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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

In the United States, during the past three decades,
interest has been rising in Latin American literature. One
explanation for this new interest is that Latin American
writers Gabriel Garcia Mirquez and Pablo Neruda have won
the Nobel Prize for literature and brought more recognition
to Latin American literary works. However, another probable
reason for this interest is that many Latin American works
have been translated into English and, consequently, are
more accessible to North Americans. Because many short
stories by Latin American authors have been anthologized in
the United States and are studied by students in the United
States, Latin American literature is becoming more than a
casual area of study. People in the United States who never
have studied Latin American authors or realized what these
writers can offer to world literature suddenly are intrigued
by their creations and acknowledge the valuable contribu-
tions they make to literature.

As a result of this relatively new interest in Latin
American literature on the part of readers in the United
States, criticism of this literature has increased in the
United States. In particular, there has been much criticism
in the United States about the late Argentine writer Jorge
Luis Borges, whose works are numerous and varied. Although
Borges wrote for more than half of the twentieth century, it
is only in the last twenty-five years that his works have
been recognized by critics in the United States. Neverthe-
less, his works now are critiqued and reviewed more often
than those of any other Latin American author. Borges'
exhaustive approach to literature, his impressive ability

with language, and his varied topics and styles certainly



set him apart from other authors, so it is not surprising
that so many literary critics choose to analyze his works.

The criticism in the United States of Borges' writing
falls into six categories: criticism of his symbolism;
criticism of his religious and philosophical concepts; crit-
icism of his language and style; studies of themes in his
works; comparisons of his works with those of other writers;
and works about him as a writer and about his personal life.
This thesis consists of eight chapters; six of the chapters
are a review of these six categories of criticism.

Most of the criticism in the United States of Jorge
Luis Borges occurs in the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s, but there
are articles about him as early as 1953. Although every
attempt has been made to make this paper current, Borges'
death in 1986 surely will bring an onslaught of criticism of
his works. Because there already are so many articles and
books written in English in the United States about his
writing, it is impossible to be totally comprehensive, and
to include all of this criticism in one thesis. However,
the most informative critiques of his works are discussed
in the following chapters. Articles and books that are not
mentioned or discussed in the chapters have been included
in the bibliography.



CHAPTER II
SYMBOLISM IN BORGES' WRITING

Symbolism has been a popular topic among critics in the
United States who write about Jorge Luis Borges' works. In
fact, Borges' writing has been called parabolic. Ben Belitt
defines a parable as "a fiction implying a comparison, a
similitude in the guise of a fable, a plot with symbolic
meaning' (213). Although Belitt's definition describes much
of Borges' writing, Borges' symbolic style still evades a
definite set of characteristics. Robert Alter believes that
Borges uses symbolism to make his readers aware of ''the
power of the imagination and of its limits" (328). Although
The Mythmaker, a book by Carter Wheelock, is probably the

most extensive study on this subject, several other critics

in the United States have written about Borges' symbols. In
this chapter, criticism of the symbolism of numbers, colors,

female characters, mirrors, and labyrinths will be analyzed.

Lesser Symbols

Although the labyrinth is Borges' most famous symbol,
there are a number of articles about some of his less famous
symbols. 1In his study of Jorge Luis Borges' works, George
R. McMurray divides Borgesian symbols very effectively into

three groups: ''those of being, which suggest . . . order
; those of nonbeing, which imply formlessness . . . or
chaos . . . '"; and those that represent '"a state of ambigu-

ity, transition, or change' (165).

According to Nancy B. Mandlove, in Borges' sonnet
"Ajedrez I," he uses a chess game to symbolize infinity
(293). She says that Borges thinks that chess is an "infi-
nite' game and that he chooses it to represent order, logic,

and finiteness (293). She states that perhaps Borges makes
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an "attempt to reconcile chaos and order" with a chess game
(Mandlove 293). In support of her conclusion, Mandlove
theorizes that because chess is based on the number four,
which has a square root of two, it is a game that symbolizes
opposites. The two colors of the chess board, black and
white, are diametrically opposed, so they, too, represent
the polemic structure of the universe. In her article,
Mandlove also refers to the symbolic structure of the tradi-
tional sonnet, which is the form of "Ajedrez I." Like the
chessboard, the sonnet is based on the number four, since
it is structured in sets of two and four. Once again, this
critic observes that Borges attempts ''to bring order out of
chaos, to provide a logical structure for irrational forces,
to encompass the infinite within the finite, to control the
uncontrollable" with his use of numbers (294).

To Borges, the numbers two and four symbolize order, but
other numbers represent different concepts. For instance,
Barbara K. Gold argues that Borges ''has a fascination with
particular numbers'" and that he is superstitious (55). Gold
says, in '"Labyrinths in Borges' 'House of Asterion,'" that,
to Borges, the number fourteen symbolized infinity, but the
number nine represents a finite cycle. Borges' use of
numbers as indefinite values also is discussed in Michael

Capobianco's article '""Mathematics in the Ficciones of Jorge

Luis Borges.'" Capobianco explores the theory that Borges
uses sets of indefinite numbers in describing the arithmetic
of Tlon in the short story '"Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius."
This critic also explores the mathematics in "The Library
of Babel,' noting that Borges uses hexagons for rooms in
this library since hexagons allow for more expansion than do
squares or rectangles.

Although colors as symbols in Borges' work have not
been frequent topics for articles by critics in the United
States, both George R. McMurray and Arthur A. Natella, Jr.,

feel that they are important. Natella has written two
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articles dealing with color symbolism in Borges' work: ''Sym-
bolic Color in the Stories of Jorge Luis Borges' and "Symbolic
Grey in the Stories of Jorge Luis Borges.'" McMurray dis-

cusses color symbolism in his Jorge Luis Borges. In ''Symbolic
Grey in the Stories of Jorge Luis Borges,' Natella denotes
gray as ''a symbol of eternity'" (258). McMurray states that
"gray signifies nonbeing, but occasionally it foreshadows
death, thus also representing a symbol of transition'" (169).
Because gray is in between black and white and is a '"subtle"
color, Natella stresses that it is indefinite. On the other

hand, Natella explains that the color red is also an eternal
color, but it is different from gray because it represents
the '"'cycle of fire'" present in all living things. McMurray
agrees with Natella's observation that red is a passionate
color. According to J. E. Cirlot's Dictionary of Symbols, a
standard source for symbolic meanings, both critics' expla-

nations of the colors are in accordance with standard color
symbolism. '

A less obvious Borgesian symbol is that of women. Psiche
Hughes' article '"Love in the Abstract: The Role of Women in
Borges' Literary World" provides insight into Borges' personal
views of women as characters in his writing. Because of the
infrequency of female characters in Borges' work, Hughes feels
that he does not consider them equal to men. However, as
this critic points out, the women who do appear in his works
are ''reduced to symbols and literary images, unable to arouse
concrete, real emotions . . . " (40). She comments that it
is Borges' female characters who proclaim man's mortality
and finiteness. At the same time, the women symbolize the
infinite cycle of human life in his works. Hughes' theory
is quite interesting, but it is rather feministic.

Although numbers, colors, and women all can symbolize
infinity and indefiniteness, Borges' mirrors are even more
complete representations of this concept. Carter Wheelock,

in his book The Mythmaker, describes Borges' use of mirrors:




The mirror is often used to show the
redundancy of hypostats, hypostatiza-
tion is essentially form, and as Borges
points out here and there, every form
must be single. The specific contents

of a form are finally all the same
thing. (74)

However, the image in a mirror allows a man to view himself
as other do, even if the reflection he sees is reversed.
Ambrose Gordon, Jr., comments that Borges' works 'are per-
haps then best seen as elaborate metaphors or mirrors in
which our normal point of view is reversed . . ." (207).

At this point, Borges' reader is not certain of which is the
real object and which is merely an image; nevertheless, this
confusion is precisely what the author intends for the read-
er to experience.

Another view of Borges' mirror symbolism is Nancy B.
Mandlove's article '"Chess and Mirrors: Form as Metaphor in
Three Sonnets of Jorge Luis Borges.'" 1In this article, she
states that the mirror is '"a symbolic representation of the
infinite multiplication and repetition of human experience"
(289). Mandlove notes that mirrors surpass time because
Borges uses them to show ''that human nature endlessly repeats
itself, that a single character exists in both the past and
in the future" (289). Mandlove then explains that in some of
Borges' poetry, ''the form of the poem itself becomes a mirror
which captures and reflects the infinite variety of human
experience' (289).

David William Foster observes that, although the mirror
is an important symbol for Borges, several mirrors actually
are necessary to project infinity. 1In his article, Foster
says,

One mirror alone lacks the ability to
create depth, but several mirrors face
to face echo and re-echo a vision to

unrecognizable and hence profounder
extents. (626)



The Labyrinth as a Symbol

The term "labyrinth" often is associated with Jorge
Luis Borges. To Borges, the labyrinth is '"one of the most
mysterious and one of the oldest representations of the
inner life of man" (Murillo 259). 1In his works, Borges often
refers to actual labyrinths or to the labyrinthine structure
of an object; however, many critics insist that Borges'
writing is, in itself, a labyrinth. There has been a great
deal of criticism written about Borges' labyrinths, both as
symbols and as structural devices. In fact, critic Neil D.
Isaacs concludes that 'there is universal recognition among
Borges' critics of the importance of the labyrinth symbol or
motif. But there is no general agreement about what it
means' (384). The following discussion will indicate just
how diverse its meanings have been for critics in the United
States.

Although there is no specific symbolic meaning for
Borges' labyrinths, several critics in the United States
feel that the labyrinth effectively symbolizes a person's
consciousness because a labyrinth is a geometric structure
that encompasses both time and space, two concepts that exist
simultaneously for human beings. In his article '"Notes on
Borges' Labyrinths,'" Frank Dauster explains that a labyrinth
is a "mystical experience' and that it provides "a simul-
taneous panorama of all space and all time" (143). Dauster
further emphasizes the importance of the labyrinth in Borges'

writing by describing it as analogous to life: those
who reach the center of the labyrinth, i.e., who perceive the
meaning of their own existence almost invariably die" (147).
Naturally, many of Borges' plots involve characters' reaching
the center of a labyrinth and gaining understanding of time
and space.

Like Dauster's article, Ernest K. Redekop's ''Labyrinths

in Time and Space'" deals with the '"'innumerable spatial, tem-

poral, logical and psychological forms' of the labyrinth (95).






