
J
. orge Luis Botges has said

.
: "An 

old man has a way of rambling on 
ahd on, but now I'm coming to the 

part I want you to hear." Indeed, the 
84-year-old living legend from Argen
tina had the Oberlin community atten
tively listening. For two days last May,
Oberlin College hosted Borges and his
secretary, co-worker and companion,
Maria Kodama. 

His visit, sponsored by the office of 
the dean of the College of Arts & Sci
ences, the department of Romance lan
guages, the committee on comparative 
literature, the Latin American studies 
committee, the Third World studies 
committee, the English department and 
the Moors Lecture Fund, was one of 
many· appearances Borges made last 
spring after attending a symposium in 
his honor held at Dickinson College in 
April. Entitled "Borges, the Poet," the 
symposium brought together Borges 
scholars from throughout the country 
and from various parts of the worid to 
reflect on his poetry. Borges addressed 
the Dickinson audience on three con
secutive nights, speaking oh such topics 
as the poetry of Emily Dickinson, His
panic literature, English and North 
American literature. Maria Kodama, of 
Argentine/ Japanese background her
self, spoke on "Oriental Influence in 
Botges' Poetry: The Nature of the Haiku 
and Western Literature." 

Oberlin was among Borges' last stops 
before returning to his native Buenos 
Aites. Prior to his arrival on campus, he 
had been the guest of Pierre Trudeau in 
Canada. Leaning on Kodama's arm, he· 
arrived at Hopkins Airport-one more 
passenger. An avid traveler, he appears 
tireless and unencumbered by his blind
ness. Immediately, he begins asking 
questions; he wants to know about his 

Ana Cara-Walker has been assistant 
professor of Spanish al Oberlin since 
1980. She participated in the Borges 
Symposium at Dickinson College and, 
together with Associate Professor of 
French Nelson DeJesus, organized 
Borges' Oberlin visit. 
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Unencumbered by blindness, 
legendary Argentinian can 

see fireplace flames 
and he has insatiable 

curiosity about 
many. many other things 

surroundings, about its history, its geog
raphy, its legends. He is curious about 
Ohio and insists on "seeing" Lake Erie. 
Are there mountains or plains? Were 
there Indians once here? What kind of 
animals inhabit these parts? What color 
is the water? 

Upon hearing that tornadoes are not 
uncommon in this region he wanted to 
learn mote, listening quietly until a 
word or an image challenged his imagin
ation. When told that the sound of a 
tornado is like that of an oncoming 
train, that the sky turns a milky green 
and that small communities are some
times entirely devastated, be sat back, 
reflecting. Quietly he repeated: "milky 
green ... how uncanny"-a private 
vision of the sky taking over. 

The writer (left) with Borges and Kodama. 
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There is one thing, however, that the 
blind Borges can see: fire. Quietly 
greeted upon bis arrival to Oberlin on 
the unusually chilly night of May 5, -he 
sat next to a fireplace staring into the 
flames. "It is one of the few things I can 
still see," he said. Because of the move
ment? "Because of the light," his mind 
soon lost in· myths and musings about 
fire: the etymology of"bonfire," the var
ious names for Thor . . . 

His curiosity is insatiable; his ques
tions sometimes testing. He wants to 
know what states border on Ohio, he 
asks for the dates of wars and he expects 
critical assessments and opinions on a 
range of writers. Yet, when asked about 
the secrets of his own work he turns wry, 
the charm of his humor disarming any 
questioner. During a meal he was asked 
why he bad picked the title "Museum" 
for one of his pieces included in Dream
tigers. Looking up, like a child who has 
just been naughty but clever, he re
sponded, "You pays your money, you 
takes your choice." 

Other times his answers are more 
earnest, though never predictable. He 
was asked at a press conference held at 
the Oberlin Inn before his noon appear
ance at First Church: "If you could take 
only three books with you to, say, a des
ert island," which would they be?" He 
closed his eyes and searched for the 
answer as if scanning the shelves of a 
private library. "Ah!" he opened them 
again, "you mean volumes, not books. 




