YOU GO to a movic, You
sit possive, uncomplaining
through the usual snippets of
the usual things, bit of
violence here, blt of copula-
tion there, tinny dialogue,
discordant mutterings of
rock,

The camera pans in on a
beach, or a bedside table,
here a chaructor hus put down
n book. You get a close
cnough look to sco the title:
Fictions by Jorge Luls Borges.

Ahehn!  So the movie is, after
all, » subtle thing on severnl
different levels; it doesn't at all
mean what it appears 10 the
great problems of metaphysics
arc_being uniuvelled under the
surfuce, and the banality is, of
course, deliberate, a gesture,
device. You walch the rest of it
with rupt il puzzled otention,

' Borges himsell scems to be
wryly amused ot his transfor-
mation from a wiiter Into a
cultural  talisman; nsked why
the stories in Dr Brodie's Re-
port seem so different fram the
mitror - and - labyrinth - infested
speculative mazes that  have
made him  belatedly  world
famous, he explnined tlat as
everyone else was now wriling
“Borges storics,” and dolng it
aa much beuer then he could.
there was no longer uny necd
for him to do so,

‘The fact is that no one writes

"Borges stories” betler than
Borges, or cven as well, but it's
certainly  just a3 true  that

writers nll over the world me
irying to. Borges may well be
the seminnl influence on con-
temporary fiction, although his
achievement took a long time to
inflitrate  the English-speaking
world:-— it's surely odd that a
writer whose [first book was
published in 1923 should sud-
denly become a sort of culture-
heio in the 70s.

And yet he is. on the face of
it. an unlikely candidata for the
role — as I'm not the fiist
¢rilic 10 note. An old, blind Ar-
gentinian, totally surounded by
boohs, obsessed by unfashion-
able authors (Stevenson, Ches-
teron, Kipling ...} and books
nobody reads (the Kabbalistic

Borges returns to the
surroundings of his youth

texts, nicune ouientalis, bese
tiarics, l‘or?ollm em:y;*melllus.
minor idealst philosopfers) —
where doey such u - reclusive
mandaris it I o vociferously
“commitied" world?

Well, It would seem (o
geneinlise intolerably) that we
mny have entered upon a phuse
where wo don't any longer -want
our writers or our suges (o tell
us things, We don't want 10 be
hectored; and I we aro to hove
systems at all, let them be new
ones — that is to say, very an-
clent or very esotic ones ic-
dll?covered. Or no systems ual
all.

No one caters to this need
better than Borges. He hnows
all the systems, the philo-
sophies, the mythologies — und
beligves in none of them. He
clothes n deeply pessimistic
sceplicism in a gliftering mail of
learning, in coiuscations of
style.

It is, in fuet, foll circle: just
as it was an alleyialion of your
intellectual molaises that Sar-
tre, sny, or Camus or Orwell
did the thimking for you, lold
you what fo think and sup-
ported you in thinking i, so
Borges, under n pew provens
ance, has manifestly done the
thinking for you and decided
that it was pointiess anyway,
since we can hnow nothing, be-
lieve nothing. Another eruich,
in fact: his learning, concluding
i a confession of ignorance,
can be used to justify our jenor-
ance unsupported by learning.

Morc than one wtiter has
been desiroyed, corrupted, by
being placed in this sort of situ-
ation: Borges has not been
affected at all. He has not even
greatly changed his stvle or
themes, except insofar as he has
quite rightly diagnosed that he's
nlready done all that he could
do (which is virtually tant-
amount fo: all that could be
done) with his familiar con-
sellation of symbols: the mii-
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ror, the library, the Inbyrinth,
the tiger, the knlir[c. yrath

But this tursy out, to a sur-
puising cxtent, to be a question
of technique, What he's snying
is sl the same (*Yos, I am a
very monotonous old man,' os
he iy in Horges on Wrliing),
only he is saying it less clobo-
rulely; if, that is, one can speak
of cluboration in n wiiter for
whom a 10-puge story is notab-
ly long — but of course the
complexities we mote idention-
al than stylistic,

Those familinr with his woik

will imntediately recogniss the
themes  being  reworked Cor
rather, being enriched  with

fresh insights) in this collection
of slories:

The Gospel According lo
Mark, with ‘its re-cnactment of
the crucifinion in an jsolsted
Argentine. furmhouse, shadows
forth again the idea of cternnl
tecutrence that he wsed so well
many yeurs ago in such tales as
Theme of the Tiaitor and Here,

I Jusn Morana we find
aguin the proposition that an
inanimate  object can acquire

lifo and purpose from_ those
associnted with it, The™ Duel,
appurently an account of the
rivalry between two fushionablo
lady “paintets, s in fact yet
another treutment of the theme
that our whole lives may be de-
voted to some purpose of which
we are utteily unuware,

And Rosendo's Tale is u Boi-
gesian johe aguinst Borges: o
rewriting of his very first story,
Streetcorner Man, In terms of
what “really huppened,”

This is the hkey, of course,
Nothing  “really  hoppened,”
both stories are precisely that:
fictions, And so, to Borges, is
nnylnmf: time, &pace, causc,
personality.

Hence ~ his  playfulness,  his
funtastic  intellectual  presti-
digitations, ~ hiv prismatic
colours, his  dazzling  dis-
otienting shifts of front, What

FIGTION

is thero to o Iml{ "L!nl liw?nuu t,
Y’

"plni/ gumes with inf|
Gloomy, péihaps, yes — but
heavens, 'li rer:ssﬁln . Like

Denn Swifl, como to think of it
And on ubout the sumo level:
thore is, ay my [riemds are fed
up of heailng me say, no greut-
et writer alive thun Uoiges,

Superb intelligence,  para-
doxical wit, iImniense erudition
und, yes, passion; belef scraps
of prose ench of which ean en-
capsulate  half-a-dozen  philo-
sophics nnd thelr  refUlutions;
the embodiment, in  fact, of
multum in parvo. | sometimes
feel that fiom ono story by
Borges — "lhe world in o grain
of spnd” —It would be_ possibla
to extrupolie the whole struce
wre of human thought,

He would say that this is be-
cause there have only ever been
n handful of thoughts, a hand-
ful of metaphors, indecd a
handful of events; whal easicr
thun to express the lot in u few
pnges? And what more pleonns-
tic than to pile vp wvast novels
that can only repeat,  wvast
librarfes thal nse 1ceupitulations
of recoplitulntions? And so it
doesn't multer that, in Dr
Biodie’s Repott, Dorges hus re-
turned to the surroundings of
his  youth, has relinquished
Babylon und  Babel for the
back-streets of Buenos Alies or
the feuds of forgotien bandits.
The sume evenl occurred at
Golgotha and at La Colorada
Ranch near Junin.

The iden is not fashionable,
but it docs make for dizzying
intellectiml  acrabatics,  und
Boiges has always avowed that
all he trics to do is to entertain.
That he also informs, inttigucs
md — yes — inspires 1 a
bonus, Raiely in literature bas
|here been such a bonws,



