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Preface and acknowledgements

My writing of this thesis was an accident at least four years in the making. As a
senior in high school, enamored by the potential for human expression couched in my
previous three years of studying the Spanish language, | signed up for an independent
study course in Spanish literature, in which | read Jorge Luis Borges’s short story “El
otro”, and was intrigued by the text’s lucid and erudite yet also curiously indecipherable
narration. My teacher for the course mentioned the short story “El jardin de senderos
que se bifurcan” as another exemplar of Borges’s fiction, in which Borges had created a
series of forking paths through space and time. With this mysterious, almost whimsical
reading suggestion in hand, | arrived at UC Berkeley as a freshman in the Comparative
Literature department (and also majoring in Molecular and Cell Biology) in Fall 2019.

In Spring 2021, in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, | read “El jardin de
senderos que se bifurcan” as a part of my Spanish literature class taught by Professor
Estelle Tarica. To my surprise, there appeared among the pages of this Spanish short
story a mention of one “Hung Lo Meng”, or Honglou meng, one of the most famous
novels of the Chinese literary tradition. This piqued my interest because | had not
expected my own Chinese heritage and Spanish academic interests to meet at any
point in time. But as the class moved on to other texts and the pandemic itself wore on, |
forgot about the connection.

Then, completely independently of my reading of Borges, in Spring 2022, | took a
class with Matthew Wild dedicated to a semester-long reading of Honglou meng. It was
a course that not only allowed me to read the novel in its entirety (albeit in English
translation) but that also taught me how to read and discuss literature from a place of
genuine personal interest and interpersonal dialogue. When we reached Chapter 56 of
the novel, in which the protagonist Baoyu has a dizzying dream defined by a mirrored
structure, | was suddenly reminded of Borges and his short story “El otro”—and also of
the Borges-Honglou meng connection | had found in “El jardin de senderos que se
bifurcan”. | wrote my final paper for Chinese 180 on this connection, a paper that in
reality only scratched the surface of this fascinating and insightful connection, and
proceeded to once again forget about it in favor of the research | would be doing as an
MCB major over the summer.

| had originally planned to write my senior thesis in MCB. At the start of Fall
2022, a set of extenuating circumstances made it so that | could no longer pursue that
project, and | once again remembered the Borges-Honglou meng connection that had
sporadically surfaced and fascinated me throughout my last four years of literature
studies. Within a week or two of the Fall 2022 Comparative Literature thesis proposal
deadline, Professors Tom McEnaney and Sophie Volpp had both agreed to be my
advisors, and | was on my way to digging through shelves in the library, printing out
stacks of secondary readings, and furiously typing away at my laptop for the next year
on this thesis.



The endeavor of this thesis has allowed me tremendous growth, not only as a
student of literature but also as a person. If the final length of the thesis is any
indication, this project pushed my close reading and argumentative writing skills to their
limits, and the year-long opportunity to not only immerse myself in a topic of great
personal fascination but also to dialogue with my advisors about it has been a source of
great joy and solace. In a manner quite apt to the topic of Borges’s fiction, my research
of the questions of dream versus waking reality, fiction versus lived experience in
Borges and Honglou meng has also fundamentally enriched my perspective on the
influence of our internal world on our experience of the external one, as well as the
potential for connection and dialogue across gulfs of geography, language, and even
time.

| would like to conclude this preface by giving my heartfelt thanks firstly to my
advisors Professor Volpp and McEnaney, whose time, insight, guidance and
conversation have been invaluable to the formation of this thesis; to Matt Wild, without
whose teaching of The Story of the Stone this project would not have been possible;
Professor Estelle Tarica, in whose course on Spanish literature | first became aware of
the possible connection on which | would base this thesis; Mr. Cristobal Vicente, who
led my independent study of Spanish literature in high school; and my parents, who are
not only the source of my ability to marvel in the Chinese language but also my role
models for humility, diligence, and perseverance. This thesis and their support have
been a wonderful culmination of my four years at Berkeley.
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Introduction

Ana Maria Barrenechea writes that Borges’s literature evinces an interest in “the
unreality of the so-called realistic literature...the impossibility of copying the world with
words, and...the coincidence (or lack of coincidence) between literature and life” while
paradoxically also recognizing “the greater expressive power of the fictional over the
real”.’ There exists in his literary writing a seemingly fundamental tension: between his
aspiration toward a cerebral idealism and his acknowledgement of the limitations of the
human mind, between his texts’ fictional recreations of the world and his belief in the
inherently illusory or inadequate nature of words and logic in capturing that world. This
interest, in the apparent misalignment of literary representations of the lived world with
that world itself, is a questioning of the possibilities and limitations—the very validity—of
the endeavor of fictionality.

Borges critics such as Barrenechea have tended to portray his interest in and
questioning of fictionality as an endeavor of skepticism and destabilization, in which
fictionality and the subjectivity of human perception reveal themselves as fallible
simultaneously as the world shows itself to be false, all as a result of fiction’s unique
capacity to recreate—or, as we will see in some of our analyses of Borges's fiction,
simply create—worlds. Similar to Barrenechea, Beatriz Sarlo has written of Borges’s
fiction as a “paradox”?, framing his interest in the mind’s capacity to shape lived

experience as a matter in which the true, lived world paradoxically cannot be accessed.

' Ana Maria Barrenechea, Borges the labyrinth maker, trans. Robert Lima (New York: New York
University Press, 1965), 129, 128.
2 Beatriz Sarlo, in A Writer on the Edge, ed. John King (New York: Verso, 1993), 65.



In these critics’ analyses of Borges's fictionality, the discrepancies—as well as
unexpected confluences—between fictional and real are a force for undermining the
authority of one over the other. While this thesis’s reading of Borges'’s fictionality will
reveal characteristics in his fiction that tend towards skepticism and destabilization, it
also aims to show how previous critics have overlooked a more fluid, less fixed and dual
aspect of Borges'’s interest in fictionality—and especially that of his interest in fantastic
fiction. A largely overlooked dimension of these debates opens through Borges’s
engagement with discussions of real and fictional in the Eastern traditions of Chinese
literature and Buddhist philosophy.

Like pieces in a puzzle, hints of the influential role played by Chinese literature
and Buddhism in Borges’s construction of his fiction are scattered throughout his
oeuvre, from the appearance of myriad Chinese creatures in his Manual de zoologia
fantastica to his publication of his book Qué es el Budismo, a collection of essays
dedicated to the history, philosophy, and practice of Buddhism. This thesis will center on
the puzzle piece that appears in Borges’s 1941 short story “El jardin de senderos que
se bifurcan”. In particular, what appears to be a Borges spy thriller set in Britain in World
War | also contains a seemingly innocuous mention of the celebrated 18th-century
Chinese novel Honglou meng by Cao Xueqin,>—a text for which Borges also published
a review in the magazine E/ Hogar in 1937, four years prior to his publication of “El
jardin de senderos que se bifurcan”. “El jardin” engages with Honglou meng in a
manner that is greatly interested in the fictionality of the novel, drawing comparisons

between it and the story’s titular, fictional garden of forking paths, and Borges’s

3 Jorge Luis Borges, Ficciones, (Barcelona: Planeta-Agostini, 1985), 106.



magazine review of the novel expresses his interest in its fictionality even more so, with
the review highlighting Honglou meng’s fantastically, intensely real narration of its
dream scenes.

Thus, a reading of Honglou meng’s potentially fantastic construction of its fiction
may yield a trove of insight into, as well as novel modes of reading, Borges’s conception
and creation of his own fantastic fiction. In particular, | aim to show through this thesis
that Honglou meng takes a harmonious approach to the fiction vs. lived world and
dream vs. waking reality dualities, which is heavily influenced by Buddhist philosophies
on the inherently dreamlike nature of existence. Despite being in seeming opposition to
Barrenechea, Sarlo, and other Borges critics’ conception of his fiction as destabilizing or
paradoxical, | then ultimately aim to show that a Buddhism-influenced, fantastic reading
of Honglou meng’s fiction can also be applied to our reading of Borges’s fiction, for a
novel understanding of his treatment of fiction and lived world not as a duality or
paradox, but as two entities that are in continuum and constant dialogue with one

another.

Chapter 1: Borges’s fantastic fiction

Defining fictionality

To begin an in-depth discussion of Borges’s particular fictionality, we should first
establish a general working definition of fictionality, which will allow us to evaluate the
specific attributes and motivations of Borges'’s fictionality. What is fictionality, and what
are some general strategies by which fictional texts achieve their fictionality? What can

be possible motivations or consequences for a text’s achievement of fictionality?



We can seed our broader discussion in a discrete, historical instance of
fictionality, namely Catherine Gallagher’s examination of the 18th-century British novel’s
origins from expository writing. In her essay “The Rise of Fictionality”, Gallagher traces
the 18th-century British development of “believable stories that did not solicit belief"
from a tradition in which the quality of believability had originally only marked texts
whose contents were known to be based in fact. The fictionality of the 18th-century
British novel was thus notable in that it created literary worlds that were believable—and
so nearly nonfictional—in their realism while simultaneously maintaining a separation
from the reader’s actual world with their ability to maintain the reader’s sense of their
fiction. Gallagher notes that this realist kind of fictionality may have arisen as a cover for
authors who wished to discuss real-world controversies without having to face
accusations of libel and other consequences of directly attacking contentious topics
from the reader’s lived world.® For our purposes, the 18th-century British novel thus
exemplifies a kind of fictionality in which the fictional text remains loyal to various
aspects of the real world, by not only retaining the nonfictional characteristic of
believability but also engaging with veiled discussions of real-world events and values.

The fictionality that Gallagher discusses can be considered a realist class of
fictionality, and is just one example of how fictional texts undertake discussions that are
not meant to be taken as based in fact—discussions that are, in short, fictional—but that
nevertheless interact with the reader’s day-to-day experience of the real world. Here we

may pause to suggest that part of the definition of fictionality is the degree to which a

4 Catherine Gallagher, “The Rise of Fictionality,” in The Novel, Volume 1, ed. Franco Moretti (Princeton
University Press, 2006), 340.
® Ibid.



fictional work refers to, bases itself in, or otherwise interacts with its surrounding world—
which also delineates the degree to which this work is purely “fictional”. Beyond this one
manifestation of fictionality in Catherine Gallagher’s discussion of the 18th-century
British novel, we may now consider the general strategies by which fictional works can
achieve their fictionality, and also the varying types of fictionality that can arise from the
modulation of these strategies.

One exemplary approach in this field is Eric Hayot’s framework of the literary
world, which he develops in his eponymous essay “On Literary Worlds” as a means for
holistically evaluating any fictional text’s fictionality. As Hayot claims, a literary world is
something that arises from every fictional text and that thus can be employed with
“broad comparative applicability”®, a trait that will be helpful for our evaluation of
Borges’s fictionality in comparison with texts from Buddhism and Chinese literature.
Hayot defines the literary world as “the diegetic totality constituted by the sum of all
aspects of a single text, constellated into a structure or system.”” In other words, the
literary world is produced by the reader’s overall sense of narrative, which culminates
from an often “unconscious”® synthesis of individual aspects of the text, such as the
distribution of narrative focus and the degree of information provided about the laws
governing the world of the text. By this conception, fictionality results from a fictional
text’s ability to provide its reader with an immersive experience in a similar manner as
the surrounding real world is able to achieve—hence Hayot’s specific use of the term

literary world.

6 Eric Hayot, “On Literary Worlds,” Modern Language Quarterly 72, no. 2 (June 2011): 160.
" Ibid., 137.
8 Ibid., 142.



Such a conception of fictionality will of course beg the question of how a literary
world can itself arise from a fictional text, and Hayot lays out a number of characteristics
which he asserts are modulated by fictional texts in order to produce their sense of
literary world. These include amplitude (how much about characters’ motive or other
aspects of narrative background is explicitly stated in the text versus left to be assumed
by the reader), completeness (in a sense, how “fleshed out” the world of the text is—a
novel aspiring to a highly realistic degree of fictionality may provide superfluous details
such as involved backstories of minor characters, which, despite not being essential to
the plot, will heighten the work’s sense of completeness), and metadiegetic structure (to
what intensity symbolism is at play in the text, because everything committed in the
form of words ultimately is a verbal representation of something beyond the text).° We
can for example apply this framework of Hayot’s to the 18th-century British novel’s
fictionality as discussed by Gallagher: such a novel may employ a metadiegetic
structure that is highly symbolic of figures and occurrences from the reader’s lived
world, motivated as the novel would be to engage in controversial discussions of these
elements while maintaining a comparatively unproblematic status as fiction.

Preliminarily, we had defined fictionality as the degree to which a fictional work
does and does not interact with its surrounding, real world. Having considered Hayot’s
framework of literary world, we can add to that definition that a text’s fictionality also
encompasses the means by which the text produces an immersive reading experience,
and particularly how much of that experience mimics or otherwise reflects the

immersion within the lived world with which the reader is familiar (through explained or

% Ibid., 142-152.



assumed motives and backgrounds, the fleshing out of the world of the text, or degree
of symbolic relation between text and lived world).

Such a definition of fictionality in fact returns to front and center the original
questions of Borges’s interest in fictionality as described by Barrenechea: what are the
strengths and limitations, the impossibilities, novel possibilities, and indeed dangers, of
the inherently existent dialogue between the fictional and the real? We will now consider
these questions in earnest, and as we will see, Borges points his approach to these
questions toward a demonstration of not only how fiction takes inspiration from or
recreates lived worlds of the reader’s reality, but also how fiction in turn reshapes and

even creates its own real, lived worlds despite its origins in abstract ideation.

A case study of two Borgesian literary worlds

His 1941 short story “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” is an apt example of Borges’s
explorations of these matters within his own fiction. “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” aims
from its first paragraph to blur the distinction between fiction and its referents, opening
with an ostensibly nonfictional conversation between Borges and (a fictional
representation of) his real-life friend Bioy Casares. Inspired by this conversation, the
narrating Borges figure goes on to discover the made-up world of Ugbar, and later TIon,
the setting of Ugbar’s mythology, among the pages of an encyclopedia—a text whose
purpose is to compile the facts of the real world, and who is, furthermore, described in
this story as “una reimpresion literal, pero también morosa, de la Encyclopaedia

Britannica de 1902”'° (a literal, though also laggardly, reprint of the 1902 Encyclopaedia

9 Borges, Ficciones, 13.



Britannica),'" a characterization that anchors it not only in nonfiction but the real time
and place of the reader’s own world. Since we aim to apply Hayot’s framework of
literary world to our initial evaluation of Borges’s fictionality, we can pause here to note
that Borges’s destabilization from the get-go of the delineation between fictional and
nonfictional is an expression of his story’s modulation of Hayot’s attribute of a literary
world’s connectedness. Hayot defines a literary world’s connectedness as “the degree
to which the major symbolic or narrative features of the literary text (protagonist, setting,
etc.) can be said to relate to an exterior context—whether geographic or temporal—that
swathes or punctures it"'>—perhaps the attribute of a literary world that most saliently
connects it to its surrounding, lived world. These facsimiles of Bioy Casares and a
knockoff Encyclopaedia Britannica all open “Tlon” with a high—and even apparently
nonfictional—degree of connectedness.

Yet in spite of this facsimilar level of connectedness with the lived world, the
identification within “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius™s literary world of what is real and what
is fictional turns out to be far from straightforward. The narrating Borges does eventually
discover that Ugbar is—in seeming contradiction to the encyclopedia’s corroboration of
its existence—not physically existent but rather an imaginary world, ideated over the
course of centuries by a secret society of philosophers and other intellectuals and
disseminated into the story’s plane of reality only in the form of specially-edited
encyclopedias. These circumstances present a two-fold complication of “Tlon, Ugbar,
Orbis Tertius™s treatment of fictionality: for on the one hand, in Borges’s discovery of

the encyclopedia entry as made-up, the nonfictional—the encyclopedia’s informational

" All translations of Spanish to English are my own unless otherwise stated.
2 Hayot, “On Literary Worlds,” 154.



authority—reveals itself to be fictional; yet on the other hand, the ostensibly fictional,
made-up construct of TIOn is nevertheless able to alter the story’s plane of reality, by not
only taking the solid form of encyclopedia pages but also leading the narrating Borges
and Bioy Casares figures to—even if only momentarily—believe in its reality.

The narrating Borges’s discussion of TIon throughout “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius”
aims to provide a structured justification for how this seemingly paradoxical relation
between fiction and its referents is capable of existing. The overall argument of his
proposal is this: just like fiction, the lived world is experienced by the individual entirely
through a series of mental processes, and this is why the cerebral endeavor of fiction is
nevertheless able to itself reshape our ostensibly material experience of the lived world.
The language and philosophy of TIon—ironically itself a doubly fictional world, as it
serves as the setting for the mythology of the already fictional Ugpar—are vivid
demonstrations of this point.

To start, the narrating Borges notes the idiosyncratic construction of the
language of Tlon, which expresses its ideas solely through verbs or adjectives; instead
of saying the noun “moon”, in TIon, one would make a statement such as “Upward,
behind the onstreaming it mooned”'3. The simple act of doing away with one part of
speech radically changes the form that language can take, altering the capacity of
Tlon’s language for not only the expression of various concepts but also their very
ideation and conceptualization, for the construction of those very concepts are dictated

by the rules of language that govern their expression.'

'3 Borges, Ficciones, 21.

4 This construction of TIén’s language echoes the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, developed by linguistics
Edward Sapir and Benjamin Whorf in the early 1900s, that the grammatical and verbal structure of a
person’s language shapes they way they conceive of the world.



This first exercise in language leads into what we may take as the thesis of the
narrating Borges’s Tlon-based discussion of fiction versus the lived world—for in Tlon,
“los hombres de ese planeta conciben el universo como una serie de procesos
mentales”'® (the inhabitants of that world conceive of the universe as as series of
mental processes). Not merely language, but also sequences in time, and in fact all
occurrences in the inhabitants of TIon’s plane of reality, are taken to be ideated into that
reality by the individual’s mind, rather than occurring in a space external to, and
independent of, the individual. In fact, in TIon ideation is so potent that it creates reality
not merely by shaping perception but also by generating the solid objects in the
individual’s external space, as through the Tlonian process of hrénrir'®. Within the world
of Borges’s story, this “psychological” construction of experience is not even limited to
the mythological world of Tlon, but ultimately also infiltrates into the story’s “real” world;
as “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” draws to a close, objects (a compass, a religious artifact)
from the supposedly doubly-fictional realm of TIon inexplicably infiltrate the narrator’s
world in solid form'”. Within “Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius”, cognition as a whole very
much has the capacity to disturb the fabric of the lived world.

These explorations of the mind’s role in shaping the lived world culminate most
notably and overarchingly in the fact of TIon itself: a fictional world—complete with its
own language, ideology, and religion—ideated by a secret society of intellectuals and

disseminated into the real world through the publication of false encyclopedias, is

5 |bid., 23.
'8 |bid., 28-30.
7 Ibid., 33-34.
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nevertheless so potent that it ends in having “desintegrado este mundo”*® (disintegrated

this world), as:

Ya ha penetrado en las escuelas el (conjetural) <<idioma primitivo>> de TIon; ya
la ensefianza de su historia armoniosa...ha obliterado a la que presidié mi nifiez;
ya en las memorias un pasado ficticio ocupa el sitio de otro™®

Already the (conjectural) “primitive language” of Tlén has percolated in our
schools; already education on Tlén’s harmonious history has obliterated that
which presided in my childhood; already a fictitious past usurps and occupies our
memories.

Not merely ideating their own world through mental processes, the doubly fictional
inhabitants of TIon have extended their influence to the world beyond the encyclopedia
pages. Reinforced by education systems that promulgate TIon’s language and history,
the cerebral, “conjetural” and “ficticio” conception of TIon nevertheless achieves a
reshaping of the world—and it is able to do so because Tlon’s inhabitants experience
their world through the cognitive processes of learning and memory, and it is these very
processes that TIon’s fiction is able to target and rewrite.?°

Beatriz Sarlo finds that “TIon™s cognitive theory of fictionality presents a paradox.
Sarlo writes that, with the short story’s experiments in language, philosophies of
cognition, and nonfiction texts such as encyclopedias, Borges fashions his fiction from
materials not typically considered fictional, basing his fictionality instead in

“philosophical narrative situations?'. For Sarlo, the fundamentally theoretical and

'8 Ibid., 35.

% Ibid., 35.

20 See also Borges’s short story “Funes el memorioso” for a fictional example of his treatment of the
malleability and subjectivity of memory.

21 Sarlo, A Writer on the Edge, 65.
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cerebral nature of these philosophical narrative situations presents a problem: through
them, “what can be apprehended is never the Universe or its laws, but rather a
discursive pattern constructed by human beings and their laws”?2. Therein arises the
paradox of a world that can be accessed through representation, but never experienced
in what Sarlo would consider its unfiltered and thus more authentic state. For Sarlo,
Borges'’s orderly, philosophical construction of fiction furthermore represents his
criticism of “the empirical and referential disorder”2® that is embodied in realist fiction.
While on the surface contradictory, Borges’s treatment of the relation between
fiction and its referents in “TI6N” need not be taken as the paradox that Sarlo presents it
to be. “TIon™s construction of fiction as purely cerebral and representational prohibits
the reader’s access to the lived world represented by the fiction only if we assume our
experience of that world to in fact be separate from the fiction that represents it—yet as
the excerpt we considered above shows, Borges’s take in “TIon” on the relation of fiction
to the lived world actually seems to propose a model of fiction that blurs the distinction
between the fictional and the nonfictional, with the previously entirely fictional language
and history of Tlon insidiously reshaping education and thought in the story’s plane of
reality. Within “Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius”, the cerebral basis for fiction does not merely
serve as a paradoxical “inverted mirror"?* of some inaccessible reality, as Sarlo frames
it, but rather is the very and only basis on which the inhabitants of that literary world can

found the reality of their world.

22 |bid., 65-66.
23 |bid., 66.
24 |bid.
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This trajectory of Tlon'’s fictionality within “T16n, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” actually
offers us new insight into our initial discussion of “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius™s
fictionality, which was premised on its strikingly facsimilar degree of connectedness with
our own lived, real world. If within the world of “Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” (a world that,
despite being fictional, manages to implicate real figures and objects like Bioy Casares
and Encyclopaedia Briticanna), the fiction of TIon is able to reshape experience, what
then are the implications for the ability of the fiction of “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” to
reshape the real, lived world actually occupied by Borges and ourselves, the reader?
Our discussion of this first short story of Borges’s thus reveals a fictionality poised to
challenge the very notion of a limit to where fictionality ends and real experience begins.

And yet ironically—another fundamental concern of Borges'’s fictionality in fact
centers on the inadequacies of, and thus limits to, fictionality. For an in-depth
consideration of this side of Borges’s fictionality (which we will eventually attempt to
reconcile with the blurred fiction-lived world distinction that we have already discussed),
we now turn to his 1940 short story “La Biblioteca de Babel”.

Hayot'’s literary-world attribute of completeness will be most insightful for our
discussion of fictionality within “La Biblioteca de Babel”. As briefly discussed above,
Hayot essentially defines a literary world’s completeness as the degree of detail with
which the text’s objects, settings, and characters are fleshed out, and the degree to
which these details allow readers not only to experience what is explicitly described but
also to imagine how these objects, settings, and characters will continue in time, space,
and behavior beyond what is directly stated. Quoting Ruth Ronen, Hayot asserts that all

literary worlds are inherently incomplete, as fictional texts are simply unable to provide

13



every conceivable piece of information about a fictional entity—an assertion which
makes the fictionality of “La Biblioteca de Babel” all the more provocative to consider,
for through this short story, Borges in fact attempts to contain a literary world that is
complete in spite of infinitude.?®

The literary world of this short story is a library. The Library of Babel not only
houses knowledge and information in the form of books, but also houses the lives of its
inhabitants, with spaces among its shelves for people to sleep and take care of other
bodily functions.
Books in the Library of Babel are uniformly formatted with forty lines per page and four
hundred pages per book, and are written from an alphabet of twenty-five characters. It
is from this uniformity that the narrator asserts the literary world’s claims to completion;
based on this and his observation that no two Library books are alike, the narrator
states the following: “De esas premisas incontrovertibles dedujo que la Biblioteca es
total y que sus anaqueles registran todas las posibles combinaciones de los veintitantos
simbolos ortograficos (nimero, aunque vastisimo, no infinito)”?6 [From those
incontrovertible premises | deduce that the Library is total and that its shelves register
all possible combinations of the twenty or so alphabetical symbols (a number, though
vast, not infinite)]. In a mathematical sense, by the narrator’s conjecture, the Library’s
book collection must therefore be exhaustive and thus complete. The completion of
information stored mathematically by the Library lends itself also to completion in the
form of literary documentation, and the narrator hypothesizes that as a result of their

comprehensive collection of letter combinations, the Library’s books must contain

25 Hayot, “On Literary Worlds,” 146.
%6 Borges, Ficciones, 94.
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todo lo que es dable expresar: en todos los idiomas. Todo: la historia minuciosa
del porvenir, las autobiografias de los arcangeles, el catalogo fiel de la
Biblioteca, miles y miles de catalogos falsos, la demostracion de la falacia de
esos catalogos, la demostracion de la falacia del catalogo verdadero...?’

all that is feasible for expression: in all of the languages. Everything: the
meticulous history of what is to come, the autobiographies of the archangels, the
authentic Library catalog, thousands and thousands of false catalogs, the
demonstration of those catalogs’ falsehood, the demonstration of the falsehood
of the authentic catalog...

Fundamentally, Borges has constructed of the Library of Babel as possibly a catalog of
every textual possibility, assigning to its pages not only every permutation of letters but
also all conceivable arguments of authenticity versus falsehood, every description of all
possible events, including those which have yet to occur. This construction of “La
Biblioteca de Babel”s literary world is in essence a deviation from Hayot’s claim that all
literary worlds are inherently complete, for even if the contents of every book cannot be
laid out among the story’s pages, these books of Library of Babel are nevertheless
explicitly conceived to contain every piece of information needed to flesh out the
completion of this story’s literary world, allowing that literary world to possess by
implication a complete construction.

Such an ambitious construction still has its complications. With access to only a
finite few pages characterizing the literary world of the Library, the reader ultimately has
no way to experience for themselves the completeness to which the narrator’'s

conjecture lays claim. In fact, there is not even a way for the narrator himself to factually

ascertain this completeness; we will notice that the narrator’s every statement regarding

27 |bid.
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the Library’s completion is qualified by the subjectivity of the narrator’s perception: “Yo

” L TS

afirmo que”, “dedujo que”, “Yo me atrevo a insinuar”?® (“| affirm that”, “| deduce that”, “|
dare to insinuate”). This subjectivity, one manifestation of the limitations of individuality,
converts the Library’s theoretical completion into a functional infinitude, as the narrator
from his singular vantage point can mentally conceive of—and convey to the reader
through language—the Library’s completion, but can never experience nor confirm it in
its totality for himself. At one point in the Library’s history, a movement agitates among
its inhabitants to locate the books that uniquely document each of their life stories (a
collection of volumes termed “Las Vindicaciones”), but the narrator says of this
herculean task that “la posibilidad de que un hombre encuentre la suya, o alguna
pérfida variacion de la suya, es computable en cero”?® (the possibility of a man finding
his [Vindication], or some perfidious variation of it, is computable as zero). The sheer
size of the Library’s theoretical completion makes it nearly impossible to deliberately
locate particular volumes; it speaks even further to the futility of individuality that the
unlocatable books in question would “para siempre vindicaban los actos de cada
hombre del universo y guardaban arcanos prodigiosos para su porvenir’® (vindicated
the acts of every man of the universe and stored prodigious mysteries for their future),
to justify the meanings of individual inhabitants’ existences.

This commentary in “La Biblioteca de Babel” on the individual versus the
complete and infinite brings us back to one portion of our discussion of “Tlon, Ugbar,

Orbis Tertius”, for as we will recall, in the latter story, the mind’s subjectivity was

28 bid., 90, 94, 100.
29 |bid., 95.
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proposed to be the source of not only fictionality but also lived experience; language,
education, memory, and other cognitive processes occurring from the vantage point of
the individual are so potent as to rewrite history and bring solid objects into existence.
Yet what we seem to see in “La Biblioteca de Babel” is that, in the face of a world that is
complete, individual cognition and subjectivity in fact fail to apprehend all information
possibly available for assimilation into world-creation; this harkens back to what
Barrenechea noted as Borges’s concern with “the impossibility of copying the world with
words”3'. So what gives? At the end of our analyses of these two stories, we seem to
have arrived at a self-contradictory assessment of Borges'’s stakes in fictionality: the
individual, cognitive process of fiction is potent enough to rewrite lived reality, yet is
simultaneously flawed in its capacity to capture every possibility within that same reality.
Sarlo’s reading identifies the paradox of “La Biblioteca™s inaccessibly complete
yet infinite literary world. The limitations of the subjectivity of “La Biblioteca™s narrator
seems to only further bolster Sarlo’s argument that, within this story’s literary world, the
inaccessibility of the Library’s infinity is such that “human beings are unable to change
their place and destiny...the rules that govern the world are secret and concealed from
its subjects™2. Yet it is the same continuity between perception or ideation of a world
and that worlditself, overlooked by Sarlo in her reading of “TIon”, that ultimately enters
to also salvage the paradox of “La Biblioteca”. In reflecting on paradox of the Library’s

own simultaneous completion and inifinitude, the narrator offers the following insight:

Quienes lo juzgan limitado, postulan que en lugares remotos los corredores y
escaleras y hexagonos pueden inconcebiblemente cesar, lo cual es absurdo.

31 Barrenechea, Borges the labyrinth maker, 129.
32 Sarlo, A Writer on the Edge, 73.
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Quienes la imaginan sin limites, olvidan que los tiene el numero posible de
libros. Yo me atrevo a insinuar esta solucion del antiguo problema: La biblioteca
es ilimitada y periodica.33

Those who imagine it with limits postulate that in remote places the corridors and
stairs and hexagons can inconceivably cease, which is absurd. Those who
imagine it without limits forget that it contains the total possible number of books.
| dare to insinuate this solution to the ancient problem: The library is limitless and
periodic.
Borges'’s narrator here proposes that the paradox of a complete literary world—a
fictional world that replicates the real world in its completion, that contains a totality of
possibilities that nevertheless cannot be completely experienced by either inhabitant or
reader—can be cognitively resolved through the topological solution of a circle. Notably,
this solution is, like the basis for fictionality in “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius”, a cognitive

one. The narrator cannot confirm through firsthand experience whether the Library is a

circle, but he is able to ideate this elegant, logical solution through his mind.

The fantastic in Borges’s fictionality

Through this first chapter, we have briefly withessed Borges’s fictionality as one
that experiments with limits, in part by engaging in paradoxes and seeming self-
contradictions. Confronted with attributes of fictional worlds such as those that Eric
Hayot terms “connectedness” and “completeness”, Borges’s short stories take their
fictionality to the extreme, with “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” experimenting with an
ostensibly nonfictional level of connectedness, and “La Biblioteca de Babel” aspiring to

a literary world of total completion despite Hayot’s assertion that all literary worlds are,

33 Borges, Ficciones, 100.
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due to the inherent finitude of language, themselves inherently incomplete. For Borges,
such experiments on the capacity of fictionality reveal—or at the very least provoke the
reader to ponder the possible existence of—various contradictions and limitations, but
also strengths and possibilities, elemental to the literary endeavor. As we have seen
with our overview of two of his short stories, his fictionality poses the following
fundamental questions: What is the relation between fictionality and reality? Considering
the transformative power of cognition, and the resulting ability for fiction to reshape
reality, can one really draw a distinction between fictionality and reality? If fiction is
capable of becoming reality, why is it nevertheless incapable of containing the same
infinitude of information as that which exists in reality? Is there a way in which we can
empower fiction to contain infinity?

As a result of the presence of such questions, Ana Maria Barrenechea appraises
Borges's literary writing as taking great interest in fictionality’s potential for contradiction
and destabilization. For Barrenechea, the infiltration of TIon’s fiction into the lived world
of “TI6n, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius™s literary world indicates that the story’s plane of reality
“desires its own disintegration because TIon brings the appearance of order to a
senseless chaos, the conviction of falsehood to a universe where not even the
assurance of Man’s fictitious status is possible”4. By this reading, Borges'’s
experimentations with the limits of fictionality is a means for pitting fiction and its
referents in a competition for legitimacy, as one cannot exist without the “disintegration”
of the other, and where “senseless chaos” reigns, order can only exist in the form of

“appearance”. Barrenechea has similar commentary for Borges’s treatment of the

34 Barrenechea, Borges the labyrinth maker, 124.
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infinity that is at the heart of “La Biblioteca de Babel™s interests: she writes that “Borges
know that all reality is dissolved in the presence of Infinity...the vast spatial and
temporal reaches, the interminable multiplications, the endless path (be it lineal or
cyclical)’3%. In the face of infinity, the reader’s sense of the text’s reality dissolves as the
fiction loses its capacity to contain with certainty the “vast”, “interminable”, “endless”
constructions of Borges'’s fictionality.

The simultaneous, overlapping presences within Borges’s fiction of such
conventionally opposed concepts as fiction, the lived world, and infinitude can certainly
be read with the fixity of Barrenechea’s analysis, in which fiction’s infiltration into the
lived world (or even vice versa) in any given text is taken as the former’s total
disintegration of the latter. And indeed Barrenechea’s conclusions are faithfully drawn

from analyses of Borges’s own language; we recall that in his description of TIon’s

infiltration into his lived experience, story-Borges makes the following remarks:

Ya ha penetrado en las escuelas el (conjetural) <<idioma primitivo>> de Tlon; ya
la ensefianza de su historia armoniosa...ha obliterado a la que presidié mi nifiez;
ya en las memorias un pasado ficticio ocupa el sitio de otro3®

Already the (conjectural) “primitive language” of Tlén has percolated in our
schools; already education on TIén’s harmonious history has obliterated that
which presided in my childhood; already a fictitious past usurps and occupies our
memories.

Fictionality’s reshaping of lived experience seems indeed to be a matter of obliteration

and overthrowing; Barrenechea terms this as a state of “unreality”’. Still, this is a

35 |bid., 24.
3 Borges, Ficciones, 35.
37 Barrenechea, Borges the labyrinth maker, 121.
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denotative matter of the language Borges employs; conceptually, the overlapping
presences of fiction, reality, and infinity in his fictionality seem to have relations that are
more clear-cut. For example, the fiction of TIon may obliterate story-Borges’s old world,
but in doing so, it does not in fact obliterate lived experience itsel—but rather generates
the new world. | propose that we can ascribe to these seemingly contradictory aspects
of Borges'’s fictionality a framework that is considerably more nuanced than
Barrenechea’s analysis: that of fantastic fiction.

One of the most well-known definitions of fantastic fiction today was given by
Bulgarian-French historian Tvetzan Todorov in his 1973 book The Fantastic. On the
hypothetical situation in which an inhabitant of “a world without devils, sylphides, or
vampires” inexplicably and nevertheless encounters a devil, Todorov writes: “Either the
devil is an illusion, an imaginary being; or else he really exists precisely like other living
beings...The fantastic occupies the duration of this uncertainty”8; fantastic fiction
occurs when the reader cannot ascertain the truth or falsehood of an occurrence
despite its defiance of the narrative’s established rules of reality. This definition of
fantastic fiction does in some ways echo our characterization of Borges’s fictionality
thus far, in that in both “TIon” and “La Biblioteca”, the story’s fictionality defies
conventions regarding the distinction between fiction and reality or the limits of fiction’s
completion, leaving the reader uncertain as to which—or whether—conventions of
fictionality are meant to prevail. Simultaneously, though, Todorov’s definition of fantasy
still seems to leave out fundamental aspects of Borges’s fictionality—for in Borges'’s

experiments with fictionality, fantasy’s framework of uncertainty gets applied not so

38 Tzvetan Todorov, The Fantastic; a Structural Approach to a Literary Genre (Cleveland: Press of Case
Western Reserve University, 1973), 25.
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much to the possible range of occurrences within a fictional world as to the fundamental
construction of fictional worlds. (Do fictional worlds even have the license to establish
rules about devils, sylphides, or vampires, or does this fixity obscure fictionality’s
potential for openness? Borges asks.)

Beatriz Sarlo writes an analysis of Borges's fictionality tailored to its fantastic
particularities. It is through fantastic fiction, she claims, that Borges is able to find
“hypothetical worlds based on the powers of an imagination unfettered by the
constraints imposed by representative aesthetics”3°*—in other words, the fantastic
genre’s lack of constraints on world-building allowed Borges freedom to experiment with
new forms of literary world, which is something that we see in our analyses of “TIon”
and “La Biblioteca”. Sarlo depicts Borges’s fantastic fiction as idealistic and cerebral,
one opposed to the “irrationality”#° that result from attempts to anchor one’s fictionality
in the constraints of representing and referring to the real world. Indeed, Borges’
fictionality aims to free itself from those constraints and show the potential for fictionality
that lies beyond them.

But while she discusses the practical purposes served by Borges'’s fantastic
fiction, what Sarlo’s analysis omits is precisely how Borges actually defines the fantastic
fiction he is working with—and in order to make meaningful statements about the nature
of Borges’s fantastic fiction, we need to be (somewhat ironically) certain of how to
define it. We have seen that Todorov’s definition does not quite fit. We ultimately need
to return to Borges himself in order to find preliminary indications of the definition he

was working with. Such a search for Borges'’s definition of fantasy in fact promises to

39 Sarlo, A Writer on the Edge, 52.
40 |bid., 61.
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lead us into a chapters-long investigation of Borges’s largely overlooked interests in
Buddhism and what he deemed to be the inherently fantastic nature of Chinese
literature, but for the purposes of this chapter (which aims to provide commentary on
aspects of Borges'’s fictionality around which already exists much discourse), we will
simply lay a foundation by considering the definition of fantasy that is presented in
Antologia de la literatura fantastica, a 1965 anthology of fantastic literature compiled by
Borges in collaboration with Argentine authors Silvina Ocampo and Adolfo Bioy
Casares.

Though the prologue to this anthology is signed by Bioy Casares, because
Borges also had a hand in the anthology’s compilation, he is likely in concordance with
the prologue’s delineation of fantastic literature, and so we will engage in an in-depth
examination. Bioy Casares paints an elemental, visceral, and universal picture of
fantastic fiction; he claims that “Viejas como el miedo, las ficciones fantasticas son
anteriores a las letras. Los aparecidos pueblan todas las literaturas™' (Ancient as fear,
fantastic fictions precede writing itself. Ghosts populate all of literature). Bioy Casares
also asserts that with regard to techniques behind the creation of fantastic fiction, “No
debe confundirse la posibilidad de un cddigo general y permanente, con la posibilidad
de leyes™? ([The discussion of techniques] should not be confused with the possibility of
a general and permanent code, with the possibility of laws); the elaboration of a
fantastically fictional world does not follow strict rules, and the techniques for such

elaboration are constantly in flux from work to work (a sentiment which echoes Sarlo’s

41 Jorge Luis Borges, Silvina Ocampo, and Adolfo Bioy Casares, ed. Antologia de la literatura fantéastica,
[2. ed.]. (Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 1965), 7.
42 |bid., 8.
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observation that Borges turned to fantastic fiction to free himself from the fetters of

realism). In fact, Bioy Casares admits that, far from being governed by any rigid rules,

the prologue’s delineation of the fantastic follows “un criterio hedénico” (a hedonistic

criterion), though he is nevertheless able to supply a list of characteristics that he judges

to be recurrent throughout, if not indexical of, works of fantastic fiction:

El ambiente o la atmosfera

La sorpresa

Argumentos en que aparecen fantasmas
Viajes por el tiempo

Argumentos con accién que sigue en el
infierno

Con personaje sofado

Con metamorfosis

Acciones paralelas que obran por
analogia

Tema de la inmortalidad

Fantasticas metafisicas

Cuentos y novelas de Kafka

Vampiros y castillos**

The environment or atmosphere
Surprise

Plots in which ghosts appear
Time travel

Plots with action that occurs in hell

Contains a dreamt character
Contains metamorphosis

Parallel actions that operate through
analogy

The subject of immortality

Fantastic metaphysics

Kafka’s stories and novels
Vampires and castles

Each list item is accompanied by the name of one or two demonstrative works, and

Borges'’s “Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” is listed under “Fantasias metafisicas”. In general,

the Antologia’s (admittedly—though perhaps also intentionally—rough) definition of

fantastic fiction is interested in literary spaces in which the distinction between real and

unreal is blurred; fantastic fictions are those in which ghosts, dreamt characters, the

possibility of immortality, and vampires—all elements taken to be impossible in our lived

43 |bid., 14.
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reality—reign. In this prologue, Bioy Casares also provides a brief, more analytical
definition of fantastic fiction, which he develops on the basis of how fantastic stories

justify their plots:

Los cuentos fantasticos pueden clasificarse, también, por la explicacion:
a) Los que se explican por la agencia de un ser o de un hecho sobrenatural.
b) Los que tienen explicaciéon fantastica, pero no sobrenatural...
c) Los que se explican por la intervencion de un ser o de un hecho
sobrenatural, pero insindan, también, la posibilidad de una explicacion
natural...*®

Fantastic stories can be classified, as well, through explication:
a) Those that can be explained through the agency of a supernatural being
or fact.
b) Those that have a fantastic, though not supernatural, explanation...
c) Those that can be explained by the intervention of a supernatural being or
fact, but that insinuate, also, the possibility of a natural explanation...

Similar to his list of indexical attributes of fantastic fiction, this more analytical
characterization also presents a vision of fantastic fiction that is ambiguous in its
distinction between real and unreal, believable and impossible; events in a fantastic
story can be explained either by the supernatural or the fantastic or have an
unascertainable explanation that has the potential to be either natural or supernatural.
Antologia de la literatura fantastica defines its own subject as a kind of fiction that is
purposefully ambiguous, not bound by rigid stylistic conventions, and abstinent from
straightforward and fixed, strictly realist justifications of plot.

Such a fantastic conception allows for a more nuanced, provocative reading of

Borges'’s boundary-defying fictionality: the infiltration of fiction into reality in “Tlén”, for
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example, can be taken not so much as an absolute disintegration of reality by fiction (as
proposed by Barrenechea) as it is an expression of the ambiguity of which, if either at
all, between “fiction” and “reality” is meant to prevail (and even an expression of the
possible futility of attempting to distinguish between fiction and reality in the first place).
Antologia’s demonstration of this fantastic fiction draws from a diversity of world
literatures—from Kafka to other Latin American authors like Julio Cortazar to Chinese
literature—and the same can be said of Borges’s development of his own fictionality’s
fantastic character. In particular, a largely overlooked yet highly insightful puzzle piece
in Borges’s development of his own fantastic fiction comes from his readings of Chinese

literature, specifically Cao Xueqin's celebrated 18th-century novel Honglou meng.

Chapter 2: Borges’s fantastic reading of Chinese literature

Entering the garden of forking paths

Borges’s 1941 short story “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan” is, on the level
of plot, a spy thriller about a Chinese man stationed in Britain as an undercover agent
for the Germans during World War |. Both on the surface and upon deeper analysis, “El
jardin de senderos que se bifurcan” does not necessarily resemble an exemplary of
fantastic fiction, but the short story is nevertheless serendipitously located at the
junction of several of our Borges-related topics of interest thus far, in particular the
blurring of distinction between fiction and lived experience, the role of infinity or
completion in the construction of fictional worlds, and the applicability of Borges’s

interest in Chinese literature to his investigations of fictionality.
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A short story ostensibly mainly concerned with the execution of a wartime
stratagem reveals itself upon greater examination to also continue Borges’s line of
questioning of the influence of fictiona on lived experience as well as of, analogously,
the role of an individual’s will in impacting broader outcomes in the surrounding world.
Strikingly similar to “Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius”, Borges opens “El jardin de senderos
que se bifurcan” on an ostensibly nonfictional premise, with a citation from Liddell Hart’s
History of the First World War—a nonfiction text which, like the Encyclopaedia
Briticanna, was written and published and is existent in the real world. Hart writes that a
British offensive originally planned for the 24th of July, 1916 had to be delayed until the
29th due to heavy rains—a disruption that is “nada significativa, por cierto”#® (nothing
significant, of course), the narrator comments. “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan”
claims to provide an alternate justification for that four-day delay. Once again, Borges
has founded his short story on a premise of confusion between the fictional and the
nonfictional, this time by framing the detailed trajectory of his fiction as the possible
origin for an ostensibly “nada significativa” (nothing significant) historical event, as
marked by Liddell Hart’s nonfiction text.

Yu Tsun, the protagonist of “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan”, is a Chinese
man stationed in Britain during World War |, working in this time and place as a spy for
the Germans. Yu Tsun despises his station as a spy, and he despises the country of
Germany: “Nada me importa un pais barbaro, que me ha obligado a la abyeccion de
ser un espia”¥’ (I care nothing for such a barbaric country, which has obligated me to

the abjection of being a spy)—Dbut he has deeply personal reasons for nevertheless

46 Borges, Ficciones, 101.
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condescending to be a spy for such a barbaric country: “Lo hice, porque yo sentia que
el jefe tenia en poco a los de mi raza, a los innumerables antepasados que confluyen
en mi. Yo queria probarle que un amarillo podia salvar a sus ejércitos™2 (I did it,
because | felt that the chief thought little of those of my race, of the innumerable
ancestors who converge in me. | wanted to prove to him that a yellow man could save
his armies). In contrast with the predominantly theoretical investigations of fictionality
that we have considered in “TIon” and "La Biblioteca", here, with Yu Tsun’s
commentary, “El jardin” notably associates the real-world, social topics of racism and
Western reception of Oriental identity with its investigations of fictionality—a choice
which we will dissect at greater depth during our discussion of Borges’s own interest in
Chinese literature.

Yu Tsun’s portion of the narration opens en media res, with him having to
undertake a spy mission of a greatly urgent nature. The details of exactly what he needs
to do, with whom, and where, are not immediately disclosed, but rather revealed to the
reader as the events themselves unfold, and this technique of suspense and gradual
revelation contributes to the categorization of this short story as a spy thriller. However,
what Yu Tsun does openly express throughout the first portion of his narration is an
overwhelming sense of determinism about his situation. He must evade inevitable
capture by the British captain Richard Madden for long enough to locate an initially
unspecified “Unica persona capaz de transmitir la noticia”*® (only person capable of
transmitting the news), and resigns himself to the despicable nature of his task with the

following philosophy: “El ejecutor de una empresa atroz debe imaginar que ya la ha
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cumplido, debe imponerse un porvenir que sea irrevocable como el pasado™® (The
executor of an atrocious undertaking should imagine that he has already completed it
and should impose on himself a future as irrevocable as the past—emphasis in
original). His perception of his circumstances is defined by fixity, converging on a single
possible outcome: there is only one person capable of helping him achieve his end, and
as he seeks out this person, he hurtles toward a future as fixed and predetermined as
the past. lronically, even as Yu Tsun makes these claims of fixity, his narration omits the
specific details of who this singular person is, and what Yu Tsun’s singular,
predetermined fate is, and leaves these matters open—at least for the duration of the
narration—to the speculation or interpretation of the reader, a state that is all the
opposite of fixity.

But what started as a spy thriller soon takes a seeming detour (which in reality
reveals the core interests of the story) into the territory of Sinology, fictionality, and Yu
Tsun’s own family history, and here, Yu Tsun seems finally to succumb to the possibility
of openness that his narration has thus far been repressing. The man Yu Tsun has
been searching for is Stephen Albert, a British man who also happens to be a
Sinologist, and a scholar of a Chinese novel written by Yu Tsun’s own—and by Albert’s
opinion “ilustre”®! (illustrious)—ancestor Ts’ui Pén. Albert’s appearance in the story is a
response to several issues raised by the preceding narration. First, Yu Tsun despises
that he must condescend to being a spy for a barbaric Western country such as

Germany, whose people are prejudiced against his own Chinese race—but even as
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Stephen Albert refers to himself as a “barbaro inglés”®? (barbarous Englishman), he
expresses great interest and reverence for not merely Yu Tsun’s culture but also his
individual ancestry, and appears to be the perfect counter-response to Yu Tsun’s
immense discontent with Western racism.

More profoundly, Albert’s interpretation of Ts'ui Pén’s novel is a revelatory
response to Yu Tsun’s initial state of determinism—a determinism that may have
impeded Yu Tsun’s own comprehension of Ts'ui Pén’s novel prior to his meeting Albert,
for Yu Tsun has held the view that Ts’ui Pén’s text “fue insensata. El libro es un acervo
indeciso de borradores contradictorios. Lo he examinado alguna vez: en el tercer
capitulo muere el héroe, en el cuarto esta vivo”®? (was senseless. The book is an
indecisive collection of contradictory drafts. | have examined it once: in the third chapter
the hero dies, and in the fourth he is alive). But as Albert reveals, Ts’ui Pén’s novel—
itself titled E/ jardin de senderos que se bifurcan—is “Un invisible laberinto de tiempo”%
(an invisible labyrinth of time). Contrary to Yu Tsun’s linear and deterministic views on
time and fate, according to Albert, Ts’ui Pén’s fiction conceives of a framework of time in
which each turn of events branches into multiple, simultaneous and alternate
possibilities. As Albert speaks, Yu Tsun notes that “Me parecié que el humedo jardin
que rodeaba la casa estaba saturado hasta lo infinito de invisibles personas. Esas
personas eran Albert y yo, secretos, atareados y multiformes en otras dimensiones de
tiempo”®° (It seemed to me that the humid garden surrounding the house was saturated

to infinity with invisible people. Those people were Albert and |, secret, busy and
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multiform in other dimensions of time). Just as the fiction of TIon gained solidity in the
world of “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius”, so too has Ts’ui Pén’s fiction begun to gain solidity
within Yu Tsun’s world, reshaping his perception of the very reality of time.

Yet in the ultimate twist: Yu Tsun still ends the story by consigning himself to
determinism. He takes out a gun and shoots Stephen Albert in the back. Just as he
executes this, Captain Richard Madden arrives at Albert’s house to arrest Yu Tsun. It is
finally revealed that Yu Tsun’s original task was to transmit the name of the city of a
British artillery park—Albert—to his German captain, and he achieves this once his
murder of Stephen Albert is reported upon in a British newspaper which eventually
reaches the hands of the German captain. The Germans bomb the Albert artillery park,
and the British offensive originally planned for July 24th, 1916, is forced to be delayed
until the 29th. At the conclusion of all of this, Yu Tsun is, on his part, left to feel an
“innumerable contricion y cansancio”® (infinite contrition and weariness).

“El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan” thus continues Borges'’s investigations of
the role of fiction in reshaping lived experience, and it does so not only through its
superposition of Yu Tsun’s story onto true historical events as described by Liddell Hart,
but also with its ambivalent depiction of the power of Ts’ui Pén’s infinite figuration of
fiction to rewrite Yu Tsun’s deterministic views and experience of his own lived world. In
some ways, “El jardin”s discussion of these matters aptly synthesizes their separate
considerations by “Tlon” and “La Biblioteca™—in “El jardin”, the subjective, world-altering
experience of fictionality in TIon meets the infinite capacity of fiction from “La Biblioteca”,

and the result is a story in which an infinite conception of time is able to alter one man’s
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cognition and affect in the face of his own lived experience but nevertheless fails to
derail him from the singular fate toward which he must travel according to the actual
rules of time in his lived world.

However, as we alluded to with our mention of Yu Tsun’s sentiments toward
Western racism, “El jardin™s inquiries into fictionality are not merely theoretical but are
inextricably associated with and greatly enhanced—even fundamentally informed—by
the text’s interest in the real-world dynamics of Chinese cultural and literary production.
The appearance of various elements of Chinese culture in “El jardin”, most identifiable
of which may be the Sinologist character Stephen Albert, has been noted and dissected
by previous scholarship. Nucleating their argument about their observation that Stephen
Albert’s riddle about chess omits the word “chess” itself, and reasoning that this riddle
must refer to Chinese rather than Western chess due to Albert and Yu Tsun conversing
in Chinese—with the term for Chinese chess itself being omitted by the story’s Spanish
language—Kevin Dorman and Emron Esplin apply a framework of the rules of Chinese
chess to their reading of “El jardin” to show that Borges employed elements of Chinese
culture to meticulously guide his construction of “El jardin”®’. Haiging Sun posits that
through “El jardin”, Borges strives to represent Chinese culture itself as a labyrinth, with
Ts'ui Pén’s labyrinthine novel helping to achieve this through allegorical means, and
that his choice to figure China as a labyrinth is in turn a figuration of his values

regarding the general endeavor of literature as a labyrinth.%® Existing scholarship has
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%8 Haiging Sun, “China of Labyrinth: A Referential Reading of ‘El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan’,”
Variaciones Borges 25 (2008).
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tended to approach the overwhelming presence of China in “El jardin” as a sign of
interest with an Orientalist bent, in which Borges’s interests in China focus on China as
a realm or object with distinct cultural and historical traditions from the West.

This suggestion of Orientalism, of engaging with China primarily as an exotic
cultural object, certainly has traces in “El jardin™s interest in China. For example, much
authority on the interpretation of Ts’ui Pén’s novel is given to Stephen Albert, who as a
Sinologist is by definition interested in the object of Chinese literary and cultural
products. However, mainly Orientalist readings of Borges’s interest in China are still
superficial by nature, and forgo the possibility of more fundamental motivations for his
engagement. When we consider “El jardin™s manifest interest in not only China but also
the interplay between fiction and lived experience, infinity and the individual, it becomes
unavoidable to ask why Borges chose to associate elements of Chinese cultural—and
literary, as we will shortly see—production with “El jardin™s explorations of fictionality.
Could Borges'’s interests in China not be fundamentally intertwined with his interests in
fictionality?

Clues for answering this question are in fact scattered throughout “El jardin de
senderos que se bifurcan” itself. Aside from the merely simultaneous expression of his
interests in both China and fictionality, “El jardin” also contains undeniable markers for
Borges’s fascination with Chinese fictionality in particular. During his own
characterization of Ts’ui Pén’s novel, which he expresses before having met Albert, Yu
Tsun makes a comparison between his ancestor’s text and one “Hung Lu Meng”: “Algo
entiendo de laberintos: no en vano soy bisnieto de aquel Ts'ui Pén, que fue gobernador

de Yunnan y que renunci¢ al poder temporal para escribir una novela que fuera todavia
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mas populosa que el Hung Lu Meng”®® (I understand something about labyrinths: not in
vain am | the great-grandson of Ts’'ui Pén, governor of Yunnan who renounced his
temporal power to write a novel even more populous than Honglou meng). This
innocuous mention of Honglou meng is the only time the short story explicitly references
Cao Xueqin’s celebrated 18th-century novel, and Yu Tsun also does not elaborate on
the novel’s contents or why Honglou meng might in itself be noteworthy outside of its
comparison with Ts'ui Pén’s text; it seems either the text assumes the reader to be
knowledgeable of Honglou meng, or if not, then the reader can assume that these
attributes of Honglou meng are not actually important for understanding Ts’ui Pén’s
novel or “El jardin” on the whole.

The reality is quite the contrary to (possibly) both of these assumptions.° For the
latter assumption, further investigation of the “El jardin”~-Honglou meng connection, and
the Borges-Honglou meng connection the whole, leads to striking new insight regarding
not only “El jardin™s fictionality but also Borges’s general interests in fantastic
fictionality. Even preliminarily, mention by name is in fact not the only time Honglou
meng appears in “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan™ Yu Tsun’s name coincides
with that of Jia Yucun, one of Honglou meng’s (ostensibly) minor characters; prior to
Stephen Albert’s acquisition of it, Ts’ui Pén’s manuscript was saved from destruction by
“un monje taoista o budista”®' (a Taoist or Buddhist monk), and throughout Honglou
meng, a pair of monks, one Buddhist and one Taoist, also appear at key moments to

provide main characters insight or salvation; finally, as in “El jardin”, the setting and

%® Borges, Ficciones, 106.

60 Sylvia Molloy’s chapter “Pleasure and Perspicacity” in her book Signs of Borges contains an in-depth
discussion of the deliberately ironic and elusive nature of Borges’s erudition.

61 Borges, Ficciones, 109.
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concept of a garden play pivotal roles in the greater allegorical discussions that take
place in Honglou meng. Apparent references to Honglou meng are in fact inextricably
woven into Borges'’s writing of “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan”.

Nevertheless, these striking coincidences between “El jardin” and Honglou meng
alone are not enough for us to fully make sense of Borges’s interest in either Honglou
meng or Chinese literature generally, let alone the relation of these to his explorations of
fictionality. For the fullest understanding, we would of course need to examine how Jia
Yucun, the Taoist and Buddhist monk, and the garden figure in Honglou meng itself—
and we will undertake this by proxy in our comparison of Borges’s fictionality with that of
Honglou meng’s in the subsequent chapter. However, for the purposes of this chapter, it
is of interest to examine the angle from which Borges himself approached Honglou
meng, even before and outside of his references to it in “El jardin”, as this may then
offer insight into how and why Borges chose to incorporate Cao Xueqin’s novel into “El
jardin de senderos que se bifurcan” specifically. This second question we will address in
the thesis’s fourth chapter, after we have thoroughly considered not only Borges'’s

interest in Honglou meng but also the fictionality of the Chinese novel itself.

Chinese literature: a paragon for Borges’s fantastic fiction

To discuss Borges’s approach to Honglou meng—and Chinese literature
generally—we will first briefly refer back to Bioy Casares’s prologue for Antologia de la
literatura fantastica, which we discussed in Chapter 1. In addition to his commentary
that fantastic fiction is an ancient, ubiquitous tradition, Bioy Casares also opens this

prologue with the claim that “Tal vez los primeros especialistas en el género fueron los
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chinos. El admirable Suefio del Aposento Rojo y hasta novelas erodticas y realistas,
como Kin P'ing Mei y Sui Hu Chuan, y hasta los libros de filosofia, son ricos en
fantasmas y suerios”®? (Perhaps the first specialists in the genre were the Chinese. The
admirable Dream of the Red Chamber®® and even erotic and realist novels, such as
Jinping mei and Shuihu zhuan, and even philosophy books, are rich with ghosts and
dreams—emphasis in original).

As it turns out, Honglou meng was a paragon of fantastic fiction for not only Bioy
Casares but Borges as well. In 1937, several years before the 1941 publication of “El
jardin de senderos que se bifurcan”, Borges wrote a short review of Honglou meng in
the Argentine magazine El Hogar, and his comments give us direct insight into what
aspects of the Chinese novel most piqued his interest. Borges uses the three brief
paragraphs of his review to underscore Honglou meng’s celebrated status as “la novela
mas famosa de una literatura casi tres veces milenaria”®* (the most famous novel of a
literature nearly three thousand years old), as well as what he takes to be the novel’s
highly fantastic nature; he writes that in Honglou meng, “Los suefios abundan: son mas
intensos porque el escritor no nos dice que los estan sofiado y creemos que trata de
realidades, hasta que el sofiador se despierta”®® (Dreams abound: they are more
intense because the writer does not tell us they are dreams and we believe they deal
with realities, until the dreamer awakes). In fact, at the conclusion of this review of

Honglou meng, Borges goes so far as to claim that on the whole, “la literatura china no

62 Jorge Luis Borges, Enrique Sacerio-Gari, and Emir Rodriguez Monegal, Textos cautivos : ensayos y
resefnas en “El Hogar” [de Buenos Ayres], 1a ed, (Barcelona: Tusquets, 1986), 7.

63 Bioy Casares is referring to Honglou meng by the literal, rather than phonetic, translation of the novel’s
name.

® Ibid., 187.

% Ibid., 188.
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sabe de <<novelas fantasticas>>, porque todas, en algiin momento, lo son”%¢ (Chinese
literature does not know of “fantastic novels”, because all Chinese novels are, in some
moment, fantastic).®”

There is much to be said here about Borges’s characterization of Chinese
literature itself, and we will directly address this momentarily. But first, to address the
original question: how could Borges'’s reading of Honglou meng be relevant to the
discussions of fiction and live experience, infinity and the individual, that take place
within “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan™? The answer does not immediately make
itself obvious; at no point does it seem to be indicated, for example, that Yu Tsun may
be dreaming in the fantastically ambiguous manner that Borges experienced in Honglou
meng’s narration. Our clue for solving this connection ultimately lies where the puzzle
began, in the explicit reference that Yu Tsun makes to Honglou meng. We recall that Yu
Tsun mentions “Hung Lu Meng” to make a point about the profusion of characters in his
great-grandfather Ts’ui Pén’s novel, the latter which he specifically deems “una novela
que fuera todavia mas populosa que el Hung Lu Meng”® (a novel even more populous
than Honglou meng). Such a comparison says a great deal about the populousness of
Ts'ui Pén’s text, for in his magazine review of Honglou meng, Borges writes that the

Chinese novel’s cast of characters is so large that “los personajes secundarios pululan

% Ibid.

57 In her article “Sinology on the Edge: Borges’s Reviews of Chinese Literature”, Rosario Hubert
additionally discusses Borges’s readings and magazine reviews of seven other Chinese literary works.
She argues that Borges’s reliance on German and English translations results in an openness of
possibility for meaning; this openness, Hubert claims, serves as the foundation for the fantastic nature of
Borges’s readings of Chinese literature, and even more profoundly allows insight into the fantastic nature
of his own fiction.

%8 Borges, Ficciones, 106.
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y no sabemos bien cual es cual’®® (the secondary characters swarm and we cannot
distinguish who is who). Strikingly, the particular word that Borges uses to illustrate
Honglou meng’s profusion of characters—pulular, to swarm—shows up in “El jardin de
senderos” as well, in the moments when Yu Tsun feels his ancestor’s fiction begin to

take solidity in his surroundings:

Desde ese instante senti a mi alrededor y en mi oscuro cuerpo una invisible,
intangible pululacién. No la pululacién de los divergentes, paralelos y
finalmente coalescentes ejércitos, sino una agitacion mas inaccesible, mas
intima y que ellos de algiin modo prefiguraban®

From that instant, | felt in my surroundings and in my own dark body an invisible,
intangible swarming. Not the swarming of the divergent, parallel, and ultimately
coalescent armies, but rather an agitation more inaccessible, more intimate and
that the armies in some manner prefigured. (Emphasis mine.)

Volvi a sentir esa pululacion de que hablé. Me pareci6 que el humedo jardin
que rodeaba la casa estaba saturado hasta lo infinito de invisibles personas.
Esas personas eran Albert y yo, secretos, atareados y multiformes en otras
dimensiones de tiempo’"

| once again felt that swarming of which | spoke. It seemed to me that the humid
garden surrounding the house was saturated to infinity with invisible people.
Those people were Albert and |, secret, busy and multiform in other dimensions
of time.

Having read Honglou meng'’s cast of secondary characters to be so massive as to be
swarming, Borges seems to apply this multiplicity from the Chinese novel to his own “El

jardin de senderos que se bifurcan”, figuring it as the power of the infinity of Ts'ui Pén’s

89 Borges, Sacerio-Gari, and Monegal, Textos cautivos : ensayos y resefias en “El Hogar” [de Buenos
Ayres], 188.

0 Borges, Ficciones, 113.

" Ibid., 115.
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fiction to acquire a personal, intimate meaning in Yu Tsun’s lived world. From Honglou
meng’'s management of its literary world’s numerous characters, Borges sources a
strategy for corralling and giving form to the infinity within his fictionality.
Simultaneously, the figuration in “El jardin” of a swarming infinitude of Yu Tsun’s
alternate personal realities seems also to be a commentary of Borges'’s on the
multiplicity that he has experienced within Honglou meng: though he outwardly
expresses a sense of confusion towards this multiplicity (“ho sabemos bien cual es
cual”), his own fiction suggests that the Chinese novel's vast ensemble of fictional
characters may, for Borges, allow Honglou meng to in fact gain solidity despite its being
a fictional work.

And so these findings actually return us to our original discussion of the broader
themes of Borges’s interest in fictionality. This Honglou meng—"El jardin” connection is
just one glimpse at the ways in which Borges has woven China into his own work, not
merely to express an Orientalist interest but more profoundly as a means through which
to explore his own questions about fictionality. For “El jardin de senderos que se
bifurcan” in particular, Borges seems have figured Honglou meng into his narration at
least as a means for exploring the relation between fictionality, infinity, and lived
experience (the Yu Tsun-Jia Yucun and Buddhist/Taoist monk connections are also
curious though we will not focus on them for the purposes of our discussion). Yet this
one connection seems a bit adjacent to the fundamental motivation for Borges’s interest
in Chinese literature itself, a motivation which he expresses in his review of Honglou

meng: Chinese literature is a paragon of fantastic fiction.
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Recalling our concluding discussion from Chapter 1 that fantastic fictionality may
be the most appropriate framework through which to read Borges’s own fictionality, and
now having shown the significance that Borges’s interest in China may have for his
fictionality, we have arrived at a prime position to closely examine Borges’s own
definition of fantastic fiction, in particular how he expressed this definition through his
readings of Chinese literature. His 1937 E/ Hogar review is not the only time Borges has
read and written on Chinese literary works. Rosario Hubert has found that, from 1937 to
1942 (so leading up to and concurrent with his publication of “TIon”, “La Biblioteca” and
“El jardin” in Ficciones), Borges wrote magazine reviews on at least seven works of
Chinese literature other than Honglou meng, ranging from other novels like Journey to
the West and Jinping mei to collections of Chinese poems and fairy tales’2. Within these
reviews themselves, Borges expresses a consistent fascination with Chinese literature’s
open constructions of literary worlds in comparison with Western literature’s treatments.

For example, in his review “Chinese Fairy Tales and Folk Tales, traducidos por Wolfram

Eberhard”, Borges expresses that he tires of how

El cuento de hadas europeo (y el arabe) son del todo convencionales. Una ley
ternaria los rige: hay dos hermanas envidiosas y una hermanita buena, hay tres
hijos de rey...El cuento occidental es una especie de artefacto simétrico, dividido
en compartimentos. Es una simetria perfecta. ; Habra cosa que se parezca
menos a la belleza que la simetria perfecta?...En cambio, el cuento de hadas
chino es irregular. El lector empieza por juzgarlo incoherente’

European (and Arabic) fairy tales are completely conventional. A law of thirds
rules them: there are two envious sisters and one good sister, there are three

2 Rosario Hubert, “Sinology on the Edge: Borges’s Reviews of Chinese Literature (1937-1942),”
Variaciones Borges 39 (2015), 84.

3 Borges, Sacerio-Gari, and Monegal, Textos cautivos : ensayos y resefias en “El Hogar” [de Buenos
Ayres], 204-205.

40



sons of the king...The Western story is a species of symmetrical artifact, divided
into compartments. It is a perfect symmetry. Is there anything that less resembles
beauty than perfect symmetry?...In contrast, the Chinese fairy tale is irregular.
The reader begins by judging it as incoherent.

In this review, Borges expresses a weariness, even a distaste, for the perfect order
found within the Western fairy tale, preferring over it the “irregular” and initially
“‘incoherente” formulation of Chinese folk tales; they achieve a rupture of his orderly
expectations as a Western reader.”* Borges notes with interest the fantastical objects
and characters that appear in these Chinese fairy tales: the son of the ghost of a turtle,
a magic box, a man who sells thunder. His attention to these particular elements echoes
back to the explication of fantastic fiction in Bioy Casares’s prologue, which portrayed
fantastic fiction as a genre that escapes rigid stylistic and narrative conventions. Entities
such as a turtle ghost’s son and a vendor of thunder are indeed surprising and defiant of
the norms of our lived world. And yet, further surprisingly as Borges perceives it, in
these Chinese fairy tales, “el narrador cree totalmente en la verdad de las maravillas
que narra”’ (the narrator totally believes in the truth of the marvels he narrates).

This sense, of an incoherent or unrealistic narration which is nevertheless treated

by the text itself as wholly sensible and truthful, may be at the heart of the definition of

74 Borges’s interest in Chinese culture and literature’s rupture of order has left its mark in Western
literature and criticism. Famously, Michel Foucault prefaces his book The Order of Things by explaining
that “This book first arose out of a passage in Borges, out of the laughter that shattered, as | read the
passage, all the familiar landmarks of my thought—our thought that bears the stamp of our age and our
geography—breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the planes with which we are accustomed to
tame the wild profusion of existing things, and continuing long afterwards to disturb and threaten with
collapse our age-old distinction between the Same and the Other.” (Michel Foucault, The Order of Things
[New York: Pantheon, 1970], xv.) Foucault is referring to Borges'’s essay “El idioma analitico de John
Wilkins”, and in expressing his own fascination with ruptures of order, also evokes Borges’s with the
irregularity of Chinese literary objects. In “El idioma analitico de John Wilkins”, Borges cites the categories
within a fictional Chinese encyclopedia as an example of a categorization system that is whimsically
ambiguous and redundant.

75 Ibid., 205.
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fantastic fiction that Borges has developed from Chinese literature.”® Returning to his
review of Honglou meng, Borges writes on how the novel’s multiplicity of characters
results in a confusing, even “un tanto irresponsable o insipida”’’ (perhaps irresponsible
or insipid), narrative and a reading experience like being “perdidos en una casa de
muchos patios””® (lost in a house with many patios)’; he notes the difficulty of
distinguishing between dreams and reality within the novel. Yet within the same three
paragraphs, he also lauds Honglou meng as “la novela mas famosa de una literatura
casi tres veces milenaria”® (the most famous novel of a literature nearly three thousand
years old), and the novel’s fantastical or magical attributes as certain evidence of “un
gran escritor"8' (a great writer). In which version of Borges’s reading are we to believe—
his experience of insipidity and maze-like confusion, or his admiration of Cao Xueqin’s
timeless writing prowess? It seems that Borges’s appraisal of Honglou meng is itself an
exercise in the fantastic genre of writing.

As such, this Chinese literature-inspired conception of the fantastic—as a genre
in which two seemingly opposing states are given equal credibility or ambiguity in
credibility—may be our key to a new understanding of the idiosyncrasies of Borges'’s
own fictionality. We can even preliminarily apply this lens of the fantastic to the

fictionality of the short stories of Borges’s that we have already discussed. For example,

6 Abundant scholarship also exists on how the incoherent and realistic, yet simultaneously believable
narration within Borges’s own writing can be read as heavily influenced by the Latin American magic
realism movement.

" Ibid., 188.

78 |bid.

® Borges’s comparison of Honglou meng to a house with many patios echoes the maze-like house that
he himself constructs in his short story “La muerte y la brujula”, which twists and turns with symmetrical
proliferations of patios and balconies.

8 bid., 187.

8 Ibid., 188.
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in “Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius”, when the fiction of TIOon begins to infiltrate story-Borges’s
lived world, is it that his world is dissolving in the face of fiction, that his world is more
fictional than we may at first think, or that fiction is more real than we may at first think?
To which out of fiction or lived experience, if we can at all choose one over the other,
are we to assign more credibility? In “El jardin”, the fictional garden of forking paths
through time fails to alter Yu Tsun’s premeditated murder of Albert or Madden’s capture
of Yu Tsun, and yet in some moments this fiction of alternate realities seems almost to
take solid form—and Yu Tsun himself arguably is altered by Ts’ui Pén’s fiction, left as
he is with an “innumerable contricion y cansancio”® (infinite contrition and weariness) in
the face of how events had to play out. Thus, is Ts’ui Pén’s fiction ultimately formless, or
is it potent? Seemingly drawn from the irregularity and incoherence that he reads in
Chinese literature, such is also the ambiguous, fantastic nature of Borges's fictionality.
Yet it must be noted that this Chinese literature-inspired conception of fantastic
fictionality is ultimately only Chinese literature-inspired—that is, we draw our
understanding of it from a version of Chinese literature’s fictionality that has been
filtered through Borges’s own reading. At this stage in our investigations, Chinese
literature is fantastic still only because Borges claims it to be so. Some provocative
questions thus remain. Is the fictionality within Chinese literature in fact fantastic, as
Borges claims? How might our reading of Borges’s fictionality further change based on
our verdict for Chinese literature itself? To address these questions, we turn now to our

own reading of Honglou meng itself, through which we will evaluate not only Borges’s

82 Borges, Ficciones, 116.
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claims about the fantastic nature of Chinese literature, but also re-read Borges’s

fictionality through a more original lens of one Chinese novel’s fictionality.

Chapter 3: Fantastic fiction in Honglou meng

In his short, 1937 El Hogar review of Honglou meng, Borges highlights the
novel’'s swarming, maze-like cast of secondary characters , as well as the way in which
Honglou meng’s dream scenes seem to deceptively occur in a plane of reality for the
duration of their narration. For Borges, these characteristics of Honglou meng culminate
in the appraisal that “la literatura china no sabe de <<novelas fantasticas>> porque
todos, en algun momento, lo son”8 (Chinese literature does not know of “fantastic
novels”, because all Chinese novels are, in some moment, fantastic)—Honglou meng
cannot even be considered a fantastic novel because all Chinese literature is, by
Borges'’s reading, inherently fantastic.

We have thus far only considered these claims of Honglou meng’s fantastic
fictionality through a Borgesian lens, by applying Borges’s reading of Honglou meng
(and China generally) back onto our reading of his own fictionality. But in evaluating the
impact of Cao Xueqin’s novel on Borges'’s fictionality, a reading of Honglou meng that
has been filtered through Borges'’s eyes will not suffice; we will need to read the source
text of Honglou meng itself, not only to identify what original elements of the novel may
have inspired Borges’s Chinese literature-based definition of fantastic fictionality, but
also to develop our own sense of Honglou meng'’s fictionality against which to evaluate

Borges'’s claims about Honglou meng’s supposedly fantastic nature. What in Honglou

83 Borges, Sacerio-Gari, and Monegal, Textos cautivos : ensayos y resefias en “El Hogar” [de Buenos
Ayres], 188.
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meng’s narration could give rise to Borges'’s sense of the ambiguous reality of the
novel’'s dream scenes? What about the perceived swarming of Honglou meng’s fictional
characters; how does this aspect of the novel shape its fictionality? Do these attributes

truly give rise to the quality of fantasy that Borges assigns to Honglou meng?

Dreams in Honglou meng

Borges writes that in Honglou meng, “Los suefios abundan: son mas intensos
porque el escritor no nos dice que los estan sofiado y creemos que trata de realidades,
hasta que el sofiador se despierta” (Dreams abound: they are more intense because
the writer does not tell us they are dreams and we believe they deal with realities, until

the dreamer awakes). Borges’s claim, that Honglou meng’s narrative technique

withholds stating that characters are dreaming until they wake, is not actually true on

the superficial level of narration. In fact, in the novel’s first major dream scene in

Chapter 5, when the main character Baoyu first dozes off to enter the novel’s Land of

lllusion through his dream, the novel explicitly identifies that “E EEZHRE" (1.71)8

(Baoyu delighted in the dream?®). During Baoyu’s mirrored dream much later in Chapter

84 Ibid., 187.

85 Cao Xueqin and Gao E Hong lou meng, Beijing di 2 ban. (Beijing: Ren min wen xue chu ban she,
1996), 71.

| will source my citations of Cao Xueqin’s original Honglou meng text from the Ren min wen xue chu ban
she edition, and | will follow the in-text citation format (volume.page).

8 My translation. All other English translations of the original Chinese will be taken from Gladys Yang’s
translation unless otherwise stated.
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56, there is a similar occurrence, in which the narration explicitly indicates that Baoyu

has drifted to sleep in his bedroom only to immediately regain consciousness in a

garden, the only rational explanation of which is that he is dreaming: “El Z & # 15 £ 2R 2R

BE ITHNBZNESES , FRER T —EREZRN” (1.778) (He returned to his room

to ruminate on the couch, and without knowing it, dozed off and ended up inside a

garden); Gladys Yang even translates this moment as “Feeling at a loss, he went back

to his room and lay down on the couch to think. Soon he dozed off and dreamed he

was in a garden” (2.56.1167, emphasis mine)?’, thus from the outset explicitly marking
the subsequent narration as a dream sequence. In terms of narrative distinction
between dreaming and waking states, Honglou meng does explicitly demarcate the
transitions from the novel’s plane of reality to that of the dream—which begs the
question, where then does Borges perceive the ambiguity that he refers to in his E/
Hogar review?

An important note to make is that Borges himself read not the Chinese original of
Honglou meng but a German translation by Franz Kuhn88; it is entirely possible that his

initial sense of the deceptive realism of Honglou meng’s arises from Kuhn’s translation’s

87 Cao Xueqin and Gao E, A Dream of Red Mansions, trans. Gladys Yang and Yang Xianyi (Beijing:
Foreign Languages Press, 1994), 1167.

Similarly to my citation format for Cao Xueqin’s original text, | will be formatting my in-text citations of the
Yang English translation in the format of (volume.chapter.page).

8 Borges, Sacerio-Gari, and Monegal, Textos cautivos : ensayos y resefias en “El Hogar” [de Buenos
Ayres], 187.
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omission of the original Chinese’s explicit indications of its characters’ dream states. Yet
there may, of course, also be much more to Borges’s own comments than what he
denotatively states. Even if Honglou meng explicitly demarcates its characters’ dream
states from the novel’s plane of reality, some level of realism must be sustained for the
duration of the dream’s narration in order for Borges to confuse that dream with the
novel’s plane of reality. In general, Honglou meng does not make it ambiguous whether
a scene is dreamt or not, but rather leaves uncertain whether characters and the reader
should believe the contents of a dream over occurrences in the novel’s supposed real
world—whether the dream is in fact less believable than the waking reality (or vice
versa).

It is this ambiguity of believability that we intensely encounter when we take a
closer look at Baoyu’s aforementioned Chapter 5 dream of the Land of lllusion. In this
dream, after falling asleep in his niece Qin Keqing’'s bedroom, Baoyu enters the
otherworldly Land of lllusion to, among other things, read a set of registers that
prophecies the tragic fates of his female friends in the mortal world. Immediately upon
Baoyu’s entrance into the dream, he is taken by the realm’s beautiful scenery, and
muses that he would rather live his life in this dream world than the waking one he has
just left—our first suggestion that, as a consequence of its sensory offerings and even if
only on the level of Baoyu’s subjectivity, the Land of lllusion is more substantive than its

appearance within a mere dream would imply:

BRRERSR , GHER , ERALFE , ¥LFE, EEETHRE , 8E .
‘BNELER , BREXES—4% | ARXTREEER |, BORRERXZIHEHT
o "(1.71)
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Absent-mindedly he followed her a long way to some crimson balustrades and
white marble steps among green trees and clear streams, in a place seldom trod
by the foot of man, unreached by swirling dust.

In his dream he thought happily, ‘This is a pleasant spot. If only | could
spend my whole life here! For that I'd gladly give up my home where my parents
and teachers keep caning me every day. (1.5.89)

As Baoyu progresses through his dream, the Land of lllusion indeed proves to be

a realm so sumptuous as to overwhelm the senses. The Land of lllusion is replete with

architectural feats whose splendor exceeds the bounds of language (“ii FR BB F & %K F

4 ZRIEEEES" [1.79] “Words fail to describe those brilliant vermilion rooms,

floors paved with gold, windows bright as snow and palaces of jade” [1.5.97]), food and

drink whose fantastical recipes—tea “[ijnfused with the night dew from fairy flowers and

spiritual leaves” (1.5.99) LMt R H P 2 78 &1 = (80), “wine...mixed with the

marrow of unicorns and fermented with phoenix milk” (1.5.100) Lt5E. .. b0 AR BE & B |

R %z #iER 5% (1.81)—delight Bao-yu’s taste buds, and music so potent that it

“intoxicate[s]” him (1.5.102) 4 ZRE# MR (1.82). Bao-yu accesses the Land of lllusion

through his human senses of sight, taste, smell, and hearing, and the Land of lllusion,

rather than escaping or confounding these senses (and thus unmooring itself from what
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the novel defines as real), instead pushes their information-collecting capacity to the

limit. In fact, this intensity of sensory experience within the dream state is echoed in

Borges’s appraisal of Honglou meng’'s dreams; he writes that “Los suefios abundan:

son mas intensos porque el escritor no nos dice que los estan sofiado y creemos que
trata de realidades, hasta que el sofador se despierta”® (Dreams abound: they are
more intense because the writer does not tell us they are dreams and we believe they
deal with realities, until the dreamer awakes—emphasis mine). For Borges, the
hyperrealism of Chapter 5’s depiction of the Land of Illusion may contribute to an
intensely real experience of the dream, though such intensity may also cause the dream
realm to exceed the novel’s plane of reality in its realism, paradoxically marking it as
unreal in relation to Baoyu’s plane of waking reality. Unreal and illusory or more intense
than reality itself—which, if either (or both), could this dream be?

Wending our way further through this hyperrealistic construction of the Land of
lllusion, we arrive at the crux of Baoyu’s Chapter 5 dream’s ambiguous believability: the
prophecies in the Land of lllusion’s registers. Baoyu is incapable of comprehending
these prophecies upon his first read in large part because, living on in his mortal plane
of reality, he has not yet experienced the tragedies to which the prophecies refer. Thus,
in this instance, the dream world distances itself from the mortal plane of reality by
defying the latter’s linear laws of time. As a result, both Baoyu and the first-time

Honglou meng reader are left skeptical of, if not bewildered by, the registers’ claims, as

8 Borges, Sacerio-Gari, and Monegal, Textos cautivos : ensayos y resefias en “El Hogar” [de Buenos
Ayres], 188.
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both Baoyu and reader are limited to experiencing a chronological progression of the
novel and cannot yet have witnessed the events that will prove the prophecies’ veracity.
Once again, the dream world’s paradoxical nature reveals itself, at once arousing the
reader’s skepticism in its believability and contradictorily asserting itself as more
authoritative than the mortal plane of reality from which it is supposedly departing. For
by the end of the novel, Baoyu and the reader see that the tragedies intimated by the
prophecies do, indeed, come to pass.

Such a paradoxical, seemingly self-contradictory construction seems to align well
with Borges’s conception of Chinese literature-based fantastic fictionality which we
established in the previous chapter. Honglou meng’'s Chapter 5 dream will at first leave
readers disoriented and uncertain as to whether the novel’s plane of reality is truly more
believable than the dream realm despite the latter’s status as a dream; we read echoes
of this in Borges'’s treatment of fiction versus lived experience in “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis
Tertius”, and even in Bioy Casares’s definition of the fantastic based on the ambiguity of
explication, between supernatural and natural, for a narrative’s events.

On the relation between the supernatural and natural in Honglou meng, Li Wai-
yee identifies that, while in Chinese texts such as Liao-chai, supernatural elements
harmoniously enrich the mundane realm, within Honglou meng, the relation between the
supernatural and the natural is notably more ironic, with the novel’s “mythic-fantastic
realm”® directly questioning and destabilizing the authority of the novel’s plane of

waking reality,®! rather than enriching it. Our sense of the fantastic within Honglou meng

% i Wai-yee, Enchantment and Disenchantment (Princeton: Princeton University Press: 2014), 152.
91 ;
Ibid., 156.
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arguably arises from what Li identifies as the novel’s deliberately ironic uncertainty of
true meaning.

Li’'s analysis of Baoyu’s Chapter 5 dream examines how this irony is coded into
the very language of the novel. Cao’s sumptuous descriptions of the Land of Illusion
ironically encode puns for ephemerality and destruction; Li notes that “The fragrance
called ‘marrow of myriad blossoms’ (ch’liin-fang sui) is a pun for ‘the crushing of myriad
blossoms™92. As for the figure of Fairy Disenchantment, as she guides Baoyu through
the Land of lllusion, Disenchantment is also responsible for warning Baoyu against the
illusory nature of sensual delights—a role that is all the more ironic not only because, as
Li points out, Disenchantment herself is characterized by the narration with sensual
detail, but also because the very Land of lllusion through which she leads Baoyu is, as
we have established, replete with sensory wonders that are even more intense and
ostensibly substantial than what Baoyu could experience in the novel’'s plane of waking
reality.®® From Li’s analysis, we can appreciate that Honglou meng embodies
characteristics of the fantastic not merely because it blurs the distinction between the
realms of dream and waking reality, but also because the novel’s treatment of these two
realms is paradoxical and ironic, leaving the reader unable to decide which, if either
realm, has more authority over each other and over the text as a whole.

As Li Wai-yee demonstrates for us, the fantastic irony of Honglou meng’s mythic-
fantastic realm is coded into the very language of the novel. But though integral to the
novel’s construction, this notion of the indistinguishability between dream and reality is

not actually original to the author Cao Xueqin, and is in fact draws profoundly on the

9 |bid., 192.
9 |bid., 193.
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Buddhist philosophy that our sense of reality originates entirely from our mental,
emotional, and sensory experiences—as a result of which, reality then becomes
functionally indistinguishable from dream.

Honglou meng is interspersed with dream scenes such as the one we have
considered above, in which a character falls asleep and enters the plane of what Li Wai-
yee has termed the “mythic-fantastic realm”. But critically, one of the novel’s founding
premises is that its entire plane of waking reality—all the friendships, romances, garden
parties, and family downfalls experienced by its mortal characters—is itself a dream; all
that is experienced in this plane ultimately reveals itself to be impermanent and
ephemeral, and thus illusory. For a time, Baoyu delights in his carefree, idyllic
friendships with the girls who live with him in Prospect Garden, but as the registers of
the Land of lllusion prophesy, these halcyon days inevitably come to an end as his
maids and girl-cousins are married off or die or otherwise meet tragic ends. Even the
intense love shared between Baoyu and Daiyu ultimately proves itself to be illusory,
incapable of enduring in the mortal plane of existence, as Daiyu dies on the night Baoyu
is married to another girl. Throughout the novel, Baoyu’s experiences of reality are
shown to be fundamentally illusory—reality is itself an illusion, the illusion.

While Li Wai-yee analyzes Baoyu’'s Chapter 5 dream largely on the textual level,
demonstrating how the novel’s very language confounds the reader’s sense of its
reality’s fixity, Yu teases out conceptual threads within this dream that demonstrate a
Buddhist influence. Yu'’s analysis of Baoyu’s Chapter 5 dream focuses on a different
kind of intense sensual experience from the hyperrealism we discussed above—namely

on Baoyu’s initiation to sex at the end of the dream (once again facilitated by Fairy
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Disenchantment, who, as we noted with Li above, ironically presents herself as an
agent of Baoyu’s disillusion with sensual experience). The experience manifests itself in
Baoyu’s waking reality as the aftereffects of a wet dream, and furthermore prompts
Baoyu’s first real sexual encounter, with his maid Xiren, at the start of Chapter 6. Yu
argues that this sequence of events is Cao Xueqin’s manner of acting out a Buddhism-
informed theory of the potency of fictionality. To start, he notes that wet dreams are “the
evidence repeatedly cited in Buddhist writings for the realistic function of the dream”4,
In a wet dream, the desire experienced within the dream persists into the dreamer’s
waking reality, shaping their physical experience despite originating from the internal
and cerebral space of a dream. In Baoyu’s case, the desire experienced within his
dream not only culminates the physical symptoms of a wet dream, but further gains
solidity in his waking reality by serving as the impetus for the actions of his first sexual
experience in that waking reality as well. In the same way as hyperrealism of language
is able to achieve for Li, this potential within the wet dream thus confounds the definition
and delineation between dream and reality for Yu, as he poses the following questions:
“if we dismiss a dream or its experience as unreal, how are we to explain the discernible
physical symptoms and effect of a sexual dream? If we acknowledge the dream’s
‘reality’, then what precise sense of the real are we to assign to its experience and
content?”9%. The dream is somehow able to shape the reality—or perhaps even assume
the function of reality itself.

For Yu, this realistic function of the wet dream is ultimately merely allegorical for

the greater aims of Cao Xueqin’s fiction. If the insubstantiality of Baoyu’s Chapter 5

9 Anthony Yu, Re-reading the Stone (Princeton: Princeton University Press: 2018), 143.
% Ibid., 144.
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dream is nevertheless able to not only disturb Baoyu’s passive, physical experience but
also motivate the actions he chooses to take in his waking reality, then who is to say, Yu
asks, that the apparent insubstantiality of literary fiction cannot have the same kind of
impact on the reality of its reader? The entire episode of Baoyu’s Chapter 5 dream and
its aftermath encapsulate “the power and persistence of representation”®—dreams and
fiction are ultimately both representations of experience, but even as representations
they have the power to linger within and affect experience itself (in the case of dreams,
according to Buddhist thought, these are also understood as real experiences
themselves).

Yu'’s analysis of Baoyu’s Chapter 5 dream accounts for one direction of the
fictionality-reality relationship within Honglou meng: it addresses the question of how
and why dreams attain a status of reality within the novel. But Honglou meng is also
interested in the question posed in the opposing direction—what is the value and even
necessity of, in turn, interpreting reality as a dream? This bi-directional sentiment is
captured in the couplet that appears at the gates of the Land of lllusion, and that is
echoed throughout the novel both verbatim and in the way in which dreams and other

mythic-fantastic elements are figured:

BEERENRR , THNBLEET, (1.10)

Truth becomes fiction when the fiction’s true;
Real becomes not real when the unreal’s real. (1.1.55)%

% Ibid., 145.

97 Cao, Xueqin, David Hawkes, E Gao, and John Minford. The Story of the Stone: a Novel in Five
Volumes, trans. David Hawkes and John Minford (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1979), 55.
For the translation of this couplet, | source from Hawkes’ version rather than Yang’s to emphasize the
potential for commentary on the novel’s truth vs. fiction duality, which is relevant to Borges’s interests in
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That is, in becoming real and true through the power and persistence of its
representation in reality, fiction in turn also shades reality into the fictional and unreal. In
Honglou meng, the two are inextricably entangled, simultaneously acting upon one
another.

Yu’s analysis presents Buddhism’s as the point of inspiration for Cao Xueqin’s
construction of the fiction-reality relationship, but | argue that the influence is more
pervasive and fundamental, and that we should even take Buddhism as the source of
the fantastic that Borges perceived in Honglou meng. Yu points out the influence of
Buddhist thought in Cao’s construction of the wet dream’s function, but even more
profoundly, in Baoyu’s Chapter 5 dream, the Land of Illusion’s ambiguous, ironic
positionality in relation to dream versus reality can be taken as an overall expression of
the Buddhist belief that one’s very definition of self— and also one’s sense of reality—is
founded entirely and exclusively in mental and sensory experience of what Rupert
Gethin has summarized in The Foundations of Buddhism as the following modes:
“bodily phenomena, feelings, labelling or recognizing, volitional activities, and conscious
awareness”%. The experiences which we call dreams are arguably experienced through
these very same modes of bodily phenomena, feelings, recognition, volition, and
conscious awareness (Baoyu senses, feels, and moves through the Land of Illusion as
he would through the Jia mansion), and as a result, it should be functionally impossible
to distinguish dreams from reality and vice versa. In fact, intensity of mental and

sensory experience in any realm may point to an experience that is all the more

fictionality. Yang translates this couplet as “When false is taken for true, true becomes false; / If non-being
turns into being, being becomes non-being” (1.1.11).
9 Rupert Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998), 136.
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consequential and “real”. This is the sentiment that Honglou meng experiments with in

the hyperrealism of its descriptions of the Land of lllusion in Baoyu’s Chapter 5 dream.

The splendor of the land of lllusion’s’ “X4E K 4ty , FRIREEES" (1.79) (brilliant

vermilion rooms, floors paved with gold, windows bright as snow and palaces of jade

[[1.5.97]) and its intoxicating “&... MNABSBE 2 &% , R 2Lz HIERAL” (1.81) (wine...mixed

with the marrow of unicorns and fermented with phoenix milk [1.5.100]) have effectively

‘maxed out” Baoyu'’s capacity for experience in the Buddhist sense—despite all of this

taking place in what the novel’s narration has explicitly labeled a dream. Ultimately,
then, in Chapter 5, Baoyu comes to experience his most intense reality within the realm
of the dream, allowing truth to occur in the realm of fiction, and the real to realize itself
within the not real—a construction of the relation between fiction and reality that is

fundamentally founded in Buddhist thought.

Mirrors in Honglou meng

In his EI Hogar review of the Chinese novel, Borges does not mention Honglou
meng'’s extensive figuration of mirrors as an aspect of his own interest, and yet on the
subject of mirrors, there is a direct point of connection with not only his reading of
Honglou meng but also his own fiction. In his review of Honglou meng, Borges remarks
on the confusing, swarming character of the novel’s large cast of secondary characters,

noting that it lends the novel’s narration a sense of insipidity or irresponsibility. In his
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own “Tlon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius”, Borges reaffirms the apparent negativity of his
sentiment towards the populousness of a literary world, assigning the following quote to
the encyclopedia entry on Ugbar: “Para uno de esos gndsticos, el visible universo era
una ilusién o (mas precisamente) un sofisma. Los espejos y la paternidad son
abominables (mirrors and fatherhood are hateful) porque lo multiplican y lo divulgan™®®
(For some of those believers, the visible universe was an illusion or (more precisely) a
sophism. Mirrors and father are hateful because they multiply and divulge it). Here,
Borges is meditating on his own conception of experience as deception, with mirrors
and procreation being particularly dangerous because they hypocritically promulgate—
and thus reinforce—that illusion while simultaneously exposing it for the fiction that it is.
On the subject of swarming, Borges may comment that Honglou meng’s populousness
is a mark of irresponsible narration because the density of population deceptively
reinforces the novel’s (ultimately illusory) realism. This is populousness; mirrors in
Honglou meng, offer their own revealing insight into the influence of Buddhist thought

on the presence of fantastic fictionality as Borges perceives it in the novel.

In Honglou meng, mirrors do serve a purpose of lifting the veil from various

illusions, offering their viewers the opportunity to glimpse at unexpected truths. One

striking example is the inadvertently illuminating confusion caused for Granny Liu by a

mirror in Chapter 41. Granny Liu is an elderly, distant countryside relative of the Jias

% Borges, Ficciones, 15.
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who, in her ignorance of their sumptuous and materialistic ways of living, acts as a

country-bumpkin foil to the wealthy Jias. In Chapter 41, Granny Liu has come to visit the

mansion, and the family has spent the day feasting and drinking in the Prospect

Garden, with Granny Liu having fallen particularly drunk after being persuaded to drink

out of a large set of ornately-carved wooden cups. Her perception highly muddled by

the extravagant festivities, she wanders “BR7&3KB%, #EA HE&2h” (1.558) (too dizzy to

remember the way she had come [2.41.833]) into a maze-like region of the garden

which turns out to be Baoyu’s area of residence. Lost in Baoyu’s apartment, Granny Liu

first mistakes the highly realistic painting of a girl for a real-life figure, musing “/REK & JL

BiIXHESE M HRE (1.559) (How could they make the figure stick out like a real person?

[2.41.834]). She is further dazzled by other aspects of the apartment’s sumptuous and

ornate decorations:

MEEBEHE  SeRFELERLE  RELE , SEHRE , B TRNE , &
=BT (1.559)

The four walls were paneled with cunningly carved shelves on which were
displayed lyres, swords, vases and incense-burners. They were hung moreover

with embroidered curtains and gauze glittering with gold and pearls. Even the
green glazed floor-tiles had floral designs (2.41.834)
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The dazzling design of Baoyu’s apartment is strikingly reminiscent of the sumptuous

and hyper-realistic landscape of the Land of Illusion, though with the difference that the

riches of Baoyu’s apartment are exposed for the deception of their design. Aside from

her misperception of the realistic painting, in her drunken state, Granny Liu engages in

conversation with an apparition of her son’s mother-in-law from the countryside, and

revels in the riches she is able to experience with the Jias, telling the other woman: “¢R

HRAEE , RXEENTEHE , RIKIEEE T —L" (1.559) (“How little you've seen of

the world,” chuckled Granny Liu. “The flowers in this garden are so fine, you just had to

go picking some to stick all over your head—for shame!” [2.41.835]). But it turns out that

Granny Liu has been deceived once again. She presently realizes she has actually

been staring into a full-length mirror, boasting to and chastising her own reflection (“& Ut

RERARE—RERE , XARBREEFELERE?" (1.559) (Suddenly Granny Liu

recalled having heard that rich folk had in their houses some kind of full length mirror. It

dawned on her that this was her own reflection [2.41.835]).
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Within Buddhism, Anthony Yu remarks, the mirror is a particularly enduring
symbol for the revelation of assumptions and attitudes,'® and Granny Liu’s drunken
mirror episode is a striking demonstration of this concept. On one level, Granny Liu’s
initial ignorance toward the fact of her own reflection is revealing of her own
unworldliness, her initially unknowing chastisement of her own reflection being even
more revealing of the same. On another level, the mirror in this incident in Chapter 41
also inadvertently exposes the illusion of Jia mansion’s riches: along with the painting of
the girl, it is one more object that momentarily tricks this countrywoman into believing in
the elaborate artifice of its appearance; even if Granny Liu does not appear to be aware,
the reader can perceive this to be an episode of deception, revelatory of the illusory
nature of the novel's materialistic plane of waking reality. Thus Yu writes that “A mirror
image, insubstantial as a dream, can nonetheless dispense shattering, lethal self-
knowledge” 19",

However, like with his analysis of the influence of Buddhism on Honglou meng’s
dream scenes, Yu’s discussion of mirrors within Honglou meng still only points out how
the Buddhist conception of mirrors may have influenced the construction of the
particular object of mirrors within the novel. More profoundly, it can be shown that
Buddhist influence penetrates much more deeply into the novel’s dealing with mirrors, to
the level of its fundamental questions of interest as well. One particularly striking

instance of this is Baoyu’s Chapter 56 mirrored dream—which, aside from being

valuable for our discussion of mirrors and Buddhism in Honglou meng, was also of

190 Yu, Re-reading the Stone, 145.
197 Ibid., 146.
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direct interest to Borges’s explorations of fantastic fictionality, as we will see in more

detail in the next chapter. In Chapter 56, servants from the Zhen household come to

visit the Jias, and during this visit, Jia Baoyu learns that there exists a second Baoyu at

the Zhen household who mirrors him not only in name but also physical resemblance

and temperament (2.56.1164). It is surely intentional on Cao Xueqin’s part that our main

character Baoyu’s surname “Jia” suggests him to be the false Baoyu (Baoyu's surname

Jia/® being a homonym for {&, the Chinese word for “false”) while the surname Zhen

of the other Baoyu labels him to be the true Baoyu (the surname Zhen or # being a

homonym for &, the Chinese word for “true”).

The existence of a double is an understandably disturbing revelation for Baoyu,
and following the encounter with the Zhen household maids, Baoyu has a dream, in
which he enters a garden that mirrors the one he inhabits to be spurned by maids who
much resemble those serving in his own garden (2.56.1167). In this dream, he finally
meets with some version of Zhen Baoyu, and like the other elements of the dream,

Zhen Baoyu curiously mirrors Jia Baoyu. When Jia Baoyu encounters him, Zhen Baoyu

is relating his own dream to a maid, one almost identical to the one Jia Baoyu is

currently dreaming: This almost too-perfect mirroring, not to mention the two Baoyus’

apparent teleportations to each other’'s homes, should be clear indication that what
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Baoyu is experiencing is taking place in the dream realm. Yet when the two Baoyus

meet each other in this dream realm, they declare to each other: “BERRMEEE | X

AFREET, EFXE: “XUART?EMXET., " (1.776) (“So you're Baoyu!...This

isn’t a dream then.” “Of course not. It's absolutely true.” [2.56.1169]). What Zhen Baoyu

explains to his maid during the account of his dream is even more provocative;

describing his discovery of a sleeping Jia Baoyu, Zhen Baoyu remarks: “B& 5 & Ftt =

Bk | miEY K Z=ERBEEMTHIET” (1.775-776) (“When at last | found his

rooms he was asleep. Only his empty form was there—his real self had gone, | don’t

know where” [2.56.1169]).

When Jia Baoyu wakes up, he finds he has been sleeping in front of a mirror,

and his maids remark that “He must have been lying there amusing himself by looking

at his own reflection; then as soon as he closed his eyes he started dreaming foolish

dreams” (2.56.1170) “‘BARAR XM TRERLHMH , — RS LR, BRARHTEE"

(1.776) ("He must have been lying there amusing himself by looking at his own

reflection; then as soon as he closed his eyes he started dreaming foolish dreams”

[2.56.1170]). A dream precipitated by the reflective act of a mirror is dismissed as
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foolish and insubstantial, and yet Jia Baoyu’s own experience of this dream, and of the

reflections within it, nevertheless intensely confound that sense of insubstantiality. Yu

offers the reading that

The marvelous drama in this little episode not only permits a revealing glimpse
into Bao-yu’s psyche and its characteristically adolescent search for true identity,
but the dizzying, topsy-turvy dialogue, punning repeatedly on the names of the
two Bao-yus, alights again and again on the problem of what is real and not
real.102

Yu identifies the mirrored dream’s fundamental concern with the question of real versus
not real, and attributes Jia Baoyu’s concern with self to a “characteristically adolescent
search for true identity”, but what he seems to overlook is that both these concerns are
rooted not merely in fictionality or a character’s temperament but most fundamentally in
Buddhism’s questioning of the very existence of self. Returning to our previous mention
of Buddhism’s belief that one’s experience of reality is founded entirely and exclusively
in one’s mental and sensory experiences, Buddhism further bases not only its
construction of reality but its entire definition of the concept of self—or rather lack
thereof—in the fact of these experiences. Buddhist thought reasons that if our senses of
reality and self are based entirely in how and what we experience, then given the
mutable nature of experience itself, there can be no concept of a constant, unchanging
self. The appearance of a constant, continuous self experiencing things over the period

of a lifetime, for example, is simply a consequence of the experiences themselves being

192 Yu, Re-reading the Stone, 148.
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causally connected through time, rather than there existing a constant, immutable self
that moves through life being subjected to experiences.%

Thus Baoyu’s Chapter 56 mirrored dream does question the problem of what is
real and not real, as Yu identifies, but even more profoundly, this dream can be read as
a questioning by Cao Xueqin of the entire Buddhist proposition that there does not exist
a self. The mirrored structure that defines the whole dream—not to mention the

involvement of the actual object of a mirror—allows Cao to create a duplicate identity of

Jia Baoyu, and thus challenges the notion of Baoyu’s identity, his self as unique. And as

a matter of fact, in one moment during his dream, Jia Baoyu is depicted by Zhen Baoyu

as empty of a “real self”: “EHERBEMFHIBE T (1.775-776) (“Only his empty form

was there—his real self had gone, | don’t know where” [2.56.1169]). But while Buddhist

thought is resolute in its conviction that a cohesive, constant self does not exist, Cao’s

depiction of the concept is considerably more open-ended. His dream in Chapter 56

may indicate that Jia Baoyu’s identity and experience are duplicated rather than unique,

and the Jia Baoyu encountered by Zhen Baoyu may be empty, yet Jia Baoyu still

possesses a “real self’ that is cohesive enough to have escaped intact to another

location. Ultimately, it is as Borges pointed out in his reading: whether in the setting of

103 Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism, 133-146.
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dreams, mirrors, or both, Cao Xueqin founds the events of Honglou meng in Buddhist

thought in a manner that leaves his readers curiously uncertain as to what can truly be

believed.

Chapter 4: Re-reading Borges

Borges’s dialoque with Honglou meng’'s dreams and mirrors

Our close reading of dream and mirror scenes from Honglou meng reveals the
influence of Buddhist thought on the fantastic nature of fiction that Borges perceived in
his reading of the Chinese novel. In particular, when Borges writes that in Honglou
meng, “Los sueios abundan: son mas intensos porque el escritor no nos dice que los
estan sofiado y creemos que trata de realidades, hasta que el sofiador se despierta”’%*
(Dreams abound: they are more intense because the writer does not tell us they are
dreams and we believe they deal with realities, until the dreamer awakes), this is
because Cao Xueqin's figuration of dreams in Honglou meng is heavily influenced by
the Buddhist philosophy that the dream and waking planes of reality can be conflated
because we indistinguishably perceive both through mental and sensory experience.
Buddhist thought on the nonexistence of self and the object of the mirror further inform
Cao Xueqin’s own dealings with these concepts in a manner that destabilizes the
reader’s confidence in the facade of the Jia mansion’s riches and the substance of
Baoyu’s self, overall leaving the reader with a sense of uncertainty that may very well be

characterized as one of the consequences of fantastic fiction.

194 Borges, Sacerio-Gari, and Monegal, Textos cautivos : ensayos y resefias en “El Hogar” [de Buenos
Ayres], 188.
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Baoyu’s Chapter 56 mirrored dream, with which we concluded our last chapter, is
of particularly striking interest to our investigations of Borges’s interest in fantastic
fiction, not merely because the scene itself deals with mirrors, dreams, and Buddhism,
but also because Borges has dialogued with Baoyu’s Chapter 56 mirrored dream both
directly and indirectly in the context of fantastic fiction. It is not clear if Borges was
aware of Buddhism’s role in shaping the fantastic nature of Baoyu’s dream, but he (and
Adolfo Bioy Casares and Silvina Ocampo) certainly detected the dizzying confusion of
identity and fiction versus reality imparted to the dream by Buddhist thought. Along with
a Spanish translation of Jia Rui’'s Chapter 12 dream (also implicating a mirror), Baoyu'’s
Chapter 56 mirrored dream is one of two excerpts of Honglou meng cited as an
exemplar of fantastic fiction in the Antologia de la literatura fantastica. Most strikingly,
while in Honglou meng Baoyu’s mirrored dream catalyzes a discussion of the essence
of self and the role that dreams and mirrors play in reinforcing or questioning the
Buddhist belief in a lack of self, in the Antologia, this introspective, self-reflective
function of the dream becomes transmogrified into a discussion of infinity. Within the
Argentine authors’ anthology, Baoyu’s Chapter 56 mirrored dream appears under an
entry titled “Suefio infinito de Pao Yu”'% (Baoyu'’s infinite dream), and the editors’
interest in infinity is coded into the very language of their Spanish translation of Honglou
meng, indeed introducing or at least highlighting an infinite structure not explicitly
indicated by Honglou meng’s original Chinese. To demonstrate, the Chinese narration

of the two events is as follows:

195 Borges, Sacerio-Gari, and Monegal, Textos cautivos : ensayos y resefias en “El Hogar” [de Buenos
Ayres], 403.
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ZLETHRHU , HAER , R_ARBEE-MAENE |, BOBELNMNZBILMEE% , BB
BEXGEN, RANBEBIDFENT —F, —PYEXAE: "EF , RAEXN
TA? BURIRIRRIE T |, IRESARELIRIE, ~

FERH , OTEERRE. AABLEDFHEE  “BWREAKHR , KZE
FREBNMEE , IR -—HFNMNEE , RATE. BRI ETAE , RBFE 7THH—
MEEFEX  BRJLMEE , MUK R/NE , FER.

RAEZLrTPE%R | ICHEM , XFE  “EXEMBE 2" ENEER
BB, mEEMR , REIsMel - “FHET. 7 (1.779)1

There was someone lying on a couch inside, with a few girls by him sewing or
amusing themselves. The young man on the couch sighed.

“Why don’t you sleep, Baoyu, instead of sighing?” asked one of the girls. ‘I
suppose it’s your cousin’s illness that’s worrying you?”

As Baoyu marvelled at this the young man replied, “I didn’t believe the old
lady when she told me that in the capital there’s another Baoyu whose
character’s just like mine. Just now, though, | had a dream. | dreamed | was in a
big garden in the capital, where | met some girls who called me a stinking wretch
and refused to talk to me. When at last | found his rooms he was sound
asleep...”

Xiren nearby heard him calling out in his sleep and shook him to wake him
up;

“Where’s Baoyu?” she asked.

Baoyu, although awake now, was still confused.

Pointing outside the door, he answered, “He’s just left.” (2.56.1169)'%7

while the translators for the Antologia version chose to translate the two scenes as

follows:

[Pao Yu] Vio a un joven acostado; al lado de la cama reian y hacian labores
unas muchachas. El joven suspiraba. Una de las doncellas le dijo: “; Qué

196 Cao and E, Hong lou meng, Beijing di 2 ban, 779.
97 Cao and E, A Dream of Red Mansions, trans. Yang and Yang, 1169.
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sueias, Pao Yu, estas afligido?” “Tuve un suefio muy raro. Sofié que estaba en

un jardin y que ustedes no me reconocieron y me dejaron solo...”... Pao Yu se
despertd. Su doncella Hsi-Yen le pregunto: “Qué suefas, Pao Yu, estas
afligido?” “Tuve un suefio muy raro. Sofié que estaba en un jardin y que ustedes
no me reconocieron...”108

[Baoyu] saw a reclining youth; at the side of the bed some girls were laughing
and working. The young man sighed. One of the maids asked him: “What are you
dreaming of, Baoyu, is something overwhelming you?” “I had a very strange
dream. | dreamed that | was in a garden and that you all didn’t recognize me and
abandoned me. | followed you to the house and found another Baoyu sleeping in
my bed”...Baoyu awoke. His maid Xiren asked him: “What are you dreaming of,
Baoyu, is something overwhelming you?” “| had a very strange dream. | dreamed
that | was in a garden and that you all didn’t recognize me...”

It is not certain if Bioy Casares, Ocampo, and Borges translated the original Chinese
into Spanish themselves, or if they sourced their translation from elsewhere (Borges at
least only read German or English translation of Chinese literary works), and it is not
certain if the modified language arose from the editors themselves, or it was already
present in a prior translation that they accessed. In any case, the mirrored construction
of Zhen and Jia Baoyus’ garden settings and dream experiences is extended into the
very language of the excerpt, so that the two characters’ speech and their emotional
states are depicted with identical language. But within this Spanish translation, this
mirrored language is not merely a reflection but also a reproduction, in that Jia Baoyu is
not merely imitating but exactly reproducing the speech and emotional state that he first
dreams of Zhen Baoyu reproducing. The dream element further complexifies the
structure of this Spanish translation of the Chapter 56 mirrored dream, for the dream

implies a structure of containment; Zhen Baoyu’s dialogue occurs within Jia Baoyu’s

198 Borges, Ocampo, and Bioy Casares, Antologia de Ia literatura fantéastica, 403-404.
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dream—and this ultimately leads to a structure en abyme, for if Zhen Baoyu'’s sighing
and conversation with his maids is contained within Jia Baoyu’s dream, then could Jia
Baoyu’s sighing and conversation not also be contained within yet another Baoyu'’s
dream? Thus the three Argentine editors title this entry of Honglou meng in their
anthology as “Suefio infinito de Pao Yu” (Baoyu’s infinite dream).

This choice to figure Baoyu’s Chapter 56 mirrored dream as such a structure en
abyme raises several striking questions whose answers will yield insight into the nature
of Borges’s interest in Honglou meng’s fantastic fiction. First, is this infinite structure
predominantly an element that the Argentine editors introduce or impose upon their
reading of Baoyu’s mirrored dream as a result of their prior interest in infinity, or are they
more so highlighting an interest in infinity that was already latent in the original Honglou
meng? Second, what about the structure en abyme construction of this Spanish
translation might be indicative enough of fantastic fiction that Bioy Casares, Ocampo,

and Borges chose to include it in their collection of exemplars of fantastic literature?

As we discussed in-depth in Chapter 3, when we read Honglou meng through a

Buddhist lens, Baoyu’s Chapter 56 mirrored dream reveals itself as concerned with the

Buddhist belief in the lack of a cohesive and immutable self. The structure of mirroring

and reflection becomes the perfect opportunity for Cao to question what could make up

Jia Baoyu’s identity and sense of self when he is able to dream of a Zhen Baoyu who

nearly identically reflects his setting and affect, but who in turn sees him as a shell that
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is devoid of a real self, in much the way that we would interpret our own reflections in

the mirror. The dialogue exchanged by Zhen and Jia Baoyu in the original Chinese (“/&

RIMBREE | XARRE T, 'FXE  “‘XMARET?EMXET, "[1.776] “So

you’re Baoyul!...This isn’t a dream then.’ ‘Of course not. It's absolutely true.’ [2.56.1169])
heavily indicates that this question of real, substantive self is the primary concern of
Baoyu’s dream in Chapter 56 in the original Chinese; there is not as much indication of
the original Chinese’s intentional concern with questions of structure en abyme or
infinity. This is not to say that the structure en abyme detected by Borges et al. is not
latently present in Cao’s original writing. But it is only with the Argentine editors’
intentional rewording in their Spanish translation that the repeated-containment
construction of the mirrored dream is able to be brought to the forefront. In this manner,
most fascinatingly, the mirrored structure that was likely intended by Cao Xueqin as a
dialogue with Buddhist values is instead novelly interpreted by the Argentine editors as
a figuration of infinity—a figuration that is, furthermore, meant to demonstrate one
aspect of the perceived fantastic nature of Honglou meng’s perceived fictionality.

So Bioy Casares, Ocampo, and Borges’s excerpt of Baoyu’s dream contains
retrofitted that emphasizes the structure en abyme construction of the mirrored dream;
how, then, does this allow the excerpt to fit, as the Argentine authors have placed it,
among the other pieces of fantastic literature found within the Antologia de Ia literatura
fantastica? The reader will recall that we concluded the first chapter of this thesis with a
discussion of Bioy Casares’s own definition of fantastic fiction in his prologue for the

Antologia, and that within this prologue, Bioy Casares elaborated on a list of
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characteristics which he found to be indexical of works of fantastic literature, and among
the characteristics that are relevant to the Spanish translation of Baoyu’s dream in
Chapter 56 are “Con personaje sofiado”'% (With a dreamt character) and, perhaps at
first unintuitively,“Cuentos y novelas de Kafka”'® (Kafka’s stories and novels)—the
latter which interest Bioy Casares in the context of fantastic fiction because “Las
obsesiones del infinito, de la postergacion infinita...definen estas obras”''! (An
obsession with the infinite, with infinite postponement...defines these works). Both
elements of a dreamt character and an interest in the infinite certainly appear in the
Antologia’s translation of Baoyu’s dream in Chapter 56—but how exactly do they shade
the excerpt’s fictionality into the fantastic? The structure en abyme and the element of a
dream combine to result in the overall effect that Borges perceived in his reading of
Honglou meng’s dreams: with Baoyu infinitely trapped within a world dreamt by another
Baoyu, it is impossible for both Baoyu and the reader to know when—or even if—the
dream state ends, and to distinguish whether Jia Baoyu’s plane of reality truly is “real”
(as opposed to illusory or dreamed) if the implication is that he is being dreamed of in
the same way that he has dreamed of Zhen Baoyu. The Antologia’s Spanish translation
has not preserved the specific concerns of Honglou meng'’s original depiction of Baoyu'’s
dream in Chapter 56, yet the fantastic quality of uncertainty, of being unable to
distinguish what is (or whether there is) a truthful or correct interpretation of Baoyu'’s

experience, remains.

199 Borges, Ocampo, and Bioy Casares, Antologia de la literatura fantastica, 12.
0 bid., 13.
" Ibid.
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This Spanish translation of Baoyu’s dream in Chapter 56 is one instance of
Honglou meng and Buddhism’s influence on fantastic fiction as Borges has engaged
with it alongside Adolfo Bioy Casares and Silvina Ocampo, and the Argentine authors’
reinterpretation of the excerpt’s very language is possibly revealing of an important
aspect of Borges’s engagement with fantastic fiction within Honglou meng: he (and his
co-editors) may pick up on the original lack of definitive self or distinction between
dream and reality left in Honglou meng by Cao Xueqin’s interest in Buddhist thought,
but his reading may be prone to altered interpretations or imposition of his own interests
and meaning onto the original text. Thus Honglou meng’s fantastic fiction, while founded
on tenets from Buddhist thought, is as much a product of Borges’s own concerns and
biases as it is one of Cao Xueqin’s pen.

The Antologia’s inclusion and interpretation of Baoyu’s dream in Chapter 56 is a
striking instance of Borges’s fantastic fiction engaging in direct and explicit dialogue with
the text of Honglou meng. Baoyu’s Chapter 56 mirrored dream also seems to make a
more indirect, though no less striking, appearance in Borges’s own fiction with his 1972
short story “El otro”. Not only does “El otro” provocatively resemble Baoyu’s mirrored
dream in form, it also shares the latter's almost existential interest in questions of
identity in the face of dreams and mirrors—and as Cao Xueqin’s writing of Baoyu’s
mirrored dream dialogued profoundly with Buddhist philosophy, it may be insightful to
also read “El otro” through such a lens. In “El otro”, a seventy-odd-year-old Borges runs
into a teenage version of himself on a bench by the bank of the Charles River; due to
the age difference, the encounter is not by any means the near-perfect mirroring

experienced by Baoyu, but the duplication of identity is nevertheless present. Regarding
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this impossible encounter, the younger Borges introduces the possibility that “yo lo
estoy sofiando”''? (I am dreaming it), and while the older Borges appears to take this
suggestion with an acceptance tinged with mild interest, the younger Borges expresses

an outright anxiety at the thought of being dreamed by another:

—Si esta mafana y este encuentro son suefios, cada uno de los dos tiene
que pensar que el sofiador es él. Tal vez dejemos de sofiar, tal vez no. Nuestra
evidente obligacién, mientras tanto, es aceptar el suefio, como hemos aceptado
el universo y haber sido engendrados y mirar con los 0jos y respirar.

—Y si el sueno durara?—dijo con ansiedad.

Para tranquilizarlo y tranquilizarme, fingi un aplomo que ciertamente no
sentia.!"3

“If this morning and this encounter are dreams, each one of us must
believe that he is the one dreaming it. Perhaps the dream will end, perhaps it will
not. Our clear obligation, in the meantime, is to accept the dream, just as we
have accepted the universe and the fact of our birth and our ability to see with
our eyes and breathe.”

“And if the dream persists?” said he with anxiety.

To reassure him and to reassure myself, | pretended a composure that |
certainly did not feel.

The anxiety here is founded in the possibility that what both Borgeses experience as
their entire identity and lived experience could, in fact, be the illusion of the other’s
dream. This anxiety toward illusion or falseness seems to pervade the excerpt; not only
is the subject of conversation the possibility of a dreamt existence, but the elder
Borges'’s reaction to that possibility is furthermore one of paradoxically false certitude,
“fingi” (I pretended) as he does a composure that is, with all certainty, absent (“un

aplomo que ciertamente no sentia”, a composure that | certainly did not feel). In her

"2 Jorge Luis Borges, El libro de arena (Buenos Aires: Emecé Editores, 1975), 12.
3 Ibid.
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chapter “ldealism and Other Forms of Unreality”, Ana Maria Barrenechea offers her
interpretation of the anxiety within the figuration of dreams and mirrors in Borges'’s
writing: relevant to Borges'’s use of mirrors, “With its tarnished reflection, the mirror
holds a constant suggestion of unreality and poetry...the mere presence of the mirror is
sufficient to make Man sense to dissolution which awaits him”'4, while “Dreams are
another way of suggesting the undefined boundaries between the real and the fictitious
world”"5_ In this particular mirrored dream of the two Borgeses in “El otro”, by
Barrenechea’s reading, the pending danger of the dissolution of one Borges'’s identity,
already insinuated by the mirrored structure of the encounter, seems to be all the more
enhanced by the possibility that one of the Borges’s entire life experiences may be
simply the dream of the other, a figment of the other’s mind resulting from the ill-defined
boundary between fiction and lived experience.

The elder Borges ends his account with the conclusion that he is the one being
dreamed of by the younger Borges, on account of the incorrectly printed, “imposible
fecha”1"6(impossible date) on a dollar bill the older Borges is carrying (which, as the
older Borges reasons, must be erroneous because it has been dreamed). It seems,
then, that his worst anxiety and nightmare has been realized, his identity dissolved by
the fact that his existence has merely been the dreamt reflection of another. Yet in spite
of what Barrenechea writes on the destabilizing figuration of dreams and mirrors in
Borges’s writing, the contents of Borges’s mirrored dream in “El otro” are in fact

anything but a dissolution of identity. The two Borgeses spend the majority of their

114 Barrenechea, Borges the labyrinth maker, 125.
"5 |bid., 126.
16 Borges, El libro de arena, 21.
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conversation not expressing their existential dread over their possibly dreamt lives, but
rather exchanging anecdotes of their life stories—the younger Borges consults the elder
on matters such as “;,Como anda su memoria?”'"” (How is your memory holding up?),
investing in the elder Borges’s word as a true prediction of his own fate—indeed
affirming the legitimacy of their experiences and therefore, arguably, the content of their
identities despite their possibly dreamt status.

In this way, “El otro™s exploration of dreams and mirroring is much more, and
strikingly so, reminiscent of Baoyu’s dream in Chapter 56 than it is of Barrenechea'’s
resolutely dissolutionary reading of Borges’s employment of mirrors. However,
Barrenechea’s point on the undefined separation between fiction and reality in Borges'’s
dreams remains pertinent. Jia Baoyu is amazed to discover a near-replica of himself in
Zhen Baoyu, and his dizzying dream of Zhen Baoyu’s mirrored existence questions the
substance and uniqueness of his own identity. Yet just as Buddhist philosophy
concludes that the substance of the self successfully and entirely arises from transient
and mutable experiences, the two Baoyus are also able to conclude that, despite the

dizzying possibility of its mirrored structure, their dream of each other is in fact also real:
‘RERTPBEEE | XAFRRE T, FEE  ‘XMARF?EMXET. "(1.776) (“So

you’re Baoyu!...This isn’t a dream then.” “Of course not. It's absolutely true.”
[2.56.1169]). Likewise, though “El otro” makes no explicit mention of Honglou meng in
the way that “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan” does, the trajectory of the two

Borgeses through this short story also clearly echoes Buddhism’s ostensibly ambivalent

"7 |bid., 17,
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and paradoxical approach to the questions of dream, reality and identity, for as the elder

Borges poses,

—Si esta mafana y este encuentro son suefios, cada uno de los dos tiene
que pensar que el sofiador es él. Tal vez dejemos de sofiar, tal vez no. Nuestra
evidente obligacién, mientras tanto, es aceptar el suefio, como hemos aceptado
el universo y haber sido engendrados y mirar con los ojos y respirar.'8

“If this morning and this encounter are dreams, each one of us must
believe that he is the one dreaming it. Perhaps the dream will end, perhaps it will
not. Our clear obligation, in the meantime, is to accept the dream, just as we
have accepted the universe and the fact of our birth and our ability to see with
our eyes and breathe.”

The two Borgeses’ experience of either each other or themselves may be a dream, yet
just as we have accepted the existence of the universe and our capacity to experience
through our sense of sight and the breath that sustains us (a sentiment which is itself a
tenet of the Buddhist belief that our world is composed entirely from our mental and
sensory experience of it), it is also possible for each Borges to accept that dream and

still go on fully experiencing the life and the identity within it.

Borges and Buddhism

Such a striking figuration of Buddhist values within “El otro” may prompt the
reader to wonder whether, in addition to dialoguing with the Buddhism-influenced
Honglou meng, Borges also engaged directly with Buddhism itself. As it turns out, in

1976, along with fellow Argentine author Alicia Jurado, Borges in fact published an

8 |bid., 12.
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entire book of essays briefly exploring the history and practice of Buddhism. This book
was titled Qué es el budismo.

The essays within Qué es el budismo are largely informative, rather than
argumentative, in character. Borges writes expositorily on the Buddha’s history as a
figure, as well as descriptively about Buddhist doctrines and the sociocultural context of
the practice of Buddhism in China. Notably, Borges is cognizant of the way in which
Buddhism in China “influy6 en las costumbres, en la literatura y en las artes
plasticas”""? (influenced customs, literature and the plastic arts)—though in his essay
“El budismo en la China”, in order to demonstrate his point, he makes explicit reference
not to Buddhism'’s influence on Honglou meng but on another famous Chinese novel,
Journey to the West. While the essays are all mainly expository, the topics within
Buddhism that Borges chooses to focus on are nevertheless revealing of his own biases
and personal interests, even as they relate to his own interests in fictionality. For
example, China is the only country for which Borges writes a dedicated chapter,
suggesting a special interest that we may be able to explain through our awareness of
Borges’s investment in China as a source of fantastic fiction. (Borges even opens this
essay with a fantastic sentiment of uncertainty: “La historia del budismo en el Celeste
Imperio es harto compleja. Hasta es incierta la fecha de su introduccion”'?° [The history
of Buddhism in the Celestial Empire is highly complex. Even the date of its introduction
is uncertain]).

However, what are most revealing of Borges’s motivations for studying Buddhism

are his essays “La transmigracion” and “El gran vehiculo”, the former dealing with the

19 Jorge Luis Borges and Alicia Jurado, Qué es el budismo (Buenos Aires: Editorial Columba, 1976), 64.
120 |bid., 63.
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Buddhist concepts of infinity and reincarnation, and the latter exploring the same
philosophies of reality-as-sensory-experience and nonexistence of self that influenced
Cao Xueqin’s telling of Honglou meng. While the essays are of course focused on
Buddhism, the discussions that take place within them are nevertheless revealing of the
nature of Borges’s own interests with regard to fictionality.

“La transmigracion” best captures Borges’s concerns with the concept of
infinity—and the discussions within this essay demonstrate, whether intentionally or not,
how Buddhism can be applied to a re-reading of a story we considered in Chapter 1 of
this thesis, “La Biblioteca de Babel”. Borges opens “La transmigracion” with an account
of two parables of the Buddha which, for Borges, demonstrate an attitude of resignation
towards attempts of capturing the infinitude of the universe. In the Parable of the Poison
Arrow, a man is mortally wounded by an eponymous poison arrow but demands to
know the detailed background of his assailant before accepting medical treatment, and
Borges cites this parable as a demonstration of Buddhism’s belief in the impracticality of
trying to know infinity. In the Parable of the Blind Men and the Elephant, a group of blind
men each attempt their own characterization of an elephant by placing their hands on
different parts of its body, and resultingly arrive at wildly different, incohesive
conclusions. For Borges, this is Buddhism’s demonstration of futility as a result of
limited individual perspective, and he comments that “Analogo es el error de quienes
pretenden saber qué es el universo”'?! (Analogous is the error of those who aim to
understand what is the universe). It is a sentiment that echoes the discussion found

within “La Biblioteca de Babel”, where Borges and his narrator grapple with the paradox

21 |bid., 31.
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of how the infinitude of a literary world can nevertheless be contained within the
(theoretically) closed and finite space of the Library.

Yet the opening skepticism of these two parables feels like somewhat of a
pretense, as Borges soon follows this with a detailed demonstration of one way in which
Buddhist thought does in fact aim to capture the infinitude of the universe: through its
belief in reincarnation, specifically the transmigratory aspect of this belief (i.e., the
concept that something—for example the soul—gets transferred between forms with
each birth). Within “La transmigracion”, Borges thus considers reincarnation under two
lenses: one, the manner in which Buddhist reincarnation manages “Una idea tan
singular como esta de las transmigraciones del alma por cuerpos humanos, animales y
aun vegetales”'?2 (A concept so singular as this one of the transmigrations of the soul
through human, animal, and even plant bodies); and two, the manner in which the
Buddhist doctrine of reincarnation encompasses seemingly infinitely large swaths of
time and space. For Borges, these concepts of reincarnation and transmigration “a
primera vista puede parecer una fantasia”'?3 (can at first glance appear like a fantasy),
but they gain legitimacy through how extensively they figure in schools of thought
throughout culture and geography, from Greek philosophy to Kabbalism to Hinduism.

In fact, Hinduism’s conception of transmigration serves as an important
foundation for Borges’s exploration of infinity within Buddhist transmigration. Blind men
may be incapable of fully comprehending the form of an elephant, but “La mente hindu

se complace en la imaginacién de vastos periodos de tiempo”1?* (The Hindu mind finds

122 |pid., 33.
123 |bid., 31.
124 |bid., 34.
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pleasure in imagining vast periods of time), and the Hindu kalpa is a unit of time that
“comprende mil grandes periodos cosmicos”'?5 (comprises a thousand great cosmic
periods). Borges notes that kalpas figure in Buddhism as well, and though the Parables
of the Poison Arrow and Blind Men may show a wariness or resignation toward the
concept of infinity, Buddhism nevertheless demonstrates an investment in the concept

by assigning it a definition with potential for further philosophical ponder

infinito no es, para el budismo, un sinénimo de indefinido o de innumerable;
significa, como en las matematicas, una serie sin principio ni fin. Nuestro pasado
no es menos vasto ni menos insondable que nuestro futuro.'26

infinite is not, in Buddhism, a synonym for indefinite or innumerable; rather it
means, as in mathematics, a series with neither beginning nor end. Our past is
no less vast nor any less unfathomable than our future.

Such a characterization of infinity, as an interminable series that also has no beginning,
may sound curiously circular in form. (The reader will also remember that in “La
Biblioteca de Babel”, the narrator solves the paradox of the Library by concluding it
takes the form of a circle.) And within “La transmigracién”, this circular form of Buddhist
infinity becomes the vehicle for a demonstration of the vast, unfathomable nature of
human experience—which Borges aims specifically to capture through a
characterization of Buddhist reincarnation.

And as Borges lays out, reincarnation within Buddhism—its infinite nature, its
ability to allow souls to assume various forms—is dictated by karma. He writes that “si

nuestras dichas y desdichas actuales dependen de lo que hicimos en la vida pasada,

125 |bid.
126 |bid., 35.
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es evidente que no puede haber un primer término de la serie”'?” (if our current fortunes
and misfortunes depend on what we did in the past life, it is evident that there cannot
have been a first term of the series). Furthermore, karma provides purpose for a man’s
temperament and trajectory—his “La Biblioteca de Babel”-esque vindication, if you
will—in his current life and an origin story for his form in the future: according to karma,
“Si el hombre muere con anhelo de vida en su corazon, vuelve a encarnar; es como si,
al morir, plantara una semilla’'?8 (If a man dies with yearning for life in his heart, he will
return in the flesh; it is as if, upon dying, he plants a seed). Through its own infinite
nature, the Buddhist doctrine of reincarnation supplies a system through which to
contain not only the origins but also the future of every man, including that of the
assailant who shot the titular arrow in the Parable of the Poison Arrow.

The containment of all possible experience is indeed the ultimate aim of Buddhist
cosmology as Rupert Gethin depicts it in The Foundations of Buddhism. The infinitely
vast temporal and spatial worlds and mechanism of reincarnation within Buddhism

traverse

eleven realms ranging from the realms of hell and ‘the hungry ghosts’, through
the realms of animals, jealous gods, and human beings, to the six realms of the
lower gods; the common characteristic of beings in all these realms is that they
are all endowed with consciousness and five physical senses'?®

essentially running the gamut of human as well as godly, ghostly, and animal

experience. Through stories such as “La Biblioteca de Babel”, Borges asks the question

127 |bid.
128 |bid., 36.
129 Gethin, The Foundations of Buddhism, 118.
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of how the vastness of a world can possibly be contained within the inherently limited
space of a single person’s perspective or experience (the narrator of “La Biblioteca” has
never conquered the vastness of the Library firsthand, having theorized only in his mind
a solution to its paradox). Buddhism’s answer is that, firstly, the individual is not limited
to a single perspective or set of experiences but rather travels through many realms of
these through the process of reincarnation, and that, secondly, there is no question of
how to contain a world within an individual’s perspective and experience because the
individual's experience is the entire world.

In his direct studies of Buddhism as published in the 1976 Qué es el budismo,
Borges also finds a way to address the question of the fantastic character of fiction as
he read it within Honglou meng. Three decades after his El Hogar review of Honglou
meng, in his essay “El gran vehiculo”, Borges now writes explicitly on what he

understands as the Buddhist philosophy that

El universo nos presenta continuamente formas, colores, olores, sonidos,
sensaciones térmicas y espaciales, pero detras de esas apariencias no hay
nada. El universo es ilusorio: vivir es, precisamente, sofar. Shakespeare dira
mucho después:

We are such stuff that dreams are made of. (Tempest., IV 1).

Berkeley y Schopenhauer razonaron mas tarde esa filosofia de caracter
onirico. 30

The universe continuously presents us with forms, colors, odors, sounds, thermal
and spatial sensations, but behind these appearances there is nothing. The
universe is illusory: to live is, precisely, to dream. Shakespeare will write much
later:

130 Borges and Jurado, Qué es el budismo, 50-51.
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We are such stuff that dreams are made of. (Tempest., IV 1).

Berkeley and Schopenhauer also later reasoned on this philosophy of oneiric
character.

Thus, how is it that, in Honglou meng, “Los suefos abundan: son mas intensos porque
el escritor no nos dice que los estan sonado y creemos que trata de realidades, hasta
que el sofiador se despierta’'3! (Dreams abound: they are more intense because the
writer does not tell us they are dreams and we believe they deal with realities, until the
dreamer awakes)? This can be so because “El universo es ilusorio: vivir es,
precisamente, sofar” (The universe is illusory: to live is, precisely, to dream).

This Buddhist philosophy is, in fact, a response to not only Borges’s fascination
with Honglou meng’s fantastic fiction, but also to matters explored within his own fiction.
In the above quotation, Borges cites Berkeley and Schopenhauer, two philosophers
who also make appearances in “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” as upholders of the idealism

that is foundational to Tlon’s existence:

Hume notd para siempre que los argumentos de Berkeley no admiten la menor
réplica y no causan la menor conviccion. Ese dictamen es del todo veridico en
su aplicacion a la tierra; del todo falso en Tlon. Las naciones de ese planeta son
—congénitamente— idealistas. 32

Hume always noted that the arguments of Berkeley do not have the slightest
replica and do not stir the slightest conviction. That ruling is all in all true in its
application to the earth; it is all in all false in TIon. The nations of that planet are
congenitally idealists.

131 Borges, Sacerio-Gari, and Monegal, Textos cautivos : ensayos y resefias en “El Hogar” [de Buenos
Ayres], 188.
132 Borges, Ficciones, 21.
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El onceno tomo deja entender que tres razones capitales determinaron la victoria
total de ese panteismo idealista...Schopenhauer (el apasionado y lucido
Schopenhauer) formula una doctrina muy parecida en el primer volumen de
Parerga und Paralipomena.'33

The eleventh volume makes known that three capital reasons determined the
total victory of that idealistic pantheism...Schopenhauer (the passionate and
lucid Schopenhauer) formulates a very similar doctrine in the first volume of
Parerga und Paralipomena.

“TI6n, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” is a story concerned with how the entirely cerebral
endeavor of fiction can nevertheless shape our solid experience of the world, how a
world such as TIon, founded entirely in the idealism of Berkeley and Schopenhauer, can
nevertheless not only exist but also gain solidity. Borges’s original answer within “TIon”
was that lived experience itself is a fiction, that fiction is able to reshape the world
because we live in the world through the same mental modes through which we
experience fiction. In “El gran vehiculo”, Borges shows that Buddhist philosophy not
only affirms this sentiment but even precedes Berkeley and Schopenhauer’s conception
of it, essentially serving as a more original version of the Western philosophies that
would follow. Thus, in “El gran vehiculo”, Borges ultimately converts his own question of
fiction into one of dreams—and the answer is, once again, that to live is, precisely, to
dream. Fiction is our reality because our entire reality is, in itself, a fiction, a dream of

the senses and our individual experiences.

133 |bid., 27.
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Conclusion: Revisiting the garden of forking paths

The 20th-century Argentine author Borges'’s reference to Honglou meng, an
18th-century Chinese novel, in “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan” was actually the
unexpected discovery that sparked the entire endeavor of this thesis. It is only fitting
that, after our journey through Borges’s fictionality followed by Honglou meng and
Buddhism, we return to the starting location of Borges'’s garden of forking paths, to see
if we cannot make more meaning out of Borges'’s inclusion of Cao Xuegqin’s novel in a
story that deals profoundly with questions of fictionality and the influence of Chinese
cultural products.

As a quick recap, during our Chapter 2 discussion of “El jardin de senderos que
se bifurcan”, the text is narratively a spy story set during World War I, but quickly also
reveals itself as deeply interested in questions of time, determinism, fictionality, and also
Chinese race. Yu Tsun’s deterministic view of time and fate, as well as his distaste
toward German racism, collide with Sinologist Stephen Albert, whose studies of the
novel written by Yu Tsun’s ancestor Ts'ui Pén not only offer Yu Tsun an appreciation of
his heritage but also profoundly reshape Yu Tsun’s perception of his own lived world.
We noted that, aside from “El jardin™s explicit mention of Honglou meng by name—and
in comparison with Ts’ui Pén’s novel no less—Borges’s short story is also woven with
more subtle references to Cao Xueqin’s novel, including the coincidence of Yu Tsun'’s
name with that of Honglou meng’s Jia Yucun, as well as the figurations of a Buddhist
and Taoist monk and a garden in both texts.

Considering Borges’s direct interest in Honglou meng for what he perceives as

its fantastic fiction, and considering our conclusions about the influence of Buddhism on
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Honglou meng’s perceived fantastic fiction, we should first address the broader question
of how this Buddhism-influenced fantastic fiction ultimately shows itself in “El jardin”.
From our Chapter 3 close reading of Honglou meng’'s dreams and mirrors, we saw
Buddhism'’s role in conflating the two conventionally opposed states of dream and
reality, as well as the religion’s role in posing questions of appearance, substance, and
identity through the object of mirrors. To be certain, dreams and mirrors do not figure in
“El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan”. Yet fictionality does, and profoundly so, with
Albert and Yu Tsun’s involved discussion of Ts’ui Pén’s novel. We will recall from
Chapter 3 that Anthony Yu read Honglou meng’s figuration of dreams as a proxy for
Cao Xueqin's overall theory on the power and persistence of representation in
fictionality.

Thus, Yu Tsun’s entrance into Ts'ui Pén’s garden of forking paths can be read
more deeply as his initiation into the dream of Ts'ui Pén'’s fictionality—a dream that
promises to reshape Yu Tsun’s deterministic experience of his own lived experience. As
he first embarks on his spy mission, Yu Tsun is of the mind that “El ejecutor de una
empresa atroz debe imaginar que ya la ha cumplido, debe imponerse un porvenir que
sea irrevocable como el pasado”'®* (The executor of an atrocious undertaking should
imagine that he has already completed it, and should impose on himself a future as
irrevocable as the past—emphasis in original), but as he enters first into the physical
garden surrounding Stephen Albert’s residence, and later into the garden of Ts’'ui Pén’s
novel, this linear and deterministic worldview has already begun to unravel, displaced

by a more open conception of fate and time:

34 |bid., 105.
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Pensé en un laberinto de laberintos, en un sinuoso laberinto creciente que
abarca el pasado y el porvenir y que implicara de algun modo los astros. Absorto
en esas ilusorias imagenes, olvidé mi destino de perseguido.3°

| imagined a labyrinth of labyrinths, of a sinuous and growing labyrinth that
encompassed past and the future and that implicated by some manner the stars.
Absorbed in those illusory images, | forgot my destiny as a hunted man.

His experience of this labyrinth is a dream, composed as it is of “ilusorias imagenes”
(ilusory images) which momentarily distract him from the urgency of his reality. Yu
Tsun’s dream of Ts’ui Pén’s garden takes him even further down alternate paths for his
conception of his lived world; with Albert’s explanations, a novel which Yu Tsun initially
understood as “insensata”, “un acervo indeciso de borradores contradictorios” 36
(senseless, an indecisive collection of contradictory drafts) clarifies itself as a theory on
the multiplicity of simultaneous possibilities through the world, as opposed to Yu Tsun’s
previously singular, deterministic approach to his fate. This enlightening function of Ts’ui
Pén’s fiction does not perfectly accord with the Buddhism-informed role of dreams in
Honglou meng as we discussed it in Chapter 3, in that while dreams in Honglou meng
have from the outset set the dream realm equal to the characters’ experience of reality,
with Yu Tsun, Ts’ui Pén’s fiction must work to reshape his perception, only gradually
gaining the same potency as Yu Tsun’s experience of his reality.

Regardless of any rapidity of onset, what persists with certainty from Honglou

meng’s dreams into “El jardin™s fiction is precisely that which Anthony Yu has termed

“the power and persistence of representation”'¥’. In Baoyu’s Chapter 5 wet dream, the

135 |bid., 107.
136 bid., 109.
37 Yu, Re-reading the Stone, 145.

87



dreamt sexual experience persists into Baoyu’s waking reality, in the form of not only
physical symptoms but also Baoyu’s waking realization of the dreamt act. In Yu Tsun’s
reading of Ts’ui Pén’s garden through time, the garden’s multiform paths through time
and fate solidify in Yu Tsun’s world as his perception that “el humedo jardin que
rodeaba la casa estaba saturado hasta lo infinito de invisibles personas”'3 (the humid
garden surrounding the house was saturated to infinity with invisible people). Indeed,
even as Yu Tsun guns down Albert and Robert Madden arrives for Yu Tsun’s inevitable
capture, Yu Tsun’s perception of his world—and consequently simply his reality, if we
are to apply a Buddhist reading—has already been fundamentally and irrevocably
altered by his dream of Ts'ui Pén’s garden through time. Facing the outcome for which
he had prepared himself, but now also having experienced the possibility of alternate
outcomes, Yu Tsun is left feeling an “innumerable contricién y cansancio”'3®
(innumerable contrition and exhaustion), with the infinity of Ts'ui Pén’s garden
thoroughly permeating his emotional experience.

Though, for the duration of this thesis, our discussions of the power and
persistence of Honglou meng’s and Borges’s fiction have largely remained within the
abstract realm of the text, this concept of the power of fiction and dreams to persist into
their surrounding world unsurprisingly does have resounding consequences for the
world beyond the text. As a concluding discussion for this thesis, we will thus consider
the position that Borges’s writing of “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan” itself

occupies in world culture and history, as well as the implications of the story’s and

138 Borges, Ficciones, 115.
139 Ibid., 116.
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Borges'’s general interests in infinity, the persistence of representation, and Buddhist
philosophy for this position.

Though on the surface with no clear relevance to the story’s interests in
fictionality, “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan™s narrative situation, of Yu Tsun
spying for the Germans during World War I, is actually key for us to understand the role
Borges may have intended for the story to have in world history. “El jardin” is not only
set during World War |, but was also published in 1941, two years into World War Il: it is
a text intimately situated within, and undeniably shaped by, the dynamics of war. Within
“El jardin”, Yu Tsun expresses his deep discontent with his German superiors’ racism
towards himself as a Chinese man; in the world of the second World War, Borges was
publishing articles decrying the Axis powers’ facism and anti-Semitism.'%° In fact, Efrain
Kristal has separately identified “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius” (published just a year
earlier that “El jardin”, in 1940, and also in the midst of World War Il) as “an allegory of
the rise of Nazism”'#!, concerned as “TI6n” is with the role of will and representation in
facilitating the infiltration of the fiction—and indeed ideology—of TI6n into the education,
history, and very memory of the story’s plane of reality. Considering its direct implication
of wartime operations, “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan” is, on the other hand,
much more than a mere allegory for war. But its momentary retreat into explorations of
fictionality, coupled with Yu Tsun’s concluding act of murder in the service of war,
nevertheless makes for a potently allegorical discussion of the influence of fiction and

representation on war, in much the same way that Kristal shows “TIon” to achieve.

140 Efrain Kristal, “Jorge Luis Borges’s Literary Response to Anti-Semitism and the Holocaust,” The
Jewish Quarterly Review 104, no. 3 (2014): 359.
141 ;

Ibid.
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Robert L. Chibka in particular observes that Stephen Albert’s retreat into Ts'’ui
Pén’s fiction and his abode in the Pavilion of Limpid Solitude is allegorical for Borges'’s
own retreat into the alternate possibilities of fiction: in a time when one part of the world
was inexorably tending toward facism, Nazism, and anti-Semitism, the forking paths of
Borges’s garden of fiction became “a story of repetition, divergence, and wishful escape
from the inescapably vectored movement of time”42. But as we have discovered from
applying our readings of Honglou meng and Buddhism to a novel reading of Borges’s
fiction, this garden of forking paths is not merely a wishful retreat from the lived world
but is in fact potent enough to engender ramifications for that world itself. By Kristal's
reading, in “TIon, Ugbar, Orbis Tertius”, the infiltration of Tlon’s fiction into the world is
allegorical for the insidious and horrific infiltration of Nazism into the consciousness of
Borges’s own world. But in “El jardin de senderos que se bifurcan”, Ts’ui Pén’s fiction
may serve a more positive, though more subtly potent role: it offers Yu Tsun an
infinitude of alternative possibilities to war, and though this fictional and multiplicitous
conception of time does not appear powerful enough to alter Yu Tsun’s actual course
toward violence, it is enough to deeply disturb his conscience, leaving him to bear the
guilt of his role in the war. In his essay “La transmigracion”, Borges took interest in the
role of karma in facilitating the infinite progression of man’s reincarnation. In “El jardin”,
and by allegory as a commentary on the realization of the second World War, the karma
of his actions stains Yu Tsun'’s conscience with the atrocity of murder and war, with the
infinite contrition of not having altered the course of his own history toward a more

peaceful, fulfilling outcome.

142 Robert L. Chibka, “The Library of Forking Paths,” Representations, no. 56 (1996): 119.
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