ID45H Introduction to Research

Gilhooley

Multiplicity in Borges:  Evidence and Interpretation

Trying to understand Borges’ short stories is challenging.  As we read these stories their meaning seems ambiguous; it’s clear that something strange is happening in them, but it’s difficult to reach conclusions about what they mean.  The stories encourage us (by their complexity and brevity) to reread them, to ruminate over them, and they really require several readings to be understood.  Upon rereading we discover repetitions, patterns of words and ideas, which we can begin to piece together to find meanings in the stories.  Something we notice in this process is that Borges fosters within us a certain inquisitive and speculative frame of mind:  he helps us prepare our minds to understand his stories.  We may assume that these qualities of curiosity, rumination and speculation were also possessed by Borges when he wrote these stories, so in a way he is getting us to think like him to be able to decipher his texts.

As we interpret these short stories in class, a student may remark that something she enjoys about literature is that it can be interpreted any way the reader likes.  (This is like the popular response to a work of art:  “beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”)  A little later while working through “The South,” as I respond favorably to divergent textual interpretations proposed by students, another student may remark that this is like calling the “psychic hot line”:  apparently “anything goes”  when trying to form meanings from these stories.  But this is really the opposite of what Borges had in mind.  Although Borges’ stories seem at first to be ambiguous, after several readings we see that Borges wanted his stories to have specific multiple meanings.  Based on your previous readings and our class discussions, try to develop (or decipher) meanings from the following portions of “The South,” “Death and the Compass,” and “The Garden of Forking Paths.”

The South:
(near the end of the story, when Dahlman, having been provoked, decides to fight)  

Dahlman did not find it strange that the storekeeper should know his name by 
now but he sensed that the man’s conciliatory words actually made the situation 
worse.  Before the men’s provocation had been directed at an accidental face, 
almost at nobody; now it was aimed at him, at his name, and the men at the other 
table would know that name.  Dahlman brushed the storekeeper aside, faced the 
laborers, and asked them what their problem was.

Question:  Based on this passage, what was Dahlman’s last act before his death?  Why did Dahlman choose to act?
Death and the Compass:

(from the conclusion of the story as Lonnrot and Scharlach confront each other)


…The night was dark now; from the dusty garden there rose the pointless cry of a 
bird.  For the last time, Lonnrot considered the problem of the symmetrical, 
periodic murders.



“There are three lines too many in your labyrinth,” he said at last.  “I know 
of a Greek labyrinth that is but one straight line.  So many philosophers have been 
lost upon that line that a mere detective might be pardoned if he became lost as 
well.  When you hunt me down in another avatar of our lives, Scharlach, I suggest 
that you fake (or commit) one crime at A, a second crime at B, eight kilometers 
from A, then a third crime at C, four kilometers from A and B and halfway 
between them.  Then wait for me at D, two kilometers from A and C, once again 
halfway between them.  Kill me at D, as you are about to kill me at Triste-le-

Roy.”



“The next time I kill you,” Scharlach replied, “I promise you the labyrinth 
that consists of a single straight line that is invisible and endless.”



He stepped back a few steps.  Then, very carefully, he fired.

Question:  Based on this passage, how do you make sense of the labyrinth, the pursuit of one another, time and death?

The Garden of Forking Paths:
Question 1:  In this story how does Borges present time and mortality?  Two examples are listed below.

Example 1: (p. 121, as Yu, having escaped Madden, thinks to himself as he rides the train to Ashgrove)


…I give them this piece of advice:  He who is to perform a horrendous act should 
imagine to himself that it is already done, should impose upon himself a future as 
irrevocable as the past.
Example 2: (p. 127, Albert explains to Yu the content of his great-grandfather’s novel, The Garden of Forking Paths)

…The Garden of Forking Paths is an incomplete, but not false, image of the 
universe as conceived by Ts’ui Pen.  Unlike Newton and Schopenhauer, your 
ancestor did not believe in a uniform and absolute time; he believed in an infinite 
series of times, a growing, dizzying web of divergent, convergent, and parallel 
times.  That fabric of times that approached one another, forked, and snipped off, 
or are simply unknown for centuries, contain all possibilities.

Question 2:  According to Freud, what could cause Borges (and Ts’ui Pen) to depict time in this way?
