FICTION AS MIRROR: MIRRORS IN THE FICTION OF
BORGES AND NABOKOV
by
JAMIE SCHILLING FIELDS, B.A.
A THESIS
IN
ENGLISH
Submitted to the Graduate Faculty
of Texas Tech University in
Partial Fulfillment of
the Requirements for

the Degree of
MASTER OF ARTS

Approved

Accepted

May, 1989



T3

J2¢

Iy
("op 2 TABLE OF CONTENTS
INTRODUCGTION ...ttt et et e et et e e e aaeans 1ii
CHAPTER
I. LITERARY CONTEXT .....cuiuiuiniiiiieneetenenenentaetaenenienineeaenenasanns 1
II. THE MIRROR IN MODERN FICTION........ccctiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinanans 10
III. MIRRORS INBORGES......c.itiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinrreiiinininee e e 19
Mirrors as Malevolent FOrces .........oooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiennenne, 19
Mirrors that Reveal Character ...........ccocoviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie, 29
Other Uses Of the MIITOT.........ooiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiiciiiii e 33
IV. MIRRORS IN NABOKOV ...ttt 42
070 L 44
Y0 1 54
6(0)0 (61 101 (62 I P 65
SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY ......oiiiiiiiiiii i 67



INTRODUCTION

Authors Jorge Luis Borges and Vladimir Nabokov have much in common; both were
born in 1899, the latter on Shakespeare's birthday. Despite their inclusion among the most
prolific and revered minds of the twentieth century, neither received the Nobel Prize during
his lifetime; this is probably because of their mutual distaste for making literature a platform
for politcal concerns. It is, in fact, a shared sentiment about what art should and should not
do that connects these two writers and enables critics continually to compare them. With
regard to form, Borges and Nabokov diverge markedly; the former prefers the short story
or essay while the latter primarily writes novels. Thematically, however, their works share
a great affinity. Neither concentrates on character development or symbolism. They are
more inclined to put a "person” in the middle of their fictional designs and allow him to
recognize some recurring pattern, some strange symmetry against which he is powerless.
Moreover, they favor imagery to symbolism. One of the most prevalent images employed
by these authors is the mirror. Not only does the mirror convey a great deal about the
nature of writing and the distortion inherent in any attempt to capture reality, it also
embellishes the traps in which characters find themselves.

This study explores the various ways in which Borges and Nabokov use the mirror. [
have offered a chapter on literary context in order to show the striking divergence of these
authors (along with numerous of their contemporaries) from a more conventional literature.
Though critics identify this "new" brand of writing with distinct terminologies, they seem
to agree on its characteristics and nature. Critics tend to group Borges and Nabokov
together as unique among their peers for metaphysical concemns in writing. In addition, [
have discussed the use of mirrors in the fiction of three postwar writers in order to
demonstrate the prevalence of this image in modem fiction. Borges and Nabokov are only
two authors among many who invest, often saturate, their works with mirrors. They



provide the image or metaphor perhaps best suited, after all, to bespeak the ontological
anxieties of the age as well as humans' detached propensity for solipsism.

Finally, the scope of this study limits the number of mirrors one can effectively
discuss. For this reason I have excluded many of Borges' most memorable mirrors as well
as some of those of Nabokov. The ones I have included are adequate, however, to relay
some sense of their importance to the total design of each author. My discussion of Borges
depends on mirrors from various collections and anthologies; I have attempted to include
stories of different moods and styles in this study in order to show his diversity as an artist.
I have concentrated primarily on only two of Nabokov's novels: Lolita and Despair.

While there are several other novels with marvelous use of mirrors such as Pnin, Pale Fire,

and Transparent Things, the former two provide a far richer, more thorough illustration of

their functions.

v



CHAPTER 1
LITERARY CONTEXT

The fictions of Borges and Nabokov clearly do not abide categorization into easily
disgested patterns of understanding or designated "movements," reactions against
previously dominant modes of discourse. Their art is distinctly their own and obstinately
insists upon its own individuality. While numerous critics enjoy lumping Borges and
Nabokov together for purposes of comparison, their fictional strategies and narrative
techniques differ markedly from one another and ultimately yield no underlying, intrinsic
parity. Nonetheless, they both revere art as the only palpable reality available to humanity;
it is precisely through having a similar attitude toward these three elements--art, reality, and
humanity--together and apart, that they seem alike. Several critics mark like attitudes in the
fictions not only of Borges and Nabokov, but of many writers in the post-War period. By
exploring the ideas of some of these critics, one can better make connections between these
authors and locate common premises, shared assumptions--in short, discern a zeitgeist
pulsing through their consciousness that contributes to the form of their fiction.

Ihab Hassan identifies the birth of "a new sense of reality, a new knowledge of error
and of incongruity, an affirmation of life under the aspect of comedy" (636). For him this
new voice in American fiction inspires art with an acute awareness of human limitation.
But while writers throughout the ages have been painfully aware of such limitations, the
new sensitivity sports "ironic acceptance” of those limitations rather than brandishing
"broken pride" or "saintly humility" in the face of them (636). Though Hassan does not
offer an inclusive list of each "new" author, he does include among them Joseph Heller,

J.P. Donleavy, Thomas Pynchon, Norman Mailer, Jack Kerouac, Nathanael West, John
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Hawkes, William Burroughs, Thomas Berger, Vladimir Nabokov, J.D. Salinger, and Saul
Bellow. Describing their achievements, he writes:

It is no great wonder that younger novelists are now more anxious to

respond to the incoherence of life, to its openness. They are relearning the

old art of improvisation in fiction; they cultivate the picaresque or fantastic

modes; they are repelled by the neat formulations of style or structure that

formalist critics once pressed too hard. Their sense of order admits of

potential disorder. In short, they have acquired a tolerance for the mixed,

causeless quality of experience: its loose ends, its broken links, its

surprises and reversals. Knowing how outrageous facts can be, they do not

pretend to subdue them with a flourish and a symbol. (636)
A dark comedy unifies these authors for Hassan--a comedy in which "[n]ightmare and
slapstick . . . meet in that surreal, comic vision that, recognizing the discrepancies in
human life, expresses and mediates them" (640). In short, it is a spirit that deflects humor
toward anguish. He notes also a tendency toward solipsism in "the new fiction," citing
Reinhart (Reinhart in Love) and Yossarian (Catch 22) as characters who "will not accept
anything but the Self as sacred” (638). Humbert Humbert (Lolita) provides a fit example
of the new fiction's protagonist according to Hassan, for though he sees himself as a
grotesque monster, the reader is more attuned to his human follies and vices. He is merely
reprehensible, but not monstrous--which Hassan claims would be "irremediable” (638). It
is also his "safely solipsizing" Lolita which provides us with the novel.

Robert Scholes acknowledges a "new" spirit in fiction as well, elaborating upon and
refining Hassan's ideas. He posits the terms "fabulation” and "metafiction” to describe the
tendency in art toward self-consciousness, involution, and art for art's sake. He calls the
authors whom Hassan mentions--modem authors with the ability to dazzle readers not with
their profound "ideas,” but with the power of their art--"fabulators," writing:

The fabulator is important to the extent that he can rejoice and refresh us.
And his ability to produce joy and peace depends on the skill with which he
fabulates. Delight in design, and its concurrent emphasis on the art of the
designer, will serve in part to distinguish the art of the fabulator from the

work of the novelist or the satirist. Of all narrative forms, fabulation puts
the highest premium on art and joy. (3)



This is not to say that the fabulist does not write novels, only that he does not identify
himself primarily as a novelist, a term which derives its meaning from genre or form, the
superficial, albeit useful, typification of a work of art. Scholes colors his discussion with
much metaphysical quandry about the nature of reality. He is eager to point out that fiction
is real enough in itself, but that it enjoys no "factual status" when it tries to point to any
world outside the fiction--that it must not extend itself beyond the work of art. He
contends that one can think about reality as much as one wants, but that he will never attain
it through thought. He then writes:

Fabulation . . . means not a turning away from reality, but an attempt to find

more subtle correspondences between the reality which is fiction and the

fiction which is reality. Modemn fabulation accepts, even emphasizes . . . its

inability to reach all the way to the real, but it continues to look toward

reality. It aims at telling such truths as fiction may legitimately tell in ways

which are appropriately fictional. (8)
He uses the term "reality” a bit loosely in view of the authors he discusses, though he does
make his point. Borges, Nabokov, and Pynchon are innovators of the "fabulist
movement," according to Scholes, and even sweep beyond it into "experimental
fabulation," or "metafiction” (4). These new modes of discourse seem to imply turning
one's back on "reality” in order to play in a universe of words. Such play precludes
writing fiction that deals with political issues or representing one's "time." In fact, John
Barth, almost always included among other "fabulists,” "experimental authors," and
"counterrealists,” evokes the Muse to spare him "from social-historical responsibility, and
in the last analysis from every other kind as well, except artistic." 1

Echoing many of Hassan's and Scholes' ideas, Barth discusses the new trend in art,

calling it "literature of exhaustion.” In an article published in 1967, he coins this term to

signify fiction "which deliberately exhausts (or tries to exhaust) its possibilities and borders

1p. 55, The Friday Book



on its own caricature." 2 He, of course, writes about Borges and Nabokov, who achieve
this effect by conveying the felt "ultimacies," as he calls them, of the age. Works-within-
works, word play, and regressus in infinitum abound in their fiction as do, obviously,
doubles and mirrors. Through these and other sleights of hand, "an artist doesn't merely
exemplify an ultimacy; he employs it."> Numerous critics have applied Barth's ideas to
their own theories. Susan Sontag identifies a mood of "ultimacy" which evokes Barth's
"exhaustion.” She writes about the primacy of art over everyday "reality,” saying, "from
the promotion of the arts into 'art' comes the leading myth about art, that of the
absoluteness of the artist's activity" (4). Art then turns into "anti-art" or "silence," which in
turn promotes “a mood of ultimacy" (6). She writes that upon "discovering that one has
nothing to say, one seeks a way to say that" (12). The art of ultimacy involves engaging in
a contest or game with the reader, self-consciousness, the dream of an ahistorical literature,
and disdain for communicating "meanings.” John O. Stark entitles his book The Literature
of Exhaustion and concentrates solely on the fiction of Borges, Nabokov, and Barth. He
further defines the new literature by indentifying its favorite themes: time, memory, and
space. He adds that these authors

negatively treat symmetry, a theme of limitation. Conversely, they

positively treat the theme of infinity. [They] prefer open systems to closed

systems. All these themes form part of one, overarching theme: the relation

between literature and reality . . .. They also convey their themes partly by

means of a few images: the labyrinth, the mirror, and the circle . . . .

Character, plot, and style, besides their intrinsic interest, become pawns in

the battle against reality and realism. These writers use their characters,

who in many instances are two-dimensional, to attack the notion of

individual identity. Similarly, the style of these three writers calls attention

to itself, which in turn makes it undeniable that literature creates artifice
rather than imitating reality. (9-10)

2p. 34, "The Literature of Exhaustion.” The Atlantic, August 1967 (29-34).

31bid., p. 31.
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Josephine Hendin seeks also to describe modern tendencies in writing, calling authors
of the new mold--Donald Barthelme, Gabriel Garcia Marquez, Flannery O'Connor, Kurt
Vonnegut, Jr., John Updike, Pynchon, Borges, Barth, Nabokov, and Burroughs--writers
of "experimental fiction." To her they are postwar authors who perceive all relations as
power relations, depict individual men in their attempts to cope with the violence around
them and within themselves, and present characters who deliberately refuse to connect the
pieces of their personalities. Her perceptions dig deeper into character than those of Barth,
Scholes, Hassan, or Sontag as she perceives modern man as an isolated victim of society;
the others do not even allot him that much potential but consider him a mere pawn in the
author's game, insubstantial anci flat. Her vision involves an experimental fiction that
admittedly leaves out much of the joy and nobility which exists in the
world, but all art involves exclusion; no single work of art tells the whole
truth about all experience. Experimental fiction exaggerates, dramatizes,
and probes the problematic. It provides a vision of people under pressure,
of desperate measures, of sometimes horrendous solutions, of necessary
attempts. (243)
Her almost apologetic tone does not sufficiently appreciate the intentionally exclusive aspect
of modermn fiction. These authors do not want to portray the heroic or the conventional;
they seem bent on avoiding any semblance of a "well-rounded character.” And yet she
includes among these "experimental” authors many of the same group as other critics in this
discussion. When she writes that "[e]xperimental writing in America is colored by social
and cultural factors," she seems to resound Peter Cooper's distinction between social and
metaphysical concerns among counterrealists (242). While she diverges somewhat from
the critical "consensus” of this markedly distinct fiction, she does affirm the omnipresence
of game in the pattern, and indeed the primacy of the pattern itself in modem fiction.
Certainly no one critic's article or book could provide the definitive

terminology/theories with which to discuss the new fictive voice. Each critic I have

discussed applies a different label to these authors and tends to perch contentedly,



observing from his or her own vantage point distinctive attributes of the fiction. But one,
Cooper, best seems to articulate the mood of this brand of fiction. Common to the vast
majority of postwar authors is the notion that reality is no longer realistic; that in the age of
the bomb and advanced technology, man suffers from isolation and the inability to connect
with his fellow creature. Contemporary writers diverge markedly in their treatment of this
theme, however, and form two prominent groups, which, according to Cooper, may be
termed neorealists and counterrealists. 4 Though this thesis concentrates on the
counterrealists, particularly Borges and Nabokowv, it is important to explore briefly the
premise of the former group in order to fully savor the divergence of the latter.
Cooper discusses numerous neorealistsS and claims that they are writers with an

affinity for the kind of realism that

present[s] rounded, individuated characters who are explained, or . . . made

explicable, through attention to their psychology and motivation. A

coherent and consistent narration focuses on their conflicts, introspection,

formation of values, [and] personal and social interactions . . . . [U]sually

the neorealists show their characters as trying to reach a tenable mode of

being with themselves, with others, and with their civilization. These

authors ask us to concede that the events they portray have happened or

could happen to a real person. (2)

By contrast, authors of counterrealism, a term coined by Barth, eschew the principles

and practices of conventional realism. They conceive of their characters as

flat, insubstantial figure[s] adrift in an alien world. That world . . . is

typically fantastic, grotesque, absurd . . . filled with unforeseen events or

shocking juxtapositions--a labyrinth, oddly animated by plots that seem

deliberately and malevolently opposed to human priorities. (3)
John Hawkes, Ishmael Reed, Ken Kesey, Joseph Heller, Henry Van Dyke, William

Gaddis, Barthelme, Burroughs, Sontag, Vonnegut, Nabokov, and Borges figure among

4Cooper discusses this term in Signs and Symptoms, p. 4..

SHe counts among neorealists Joyce Carol Oates, William Styron, Truman Capote, Bernard Malamud,
Frank Conroy, Philip Roth, John Cheever, James Baldwin, Bellow, and Salinger (3).






