be Argentine whether we want to or not, or being Argentine is a 
mere af fectation, a travesty.]

And he finishes that essay with an exhortation to his fellow-writers to 
maintain their focus on artistic creation:

Creo que si nos abandonamos a ese sueño voluntario que se llama la creación artística, 
seremos argentinos y seremos, también, buenos o tolerables escritores. (OC1: 274)

[I believe that if we devote ourselves to that voluntary dream called artistic creation, we 
will be Argentine and we will also be good – or at least tolerable – writers.]

In ‘Hombre de la esquina rosada’, then, as in the other pieces we have been 
considering here, the emphasis is ultimately on issues that have universal 
human relevance, so that the petty criminals that populate the story live 
out a series of events that have resonances for everyone. And, as in the 
other stories discussed (all of which were written after this one), there is 
an intense interest in the theme of courage associated with the notion of  
being a ‘real’ man. The narrator’s own role here is central, since he is the one 
who is finally revealed to be the killer of  Francisco Real. Rank and status 
are associated with personal courage, and the mortal dramas centred on 
attaining and maintaining status are located in districts that are depicted 
in terms of  territories, where individuals and groups not only belong or 
do not belong but also vie with each other for control.

In this instance, Rosendo Juárez is depicted as a gang-leader whose 
reputation enables him to dominate Villa Santa Rita, the district in which 
the story is set:

Rosendo Juárez dejó, para no volver, el Arroyo. A ustedes, claro que les falta la debida 
esperiencia para reconocer ese nombre, pero Rosendo Juárez el Pegador, era de los 
que pisaban más fuerte por Villa Santa Rita … Mozo acreditao para el cuchillo era 
uno de los hombres de don Nicolás Paredes, que era uno de los hombres de Morel … 
los hombres y los perros lo respetaban y las chinas también; nadie inoraba que estaba 
debiendo dos muertes … (OC1: 331)
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[Rosendo Juárez left the Arroyo district, never to go back. His name will mean nothing 
to you, of course: you don’t know the first thing about what goes on around here, but 
Rosendo Juárez, the Big Hitter, was one of  the real heavies around Villa Santa Rita … 
Well able to handle a knife, he was one of  Don Nicolás Paredes’s men, Paredes being one 
of  Morel’s men … He was respected by men and dogs alike, and by the whores as well; 
we all knew he already had two deaths to his name …]

The milieu in which the story is set is that of  the neighbourhood toughs 
in this western suburb of  the city, where men behave according to a cult 
of machismo that sees them vie with each other for dominance and where 
women’s role is considered relatively insignificant. Men’s courage is at issue 
here in the same way that it is in other Borges stories of  knife-fights, as it was 
in ‘El fin’. Little attention is paid to the women who feature in these stories; 
they appear simply as trophies or status symbols that signal the degree to 
which the men have succeeded or failed. Thus, the beautiful La Lujanera 
‘belongs to’ Rosendo Juárez at the beginning of  this story, is temporarily 
taken away by Francisco Real when he faces down Juárez, and ends up with 
the gang-member who is telling the tale at the end of  the story, on the basis 
that it is he who has eliminated Real. As McCarthy (2010) has suggested, 
she acts, on one level, as ‘collateral’ to the men, but is also, of course, a kind 
of guardian of  the code of coraje: she puts Juárez to the test by extracting 
his knife and handing it to him, and will give herself  to the one who proves 
himself  to be the most manly by achieving most dominance in this macho 
world. Her status as a ‘reward’ bestowed by herself on the bravest man is 
signalled by her ability to shift allegiance readily as soon as her current man 
has been defeated. Real cries out triumphantly, as he takes her away from 
the dance-hall: ‘¡Vayan abriendo cancha, señores, que la llevo dormida!’ 
(OC1: 334) [‘Clear the way, guys, she’s nearly asleep!’  ], thereby indicating 
his dominance over the shared space that he can now arrange according 
to his wishes. At the end of  the story, the narrator’s ultimate victory is 
confirmed by the welcoming light in his own house that is extinguished 
as he approaches, indicating how La Lujanera has been there awaiting his 
arrival and is now ready to surrender herself  to him.

Thus, the dynamic of space and place in the story ref lects the interplay 
of powerful characters and, implicitly at least, raises issues about how society 
is arranged and power distributed. Even the brief summary above makes 
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it clear that, while La Lujanera is submissive to the extent that she will fit 
in with whatever hierarchy of power is established by the men, she is not 
just a passive player in this game, to be treated simply as the men’s property. 
Not alone does she challenge Juárez to respond to Real’s provocation, she 
also takes the step of deciding whom she is going to sleep with and locates 
herself in the narrator’s house accordingly. As Frisch (2004: 110) puts it, 
she is a woman ‘who is strong and assertive and who prefers similar men’, so 
that, while there is clearly no advocacy of  female equality being expressed 
in this story, it is one that, implicitly at least, addresses issues about how 
society works and how social relations – including relations between the 
sexes – are embodied in our spatial surroundings. It speaks about the links 
between territory and power, and between spatial settings and individu-
als’ sense of  their own identity, whether it be in subtle allusions to gender 
dif ference or in more blatant remarks about social status. In a pointed 
commentary on this link between place and identity, the narrator ref lects 
on the kind of person that could possibly emerge from the rough suburbs 
which are his own origins:

Me quedé mirando esas cosas de toda la vida – cielo hasta decir basta, el arroyo que 
se emperraba solo ahí abajo, un caballo dormido, el callejón de tierra, los hornos – y 
pensé que yo era apenas otro yuyo de esas orillas, criado entre las f lores de sapo y las 
osamentas. ¿Qué iba a salir de esa basura sino nosotros, gritones pero blandos para 
el castigo, boca y atropellada no más? Sentí después que no, que el barrio cuanto más 
aporriao, más obligación de ser guapo. (OC1: 334)

[I stood there looking out at the stuf f  that made up my life – a sky that went on forever, 
the stream rushing onwards down below, a horse obviously asleep, the unpaved alleyway, 
the kilns – and I thought to myself  that I was just another nobody from the outskirts of  
the city, brought up among the soapworts and the bone-yards. What could you expect 
to come out from among that junk except guys like us, big talkers but soft and useless in 
a fight, all mouth and a bit of pushing and shoving, but nothing more than that. Then 
afterwards I thought no, it’s not like that: the more run-down the place you come from, 
the more it’s up to you to be brave.]

As in ‘La muerte y la brújula’, the diversity of  the city is associated with its 
division into districts, and this particular district on what was at the time 
the western edge of  Buenos Aires is a rough, challenging terrain. As was 
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the case of  the figures who met their deaths on the pampas, defining self 
entails carrying out acts of courage. In turn, those acts of courage are played 
out in surroundings that contribute subtleties of meaning to the actions 
in question and to the process of self-identification that takes place. With 
Beatriz Sarlo (2006: 5), then, we might conclude, perhaps surprisingly, that 
one of  the fundamental building blocks of  Borges’s poetics is what she calls 
‘the philosophical and moral problem of  the fate of  human beings and the 
forms of  their relation to society’. Given the frequency with which Borges’s 
work has been characterised as figuring an aloofness from society, it may 
be helpful to explore this in more detail, especially in relation to issues of 
power, as we do in the next chapter.





Chapter 5

Power

The new monumentality of space will symbolize the limitless power of  
the human mind. Man trembles facing the universe.

— R.M. Schindler1

As an architect, Rudolph Schindler was sensitive to the need we feel to find 
ways of controlling and ordering the spatial contexts in which we find our-
selves. Literary narratives often ref lect that concern, always relating, at least 
to some extent, to the social reality within which they are produced. The 
connection between word and world may appear tenuous at times – stories, 
including many of  Borges’s stories, often appear to be ‘pure fantasy’ – but the 
fact that the material with which they are created is human language means 
they must bear some relationship to that social reality which is the ambit 
of our everyday existence. The spaces within which the stories examined in 
this chapter operate are seen to be ‘fantastical’, but they are also seen to be 
socially produced, at least to the extent that they interrogate issues relat-
ing to human and political power; the stories in question are ‘Las ruinas 
circulares’, ‘El brujo postergado’ and ‘Tema del traidor y del héroe’.

Representational Space and the Magic Ruins

In ‘Las ruinas circulares’ [‘The Circular Ruins’], as Borges himself noted, 
‘todo es irreal’ (OC1: 429) [everything is unreal ]. The setting is depicted as a 
kind of  ‘nowhere’, an unidentifiable place deliberately evoked as a mythical, 



144 Chapter 5

primal location, suited to the theme of creation and to the specific task of  
the magician in the story, the task of dreaming a man into existence. There is 
the sense of a lack of identity in the place, which is in keeping with the same 
sense of a lack of identity in the protagonist. The magician is described at the 
beginning of  the story as an ‘hombre gris’ [grey man], and as emerging from 
the river and crawling through the mud, in terms that suggest a creature’s 
emergence from a primeval slime: ‘Nadie lo vio desembarcar en la unánime 
noche, nadie vio la canoa de bambú sumiéndose en el fango sagrado’ (OC1: 
451) [Nobody saw him disembark in the unanimous night, nobody saw the 
bamboo canoe slip ashore on the sacred mud …]. The references to the setting 
convey an image of it as an ‘unusual’ place, not like the normal (i.e., Western, 
urban) locations that it is assumed the reader is likely to be familiar with. 
This note of  ‘exoticism’ is achieved in a number of ways, including through 
references to the jungle surrounding the place where the magician carries 
out his task; references to the mud being ‘sacred’, and references to Zend, 
an ancient language formerly spoken in the Middle East.2

We could also claim, however, that the setting is being depicted as 
having dual qualities. On the one hand, it appears to exist outside of  the 
normal parameters of  time and space, thereby suggesting a kind of  ‘Adamic’ 
primal location – a place from which life can potentially spring. On the 
other hand, the references to the stone figure at the centre of  the clearing, 
and to its history, add the sense of a specific location. The stone figure itself 
is dual, since it is said to depict either a tiger or a horse, and the construc-
tion in which it is located is a ruins, with a past, and, by implication, a 
whole series of  historical and religious significances.3 These significances 
surely mean that the place is a ‘space of representation’ in the Lefebvrian 
sense, a location that fulfils certain symbolic functions. The story manages 
to convey this duality, and in it there is a tension between a notion of a 
timeless and placeless setting and an actual place. Thus, it seems that it is 
and, at the same time, is not located in time and space.

There is also the sense of a link between the precise, limited location in 
which the main action occurs and a wider spatial context. This is conveyed 
partly through reference to the magician’s origins in the South,4 in ‘una de 
las infinitas aldeas que están aguas arriba, en el f lanco violento de la mon-
taña’ (OC1: 451) [one of  the infinite villages upstream, on the violent slope of  
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the mountain] as well as through the description of  the man’s arrival at the 
place. We follow him from the river as he drags himself  from its muddy 
bank through vegetation that tears at his skin, up to the clearing where the 
ruins are located. The link with a wider space is also reinforced through 
the references in the story to the ministrations of a local population that 
supports the magician by discreetly providing food for him. These people 
are described simply as ‘los hombres de la región’ (OC1: 451) [the men of  
the region], and we get the sense that they melt back into the surrounding 
jungle after they supply the magician with the sustenance he needs, while 
he sleeps. These links are established early on in the story, but are eventually 
extended, in both directions, to a more-or-less infinite degree. On the one 
hand, we are taken into the magician’s inner consciousness – we traverse 
his dream-world as he goes about the act of creation through dreaming. 
On the other hand, the ‘product’ of  his dream-world, the creature that he 
brings into existence, follows a trajectory which goes from the magician 
himself – the magician’s imagination, where he is born – to another ruins, 
i.e., a similar location in the North, and ultimately, as implied by that crea-
ture’s indestructibility, to infinity.5

Here we may see parallels between the conceptions of space implicit in 
‘Las ruinas circulares’ and the kind of analysis of  human spatiality proposed 
by the philosopher, Henri Lefebvre. As mentioned in the Introduction, 
Lefebvre (1991: 33) describes what he refers to as a ‘conceptual triad’, based 
on the idea that there are three principal facets to human spatial experience. 
The first is what he calls ‘spatial practice’ or espace perçu, meaning space 
as it is perceived and used for description and measurement; the second 
is ‘representations of space’ or espace conçu, which means conceptualised 
space or the ways in which human beings can self-consciously ref lect on 
space and location, and the third is what he terms espace vécu. By this 
latter is meant space which, in Lefebvre’s words, ‘the imagination seeks to 
change and appropriate’. All three dimensions overlap with each other, but 
the third dimension overlays the others in a special way, in the sense that 
it relates to the ways in which physical space, both perceived in terms of a 
concrete ‘being in a place’ and conceptualised as a location among other 
locations, can be enlisted for certain symbolic purposes and associated 
with the exercise of power. This aspect of  human spatiality is also referred 
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to by Lefebvre as the ‘spaces (or places) of representation’, termed les lieux 
de représentation in the original, and signalling the special way in which 
particular places can be associated with the exercise of power. Edward Soja 
(1996: 68), commenting on Lefebvre’s last term, suggests that ‘here we can 
find not just the spatial representations of power but the imposing and 
operational power of spatial representations’.

Richard White (2010), writing in the context of  Stanford University’s 
‘Spatial History Project’, of fers examples which are helpful in appreci-
ating the nature of  these three dimensions of space, in the following 
description:

Spatial practice is, for example, on one scale, our movement within our homes – from 
bedroom to kitchen to bathroom to living room. On another scale, it is our movement 
from home to work along an infrastructure of sidewalks, roads and trains. A further 
increase in scale creates our long distance movements through airports and along 
air routes. Spatial practice involves the segregation of certain kinds of constructed 
spaces and their linkages through human movement …

Second … representations of space … are the documents of architects, city planners, 
politicians, some artists, surveyors and bureaucrats. They are not separate from spatial 
practice because in large measure they are what guide the human labor that creates 
kitchens, bathrooms, living rooms, roads, train stations, airports, air traf fic control and 
entire landscapes. Spatial representation is an attempt to conceive in order to shape 
what is lived and perceived. It is a tremendously powerful and ultimately hopeless 
set of practices. It is, among other things, … what many of us praise or seek when we 
want zoning, or sewers, or regulation, or national parks, or wilderness area. These are 
all representations that we hope will turn into what is perceived and lived.

Finally … representational space … is space as lived and experienced through a set of 
symbolic associations. It overlays physical space and makes symbolic use of its objects. 
It is what marks a church or mosque or synagogue; it is what religious people feel in 
a sacred space; it is a room in a library or a university building; it is an art gallery.

Concerning the first of  these concepts, viz., spatial practice, that is, what 
Edward Soja (1996: 66) calls ‘materialized, socially produced, empirical 
space’, we could recall, in ‘Las ruinas circulares’, the kind of description of  
location already referred to and the depiction of  the magician’s situation 
vis-à-vis the local population. This of fers us a sense of  the practicalities of 
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survival, of  how this minimal social set-up – of  the magician and the sur-
rounding population – is organised, and of  the kind of spatial arrangements 
that it produces. But, of course, what we are dealing with in the case of  
‘Las ruinas circulares’ is a tale of  fantasy, and even this most basic of spatial 
concepts receives a special kind of  treatment within the story. Hence, for 
instance, the magician’s dreamed experiences are expressed in terms of  the 
perception of space, and these allow for the kind of distortion of reality 
that can occur in dreams. When the magician dreams he is lecturing to an 
enormous group of students, we get a subtle emphasis on the contradictory 
aspects of  his perception of  the size of  the group. The narrator draws the 
reader’s attention not only to the paradox of  the great distance separating 
the magician from the last rows of students, and the way in which even 
those students’ faces could be clearly perceived, but also to the link that 
always exists between space and time, as follows:

… nubes de alumnos taciturnos fatigaban las gradas; las caras de los últimos pen-
dían a muchos siglos de distancia y a una altura estelar, pero eran del todo precisas. 
(OC1: 452)

[… clouds of  taciturn students were ranged along the benches; the faces of  those furthest 
away hung at a distance of many centuries and at the height of  the stars, but they were 
completely clear.]

The second of  Lefebvre’s notions – espace conçu, or the ways in which 
human beings relate to space in terms of  the formulation of representa-
tions of it, as opposed to their perceptions of it – refers to what Lefebvre 
calls ‘conceptualized space, the space of scientists, planners, urbanists, 
technocratic subdividers and social engineers, as of a certain type of artist 
with a scientific bent.’ Lefebvre continues: ‘Conceptions of space … tend 
towards a system of verbal (and therefore intellectually worked out) signs’ 
(Lefebvre 1991: 38–9). Much of  Borges’s writing could come under this 
heading, since, as we have seen in previous chapters, his work often reminds 
us of  the ways in which we humans ref lect on space and query location 
in a self-conscious manner. In ‘Las ruinas circulares’, we can detect this 
aspect of space in operation, when the narrator refers to those locations 
upriver or downriver where other related events take place. Among these 
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are references to the provenance of  the magician himself – such as refer-
ences to the ‘Zend’ language or the ‘infinitas aldeas’ [‘infinite villages’] 
mentioned earlier, or references to the place where his ‘son’ happens to go 
after he has been created, e.g.:

Le ordenó que una vez instruido en los ritos, lo enviaría al otro templo despedazado 
cuyas pirámides persisten aguas abajo … (OC1: 453)

[He ordered him to send him, once he had been taught the due rituals, to the other 
destroyed temple whose pyramids, he knew, were still downstream …]

This is the first of  these references, and it occurs in the dream that the 
magician has when he first dreams into existence the beating heart that 
is to become eventually the ‘son’ he creates. In that dream, the god of  the 
ruins announces that his name on Earth is Fire, undertakes to breathe life 
into the magician’s created being and orders him to send the creature to 
the other ruined temple downstream. Two paragraphs later, we are told 
that the magician does just that, having kissed his ‘son’ and erased all traces 
of  the memory of  the act of creation from his mind. The third and final 
reference to the other temple occurs when the magician learns that there 
is a man – described as ‘mágico’ [magical ] – in a temple in the North, who 
can walk through fire without being burned. This constitutes a kind of  
turning point in the story and is linked directly to the dramatic climax, the 
moment when the ‘conceptualised space’, represented here by the images 
of  the temples and their locations with respect to each other, contributes 
to the revelation of  the spectral nature of  the magician himself. The con-
ceptualisation of  those spatial locations, in other words, forms part of  the 
imaginative framework that leads to an understanding of  the ‘unreal’ nature 
of  the magician’s existence, since it is precisely within the confines of  the 
circular ruins that the magician himself comes to discover that he too is 
immune to the ef fects of  fire, and is, therefore, a ‘mero simulacro’ [mere 
simulacrum] and the ‘proyección del sueño de otro hombre’ [projection of 
another man’s dream] (OC1: 454), to use the terms in which he describes 
the creature that he himself creates.

As mentioned earlier, the third of  Lefebvre’s concepts, ‘representa-
tional spaces’, both supersedes and encompasses the earlier two, being ‘the 
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dominated … space which the imagination seeks to change and appropri-
ate’ (39). This is the realm of  the interaction of power and space; as Soja 
(1996: 68) puts it, ‘the spaces of representation teem with symbols’ and are 
‘vitally filled with politics and ideology, with the real and the imagined 
intertwined’. While we would obviously not equate the political projects 
of either Lefebvre or Soja with the type of concerns that Borges has in the 
composition of  his ficciones, nevertheless the kind of  transformational 
agenda that Lefebvre associates with spaces of representation is relevant 
to a story like ‘Las ruinas circulares’. After all, the structural and symbolic 
frame within which the story is set suggests that the magician is carrying 
out the ritualised performance of a transcendental act, the act of creat-
ing a man, and the setting is crucial to the success of  that venture. The 
place chosen for this act is stated to be the appropriate place from the first 
paragraph of  the story: ‘Sabía que ese templo era el lugar que requería su 
invencible propósito’ (OC1: 451) [He knew that that temple was the place 
required by his invincible objective]. The temple is a space of representation, 
a setting that is already a sacred site when the magician reaches it, even if 
it has ceased to be used as such, having been consumed in f lames. There 
are continual references in the story to the gods that inhabit – or that have 
inhabited – the place. Special reference is made to the god of  fire, who 
appears to the magician in one of  his dreams in order to inform him that 
he is the god depicted in the statue located in the centre of  the ruined site. 
Everything in the story suggests that achieving his goal requires that the 
magician should come to this place, and that it is only within the context 
of  this particular space that he can access the power he needs in order to 
carry out his task of creation.

On the other hand, the notion of  his ultimate failure, the eventual 
discovery of  his own insubstantial nature, is also associated with the setting 
where his dreaming takes place. This discovery comes about via his ‘son’s’ 
actions in the other temple downstream, a temple that is referred to as early 
as the second paragraph, where we are told: ‘sabía que los árboles incesantes 
no habían logrado estrangular, río abajo, las ruinas de otro templo propi-
cio, también de dioses incendiados y muertos’ (OC1: 454) [he knew that, 
downstream, the innumerable trees had not managed to overcome the ruins 
of another propitious temple, whose gods had also been burned out and had 
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died]. We might note the use of  the adjective ‘propicio’ [propitious], with 
its connotations that suggest the place was appropriate or ‘fit for purpose’, 
and likely to lead the magician to success. Hence, the link between power 
– or lack of it – and place is again reinforced, in a manner that emphasises 
the representational value of spatial locations.

Seeing the ruined temple as a ‘space of representation’ in Lefebvre’s 
terms does not imply any reduction in the meaning of  the story, which 
can be read on many levels. It is a story that is open to a wide range of 
interpretations,6 in many of which it is seen as a commentary on the act of 
artistic creation. The emphasis on the importance of spatiality in the story, 
however, serves to underline the key concept of  ‘bringing something into 
existence’, regardless of whether we think of  this as the creation of a type of  
‘golem’ or as bringing an artistic creation into being. Ultimately, the story 
is a commentary on issues of  failure and success, knowledge and lack of  
knowledge, power and weakness, and the spatial theme in it contributes to 
that commentary by reinforcing the sense of a struggle between one man’s 
consciousness and the context of place in which he is located.

Lefebvre’s search for a ‘unitary theory’ that would surpass the classical 
dichotomy between ideal and real space, between conceptual thought and 
lived experience, and that would manage to incorporate physical, mental 
and social conceptions of space, led him to suggest that what human beings 
do is ‘produce’ space. This concept is posited on the idea that the human 
experience of space is always an experience of social space, and never that 
of space as something empty or space as a ‘container’ for other things. As 
Smith (1998: 54) puts it, in Lefebvre’s view, ‘space is in any meaningful 
sense produced in and through human activity and the reproduction of 
social relations’. In Lefebvre’s own words, ‘(social) space is a (social) prod-
uct’ (26). And he continues: ‘every society – and hence every mode of 
production with its subvariants (i.e., all those societies which exemplify 
the general concept) – produces a space, its own space’ (31). In Lefebvre’s 
case, there is an emphasis on the notion of  ‘modes of production’ and on 
the political ramifications of  his theory. As a Marxist, he was concerned 
to advance an agenda of social change, and he saw his theoretical work as 
being intimately linked to political activities.
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Borges, on the other hand, would have f led from the idea of connect-
ing his own literary production with projects aimed at the transforma-
tion of society – even though he was not averse to acting with political 
intent in his home country at various points in his life. However, the 
notion that there is a complex relationship between people and their 
spatial contexts is not foreign to Borges, and there is plenty of evidence 
for this in the stories. At times, the articulation of  the nature of  that 
relationship is couched in terms that are avowedly spatial and that draw 
attention to links between people and places, or people and territories. 
This is surely the case of  those links between the detective’s lucubrations 
and the points on the map – corresponding to locations in space – that 
we commented on in ‘La muerte y la brújula’ (in Chapter 2). But it is 
also the case of  the musings of  Dahlmann, in ‘El sur’, as we follow the 
trajectory of  his journey from urban space to rural space and as we wit-
ness him crossing Rivadavia Street and entering into the ‘mundo más 
antiguo y más firme’ of  the South. Just as our attention is drawn to the 
distinction between conceptual space and lived space in ‘La muerte y la 
brújula’, we are told in that story of  the conf lict in Dahlmann between 
his extensive ‘nostalgic and literary knowledge’ of  the countryside and 
the paucity of his direct, tangible knowledge of it, which was inferior to 
the former (see Chapter 4).

Thus, characters’ inner struggles around questions of personal identity 
are explicitly connected to issues of  location. The locations that are depicted 
in the stories are social spaces that are ‘socially produced’, a fact that pro-
tagonists in the stories often fail to appreciate fully. The result is a type of 
alienation, a sense of not being in one’s ‘proper place’, or of not knowing 
how to respond appropriately to the symbolic realities of  the place that 
one is in. This is a useful framework within which to view Lönnrot’s errors, 
just as Dahlmann’s fatal mistake can be seen as the blunder he commits by 
allowing himself  to be located in an alien bar, surrounded by people who 
do fit in and who are hostile to him as an outsider.

Clearly, it is important always to bear in mind the fundamental dif fer-
ences in worldview between Lefebvre, the French social activist, and the 
Argentine man of  letters. What unites the two, however, is, more than 
anything, a concern to resolve the dichotomy between living and thinking, 
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an unsettling awareness of  the limitations of intellectual activity and of  the 
way in which such activity can cause us to feel estranged from our everyday 
self. For all the political content of  his works, and for all the sophisticated 
theoretical ref lection they contain, it is perhaps surprising that Lefebvre 
once asserted that all he had ever written about was love (Shields 1999: 
7), or that ‘it is not technological progress, the absence of war, or ease of  
life, or even length of  life, but the chance for a fully lived life that is the 
measure of a civilisation’ (quoted in Shields 1999: 2). It is likely that Borges 
would have been happy to echo those sentiments. For all the intellectual 
sophistication of  his writings, he was still able to lament: ‘Yo, que tantos 
hombres he sido, no he sido nunca/aquel en cuyo abrazo desfallecía Matilde 
Urbach’ (OC2: 230) [I, who have been so many men, have never been/ the 
one in whose arms Matilde Urbach swooned].7

Both men tended to emphasise the complexity inherent in all facets 
of  the lived experience, and the inadequacy of  language to express that 
experience. As with a whole range of other concepts, their – explicit, in 
the case of  Lefebvre; more implicit in the case of  Borges – interpretations 
of  the relationship between human beings and spatiality are an ambitious 
attempt to encompass both the sensory and the conceptual, the physical 
and the symbolic.

By viewing spatial concepts in the light of  Lefebvre’s theories, it is 
possible to get a sense of  how Borges’s stories of fer a subtle commentary 
on issues of power, on questions of identity, on the shifting nature of mean-
ings, and on the ambivalent and uncertain relationship that exists between 
humans and the spaces they produce. Sometimes only obliquely, but more 
often than we might suspect, Borges’s stories show an awareness around 
issues of power and even politics, an awareness that comes through specifi-
cally when we ref lect on questions to do with space and place in his work. 
In order to examine this issue further, let us look now at a little story from 
the collection Historia universal de la infamia, the story called ‘El brujo 
postergado’.
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The Movements of a Would-be Wizard

‘El brujo postergado’ [Wizard Postponed] is a story that centres on a would-
be wizard. The individual in question is the ‘Deán’ (or cathedral dean) who 
was originally the protagonist of one of  the most famous exempla from 
Don Juan Manuel’s El Conde Lucanor, the dean of  Santiago de Compostela, 
with a degree of authority just below the rank of  bishop. The Example in 
question in El Conde Lucanor is entitled ‘De lo que conteció á un deán de 
Santiago con don Illán, el grand maestro de Toledo’. The dean is interested 
in the dark arts: clearly unhappy with the level of power he wields in his 
job as cathedral dean, he wants to learn how to access occult powers, and 
work magic. This is what lies behind his trip to Toledo to visit Don Illán, a 
true wizard, from whom he wishes to find out how to exercise such powers. 
By the end of  the story we learn that the dean’s ef forts have been in vain, 
and the moral dimension of  the story relates to this failed ef fort, in the 
sense that the reason the dean fails is because he is shown not to be morally 
worthy of  being granted the powers he seeks. We witness his ingratitude 
throughout the course of  the story, as he repeatedly forgets to keep his 
promises to Don Illán to favour that wizard’s son, even as he himself is 
scaling the ladder of episcopal success – at least in fantasy – all the way to 
the heights of  the papacy itself. But no sooner has the dean become Pope 
than Don Illán shows him in no uncertain terms just how self-serving and 
ungrateful he is, and ensures that he gets his come-uppance by leaving him 
hungry while Don Illán prepares to tuck into a bowl of nicely-cooked 
partridges, and by returning him to his status as mere dean of  Santiago, 
stripping him of  his title of  Pope.

The story is re-told by Borges8 who takes it from Juan Manuel, who had 
in turn based it on a traditional tale that had probably existed for hundreds 
of years before it was incorporated into the Libro de Petronio. Borges did not 
change the story substantially, although he did omit the famous ‘framing’ 
device, with its overtly didactic purpose, whereby Count Lucanor engages 
in a dialogue with Petronio and the latter tells him the story in order to 
illustrate a possible course of action. Borges also omits the moral in the 
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form of  the rhyming couplet which summarises the lesson being learned 
from the episode, although he does include a note at the end of  the story 
informing us of its origins in an Arabic work called Las cuarenta mañanas 
y las cuarenta noches [The Forty Mornings and Forty nights].9

The particular point of interest in this story is the conjunction (found 
also, in fact, in Juan Manuel’s version) of  the theme of power and its relation-
ship to concepts of  location. One of  the ef fects achieved by the omission 
of  Juan Manuel’s prefatory material in the Borges version, however, is the 
foregrounding of  this theme. Already in the second sentence of  Borges’s re-
telling we are informed that the dean has travelled to Toledo to meet Don 
Illán, and that his motivation in going there is to learn the art of magic. By 
the third sentence, not only are we at Don Illán’s house but we see the dean 
being shown to his room, one that is pleasantly cool (‘un alojamiento muy 
fresco’ – OC1: 341). Clearly, from these multiple references to location in 
the opening sentences of  the story, we may infer that the point being made 
is that there is a link between the knowledge that the dean desires and the 
issue of  location. This link of fers a hint, reinforced throughout the story, 
that there is a place that must be identified, and to which we must travel, 
in order for us to achieve the revelations that we seek, in order for us to 
exercise power.

As the story unfolds, this sequence of movements in the direction 
of enlightenment continues, and the notion of  location is emphasised 
even more. After the dean has explained the reason for his visit and has 
given an undertaking to repay the favour, Don Illán explains that, to learn 
magic, one has to go to a special place: ‘las artes mágicas no se podían 
aprender sino en sitio apartado …’ (OC1: 341) [the magic arts can only be 
learned in a place apart]. He then takes the dean into yet another room, in 
the middle of which there is an iron ring giving access to a subterranean 
passage. The steps in the passage lead deep underground, so deep that it 
seemed to the dean that ‘habían bajado tanto que el lecho del Tajo estaba 
sobre ellos’ (OC1: 341) [they had descended so far that the bed of  the Tagus 
was above them]. When he and Don Illán reach the bottom of  the steps, 
the sequence of spatial references continues as we are told that ‘había una 
celda y una biblioteca y luego una especie de gabinete con instrumentos 
mágicos’ (OC1: 341) [there was a cell and a library and then a type of study 
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with magical instruments in it]. The two men do not get any further than 
the second of  these three rooms, the library, and it is when they are there 
studying the books of necromancy that the core fantasy sequence in the 
story begins. Messengers suddenly enter the room to announce the immi-
nent death of  the dean’s uncle, the bishop of  Santiago, whom the dean 
succeeds a few days later, after more messengers have come to inform him 
that the bishop is now dead. As he rises subsequently through the ecclesi-
astical ranks, there is a corresponding series of movements from one loca-
tion to another, first back to Santiago, then to Toulouse,10 and from there 
to Rome. Of course, these latter movements are meant to be imagined by 
the dean, who is presumably now under a spell cast by Don Illán with the 
purpose of  testing him, and in that sense they take place at one remove 
from the level of  fictional reality on which the dean and Don Illán may be 
considered to operate. When the spell is eventually broken, and the dean 
finds himself  back in the underground cell in Toledo, he is ashamed of  his 
behaviour, having consistently failed to carry out his promise of reward-
ing Don Illán’s son. Indeed, he is ‘tan avergonzado de su ingratitud que no 
atinaba a disculparse’. (OC1: 342) [so ashamed of  his own lack of gratitude 
that he could not even manage to apologise].

Despite its ancient origins, this story resembles in many ways several 
of  the classic Borges tales that appeared in the collections Ficciones and 
El Aleph in the 1940s. Among the characteristics that it shares with those 
stories, we could list the preoccupation with the search for arcane knowl-
edge, references to exotic (often Oriental) sources which turn out to be 
apocryphal, the pair of similar yet contrasting protagonists, the smooth 
transitions between dif ferent levels of  fiction and reality and a dénouement 
characterised by disillusionment and disappointment.

Of special interest here, however, is the sense of movement along a 
spatial trajectory, and the circularity associated with it, features that also 
characterise several other famous Borges stories, including some of  those 
discussed previously, such as ‘Las ruinas circulares’ or ‘La muerte y la brújula’. 
In ‘El brujo postergado’, the dean sets out from Santiago, and, once he is 
in Toledo, in the sequence when he is under the magician’s spell, he travels 
back in his imagination to Santiago, and from there to Toulouse, and on 
to Rome, only to end up back in Toledo bereft of  the high status he had 
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imagined himself enjoying. The sequence of  locations mentioned points up 
the interplay between location, identity and ambition. After all, the dean’s 
professed aim is to acquire magical powers; his obsession, revealed by his 
responses when under the spell, is actually to attain power of any sort. In 
terms of  his identity, the figure of ecclesiastical authority – not given a 
name, referred to simply as ‘el deán’ – is anxious to scale whatever heights 
of status he can within the Church. He wants to rise above his station, and 
is willing to behave in a ruthless fashion, and to be ungrateful, if  that helps 
him attain his objectives. The movement that is delineated in geographical 
terms takes him from Toledo through a series of increasingly significant 
ecclesiastical centres, to the zenith of such powerful locations in Rome. The 
cities in question – Santiago, Toulouse, Rome – represent the increasing 
scale of  temporal power wielded by the Church, and the dean achieves the 
pinnacle of such power, in his imagination, on reaching Rome.

In counterpoint to that sequence of movements, the early part of  the 
story sets out a corresponding sequence of movements in a downward direc-
tion. The journey south from Santiago to Toledo, and then, once inside 
Don Illán’s house, down into the depths of  the earth until it seemed they 
were underneath the Tagus itself, is a trajectory that suggests contact with 
a nether-world of evil, sin and diabolic power. Of most interest is the curi-
ously tripartite series of spaces that the dean and Don Illán enter once they 
descend into this world, i.e., the cell, the library and the study with magical 
instruments in it. The third of  these is clearly the one most closely associ-
ated with the acquisition of  the powers that the dean desires, and is where 
he might hope to actually begin to exercise some of  those powers, using the 
instruments to be found there, in the course of conducting magical rituals. 
To get to that stage, however, requires knowledge, a kind of  learning that 
he may hope to glean from the books in the library, which the pair actu-
ally reach, even though, significantly, they never get any further. For it is 
while they are perusing the books that messengers come from Santiago and 
interrupt them: ‘Revisaron los libros y en eso estaban cuando entraron dos 
hombres con una carta para el deán, escrita por el obispo, en la que hacía 
saber que estaba muy enfermo’ (OC1: 341) [They were leafing through the 
books when two men came in with a letter for the Dean, written by the Bishop, 
in which he was informed that the latter was very ill  ].
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Whether we are meant to believe that the magician has cast a spell, or 
whether – in a characteristically Borgesian manner – the books have cast the 
spell, or whether what happens is meant to be a combination of  both, we 
may accept that the sequence of actions that takes place from here onwards, 
involving the upward social movement of  the dean, is some sort of illusory 
reality into which he is drawn, in order for him to be tested by Don Illán, a 
level of reality dif ferent from the one at which the characters have operated 
up until this point. Each one of  these levels of reality, however, is charac-
terised by a sequence of  three locations – the underground chambers and 
the three cities, respectively – and each of  these sequences has one location 
which is associated in a special way with the exercise of sublime power: the 
room with the magical instruments, and the city of  Rome.

The subtle emphasis that Borges puts on spatial locations, which we 
have seen ref lected in this story, once again reveals a preoccupation with – 
or, at least, an appreciation of – the various ways in which people in general 
experience space and place. The Lefebvrian analysis outlined in the previ-
ous section highlights the multi-faceted nature of  the human experience of 
space, and is ref lected in some of  the points we have made about ‘El brujo 
postergado’. Most significantly, perhaps, we note the parallels between 
Lefebvre’s classification of  the dimensions of space and the chambers that 
the dean and Don Illán encounter below ground. In particular, we could 
associate the room with the magical instruments – which the dean never 
reaches – with the concept of a ‘space of representation’, a place which 
lends itself  to the ritualistic exercise of power. More generally, the spatial 
theme running through the story is based on the idea that access to special 
knowledge can only be achieved by reaching a special place. The knowledge 
itself may be located in the library which they enter, and which could in 
turn be thought of as a ‘conceptualised space’ or a space devoted to ref lec-
tion on the place of  human beings in the world, but the study with the 
magical instruments, the special lieu de représentation, is the place where 
the dean’s key objective could be achieved, had he the luck – and the moral 
worth – that would enable him to get as far as it, and to actually exercise the 
power that he craves. Rather, he only exercises power in his imagination, 
within the fantasy world conjured up by the wizard, a world in which he 
rises through the ranks of  the Church.
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The ef fect of mentioning the series of geographical locations that 
constitutes his trajectory is to reinforce the notion that enhanced power 
goes hand in hand with a shift in location, culminating in ultimate power 
in Rome. Once that vision is dissipated, however, the dean suddenly finds 
himself  back in Toledo, and we are told that ‘el Papa se halló en la celda 
subterránea en Toledo, solamente deán de Santiago’ (OC1: 342) [the Pope 
found himself in the underground cell in Toledo, a mere Dean of  Santiago], 
a description that neatly conjoins not only his new – and false – identity 
as Pope with his original one of dean, but also the first of  the spaces they 
had come to in the underground chamber with the first of  the places men-
tioned on the road to ecclesiastical power. Both of  the latter locations – the 
cell and the city of  Santiago – correspond to the initial steps on the path 
towards achieving transcendental power, and these references to them in 
the final paragraph of  the story help to reinforce the sense of  the dean’s 
having undergone a regression to his initial state of powerlessness, now 
combined with a sense of shame.

Power, Powerlessness and Political Space

Shame, pride, power and powerlessness, along with heroism and betrayal, 
are all themes that are central to another Borges story, which is worth 
mentioning in this context. ‘Tema del traidor y del héroe’ [‘The Theme of  
the Traitor and the Hero’] is set in Ireland in the early part of  the nine-
teenth century, and is particularly notable, in spatial terms, for the way in 
which the narrator draws our attention in its opening lines to the issue of 
where the story should be set. He tells us that the events being recounted 
could have taken place in any ‘país oprimido y tenaz: Polonia, Irlanda, la 
república de Venecia, algún Estado sudamericano o balcánico’ [oppressed 
and tenacious country: Poland, Ireland, the republic of  Venice, some South 
American or Balkan state]. He then settles on Ireland: ‘Digamos (para 
comodidad narrativa) Irlanda; digamos 1824’ (OC1: 496) [Let us say, for 
narrative convenience, Ireland; and let us say 1824].
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Given that this is ostensibly a discussion of a ‘theme’, rather than the 
narration of a story, there is a framing device used. Thus, within the discus-
sion of  the theme, and with the aim of exemplifying a moral point, the nar-
rator introduces us to another narrator or source for the story, an Irishman 
called Ryan. Borges, as the teller of  this tale, then gives us an account of  
the information that Ryan uncovers as he researches the biography of  his 
great-grandfather, an Irish patriot called Fergus Kilpatrick. Ryan is working 
on this biography in 1924, the centenary of  the death of  Kilpatrick, and 
the events surrounding that death are the main focus of  the story. We learn 
that Kilpatrick, while operating as the leader of a rebel group in opposi-
tion to the British authorities, betrayed his comrades and revealed secret 
details to the British. Forced to confess, he is obliged also to collude in his 
own execution, by undertaking a visit to a theatre in Dublin on a particular 
evening when his fellow-rebels have arranged to have him shot. He even gets 
to speak some pre-arranged words that ref lect his heroism and bolster the 
rebels’ cause, at the moment of  his assassination. All of  this plot – a kind of  
theatrical performance in itself, since it entails crowds of people assembling 
in support of  Kilpatrick on the streets of  Dublin, as well as others planted 
in the audience inside the theatre – is agreed among the rebels in order to 
ensure that the historical record on Kilpatrick reinforces the view of  him 
as a hero, not a traitor. And that is how the events are interpreted, until 
Ryan comes to study Kilpatrick’s life one hundred years later.

The presentation of  this story is reminiscent of  the comments added 
by the narrator at the end of another Borges story, ‘Emma Zunz’. There, we 
are told that ‘[l]a historia era increíble … pero se impuso a todos, porque 
sustancialmente era cierta … sólo eran falsas las circunstancias, la hora y 
uno o dos nombres propios’ (OC1: 568) [the story was incredible … but it 
prevailed with everyone, because it was substantially correct … the only false-
hoods were the circumstances, the time and one or two proper nouns].

Such explicit reference to the settings and circumstances of  the sto-
ries that are narrated constitutes in itself a type of  ‘framing device’, since 
they tend to puncture the ‘suspension of disbelief ’ that is achieved in the 
course of  the narrative. We are reminded, in other words, that what is being 
recounted is a ‘fiction’, and are being invited, by this means, to ref lect on 
the significance of  the various elements of  the story and to appraise its 
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ef fectiveness as a vehicle for expounding whatever themes are addressed. 
In the case of  ‘Tema del traidor y del héroe’, the theme is clearly announced 
in the title of  the story, and the overt references to the possible places 
and times in which the story could be set serve to highlight the universal 
dimension of  the theme. As in ‘Emma Zunz’, as in so much of  Borges, our 
attention is drawn to the play between the universal and the particular, 
between the general and the specific, so as to undermine any easy assump-
tions we may be inclined to make about the meanings of  things, including 
events in human lives. Knowledge and truth are central preoccupations, 
for Borges and for all of us, and one of  the means by which it is possible 
to investigate those concerns is by concocting a story and addressing in an 
explicit manner the issue of  how it might be interpreted in dif ferent ways. 
In part, this is achieved by openly discussing, within the narrative, how it 
might be located in a specific time and place.

In ‘Tema del traidor y del héroe’, the act of inventing the story is self-
consciously undertaken by the narrator in its opening paragraphs:

Bajo el notorio inf lujo de Chesterton (discurridor y exornador de elegantes misterios) 
y del consejero áulico Leibniz (que inventó la armonía preestablecida), he imaginado 
este argumento, que escribiré tal vez y que ya de algún modo me justifica en las tardes 
inútiles. Faltan pormenores, rectificaciones, ajustes; hay zonas de la historia que no 
me fueron revaladas aún; hoy, 3 de enero de 1944, la vislumbro así. (OC1: 496)

[Blatantly inf luenced by Chesterton, who loved to recount and even embellish myster-
ies, and by the court counsellor Leibniz, who invented pre-existing harmony, I have 
dreamed up this plot, which I may perhaps manage to write down and which, in some 
way, already justifies my existence in my idle evenings. There are details missing, and 
the story needs corrections and adjustments; there are parts of it that have not yet been 
revealed to me. But, today, on 3 January 1944, this is how I think I see it.]

This exercise of power – the power of  the artist to create the fiction – has 
its counterpart in the power exercised by Fergus Kilpatrick’s colleagues 
(especially one of  them, James Nolan) in creating the story of  Kilpatrick’s 
assassination.11 It also alerts the reader to the importance of  this dimension 
of  Borges’s tale, emphasising the fact that the story being told addresses the 
issues of  truth and untruth, or, in other words, the issue of  how deficient 
and deceptive human knowledge can be. Within the story, James Nolan 
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is the character who unmasks the traitor; it is he who demonstrates to the 
other rebels that Kilpatrick himself  has betrayed them. He is thus associated 
with the idea of  having access to special knowledge, which makes him, in 
turn, the natural choice for the role of master-minding the stage-managed 
assassination of  Kilpatrick. He carries out this task with the collusion of  
the victim, however, and between them the rebels, including Kilpatrick, 
end up exercising the power to create myths and inf luence minds by turn-
ing the city of  Dublin into a ‘space of representation’ in Lefebvrian terms. 
In the middle of  the story, we read: ‘Kilpatrick fue ultimado en un teatro, 
pero de teatro hizo también la entera ciudad, y los actores fueron legión, 
y el drama coronado por su muerte abarcó muchos días y muchas noches’ 
(OC1: 497) [Kilpatrick was killed in a theatre, but he also made a theatre out 
of a whole city; there were innumerable actors, and the drama that climaxed 
with his death lasted for many days and many nights]. What happens is that 
Nolan concocts a plan whereby Kilpatrick will be killed in a very public 
place, after he has made numerous speeches over a number of days, draw-
ing attention to himself and fostering his own image as a rebel leader. For 
the sake of  the cause that he still believes in, and in an attempt to redeem 
himself  by salving his conscience, Kilpatrick agrees to Nolan’s plan, goes to 
Dublin, holds political meetings and prays very publicly, making statements 
that go down in Irish history as expressions of passionate patriotism, and 
ends up attending a play, during the course of which he is shot. Even as he 
dies, he utters the words that had been written for him by Nolan, words 
that were destined to live on in people’s minds, reinforcing his image as 
a hero and constructing another so-called glorious mythical event to be 
remembered throughout Ireland’s history.

In the same way that, in ‘Emma Zunz’, we are told that the story ‘se 
impuso a todos’ [prevailed with everyone], we can see how this manufac-
tured legend convinced everyone also, in this case inf luencing the course 
of  Irish history – fictionally, at least. The power that is exercised by Nolan, 
Kilpatrick and the other rebels relates to the idea of inf luence over how 
people think, and that exercise of power is related to the very ‘production 
of space’ that Lefebvre talks about. The story is framed within a narrative 
device that calls attention to the universal nature of  the ruse being carried 
out: we are to believe that this event could happen in any one of a number 
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of places and at dif ferent possible times. The god-like gesture of selecting 
a location for the event – whether the narrator’s choice of  Ireland or the 
rebels’ choice of a theatre in Dublin – and then ensuring that people behave 
according to your script not only turns the selected location into a kind 
of stage on which the performance takes place; it also, at a deeper level, 
undermines the idea that events have simple, unequivocal meanings. As 
we saw earlier, we are told at the beginning that this story could work in 
any oppressed country – Ireland, Poland, any South American state – so 
all that is required is for such a setting to be evoked, the right characters 
to be put in the right places, the button to be pressed, and an enduring 
myth is manufactured.

Robin Fiddian (2010) has drawn attention to the fact that the year in 
which Kilpatrick’s assassination is set in the story – 1824 – not only reso-
nates historically with a number of important independence movements 
in a variety of emerging republics, but was also of special importance for 
Borges in personal terms. Within the dynamic of  the story, the selection 
of  this year appears arbitrary, and indeed the apparently random act of 
selection of  time and place for the story has its own significance. The year 
in question had a particular significance for the author, however, since it 
was the year in which the battle of  Junín took place, a battle which formed 
part of  the ef fort to achieve independence for Peru from Spain. The rebels 
were led by Simón Bolívar, whose inspirational oratory was doubtless as 
stirring as the oratory of any patriotic Irish leader of  the time.12

Bolívar and his men were victorious at the battle of  Junín, and the 
emancipation of  Peru was secured later in that year after victory (under 
General Sucre) at Ayacucho in December 1824. From our point of view, 
however, the battle of  Junín is particularly important because Borges’s 
great-grandfather, Isidoro Suárez, fought against the Spaniards that day, 
leading to his being praised by Bolívar himself  for his participation in it 
in these terms:

S.E. el Libertador, testigo del valor heróico de los bravos que se distinguieron en el 
día de ayer, recomienda á la admiración de la América al … Comandante del primer 
escuadrón del regimiento de caballería de línea del Perú, Suárez, que condujo su 
cuerpo con la destreza y resolución que honrarán siempre á los bravos del Perú … 
(quoted in O’Leary 1919: 132)
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[His Excellency the Liberator, witness to the heroic valour of  the brave men that yesterday 
distinguished themselves, commends to the admiration of  America … the Commander 
of  the First Squadron of  the Cavalry Regiment of  Peru, Suárez, who led his corps with 
the skill and determination that will always honour the brave men of  Peru …]

Suárez’s heroic reputation was treated with great respect by the Borges 
family, and Borges was proud of  his great-grandfather’s role in that battle, 
a pride that is ref lected, as Fiddian (2010: 754) points out, in the poem 
he composed in Suárez’s honour, ‘Página para recordar al coronel Suárez, 
vencedor en Junín’, discussed in Chapter 4).

‘Tema del traidor y del héroe’ was written during the Second World 
War, in the year 1943. This was a time when Borges was acutely aware of  
the power that could be exercised by nationalistic myths, conscious as he 
was of  the use then being made of such myths by the Nazis in Germany, 
and when he was himself coming under attack from right-wing nationalists 
in Argentina. Edwin Williamson has outlined how Borges opposed these 
extremists and came to be criticised by the nationalist junta that seized 
power in 1943. This junta, as Williamson (2007: 278) explains,

soon revealed its totalitarian inclinations by banning political parties, dismissing the 
leaders of  the labour unions, attacking Jewish interests, and by refusing to join the 
Allies in the war against Nazi Germany … On the 18 June 1943, a decree was issued 
condemning artists and intellectuals who showed insuf ficient interest in historical 
themes, by which was meant Argentine history as interpreted by the nacionalistas.

Borges, needless to say, was one of  these intellectuals. Furthermore, writing 
about this period of  Borges’s life, Annick Louis (2007: 225) makes the point 
that what fascinated him in the political sphere at this point in time was 
the power that stories, whether based in reality or fictional productions, 
could exercise over the minds of nations. Louis suggests that Borges saw 
modern political systems as being based around such myths, an idea that 
we can see clearly ref lected in the story under consideration here.

Power, then, is central to the three stories discussed in this chapter, all of 
which, in their dif ferent ways, point up the connections between the exer-
cise of power and the notion of spatial location. The apparently context-



164 Chapter 5

free zone in which the magician in ‘Las ruinas circulares’ carries out his 
task, no more than the deceptively precise references to historical and 
geographical settings in ‘Tema del traidor y del héroe’, serve to situate the 
events described, contribute to the sense that setting is central to those 
events, and of fer an insight into the mechanisms whereby the ‘produc-
tion of space’ is achieved and the tangible, physical universe in which we 
move is shaped by human agency. All three stories considered here give 
expression to a concern with the act of creation, and postulate the inven-
tion of a fictional reality that emerges from the exercise of powerful ritu-
als in a designated location. Place, people and circumstance converge at 
the appropriate moment in order to bring into being something that may 
appear either as a new and exciting reality, or a subversive and potentially 
damaging invention.

We shall see in the next chapter how this also comes across, albeit with 
a dif ferent emphasis, in two more classic stories, ‘La biblioteca de Babel’ 
and ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’.



Chapter 6

Cosmos

It is not in space that I must seek my human dignity, but in the ordering 
of my thought … Through space the universe grasps me and swallows me 
up like a speck; through thought I grasp it.

— Blaise Pascal1

In line with Pascal’s comments on the link between the ordering of our 
thought and our place in the universe, the attempt we witnessed, in the last 
chapter, to yoke together our thoughts about life and our visceral experi-
ence of it has a more cerebral counterpart in another type of  Borges story, 
that is, dystopian stories about imagined worlds. We saw one such world 
conjured up in Chapter 2, in the story ‘El Inmortal’. Here, we turn to two 
classic examples of  the genre, stories that raise issues about the links between 
people and the temporal and spatial universe they inhabit, but also inter-
rogate the relationship between such cosmic concerns and the human use 
of  language, often with a strong dose of irony and humour. The stories are 
‘La biblioteca de Babel’ and ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’.

Babel and the Limits of  the Universe

We saw in Chapter 1 how it can be useful to see the Aleph as both a loca-
tion and an entity. The library in the story ‘La biblioteca de Babel’ [‘The 
Library of  Babel’] is also depicted as both a location and an entity. It too 
functions as a place within which everything is located but also as an entity 
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that encapsulates or summarises all entities. An important element in the 
dynamic of  this story is the shifting conceptualisation of  the library as, 
on the one hand, a spatial ‘where’, and, on the other, a ‘what’. As we shall 
see, the interplay between notions of  ‘whereness’ and ‘whatness’ responds 
to and engages with the human longing to capture the universe in words. 
Here, then, we again witness an exploration, through notions of spatiality 
and language, of  the nature of  human knowledge and of  the mysterious 
relationship between human beings and the universe around them.

Halfway through this story, the narrator alludes to the prospect 
of achieving an explanation of  the basic mysteries of  humanity, which 
he presents as being ‘el origen de la Biblioteca y del tiempo’ (OC1: 468) 
[the origin of  the Library and of  time]. By the end of  the same paragraph, 
the sad disillusionment attendant on the failure to do so is articulated: 
‘Visiblemente, nadie espera descubrir nada’ (OC1: 468) [Quite clearly, no 
one expects to actually discover anything]. This is despite the fact that the 
particular type of spatial entity that is the setting for the events recounted 
is a library of (possibly) infinite proportions and a place where all com-
binations of  letters and words may be found in the innumerable books 
that are contained therein. But, once again, the conclusion arrived at in 
the final sentence of  the paragraph expresses deep scepticism about such a 
possibility, i.e., about the capacity of  language to even come near articulat-
ing the meaning of  life.

The tantalising notion that is posited in ‘La biblioteca de Babel’ is that 
it may somehow be possible to actually understand the world in which we 
live, and the place of  human beings in that world: the right words located 
in the right place may hold the key. Ultimately, however, words fail, no 
matter how many of  them or what combinations of  them we have at our 
disposal in this vast repository of volumes.

If  this sounds on the face of it like a recipe for despair, the pessimis-
tic message is tempered, in this instance, by the intellectual frisson that is 
achieved in the story as we explore metaphysical and ontological possibili-
ties. In the manner of a thought experiment, we are conducted through a 
series of descriptions of  the various components and dimensions of  this 
dystopic universe, a world where mind is central. We enter a library, a place 
where the mind engages with the inert matter of  books, with the ultimate 
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purpose of divining the secrets of  the meaning of  life. As Wilson (2006: 
102) puts it, ‘all libraries have a mausoleum melancholy that comes from 
being trapped indoors, inside the mind. As Borges has often quipped, 
books are inert and dead until a reader opens one and reads.’ But, just as 
we are placed in this ‘mausoleum’ of  books that come to life only when the 
reader’s mind engages with them, we are also immediately presented with 
the conceptual challenge of deciding on the limits of  the universe which 
we have entered. In the equivocal statement about the number of  hexagons 
that comprise the Library, when we are told that the latter consists of  ‘un 
número indefinido, y tal vez infinito, de galerías hexagonales’ (OC1: 465) 
[an indefinite number, possibly an infinite number, of  hexagonal galleries], we 
have a first outline of  this issue, a fundamental question about the nature 
of  the world we live in and about our understanding of it.

Also from the opening paragraph, the setting in which the story 
unfolds is depicted as having dual qualities. It is, on the one hand, a place 
in which life is carried on and, on the other, a location within the labyrinth 
that is the library as a whole. We are invited to be concerned about both 
the everyday aspects of  this place and the transcendental questions about 
how each hexagonal gallery relates to all the other galleries that comprise 
it.2 This is despite the fact that, as a place for living in, it is figured as being 
associated with a minimal level of existence and mere survival. Two cham-
bers are linked to each gallery: ‘Uno permite dormir de pie; otro, satisfacer 
las necesidades fecales [sic]’ [One allows the inhabitant to sleep standing up; 
the other, to satisfy their toilet needs].3 The description is kept to a minimum, 
as a way of ensuring that the setting is perceived as imaginary. We are in 
a ‘nowhere’ (i.e., a ‘utopia’) in which imaginary events can occur, a space 
outside of space, a place beyond the places we inhabit in the normal course 
of our lives. Indeed, the description given here is uncharacteristic of  Borges 
in the sense that it includes such an amount of detail, even if  that detail 
is largely geometrical in nature. This is, therefore, a story about ‘place’ or 
‘space’, and the amount of detail given to us ref lects this fact.4

The final image in this key opening paragraph outlining the setting 
links these two dimensions, the individual hexagon and the wider context, 
through an implicit allusion to human reason, by referring to the two 
lamps that emit a weak light described as ‘insuficiente, incesante’ (OC1: 
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465) [insuf ficient and unceasing]. With Bossart (2003: 21), we could see 
these lamps as a metaphor for human reason ‘which as incessant drives us 
on to seek answers to questions which its insuf ficiency prevents it from 
providing’.

The insuf ficiency of  human reason provides the motivation behind the 
quest that is announced for the first time in the second paragraph of  the 
story: ‘he peregrinado en busca de un libro, acaso del catálogo de catálogos’ 
[I have journeyed in search of a book, perhaps the catalogue of catalogues]. 
Identifying the place where the book or the catalogue of catalogues is 
located is a necessary part of  the experience of  life in this world, an expres-
sion of  the human longing to know the truth about our circumstances. This 
obsessive concern with the putative location which would yield a means 
of understanding the world features throughout the story, and extends to 
references to human beings, specifically to the possible existence of  the 
‘Hombre del Libro’ [‘Book-Man’]. We are told that, if  there is a ‘libro total’ 
[‘total book’], which is ‘la cifra y el compendio perfecto de todos los demás’ 
(OC1: 469) [the key and the perfect compendium of all the other books], 
then the librarian who has come across it is ‘análogo a un dios’ [analogous 
to a god]. This mythical being is then discussed in terms reminiscent of  the 
language of religion and mysticism, and the possible means of identifying 
the ‘libro total’ – and hence the ‘funcionario remoto’ (OC1: 469) [remote 
of ficial ] who has read it – are considered. We are told that someone has 
suggested a regressive method, meaning that in order to identify book A 
one first finds a book B which will indicate the location of  A; in order to 
identify book B, one consults book C which tells us where B is, and so on 
ad infinitum.

This quest – depicted as a movement through space in search of a ‘total 
book’ or of  the Book-Man – is a key feature in the story, serving to link 
the notion of  the inadequacy of  human understanding with the pursuit 
of enlightenment through mystical or religious faith. With humour and 
with irony, but also revealing an obvious fascination with the language of 
mystical and religious texts, Borges uses the idea of  the search as a way of 
commenting on the perennial human longing for transcendental expla-
nations of our situation. The narrator repeatedly expresses his hope that 
enlightenment may be possible and his wish that someone, somewhere, 



Cosmos 169

and at some point in time, should be able to access the special knowledge 
that may be ‘out there’ in some secret location. He wants heaven to exist, 
even if  he himself may never get there: ‘Que el cielo exista, aunque mi lugar 
sea el infierno’ (OC1: 469) [May heaven exist, even if my place is in hell ]. 
In a similar vein, he makes reference to the mythical location which he 
calls the ‘Hexágono Carmesí’ [Crimson Hexagon] which had been sought 
by the ‘Purificadores’ (OC1: 469) [Purifiers], members of a fanatical sect 
who devoted their time to destroying books they considered useless. They 
were driven to carry out their frenzied destruction of  these books (which 
others saw as ‘treasures’) by their belief in the existence of  the Crimson 
Hexagon where, they thought, they would find special books, books that 
were smaller in size than the normal ones but which would enable them to 
access special powers, since those books would be ‘omnipotentes, ilustrados 
y mágicos’ (OC1: 469) [omnipotent, enlightened and magical  ].

The narrator is untroubled by the fact that the Purifiers have anni-
hilated so many unique works. His explanation of why he believes this 
destruction does not matter serves to reinforce the central point about 
the Library, which is that it is totally comprehensive: ‘basta que un libro 
sea posible para que exista’ (OC1: 469) [for a book to exist, it just has to be 
possible]. Therefore, the destruction wrought by human beings has no sig-
nificant ef fect on the nature of  the Library, given that there are hundreds 
of  thousands of other books that dif fer only minimally from any book that 
has been obliterated. This notion of  the minuscule human impact on the 
universe further emphasises the issue of  the significance, or lack of signifi-
cance, of  human beings in cosmic terms, and strengthens the idea running 
through the story that humans can only ever have a very inadequate grasp 
of the tremendous reality that surrounds them.

The precision with which the narrator sets out his description of  the 
contents of  the Library helps make the point about its comprehensiveness 
and its vastness. The books in the library contain every possible combina-
tion of  the twenty-something letters of  the alphabet, set out in a series of 
precisely defined volumes, each with a precise number of pages (410), with 
each page having just forty lines of  text and each line of  text having forty 
letters. The number of dif ferent possible combinations of  the twenty-five 
orthographic characters (which consist of  twenty-two letters plus the 
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comma, full-stop and space) within the number of characters contained 
in each book is enormous. Using a set of  twenty-five dif ferent characters, 
with each line having eighty characters, each page containing forty lines 
and each book having 410 pages, each book would consist of 1,312,000 
characters, or, more precisely, we could say that there is that number of  
‘slots to be filled with orthographic symbols’ (Bloch 2008: 16). The number 
of possible books consisting of 1,312,000 characters is mind-bogglingly 
large, but can be calculated. According to Bloch (17), it is 251,312,000 ≈ 1.956 
× 101,834,097, a number that, when written out fully, would appear as a ‘1’ 
followed by something under two million zeroes, and that he refers to as 
the minimum possible number of  books. This is because it does not take 
into account possible variations in the characters used on the spines of  the 
books, since there is no reference in the story to the issue of whether vari-
ations in those characters should constitute dif ferent books or not. Even 
this number, however, is so large it outstrips, in terms of its immensity, 
the number of atoms in the known universe. Therefore, the reader can be 
confident that the location/entity being presented to us in the form of  
this library/universe is suf ficiently similar to our own universe to at least 
match it in terms of size.

The ramifications of  this vastness are explored firstly in terms of  the 
great diversity which goes with it and secondly in terms of  the possible 
limits to that vastness. The diversity which is made possible by this immense 
size is conveyed mainly by of fering us examples of what is contained in the 
books that make up the library. These range from a volume which consists 
entirely of  the repetition of  the letters MCV from start to finish, to one 
which is comprised merely of a miscellaneous arrangement of  letters from 
beginning to end with the exception only of  the phrase ‘Oh tiempo tus 
pirámides’ (OC1: 466) [Oh time thy pyramids],5 found on the second-to-
last page. We are told that scholars eventually concluded that all the books 
in the Library consisted of combinations of  the twenty-five orthographic 
symbols mentioned earlier and, furthermore, that no two books were 
exactly alike. Thus, the Library was ‘complete’: all possible combinations 
were there, somewhere, which meant that the Library contained everything 
that could be said in any language. The range of what is then possible is 
indicated through the enumeration of examples:
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la historia minuciosa del porvenir, las autobiografías de los arcángeles, el catálogo 
fiel de la Biblioteca, miles y miles de catálogos falsos, la demostración de la falacia 
de esos catálogos, la demostración de la falacia del catálogo verdadero, el evangelio 
gnóstico de Basilides, el comentario de ese evangelio, el comentario del comentario 
de ese evangelio, la relación verídica de tu muerte, la versión de cada libro a todas 
las lenguas, las interpolaciones de cada libro en todos los libros, el tratado que Beda 
pudo escribir (y no escribió) sobre la mitología de los sajones, los libros perdidos de 
Tácito. (OC1: 467–8)

[the detailed history of  the future, the autobiographies of  the archangels, the true cata-
logue of  the Library, thousands and thousands of  false catalogues, the demonstration 
of  the fallaciousness of  those catalogues, the demonstration of  the fallaciousness of  the 
true catalogue, the Gnostic Bible of  Basilides, the commentary on that Bible, the com-
mentary on the commentary of  that Bible, a faithful account of your death, versions of 
every book in all languages, the interpolations of each book into every one of  the books, 
the treatise that Bede might have written, and didn’t, on Saxon mythology, the lost 
books of  Tacitus.]

In fact, the examples come from a fairly restricted range of  topics, viz., 
fantasies about the future, stories about archangels, library catalogues and 
gospels, translations of  books and interpolations of  books into other books, 
a putative book by the Venerable Bede and the lost books that were written 
by Tacitus, with the surprisingly incongruous addition of a reference to an 
account of  the reader’s death. Apart from the latter, the focus is still mainly 
on religion, myth, books and libraries, all of which ref lect the central theme 
of  the story, which is the human longing for transcendental knowledge. 
Even within these limited parameters, however, we are invited to consider 
the huge range of possibilities that exist, including, for example, the refer-
ence to the thousands of  false library catalogues. The implication is that, if  
this degree of diversity is possible within such a reduced range of  human 
or divine activity, then how very vast must the total sum of all the books 
in existence be. By this means, we are led to feel some sense of  the vastness 
and diversity of  the universe itself, and, like newly initiated astronomers, 
we intuit our own cosmic insignificance and are left in awe of what sur-
rounds us. As a counterpoint to this sense of awe, our own puny status in 
the universe is underscored by the deeply personal and startlingly subjective 
allusion to the reader’s death, aimed presumably at inducing what Alter 
(1972: 280) has called ‘a sense of ontological vertigo’.
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The ultimate boundaries of  the universe are of direct concern to our 
narrator, who ref lects on both the physical limits of  the library/universe 
and the meaningfulness of  those limits. In terms of  the universe’s physical 
limits, he ponders whether the library stretches out infinitely in every direc-
tion, or whether it may be, as he finally concludes, unlimited but periodic, 
so that an individual who set out to explore it would eventually return to 
his or her starting point.6 In terms of its meaningfulness, we are invited to 
wonder if it is merely a chaos, or if, in fact, it has a secret meaning which 
can be divined by means of diligent research.

Both the origin and the purpose of  this entity that is the Library are 
evoked in the story, and both are related to questions of  location. If it hap-
pens that the mystery of  the beginnings of  the universe – the origins of  the 
Library and of  time – are capable of  being explained in words, then the 
explanation must be contained somewhere in the Library. This suggestion 
is fantastical, but it is also tantalisingly close to the limits of  the possible. 
The point is the suggestion that meaning may be ‘out there’ somewhere, 
waiting to be found: the notion of an entity located externally to our-
selves – out there in the physical universe – holding the key to internal, 
subjective meaning is at the core of  this search. In order to understand 
‘why’, it seems that first we need to know ‘where’.7 In turn, this idea is an 
extension of our understanding of  the size of  the real universe. When we 
contemplate the immensity of what is around us, our imagination suggests 
the possibility that the universe continues indefinitely in every direction. 
Limitless time and limitless space combined have the potential to suggest 
limitless possible discoveries, including discoveries which would lead to a 
coming together of  the external and the internal, the objective world and 
the subjective self.

Borges often made reference to how puzzled he was by the world, and 
it is a commonplace of  Borges criticism that his work conveys a sense of pes-
simism in relation to human beings’ ability to understand what is going on 
around them.8 At various points in his life he expressed this sceptical view 
very directly, saying, for instance, ‘notoriamente no hay clasificación del 
universo que no sea arbitraria y conjetural. La razón es muy simple: no sabe-
mos qué cosa es el universo’ (OC2: 86) [Obviously, there is no classification 
of  the universe that is not arbitrary and conjectural. The reason is very simple: 
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we don’t know what the universe is.]. As mentioned in the Introduction, 
and later in discussions of stories such as ‘Abenjacán el Bojarí, muerto en su 
laberinto’ (see Chapter 3), one of  the entities most frequently encountered 
in his work is the labyrinth, which symbolises this puzzlement, the sense 
that we are lost in a maze that we may never understand fully enough to be 
able to thread our way through it. The Library in ‘La biblioteca de Babel’ 
is, of course, just such a labyrinth. As Frisch (2004: 58) puts it:

The image of  the labyrinth is central to ‘La Biblioteca de Babel’ … Borges uses the 
library as a metaphor to contrast the knowledge of man/woman and the knowledge 
of  the universe. The order of  the universe is portrayed as being as impenetrable as the 
destiny of man … The story is a representation of man’s ef fort to know the universe … 
The vain search for the one book that is the key to all other books symbolizes the 
inability of our minds to grasp the totality of  the incredibly complex universe …

If  the universe is a location which is also an entity, i.e., a library, then it has 
the characteristics of a library in two senses: firstly, given its dimensions, 
it contains all that it is possible to say in all languages, and, second, it has 
the completeness associated with that comprehensiveness, since it is not 
possible to add anything meaningful – or at least anything original – to its 
contents. The point is repeatedly made that all possible variations are already 
in existence. One of  the key questions this raises is about the dimensions 
and limits of  this labyrinth, a question the narrator returns to himself on 
several occasions, asking whether the Library is infinite in size or not.

The fact is that there is a limit to the size of  the Library, since, as out-
lined above, one can compute the number of  books in it. While readers 
are unlikely to go to the extent of making such a calculation, of course, the 
immensity of  the Library is brought home to us by the descriptions we 
are given, and the ef fect of  these descriptions is likely to be an increased 
appreciation of  the immensity of  the actual universe. Thus, while the story 
is clearly a fantasy, the reality we are being presented with is a sound truth 
about the world we actually live in.

A moment’s ref lection on this truth, and on the qualities, or lack of 
qualities, of  the inhabitants of  this world, is likely to give rise to a sense of  
the insignificance of any one individual in this universe. The human dimen-
sion of  those inhabitants is kept to a minimum in the story. Other than 
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brief references to the two chambers in which they live (one for sleeping, 
the other for defecating) and an account of  how their bodies are disposed 
of when they die (they are tossed out of  their hexagon and their bodies 
decompose as they fall ‘forever’ through space), these are beings who live 
an ultimately fruitless life in pursuit of meanings they cannot find, or 
meanings they cannot understand if  they do locate them. We are told by 
the narrator that he himself participated in a vain search for a book in his 
youth but is now resigned to dying, and that the inhabitants who, in the 
past, have actively sought to locate books that would serve as vindications 
of  their existence never had any chance of identifying such books, given 
the dimensions of  the Library. This is despite the fact that the narrator 
informs us that he himself is convinced such books exist:

Las Vindicaciones existen (yo he visto dos que se refieren a personas del porvenir, 
a personas acaso no imaginarias) pero los buscadores no recordaban que la posibi-
lidad de que un hombre encuentre la suya, o alguna pérfida variación de la suya, es 
computable en cero. (OC1: 468)

[The Vindications exist – I myself  have seen two that refer to people in the future, people 
who may perhaps not be imaginary – but the seekers had failed to remember that the 
possibility that a man might find his own one, or even some erroneous version of  his 
own one, can be calculated as zero.]

The pessimistic message, then, is that meanings are not accessible, since 
there is no way of  knowing how the Library is arranged. The ‘catalogue of 
catalogues’ is, in ef fect, a mystical entity, and is therefore perennially elu-
sive. While that overarching understanding of  the Library is unachievable, 
individuals in the Library still persist in their search for what Paulson (1988: 
77) refers to as ‘the pockets of intelligibility that many believe must be there 
somewhere’. Individual lives, in other words, will remain insignificant in 
the grand scheme of  things and, while human beings may go through the 
motions of seeking out transcendental explanations of  the world they live 
in, their ef forts will be in vain. This pointless pursuit is further emphasised 
by the reference to ‘inquisidores’, those inhabitants of  the Library who are 
of ficially charged with the task of conducting the search:
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Hay buscadores oficiales, inquisidores. Yo los he visto en el desempeño de su fun-
ción: llegan siempre rendidos; hablan de una escalera sin peldaños que casi los mató; 
hablan de galerías y de escaleras con el bibliotecario; alguna vez, toman el libro más 
cercano y lo hojean, en busca de palabras infames. Visiblemente, nadie espera des-
cubrir nada. (OC1: 468)

[There are of ficial seekers, inquisitors. I have seen them go about their task: they are 
always exhausted; they speak of a stairway without steps that almost killed them; they 
speak of galleries and stairs with the librarian; sometimes, they pick up the nearest book 
and leaf  through it, seeking infamous words. Quite clearly, no one expects to actually 
discover anything.]

The questions the text keeps raising are the same ones we are likely to ask 
when we ref lect on the limits of  the universe itself: What is the extent of  
this Library? Should we think of it as being infinite or finite? Is it know-
able in the sense that a traveller, if given a long enough life-span, could 
reach a point where the Library ends, and, if so, what might be beyond 
that point?

The story of fers mixed messages on these questions, no doubt ref lect-
ing the fact that it is not possible to resolve such issues in relation to the 
real world in which we live. The narrator makes several statements that 
suggest that explanations of  the universe are ‘out there’ somewhere, a pros-
pect that will presumably intrigue the intellectually curious reader. In her 
commentary on this story, Beatriz Sarlo (2006: 71) speaks of  the Library 
as ‘an ordered space and a labyrinth … geometrical, regular, with no tricks 
save in its very structure, based on a repetition of identical elements’. The 
very regularity, complexity and completeness suggest a divine creator, 
even though the use of  the term ‘Babel’ in the name of  the Library sug-
gests chaos and confusion. And, as Donald Shaw (1976: 38) puts it, ‘when 
we come down from the world of abstractions and broad philosophical 
principles to the world of everyday concrete experience (the chaotic letters 
of  the individual books) the semblance of order dissolves.’ This unknow-
ability is ref lected in the mixed messages of fered to the reader, so that at 
certain points our narrator refers to infinity, despite the fact that finitude 
is implied, as suggested earlier, by the simple reality that the number of  
books can actually be calculated.
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This apparent inconsistency has been criticised by some commenta-
tors. Notably, Juan Nuño (1986) takes issue with the statement in the story 
that any reduction of  the contents of  the Library (for example, resulting 
from the actions carried out by the Purifiers) has no significant ef fect on 
it. He concludes that such destruction would mean the Library would no 
longer be complete, which seems to run counter to the repeated claims 
that the Library is complete. Nuño further argues against the narrator’s 
contention that the putative ‘total book’ could possibly be ‘the cipher and 
perfect compendium of all other books’, an expression which, he claims, 
‘points towards the notion of a book of all books, or a metabook’,9 in other 
words, an entity reminiscent of  the Aleph (although Nuño does not refer 
in his discussion to the Aleph). Nuño continues: ‘It is not for nothing that 
Borges calls it also a ‘total book’, and is keen, in a footnote, to accept its 
existence’,10 concluding trenchantly that Borges is making a mistake here 
since, he claims, it is not possible to have a ‘total book’ that could be a com-
pendium of all others, since such a book would imply an infinite series of  
books in the Library. Nuño argues that, if we accept the completeness of  
the Library, that implies there is a certain number of  books in it, which we 
can call T. With the addition of  the ‘total book’ which is the compendium 
of  T, we arrive at a new totality, T’, such that T’ = T+1. This new totality 
implies the existence of a new compendium of all books, which in turn 
implies a new totality, T’’, equalling T’+1, and so on, ad infinitum.

This is undoubtedly a rational position to adopt in relation to the ques-
tion of  the Library’s limits, and it highlights the conf lictual nature of  the 
Borges text, precisely in relation to the issue of  the spatial characteristics of  
the Library. The existence of a ‘total book’ implies the existence of an infinity 
which is necessary but impossible. Coming to the discussion as a philosopher, 
Nuño is led to this logical conclusion based on the account outlined above, 
which is then expressed in rather strong terms as a rejection of  the veracity 
of  that account. Nonetheless, what this discussion serves to remind us of is 
the fact that the work we are examining is not a philosophical essay, but a 
story, albeit one couched in terms reminiscent of such an essay. Nuño claims, 
for instance, that when the story posits the existence of  the ‘total book’ this 
implies that Borges ‘opens up the possibility that the number of  books in 
the Library is infinite’.11 He appears to suggest that Borges the writer is the 
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story’s narrator, whereas what we encounter in the story is a narrator who 
is one of  the inhabitants of  the world invented by the writer.

We could argue that a central concern in the story is to explore the 
ultimately mysterious nature of  the actual universe. While there is no 
detailed delineation of character in the story, as in so many Borges stories, 
the protagonist that we are introduced to, like the ‘Borges’ character in ‘El 
Aleph’, has plenty of  human qualities that are alluded to tangentially. Not 
the least of  these is the longing for an understanding of  the universe. He 
seeks to achieve transcendental meaning, he hopes there may be an eternity 
and there may be a place of  bliss where the ‘total book’ could be found, a 
place where the finder might experience the ultimate degree of  fulfilment. 
In the course of discussing the ways in which the location of  the ‘libro total’ 
might be identified, he expresses the hope that someone may find it, even 
if  he cannot, and a wish that such happiness may be possible.

His very human aspirations are conveyed in other telling phrases used 
throughout the story. Towards the end of  the first paragraph, alluding to 
how some others see the mirrors located in each hexagon as indicating 
there is no such thing as infinity, he expresses the hope that this is not the 
case: ‘yo prefiero soñar que las superficies bruñidas figuran y prometen el 
infinito’ (OC1: 465) [I prefer to dream that the polished surfaces depict and 
suggest infinity]. The challenge of coming to grips with the nature of  the 
universe is articulated in overtly spatial terms when he refers to the hex-
agonal shape of  the chambers, as he explains how idealists argue that ‘las 
salas hexagonales son una forma necesaria del espacio absoluto o, por lo 
menos, de nuestra intuición del espacio. Razonan que es inconcebible una 
sala triangular o pentagonal’ (OC1: 465) [the hexagonal rooms are a neces-
sary form of absolute space, or at the very least, of our intuition of space. They 
argue that it is not possible to conceive of a triangular or pentagonal room.]. 
The narrator, on the other hand, articulates his own provisional conclu-
sion to this dilemma by repeating, early on in the story, what he refers to 
as ‘el dictamen clásico’ [the classic dictum]: ‘La Biblioteca es una esfera 
cuyo centro cabal es cualquier hexágono, cuya circunferencia es inaccesi-
ble’ (OC1: 466) [The Library is a sphere whose exact centre is any hexagon 
whatever, and whose circumference is inaccessible]. This is an adaptation of  
Pascal’s definition of nature, quoted elsewhere by Borges as: ‘La naturaleza 
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es una esfera infinita, cuyo centro está en todas partes y la circunferencia 
en ninguna’ (OC2: 16) [Nature is an infinite sphere, whose centre is every-
where and whose circumference is nowhere].12 Here, it is presumably meant 
to constitute a classic summary of  the solution to the mystery of  the uni-
verse.13 It is presented in the second paragraph of  this story as being ripe 
for questioning and nuancing, or even refuting. Although this does not 
constitute a statement about whether the Library/universe is infinitely 
large or not, it is closely followed by the iteration of a number of axioms 
that, it is claimed, nobody questions. The first of  these is that the Library 
‘existe ab aeterno’ (OC1: 466) [exists ab aeterno]. This, one of  the few state-
ments in the story related to time, is associated with the suggestion that the 
Library is the work of a god, and both these statements suggest infinity, 
even if  they do not directly say that the Library is infinite.

These suggestions about infinity are then countered by the narrator’s 
statement, in his discussion of  the characters that comprise all the books 
in the Library, that the number of  those books is ‘aunque vastísimo, no 
infinito’ (OC1: 467) [although vast, not infinite]. Nonetheless, he returns to 
the topic at the end of  the story, where he draws attention to this specific 
issue. Lamenting the decadence that he witnesses around him and which 
he attributes to the fact that ‘La certidumbre de que todo está escrito nos 
anula o nos afantasma’ (OC1: 470) [The certain knowledge that everything 
is already written annuls us or bewitches us], he predicts that human beings 
are destined to become extinct. In contrast to the pathetic fate of people, 
the Library will last, ‘iluminada, solitaria, infinita, perfectamente inmóvil, 
armada de volúmenes preciosos, inútil, incorruptible, secreta’ (OC1: 470) 
[bright, solitary, infinite, perfectly immobile, armed with precious volumes, 
useless, incorruptible, secret]. He then explains his view that ‘no es ilógico 
pensar que el mundo es infinito’ (OC1: 470) [it is not illogical to believe that 
the world is infinite], although he again reminds us that the huge number 
of possible books would have a limit. He concludes that the answer to this 
question must be that the library is unlimited and periodic, so that a trav-
eller who journeyed far enough and for long enough would come across 
the same books, repeated in the same lack of order as he had encountered 
before. Given that the ‘disorder’ in question would then be repeated, he 
concludes that this would itself  be a type of  ‘order’; indeed, it is, he posits, 
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the one and only meaningful order, or ‘Order’, which hints again at the 
attainment of  transcendental meaning:14

Yo me atrevo a insinuar esta solución del antiguo problema: La biblioteca es ilimitada 
y periódica. Si un eterno viajero la atravesara en cualquier dirección, comprobaría al 
cabo de los siglos que los mismos volúmenes se repiten en el mismo desorden (que, 
repetido, sería un orden: el Orden). (OC1: 471)

[I venture to postulate this solution to the ancient problem: the Library is unlimited and 
periodic. If an eternal voyager were to traverse it in any direction, he would observe, after 
centuries of  travel, that the same volumes were repeated in the same disorder, which, 
repeated, would in fact constitute an order, The Order.]

He then ends his narrative with the consoling thought that ‘Mi soledad 
se alegra con esa elegante esperanza’ (OC1: 471) [That elegant hope helps 
alleviate my sense of solitude].

It is worth remembering that this articulation of a longing for mean-
ing, the sense of uncertainty and the expression of pessimism in relation 
to the human condition in a text first published in 1941 ref lect the kind of 
existentialist angst that was captured in the literary work of many others 
who wrote around this period, notably authors such as Sartre, Camus 
or Faulkner. The emotional dimension of  the story – the feeling of sad 
pointlessness that pervades much of it; the expression of  loneliness in the 
final sentence – also accords with the response that Borges the person 
had to his situation at this period, and in particular to his employment as 
a librarian in the Miguel Cané Library in the working-class Almagro Sur 
district of  Buenos Aires. We know that this story was largely written in the 
basement of  that library and that details of  the number of shelves in the 
bookcases correspond to those in the Miguel Cané (Wilson 2006: 101–2). 
The account of  the circumstances of  Borges’s life and of  his work in that 
library conveys something of  the mood of pessimism that we encounter 
in the story. In it, Wilson notes, ‘there are no women, no windows, no 
luxuries, no privacy, no home – just endless unreadable books on shelves, 
mirrors and dumb librarians’ (102). Knowledge of  the author’s biography 
reinforces the view that part of what is being communicated is the sad-
ness and apparent absurdity of  human life. Thus, we may indeed see ‘La 
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biblioteca de Babel’, as Wilson suggests, as a ‘dark, dystopic story’ that 
stands as a ‘parable about loneliness and despair, with its writing a kind of 
self-therapy or exorcism’ (102).

It is also the case, however, that the story ref lects the delight af forded 
to the human spirit by the intellectual exploration of elegant explanations 
of  the nature of our universe, no matter how fantastical these may be. 
Once again, we are in the realm of  Borges’s fascination with ideas, and 
his conviction that those ideas are as important – and as central to the 
human experience – as our emotional lives. The inescapable conclusion is 
that part of  the thematic content of  the story is also this very suggestion, 
viz., that ideas about our ‘place in the universe’, rather than being some 
kind of irrelevant abstraction and devoid of emotional content, are in fact 
crucial to us as sentient human beings, a point that a commentator such as 
Fernando Savater is at pains to make in relation to Borges’s work generally. 
Savater (2002: 7) asserts that the feature of  Borges’s work that makes it so 
fascinatingly attractive is precisely what he calls ‘the loving contagion that 
his prose and his verse seek out in the concerns of philosophy’.15

If  the narrator is at pains to argue that the Library will last, possibly 
forever, while the fate of  the human species is simply to fade out of existence, 
the terms that the author uses to convey these notions of infinity point to 
a separation between the temporal and the spatial dimensions of infinity. 
In other words, the infinity that is the focus of  the story is a spatial and 
not a temporal one. Apart from the reference to the assumed eternal exist-
ence of  the Library in the first ‘axiom’ mentioned in the third paragraph, 
and to the inevitability of  the narrator’s own death and the death of  the 
human species, there is little or no sense in the story of development or of 
prospects for progression, at least in the positive sense. There is mention of 
decay and the imminent annihilation of  the human presence: the narrator 
talks of increasing levels of suicide and the fact that ‘[l]as epidemias, las 
discordias heréticas, las peregrinaciones que inevitablemente degeneran en 
bandolerismo, han diezmado la población’ (OC1: 470) [epidemics, heretical 
discord, pilgrimages that invariably degenerate into banditry have decimated 
the population]. The Library’s immutability, however, of fers the vision of a 
perfect creation, the work of a divine hand, though static and unchanging. 
It is a world in which everything is already written; thus, every thought that 
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can be expressed in words has already been expressed, a fact that renders 
human ef fort futile and makes human speech pointless, so that the narra-
tor can conclude: ‘Hablar es incurrir en tautologías’ (OC1: 470) [Just the 
mere act of speaking means uttering tautologies].

In ef fect, this Library is a place in which everything is located, but it 
stands outside the ravages of  time and is not af fected by human living or 
by any mutability attendant on temporal change. Nothing new of any sig-
nificance can happen here because this entity has only spatial dimensions, 
not temporal ones. As Nuño (1986: 51) puts it:

The pessimism associated with the Library is radical, since it relates to the one dimen-
sion that hope always clings to, i.e., the idea of an open future in which it may be 
possible to change, to innovate, to vary things. There is nothing to be changed, since, 
on the one hand, the Library is the entire universe, and, on the other, the Library 
already contains everything that could ever be said.16

This, then, is essentially a spatial universe, not a temporal one. It suggests 
a conception of spatiality that is consistent with accounts of absolute 
space, classically summarised in Newton’s 1687 definition, quoted earlier: 
‘Absolute space, in its own nature, without regard to anything external, 
remains always similar and immovable’. In this passage in the Principia 
Mathematica, Newton was simply contrasting absolute space with relative 
space (which looks at how an entity moves in relation to another moving 
entity), and was not arguing against the significance of  time, but the terms 
in which he describes absolute space are curiously reminiscent of  Borges’s 
story. It is precisely this sense of immutability, with evocations of stasis, 
where human ef forts seem puny and trivial, that runs through the story 
‘La biblioteca de Babel’ from beginning to end. Newton uses terms like 
‘always similar’ and ‘immovable’, as well as the phrase ‘without regard to 
anything external’, with its sense of completeness and self-containment, 
as if what he is referring to is a world that is indif ferent to the presence 
or absence of  human beings. It is perhaps not surprising that terms such 
as these are used by Newton, terms that seem to evoke a divine or tran-
scendental quality in the universe as a whole, in contrast to the relatively 
insignificant presence of  human beings, since he believed in the reality 
of a divinity, and associated absolute space with the presence of  God. It 
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is not until the early twentieth century that the fundamental relativity of 
all spatiality is properly appreciated, with the development of  Einstein’s 
relativity theories, the advent of quantum physics and related advances in 
cosmology (see Huggett 1999: 253–60).

For the narrator, then, the Library/universe is a divine creation, where 
human activities are irrelevant and have no impact. It is a static world, 
unaf fected by the passage of  time, complete and self-contained, and sugges-
tive of sterility and futility. In the context of  the story in which it occurs, it is 
also a fascinating intellectual creation, that invites us to ref lect on the nature 
of our world, and that af fords us the opportunity to experience a sense of 
awe at the dimensions of  the real universe in which we human beings move 
about and live out our lives. Its key characteristic is its comprehensiveness 
in spatial terms, which entails a downgrading of  temporality to the point 
where the latter becomes irrelevant. As Nuño (61) puts it:

On introducing the notion of  time having stopped, being frozen and practically 
non-existent, it was necessary that the Library of  Babel should present an image 
of  the universe as something closed, repetitive, inert and dead. This is a ne varietur 
world: a museum of  the world …17

In this story, the narrator is at pains to emphasise his belief in the compre-
hensiveness and the apparently limitless nature of  the Library/universe, his 
conviction that human behaviour is insignificant and the fact that neither 
time nor individual human beings’ actions can have an impact on that world. 
In the next section, we shall see one radical alternative to this approach.

Otherworldliness and Tlön

As we saw in Chapter 1, the narrator in ‘El Aleph’ is a fictional character 
called ‘Borges’, named as such in the story. In ‘La biblioteca de Babel’, the 
narrator is a librarian who, although anonymous, we know from biographi-
cal information can be readily identified with Borges himself. The narrator 
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in ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’ is not named either, although it is clear that 
this bookish gentleman, with a friend called Bioy Casares, is once again a 
version of  Borges. If  the universe depicted in ‘La biblioteca de Babel’ was 
characterised by an emphasis on objectivity and was a de-personalised 
world where entities – the Library, the books – served only to underline 
the insignificance of  the individual subject, the world dreamed up in ‘Tlön, 
Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’ brings the focus back again to the thinking, perceiv-
ing human being. In short, it is a universe that could not exist without the 
human actor.

This subjectivity is the starting point of  the story. In the first paragraph 
the narrator introduces himself and Bioy, locating them in ‘una quinta de 
la calle Gaona, en Ramos Mejía’ (OC1: 431) [a country house on Gaona 
Street in Ramos Mejía], not far from Buenos Aires. From the conversation 
which the two friends have in that place there emerges the story of  the land 
of  Uqbar, which leads on subsequently to the serendipitous discovery of  
the Encyclopaedia of  Tlön. The ‘reality’ of  these places is never asserted in 
terms that invite us to suspend our disbelief. Rather, the places are spoken 
of as being a ‘falso país’ [false country] or a ‘planeta desconocido’ [unknown 
planet], indicating that their ontological status is to be questioned, while, 
at the same time, it is suggested that they have fascinating characteristics 
worthy of examination. Taking this idea to the limit, Uqbar eventually 
turns out to be not even a place or a semblance of a place, and not even an 
entity, but purely and simply a projected (i.e., non-existent) book.

The extended discussion of  the source of  the information about ‘Uqbar’ 
that occurs in Section I of  the story ensures that the theme of  the authentic-
ity – the very existence – of  that place is foregrounded from the start. It is 
indicative of  the fact that the entire story hinges on this very issue, that is, 
the ambivalence and uncertainty surrounding all those places mentioned 
in the story, and by extension surrounding material entities in general. 
The relative ordinariness of  the setting in the house in Gaona Street where 
the story begins serves only to heighten the sense of a contrasting world 
which is an imagined, fantastical universe, one that once again subverts 
the ordinary laws of physics with which we are familiar.

Whether Borges wishes to parody idealism in this story, or simply exult 
in it, is open to question; what is clear, however, is that the ‘monismo o 
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idealismo total’ (OC1: 436) [total monism or idealism] which characterises 
this fictional world calls into question the apparently solid bases on which 
we as human beings build our concept of  the universe. For the Tlönist, 
the cosmos is pure thought, with the result that there is an abundance 
of explanations of reality – sciences and philosophies – in the world of  
Tlön, but each one is quite unbelievable, while at the same time being 
‘de arquitectura agradable o de tipo sensacional’ [architecturally pleasant 
or creating a sensational ef fect]. Thus, philosophers in Tlön ‘no buscan la 
verdad ni siquiera la verosimilitud: buscan el asombro’ [don’t seek truth 
or even verisimilitude, they seek to amaze]. This constitutes an apparent 
rejection of meaningfulness, where human existence – indeed, the exist-
ence of anything and everything – is seen as haphazard and contingent. 
But the imagined places of  this fictional universe hint at the need for us 
to re-examine the assumptions that we make about the ontological status 
of  the world we inhabit. They invite us to ref lect on the degree to which 
our connection to the world around us is dependent on the mental con-
ceptualisation of  that world that we devise as we go about our lives. As 
Shaw (1976: 13) suggests:

By confronting our instinctively materialist account of  the world with an equally 
congenital idealist one, which seems to be just as coherent or more so, Borges suggests 
the conclusion that the way we see things is determined not by the things themselves 
but by our mental categories.

Ultimately, the ‘other world’ that is invented in this story is a textual crea-
tion. It exists – it can exist – only in the reader’s mind. The fact that, within 
the terms of  the story, Tlön and Uqbar are discovered to be fictional worlds 
dreamed up by a group of conspiring academics, whose main tactic is to 
insert information about those worlds into published works such as ency-
clopaedias, means that the ontological status of  those worlds is always in 
question. The narrative framing of  the story is suggestive of accounts of 
utopias, as there is a gradual revelation of  the existence of an extraordinary 
world, where things are very dif ferent from the way things are in normal 
life. This ‘utopia’, however, is just about the most extreme version of an 
‘other world’ that it is possible to imagine, precisely because it is literally 
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a ‘nowhere’, that is, its existence is posited, within the narrative itself, as 
being a textual creation, a literary conspiracy. Throughout the story, it is 
accepted that it is a placeless, virtual entity, the reality of which is constantly 
in question and constantly dependent on the reader’s willingness to suspend 
disbelief in spite of  the author’s account, rather than because of it.

The place we explore in this story starts out as an invented country, 
but, once the eleventh volume of  the First Encyclopaedia of  Tlön is discov-
ered, the context – the imaginary world that is the particular ‘utopia’ being 
described here – gets widened out to become a whole planet, the ‘planeta 
desconocido’ [unknown planet] that is Tlön. The narrator explains:

Se conjetura que este brave new world es obra de una sociedad secreta de astrónomos, 
de biólogos, de ingenieros, de metafísicos, de poetas, de químicos, de algebristas, de 
moralistas, de pintores, de geómetros … dirigidos por un oscuro hombre de genio. 
(OC1: 434)

[The conjecture is that this brave new world is the work of a secret society of astronomers, 
biologists, engineers, metaphysicians, poets, chemists, algebraists, moralists, painters, 
geometers, etc., all working under the direction of some obscure man of genius.]

Just before this, the narrator has said that Alfonso Reyes has proposed that 
the group of writers known to him and the narrator should themselves com-
pose the missing volumes of  the encyclopaedia, which they have searched 
for in vain. This is a very clear signal to the reader about the nature of  the 
universe that is being conjured up. It is unequivocally an invented world; 
indeed, we are told that it is an invention to such an extent that it could 
be the brainchild of  the narrator himself and a few of  his friends. By this 
means, a direct connection is made between, on the one hand, the sub-
jectivity of  the narrator and of  his friend Bioy, whom we met as the story 
began, and the ontological status of  Tlön. This emphasis on subjectivity 
prefigures the idealism that characterises the explanation of  the Tlönian 
universe that we encounter in the remainder of  the story.

Thus, although the early part of  the story (Section I and the first two 
paragraphs of  Section II) constitutes an indirect suggestion of  the central-
ity of  the theme of subjectivity in the story, this theme is foregrounded in 
the explanation of  the Tlönians’ conception of  the universe that follows. 
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That explanation is introduced with a pointed comment on the issue of  
the believability of philosophical explanations of  the universe, as we are 
told about David Hume’s contention that George Berkeley’s views were, 
simultaneously, both irrefutable and unconvincing. Although what follows 
this statement is a sentence that contends that this assertion is correct as 
regards the Earth but false in relation to Tlön, it is, in ef fect, a statement 
about the nature of  the exposition being set out in the story as a whole. 
This is because the issue of  believability – the degree to which we can have 
faith in whatever evidence is presented to us about the world around us 
– is precisely the key concern of  the story. More than anything else, the 
crucial philosophical question here is about the relationship between self 
and world, i.e., our place in the universe, and the extent to which we can 
come to grips with that relationship. The issue, in other words, is whether 
we can identify any means by which we can know about the nature of  
the place we inhabit – the universe in which we live – or whether all of 
what we deem to be knowledge about that place is simply a figment of our  
imagination. This idea is at the heart of  the story, since it is around this 
question that the fantasy is concocted. The f light of  fancy that we are 
invited to participate in – Borges’s tale about Tlön – relies for its ef fect on 
the reader’s being sensitised from an early point in the text to such issues 
about the nature of  knowledge and the nature of  the relationship between 
the self and the world.

At its most extreme, when the thought experiment being conducted 
in the story is pushing to the limit the boundaries of our everyday reality, 
Borges subverts some of  the most fundamental assumptions that we make 
about spatiality. A key dimension of  this process is the emphasis placed 
on the question of  language, and the narrator’s description of  this world 
serves to stress the central role that language plays in the lives of individuals, 
especially in terms of  the representation of spatial relations in language. No 
sooner have we been informed that the world under consideration is not 
‘un concurso de objetos en el espacio’ [a collection of objects in space] and 
that it is ‘sucesivo, temporal, no espacial’ (OC1: 435) [successive or tempo-
ral, not spatial ], than our attention is directed to the ‘Ursprache’ of  Tlön, 
the language which is at the root of all the present-day languages spoken 
there. We learn that this language does not have nouns, only impersonal 
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verbs and adverbial af fixes. This signals the intimate link being established 
between reality and language, a link reinforced further in the following 
paragraph, where the narrator describes other languages of  Tlön (those 
of  the northern hemisphere) as being characterised by the existence of  
‘nouns’ that are pure adjectives or combinations of adjectives. The concept 
of  ‘moon’, for instance, may be expressed as ‘aéreo-claro sobre oscuro-redondo’ 
or ‘anaranjado-tenue del cielo’, although such accumulations of adjectives 
do not necessarily correspond to any real object. Rather, we are told that in 
the literature of  this hemisphere there is an abundance of  ‘objetos ideales, 
convocados y disueltos en un momento, según las necesidades poéticas’ 
(OC1: 435) [ideal objects, dreamed up and then made to disappear in the space 
of a moment]. The conjoined concepts that constitute such nouns may be 
simply two or more qualities or sensations of very diverse types, such as a 
visual perception and an auditory one combined (for example, the colour 
of  the rising sun and the distant call of a bird).

There is continual emphasis on the fact that these are not material 
objects; in other words, they do not have any existence in spatial terms. 
We are told that the inhabitants of  this world ‘no conciben que lo espacial 
perdure en el tiempo’ (OC1: 536) [do not think of spatial matter persisting 
in time]. In the words of  Marina Martín (2002: 14) their world is a ‘world 
made of  time, not space’.18 So, what is the nature of  this ‘spaceless universe’? 
Rather than having an existence in extensional terms, everything about the 
description we are given points towards Tlön’s being a textual creation; it 
is, in ef fect, a linguistic invention. This is literally true in the sense that it is 
only in the context of  the Borges story that we can claim that Tlön exists, 
but it is also evident within the story in that the narrator’s account relies 
so heavily on references to language and to literature. The creation of ideal 
objects referred to above is described in the context of a discussion which 
in fact relates to the literature of  Tlön: ‘[e]n la literatura de este hemisferio 
[the northern hemisphere] … abundan los objetos ideales’ (OC1: 435) [In 
the literature of  this hemisphere … there is an abundance of ideal objects]. 
In giving an account of  the fate of  the nine coins that are lost and of  the 
attempt made by one person – dubbed a ‘heretic’ (‘heresiarca’) – to claim 
that the coins that are found subsequently are the same ones as those that 
had been lost, the narrator’s dismissal of  that argument is couched also in 
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terms of  the degree to which the language used by the Tlönists is capa-
ble of expressing such a concept. We are told that ‘El lenguaje de Tlön se 
resistía a formular esa paradoja’ (OC1: 437) [the language of  Tlön resisted 
all attempts to formulate that paradox] and that the mere use of verbs such 
as ‘find’ and ‘lose’ was deemed inadmissible, since this constituted a petitio 
principii, based as it was on the assumption of  the continued existence of  
the coins from one day to the next. Arguing the centrality of  the subjec-
tive individual in this world – ‘Ya sabemos que en Tlön el sujeto del cono-
cimiento es uno y eterno’ (OC1: 439) [We know that in Tlön the subject of 
consciousness is unique and eternal  ] – the narrator goes on to tell us that 
this is the principle that prevails in relation to the authorship of  books. 
The literature of  Tlön is dominated by the idea of a ‘sujeto único’ (OC1: 
439) [single subject], while all books are treated as being the work of  the 
same author; books are not attributed to individuals, and there is no such 
thing as plagiarism.

At every turn, therefore, books and literature are central to the world 
of  Tlön, and the repeated references to its provenance as a literary creation 
emphasise its unreality, its status as an ‘other world’, crucially dependent 
on language. The characteristics of its languages reinforce the idea, set-
ting out a series of ways of apprehending reality that call into question the 
everyday assumptions we make about the relationships between language, 
thought and the world around us. This includes the ways in which human 
beings represent spatiality. It is worth noting that, in the mid-twentieth 
century, i.e., around the time Borges composed the story, one strong cur-
rent of  linguistic thinking was concerned with the important role played 
by language in that matrix of  language–thought–reality, a line of ref lec-
tion that was given impetus by the renewed interest in the characteristics 
of non-Indo-European (especially Amerindian) languages. Indeed, since 
the nineteenth century, anthropologists and linguists had been focusing 
on the acute dif ferences that existed between European languages such as 
English, French and German, and certain endangered indigenous languages, 
such as those of  the Indian peoples of  North America.

It was in this context that anthropologists such as Franz Boas argued 
in favour of valorising the cultural (and linguistic) patterns that were so 
‘foreign’ to European ways of  thinking (Elwert 2001). Boas recognised 
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that the assumption made by Western observers that such patterns were 
an indication of cultural inferiority was mistaken and ref lected bias in the 
interpretation rather than accurate analysis of  the cultures being examined. 
Boas’s student, Edward Sapir, carried this approach further in the context 
of  linguistics, again basing his views on the empirical study of contrasts 
between European and Amerindian languages. Sapir emphasised the central 
role played by language in human behaviour, in terms that sometimes sound 
as if  the text being written could have formed part of  the Encyclopaedia of  
Tlön. Here, for instance, is Sapir discussing the relationship between how 
people live their lives and the language they use; his stress on the direct 
connection between language and the ‘objective world’ chimes well with 
Borges’s similar emphasis in the story we are examining:

Human beings do not live in the objective world alone, nor alone in the world of social 
activity as ordinarily understood, but are very much at the mercy of  the particular 
language which has become the medium of expression for their society … The fact 
of  the matter is that the ‘real world’ is to a large extent unconsciously built up on the 
language habits of  the group. (Sapir & Mandelbaum 1949: 162)

Like Boas, Sapir is a ‘relativist’. He argues that the role of  language is more 
important than is generally assumed, and makes the case for language having 
a crucial inf luence on human thinking. This line of argument was further 
advanced by later linguists, notably Benjamin Whorf, who had also carried 
out research into Amerindian languages, and who went so far as to argue 
the case for ‘linguistic determinism’, suggesting that people’s thoughts are 
determined by the categories that are available to them in the language 
they speak.19 In his accounts of  Tlön, Borges does not explicitly argue that 
the languages spoken in that world cause the speakers of  those languages 
to think in certain ways, but there is no doubting the fact that, within 
the story, language and worldview are deemed to be intimately bound up 
together, in ways that are consonant with the views of  linguistic relativists 
and determinists such as Sapir or Whorf. Certainly, in the Tlönian universe, 
there is no suggestion that there exists a ‘real world’ which is then somehow 
captured and expressed in language, since everything in the story works 
to negate the notion of  ‘real world’, to undermine any sense of a material 
reality which can serve as the basis for thought and language. Rather, the 
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three phenomena of world, thought and language are seen as interacting 
with each other, and, if anything, the most passive of  those phenomena 
is the first. Thus, it is through such detailed discussions of  language as are 
of fered in this story that we are taken to the outer limits of what can be 
conceptualised by us, and the linguistic descriptions that we read convey the 
oddness of  the phenomena we are being asked to conjure up. It is precisely 
this that Sapir was getting at in the essay from which we quoted earlier, a 
point that he makes explicit as follows:

Languages dif fer widely in the nature of  their vocabularies. Distinctions which 
seem inevitable to us may be utterly ignored in languages which ref lect an entirely 
dif ferent type of culture, while these in turn insist on distinctions which are all but 
unintelligible to us. (Sapir & Mandelbaum 1949: 27)

Whether Borges read Sapir or not is dif ficult to say, although, at the very 
least, he is likely to have been aware of  the concept of  linguistic relativ-
ity, given his obvious awareness of  the notion of relativity in the scientific 
context and of emerging ideas in the field of quantum mechanics, etc. 
And, while Borges took no particular interest in Amerindian languages, 
his attempts in this story to convey how radically dif ferent ways of  think-
ing are linked to fundamental linguistic dif ferences are certainly in line 
with the approach adopted by relativists, and surely help to argue the case 
for the centrality of  language to the human experience and, especially, to 
human thought. Indeed, we could argue that what Borges does in this 
story is take the notion of  linguistic relativity to its extreme, allowing lan-
guage not only to drive thought but also to generate whatever constitutes 
Tlönian reality. The ‘objetos ideales’ [ideal objects] and ‘objetos poéticos’ 
[poetic objects] of  Tlön are, in fact, ‘language objects’, verbal phenomena 
that consist purely and simply of juxtaposed perceptions and conjoined 
words. It is not just that language shapes the way we think about reality; 
language is reality. Even Whorf, a defender of a much stronger version 
of  linguistic relativity than Sapir, seems restrained in his claims by com-
parison, although the similarity between some of  his assertions and the 
language used by Borges is striking. The following is one classic summary 
of  his position:
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The categories and types that we isolate from the world of phenomena we do not 
find there because they stare every observer in the face; on the contrary, the world 
is presented in a kaleidoscopic f lux of impressions which has to be organized by our 
minds – and this means largely by the linguistic systems in our minds. We cut nature 
up, organize it into concepts, and ascribe significances as we do, largely because we 
are parties to an agreement to organize it in this way – an agreement that holds 
throughout our speech community and is codified in the patterns of our language. 
(Whorf 2000: 213)

Note how Whorf downgrades the status of  the everyday common-sense 
world we are familiar with, and calls into question our understanding of  
the world of phenomena that surrounds us, emphasising the idea that 
language is the key to how we get a grasp on the world we live in. With its 
emphasis on the role of  human perception and on the importance of  the 
human subject’s actively processing the world of phenomena by classify-
ing and categorising those phenomena, this approach to human language 
is clearly one that draws on the tradition of idealist thinking associated 
with Berkeley, Hume and British empiricism, the acknowledged sources 
of  Borges’s ideas. Thus, even though Whorf, for example, was writing after 
Borges composed his fictions, and could therefore not have been a direct 
inf luence on the Argentine writer, there is much in his writings that reso-
nates with the kind of description we read in Borges’s story about Tlön. 
Whorf ’s account of  the conception of  time among the Hopi people of  
North America, for example, includes statements such as the following:

To the Hopi there is no temporal future; there is nothing in the subjective state cor-
responding to the sequences and successions conjoined with distances and changing 
physical configurations that we find in the objective state … The Hopi conceive time 
and motion in the objective realm in a purely operational sense – a matter of  the 
complexity and magnitude of operations connecting events – so that the element 
of  time is not separated from whatever element of space enters into the operations. 
(Whorf 2000: 62–3)

While this is not quite an account of  Tlönian thinking, we can see how it 
resembles the terms and concepts deployed by Borges in his story, raising 
questions as it does about radically dif ferent ways of grasping ‘the objective 
realm’ and implying that the conventional division of our existence into a 
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spatial and a temporal dimension is capable of  being subverted. Indeed, the 
Hopi’s lack of a concept of  ‘temporal future’ chimes well with the notion 
in Tlön (in turn borrowed from Bertrand Russell) that it is possible that 
the universe exists only in the present, or that we came into existence just 
a few minutes ago, equipped with memories of a ‘past’ that is unreal. In 
our story, this belief is attributed to one of  the schools of  thought in Tlön, 
a group that ‘razona que el presente es indefinido, que el futuro no tiene 
realidad sino como esperanza presente, que el pasado no tiene realidad sino 
recuerdo presente’ (OC1: 436–7) [reasons that the present is undefined, the 
future has no reality other than as a present hope, and that the past has no 
reality other than as present memory].20

The descriptions of  Tlön of fered to us are supremely ambivalent in 
nature, and their ambivalence adds to the depth achieved in the story 
rather than taking away from it. We referred earlier, for instance, to the 
account of  the nine copper coins, lost on Tuesday, that turn up in the fol-
lowing days – four on Thursday and five on Friday. The inhabitants of  Tlön 
naturally reject the idea that the coins found on Thursday and Friday are 
somehow ‘the same coins’ as those lost on Tuesday, since that would sug-
gest the continuing reality of  the material entities that are the coins. The 
delight of  the passage comes surely from the suggestiveness of  the various 
arguments used to demolish this materialist heresy. These include the state-
ment that using verbs such as ‘lose’ and ‘find’ constitutes a verbal fallacy 
because they assume the continued existence of  the coins, which is the 
point at issue. In line with earlier discussions of  the languages of  Tlön, we 
also get the assertion that nouns such as ‘man’, ‘coin’, ‘Thursday’, etc. only 
have metaphorical value anyway, given that, in the world of  Tlön, entities 
do not exist. Further to this, the notion contained in the expression ‘algo 
herrumbradas por la lluvia del miércoles’ (OC1: 437) [somewhat rusted by 
Wednesday’s rain] is called into question, since it too assumes a continuity 
that is part of  the problem. Following this line, the narrative reaches more 
abstract proportions when we are told that the Tlönians claimed that we 
need to distinguish between ‘equality’, on the one hand, and ‘identity’ on 
the other: since perception is all there is, just looking like and seeming to 
be the same thing does not necessarily entail being the same thing. After 
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all, if nine men feel an acute pain on nine successive nights, they would 
not be said to be experiencing the same pain.

These deliciously absurd arguments of fer us, in ef fect, a set of appar-
ent contradictions that do not impede but assist in the aim of subvert-
ing our notions of common sense, not because they are convincing but, 
surely, because of  their comic value, and because the comic ef fect is due 
to the way in which they resemble arguments made within the context of 
philosophical discussions. They achieve the ef fect of conjuring up a world 
within which our everyday notions about spatiality are subverted to the 
point where we get a sense of what a ‘spaceless’ world might be like. Indeed, 
what we end up with is an impression of a world that is characterised as 
lacking any sense of continuous ‘reality’ at all. As Merrell (1991: 26) puts 
it, ‘lacking spatial characteristics, “reality” therefore does not tolerate the 
self-identity of an object from one moment to the next. In Tlön there is 
only a myriad of successive dif ferences, a self-identical single “Reality” 
being inconceivable.’

A large part of  the success of  the story hinges on the centrality of  the 
issue of  language, not on the strictness of  the metaphysical speculation 
contained within it. It is literally the case that language is central here, 
firstly in the sense that what we have before us is a story, communicated 
to us through the medium of words. Language is also of direct relevance 
in two other ways, however; on the one hand, the story hinges on the 
conspiracy to invent a book and on the other, there is an emphasis, in the 
descriptions of  the Tlönian world, on the characteristics of  the languages 
spoken in it, which we have alluded to above. This is in line with Borges’s 
own account of  his approach to literature, which he summarised when he 
described himself in the following terms:

No soy filósofo ni metafísico; lo que he hecho es explotar, o explorar – es una palabra 
más noble –, las posibilidades literarias de la filosofía. Creo que eso es lícito. (quoted 
in Vázquez 1977: 106–7)

[I am neither a philosopher nor a metaphysician. All I have done is exploit, or explore 
(the latter is a nobler-sounding word) the literary possibilities of philosophy. I think 
that is reasonable behaviour.]
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Borges’s stories are characterised by irony and ambiguity. They are comfort-
able with the comic, and display a rich depth of ambivalence that suggests 
an imaginary, poetic exploration of  the fringes and limits of philosophi-
cal and scientific ideas. This is no less true of  this story than of any other, 
and it is worth noting his own account of what the story is like and of  
his experience of writing it. For instance, in one interview he assured his 
audience that he ‘never stopped laughing from beginning to end’ while 
writing ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’, and that the story was ‘all one huge 
metaphysical joke’ (Kearney 2006: 346). In the same discussion, he was at 
pains to stress the idea that there should not be a strict division between 
reason and the imagination, regretting the Western tendency to place these 
activities in opposition to each other. He praises Berkeley for knowing 
that ‘metaphysics is no less a product of  the creative mind than is poetry’ 
and Plato for knowing that ‘philosophical logic and poetic mythologizing 
were inseparably linked, complementary partners’ (342). Surely it is in this 
spirit that we should read ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’, savouring rather 
than lamenting its paradoxical take on ‘reality’.

The obvious jouissance in this story is linked in a fundamental way 
to the idea of  linguistic creativity, the invention of an imaginary ‘other 
world’ that does not obey the kinds of rules that spatial entities obey in 
our everyday world. Sarlo (2006: 69), commenting on this, suggests that 
it is motivated by Borges’s search for an antidote to the chaos of  histori-
cal reality:

Languages of  the type found in Tlön do not mirror the world itself  but rather an 
idea of  the world. They work on a philosophical and not a social or empirical basis. 
The languages of  Tlön have a transparent relationship to the ideal concept of real-
ity: they can never suf fer from the disorder of experience. On the contrary, they 
shape experience.

Although she correctly guards against over-interpreting Borges’s motives, 
Sarlo suggests that the act of inventing such languages is in line with the 
ef forts made by other inventors of artificial languages, an area Borges 
took a strong interest in. She concludes her discussion by arguing that this 
Borgesian invention in ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’, appearing as it does 
in the context of an Argentina where the Spanish criollo population was 
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being largely replaced by immigrants from Southern and Central Europe, 
may be ‘another strategy for establishing order for a society whose old 
orders were vanishing’ (70).

Sarlo acknowledges that Borges himself would have disagreed with this 
ideological reading of  the story, and she does not push the argument to the 
point of suggesting that this was a central preoccupation of  the author’s. But, 
given what we have seen of  his preoccupations about Argentine national 
culture, and bearing in mind some other aspects of  his writing, including 
his conceptualisation of  Buenos Aires as a city, in Sarlo’s words, ‘untouched 
by migration and demographic complexity’ (70), it seems reasonable to 
suggest that the fantastical languages of  Tlön may indeed symbolise a kind 
of escape from an unsavoury reality. The point to be noted here, however, 
is that the escape that is sought relates to an aspect of cultural geography, 
and is centred on a place – Argentina, and especially Buenos Aires – whose 
complexity and ‘impurity’ may themselves symbolise the complexity and 
impurity of  the world in general. Sarlo is surely correct to set the process 
of  linguistic invention that occurs in ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’ against 
the gritty reality of material entities: the only escape from spatiality is the 
one that enables us to be transported, through language, into an ‘incon-
ceivable’, that is an unimaginable, world,21 a world that allows the temporal 
parameter to exist, but not the spatial one.

As we have seen, the arguments adduced by the Tlönians against the 
reality of material entities, while they may be dif ficult to refute, are, like 
Berkeley’s own views, quite unconvincing. The disquisition on this imagi-
nary world that constitutes the story we are examining persistently argues 
for an exclusively ‘idealist’ universe, while constantly reminding us of  the 
impossibility of such a place. It is that very duality – the tension between 
the overt arguments and the fundamental facts of our world – that enli-
vens the text and transforms it from a philosophical essay into a delightful 
dystopian tale. As the story reaches its conclusion, those tensions between 
what is imagined and the reality of spatial entities are explored for their 
fictional value through the invention of  the ‘ideal objects’ that are poems, 
and the ‘thought objects’ that are the ‘hrönir’ and the ‘ur’. In the end, we 
are treated to the prospect of  the contamination of our everyday world by 
the impossible imaginary entities to be found in the literary creations that 



196 Chapter 6

are Uqbar and Tlön. This brings us to the final unresolvable paradox that 
the invented universe presents us with, inviting us to create, in our own 
imaginations, the phenomenon of imaginary objects that will eventually 
become the spatial entities that will surround us, taking over our familiar 
world and tantalising us with a vision of an orderly – but mental, and lin-
guistic – reality. From this reality, the only escape the narrator of fers us is 
the creation of a secondary linguistic/literary object, that is, the translation 
that he himself is writing of  Browne’s ‘Urn Burial’.



Epilogue

Space is the breath of art.
       — Frank Lloyd Wright1

While space is obviously the ‘breath of art’ in architecture, we may conclude 
from the foregoing chapters that it also breathes life into literary products, 
and in particular, into narrative works. Literature creates meaningful spaces, 
realms of  the imagination within which human stories unfold, so that 
sequences of events, developments of plot and idea, and life’s vicissitudes 
are traced not only by temporal means but also spatially. Ultimately, this 
bespeaks a relation with ‘reality’ that is inescapable. There is a convention-
ally-accepted view of  Borges as a highly-literate pedant, absorbed in abstract 
thought, oblivious of  the world around him and unconcerned with the 
practicalities of  living. This caricature, encouraged by much of what Borges 
wrote about himself, contains a germ of  truth. Borges’s background and 
upbringing meant that he had little need to bother about how to provide a 
living for himself, and he lived at one remove from practical domestic issues; 
Wilson (2006: 112), for instance, observes that Borges ‘never went shop-
ping or did the laundry or cooked’. The fact that Borges’s most significant 
writings include so many stories centring on philosophical speculations 
also reinforces this image of  the writer, and ensures that he is frequently 
viewed as being out of  touch with reality. One of  the aims of  the preceding 
chapters has been to demonstrate how, contrary to that prevailing view of  
Borges, our author manages to write material that comments, adroitly and 
insightfully, on the actual experience of  human reality.

Even in the most fantastical of  his stories, the real world intrudes, 
and we are constantly reminded of  the connections between the fanta-
sies he conjures up and our lived experience of  the everyday world. The 
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explorations of  the theme of power that are figured in various ways in such 
stories as ‘Las ruinas circulares’ or ‘Tema del traidor y del héroe’ of fer a 
comment on real human longings – whether the desire to mould a new 
creation or the conspiratorial wish to ef fect political change – and they 
do so spatially. No less real are the concerns of  the dystopian stories we 
have examined such as ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’ or ‘La biblioteca de 
Babel’, stories that conjure up fantastical worlds in which, again, human 
longings for meaning predominate and in which that meaning is seen as 
a conjunction of  the verbal and the spatial, so that the search for a book 
that holds the meaning to all books or the description of a language that 
eschews references to material objects can obliquely address central human 
concerns relating to our own search for meaning in a world characterised 
by confusion and doubt. The world we inhabit can be figured as the entire 
universe, where all realities are juxtaposed, as in ‘El Aleph’, or obsessively 
examined for the contextual meanings those realities of fer us, as in Borges’s 
own explorations of identity in the context of  Buenos Aires or the South, 
in stories such as ‘El muerto’ or ‘El sur’.

In the discussion of  these and other works throughout the course of  
this book, we have seen something of  the many ramifications that the sto-
ries’ meanings can have, and the diverse significances of  the spatial theme in 
them. There have been two underlying axes that the discussion has moved 
along: the axis that goes from the abstract to the concrete and that which 
links the individual to the collective. The former underpins much of what 
Borges’s work suggests in terms of  the connection between the abstractions 
humans are capable of and the concrete, animal, immediate instances in 
which we live – and, indeed, of  the rupturing of  that link. The latter is an 
axis that goes from the individual to the group, from the singular to the col-
lective. Thus, much of what is significant about human spatiality relates to 
the sense we have that we as individual human beings find our meanings in 
terms of  the web of connections that link us to other people, or indeed, in 
terms of  the ways we dif fer from other people and stand out as dif ferent in 
order to be true to our selves. These two axes (abstract–concrete; individual–
collective) in turn suggest a four-part framework that may assist us to ref lect 
on the various dimensions of spatiality that are of relevance to the works 
of  Borges we are examining here, but also, perhaps, to literary expression 
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generally, since they af ford ways of articulating the varied concerns that 
arise when the theme of space is addressed in this context.2

In what follows, we examine these four zones and propose a set of  
tenets relating to spatiality in literary texts, adducing examples from Borges’s 
work. Some of  these texts have been discussed in earlier chapters of  this 
book, and the rest are other Borges stories that have not been examined 
earlier, but are included in one or other of  the two classic collections, 
Ficciones and El Aleph.

Theorising Spatiality in Borges and Beyond

The two axes referred to above yield four zones that combine the notions 
at the limits of  those axes, when the axes intersect as follows:

Figure 2: Two intersecting axes: Abstract–Concrete and Individual–Collective.

Thus, the four zones that are of interest are associated with the follow-
ing combinations: Abstract–Individual, Abstract–Collective, Concrete–
Individual and Concrete–Collective, as follows:

Abstract

Individual Collective

Concrete
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Figure 3: Four zones resulting from the two intersecting axes.

From such a four-part schema, we can derive a set of  four tenets, one linked 
to each zone, relating to how space functions in literature, and revolving 
around four central concepts that human spatiality connects with and 
comments on, as we have seen in the course of  the discussion we have 
undertaken here. These tenets are as follows.

1. The Abstract–
Individual zone 

Ref lection, philosophi-
cal thought

2. The Abstract–
Collective zone 

Language; the plastic-
ity of  the imagined 
world and the plasticity 
of  the writing itself

3. The Concrete–
Individual zone 

Psychology; links from 
the self  to the outside 
world; a sense of per-
sonal identity

4. The Concrete–
Collective zone 

Socio-political dimen-
sions; social relevance; 
issues of power

Abstract

CollectiveIndividual

Concrete
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Tenet No. 1 (in the Abstract–Individual zone):
Human existence, including human existence as it is embodied in a literary 
work, is as much a spatial reality as it is a temporal one.

Figure 4: The Abstract–Individual zone and its relationship to literary spatiality.

In the first zone, the notions of abstraction and individuality predomi-
nate. This zone is associated with ref lection, philosophical thought and a 
focus on the place a person occupies in the universe. Here we may appreci-
ate the role played by the Cartesian thinking subject and the Berkeleyan 
perceiver of  the world, always with an emphasis on the individual’s own 
existence, rather than in terms of  how that individual relates to the world 
around them. Despite the focus on ‘self ’ that this implies, however, when 
we take on board the Heideggerian insights about the essentially ‘situated’ 
nature of  human existence, we recognise the necessary dominance of  the 
parameters of  time and space, the two fundamental ‘dimensions’ that con-
stitute our existence, and conclude that the latter parameter is at least as 
relevant as the former. If  this is the case for life in general, however, it is also 

1. The Abstract–
Individual zone

Ref lection, philosophical 
thought; the location in 
time & space that a person 
occupies in the universe

Abstract

CollectiveIndividual

Concrete
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the case in relation to literary expression in general. In other words, while, 
in art as in life, we can either highlight or downplay the everyday signifi-
cance of  Dasein, there is no absolute escape from it, and insights relating 
to the temporal and spatial nature of our existence will accompany us in 
the reading of a literary text as they will in the living out of our lives.

Borges not only of fers insights into this basic fact about human exist-
ence but also highlights the essential role it plays in the constitution of a 
literary text. Even texts that appear to be centrally concerned with time 
comment obliquely or directly on the importance of  the spatial. This is 
the case of  ‘El inmortal’, for instance, with its dominant spatial motif of  
the City, that special place where the immortals have gathered to live, and 
which they then abandon: its crazy architecture embodies in material form 
the crucial fact about limitless time, i.e., that it undermines the very notion 
of making an ef fort at completion or coherence. As we saw in Chapter 2, 
the narrator – who is probably the series of characters Cartaphilus–Rufus–
Homer–Argos – not only persists in time but is also, of course, located in 
dif ferent places, and the account that is given of  his life makes it clear that 
those places contribute to whatever process of meaning is operating within 
the story. The deliberate f luidity and ambiguity of  the identities alluded to 
there contribute to the argument made in the story about the contingency 
of identity, and is part of  the means by which the idea of  the identifica-
tion of one person with all people can be conveyed. When Cartaphilus 
dies while sailing back to Smyrna, and is buried on the island of  Ios, the 
placenames evoke the biography of  Homer, and, along with the reprise of  
the Homeric references in Part V of  the story, they serve to further sug-
gest that, in a literary text such as this one, we can make an identification 
between individuals who are distant in time, if  the ramifications of spatial 
coincidence are fully explored. And, just as, given enough time, everyone 
must become everyone else, so every possible location must be explored 
and every meaningful place located. Thus, the stream that returns our 
narrator to a state of mortality is inevitably going to be located by him, so 
that it is the very conjunction of  the temporal and the spatial – the end-
less time available leading to the inevitable encounter with the water of 
mortality – that brings about his death, the death that is a necessary part 
of  being fully human.
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Other Borges stories also present us with ways of representing the con-
junction of  time and space. We saw, in Chapter 1, how in ‘El Aleph’ there 
are frequent references to the spatial parameters of  the action, and how 
the complexities of spatial location are a key part of  the conundrum that 
is the ‘object’ encountered by the character Borges in the cellar in Garay 
Street. The essentially spatial character of  that conundrum comes across 
towards the end of  the litany of objects seen by our narrator: ‘Vi en el 
Aleph la tierra, y en la tierra otra vez el Aleph y en el Aleph la tierra’ (OC1: 
625) [I saw the earth in the Aleph, and in the earth I again saw the Aleph 
and in the Aleph the earth]. The precise nature of  the instructions given by 
Daneri when Borges is going down to view it emphasises how the Aleph is 
as much a spatial location as a material entity, in the terms of  the story, while 
the chronotopic integration of  the temporal and spatial is signalled at the 
end of  the story, with the narrator’s wistful comments on the ‘porosity’ of  
human memory and his own uncertainty not only about the veracity of  
the Aleph but about the painful loss of all traces of  Beatriz:

¿Existe ese Aleph en lo íntimo de una piedra? ¿Lo he visto cuando vi todas las cosas 
y lo he olvidado? Nuestra mente es porosa para el olvido; yo mismo estoy falseando 
y perdiendo, bajo la trágica erosión de los años, los rasgos de Beatriz. (OC1: 627)

[Does that Aleph exist in the heart of a stone? Have I seen it when I saw all things and 
have I forgotten it? Our mind is porous and prone to forget; I myself am distorting and 
even losing, with the tragic erosion of  the years, the features of  Beatriz.]

In a similar vein, the materiality of  the unforgettable object that is the 
‘Zahir’ in the story of  that name (‘El Zahir’) is a reminder of  how human 
experience is spatially constrained, just as the narrative also emphasises the 
temporal dimension of  that experience by stressing both the wasting ef fect 
of  the years and the persistence of  the memory of  the coin. Meanwhile, in 
a story such as ‘Funes el memorioso’ [‘Funes and his Incredible Memory’], 
the materiality of  the spatial is probed once more, again through an explora-
tion of  the nature of memory, when we are told how Funes could remember 
each and every one of  the slight variations in the shape of  the clouds on 
any given day in his past. This catastrophically comprehensive ability to 
remember robs the protagonist of  the capacity to think, to abstract. As it 
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does, it raises in the reader’s mind the issue of  the link between time and 
space by asking if what Funes remembers constitutes ‘an unbroken sequence 
of indiscernible dif ferences’ (Butler 2009: 84). In other words, can those 
memories really be a gradual and continuous shift in the forms of nature, 
or must they be simply a succession of states of matter, each dif ferent from 
the next, but similar enough to be identified the one with the other: in the 
terms used by Floyd Merrell (1991: 80), ‘static slices, a series rather than 
a continuum’? Whatever conclusion we may reach on that question, the 
fact is that what the story points up is the intimate connection between 
the (spatial) nature of states of matter and the (temporal) nature of  the 
changes that take place.

Tenet No. 2 (in the Abstract–Collective zone):
Spatial entities, locations and movement are essential conceptual components 
of  human language; hence, they are also essential components of a literary 
creation.

2. The Abstract– 
Collective zone

Language; the plasticity of  
the imagined world and the 
plasticity of  the writing itself; 
words conveying notions of 
entity, location & movement

Abstract

CollectiveIndividual

Concrete

Figure 5: The Abstract–Collective zone and its relationship to literary spatiality.
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Since language is fundamental to literary creation, the spatiality 
that operates in language is also operative at all times in literature, con-
juring entities into existence, referring to or describing spatial locations 
and their significances, and depicting movements, whether these be the 
narrated movements of specific characters in a story or the shifting sce-
narios of  the actions of dif ferent individuals. The outcome of  this is an 
invented literary space, an imagined world that the reader can inhabit 
in the company of an author/narrator, within which we can observe 
and savour places and record and appreciate movements. These spatial 
dimensions are linguistic creations, so that the ebb and f low of spatiality 
in the work and the cadence and rhythm of  the language in which it is 
written work together to fix the reader’s attention both on the universe 
of  the story and the words and texture of  the prose in which the story 
is written. In this zone, we appreciate both the plasticity of  the imagined 
world and the plasticity of  the writing itself, and, at least in those cases 
where the story succeeds in its aims, the reader is moved by what he or 
she reads, not just tracking locations and dislocations described within 
the work of  fiction but also following the curve of  the narrative. Here, 
aesthetic qualities prevail, and spatiality contributes to, and resonates with, 
the linguistic inventiveness of  the author and the very sensual qualities 
of  the literary artefact.

Hence, we can appreciate such symmetries of spatial and linguistic form 
as the references to locations in a story like ‘Abenjacán el Bojarí, muerto 
en su laberinto’, noting how the action opens on the wide perspective of  
the sea of f  the southern English coast and how the narrative harks back 
to exotic African locations, evoking qualities of  familiarity and strange-
ness that correspond to the strange yet familiar notion of  the labyrinth 
constructed in a small locality in Cornwall called Pentreath. References 
to language abound in Borges, and occur even in a story such as this one; 
we are informed that Dunraven’s sentences, as he told the story of  Ibn-
Ḥakam, ‘querían ser elocuentes’ (OC1: 603) [strove for eloquence]. Unwin 
ref lects that his manner of narrating the story is somewhat artificial, prob-
ably by dint of its having been repeated any number of  times, and thus 
we can associate that perception of  Unwin’s with the contrived nature of  
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the story itself and with the anomalous construction of a labyrinth in the 
English countryside.

Self-conscious reference to literary creation, as well as references to 
the association between the act of  literary invention and human spatiality, 
feature also in other Borges stories. One such, discussed in Chapter 6, is 
‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’, where we get elaborate accounts of  the lan-
guages used in the invented world described in an imaginary encyclopaedia. 
We referred already to the way that Borges himself  thought of  this story in 
comic terms. The consequent ludic quality of  the story yields a narrative 
that not only conjures up impossible spatial entities, such as the hrönir 
and ur, but also highlights the intimate link between place and language, 
pitching the reader headlong into a fantasy where impossible utterances 
issue forth in a context of inconceivable locations. Perception is mediated 
here by language; the boundaries of what is sayable are explored through 
a conjunction of word and world, stretching the reader’s imagination and 
hinting at the inef fable.

Once again, the above also suggests the idea that location is associated 
with the notion of access to special human (and, optionally, supernatural) 
meanings. Similar ideas occur in a story such as ‘La lotería en Babilonia’ 
[‘The Lottery in Babylon’], where specific locations are believed to allow 
access to the all-knowing, all-controlling, God-like, organisation known 
as the ‘Company’, but also in one such as ‘Examen de la obra de Herbert 
Quain’ [‘A Survey of  the Works of  Herbert Quain’], where the labyrin-
thine complexity of  Quain’s literary production – illustrated, in the case 
of  the imaginary book called April March, on the page for the reader in 
a pair of spatial arrays – is linked to its revelatory power. This is the case 
even here where the apparent topic of  the story is an imaginary Irish 
author’s books, but where the presentation of  that topic suggests that 
the ultimate aim is to explore how human beings aspire to divine secret 
meanings. Hence, other works that this Borges-like figure has composed 
bear titles such as The God of  the Labyrinth and The Secret Mirror, and 
the litany of  Quain’s accomplishments includes the banal achievement of  
‘shock’, since ‘el hecho estético no puede prescindir de algún elemento de 
asombro’ (OC1: 461) [aesthetic artefacts must have at least some element of 
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shock value]. Such astonishment implies the discovery of new meanings, 
and our narrator emphasises how readers of  The God of  the Labyrinth 
only encounter those new meanings, having traversed the pages of  the 
book up to the point where an initial solution to the detective mystery is 
revealed, when they are led by the author to retrace their steps and review 
those pages again.

In another classic story, ‘Pierre Menard, autor del Quijote’, we find 
ourselves again at the intersection of  language and the spatial and temporal 
reality of a literary product whose meanings are the focus of attention. 
In it, the spatial reality of  the works composed by Menard is signalled 
from the start by the narrator’s reference in the opening sentence to the 
‘obra visible que ha dejado este novelista’ (OC1: 444) [visible work that 
this novelist has left us], while the challenging notion that Menard would 
create a work that already existed is given physical form in the shape of  the 
two fragments of  the Quijote text that are cited in it. Both of  these appear 
on the page before us as physical realities, emphasising their essentially 
spatial nature even as the varied meanings of  the same text are discussed 
in the lines that precede and follow them. The narrator praises the rich 
ambiguity of  Menard’s version, thereby highlighting how a single spatial 
entity may be interpreted in dif ferent ways that vary according to the 
historical period in which it appears. The linguistic nature of  that entity 
is thereby linked to the temporal and spatial parameters in which it is 
set, in order to suggest how overt shapes and forms may conceal a myriad 
of interpretative possibilities. Furthermore, Menard’s originality is said 
to include his adventurous approach to style, thus adding an aesthetic 
dimension to the appreciation of  the literary product in question and 
linking time (since history is the theme of  the extract itself ), spatiality 
and verbal meanings.



208 Epilogue

Tenet No. 3 (in the Concrete–Individual zone):
Space provides context; context, meaning.

3. The Concrete–
Individual zone

Links from the self  to the 
outside world; a sense of 
personal identity: Saying 
‘I am where I am’

Abstract

CollectiveIndividual

Concrete

Figure 6: The Concrete–Individual zone and its relationship to literary spatiality.

In the quadrant resulting from the intersection of  the concrete and 
individual ends of our two axes, we focus on the ways in which we as 
individuals relate psychologically to the concrete aspects of our existence, 
meaning those ways in which our take on life depends upon the links we 
make to the outside world and to those communities we form part of. In 
this zone, we are cognisant of  the reality that ‘no man (or woman) is an 
island’, we hark to the world beyond the self, to identify links with our 
geographical surroundings and relationships with others that anchor us 
and supply concepts of identity that help define ourselves. The focus is on 
the individual, but we are attempting to evaluate the degree to which that 
individual’s sense of self is bound up with the markers of identity that sur-
round him or her. The spatiality of  this zone resides in the myriad contex-
tual features through which the individual articulates a sense of personal 
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identity, and it is here that notions of  ‘finding oneself ’ prevail, so that the 
spatial circumstances in which a story’s characters or a poem’s speaking 
subject are to be found are not merely incidental to the theme of  the piece. 
Rather, these are part of  the fabric of  the story or poem, impinging on its 
meanings and layering its thematic content with contextual features that 
enter into a dynamic with that narrator or speaker and articulate diverse 
aspects of  those individuals’ identities.

We saw some of  this exemplified in the Borges poems from the 1920s 
that we discussed in Chapter 2. Much of  the emphasis in those poems is 
on exploring the relationship between the individual and his physical 
surroundings, and that exploration encompasses, often obliquely, the 
vulnerability of  the individual and his need for the reassurance that his 
spatial surroundings can of fer him. As the poems we looked at demon-
strate, there is an ongoing tension between the individual’s awareness 
of  the cosmic spatial setting in which we humans move about and the 
specific circumstances of places as locations that surround us on an eve-
ryday basis. Suspended between the abstraction of  the former and the 
concrete reality of  the latter, much of  the poetry seeks to tap into the 
local significances supplied by the immediate surroundings. At its most 
extreme, this yearning for the reassurance of  local meanings led Borges 
in that early period to the much-discussed excesses of  language that he 
himself  later lamented, i.e., the rather over-blown use of  Argentinisms, 
etc., that sought to anchor his thought in the language of  his Buenos 
Aires locale. But, as noted earlier, even the poems that Borges was happy 
with and continued to include in anthologies, and the versions of poems 
that had been purged of  those excesses, display thematically the concern 
with local meanings that such use of  language itself ref lected. The ways in 
which his local place contributed to his sense of identity was a perennial 
theme in Borges’s work, and the author interrogated that link between 
self and place in a variety of ways throughout his career.

We have also seen how, in stories such as ‘El Sur’, ‘El fin’ and ‘El muerto’, 
the Argentine and Buenos Aires contexts can function as a central theme, 
contributing to the working out of individual destinies, and operating, 
not as backdrop, but as the embodiment of characters’ anxieties about 
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identity. Borges often highlights that intimate link between who a charac-
ter is and where he (or, rarely, she) is, referring explicitly to the impact of 
place. When Dahlmann, in ‘El Sur’, is travelling to the country on a train, 
he ref lects ‘Mañana me despertaré en la estancia’ (OC1: 526) [Tomorrow I 
will wake up at my estate]. His destination and his present journey cause a 
duplication of identity, the sudden intrusion of  the idea of an ‘other’ that 
opens up possibilities for fulfilment that are new to him and somehow 
‘otherworldly’:

… era como si a un tiempo fuera dos hombres: el que avanzaba por el día otoñal y por 
la geografía de la patria, y el otro, encarcelado en un sanatorio y sujeto a metódicas 
servidumbres. Vio casas de ladrillo sin revocar, esquinadas y largas, infinitamente 
mirando pasar los trenes; vio jinetes en los terrosos caminos; vio zanjas y lagunas y 
hacienda; vio largas nubes luminosas que parecían de mármol, y todas estas cosas 
eran casuales, como sueños de la llanura. (OC1: 526)

[It was as if  he were two men at the same time: the one who was advancing through the 
autumn day and through the geography of  his native land, and the other, imprisoned 
in a sanatorium and subjected to regular treatments. He saw long, angular brick houses 
with unplastered walls, infinitely looking on at the passing trains; he saw horsemen on 
the dusty trails; he saw irrigation channels and ponds and ranchland; he saw long, 
shining clouds that looked like marble, and all of  these things appeared casually before 
him, like dreams emanating from the plain.]

The adjustment that Dahlmann is having to make here as the train proceeds 
through the countryside is figured partly in terms of  the urban dweller who 
must get to grips with rural realities that are unfamiliar to him and partly 
as an eerily suggestive image of an alternative identity of uncertain origin 
and af filiation. The clouds like marble and houses that gaze ‘infinitely’ at 
the passing train evoke notions of another, more permanent, world that 
operates in a dif ferent dimension from the normal world of everyday time 
and space. Whatever its identity, though, it is an environment that has the 
capacity to transform things and people; in his dreams, we are told, the train 
itself is transformed: ‘la llanura y las horas lo habían atravesado y transfig-
urado’ (OC1: 526) [the plain and the hours had penetrated and transfigured 
him]. All these references serve to emphasise the fact that temporal and 
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spatial parameters work on us and on the entities around us, transforming 
what and how they mean.

This is reminiscent of  Foucault’s emphasis on the network of relation-
ships that constitutes the spatial for human beings. It is worth recalling his 
summary of  the idea, quoted in the Introduction:

[W]e do not live in a kind of void, inside of which we could place individuals and 
things. We do not live inside a void that could be colored by diverse shades of  light, we 
live inside a set of relations that delineates sites which are irreducible to one another 
and absolutely not superimposable on one another. (Foucault 1986: 23)

The relations we live within are both spatial and temporal, so that, as much 
as the historical context elucidates our attempts at articulating meanings, 
so the geographical settings we move around in will provide clues as to 
what we wish to express and how our meanings are created. In a literary 
work, such meanings can encompass issues of identity, including national 
identity, allegiances and af filiations to cities, towns, rural contexts, etc., 
and, within cities, to particular areas and neighbourhoods. Characters’ 
movements from one context to another often signify shifts in identity, 
exiles, dislocations and transgressions of  boundaries that raise the degree 
of  tension in a narrative or imply threat and danger. Thus, Dahlmann’s 
being ‘out of place’ in the South and Otálora’s dislocation from the humble 
outskirts of  Buenos Aires to the plains of northern Argentina both carry 
with them an apparent promise of advancement that proves unfounded 
and culminates in death.

In this respect, it is interesting to ref lect on how such a process oper-
ates in a story like ‘Emma Zunz’, a story that relies for its ef fect on char-
acters’ movements and the way these are traced by the reader as the story 
unfolds. The protagonist’s trajectory begins in the boarding house where 
she now lives and where she receives a letter informing her of  her father’s 
death, and ends at the of fice of  Aarón Loewenthal, the factory boss who 
was responsible for disgracing her father and, ultimately, for his death. The 
journey she makes in the interval between those two moments takes her 
through a number of dif ferent zones of  the city – like ‘La muerte y la brújula’, 
Buenos Aires is referenced here but not named – in each of which we get a 
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sense of a dif ferent Emma. The distraught daughter of  the opening scene 
is followed by the demure young factory worker who converses with her 
fellow workers while guarding her secret, and then gives way to a picture 
of  Emma the young woman engaging in leisure activities at a local sports 
centre. Already Emma has a homicidal purpose in mind that will take her 
to less savoury parts of  the city, although simultaneously she is planning a 
more ‘normal’ outing with her pals to the cinema on the following Sunday, 
a trip that the narrator makes a point of insisting on more than once.

Back in her home, Emma steels herself  to undertake the task of com-
mitting the murder she feels obliged to carry out, finds out about the arrival 
of a Swedish ship that will ensure customers for what she has in mind, and 
goes out on to the street. She emerges into the urban landscape and heads 
towards the red-light district, where she picks up a sailor. There then follows 
a concise account of  the journey the two now undertake on foot:

El hombre la condujo a una puerta y después a un turbio zaguán y después a una 
escalera tortuosa y después a un vestíbulo (en el que había una vidriera con losanges 
idénticos a los de la casa en Lanús) y después a un pasillo y después a una puerta que 
se cerró. (OC1: 565–6)

[The man led her to the door of a house, into a dark entrance-way and up a winding 
staircase, and then to a hall (where there was stained glass with lozenges that were 
identical to those in the house in Lanús), and afterwards into a passage, and finally to 
a door that closed behind them.]

The final part of  Emma’s trajectory takes her to Loewenthal’s of fice, the place 
where she carries out her crime, which itself is a curious mixture of crime 
passionnel and cold-blooded homicide. Emma’s identity here is double also, 
since she has calmly devised this plan – a fact that makes her a scheming 
assassin – but is presented to us as a nervous ‘amateur’ killer for whom such 
a deed is a major challenge since it is out of character. Her vulnerability is 
ref lected in the detail of  her not having time, before Loewenthal dies, to 
pronounce the condemnatory speech she had prepared for him. At this 
point in the story she is, then, both a successful murderer and a wronged 
child seeking revenge.
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What is especially interesting about the spatial trajectory in this story, 
however, is the sense we get that the nodes or pivotal points along the jour-
ney that Emma takes – her house; the factory where she works; the sports 
centre; the room where she copulates with her ‘client’; the of fice where she 
shoots Loewenthal – are replete with significance, entailing the operation 
of multiple layers of meaning. This is achieved in spatial terms, although it 
also has a temporal dimension. For instance, in the opening scene where 
Emma receives the letter, we are quickly led on a brief recapitulatory jour-
ney that recalls memories of childhood and of  the subsequent disgrace 
of  Emanuel Zunz. Thus, what Emma recollects are spaces and places that 
evoke those memories:

Recordó veraneos en una chacra, cerca de Gualeguay, recordó (trató de recordar) a su 
madre, recordó la casita de Lanús que les remataron, recordó los amarillos losanges 
de una ventana, recordó el auto de prisión, el oprobio, recordó los anónimos con el 
suelto sobre ‘el desfalco del cajero’ … (OC1: 564)

[She recalled summer holidays at a country house near Gualeguay, she recalled (she tried 
to recall) her mother, she recalled the house in Lanús that they got for a knock-down price, 
she recalled the yellow lozenges in a window, she recalled the prison sentence, the shame, 
she recalled the anonymous leaf lets denouncing ‘the cashier’s embezzlement’ …]

When Emma reaches the room where she is to have sex with the sailor, 
she notices that the glass panels are similar to the ones they had in her 
childhood home in Lanús referred to earlier. In the scene in the bedroom, 
Emma recollects her parents by imagining them engaging in the (for her, 
repulsive) act that she is involved in now, while, in the final scene, in a pas-
sage reminiscent of cinematic technique, we enter the factory yard with 
Emma, but we are also af forded the perspective of  Loewenthal himself 
who, from his of fice window, is observing Emma enter down below. These 
elements – of memory or of an alternative perspective on the scene – are 
spatial in character, and, in dif ferent ways, of fer new perspectives and, thus, 
a new type of  ‘context’ for each of  the scenes depicted. The events that are 
described, and, by implication, the young woman engaged in them, are 
thus capable of multiple interpretations and can be viewed in dif ferent 
ways according to the context that is selected. In other words, what we 
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have here is an instance of spatiality providing context, and of context 
supplying meanings.

In the preceding chapters, we have seen numerous instances in 
Borges’s narrative of  the interaction between meanings and spatial con-
text and of  the kind of  two- or even three-dimensional spatial framework 
that we have noted here for ‘Emma Zunz’. In ‘La muerte y la brújula’, 
when we observe how each of  the crime-scenes is identified both as a 
location on the map of  Buenos Aires and as an identifiable place with its 
own qualities, those crime-scenes too are functioning as ‘nodes’. We are 
at one and the same time sensing the significance of  those places in terms 
of  their locations on the map, and appreciating that the characteristics 
of  the places the narrator alludes to are part of what identifies them. 
Indeed, a similar sense of  ‘transgression’ is conveyed in the account given 
to us of  the trajectory followed by Lönnrot in ‘La muerte y la brújula’. 
His journey culminates in a trip to a deserted location on the fringes 
of  the city, a place that is alien to him and that thus serves to increase 
the reader’s sense of  foreboding about what may be about to happen. 
Meanwhile, in a story such as ‘El inmortal’, the journey undertaken by 
Homer-Rufus-Cartaphilus is also punctuated by nodes such as the loca-
tion of  the battle where Rufus first comes across reference to the City of  
the Immortals, that City itself, and the city of  London where Cartaphilus 
presents Pope’s translation of  the Iliad to Princess Lucinge. Each of  these 
nodes constitutes a context where spatial meanings and temporal ones 
come together, and where spatiality is seen to contribute to the making 
of  human meanings of relevance to the theme of immortality and mor-
tality running through the story.
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Tenet No. 4 (in the Concrete–Collective zone):
The space that is created in a literary work is socially produced.

Figure 7: The Concrete–Collective zone and its relationship to literary spatiality.

Finally, the quadrant created by the intersection of  the concrete and 
collective ends of  the axes highlights those aspects of a literary work that 
link it to society. In it, we focus on the fact that a literary work is never 
devoid of referential content, and can never be totally divorced from social 
context. Ultimately, this trait f lows from the nature of  language, which is 
always referential, even when used experimentally or when an author opts 
to indulge in deliberate linguistic distortion. Unlike in the case of  the 
plastic arts, the material of which literary art is composed is itself replete 
with significance; the philosopher John Dewey summarised this idea in 
the following terms:

4. The Concrete–
Collective zone

Socio-political dimen-
sions; social relevance; 
power, inf luence &  
spatial langauge

Abstract

CollectiveIndividual

Concrete
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[L]iterature exhibits one unique trait. Sounds … are not sounds as such, as in music, 
but sounds that have been subjected to transforming art before literature deals with 
them. For words exist before the art of  letters and words have been formed out of raw 
sounds by the art of communication … The art of  literature thus works with loaded 
dice; its material is charged with meanings they have absorbed through immemorial 
time … There is not the gap between raw material and material as medium in letters 
that there is in other arts. (Dewey 2008: 244)

As Dewey appears to imply, the fact that words always carry socially-shared 
significances means that literature always relates to human social realities, 
at least to some extent. Literary space, therefore, is both a moral space and 
a socially produced space.

The implications include the kind of acknowledgement of  the link 
between space and power we have witnessed in Chapter 5 in stories such as 
‘Las ruinas circulares’ and ‘Tema del traidor y del héroe’. There, the actions 
undertaken are the outcome of a determined ef fort of  the will to engage 
with the task of creation, bringing into being a new human ‘creature’ in 
the case of  the former story, and creating an event that will be deemed as 
historically significant in the latter. In each case, that process of creation 
can only be carried on in particular places, and the characteristics of  the 
places in question are outlined in terms that leave no doubt as to their 
significance. The wizard’s location in the ruins of a temple enables him 
to engage with (literally) the spirit of  that place in the form of  the god of  
fire that inhabits it, while the many cultural echoes of  the theatrical space 
in which Kilpatrick is murdered (including the allusion to the assassina-
tion of  Abraham Lincoln) work alongside the historical and geographical 
significances of  the city of  Dublin to produce the ef fect the conspirators 
wish to achieve.

Even in the little tale called ‘El brujo postergado’, we saw how the acqui-
sition of special powers was associated with movement along a trajectory 
that took the protagonist closer to those powers. The illusory victory he 
achieves, in the form of acquisition of  the Papacy, is linked to the illusory 
journey he takes to Rome, when under the spell cast by Don Illán, but, 
underground in the latter’s house, he never reaches the special chamber 
where magical powers could be accessed. His progress towards that goal 
is marked by the existence of a tripartite subterranean structure, which, 
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as we have seen, suggests motion towards a site of special significance, a 
space of representation, one where the ritualistic ‘performance’ of power 
could be enacted.

The Lefebvrian analysis of  human spatiality, outlined in Chapter 5, 
provides a useful way of appreciating this aspect of space, and Lefebvre’s 
tripartite classification of space highlights the various ways in which it is 
experienced as a symbolic phenomenon in everyday life. He, like Borges, 
is concerned to address the dichotomy between lived experience and the 
human capacity to apprehend aspects of reality on an intellectual plane. 
While the intellectual dimension of  Borges’s writings is consistently empha-
sised in commentaries on it, we have seen that there is always still a yearning 
to grasp the fact of physical existence in his work, a reluctance to concede 
that everyday reality is indeed ungraspable. Lönnrot’s bookish intellectualis-
ing about the putative rabbinical dimension of  the crime he investigates, as 
well as Dahlmann’s rather abstract ref lections on the space he travels through 
on the train journey to the South, cloud their judgement in relation to 
important material facts about the places they are in. Thus, these individu-
als’ stories also culminate in ritualistic killings that take place in locations 
that have special symbolic significance, places whose characteristics make 
them especially appropriate for the scenes that are enacted in them.

These four tenets relate spatiality to literature. While clearly being schematic 
and simplified representations, and needing to be tested more extensively 
than has been done here, they seek to capture both the complexity of  
that relationship, and the fact that space is fundamental to all aspects of  
human existence, and hence to the capacity of  human beings to ref lect on 
that existence and to articulate versions of it through the use of  language, 
including in creative literature. In setting out the aspects of  this topic that 
have been presented here, we have sought to demonstrate that the topic is 
of  fundamental relevance to Borges’s work and, we assume, to literature 
generally. Perhaps this is what Borges himself  had in mind when he asserted 
that ‘(n)o hay que desdeñar la geografía, quizás no sea menos importante 
que la psicología’ (Borges & Ferrari 2005: 25) [One should not dismiss  
geography; it may be no less important than psychology].
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Needless to say, the role played not just by geography, but by human 
spatiality generally, in Borges’s work, could be discussed further and in 
more detail than has been done in this book. It is hoped, however, that 
the explorations of  the topic of fered here will contribute to re-aligning 
the balance between spatial and other factors, and to giving due emphasis 
to the key role played by space and spatiality in the work of  the Argentine 
author.



Notes

Introduction

1 Jameson 1991: 365.
2 All translations of extracts from Borges’s works are by me, unless otherwise 

indicated.
3 See Jammer (1993: 3–4) on the linguistic evidence for this.
4 In his early work, one of  Heidegger’s central concerns was the notion of space, but 

later work emphasised the importance of place, seeing place as fundamental to the 
definition of space; cf. Malpas (2006).

Chapter 1: Aleph

1 Af fergan (1987: 33); my translation.
2 Note that what Hobbes says in Leviathan (1651) is that the ‘hic-stans’ is an impos-

sibility: ‘For the meaning of eternity, they will not have it to be an endless succession 
of  time; for then they should not be able to render a reason how Gods will and pre-
ordaining of  things to come should not be before His prescience of  the same, as the 
ef ficient cause before the ef fect, or agent before the action; nor of many other their 
bold opinions concerning the incomprehensible nature of  God. But they will teach 
us that eternity is the standing still of  the present time, a nunc-stans, as the Schools 
call it; which neither they nor any else understand, no more than they would a hic-
stans for an infinite greatnesse of Place.’ Hobbes 1976: 468.

3 The original reads as follows: ‘(a) pertenecientes al Emperador, (b) embalsamados, (c) 
amaestrados, (d) lechones, (e) sirenas, (f ) fabulosos, (g) perros sueltos, (h) incluidos 
en esta clasificación, (i) que se agitan como locos, (j) innumerables, (k) dibujados 
con un pincel finísimo de pelo de camello, (l) etcétera, (m) que acaban de romper 
el jarrón, (n) que de lejos parecen moscas’ (OC2: 86).



220 Notes to pages 42–9

4 No doubt Borges’s use of  the term ‘inconcebible’, and then of  ‘unimaginable’ as 
its equivalent in the translation he worked on with di Giovanni (Borges 1971: 28), 
refers to the notion explained by Bloch (2008) as being able to visualise something 
‘in a clear, precise way that allows for mental manipulations’ (xx). Bloch refers to the 
distinction that Descartes made between being able to conceive of, and imagine in 
detail, a triangle, for example, while one would not be able to imagine a chiliagon (a 
thousand-sided figure) in such a way, even though we can conceive of such a figure 
in the abstract.

5 Colás (2009: 87) suggests that this ‘surely must be one of  the longest sentences that 
Borges – famous for his economy – ever published’. He analyses the sentence, with 
its repeated uses of  the verb ‘vi’, in the context of a discussion of  ‘El Aleph’ as a cri-
tique of social and political (i.e., state) power. He says that ‘the repeated “vi” serves 
always as the launching pad for a new facet of a world, at once epic and minute, 
which Borges, from the multitudes of  America to the circulation of  his own blood, 
does not represent but rather brings forth on this f lood of writerly productivity … 
[I]f  the Aleph and Carlos Argentino Daneri’s pedantic representation of it express 
the zero-time dream of capital and of  the state, a kind of absolute constitution, 
“Borges’s” stammering, punctuated f low of  language expresses the constituent power 
that everywhere eludes and brings to crisis the pretentious static of  the state: “I saw, 
I saw, I saw, I saw … multitudes”’ (97).

6 The Captain that Borges has in mind is the English diplomat, author and explorer 
Richard Francis Burton (1821–90), who published a ten-volume English translation 
of  the Arabian Nights, which he entitled The Book of  the Thousand Nights and a Night, 
in 1885–8, as well as many other works, including Explorations of  the Highlands of  
Brazil (1869). Borges writes an enthusaistic account of  his life in an essay called 
‘Los traductores de Las 1001 noches’, included in the volume Historia de la eternidad 
(1936). In the essay, Borges refers to him as ‘el capitán inglés que tenía la pasión de la 
geografía y de las innumerables maneras de ser un hombre, que conocen los hombres’ 
(OC1: 401) [the English captain with a passion for geography and for the numberless 
ways that men know how to be a man], and recounts his numerous adventures in 
many countries around the world, including a period spent practising medicine (and 
magic) in Cairo. The thematic links with the spatial theme in the story ‘El Aleph’ 
include not only the details just mentioned, but also the references that Borges 
makes in the essay to the rather poor quality of  the verses (also quatrains) produced 
by Burton in his attempt to render into English the poems that are included in the 
Arabian Nights. The manuscript of  Burton’s that is referred to in the Postscript of  
the story is apocryphal (Bell-Villada 1999: 233). On these points, see also Block de 
Béhar (2005).
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Chapter 2: City

1 Relph 1986: 1.
2 The original reads: ‘una literatura que fuera al mismo tiempo texto y mitología, 

historia imaginaria y metafísica de la ciudad’ (Salas 1992: 389).
3 The original reads: ‘Borges es el gran poeta que reinventa la ciudad de Buenos Aires 

en los inicios de este siglo por medio de un imaginario urbano que remite siempre a 
un inevitable deseo de suscitar la imagen épica de una Argentina con la que el pro-
greso de la modernidad acabó definitivamente’ (Veres 2007).

4 The Obras completas (Borges 1996) is a very incomplete version of  Borges’s works; 
see Helft 1997; Borges (1997; 2002; 2003).

5 This point has been made by other commentators too. See, for example, Dove (2000: 
63) who expresses the idea as follows: ‘[T]he issue of particularity, including the array 
of  Argentine or porteño problems which occupy the critical focus of  the poetry and 
essays of  the 1920s, can be seen to recur – albeit by way of unmistakable displacement 
which is itself part and parcel of what is at stake here – in the presumed universalist 
orientation of  the later “fictions.”’ Although there is clearly a major distinction to be 
made between the two ‘phases’ of  Borges’s oeuvre mentioned here, they have many 
concerns in common, and it is often useful to consider elements of  both in the same 
discussion, as happens here.

6 The poem was also the second one in the original version of  Fervor de Buenos 
Aires.

7 In, for example, the poem ‘El otro tigre’ [‘The Other Tiger’], Borges wrote about 
seeking ‘el otro tigre, el que no está en el verso’ (OC2: 203) [the other tiger, the one 
not in this poem].

8 The locations mentioned in ‘La muerte y la brújula’ relate to and ref lect Buenos Aires, 
conveying a realistic sense of  the city. Nonetheless, they are not accurate in terms of  
their positioning; as Foster (1998: 9) puts it, ‘the references to geography of  the city, 
no matter how verisimilar they may seem to be, do not jibe with its actual layout.’

9 It is worth observing that Borges, in the note he wrote in 1969 introducing the ver-
sion of  the book which he included in the Complete Works, regretted the extremes 
he had gone to in presenting La Chacarita as ‘plebeian’ and La Recoleta as ‘patrician’ 
(OC1: 79).

10 Note, for example, this assertion by Eva Erdmann, in relation to modern crime 
writing: ‘The surroundings where the investigations take place are portrayed with 
increasing inventiveness, to the extent that the crime itself appears to be at best 
merely a successful stunt. It almost seems as if  the inventories of criminal motives 
and case histories have been exhausted, so that crime fiction’s primary distinguishing 
characteristic has become the locus criminalis.’ Erdmann 2009: 12.
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11 González (1995: 21) outlines the relationship between the symmetry of  the locations 
where the crimes take place and the particular significance of  the theme of revenge 
in this story, as well as in the story ‘Emma Zunz’, saying that ‘[l]a matematicidad de 
la venganza, su construcción more geométrico, ha interesado a Borges … seguramente 
por constituir un tipo de estrategia cuya perfección “en los hechos” no asegura la 
producción de efectos mas allá de sí misma. En tanto “hecho”, la venganza es todavía 
una especie de escritura, un trazado abstracto.’ [the mathematicity of  the revenge, its 
construction more geometrico, interested Borges probably because it constituted a type 
of strategy, the de facto perfection of which does not necessarily entail the production of 
ef fects beyond itself. To the extent that it is a ‘fact’, revenge is still a kind of writing, an 
abstract sketch.]

12 Note the distinction between the meaning of  ‘abstract’ in this mathematical sense 
and the meaning normally associated with the notion of  ‘abstraction’ in the logical 
or extensional sense. In his discussion of  ‘La muerte y la brújula’, González (1995: 28) 
explains the dif ference in the following terms: ‘Sería preciso rescatar esta acepción del 
término ‘abstracción’, lo abstracto matemático o intensivo en oposición a lo abstracto 
lógico o extensional. En el primer caso el proceso de abstracción no produciría un 
concepto general reduciendo una multiplicidad de imágenes, sino que expresaría 
una función, una relación posible entre instancias desprovistas de contenido.’ [It is 
important to clarify this meaning of  the term ‘abstraction’, that is, the mathematical or 
intensive abstract as opposed to the logical or extensional abstract. In the former case, the 
process of abstraction does not give rise to a general concept that reduces a multiplicity of 
images, but expresses a function, a possible relation between instances that are devoid of 
content.]

13 Research in the psychology of  language (see, for instance, Miller & Johnson-Laird 
1976; Talmy 1995), seems to bear out this point about the characteristics of  human 
language with specific reference to the ways in which language articulates human 
perception, including the perception and apprehension of spatial cognition.

14 See further discussion of  how language is thematised in ‘Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius’ 
in Echavarría (2006: 155). The conclusion reached is that the story ‘parece contener 
una advertencia, advertencia por lo demás positiva, acerca de las limitaciones inher-
entes a ciertos aspectos de la naturaleza del lenguaje’ [seems to contain a warning, 
mainly a positive warning, about the limitations that are inherent in certain aspects of  
the nature of  language].

15 In a similar vein, Irwin (1994: 422) suggests, in relation to Lönnrot and Treviranus, 
that the ‘blindness and insight of each complements that of  the other’, since Lönnrot 
is right about the number of events in the series but wrong about the number of 
murders, while Treviranus is wrong about the number of events but right about the 
number of murders: ‘It is only because Lönnrot’s insight about the number of events 
leads him to present himself at the time and place planned for the last murder, blind 
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to what is really going on, that Treviranus’s blindness about the true number of events 
turns into an insight about the actual number of murders.’

16 In Andrew Hurley’s translation, this is rendered as ‘the most fully realized’ (Borges 
1998: 287).

17 London figures as an iconic instance of a labyrinthine city in the story ‘El Aleph’, 
where it is included among the scenes that are visible in the Aleph when the char-
acter ‘Borges’ sees it: ‘vi un laberinto roto (era Londres)’ (OC1: 625) [I saw a broken 
labyrinth (which was London)]; see Chapter 1 on ‘El Aleph’.

18 Significantly, Smyrna is also reputed to have been the birthplace of  Homer.
19 Fishburn and Hughes (1990: 50–1) explain that the name ‘Cartaphilus’ makes refer-

ence to the legend of  the Wandering Jew: Cartaphilus ‘taunted Jesus on his way to 
the Cross and was told by him that he would have to wait on earth until he returned. 
Cartaphilus lived to a hundred and then reverted to thirty, at which age he was des-
tined to remain until the end of  the world.’

20 Kapschutschenko (1981: 42) refers to the protagonist of  this story as a ‘personaje 
simbólico’ [a symbolic character], thereby signalling the way Borges manages to create 
a highly unorthodox central figure, whose identity shifts and changes throughout 
the course of  the story.

Chapter 3: Deixis

1 Williams (1956: 220).
2 See Jammer (1993: 3–4) for a summary of  how linguistic evidence suggests that spa-

tial concepts are prior to temporal ones, given how often, and in so many languages, 
temporal concepts are expressed using spatial notions.

3 See for instance, Jackendof f & Landau (1991); Landau & Jackendof f (1993); Landau 
(1994).

4 Note the similarity between this procedure and the approach taken in the story ‘Tema 
del traidor y del héroe’, where the narrator considers a number of dif ferent options 
for the location, in time and space, of  his story. See the discussion of  the latter story 
in Chapter 5.

5 Matamoro (2002: 283) says that Borges, at least in his middle years, preferred to avoid 
the use of  the term ‘la pampa’ when referring to the region we know as the ‘pampas’, 
considering it too ‘folkloric’. Note the repeated references in this story to the pampas 
as ‘el desierto’ [the desert], which ref lects nineteenth and early twentieth-century 
usage in Argentina, as in the term ‘La Conquista del Desierto’ [the Conquest of  the 



224 Notes to pages 90–6

Desert], used to refer to the military campaigns of the 1870s, in which control of  the 
Pampas region was wrested from the Indian populations.

6 The grandmother’s name is not given in the story, but she was Frances Anne (‘Fanny’) 
Haslam de Borges (1842–1935), an Englishwoman who had come to Argentina in the 
late 1860s and married Colonel Francisco Borges (the writer’s paternal grandfather) 
in 1871. It is worth noting that Colonel Borges’s own military experiences on the 
frontier included a late ‘switching of sides’. In 1874, he joined a coup attempt organ-
ised by Bartolomé Mitre against President Sarmiento, whom he had hitherto served 
loyally. He died from injuries received in the battle of  La Verde in November 1874, 
where Mitre’s rebellion was crushed (Barrenechea 1992; Williamson 2004: 24–5).

7 ‘Araucano’ and ‘pampa’ are, presumably, references to the indigenous languages 
Mapudungun and Puelche (see www.ethnologue.com); Fishburn and Hughes (1990: 
19; 180) refer to them as ‘Araucanian’ (‘one of  the many native tongues spoken in 
Spanish America’) and ‘Pampan’ (‘the language of  the primitive, nomadic Indians 
who lived on the pampas at the time of  the Conquest’), and specify that the ‘Pampan’ 
Indians were overrun by the Araucanian Indians who in turn were defeated in the 
‘Conquest of  the Desert’.

8 Other commentators have suggested that the narrator does not take sides in this 
story, i.e., that his final distancing comment is indicative of  the narrator/author’s 
own view throughout. See, for instance, Balderston (1993: 94), who seems to sug-
gest an indif ference on the part of  the narrator to the choices made by Droctulft 
and the Englishwoman, when he asserts that ‘the story focuses on the transgression 
of  the boundary [between civilisation and savagery], not on the direction in which 
the boundary is transgressed’. Although the narrator takes this God-like stance at 
the end of  the story, he does nothing to mitigate or nuance the grandmother’s dis-
approval of  the Englishwoman’s choice in the course of it, and appears thereby to 
share her prejudices. Balderston also asserts that Borges, in this story, ‘subverts the 
necessary linking of  transgression to moral or racial superiority and inferiority’ (87). 
The argument being made here is that the narrator is silent on the issue of racial 
superiority, a silence that seems to convey assent, until the end of  the story, when he 
finally distances himself (somewhat) from that perspective.

9 On Borges’s admiration for Sarmiento, see, for example, Tedio (2000).
10 Balderston (1993: 94) points out that the language used in the account of  the captive 

Englishwoman’s life in the pampas is ‘heavily indebted to Mansilla’s Excursión a los 
indios ranqueles (1870)’. He cites an interesting range of examples of such inf luence 
(168n).

11 The philosopher and mathematician Nicholas of  Cusa, or Cusanus (1401–64), stated 
that the maximum circle imaginable is an infinite circle, an arc of whose circumference 
would be a straight line. Cusanus’s writings ranged over mathematics, astronomy, 
philosophy and theology, and the combination of an interest in the mechanics of  
heavenly bodies and speculative theology chimes perfectly with the content of  this 
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story by Borges. His ref lections on the nature of  the relationship of  the soul to God 
led him to formulate the oxymoronic maxim of  ‘learned ignorance’, a statement to 
the ef fect that the more we know, the more we will realise we do not know, and the 
more we realise how ignorant we are, the more we know, a position we can imagine 
Borges also having sympathy with. Cusanus says: ‘If we can fully attain unto this 
knowledge of our ignorance, we will attain unto learned ignorance. For a man – 
even one very well versed in learning – will attain unto nothing more perfect than 
to be found to be most learned in the ignorance which is distinctively his.’ (quoted 
in Harries 2002: 55; see also Bennett 2009).

12 ‘Si el perseguidor y el perseguido, el asesino y el asesinado, el constructor del laberinto 
y el muerto en el laberinto pueden ser una misma persona, entonces, como quiera 
que se llame el muerto, éste habrá muerto en su laberinto.’ (Reisz de Rivarola 1982: 
170).

13 ‘Se comprende … que el edificio laberíntico de la historia, que tiene su correlato en 
el “laberinto” natural del desierto en el que Abenjacán-Zaid cobarde-valientemente 
duerme-vela … constituye a su vez una imagen simbólica de la perplejidad del ser 
humano ante el misterio del universo y de su propia existencia.’ (Reisz de Rivarola 
1982: 170).

14 See May and Thrift (2001: 2) who, in the context of a discussion of  the concepts of 
space and time in the social sciences, lament the tendency to ‘work within a basic 
duality’, where there is a strict distinction between time and space, and where ‘time 
is understood as the domain of dynamism and Progress’, while ‘the spatial is relegated 
to the realm of stasis’. They advocate a framework which would valorise both time 
and space as two equally important elements of what they refer to as ‘timespace’.

15 See Balderston (1993: 39–55) for a thorough examination of  the geopolitical and 
historical context in which the story is set and the many links that can be identified 
between the events, places and people referred to in the story and actual events, places 
and people connected with the historical occurrence of  the Battle of  the Somme in 
the summer of 1916.

16 It is not unusual for commentators to suggest, in relation to this story, that it is only 
concerned with time, and that the worlds conceived by Ts’ui Pên should be thought 
of as existing only in time, not in space. For instance, Nuño (1986: 64) states: ‘Como 
el jardín es la novela, la bifurcación que lo exorna no afecta al espacio, sino juega en 
el tiempo’ [Since the garden is the novel, the bifurcation that embellishes it does not 
af fect space, but rather operates in time]. The analysis of fered here, on the other hand, 
is arguing that such a view downplays the relevance of spatial notions more than is 
merited by the text.

17 In the context of a psychoanalytical discussion of  the labyrinth image in Borges’s story 
‘La casa de Asterión’ [‘The House of  Asterion’], Ricci (2002) explores the notion of  
the labyrinth as a space that preserves ‘los rasgos conf lictivos de la díada vida-muerte’ 
(61–) [the conf lictive characteristics of  the life-death dyad]. She quotes Borges’s own 
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statement, from a conversation he had with María Esther Vázquez (Vázquez 1984: 
57), concerning the image of  the labyrinth: ‘[E]l laberinto es un símbolo evidente 
de perplejidad y la perplejidad … ha sido una de las emociones más comunes de mi 
vida … Yo, para expresar esa perplejidad, que me ha acompañado a lo largo de la vida 
y que hace que muchos de mis propios actos me sean inexplicables, elegí el símbolo 
del laberinto, o, mejor dicho, el laberinto me fue impuesto, porque la idea de un edi-
ficio construido para que alguien se pierda es el símbolo inevitable de la perplejidad.’ 
[The labyrinth is an obvious symbol of perplexity, and perplexity has been one of  the 
most common emotions in my life … To express that perplexity, which has been with me 
all my life and which has made many of my own actions inexplicable to me, I chose the 
symbol of  the labyrinth, or it might be better to say that the labyrinth was imposed on 
me, because the idea of a building built for someone to lose himself in is the inevitable 
symbol of perplexity.]

Chapter 4: Identity

1 Heidegger 1974: 19.
2 Late editions of  Fervor de Buenos Aires include this poem, which was, as di Giovanni 

(Borges 1972: 267) puts it, ‘quietly slipped into’ that collection, following its com-
position in 1969.

3 In the Prologue to CSM dated 1969, Borges states that, in his view, aside from ‘Llaneza’ 
[‘Simplicity’] (in FBA), this was the first authentic poem that he ever wrote (OC1: 
79).

4 ‘El sur es sentido como algo ajeno que se quiere asumir’ (Pellicer 2004: 26).
5 These and other possible interpretations have been elucidated by various commenta-

tors; see, for example, Mignolo (1977: 363–5).
6 Like Dahlmann, Borges himself was a librarian, often wrapped up in his reading; on 

this issue, see, for instance, Phillips (1963).
7 The use of  the adjective ‘extático’ in the phrase ‘el viejo gaucho extático’ [the old 

ecstatic gaucho] in this passage has been the object of considerable discussion. The 
text quoted here is cited as it appears in standard published versions of  the story, 
including in the Obras completas of 1996, the source of  this quotation, with ‘extático’, 
but note that some English translations, including that of  Andrew Hurley (Borges 
1998: 179), render the word as ‘motionless’, implying that the source text would 
read ‘estático’. Sorrentino (1999) argues that ‘extático’ is probably a misprint, and 
that Borges intended it to be ‘estático’. Certainly, the references in the story to the 
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gaucho being ‘inmóvil como una cosa’ [as motionless as an object] would support this 
argument, while there is little intra-textual evidence to support the case for the use of  
‘extático’, unless we wish to argue that the gaucho experiences some sort of  ‘ecstasy’, 
in the sense of achieving a sublime transcendence of  his circumstances. On the other 
hand, De la Fuente (2005) has made the point that the word ‘extático’ appears repeat-
edly in dif ferent versions of  the story, versions that Borges himself prepared for the 
press. It is not beyond the bounds of possibility, of course, that Borges had originally 
intended the word to be ‘estático’, that a misprint then appeared in an early published 
version, and that the author decided to leave the text as ‘extático’, on the basis that 
this added another dimension to the story. De la Fuente claims that Borges tended 
to use the two words interchangeably anyway, and argues that its use is partly due to 
the inf luence of  Eduardo Gutiérrez, author of  the gauchesque novel Juan Moreira, 
one of  Borges’s sources for ‘El Sur’. It is worth noting that the word ‘éxtasis’ is also 
used in relation to Isidoro Suárez in the poem ‘Página para recordar al coronel Suárez, 
vencedor en Junín’, in relation to the moment when the latter ‘meets his destiny’:

Qué importa el tiempo sucesivo si en él
hubo una plenitud, un éxtasis, una tarde.
              (OC1: 250)
[What does time’s passing matter now if in it
there was a plenitude, an ecstasy, an afternoon?]

 See also the discussion of  this point in Fernández Ferrer (2009: 335–6).
8 Borges himself seems to have thought that the number of  the house was mentioned 

in the story; see Borges and Ferrari (2005: 96).
9 ‘El fin’ was first published in 1953, nine years after the first edition of  Ficciones, but 

was incorporated into later editions of  the book from 1956 on (Helft 1997: 157).

Chapter 5: Power

1 Quoted in Schindler et al. 2001: 148.
2 In fact, the correct name of  the language is ‘Avestan’, an eastern Iranian language that 

‘probably ceased to be used as an everyday spoken tongue about 400 BC, but the 
sacred word was passed down through oral tradition.’ ‘Avestan language’, Encyclopædia 
Britannica (2009), online at: http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/45669/
Avestan-language (accessed 6 June 2009). The language is also (incorrectly) known 
as ‘Zend’. See also Lewis (2009).
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3 Note how Borges uses the evocative power of ruins (here and in a story like ‘El 
Inmortal’ – see Chapter 2) to interrogate the notion of  temporal succession and to 
suggest, on the one hand, the ineluctability of  time in relation to space, and, on the 
other, time’s transcendence. In this context, it is worth noting the remarks of  the 
geographer, Tim Edensor (2005: 125), who states that ruins ‘do not merely evoke 
the past. They contain a still and seemingly quiescent present, and they also suggest 
forebodings, pointing to future erasure and subsequently, the reproduction of space, 
thus conveying the transience of all spaces.’

4 Note how the South is associated in Borges’s work with origins, primal dimensions 
of  human existence, autochthony, ‘primitive’ behaviour and connections with nature. 
See Chapter 4 for further comment on this topic; see also Roses (2004).

5 This ‘infinity’ is, simply, continued existence. The ‘son’ that the magician creates 
is reported as being someone who can walk through fire, and, when the magician 
himself walks unharmed through f lames and thus realises that he is indestructible, 
we understand that he can equate this with his son’s similar invincibility. But that 
continued existence – his own or that of  the creature he creates – is not described 
in the story using the term ‘immortality’. Such a word is not used at all; rather, the 
emphasis appears to be on the simpler, and more primal, concept of  ‘continued exist-
ence’, which implies as much existence in space as in time. It is worth noting how 
Borges appears to have conceived of  ‘Las ruinas circulares’ in very ‘spatial’ terms. This 
is evident from the manuscript of  the story (held at the Fundación Internacional Jorge 
Luis Borges in Buenos Aires) which shows that, while he was writing the story, he 
drew several extremely detailed pictures of  the ruins that he was imagining, inter-
rupting the text to do so, before continuing with its composition. This suggests a 
high degree of absorption in the (spatial) ‘reality’ of what he was conjuring up, which 
is also attested to by his own comments on the story, when he stated: ‘The whole 
story is about a dream and, while writing it down, my everyday af fairs – my job at the 
municipal library, going to the movies, dining with friends – were like a dream. For 
the space of  that week, the one thing real to me was the story.’ (Borges 1971: 268).

6 See, for example, Bell-Villada (1999: 92–5); Boldy (2009: 87–90); González de la 
Llana Fernández (2008); Merrell (1991: Chapter 2); Molloy (1994: Chapter 5); Penuel 
1989; Soud (1995), etc.

7 In his biography of  Borges, Rodríguez Monegal (1988: 400) refers to this couplet 
as a ‘sad, curious way of admitting his erotic powerlessness’.

8 The story was originally published in 1933; later, in 1935, it was included in the col-
lection Historia universal de la infamia (Helft 1997: 152), as one of  the tales of magic 
added at the end of  the book and gathered under the heading ‘Etcétera’. In the pro-
logue to that book, Borges comments, in relation to those stories: ‘En cuanto a los 
ejemplos de magia que cierran el volumen, no tengo otro derecho sobre ellos que los 
de traductor y lector’ (OC1: 289) [With regard to the examples of magic that close this 
volume, the only right I have to them is that of  translator and reader].
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9 Wacks (2005) claims that the source of  the story is not Arabic. He notes close paral-
lels between it and a thirteenth-century story written in Hebrew by Isaac Ibn Sahula. 
The two tales, he suggests, are ‘cultural first cousins with a common oral grandparent’ 
(414).

10 Although some published translations render this as ‘Tolosa’, the town in question 
(‘Tolosa’ in the original) is more likely to have been Toulouse, in southern France, 
an important ecclesiastical centre, rather than the small and, in ecclesiastical terms 
at least, relatively insignificant town of  Tolosa in northern Spain. Translations of  El 
Conde Lucanor corroborate this; see, for example, the English translation by John 
England ( Juan Manuel 1987: 89) and the French version by Michel Garcia ( Juan 
Manuel 1995: 102).

11 Note the similarity between this and the narrator’s ‘choice’ of  the mid-sixth century 
as the period when the warrior Droctulft lived, in ‘Historia del guerrero y de la cau-
tiva’ (see Chapter 4).

12 The speech made by Bolívar on 2 August 1824, four days before the battle, is famous; 
it contains the words (quoted in Churampi 2004: 121):

¡Soldados! Vais a completar la obra más grande que el cielo ha encomendado 
a los hombres: la de salvar un mundo entero de la esclavitud … ¡Soldados! El 
Perú y la América toda aguardan de vosotros la paz, hija de la victoria … ¿La 
burlaréis? No. No. Vosotros sois invencibles.
[Soldiers! You are about to carry out the greatest task that heaven ever asked 
men to undertake: to save the entire world from slavery … Soldiers! Peru and all 
America are waiting for you to deliver peace, which is the daughter of victory … 
Will you let them down? No. No. You are invincible.]

Chapter 6: Cosmos

1 Pascal 1995: 113 [345].
2 The fact that the hexagon is the fundamental shape on which the Library is based is 

not without significance, since this figure allows for the possibility that the Library 
occupies all possible space. The only geometrical figures that ensure this are the 
hexagon, the triangle and the square, since these figures can be combined together 
without any gaps between them (Salpeter, n.d.). The narrator alludes to this in the 
second paragraph of  the story, rejecting the possibility that other possible math-
ematical figures might form the basis of  the universe: ‘Los idealistas arguyen que 
las salas hexagonales son una forma necesaria del espacio absoluto o, por lo menos, 
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de nuestra intuición del espacio. Razonan que es inconcebible una sala triangular o 
pentagonal. (Los místicos pretenden que el éxtasis les revela una cámara circular con 
un gran libro circular de lomo continuo, que da toda la vuelta de las paredes; pero 
su testimonio es sospechoso; sus palabras, oscuras. Ese libro cíclico es Dios.)’ (OC1: 
465–6) [Idealists argue that the hexagonal rooms are a necessary form of absolute space, 
or at the very least, of our intuition of space. They reason that triangular or pentagonal 
rooms are inconceivable. (The mystics claim that their ecstasies have revealed to them 
a circular chamber with a huge circular book with a continuous cover, that goes right 
around the walls; but their testimony is suspect, and their words are obscure. That cycli-
cal book is God.)]

3 In fact, the text as it appears in the Obras completas (OC1: 465) reads ‘las necesidades 
finales’, not ‘… fecales’. As is indicated by the manner in which it has regularly been 
translated (including, for instance, by James Irby; see Borges 1970: 78), the intention 
appears to be to refer politely to urination and excretion. Early editions of  the story 
used the word ‘fecales’, not ‘finales’, and most commentators now adopt that wording 
in their discussions. See, for example: Alvarado Tenorio (1995: 399); Bossart (2003: 
198); de Costa (1999: 8); Isbister and Standish (1991: 1039); Le March’adour (2003: 
65); Sarlo (2007: 121).

4 Block de Béhar (2001: 66) makes the point that lack of spatial detail is one of  Borges’s 
‘recourses of universalization’, which she says consists in the ‘decircumstantialization 
of episodes’, with Borges ‘opting, precisely, not to mention the places that are no more 
than accidents of universal space’. However, cf. the comments in Chapter 4 on this 
issue.

5 Wilson (2006: 103) suggests that the source of  this phrase is Borges himself, that is, 
that he is here quoting his own 1942 poem ‘Del infierno y del cielo’ [‘On Heaven 
and Hell’], which contains the line ‘oh Tiempo! tus efímeras pirámides’ [Oh Time, 
your ephemeral pyramids], a line that in turn is, according to Wilson, a paraphrase 
of an extract from a Shakespeare sonnet (‘No! Time, thou shalt not boast that I do 
change:/Thy pyramids built up with newer might/To me are nothing novel, nothing 
strange’).

6 See, for example, Hawking (1998: 44–6) who suggests that the most accurate descrip-
tion of  the universe itself is probably that it is unlimited and periodic, although not 
infinite.

7 The same idea – the need to identify a location where truth (or God) can be found 
– recurs in other stories by Borges, most notably perhaps in ‘La muerte y la brújula’, 
‘El milagro secreto’ [‘The Secret Miracle’], ‘La escritura del dios’ [‘The Writing of  
the God’] and ‘El Aleph’. The implication that Borges is, in ef fect, searching for a 
divinity or divine or mystical revelation is explored extensively in Flynn (2009); cf. 
De Garayalde (1978: 27): ‘Once we have lost our faith in reason as a means of seeking 
truth, Borges does not abandon us but opens up a new range of possibilities by fol-
lowing the path of intuition. By repeatedly bringing us face to face with perceptions 
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of such extraordinary reach, in stories in which he himself often plays the part of  the 
hero, Borges’ intention is to bring us near to this type of experience, as well as to the 
minor intuitions that abound in his writings, for example to the knowledge of our 
real destiny, which is generally revealed in a direct way and where reason would least 
have expected it. Borges is trying in this way to familiarize us with intuition, a kind 
of  knowledge that man no longer takes into account and which he has completely 
forgotten.’

8 See Bennett (2009) for a general discussion of  the central importance of  the notion 
of ignorance or ‘agniology’ in modern literature.

9 ‘la cifra y el compendio perfecto de todos los demás … apunta a la noción de libro 
de todos los libros o metalibro’ (Nuño 1986: 47–8).

10 ‘Por algo Borges lo denomina también “libro total” y se apresura, en nota a pie de 
página, a aceptar su existencia’ (Nuño 1986: 48).

11 ‘… abre … al infinito la serie enumerable de libros de la Biblioteca’ (Nuño 1986: 
48).

12 In the essay ‘La esfera de Pascal’ [‘The Sphere of  Pascal’], included in the 1952 anthol-
ogy Otras inquisiciones.

13 The figure being evoked here suggests a non-hierarchical structure: any of  the hexagons 
can be taken as the centre of  the Library/universe, since each one is identical to the 
next. The structure of each hexagon is such that all of  them are able to connect up 
with adjoining hexagons. Indeed, Borges adjusted his text to ensure that the structure 
of  the hexagons did indeed allow for this to be the case, with no gaps between the 
hexagons (see Bloch 2008: 93–103). This image of  the universe prefigures the notion 
of  the ‘rhizome’, as advanced by Deleuze and Guattari (1987); see Introduction.

14 It is worth noting that, as Hayles (1984: 152) puts it, ‘even if order is assured, sense 
is not’. In the story, ‘the problem of what the Library or its books mean remains 
unanswered’.

15 ‘… el afectuoso contagio que buscan su prosa y su verso en las preocupaciones de la 
filosofía.’ Savater argues that the supposed opposition between the search for truth 
in philosophy and the search for beauty in poetry is artificial and invalid, and states 
that ‘lo que el filósofo alcanza … es un amplio paisaje de verdades … que colman esas 
íntimas urgencias poéticas a las que también atiende por más agradable vía la literatura’ 
[what the philosopher achieves is an ample landscape of  truths … that bring fulfilment 
of  those intimate poetic needs that literature also looks after in a more pleasurable way] 
(Savater 2002: 7). He goes on to suggest that, given that the ultimate aim of philoso-
phy is the sublime one of understanding our universe, this adds to philosophy ‘ese 
toque sublime donde se fusionan la búsqueda personalísima e irrepetible de sentido 
con la objetividad implacable de los principios universales, es decir, lo mismo que 
pretende el poeta cuando susurra a quien desea oírle: odi et amo’ (2002: 10) [that 
sublime touch where the highly personal and singular search for meaning fuses with the 
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implacable objectivity of universal principle, that is to say, the same thing that the poet 
hopes to achieve when he whispers to whoever wants to listen: odi et amo].

16 ‘[S]u pesimismo es radical, pues afecta la dimensión a la que siempre se aferra la 
esperanza: el futuro abierto en el que poder cambiar, innovar, variar. No hay nada 
que cambiar, puesto que, por un lado, la Biblioteca es todo el universo y, por otro, 
ya la Biblioteca contiene todo cuanto decirse puede’ (Nuño 1986: 51).

17 ‘Al introducir la noción del tiempo detenido, congelado, prácticamente inexistente, 
era menester que La Biblioteca de Babel presentara una imagen cerrada, repetitiva, 
acumulada y muerta del universo. Es un mundo ne varietur: un museo del mundo’ 
(Nuño 1986: 61).

18 ‘… un mundo hecho de tiempo, no de espacio’ (Martín 2002: 14).
19 For an account of  the ‘Sapir-Whorf  hypothesis’, see: McNamara (1991); Gumperz 

& Levinson (1996).
20 Nuño (1986: 34) points out that Borges’s footnote claiming that Russell ‘supone 

que el planeta ha sido creado hace pocos minutos, provisto de una humanidad que 
“recuerda” un pasado ilusorio’ [posits that the world was created only moments ago, 
filled with human beings who ‘remember’ an illusory past] is an example of poetic 
licence on Borges’s part, since this suggests that Russell made such a claim, while 
what in fact he said in his 1921 book The Analysis of  Mind (Russell 2008: 104) was 
simply that the possibility that the world may have ‘sprung into being a few min-
utes ago’ existed, not that he himself  believed it. Note that Nuño’s interpretation 
of  Borges’s line entails reading ‘supone’ to mean that Russell believed the particular 
view referred to, whereas a more likely interpretation of  Russell’s statement may be 
that he was simply conducting a ‘thought experiment’ based on that view. Note also 
that Andrew Hurley’s translation renders ‘supone’ as ‘posits’ (Borges 1998: 74).

21 See Chapter 1, note 5, on the notion of  ‘unimaginability’.

Epilogue

1 Wright et al. 1994: 51.
2 Note that the axes outlined here are not related to those proposed in Zohar (1984) 

for addressing the theoretical dimension of spatiality in narrative, and were devised 
independently of  the latter.
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