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AN INTERVIEW WITH 

JORGE LUIS BORGES* 

Q. In your essay, "Valery as Symbol," you wrote that Valery was 
"the symbol of a man infinitely sensitive to every phenomenon and 
for whom every phenomenon is a stimulus capable of provoking an 
infinite series of thoughts. Of a man who transcends the differential 
traits of self and of whom we can say ... he is nothing in himself." 
What would you say of Borges as symbol? 

A. Well, I don't think I can say very much, because that symbol has 
been invented for me by other people; I mean, I don't think about 

myself, but many people seem to be thinking about me. So I am, in 
a sense, their handiwork, not my own. When I write a story or a 

poem I am simply concerned about that story or that poem, but I 
have no general philosophy; I have no message to convey. I am not 

really a thinker. I am a man who is very puzzled-and generally 
speaking, very pleasantly puzzled-by life and by things, especially 
by books. My father had a fine English library, and I've always been 

reading and rereading those books. I was introduced to America by 
one of the first novels I ever read in that library: Huckleberry Finn. 
And afterwards I read Roughing It and other books by Twain. And 
then, of course, I came to Edgar Allan Poe, and also-I wonder how 

you'll take this-to Longfellow. Since then, of course, I discovered 
other writers: Emerson, Melville, Hawthorne, Thoreau, and Henry 
James. The very first lectures I gave when I was obliged to do so, 

* Conducted by L. S. Dembo in Madison, Wisconsin, on November 21, 
1969. The interview was held in English. 
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because, well, I had to earn a living somehow, and I was hounded 
out of a small job I held by the dictator-the first lectures I gave were 
on literatura norteamericana clisica, and then I spoke on those 
authors. I had not spoken in public before and of course I was full 
of fear and trembling, even as I am full of fear and trembling now 
when I speak here. I'm always afraid the words will stick in my throat. 

Q. They somehow don't. 

A. No, but in a sense, I am quite a veteran in everything concerned 
with stage fright. I get more and more afraid as the years go on. 

Q. It certainly isn't obvious. 

A. Well, it's obvious to me. 

Q. Anyway, let me continue with this question: One of your chief 
themes seems to be the ability of the mind to influence or recreate 
reality. I am thinking of the consummate recreation of the world in 
"Tlon, Uqbar, and Orbis Tertius." The philosophy of idealism prev- 
alent on the imaginary planet Tlon seems to be vindicated when the 
actual world begins to transform itself in To1n's image. Are you in 
fact a philosophic idealist or do you simply delight in paradoxes 
made possible by idealistic reasoning, or both? 

A. Well, my father-I seem to be referring to him all the time; I 

greatly loved him, and I think of him as living-my father was a pro- 
fessor of psychology, and I remember-I was quite a small boy- 
when he began trying to teach me something of the puzzles that con- 
stitute the idealistic philosophy. And I remember once he explained 
to me, or he tried to explain to me, with a chessboard, the paradoxes 
of Xeno, Achilles and the Tortoise, and so on. I also remember that 
he held an orange in his hand and asked me, "Would you think of 
the taste of the orange as belonging to it?" And I said, "Well, I 
hardly know that. I suppose I'd have to taste the orange. I don't 
think the orange is tasting itself all the time." He replied, "That's 
quite a good answer," and then he went on to the color of the orange 
and asked, "Well, if you close your eyes, and if I put out the light, 
what color is the orange?" He didn't say a word about Berkeley or 

316 | CONTEMPORARY LITERATURE 



Hume, but he was really teaching me the philosophy of idealism, 
although, of course, he never used those words, because he thought 
they might scare me away. But he was teaching me a good many 
things, and he taught them as if they were of no importance at all. 
He was teaching me philosophy and psychology-that was his prov- 
ince-and he used William James as his textbook. He was teaching 
me all those things, and yet not allowing me to suspect that he was 
teaching me something. 

Q. But you would say that you more or less were brought up on 
idealism? 

A. Yes, and now when people tell me that they're down-to-earth 
and they tell me that I should be down-to-earth and think of reality, 
I wonder why a dream or an idea should be less real than this table 
for example, or why Macbeth should be less real than today's news- 
paper. I cannot quite understand this. I suppose if I had to define 
myself, I would define myself as an idealist, philosophically speaking. 
But I'm not sure I have to define myself. I'd rather go on wondering 
and puzzling about things, for I find that very enjoyable. 

Q. That reminds me of the image of the labyrinth that recurs 
throughout your work. 

A. Yes, it keeps cropping up all the time. It's the most obvious 
symbol of feeling puzzled and baffled, isn't it? It came to me through 
an engraving when I was a boy, an engraving of the seven wonders of 
the world, and there was one of the labyrinth. It was a circular build- 
ing, and there were some palm trees near. Anyway, I thought that if 
I looked into it, if I peered into it very closely, perhaps I might make 
out the minotaur at the center. Somehow I was rather frightened of 
that engraving, and so when my mother said, "Since you like the 
book, you can keep it in your room," I answered, "No, no, it better 
stay in the library," because I was afraid of the minotaur coming out. 
Of course, I never told her the reason. Children are very shy. You 
don't say those things when you are really afraid of something hap- 
pening. It really was an uncanny picture. 

There was also an English dictionary, with a picture of the 
sphinx. Then I would play with my terrors; I would say to myself, 
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now I will look up the word "six" and see that very tiny little illustra- 
tion, and then I opened the book and closed it at once. 

Q. Has the minotaur ever come out of the labyrinth? 

A. Well, I have written two sonnets; in the first, a man is supposed 
to be making his way through the dusty and stony corridors, and he 
hears a distant bellowing in the night. And then he makes out foot- 
prints in the sand and he knows that they belong to the minotaur, 
that the minotaur is after him, and, in a sense, he, too, is after the 
minotaur. The minotaur, of course, wants to devour him, and since 
his only aim in life is to go on wandering and wandering, he also 
longs for the moment. In the second sonnet, I had a still more grue- 
some idea-the idea that there was no minotaur-that the man would 
go on endlessly wandering. That may have been suggested by a phrase 
in one of Chesterton's Father Brown books. Chesterton said, "What 
a man is really afraid of is a maze without a center." I suppose he was 
thinking of a godless universe, but I was thinking of the labyrinth 
without a minotaur. I mean, if anything is terrible, it is terrible be- 
cause it is meaningless. 

Q. Yes, that's what I was driving at .... 

A. ... Because the minotaur justifies the labyrinth; at least one 
thinks of it as being the right kind of inhabitant for that weird kind 
of building. 

Q. If the minotaur is in the labyrinth, the labyrinth makes sense. 

A. Yes, if there's no minotaur, then the whole thing's incredible. 
You have a monstrous building built round a monster, and that in a 
sense is logical. But if there is no monster, then the whole thing is 
senseless, and that would be the case for the universe, for all we know. 

Q. Doesn't Thomas Hardy express a similar idea in one of his 
poems-I think it's called "Hap"-in which he says that if he knew 
that the universe were malevolent, he could resign himself, but he 
knows that it's haphazard, and that is the real cause of his despair? 

A. I admire Hardy's poems but I haven't come across that one. You 
see, I lost my sight in 1955 and, of course, I had to fall back on other 
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readers and young minds-young eyes and young memories-and so 
I depend on things already read. But my consolation lies in the 
fact that my memory's rather poor, so when I think I'm remembering 
something, I'm surely distorting it and perhaps inventing something 
new. 

Q. Perhaps that's what it means to be an artist. 

A. Yes, well, if I could verify every one of my memories, I should 
be less fanciful than I am or less inventive. 

Q. Well, you're apt to turn into Funes, the Immemorious. 

A. No, in the case of Funes I think of a man being killed by his 
memory and of a man being unable to think, since he can possess 
no general ideas; that is, in order to think, you must forget the small 
individual differences between things. Of course, Funes couldn't do 
that. But that story came to me as a kind of metaphor for sleepless- 
ness, because I suffered greatly from insomnia. 

Q. Yes, you speak about the "terrible lucidity of insomnia." 

A. The terrible lucidity of insomnia. And there is a common word 
in Argentine Spanish for "awaken": recordarse, to remember oneself. 
When you're sleeping, you can't remember yourself-in fact, you're 
nobody, although you may be anybody in a dream. Then suddenly 
you wake up and "remember yourself"; you say, "I am so-and-so; I'm 
staying in such-and-such a place; I'm living in such-and-such a year." 
But recordarse is used as a common word and I don't think anybody 
has worked out all its implications. 

Q. Getting back to the labyrinth, it seemed to me that this image 
was not only generally appropriate to your work but represented the 
central paradox in it; that "the rich symmetries" of the mind, and of 
history, and of the world, end only in confusion or mystery. 

A. But I really enjoy that mystery. I not only feel the terror of it; I 
not only feel now and then the anguish, but also, well, the kind of 
pleasure you get, let's say, from a chess puzzle or from a good detective 
novel. 
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Q. In other words, you don't feel "angst"? 

A. No, I don't. Or if I feel it, I feel it now and then, but I don't 
try to cherish it nor do I feel especially proud of it. It comes on me, 
let's say, as a headache or toothache might come, and I do my best 
to discourage it. 

Q. I notice that from time to time the narrator of a story will iden- 
tify himself as Borges, but, as the parable "Borges and I" seems to 
illustrate, Borges is more than one man. Are the characters of the 
ficciones sometimes Borges' nightmares or dreams or are they in 
fact the works of a detached creator intellectually interested in their 
dilemmas? 

A. Sometimes I have been influenced by dreams. But only twice 
have I written down actual dreams. One was in the sketch called 
"Episode of the Enemy"; and the other dream I had I gave the Norse 
name of Ragnarok, "The Twilight of the Gods." And those two 
dreams were written much as they occurred. I worked in a few details 
to make them more credible. In other cases I may have been influ- 
enced by dreams without being quite aware of it. 

Q. I meant dreams in the broader sense of the word. 

A. Well, I don't think of literature and dreams as being very dif- 
ferent. Of course, life has been compared to a dream many times over. 
But I think that in the case where you're imagining a story, you are 
actually dreaming it; at the same time you're dreaming it in a rather 
self-conscious way. I mean, you're dreaming and you're trying to di- 
rect the dream, to give it an end. Now, it is quite a common experi- 
ence of mine-I suppose it has happened to you also-to dream and 
to know that I am dreaming. And also this has happened only during 
the last few years of my life: to begin dreaming before I begin to go 
to sleep. I know, for example, that I am in bed; I know where I am, 
and that somebody has come into the room, that somebody belongs 
to a dream; and then I know that very soon I will fall fast asleep. 
That's a sign that sleep's coming on. I asked one of my nephews and 
he told me that he had the same feeling. Sometimes he had dreams 
not only the moment before waking up but before going to sleep. 

When one dreams before going to sleep, one knows that one 
shouldn't worry about insomnia because in two or three minutes one 
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will be fast asleep, and then one will be dreaming in a more intricate 
way, with different characters, different people speaking, and so on. 

Q. Would you say that your characters represent a part of you? 
A. Yes, they do-all of them. But I have a trick of my characters 
poking fun at me. I am also contemptible in my stories. Many of the 
characters are fools and they are always playing tricks on me and 
treating me badly. Actually, I often play a very poor part in my stories. 

Q. Well, as intellectually impressive as they are, all the characters 
seem to have some sort of weakness: Averroes, for instance. He can 
never determine what Aristotle meant by "tragedy" and "comedy" 
because he has never seen the theater, and he's limited by the con- 
cepts of Islam. 

A. Yes, in that story I write of a very intelligent man, as I imagine 
Averroes to have been, and yet a man who cannot possibly know 
what tragedy and comedy stood for, since he had never seen a tragedy 
or a comedy being acted. He couldn't possibly guess at that whole 
thing. If the story is pathetic, it is pathetic because a very intelligent 
man commits a very elementary blunder. That's the whole point to 
the story. 

Q. Would you call it a blunder or is it a necessary fallacy in his 
thinking? No matter what he could do, he was still limited by his en- 
vironment and his experience. 
A. I also think of him as being a symbol of everybody, because after 
all, what any single individual must know is very little as compared 
to the sum of all things. But in that story you are made to feel, at 
least if the story's successful, that the hero is very intelligent, and yet 
that he could by no means understand what tragedy meant, because, 
as I read in Renard's book on Averroes, when he speaks of comedy, 
he speaks of fate as panegyric, and when he speaks of tragedy, he 
speaks of it as satire, because he knew about those things but not 
about the stage. 

Q. Well, maybe the point is that he does represent everybody. Does 
he represent the author, too, in the same way? 
A. Yes, of course he does. 
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Q. The author himself is in a labyrinth, following casuistic reason- 
ing, but bound by the limitations of the tunnels in that labyrinth. He 
can never really get out and find reality. 

A. But of course. When I say everybody, I include myself. I should 
say so. Let me tell you an anecdote now, if you don't mind anecdotes. 
This happened in the province of Buenos Aires. There was an actor 
who went all over the country, playing the story of a brave gaucho 
hunted down by the police. When he came to a certain town he was 
told to change the name of the hero to that of the local, well, the 
local "Billy the Kid," in order that the people might better enjoy it. 
Then two or three days before the play was about to be shown, an 
old man came to see the actor. He was a very timid man; I've seen 
pictures of him. He had killed many men in his day; he had a grey 
mustache; he was a smallish man. He didn't know quite how to speak 
-he had spent all his life killing or being hunted by the police. Then 
he said, "I heard that somebody will appear on the stage and will say 
that he's me. But I want to warn you beforehand that you will de- 
ceive nobody, because I have lived in this town and everybody knows 
who I am." The actor tried to explain to him the whole art of stage- 
craft, but how could this poor old gaucho understand that? Finally, 
he said, "Well, maybe you're right. You're a learned man, and I'm 
very ignorant. I spent all my life being hunted by the police and 
fighting them; but I want to warn you that even though I am an old 
man, I can still take care of myself, and if anybody appears on the 
stage and says he's me, then I will come on the stage and fight him." 
And so the play couldn't be acted. 

Q. So for all his intellect, Averroes suffered from the same problem 
an illiterate gaucho did. But let me ask you something on a different 
subject. In an essay on Coleridge you examined the idea that all 
literary works are one work and that all writers are one impersonal 
writer. 

A. Yes, I got that idea from Emerson, who said they were the work 
of one single all-knowing or all-thinking "gentleman." The word 
"gentleman" is beautiful there. Because if he had written "man" it 
would have meant very little, but the idea of a gentleman writing, 
well, let's say, all Shakespeare's tragedies for him .... 

Q. Well, the word probably speaks for Emerson's own gentility. 
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A. Yes, but I don't want to blame gentility. I think it should be 
encouraged. At least I try to be a gentleman, though I never quite 
succeed in that ambition. 

Q. In any case, what would you say is the contribution of Ficciones 
to this universal work? Is it part of traditional literature? 

A. Oh, I think it's made of half-forgotten memories. I wonder if 
there is a single original line in the book. I suppose a source can be 
found for every line I've written, or perhaps that's what we call in- 
venting-mixing up memories. I don't think we're capable of creation 
in the way that God created the world. 
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