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ABSTRACT 
 

 This dissertation examines Jorge Luis Borges’s influence on contemporary cinema. I 

postulate that cinematic appropriations of Borges are shifting from art house to blockbuster 

films, facilitated partly by postmodern disruption of aesthetic hierarchies. First I analyze 

Christopher Nolan’s films Memento (2000) and Inception (2010) to represent the shift from art 

house to mainstream Hollywood. Then I analyze Diego Paszkowski’s novel Tesis sobre un 

homicidio (1998) and Hernán Goldfrid’s film adaptation (2013) to represent the domestic market 

that regards Borges as a national cultural referent. I examine and compare the treatment of 

Borges in both novel and film, which are laden with Hollywood references, including Inception’s 

influence on Goldfrid’s film. In the selected works Borges appears as an element of pastiche, 

which I broadly define as a collage of discordant elements that draws from past styles. 

 I identify postmodernism as the cultural movement that motivates contemporary 

cinematic appropriations of Borges. Although I do not share Fredric Jameson’s negative stance 

toward postmodern culture, I employ his Marxist theories on postmodernism as the cultural 

dominant of late capitalism to conceptualize pastiche as a marketing strategy. I propose that 

contemporary cinematic pastiches of Borges signal a film industry desperate to overcome 

exhausted narrative forms. 

 I argue that the pastiche of Borges in the selected works is motivated by the desire to 

capitalize on his cultural capital and explore new modes of narration. It yields a new type of 
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Hollywood blockbuster, a marketable hybrid of art house and mainstream entertainment that 

allows Inception to preserve the intellectual sensibilities in Memento. For the domestic market, it 

attracts a Borges-informed audience while allowing the film to honor a celebrated author. I 

review other critical perspectives to address Jameson’s concerns about the blurred high/low 

culture division and highlight the positive implications of a cinematic pastiche of Borges. I 

conclude that Borges inspires innovative film narratives; in turn, commercially successful film 

adaptations of Borges keep his work relevant and expand his reader base to include never before 

accessible markets. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In his prologue to Historia universal de la infamia (1935), Borges mentions among his 

sources of inspiration “los primeros films de von Sternberg” (Obras 341). It is not surprising that 

cinema would influence Borges’s narrative style, as he was an avid cinephile and penned 

numerous film critiques and commentaries. We can find a compilation of his film reviews 

published in the literary magazine Sur between 1931 and 1951 in Edgardo Cozarinsky’s Borges 

y/en/sobre el cine (1981), a revised edition of the previously titled Borges y el cine (1974). In 

this volume, Cozarinsky provides a thorough analysis of the influence of cinematographic 

narrative in Borges’s work and vice versa, not only citing Borges’s film reviews but also 

commenting on a number of film adaptations of his short stories, revealing a mutual influence 

between Borges and cinema. 

Since the publication of Cozarinsky’s seminal work, the link between Borges and cinema 

remains a relatively unexplored area of study, considering the vast body of published scholarly 

and critical writing on Borges’s fiction. Gonzalo Aguilar and Emiliano Jelicié review the 

historical and cultural contexts in which Borges saw and wrote about films in Borges va al cine 

(2010). Estela Cédola examines the derivative process in which one linguistic code is transferred 

to another1 in Latin American film adaptations of Borges in Cómo el cine leyó a Borges (1999). 

Scholars have also investigated the link between Borges and classical Hollywood, demonstrating 

how Borges developed a cinematic narrative style in his short stories: Sheridan (1976), Cárdenas 

(1986), Thickstun (1992), Mahieu (1992), Brescia (1995), González (1998), Ruffinelli (2002), 

Oubiña (2007), Zavaleta Balarezo (2010). However, as far as I am aware, there is still little 

                                                 
1 Cédola studies how Borges’s short stories are adapted to the screenplays and, later, to the films. 
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research on contemporary Hollywood adaptations of Borges. That is not to say that scholars and 

critics have not taken note of the Borgesian references in contemporary Hollywood cinema. In 

his chapter contribution to The Cambridge Companion to Jorge Luis Borges (2013), Phillip 

Swanson dedicates a small section to a brief but exhaustive overview of films influenced by 

Borges. In this section, entitled “The Cinema,” Swanson acknowledges that there is a growing 

body of Borges-inspired Hollywood films: 

Without necessarily wishing to suggest direct or consciously transferred influence, one 

can surely identify traces of Borges in a whole host of mainstream Hollywood movies. 

Could films like David Fincher’s Seven (1995) or Bryan Singer’s The Usual Suspects 

from the same year, with their twist-endings revealing the villain’s secret scheme, really 

exist without “Death and the Compass”? (“Borges and Popular Culture” 93) 

One particular Hollywood film that has captured the interest of scholars for its treatment of 

Borgesian themes is Inception (2010), written and directed by Christopher Nolan. In Inception 

and Philosophy: Ideas to Die For, Matthew Brophy and Indalecio García discuss Borges in their 

respective chapters: In “Shared Dreams in Virtual Worlds” Brophy mentions Borges’s “On 

Exactitude in Science” (original Spanish title is “El rigor de la ciencia”) in his interpretation of 

Inception as a computer game and protagonist Cobb (Leonardo DiCaprio) as a game addict, and 

in “Where Time Stands Still” García discusses Borges’s “The Secret Miracle” (“El milagro 

secreto”) to explain the way Inception inquires into the relation between the mind and 

temporality. 

 Inception, in fact, inspired my dissertation. After watching Inception, the must-see 

summer movie of 2010, I left the theater knowing that I had a potential research 

topic. Traditionally, film adaptations of Borges have been of the non-mainstream variety: art 
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house, independent, experimental, off-kilter2. By contrast, Inception has all the trappings of a 

blockbuster film with high-octane thrills. While Nolan made his directorial debut with the 

independent films Following (1998) and Memento (2000), the British-American director is 

known today for blockbusters such as Inception (2010), The Dark Knight Trilogy (2005-2012)3, 

The Prestige (2006), and Interstellar (2014). What critics find interesting is that Nolan’s 

blockbusters manage to remain faithful to the innovative narrative and the intellectual 

sensibilities that mark his earlier films, and this is evident when comparing Inception with 

Memento. The massive commercial success of Inception then motivated the production of more 

Hollywood films that explore similar Borgesian metaphysical puzzles, such as Duncan Jones’s 

Source Code (2011), George Nolfi’s The Adjustment Bureau (2011), Doug Liman’s Edge of 

Tomorrow (2014), Christopher Nolan’s Interstellar (2014), and Denis Veneleuve’s Arrival 

(2016). In chapter II I briefly discuss some of these films alongside my analysis of Inception to 

denote the growing phenomenon of Hollywood adaptation of Borges. I postulate that cinematic 

adaptations of Borges are moving away from art house to blockbuster entertainment, from niche 

market to mainstream market. 

 Memento and Inception were selected for my study for three main reasons. Firstly, the 

director has cited specific works by Borges as source-texts for his films: “Funes el memorioso” 

for Memento and “El milagro secreto” for Inception. Nolan’s acknowledgement allows me to 

look through the director’s lens and zero in on what he borrowed from Borges, considering that 

Memento and Inception are radical, rather than traditional, adaptations of Borges’s short stories. 

                                                 
2 I will discuss some of these pre-Inception non-mainstream Borges-inspired films in my study, 
such as Alex Cox’s Death and the Compass (1992), but I would also like to add two more recent 
films here that film critics have linked to Borges: Double Take (2009), written by Tom McCarthy 
and directed by Johan Grimonprez, and You Are Here (2010), directed by Daniel Cockburn. 
3 Christopher Nolan’s contribution to the Batman franchise consists of Batman Begins (2005), 
The Dark Knight (2008), and The Dark Knight Rises (2012). 
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Secondly, having two films by the same director allows me to compare two types of cinema, 

independent/art house (Memento) and mainstream/commercial (Inception), and see what the 

director has added or sacrificed in his treatment of Borges’s fiction. Thirdly, Nolan is an award-

winning director and his films are considered paragons of what Hollywood films should aspire to 

be. In fact, even Argentine director Hernán Goldfrid’s film Tesis sobre un homicidio (2013), 

covered in my last chapter, exhibits some influence from Inception. 

 In my study, Goldfrid’s film represents Borges’s domestic market, which I identify as the 

market in which Borges is regarded as a national cultural icon: Argentina. Tesis is an 

Argentine/Spanish co-production, but the plot is set in Buenos Aires, and the director, 

screenwriter and the main cast are mostly Argentineans. Moreover, Tesis is a film adaptation of 

Argentine author Diego Paszkowski’s best-selling novel (1998), which provides critiques of 

Buenos Aires and its criminal justice and court systems. 

 Another factor that influenced my decision to choose Goldfrid’s film was the inclusion of 

a scene in which Borges’s books are prominently displayed on a table. This paratextual presence 

of Borges’s works in the film intrigues me because, in contrast, there are no explicit references to 

Borges in the novel. My interest in Goldfrid’s film also has to do with the overt Hollywood 

influence on both the film and the adapted novel. Hollywood crime thrillers are central to 

Paszkowski’s novel, which justifies the Hitchcockian feel and references in the film adaptation. 

 The works selected for this study convey postmodern aesthetics, themes, and concerns. I 

identify postmodernism as the cultural movement in which contemporary cinematic 

appropriations of Borges thrive, particularly since Borges’s fiction is regarded as a precursor to 

postmodern literature. Borges, then, features as an element of pastiche in Memento, Inception, 

Paszkowski’s novel, and Goldfrid’s film. I broadly define pastiche as a collage of discordant 
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elements that draws from past styles. Therefore, I examine the postmodern aspects in the selected 

works and investigate how they derive from Borges’s short stories. I review Fredric Jameson’s 

Marxist theory of postmodernism to elucidate how the cinematic pastiche of Borges constitutes a 

marketing strategy for the film industry. I am particularly interested in Jameson’s view of 

pastiche as the replacement of individual style by blank imitations. My dissertation posits that 

the cinematic pastiche of Borges is a film industry’s reaction to exhausted narrative forms. I also 

explore the critical perspectives of Julie Sanders, Linda Hutcheon, and Umberto Eco, among 

others, to address Jameson’s concerns about the role of pastiche in the blurring of the low/high 

culture dichotomy. 

 All the selected works for my dissertation also feature familiar themes and stylistic 

elements of film noir and hardboiled fiction, including morally ambiguous down-on-their-luck 

tough guys as leading characters and femme fatale figures. They all fit into the crime genre: 

Memento and Goldfrid’s film are psychological thrillers, Inception is a science fiction 

heist/corporate espionage thriller, and Paszkowski’s novel is a mystery novel. 

 Lastly, the three films and the novel have complex narrative structures that convey the 

postmodern tension between reality and unreality that pervades much of Borges’s fiction. 

Memento has a structure that reflects protagonist Lenny’s anterograde amnesia: two timelines 

that alternate between reverse cause-effect and chronological sequences. Inception follows a 

mise-en-abyme structure in the form of progressive dream levels. Paszkowski’s Tesis is a 

mystery novel that consists of a double-narrative structure that alternates between a 

heterodiegetic narrator and a homodiegetic narrator that reveal the protagonists’ inner thoughts. 

Vega and Goldfrid replace the novel’s double-narrative structure, difficult to adapt to screen, 

with an open ended format, and they make use of film noir plot and narrative devices that include 
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the manipulation of camera angles to intensify and sustain the mystery throughout the entire 

film. 

 The structure of this dissertation is as follows: 

 In my first chapter, entitled “Strange Cousins in Memento: Literature and Cinema, Borges 

and Hollywood,” I analyze Memento (2000) and identify Borges’s short story “Funes el 

memorioso” as a source-text for the film. I borrow the term “strange cousins” from director 

Christopher Nolan, who regards his film as “a strange cousin” to Borges’s short story, to 

illustrate the relationship between literature and cinema and between Borges and Hollywood. 

Memento represents art house cinema in my study of the shift from art house to blockbuster in 

the trend of cinematic appropriation of Borges. Nonetheless, I take into consideration the fact 

that Memento belongs to a new type of independent cinema that is no longer completely 

independent from the financial backing of major film companies. I also take into account the 

production team’s effort in making Memento more marketable and the fact that the film helped 

Nolan break into Hollywood. 

 Although all the selected films and novel for my analysis delve into the theme of 

fragmented identity through their respective protagonists, this theme becomes the central focus 

in this chapter. The amnesiac protagonist Lenny not only embodies the postmodern neo-noir 

hero, but his condition also corresponds to Jameson’s understanding of pastiche as a disruption 

between reference (signifier) and referent (signified). As such, Lenny’s condition helps explain 

what the pastiche of Borges entails in contemporary cinematic appropriations of his work. 

 In this chapter I also explore how the perception and reception of Borges in the United 

States compare with the perception and reception of Borges in Argentina. The fact that the US 

audience decontextualizes Borges in relation to his political beliefs as well as his interest in local 
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themes, as evidenced by the recurrent depiction of orilleros, guapos, and compadritos in his 

short stories, influences how Western and Hollywood cinemas approach film adaptations of 

Borges. 

 In Chapter II, entitled “Hollywood and Borges in Inception: A Case of Mutual Cross-

Cultural Decanonization,” I analyze Nolan’s film Inception (2010) and identify Borges’s short 

stories “El milagro secreto” and “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” as source-texts. The fictional world 

in Inception reflects the postmodern society that Jameson associates with multinational 

capitalism, as multinational corporations are set against each other in the film. Therefore, this 

chapter explores some of the themes that address postmodern concerns in Inception: time and 

space, immediacy-transparency, and the tension between reality and unreality (dream). For this 

reason, I review David Harvey’s concepts of time-space compression and flexible (capital) 

accumulation, Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin’s concept of double logic of remediation and Jean 

Baudrillard’s concept of hyperreality. 

 In this chapter I also review Baudrillard’s theories on consummerism, with special 

attention to the concept of coded difference, in order to identify a case of reciprocal 

decanonization in Hollywood cinematic appropriation of Borges, as exemplified by Inception. 

Drawing from Ihab Hassan, I understand decanonization as the process of delegitimation of 

Hollywood and Borges as mastercodes in the context of my study. 

 In Chapter III, entitled “Geographic Displacements in Diego Paszkowski’s Novel Tesis 

sobre un homicidio,” I analyze Tesis sobre un homicidio (1998) and identify Borges’s short 

stories “La muerte y la brújula” (1942) and “La forma de la espada” (1942) as source-texts for 

the novel. Paszkowski follows the tradition of postboom and postdictatorship generations of 

crime writers in Argentina who moved away from Borges and Bioy Casares’s brand of detective 
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fiction in favor of the novela dura movement’s straightforward approach to social justice themes. 

 Published in 1998, the novel offers a sharp critique of the flawed and corrupt Argentine 

justice system that thrived through years of military dictatorships and continued flourishing 

under Carlos Menem’s leadership in the 1990s. Buenos Aires plays a central role in Tesis, as 

protagonists Roberto (the detective figure) and Paul (the criminal) take the reader to every corner 

of the city, from downtown to the suburban periphery, as they carry out their daily activities 

while constantly reflecting on the flaws of the city and its criminal justice system. For this 

reason, I examine the representation of the city and, drawing upon Michel de Certeau’s seminal 

essay “Walking in the City,” the roles of Roberto and Paul as voyeurs and walkers: the all-seeing 

readers (voyeurs) and the writers of the urban text (walkers). Although Memento and Inception 

also explore the themes of the unreliable narrator and the double through their respective 

protagonists Lenny and Cobb, I choose to focus on these two themes in this chapter because I 

propose that Paszkowski’s treatment of these themes is informed by Borges’s short story “La 

forma de la espada.” 

 I also look at the way that Hollywood crime thrillers such as Martin Scorsese’s Cape 

Fear (1991) inform the crime in the novel; fueled by his obsession with Juliette Lewis, Paul 

brutally kills a young woman who looks like the Hollywood actress. Tesis offers metafictional 

commentaries about the impact of cinema on the detective fiction genre and the high/low culture 

dichotomy, which further provides insight into the relationship between Borges and Hollywood. 

 My last chapter, entitled “Borges as Author-Commodity: Hernán Goldfrid’s Film Tesis 

sobre un homicidio,” analyzes the film Tesis sobre un homicidio (2013), which screenwriter 

Patricio Vega and director Hernán Goldfrid adapted from Paszkowski’s homonymous novel. 

Since Tesis is a film adaptation, this chapter compares to the novel the manner in which the film 



 9

appropriates Borges. Furthermore, since realism and social critique are central to the novel, I 

look at these same aspects in the film and evaluate its approach in addressing the justice theme. I 

also examine other themes that I identify from the novel: the depiction of the city, the roles of 

voyeurs/walkers, and the themes of the unreliable narrator and the double. 

 In no way do I claim that the Borgesian themes, tropes, and narrative devices that I 

identify in the three films and novel I selected for my study originate with Borges or are unique 

to his work, only that they are recurrent elements in his writing. Borges’s fiction is loaded with 

intertextual references, and they are often mixed with apocryphal references, making it doubly 

difficult for the reader to discern his source-texts. Likewise, at times it is difficult to set apart the 

elements that Nolan borrows from Borges from the ones originating from other sources. 

Moreover, some sources overlap, e.g., Borges and Escher in Inception, which is why Nolan’s 

open acknowledgement of Borges’s short stories as source-texts for his films is helpful. In any 

case, as I will show in my dissertation, film adaptations of Borges may share the same source-

texts as Borges. All in perfect Borgesian intertextuality. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 10

CHAPTER I: STRANGE COUSINS IN MEMENTO: LITERATURE AND CINEMA, BORGES 

AND HOLLYWOOD 

 The film Memento (2000) officially credits Jonathan Nolan4’s short story “Memento 

Mori” as its source of inspiration. However, in a 2011 interview with Movieline, director 

Christopher Nolan revealed that a short story by the late Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges 

influenced his film: “I think Memento is a strange cousin to ‘Funes the Memorious’—about a 

man who remembers everything, who can’t forget anything. It’s a bit of an inversion of that” 

(Yamato). Nolan chose the term “strange cousin” to describe his film’s peculiar affinity to 

Borges’s short story, but it can also be used to delineate the relationship between film and 

literature as “strange cousins” in the context of cinematic adaptation. A film adaptation shares 

certain sameness with its adapted text at the same time that the former exhibits particular 

differences that estrange it from the latter. Hence, we can interpret Memento as a pastiche of 

“Funes el memorioso” (1942), especially since there is an element of homage involved, as 

Nolan’s quote suggests. Film adaptation is what Linda Hutcheon defines in A Theory of 

Adaptation as “repetition with variation” (4), with emphasis on “variation.” Evoking Walter 

Benjamin’s concept of aura, Hutcheon argues that there is no reason to lament the loss of the 

source-text’s aura, since the adaptation ultimately creates its own (6). The audience, then, derives 

pleasure from a game of identification, from recognizing bits and pieces from a beloved text in 

the adaptation, “from the comfort of ritual combined with the piquancy of surprise. Recognition 

and remembrance are part of the pleasure (and risk) of experiencing an adaptation; so too is 

change” (6). In any case, although I use the term “adaptation” as an umbrella term, Memento is a 

case of appropriation and not direct adaptation of Borges. According to Julie Sanders in 

                                                 
4 Jonathan Nolan is Christopher Nolan’s younger brother. 
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Adaptation and Appropriation, the main difference lies in the fact that an appropriation 

“frequently affects a more decisive journey away from the informing source into a wholly new 

cultural product and domain” (26), instead of securing an explicit relationship with the adapted 

work as in an adaptation. I suspect that Memento and “Funes el memorioso” are “strange 

cousins” because Borges and Nolan share the same source-texts, namely classic film noir 

movies, and that Nolan finds an effortless source-text in Borges’s fiction precisely because the 

Argentine writer was influenced by film noir. 

Borges, who has been known to criticize adaptations of his work, would nevertheless 

approve Nolan’s term “strange cousins” since he perceived a similar kinship between literature 

and film, as has been noted: “[b]ien se podría afirmar que Borges ve en el cine a un ‘pariente’ de 

la literatura pero no a una forma narrativa que absorbe a aquella e intenta necesariamente 

reemplazarla” (Zavaleta Balarezo 112). Borges saw this relationship from a position much like 

the Deleuzian vantage point in which literature and cinema are parts of a rhizome that 

“ceaselessly establishes connections between semiotic chains” (Deleuze and Guattari 7). 

Literature and cinema mutually and constantly inform each other, and neither is superior to the 

other, and anything that suggests otherwise points to a superficial political ruse: “there is no 

mother tongue, only a power takeover by a dominant language within a political multiplicity” 

(Deleuze and Guattari 7). 

 In order to learn about the process in which Borges’s fiction circulates across cultures 

through adaptation and into new and re-contextualized cultural products, it is essential to take 

into account the specific cultural movement in which the phenomenon of Western and 

Hollywood cinematic appropriation of Borges seems to be anchored: postmodernism. Consider, 

for instance, the 1992 film adaptation of “Death and the Compass” (“La muerte y la brújula” is 
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the original title in Spanish) by Borges. Commissioned by the British Broadcasting Corporation 

(BBC) and co-produced with Televisión Española (TVE), director Alex Cox spared no effort in 

making it recognizably postmodern, from the violent clashing of genres and styles to the 

inclusion of a fictional newspaper named La Tribuna Postmoderna. Borges himself has long 

been associated with postmodernism, but scholars have recently questioned this association and 

suggested more fitting labels for Borges’s fiction: Aizenberg (1997) proposes the term “post-

Auschwitz” to refute the claim that Borges has distanced his work and himself from Holocaust 

literature and the question of representation; Herbrechter and Callus (2009) favor the term 

“posthumanism” to argue that Borges’s speculative fiction, although mostly devoid of 

technological discussions, is apt to represent the Digital Age; and Parkinson Zamora (2006) sees 

“Neobaroque” as a more fitting category for the Borgesian aesthetics5. They all nonetheless 

admit that their proposed categories still share some traits with postmodernism. In this chapter I 

tease out some of the key features of postmodernism that are present in Memento, and how their 

presence may have been inspired by Borges’s short stories.  

 

1.1. Borges and Postmodernism 

 In this section I begin defining postmodernism as a marketing strategy, which will be 

particularly relevant to my analysis of blockbuster film Inception in the next chapter. Memento is 

technically less commercial than Inception; modestly budgeted at $9 million and distributed by 

then privately owned Newmarket Films, compared to Inception’s $160 million under Warner 

                                                 
5 Parkinson Zamora proposes that Borges’s narrative structures reflect Neobaroque originality in 
that they constitute a “work of recuperation . . . not innovation but the brilliant reworking of 
previous texts and traditions” (260). The author argues that Neobaroque parody juxtaposes texts 
and other cultural fragments but, unlike postmodernist pastiche, it arranges them “in dynamic 
relation in order to reimagine histories and cultures. The parts exist in ‘disharmony’ but their 
configurations are meaningful, however tentatively and temporarily” (295). 
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Brothers, sleeper hit6 Memento is an independent film and certainly has an indie feel to it. 

Nonetheless, Molloy (2010) warns that the term “independent cinema” no longer refers to a 

marginal cinema that is financially independent from major film companies. Thanks partly to the 

Sundance Film Festival, independent cinema can now benefit from the direct involvement of 

Disney, Fox, and other entertainment conglomerates (viii). For this reason, Molloy suggests the 

label “indies” to discuss “a particular type of film that adhered to a set of conventions as well as 

a transformed independent cinema sector that was now driven by specialty companies, most of 

which subsidiaries of major entertainment conglomerates” (viii). It is also worth noting that there 

were deliberate efforts to make the script for Memento more marketable: “Finally, to allay 

concerns from within Newmarket that the script might turn into an ‘art film’, Jennifer and 

Suzanne Todd were brought in as producers to give the film ‘a commercial sensibility’” (19). 

This does not mean that the complexity of Memento was compromised, as even in post-

production distributors were still concerned that Nolan’s film may be “too complicated for 

audiences and thought it would be difficult to sell” (21). Be that as it may, Memento helped 

Nolan break into Hollywood, which means that the film contains elements that appeal to 

Hollywood in spite of the initial qualms about its marketability. 

 Postmodernism is a famously elusive concept that is increasingly becoming a catchall 

term for all things experimental and complex in literature, film, art, and elsewhere. Nonetheless, 

there is one key trait upon which most postmodern theorists—both defenders and detractors—

agree, summarized by postmodernism’s chief opponent Fredric Jameson in his seminal work 

Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991): 

                                                 
6 Memento fared well at the box office, considering its limited release in theaters, but it was the 
aftermarket sales that yielded major profits: $59.5 million in VHS and DVD rental profits alone, 
compared to the $25.5 million in domestic box office earnings (Molloy 21). 
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[T]he effacement in them of the older (essentially high-modernist) frontier between high 

culture and so-called mass or commercial culture, and the emergence of new kinds of 

texts infused with the forms, categories, and contents of that very culture industry so 

passionately denounced by all the ideologues of the modern, from Leavis and the 

American New Criticism all the way to Adorno and the Frankfurt School. (2) 

Postmodern culture, then, is characterized primarily by the effacement of boundaries between 

high art and low art, between genres and forms, and even between texts. These qualities can 

readily be found in Borges’s fiction, which is why the celebrated writer is often thought of as a 

postmodern author or, at least, a precursor of postmodernism. The late David Foster Wallace 

described Borges in the New York Times as “arguably the great bridge between modernism and 

postmodernism in world literature.” Yet, due to Borges’s perceived status as high modernist 

(Swanson 89) within high culture and the common stereotype of Hollywood’s as commercial and 

low culture, a Hollywood adaptation of Borges inevitably implies a transgression of the “high” 

and “low” culture binary, particularly when the film in question possesses both the qualities and 

the commercial success of a blockbuster movie. In fact, film adaptations in general are 

commonly perceived as inferior cultural forms. Linda Hutcheon observes that, despite their 

increasing presence in our culture, film adaptations are habitually regarded as inferior and 

secondary forms of art that simplify and downgrade the source-text (Theory 2-3). Film is 

considered to be further down in the media hierarchy, as “it does seem to be more or less 

acceptable to adapt Romeo and Juliet into a respected high art form, like an opera or a ballet, but 

not to make it into a movie, especially an updated one like Baz Luhrmann’s (1996) William 

Shakespeare’s Romeo + Juliet” (3). Even Luhrmann’s latest film adaptation, The Great Gatsby 

(2013), which grossed a staggering $50 million in the opening weekend as reported by 



 15

Huffington Post, left some critics unimpressed and wondering if F. Scott Fitzgerald’s magnum 

opus is not simply “unfilmable” (Coyle 2013), too challenging to adapt to the big screen. 

Therefore, a study on Western/Hollywood film adaptations of Borges requires a close 

examination of Jameson’s theories on postmodernism in “Reification and Utopia in Mass 

Culture” (1979), “Postmodernism and Consumer Society” (1983) and Postmodernism, or, The 

Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (1991). Even if I do not share Jameson’s despair about 

postmodern culture, I acknowledge that Jameson’s theories help understand postmodernism as a 

marketing strategy—a cultural dominant, as Jameson puts it—instead of a mere style. 

 In Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism Jameson provides a Marxist 

critique of postmodernism, which he defines as the dominant cultural logic of the advanced stage 

of capitalism or “late capitalism.” A term borrowed from Frankfurt School theorists Adorno and 

Horkheimer, “late capitalism” comprises the Post-World War II economic expansion era, starting 

in the 1950s, “after the wartime shortages of consumer goods and spare parts had been made up, 

and new products and new technologies (not least those of the media) could be pioneered” (xx). 

The commodification of culture is symptomatic of this new capitalist mode of production, in 

which culture has completely replaced nature to the point that “culture has become a veritable 

‘second nature’” (ix). Following these ideas, Jameson sees postmodernism as “the consumption 

of sheer commodification as a process” (x). 

 In Capital, Marx explains the process in which a thing is turned into a commodity: the 

usefulness of a thing gives it a use-value; when its utility is mediated through human labor, then 

the thing is said to have value, as opposed to mere use-value. Then, a thing becomes a 

commodity when the use-value is produced for others, becoming a social use-value because the 

product is transferred to another person who will benefit from its use-value through the medium 
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of exchange (131). If we consider Borges as a cultural referent for Argentina and even the whole 

of the Spanish speaking world, then we can analyze Borges as commodified culture—the thing 

turned commodity—in the hands of Hollywood (represented in the present study by director 

Christopher Nolan), that seeks to profit from Borges’s cultural capital. 

 Using Marxist terms, if the base is late capitalism and the superstructure is postmodern 

culture (postmodern art, literature, film, etc.), then Jameson argues that in the third stage of 

capitalism7, the economic base and the cultural superstructure become one and the same, as they 

“collapse back into one another and say the same thing, in an eclipse of the distinction between 

base and superstructure that has itself often struck people as significantly characteristic of 

postmodernism in the first place” (Postmodernism xxii). The superstructure in our case study 

consists of Nolan’s films Memento and Inception, which are films that appropriate Borges in a 

postmodern manner; that is, they convey certain aesthetics that are characteristic of postmodern 

cinema, such as the presence of (Borges as) pastiche, a defining feature of postmodernism that 

Jameson discusses at length. 

 In “Postmodernism and Consumer Society” Jameson speaks of radical, rather than 

complete, cultural changes in postmodern society, which he defines as “consumer society.” 

While in the pre-war society (classical modernism) the likes of Joyce and Picasso were 

considered “oppositional art” that was “scandalous and offensive to the middle-class public,” 

they no longer shock post-war society (postmodernism), and they have even become classics and 

been canonized by academic institutions before the 1960s: “the classics of high modernism are 

now part of the-so called canon and are taught in schools and universities—which at once 

empties them of any of their older subversive power” (27). According to Jameson, the problem is 

                                                 
7 Jameson identifies three stages of capitalism, of which the third is the advanced or late 
capitalism associated with postmodernism. 
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that, as a result of its association with the late and intensified consumer/multinational capitalism, 

postmodernism is afflicted with loss of historicity, “the way in which our entire contemporary 

social system has little by little begun to lose its capacity to retain its own past, has begun to live 

in a perpetual present and in a perpetual change that obliterates traditions of the kind which all 

earlier social formations have had in one way or another to preserve” (28). From this vantage 

point, postmodernists find themselves in a predicament, as all forms of innovation have already 

been exhausted: “[t]here is another sense in which the writers and artists of the present day will 

no longer be able to invent new styles and worlds—they’ve already been invented; only a limited 

number of combinations are possible; the unique ones have been thought of already” (18). The 

inevitable solution to this problem is pastiche, a form of intertextuality that Jameson associates 

with “depthlessness” and the “weakening of historicity” (Postmodernism 6). For Jameson, 

pastiche is nothing but “blank parody,” a mere “imitation of dead styles” (Postmodernism 17). 

Pastiche not only fails to quote that which it imitates, but it also does not provide any 

commentary upon it, essentially marking a break with the past (history). Jameson laments the 

death of the individual (bourgeois) subject and its distinctive personal style, replaced by what he 

sees as mere imitators in an age of mechanical reproduction (Postmodernism 15). Therefore, the 

presence of Borges as an element of pastiche in Nolan’s films, considering that the Argentine’s 

work is commonly associated with high culture and has been canonized by academic institutions, 

would be evidence of “the failure of the new, the imprisonment in the past” (Postmodernism 15). 

Is a Hollywood adaptation of Borges, then, a form of desperate last resort borrowing in a wearied 

postmodern consumer society? 

 If classic film noir movies feature certain postwar realism in the same way that Edvard 

Munch’s painting “The Scream” points to “the great modernist thematics of alienation, anomie, 
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solitude, social fragmentation, and isolation” (Postmodernism 11), neo-noir films such as 

Memento would be what Jameson calls “nostalgia films,” which, in a “desperate attempt to 

appropriate a missing past” imitate it blindly and randomly through stereotypes by way of 

“aesthetic colonization” (Postmodernism 19). Then, through Jameson’s lens, one can say that 

Borges, like Marilyn Monroe in Andy Warhol’s artwork, has been “commodified and 

transformed into [his] own [image]” (Postmodernism 11) in postmodern films such as Memento 

and Inception. This would suggest that what one gets in these films is not the “real” Borges, but, 

rather, an image of Borges that Western cinema has created and packaged for specific cultural 

consumption. But even Warhol has been defended by scholars like Sanders against Jameson and 

others who brand Warhol’s artwork as the epitome of postmodern depthlessness: “Andy 

Warhol’s artistic output has often served as a crucial touchstone in debates about the evacuation 

of meaning in postmodern derivative art . . . but that does not mean that his work is simply 

evacuated of meaning in the process. His ‘multiples’ comment on the power and glamour of 

celebrity and fame in the modern era” (149). Therefore, pastiche as a technique may represent 

the same multivalent significations that Warhol’s “multiples” express. 

In terms of postmodern aesthetics, we can expect to find a mise-en-abyme narrative: a 

story within a story in both postmodern fiction and film. In her introduction to Postmodernism in 

the Cinema (1998), Cristina Degli-Esposti characterizes postmodern cinema as one possessing 

“baroque manners of expresion” (8), a “carnivalized, heterotopian8 cinema” (9) that consists of 

                                                 
8 Degli-Esposti explains the term “heterotopia” as coined by Michel Foucault: “Heterotopias, the 
postmodern worlds that live side-by-side, represent ‘the space in which we live, which draws us 
out of ourselves, in which the erosion of our lives, our time and our history occurs, the space that 
claws and gnaws at us’ (Foucault 1986: 23). Foucault considers museums and libraries examples 
of ‘heterotopias of indefinite accumulation of time.’ These centerless spaces bear a distruptive 
quality embedded within them for they contain innumerable parallel stories that connect to each 
other but also potentially diverge from one another” (9). 
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films that are essentially “multivoiced texts ruled by shifting perspectives where puzzle-making 

and elaborate word/image play become the signifying space in which meanings occur. Reality 

seems to disperse in stories within stories within stories, and no single perspective or 

interpretation is necessarily the right one” (9). The same description can be attributed to the 

image of the ubiquitous Borgesian labyrinth, a symbol that has ultimately earned the Argentine a 

place among postmodernist writers: 

‘The central metaphor for postmodern fiction,’ observes Gerhard Hoffmann, ‘the crucial 

figuration for its content, design, narrative strategies, the paradoxicality of its intention, is 

spatial: it is the labyrinth’ (Hoffmann 1994:415). No writer illustrates this claim more 

aptly than Borges. The trope of the labyrinth pervades the Argentinean author’s entire 

literary corpus and metaphorically conveys his ontological, epistemological and narrative 

concerns—his perception of reality and the self, his disbelief in the possibility of 

knowledge and his view of the text as inextricable from the world. (Shiloh 97) 

Similarly, a central trope in film noir, according to Jerold J. Abrams in “From Sherlock Holmes 

to the Hard-Boiled Detective in Film Noir,” is the rhizomatic maze from which the noir 

(anti)hero cannot possibly escape because it is, essentially, a maze within a maze: 

This remarkable theme of the maze within a maze (like Shakespeare’s play within a play, 

‘The Mousetrap’ within Hamlet) is also discussed by Eco in the postscript to The Name 

of the Rose. Indeed, Eco does exactly the same thing in his story: the acting detective 

William (a medieval Sherlock Holmes) and his apprentice monk Adso (his Watson) must 

solve a murder mystery by navigating a library that is structured like a maze, in order to 

slay the Minotaur/librarian at the center. (74) 
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It should be noted that Umberto Eco’s novel is famously loaded with Borgesian references and, 

whether or not Eco was inclined to accept this label9, The Name of the Rose is considered as a 

classic postmodern novel. 

 In postmodern fiction and cinema one also commonly finds characters with fragmented 

psyches, often displaying symptoms of schizophrenia, delusion, and paranoia. These conditions 

are narrative devices that filmmakers use to destabilize meaning and explore the fragile concepts 

of identity and reality. Along with Memento and Inception, other contemporary Hollywood 

examples that come to mind are Spike Jonze’s Being John Malkovich (1999), David Fincher’s 

Fight Club (1999), David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive (2001), Michel Gondry’s Eternal Sunshine 

of the Spotless Mind (2004), Martin Scorsese’s Shutter Island (2010), and Darren Aronofsky’s 

Black Swan (2010). But Jameson also associates schizophrenia with the “crisis of historicity” 

(25) that the practice of pastiche represents for him: a random and fragmentary form of 

intertextuality that symbolizes the rise of blank imitations and the end of individualism (the death 

of the bourgeois subject). Evoking Lacan, Jameson argues that schizophrenia represents “a 

breakdown in the signifying chain, that is, the interlocking syntagmatic series of signifiers which 

constitutes an utterance or a meaning” (26). With the signifying chain broken, the present no 

longer refers to the past, but rather to a simulacrum of the past, an empty referent. The 

schizophrenic, then, “is reduced to an experience of pure material signifiers, or, in other words, a 

series of pure and unrelated presents in time” (27).   

 Postmodern fiction and cinema also tend to be self-conscious and self-referential; either 

the texts or films themselves serve as metaphors for writing and filmmaking or the characters 

                                                 
9 In a 2011 invited talk with Keith Donohue at the Sixth & I Historic Synagogue in Washington, 
DC, which I had the pleasure to attend, Eco commented that he did not set out to write The Name 

of the Rose as a postmodern novel, and that such designation was instead imposed on him by 
critics and scholars. 
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make metafictional comments. Lastly, to reiterate, postmodern fiction and cinema are marked by 

intertextuality and nostalgia, as evidenced by the pastiches of past texts/films, styles, genres, and 

forms, but it is a false nostalgia according to Jameson. 

 

1.2. Western Reception of Borges 

 In order to better understand the trend of cinematic appropriation of Borges in the United 

States/Hollywood, it is necessary to observe the general reception of Borges in the United States, 

as opposed to Argentina. According to Ernesto Livon-Grosman in “The Global Appropriation of 

Jorge Luis Borges: Reconfiguring the Scattered Pieces,” despite the common perception of 

Borges’s work as being detached from Argentine cultural politics and a national literary project, 

the Argentines’ reception of Borges has usually been rooted in local cultural politics, due 

primarily to his public statements on national events, to which the international public did not 

have access (33). Many scholars had sought to dismantle the myth of the detachment of Borges’s 

fiction from Argentina’s sociopolitical environment; some of the most important include 

Avellaneda (1983), Sarlo (1995). Louis (1998), Balderston (1990) and Aizenberg (1997). Yet 

this is one aspect of Borges that the U.S. critics and reading public completely missed, causing 

Borges to be commonly viewed as a Latin American writer influenced by and, consequently, 

more closely associated with American and English literature. Ultimately, the U.S. readership 

has stripped Borges of any ties with Argentina, making him “ready for consumption, one that can 

ultimately [be] ‘understood,’ assimilated at last to the familiar, and sadly indistinguishable from 

other writers in the world” (33). In doing so, U.S. readers have “sacrificed the complexity of 

[Borges’s] political concerns in favor of a more international view of him, one more suitable to 
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the commodification of his work” (38). That is to say, the depoliticization of Borges primes 

Borges and his works for commodification in the U.S. 

 The practice of depoliticizing Borges as criticized by Livon-Grosman can also be 

observed in other parts of the Western world. For instance, British director Alex Cox chose “La 

muerte y la brújula” (1942) over “Emma Zunz” (1948) when BBC commissioned him to adapt a 

Borges story, because he feared that “Emma Zunz” contained too strong of a political message 

for his intended viewers’ comfort: 

At first I favoured “Emma Zunz” and we discussed Cathy Burke playing Emma. But the 

more I thought about it the more politically charged it seemed: It’s the story of a woman 

who fakes her own rape so as to get revenge against an evil factory owner—it works 

brilliantly on the page but on screen it could prove quite dubious. So I went for “Death 

and the Compass,” the story of a brilliant detective whose brilliance and eclectic 

methodology bring about his destruction.” (Cox) 

Cox’s decision to choose the detective story rather than the politically charged one for his film 

adaptation of Borges is ironic, if one considers that hard-boiled detective fiction in its heyday10 

reflected the harsh reality of a war torn United States. Like Livon-Grosman, Jameson warns 

against ahistoricity in postmodern art, which is what depoliticizing Borges entails. Removing 

history is a main source for Jameson’s qualms toward postmodernism in general. For Jameson, 

the postmodern culture represents what he calls a “nostalgia for the present,” a false nostalgia, 

since what postmodern films represent is actually a dead past, a reified history: “what is at stake 

is essentially a process of reification whereby we draw back from our immersion in the here and 

now (not yet identified as a ‘present’) and grasp it as a kind of thing—not merely a ‘present’ but 

                                                 
10 Between the 1930s and the 1950s, but particularly before and after World War II. 
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a present that can be dated and called the eighties or the fifties” (Postmodernism 204). In an 

interview with Anders Stephanson, Jameson clarifies, “[t]he increasing number of films about 

the past are no longer historical; they are images, simulacra, and pastiches of the past. They are 

effectively a way of satisfying a chemical craving for historicity, using a product that substitutes 

for and blocks it” (Jameson on Jameson 60). Jameson does not dismiss novel forms of 

representing history like the science fiction genre, but for him the issue arises when nostalgia art 

no longer functions as an approach to knowledge11, and instead it “gives us the image of various 

generations of the past as fashion-plate images that entertain no determinable ideological 

relationships to other moments of time: they are not the outcome of anything, nor are they 

antecedents of our present; they are simply images” (Jameson on Jameson 60). Instead of 

reflecting “genuine historical consciousness” of the time periods that they represent, Jameson 

argues that contemporary films tend to offer stereotypical ideas of these historical periods. 

 

1.3. Borges and/in Hollywood 

In the summer of 2010, The New York Times’ Dave Itzkoff interviewed Christopher 

Nolan in anticipation of the release of Inception, which was slated for release in August of the 

same year. Itzkoff inquired about the director’s source of inspiration for his blockbuster films 

(“So who do you read in preparation to make a movie like this? Freud? Philip K. Dick?”), to 

which Nolan replied, 

Probably Borges. I’d like to think this is a movie he might enjoy. [laughs] It sounds like 

a highfalutin reference in some ways, but the truth is, he took these incredibly bizarre 

philosophical concepts – like a guy facing a firing squad who wants more time to finish a 

                                                 
11 Jameson is alluding to Lukács’s analysis of the function of the historical novel. 



 24

story in his head, and he’s granted more time by time slowing down, as the bullet travels 

between the gun and him – and makes them into very digestible short stories. “The 

Matrix,” to me, was another great example. It was an incredibly palpable mainstream 

phenomenon that made people think, Hey, what if this isn’t real? Yes, that’s a massively 

complex philosophical concept in some sense. But in another sense, it’s really simple. 

Nolan makes an intriguing statement here, since, aside from confirming that Inception was 

inspired by Borges, it also offers insight into the phenomenon of Hollywood’s appropriation of 

Borges. It may also explain how Memento helped launch Nolan’s Hollywood career in the first 

place. One can derive three main points from Nolan’s statement: i) Borges is considered a 

“highfalutin reference,” which implies a division between high culture (Borges) and low culture 

(Hollywood); ii) Hollywood directors are particularly drawn to the “incredibly bizarre 

philosophical concepts” ideas found in Borges’s fiction; and iii) Borges’s stories are, 

nevertheless, easily “digestible,” which challenges their image as abstruse and consequently 

accessible only to a limited audience. 

 

i) Borges as a “highfalutin reference” in Hollywood 

 Nolan’s description of Borges as a “highfalutin reference” makes one wonder if the 

appropriation of Borges in Memento and Inception could be motivated by the attempt to 

introduce high culture to counterbalance the commercialism that otherwise characterizes—and is 

necessary in order to successfully sell—Nolan’s films. After all, Nolan, who majored in literature 

in college12 13, is well aware of Borges’s cultural capital. One year after the New York Times 

                                                 
12 Similarly, his brother Jonathan, whose short story “Memento Mori” is credited in Memento, 
was an English major at Georgetown University. 
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interview, and already eleven years after the theatrical release of Memento, the director still cares 

to remind people that he is “a huge Borges fan” and that “Funes el memorioso” inspired 

Memento (Yamato). 

 Nolan, however, is hardly the first non-Latin-American director to exploit Borges’s 

cultural capital. Paratextual14 and metatextual references to Borges can be found in films as 

early as Jean-Luc Godard’s Alphaville (1965) and Donald Cammel and Nicolas Roeg’s 

Performance (1970). However, unlike Inception, these movies were hardly blockbusters, 

appealing instead to a more exclusive “intellectual” crowd, a category in which Borges readers 

are often pigeonholed. Some critics even find these two films pretentious. Argentine filmmaker 

Diego Curubeto, for instance, regards Performance as a pseudo-Borgesian film: “Es difícil 

entender Performance. Tal vez sea del punto de partida de esa especie de Borges predigerido, 

esos enlaces pseudoborgeanos psicodélicos kafkianos de muchas películas psicodélicas de tonos 

pretenciosos” (Harto). Performance is an example of how Borges was appropriated in order to 

represent the ideas and values of a specific culture, namely the 1960s-1970s (Western) 

Psychedelic culture, and Curubeto understands the appeal of the fantastic elements in Borges’s 

fiction: “Justamente toda la parte fantástica de su literatura, yo creo que esa cosa cosmogónica 

tiene mucho que ver con las ideas que la gente tenía en la década sesenta, la psicodelia, el Flower 

Power” (Harto). Apparently, these two iconic decades saw a trend of appropriating Borges in 

projects that had little, if at all, to do with the Argentine’s work. Curubeto shares with Jameson a 

                                                                                                                                                             
13 Nolan’s academic background in literature also explains his attention to form (Bordwell and 
Thompson 30). 
14 In Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, Gerard Genette defines “paratext” as any 
accompanying textual production such as titles, dedications, epigraphs, and prefaces that 
“surround and extend [the text], precisely in order to present it, to make present, to ensure the 
text’s presence in the world, its ‘reception’ and consumption in the form (nowadays, at least) of a 
book” (1). 
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disdain for those who appropriate topics from literature that they may not even understand with 

no regard for genre or historical context: “también empezó mucha gente, muchos intelectuales 

que por ahí no tenían nada que ver con este tipo de obra literaria a tratar de insertar esas ideas, 

esas imágenes en otro tipo de obra que nada que ver” (Harto). Jameson made a similar 

observation with Warhol’s artwork, which he sees as a representative of the postmodern culture, 

criticizing how Warhol commodifies Marilyn Monroe’s image in his “multiples” art. 

 In “Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture,” Jameson explains that commodified objects 

are stripped of their intrinsic quality value, that is, “their independent ‘being’” (131), so that they 

can be used as “instruments of commodity satisfaction” (131). Like the image of Monroe in 

Warhol’s work, in Hollywood and even in more marginal film centers, Borges is 

decontextualized, stripped of all the things that make him “Borges” and any emotional 

expressions that he and his work generate, in a process that Jameson defines as “the waning of 

affect” (11). From this perspective, filmmakers who appropriate Borges in films that, at their 

core, have nothing to do with Borges—what is Borges doing in a Hollywood high-octane action 

movie such as Inception?—fit the role of “American tourists” in Jameson’s terms: “the American 

tourist no longer lets the landscape ‘be in its being’ as Heidegger would have said, but takes a 

snapshot of it, thereby graphically transforming space into its own material image” (11). But that 

is exactly what appropriations, as opposed to direct adaptions, set out to do; they seek to 

transform the source text by taking snapshots of it, with no intention to capture its aura. In any 

case, as Julie Sanders reminds us, Walter Benjamin did not condemn the loss of aura, but 

actually “suggested that the attendant deconstruction of ‘aura’ freed texts in their afterlives from 

the stranglehold of the original (Eagleton 1994 [1981]: 40; Ferris 2004: 47)” (148). In this sense 
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Borges may even be freed from his own image in the adaptation/appropriation process, and 

filmmakers like Nolan act with freedom in appropriating bits and pieces of Borges as they see fit. 

 

ii) The appeal of Borges’s “incredibly bizarre philosophical concepts” ideas to Hollywood 

 Film critics have also drawn a link between Borges and other modern Hollywood films 

such as the Wachowski brothers’ film The Matrix (1999) mentioned by Nolan, Spike Jonze’s 

Being John Malkovich (1999), David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive (2001), David Fincher’s The 

Curious Case of Benjamin Button (2008), Duncan Jones’s Source Code (2011), and George 

Nolfi’s The Adjustment Bureau (2011). What do these films have in common? Aesthetically, 

most of them draw upon film noir stylistics; even the hard15 science fiction ones like The Matrix 

fit into the category of tech-noir. Thematically, they cover a wide range of topics and can be 

categorized as anything from science fiction to crime fiction, from dark comedy to fantasy, or an 

unexpected combination of genres. Memento, particularly, is a psychological thriller with a 

detective story bent, while Inception is a science fiction heist/corporate espionage thriller, even 

though they are somewhat unconventional representatives of the genres. 

 The one common thread that unites Borges-inspired films is the multiverse leitmotif, 

usually informed by the labyrinth trope, which is where their connection with Borges is most 

apparent. It would not be enough, however, to simply identify the theme of competing universes 

as the definite link between Hollywood and Borges; one could also claim the same relationship 

between Hollywood and Philip K. Dick, who in fact would be a more logical option, considering 

                                                 
15 According to Booker and Thomas (2009), hard science fiction differs from soft science fiction 
in that it focuses on technology and hardware that distance the world of the fiction from the 
world of the reader. It offers detailed expositions of the technologies and places emphasis on 
scientific accuracy and “what if” plausibility. 
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Hollywood’s exposure and access to the late American writer’s work16. Nonetheless, as we can 

see from the New York Times interview, Nolan revealed that it was Borges, rather than his North-

American contemporary, who inspired Inception, and the director believes that there is a unique 

Borgesian philosophy (“incredibly bizarre philosophical concepts”) that attracts Hollywood 

filmmakers. 

 In the film review “Take a Break Santa. How About a Movie? It’s the Age of a Child 

Who Grows from a Man,” A.O. Scott points out that David Fincher’s film The Curious Case of 

Benjamin Button “[investigates] the philosophical conundrums and emotional paradoxes of its 

protagonist’s condition in a spirit that owes more to Jorge Luis Borges than to Fitzgerald.” (The 

story of the same name was written by F. Scott Fitzgerald.) Interestingly, in his review of 

Lawrence Kasdan’s Dreamcatcher, Roger Ebert blames the film’s failure to reach its potential on 

having abandoned the Borgesian philosophy that it initially explores in the plot: “This idea is like 

a smaller, personal version of Jorge Luis Borges’s “Library of Babel,” the imaginary library 

which contains all possible editions of all possible books. I can imagine many scenes set in the 

Warehouse—it is such a good idea it could support an entire movie—but the film proceeds 

relentlessly to abandon this earlier inspirations [sic] in its quest for the barfable” (Ebert). Had 

Kasdan carried its initial Borgesian premise throughout the entire plot, Ebert laments, the film 

could have been redeemed. 

 Borges’s fiction not only provides thought-provoking themes to filmmakers, but it also 

inspires them to push the envelope in film narrative. The Philip K. Dick Film Festival 

organization states in its official website that it supports and encourages the production of film 

adaptations of Dick and Borges (along with Calvino and Kafka, among others), with themes that 

                                                 
16 Box office hits Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982) and Paul Verhoeven’s Total Recall (1990) 
were adapted from Dick’s novels. 
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focus on the exploration of “the metaphysical, the eerie in all manifestations” and, more 

importantly, those which “push the cinematic form to new levels of creativity and originality 

without sacrificing narrative cohesion and with an eye to the ineffable. We look at films that 

challenge the viewers [sic] reality with ideas and concepts not normally found in conventional 

stories” (“About the Festival”). This mission statement implies that filmmakers can count on 

Borges for inspiration to explore innovative cinematic storytelling. It is no wonder that David 

Bordwell dubs Nolan’s films to be pioneers of innovative storytelling in an otherwise relatively 

static Hollywood tradition, consisting of “a consistent inquiry into how multiple time frames and 

embedded plotlines can be orchestrated in fresh and engaging ways” (“Our new e-book on 

Christopher Nolan!”). 

 

iii) “Digestible” Borges fiction for Hollywood consumption 

 Some of Borges’s more popular works are shelved as detective or crime fiction, including 

a number of collaborations with Adolfo Bioy Casares under the pseudonyms H. Bustos Domecq 

and Benito Suárez Lynch. Borges and Bioy Casares even co-wrote several movie scripts, two of 

which were brought to the screen by Argentine-French director Hugo Santiago: his “ópera 

prima” Invasion (1969), a black-and-white noir-tinged film reminiscent of Jean-Luc Godard’s 

Alphaville (1965), and Les autres (1974). Therefore, it is easy to find an intertextual link between 

postmodernism, film noir, and Borges in films like Memento and Inception. After all, Borges’s 

fiction exhibits certain familiar film noir trappings; in fact, the cinematic language in some of his 

stories reads like a noir movie, which is not surprising considering that much of his fictional 

work was largely influenced by crime fiction and (Hollywood) films, particularly the detective 
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variant. Even his non-detective stories like “Funes el memorioso” communicate a classic film 

noir ambience: 

Me dijo que Ireneo estaba en la pieza del fondo y que no me extrañara encontrarla a 

oscuras, porque Ireneo sabía pasarse las horas muertas sin encender la vela. Atravesé el 

patio de baldosa, el corredorcito; llegué al segundo patio. Había una parra; la oscuridad 

pudo parecerme total. Oí de pronto la alta y burlona voz de Ireneo . . .  Sin el menor 

cambio de voz, Ireneo me dijo que pasara. Estaba en el catre, fumando. Me parece que no 

le vi la cara hasta el alba; creo rememorar el ascua momentánea del cigarrillo” (Obras 

586); “Funes, de espaldas en el catre, en la sombra.” (Obras 589) 

These are descriptions that are commonly found in classic detective fiction. Edgar Allan Poe’s 

fictional detective Monsieur C. Auguste Dupin, for example, prefers to solve crime mysteries in 

the dark: “‘If it is any point requiring reflection,’ observed Dupin, as he forebore to enkindle the 

wick, ‘we shall examine it to better purpose in the dark’” (185). And in G.K. Chesterton’s The 

Man Who Was Thursday, the police chief “has a fancy for always sitting in a pitch-dark room. 

He says it makes his thoughts brighter” (Chapter IV, “The Tale of A Detective”). It is also worth 

mentioning that the homodiegetic narrator in Borges’s story describes Funes as “orillero” and 

“compadrito” (Obras 583). These historically loaded terms have a nostalgic connotation; Funes 

speaks with “la voz pausada, resentida y nasal del orillero antiguo, sin los silbidos italianos de 

ahora” (Obras 583) and he wears gaucho pants, “bombacha” (Obras 584). Consequently, there 

are no English equivalents of these terms, but the English translation suitably describes Funes as 

“a street tough” (Collected Fictions 131). The image of Funes with “el cigarillo en el duro 

rostro” (Obras 584) fits the image of a film noir tough guy, and the depiction of a cigarette-

smoking Funes tucked away in the shadow-filled corner of a room illuminated by low-key 
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lighting strongly evokes film noir images. “Funes el memorioso” exemplifies Borges’s ability to 

turn verbal descriptions into visual images, making his readers feel as if they are watching a film. 

The narrator’s comment that there were no cameras or phonographs back in the day to document 

Funes’s extraordinary ability thus sounds like a tongue-in-cheek comment for the reader: “En 

aquel tiempo no había cinematógrafos ni fonógrafos; es, sin embargo, inverosímil y hasta 

increíble que nadie hiciera un experimento con Funes” (Obras 588). Therefore, when Nolan 

defined Borges’s work as “digestible short stories” in the New York Times interview he was also 

referring to the translatability of the Argentine’s short stories to film. Later Nolan would 

reinforce his statement by adding “I think his writing naturally lends itself to a cinematic 

interpretation because it is all about efficiency and precision, the bare bones of an idea” 

(Yamato). 

 In Borges y/en/sobre el cine, Edgardo Cozarinsky attests that, as it turns out, Borges 

admired Chesterton and Robert Louis Stevenson for their “capacidad para la puesta en escena 

verbal” (19), so it is not surprising to detect certain elements of cinematographic language in his 

work. Borges actively looked for elements in films that he could apply to his own writing. After 

all, as Ruffinelli (2002) affirms, Borges wrote film reviews in order to research and learn about 

film techniques, “haciendo del ejercicio de la crítica cinematográfica no un instrumento de 

información o de evaluación contemplativa y objetiva dirigida a un público, sino, ante todo, un 

proceso de investigación especulativa sobre los procedimientos estéticos de la verosimilización” 

(52). Indeed, Zavaleta Balarezo (2010) argues that Borges’s appropriation of film techniques in 

his short stories makes his work an ideal model for a movie script. As a result, in his short stories 

one would typically find that the narration proceeds like a film plot, the narrator like a camera, 

and Borges himself like a director, with each word representing a shot: “Cada palabra remite a 
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una toma, a un detalle de la cámara, a un esfuerzo por fijarse en lo más mínimo, a hacer de la 

palabra—de la verbalización y la descripción—un hecho que viene y ‘va’ hacia otro lenguaje, el 

del cine”17 (121). Johnson (2011) observes a similar strategy in Inception, which appears to be an 

analogy to moviemaking, where Cobb (Leonardo DiCaprio) is the director, Ariadne (Ellen Paige) 

is the screenwriter, Arthur (Joseph Gordon-Levitt) is the producer, Saito (Ken Watanabe) is the 

production company, Yusuf (Dileep Rao) is the special effects expert, Eames (Tom Hardy) is the 

actor, and Fisher (Cillian Murphy) is the audience (351). A similar metatextual process, then, can 

be observed in Memento, where protagonist Lenny (Guy Pearce) writes the script for his own 

detective search through his notes and tattoos, and directs his unsuspecting actors Teddy (Joe 

Pantoliano) and Natalie (Carrie-Anne Moss). In this sense, Memento and Inception are self-

reflexive, another distinct characteristic of postmodernism, and one that can be easily found in 

Borges’s fiction, which imagines God as a librarian and the universe as a book, and whose 

characters are often authors who reflect on the process of writing, like protagonists Pierre 

Menard and Jaromir Hladík from short stories “Pierre Menard, autor del Quijote” (1939) and “El 

milagro secreto” (1943), respectively. 

 Even director Alex Cox, who was not familiar with Borges’s work at the time that BBC 

commissioned Death & the Compass, found cinematographic language in Borges’s short stories: 

“Borges’ work is great material for the cinema because it is so visual—his descriptions of places, 

of melancholy times of day, of deadly doppelgangers, of dark coincidences formed out of chaos, 

are visually spectacular” (Cox). Borges’s short stories are ideal candidates for cinematographic 

adaptations in the sense that they are already essentially laid out like a film script. The main 

challenge to adapting a short story by Borges, of course, lies in the transference of such brief 

                                                 
17 Zavaleto Balarezo analyzes “El espantoso redentor Lazarus Morell” as a specific example. 
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texts onto a feature length film. Borges himself was hesitant about the feasibility of such a 

project and has criticized Torres Nilsson’s film adaptation of “Emma Zunz” for “llenándolo de 

episodios sentimentales que debilitan el film” in order to extend the length of the story 

(Sorrentino 48). At the same time, Borges gave high praise for René Mujica’s film adaptation of 

“El hombre de la esquina rosada,” which he not only considered a successful project, but even 

better than the story itself: “porque a mí el cuento no me gusta, por diversas razones. Y en 

cambio el film me pareció—a pesar de algún relleno acaso inevitable, ya que también 

persistieron en hacer un film largo—infinitamente superior al cuento . . . De modo que creo que 

la versión fílmica mejora el texto original” (Sorrentino 48). The last part sounds as if it came 

straight from the aforementioned “Pierre Menard, autor del Quijote.” In this short story, a 

mediocre French writer from the twentieth century succeeds in not merely copying Miguel 

Cervantes’s magnum opus, but actually creating the “Quijote,” one that is “casi infinitamente 

más rico. (Más ambiguo, dirán sus detractores; pero la ambigüedad es una riqueza.)” (Obras 

536). This quote refers to the idea that all texts are re-contextualized at the moment of reading, in 

the hands of the reader; hence, although Pierre Menard’s text is identical to that of Cervantes, it 

is not the same text. This argument can be applied to film adaptation, which, as we have 

previously mentioned, Hutcheon defines as a “repetition with variation” (Theory 4) that creates 

“its own aura” (Theory 6). We will never know if Borges would have approved of Memento and 

Inception as adaptations of his work, but judging from his notable appreciation of Mujica’s film, 

we know that he did not regard film adaptations as inferior to their adapted texts. 

 
1.4. The Postmodern Neo-Noir Borgesian Detective in Memento 

 In Memento, protagonist Leonard “Lenny” Shelby (Guy Pearce) suffers from the extreme 

opposite of what ails his Uruguayan counterpart Funes: anterograde amnesia. This disorder 
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prevents him from creating new memories. Whereas Funes acquires his photographic memory 

after a horse-riding accident, Lenny suffers from short term memory loss presumably due to a 

sustained head injury following a tragic encounter with two strangers who brutally raped and 

killed his wife (Jorja Fox) in the couple’s own bathroom. His wife’s violent death incites the 

detectivesque search for the surviving killer, a certain “John G.,” as Lenny becomes consumed 

with obsessive vengeance. Nevertheless, the viewer does not see the terrifying scene, except in 

fragmented analepses (flashbacks), until much later in the film. The action proceeds in two 

alternating timelines: the primary timeline, which is shot in color and follows a reverse cause-

effect order, and a secondary timeline, which consists of black-and-white chronological narrative 

sequences. 

 The amnesiac hero, the detective search, the epistemological confusion and the unusual 

narrative progression are prime ingredients for film noir. In fact, critics have noted the film noir 

stylistics in Memento (Turbett 2001; Mottram 2002; Parker 2004; Bragues 2008; Knight and 

Mcknight 2009; Fisher 2011; Shiloh 2011; Bordwell 2013). In particular, the black-and-white 

sequences where Lenny is in a hotel room speaking on the telephone with an unidentified person 

he calls “Officer” are reminiscent of Billy Wilder’s Double Indemnity (1944)18. Film noir is 

perhaps the most logical choice as a postmodern reference in contemporary films, since 

postmodern concerns reflect many of the same themes and symbols found in film noir, such as 

the elusive search for truth, the existentialist loss of identity commonly represented by the 

amnesiac hero and the theme of the double, and the maze/labyrinth trope. These details are 

present in Memento through the amnesiac Lenny and his consequently impossible detective 

search for his wife’s murderer. Coincidentally, the same symbols and motifs abound in Borges’s 

                                                 
18 See Mottram (2002) and Turbett (2001) for a discussion of these scenes. 
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fiction. Considering Shrader (1972)’s definition of film noir as an aesthetic movement, rather 

than a genre, that belongs to a specific time period (between early 1940s and late 1950s), 

Memento is a neo-noir film laden with postmodern referentialities. The neo-noir portrays the 

same moods and tones as the classic noir, such as pessimism, moral ambivalence, guilt, paranoia 

and disorientation. But neo-noir films are not restricted by censorship the way classic noir films 

were: “Whereas, under the censorship of the Hays Office, for example, no crime could go 

unpunished, in neo-noir the criminals can, and indeed, very often do, succeed. Good things 

happen to bad people, and bad things happen to good people (just like in real life!), which seems 

in line with noir’s cynicism and pessimism” (Conard 2). As a result, the aforementioned moods 

and tones tend to be intensified and more nuanced in neo-noir cinema. A distinct trait of the neo-

noir, according to Andrew Spicer in “Problems of Memory and Identity in Neo-Noir’s 

Existentialist Antihero” is that it portrays a more extreme “epistemological confusion” than its 

predecessor, to the point of becoming “pointless and absurd" (50). The most recent version of the 

neo-noir, the postmodern neo-noir, as represented by Memento, “often display highly convoluted 

plots that circle back on themselves and a pervasive uncertainty about the reliability of what is 

being shown or told and the processes of memory, underscored by an existential fear of 

meaningless. A flashback structure is common, but, as John Orr notes, postmodern flashbacks 

are more visceral, oblique, and ambiguous than their predecessors” (56). 

 During Memento’s opening credit sequences we see a close-up shot of someone’s 

tattooed left hand holding a Polaroid photograph of a distinctly gruesome event: a man lies face 

down on the ground in a pool of blood, some of it splattered against the wall. What surprises the 

viewer is that, as the hand shakes the photograph, the image gradually disappears instead of 

coming into sharper focus as a Polaroid typically would. The viewer gradually realizes that this 
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scene, although it plays at a normal speed, unfolds in a backwards progression like a rewinding 

tape as it solves the murder mystery: the man to whom the tattooed hand belongs, Lenny, 

photographs the murder, then “proceeds” to shoot the man in the photograph, identified later as 

Teddy (Joe Pantoliano), killing him. The rest of the film, even the primary timeline in which the 

effect precedes the cause, follows a linear progression. But the opening scene sets the tone for 

the rest of the film, which challenges everything we know about time, identity, and reality. 

 Clarke (2002) and Lyons (2006) argue that the peculiar narrative in Memento 

successfully produces “time-images,” i.e., the direct cinematic projections of time as examined 

by Gilles Deleuze in Cinema 2. The disorienting narrative progression in Nolan’s film effectively 

represents Lenny’s unstable perception of reality as a result of his affliction, so the viewer is able 

to identify and sympathize with the protagonist. Clarke argues that Memento produces Deleuze’s 

time-image by calling into question our reliance on memory to interpret what is real and what is 

false or imagined. Drawing from Henri Bergson’s discussion of the relation between time and 

memory19, Clarke explains that memory allows past experiences to virtually exist as presents or 

“nows” in our minds, so that both pasts and presents can exist simultaneously. This 

heterogeneous and continuous nature of time further convolutes our interpretation of reality: 

“Instead, Bergson’s descriptions open up the possibility for time to be both heterogeneous and 

continuous through an entirely new description of time as a multilayered divergence of different 

kinds that all simultaneously co-exist as real” (169). Similarly, Lyons proposes that Memento 

also explores the theory of infinite polyfurcation of time, identity, and reality. Before the 

surviving assailant “John G.” escapes, he smashes Shelby’s face into the mirrored medicine 

cabinet and the mirror breaks into many pieces. Lyons, who evokes Borges in his article, 

                                                 
19 Deleuze builds his discussions of the movement-image in Cinema 1 and the time-image in 
Cinema 2 based on Bergson’s theories. 
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proposes that each fractured piece serves as a unique metonymic substitute for Lenny, in the 

same way that a linguistic signifier may point to an infinite number of referents: “If time likewise 

possesses the quality of polyfurcation as does signification in language as articulated here, the 

forking of it would negate the possibility of absolute truth, as all possible worlds exist as a 

result” (130). Lenny constantly records pertinent information in notes and tattoos, intended to 

help him remember the facts, but his interpretations of his own messages are unstable because he 

cannot retain newly formed memories. As Lyons puts it, “Language is thus eternal slipping, 

intertextual weavings that spread outwardly in every direction” (130). As a result, Lenny is 

trapped in “eternal nows,” in an endless detective search for his wife’s killer. In a manner, 

Memento is framed as an infinite mise-en-abyme narrative, as Lenny lives in an endless 

configuration of possible realities all at once. 

 Memento may have been inspired by the recurrent theme of “eternal nows” in Borges’s 

short stories, as represented by the trope of forking paths that branch out ad infinitum. In “El 

jardín de senderos que se bifurcan” Ts’ui Pên’s labyrinth-book represents a universe that is 

governed by a random order that yields infinite possibilities: 

Esa trama de tiempos que se aproximan, se bifurcan, se cortan o que secularmente se 

ignoran, abarca todas las posibilidades. No existimos en la mayoría de esos tiempos; en 

algunos existe usted y yo; en otros, yo, no usted; en otros, los dos. En éste, que un 

favorable azar me depara, usted ha llegado a mi casa; en otro, usted, al atravesar el jardín, 

me ha encontrado muerto; en otro, yo digo estas mismas palabras, pero soy un error, un 

fantasma. (Obras 576) 

The possibilities are not only infinite, but they are also concurrent, so that the universe or “trama 

de tiempos” in which we exist and the universe in which we do not exist actually materialize 
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simultaneously; that is, we exist and do not exist at the same time. Therefore, in “El otro” (1972), 

a younger Borges and an older Borges are able to meet and sit next to each other on a bench by 

the Charles River in Cambridge, Massachusetts, on the morning of 1969 (or by the Rhône River 

in 1918 Geneva, if you ask the younger Borges). But the subject of “eternal nows” in Nolan’s 

films can also stand as a symbol for the “crisis in historicity” that Jameson identifies in 

postmodern society. Without the ability to organize different temporal events coherently, the 

postmodern cultural forms inevitably result in “‘heaps of fragments’ and in a practice of the 

randomly heterogeneous and fragmentary and the aleatory” (Postmodernism 25). Like the 

schizophrenic subject that replaces the bourgeois subject, pastiche is a random—fragmentary and 

aleatory—mixing of past (Borges) and current (contemporary Hollywood) styles, with the past 

emptied of its own meaning or, in Marxist terms, of its use-value, in order to be refilled with new 

unrelated context, ready for consumption. 

 Borges would have appreciated the reverse cause-and-effect plot construction in 

Memento, as evidenced by a film review in which he rebukes Yale professor Allardyce Nicoll’s 

book Film and Theatre (1936) for criticizing director James W. Horne’s use of retrospective 

narrative in one of his Laurel & Hardy movies, Bonnie Scotland (1935): 

El profesor Nicoll (con una gravedad no indigna del abogado) declara que ese dúo no es 

otra cosa que un “relato retrospectivo”, que los “relatos retrospectivos” son de naturaleza 

dramática, no cinematográfica, y que, por consiguiente, hubiera convenido que el film 

empezara en la cárcel . . . O mucho me equivoco, o esa objeción es una verdadera 

apoteosis de la pedantería y del formalismo. (Borges qtd. in Cozarinsky 50) 

Nicoll’s argument is that retrospective narration belongs to the stage, not the screen, but for 

Borges literature and film are media apt for destabilizing concepts of time: 
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¿Debe corresponder el tiempo del arte al tiempo de la realidad? . . . Más grato que el 

empeño de abreviar o alargar una sucesión es el de trastornarla, barajando tiempos 

distintos. En el terreno de la novela, Faulkner y Joseph Conrad son los autores que mejor 

han jugado a esas inversions, en el del film (que según observa muy justamente Allardyce 

Nicoll, es singularmente capaz de tales laberintos y anacronismos) no recuerdo sino El 

Poder y la Gloria, de Spencer Tracy20. Ese film es la biografía de un hombre, con 

omisión deliberada, y conmovedora, del orden cronológico. La primera escena es la de su 

entierro. (Borges qtd. in Cozarinsky 50) 

Like William K. Howard’s film The Power and the Glory (1933), Memento builds upon the 

deliberate gaps that Borges refers to, whose effects are magnified and the narrative enriched by 

the retrospective narration. The fragmented narrative parallels the disorientation experienced by 

the ailing protagonist, which, in turn, justifies the narrative strategy. If it were not for these 

details, Memento would be a typical detective film that promises, albeit with the viewer’s active 

participation, the revealing of a concrete truth. In fact, the first scene immediately solves the first 

murder in order to mislead the viewers in such a way that they undermine the film’s complexity. 

One quickly learns that, in reality, there is a bigger and, thanks to Lenny’s condition, unsolvable 

mystery to figure out: who killed Lenny’s wife? This use of a framing device is typically found 

in Borges’s short stories. 

 In Borges’ Narrative Strategy, Donald Shaw asserts that “puzzle stories” such as “La 

casa de Asterión” (1947) and “La muerte y la brújula” are governed by a tricky labyrinthine 

“puzzle within a puzzle” narrative structure. This method consists of lulling the readers into a 

false sense of security by quickly revealing the solution of a first puzzle in the story, only to lead 

                                                 
20 The 1933 film The Power and The Glory (El poder y la gloria in Spanish) that Borges cites 
here is narrated through a series of flashbacks, similar to Orson Welles’s Citizen Kane (1941). 
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them onto a much more complex and, ultimately, unsolvable puzzle: “Having reinforced our 

confidence in our powers of understanding at one level, Borges deftly pulls the carpet from under 

our feet. What we can readily understand, the technique seems to be telling us, is only the surface 

of reality, deceitful as even that level sometimes is. But what we come to underneath is more 

baffling” (10). This way, the identities of the first-person narrators in “La casa de Asterión” and 

“La muerte y la brújula” are revealed only to surprise the reader with more convoluted puzzles. 

This Borgesian narrative strategy allows Memento to strive to be much more complex than a 

garden-variety detective film. 

 In “Borges and Popular Culture” Philip Swanson explains that for Borges’s international 

readers the link between the Argentine author and popular culture lies precisely in “the detective 

story and his rather cerebral reinvention of the genre” (89) and not the gauchos and orrilleros 

with whom he is fondly associated in his native Argentina. Therefore, it would not be surprising 

if Nolan and Hollywood saw in Borges’s innovative cerebral detective plot the perfect building 

block for their postmodern noir films. Borges’s affinity for detective fiction is, of course, widely 

known. His collaboration with longtime friend Adolfo Bioy Casares, “Seis problemas para don 

Isidro Parodi” (1942), a parody (“parodi”) of G.K. Chesterton’s detective fiction (Sklodowska 

115), is documented by Rodolfo J. Walsh in his short story anthology Diez cuentos policiales 

argentinos as “el primer libro de cuentos policiales en castellano” (7), while “La muerte y la 

brújula” (1942) is considered “el ideal del género: un problema puramente geométrico, con una 

concesión a la falibilidad humana: el detective es la víctima minuciosamente prevista” (7). It 

should be noted that Borges was writing his crime fiction at the height and heyday of film noir, 

and during this time period he even wrote a number of film reviews, among which stands out a 
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piece on Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane21. Borges has also mentioned on several occasions that he 

enjoyed and was inspired by Joseph von Sternberg’s early gangster films22. It is then safe to 

assume that Borges’s crime fiction was inspired in some way by the film noir explosion in 1940s 

and 1950s Hollywood. 

On the thematic level, Memento echoes much of Borges’s thematic repertoire as 

summarized by Ilka Kressner in Sites of Disquiet: The Non-Space in Spanish American Short 

Narratives and their Cinematic Transformations: 

A major element in many of Borges’s short fictions is the relationship between reality, 

human perception, and language. How do we make sense of the world around us and of 

ourselves within it? Is our language a reliable tool to communicate or is it a means of 

dispersion and misunderstanding? Borges’s texts do not present single answers. Instead, 

they evoke puzzling worlds with doubtful protagonists who are uncertain whether they 

dream or are awake, or whether they are criminals, victims, or even the creators of the 

fictitious webs in which they live. (25) 

Similar distinguishing qualities and themes can be found in Memento. In order to deal with his 

inability to form new memories, Lenny invents a system that consists of writing notes on 

anything he can find around him, e.g., napkins, business cards, take-out bags. He also takes 

Polaroid photographs of certain events and write information on them, and have his body 

tattooed with important clues, such as the inscription “JOHN G. RAPED AND MURDERED 

MY WIFE” in mirror writing23. He does so in hope that his notes will help him retain the pieces 

of evidence as he gathers them and identify his wife’s killer. The key to Lenny’s system is that 

                                                 
21 Citizen Kane (1941) is considered a classic—or at least, a predecessor of—film noir. 
22 As confirmed in his prologue to Historia universal de la infamia (1935), as previously 
mentioned in this paper. Also see his 1966 interview with The Paris Review‘s Ronald Christ. 
23 Written with the letters reversed, so that the reader must use a mirror to decipher the text. 
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“I’m disciplined and organized. I use habit and routine to make my life possible.” In this sense, 

Lenny creates a new language in order to make sense of reality, since he can no longer rely on 

memory, the old language. 

 It appears that Lenny is a pastiche of Funes. Lenny’s system is similar to Funes’s system, 

which also relies on the creation of a new language: “En lugar de siete mil trece, decía (por 

ejemplo) Máximo Pérez; en lugar de siete mil catorce, El Ferrocarril; otros números eran Luis 

Melián Lafinur, Olimar, azufre los bastos, la ballena, el gas, la caldera, Napoleón, Agustín de 

Vedia. En lugar de quinientos, decía nueve. Cada palabra tenía un signo particular, una especie 

de marca” (Obras 588). Although he does not need to document his system in writing24 like 

Lenny, Funes also creates a unique language in order to deal with reality the only way that he 

can comprehend it. His visitor explains in vain that Funes has created the very opposite of an 

ordered system: “Yo traté de explicarle que esa rapsodia de voces inconexas era precisamente lo 

contrario de un sistema de enumeración . . . Funes no me entendió o no quiso entenderme” 

(Obras 588). Lenny tries to create his own reality, one that he can, or is willing to, understand. 

Since he can only retain memory that he acquired prior to his wife’s death, the reality he creates 

must include his late wife. Therefore, he hires a female escort and asks her to scatter around his 

wife’s old belongings as if they were hers, and tells her to wait for him to fall asleep, then go into 

the bathroom and slam the door. Like Funes, whom the narrator suspects of feigning his inability 

to understand (“no me entendió o no quiso entenderme”), Lenny seems unwilling to completely 

comprehend or accept reality. When Teddy offers to reveal the truth and even Lenny’s true 

identity [“You want to know, Lenny? Come on. Come on, let’s go down to the basement. Let’s 

                                                 
24 “No lo había escrito, porque lo pensado una sola vez ya no podía borrársele” (Obras 588). 
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go down, you and me, together. Then you’ll know who you really are”(00:06:05-15)], he pauses 

to reflect on it, only to proceed to shoot Teddy. 

 Perhaps, then, an even bigger mystery than the identity of the killer is Lenny’s own 

identity. Lenny’s amnesia alone already sets him out on an impossible detective journey. The 

amnesiac is an archetype of film noir and “the most existential of all noir heroes” (Belton 226), 

who reflects the broken spirit of a U.S. society lodged within the reality of World War II and its 

aftermath: “These amnesiacs epitomize the social estrangement and psychological confusion that 

has settled in on the formerly healthy American psyche after the war” (Belton 226). Yet in “‘The 

Thing that Thinks’: The Kantian Background of the Noir Subject” Slavoj Žižek observes a 

notable difference between the amnesiac hero in classic noir movies and the new amnesiac hero 

in neo-noir, stating that, while for the former recovered memory symbolizes victory, for the latter 

it represents “the total loss of my symbolic identity: I am forced to assume that I am not what I 

thought myself to be, but somebody or something else entirely” (202). The unrecoverable loss of 

identity may be the reason why, deep inside, Lenny does not want to find out who he is, fearing 

disappointment upon learning that he is not who he thought he was or would like to be. In 

consequence, Lenny is doomed to never find the truth about his own identity. 

 From the postmodern perspective, Sibielski (2004) evokes Jameson and associates 

Lenny’s amnesia with the postmodern condition in which one experiences “a loss of a sense of 

history which, because it has become so inextricably embedded for us within mechanically (and 

endlessly) reproduced records like photographs or film/video footage, we now find ourselves 

‘condemned to seek history... by way of our own pop images and simulacra of that history, 

which itself remain forever out of reach’ (25). (85). Lenny does not realize that his system is 

flawed, as all he has now is a simulacra of his past, a being without a referent, a new present 
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reality that actually no longer points to anything in the past. Lenny’s tattoos become an important 

part of the narrative, as they supposedly represent secure referents that would give him, and the 

audience, an insight into his past, his identity and the elusive truth. From the first scene the 

audience is already exposed to one of Lenny’s tattooes in the left hand holding the photograph, 

presenting not only a mystery but also a promise to a solution. The audience eventually learns 

that it is a false promise, as the tattooes ultimately point to nothing at all. Therefore, Lenny 

represents the schizophrenic subject “reduced to an experience of pure material signifiers, or, in 

other words, a series of pure and unrelated presents in time” (Postmodernism 27). 

 Let us now look at a similar case in Borges’s short story “La forma de la espada” (1942), 

which is a prime example of the story-within-a story narrative. The multi-level narration in the 

story serves to confuse the reader: the second narrator transmits the story to the first narrator, 

who in turn tells it to the reader. This metadiegetic narrative instills doubt in the reader, who will 

need to sift through the layers of mediation that separate him/her from truth in attempt to know 

what really happened. In the story, a man who bears a scar on his face explains to an inquiring 

new acquaintance the circumstances in which he obtained the mark, which involved two 

individuals: a traitor and a victim. Since an individual’s birthmark or scar—or a tattoo, in 

Lenny’s case—serves the purpose of identification, throughout the narration the reader associates 

the narrator’s scar with the “Yo” in his narration, the victim. However, the reader later learns that 

in the story it is not the “Yo” who bears the scar, but rather his antagonist the traitor: “¿No ve 

que llevo escrita en la cara la marca de mi infamia? Le he narrado la historia de este modo para 

que usted la oyera hasta el fin. Yo he denunciado al hombre que me amparó; yo soy Vincent 

Moon. Ahora desprécieme” (Obras 596). Like Lenny’s tattoos, in Borges’s short story a crescent 

moon shaped scar appears to signal a deceptively secure referent. Therefore, the story reveals 
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that the relationship between sign and referent is, at best, unstable. Lenny’s tattoos keep the 

viewers on their toes, as they mentally try to keep up with the clues in order to “help” Lenny 

solve the crime, much like the scar does for the reader in “La forma de la espada,” as indicated 

by Sylvia Molloy: “A lo largo de ‘La forma de la espada’ la cicatriz opera como significante que 

mantiene el interés del relato pero cuyo significado permanece deliberadamente disimulado” 

(77). 

 The treatment of identity as an unstable notion in Memento also reminds us of Borges’s 

story “Las ruinas circulares” (1940), where the protagonist realizes that he, a magician who 

creates men through his dreams, was also conceived through someone else’s dream. This story 

also destabilizes the concept of identity, which in Memento (and Inception, as we will see in the 

next chapter) is accomplished mostly through the use of mirrors. The mirror takes a central role 

in Lenny’s attempt, however futile, to find the truth. He would look at himself in the mirror and 

try to (de)construct the narrative of his Self through his tattoos. His puzzled reaction to his own 

reflection is not unlike that of Funes when he sees himself in the mirror: “Su propia cara en el 

espejo, sus propias manos, lo sorprendían cada vez” (Obras 589). Since Funes notices every 

minute physical change on his face, he finds himself looking different with every passing 

second; Lenny cannot remember what he looked like a moment ago, so he, too, finds a new 

person every time he looks in the mirror. As I discussed previously, the total loss of one’s 

symbolic identity, which translates into a loss of sense of history, defines the condition of the 

postmodern noir hero, who now exists only as a simulacrum of his former self. As Lenny tells 

himself in the last scene, while he looks into his car’s rearview mirror, “Yeah. We all need 

mirrors to remind ourselves who we are. I’m no different” (01:49:56-01:50:06). 



 46

 In connection with the theme of unstable identity, Nolan’s treatment of the double is also 

similar to Borges’s approach in his short stories. The audience gradually learns that Lenny gets 

his own identity shuffled with that of his former client Sammy Jankis (Stephen Tobolowski), 

who also suffers from short-term memory loss. By Lenny’s own account, Sammy’s wife (Harriet 

Sansom Harris) had a hard time believing that her husband was not faking his condition, so she 

tests him by letting him administer her insulin injection over and over again, resulting in her 

death. What Teddy reveals, however, is that this tragedy actually happened to Lenny, not 

Sammy. As it turns out, his wife had survived the attack by the home invaders, and instead died 

in Lenny’s own hands: 

LENNY. See, Sammy’s wife came to me. 

TEDDY. Sammy didn’t have a wife. It was your wife who had diabetes. 

LENNY. My wife wasn’t diabetic. 

TEDDY. You sure? (01:43:22-43) 

This cinematic treatment of the theme of the double resembles what Borges had in mind for an 

ideal film adaptation of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde: 

“Imaginemos cualquier problema policial: dos actores que el público reconoce figuran en la 

trama (George Raft y Spencer Tracy, digamos); pueden usar palabras análogas, pueden 

mencionar hechos que presuponen un pasado común; cuando el problema es indescifrable, uno 

de ellos absorbe la droga mágica y se cambia en el otro” (Discusión 227). Vincent Moon and his 

aggressor in Borges’s story materialize in Lenny and Sammy. 

 Molloy notices a pattern in Borges’s post-Historia universal de la infamia short stories 

that features a decentralization of the narrative: “el relato claramente se descentraliza: no hay una 

máscara o rostro, como no hay un personaje—o viceversa—: porque ‘ya nadie sabe cuál es el 
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nombre verdadero y cuáles sus ídolos’ (HE, 133)” (71). This narrative decentralization, also 

characteristic of postmodern noir, is symbolized by the Borgesian labyrinth, which in Memento 

takes the form of the narrative itself, representing Lenny’s defective memory. Much like the way 

that the labyrinth and the book in “El jardín” are one and the same, in Memento the labyrinth and 

Lenny’s defective memory are one. Within Lenny’s defective mind, each individual can assume 

any identity depending on how he interprets his notes. Molloy sees the same pattern in Borges’s 

later works: “la [nueva] ficción borgeana propone, dentro de la ‘unidad’ del personaje, 

posibilidades de permutación de esos mismos pedacitos de vidrio de maneras no previstas por el 

lector, permutaciones que aseguran para el personaje la muy necesaria impredicabilidad. El 

personaje (o los fragmentos que lo componen) sigue siendo metáfora—una misma ‘metáfora o 

simulacro’ (Obras, 131)” (72). These permutations depend on a lottery system similar to the one 

in Borges’s short story “La lotería en Babilonia” (1941), where reality is simultaneously 

governed by order and chaos: “Esa pieza doctrinal observaba que la lotería es una interpolación 

del azar en el orden del mundo y que aceptar errores no es contradecir el azar: es corroborarlo” 

(Obras 548). Lenny’s system is meticulously organized but the outcome can vary infinitely 

depending on his interpretation, like the turn or path that one decides to take in a maze; the man 

who killed his wife could be anyone or everyone, like the deep-rooted notion of “un hombre es 

todos los hombres” in Borges’s fiction. Furthermore, those who figure out Lenny’s system can 

manipulate it by adding turns and paths to the labyrinth that is Lenny’s defective memory, as 

Teddy and femme fatale Natalie (Carrie-Anne Moss) do. Since both Teddy and Natalie are 

involved with drugs and desperately in need of making certain individuals disappear, they take 

advantage of Lenny’s condition and use him to do their bidding. Similarly, in “La muerte y la 

brújula” detective Erik Lönnrot becomes so obsessed with his own interpretation of the clues left 
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by the master-criminal Red Scharlach (a.k.a. Scharlach the Dandy) that he does not realize that 

Scharlach was setting a trap for him. Lönnrot thought that he had solved the crime only to find 

out that he has become the fourth and final victim to bring Scharlach’s plan to full completion. 

Like Scharlach, Teddy and Natalie figure out the system by which Lenny operates and are 

consequently able to control it to their own advantage. According to Teddy’s confession, in 

reality Lenny has already killed the person who supposedly murdered his wife, but he just does 

not remember it, so Teddy takes advantage of Lenny to hunt and kill another man. 

 In spite of everything, Lenny does have some agency. The audience is privy to a certain 

degree of dramatic irony, but perhaps Lenny is too, as he suspects that “Something doesn’t feel 

right. I think someone’s fucking with me, trying to get me to kill the wrong guy” (00:33:27-32). 

Lenny wants to create his own versions of truth, as Teddy indicates: 

TEDDY. You don’t want the truth. You make up your own truth. Like your police 

 file. It was complete when I gave it to you. Who took out the twelve 

 pages?25”  

LENNY. You, probably. 

TEDDY. No. It wasn’t me, see? It was you. 

LENNY. Why would I do that? 

TEDDY. To create a puzzle you could never solve. You know how many, how many 

 towns, how many John Gs or James Gs? I mean, shit, Lenny. I’m a fucking John 

 G. 

LENNY. Your name is Teddy. 

                                                 
25 Coincidentally, the “missing pages” detail is a recurring theme in Borges’s short stories. 
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TEDDY. My mother calls me Teddy. My name’s John Edward Gamel. Cheer up. 

 There’s plenty of John Gs for us to find. (01:45:48-01:46:19) 

Lenny even deliberately lies in his notes and sets up clues that would lead him to targeting Teddy 

as his wife’s murderer. After learning that Teddy took advantage of his condition in order to get 

him to kill someone, Lenny decides to get even with Teddy. Inside his car, while Teddy is 

outside looking for his lost car keys in the bushes, Lenny burns some Polaroid photos and writes 

on a blank flash card facts that would incriminate Teddy in his search for his wife’s killer. These 

facts will be Lenny’s next tattoo. He stares intently at Teddy from afar while he ponders his next 

move, “You think I just want another puzzle to solve? Another John G. to look for? You’re a 

John G. So you can be my John G. Do I lie to myself to be happy? In your case, Teddy, yes I 

will” (01:48:00-28). This will eventually become the next permutation of his reality, and the 

audience finally understands why the film starts with the scene where Lenny kills Teddy, whom 

Lenny has turned into the next “John G.” As Teddy tells Lenny, “Cheer up. There’s plenty of 

John G’s for us to find.” Lenny writes his own story and creates his own labyrinth. 

 While Jameson associates all things neo with “the random cannibalization of all the styles 

of the past, the play of random stylistic allusion” (18), Spicer sees a redeeming quality in neo-

noir films: “Although neo-noir has passed, as I have argued elsewhere, from a radical modernism 

to a more commodified postmodernism, it remains a form that continues to accommodate 

complex, difficult ideas and in which existentialist attitudes continue to flourish” (55). As a 

matter of fact, Guillermo del Toro, who was interviewed along with Nolan by Movieline in early 

2011, recalls that both del Toro’s film Pan’s Labyrinth (2006) and Nolan’s Memento were not 

easy to pitch to film distributors due to their complexities. Del Toro thanks producer Bob Berney 

for taking a chance on him and Nolan when other producers turned them down: “He said, ‘I like 
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it’ when everybody was saying it was difficult, it’s not going to find an audience, it’s too 

complex” (Yamato). Both films, as it turns out, fared well in the box office, with del Toro’s film 

grossing well over $37M and Nolan’s $25.5M in the United States alone (Box Office Mojo). It is 

evident, then, that Memento did not have any problem finding an audience. Does this mean that it 

is not as complex as one thought it was? Or perhaps today’s average moviegoer is becoming 

more sophisticated? Spicer identifies certain “shifts in patterns of consumption” that began in the 

1990s, which made possible the proliferation of independent films and, consequently, the 

blurring of the division between indies and big budget films, allowing neo-noir films to straddle 

between art house and mainstream: “audiences become increasingly knowledgeable, cine-

literate, capable of accepting and enjoying a degree of uncertainty and an enigmatic quality in 

characterization and narrative. The massive home consumption of films on video and now DVD 

has been an integral part of this process, allowing audiences to inspect films in great detail and 

enjoy the minutiae of knowing references” (55-56). In response to the new dynamics of 

consumption, “[c]ontemporary neo-noir filmmakers have used these conditions to experiment 

boldly in both narrative and subject matter” (56). 

 Bordwell explains that the experimental “complex narrative” trend has been predominant 

in contemporary U.S. cinema in the past couple of decades, which consists of “‘puzzle films’ 

(Primer), forking-path or alternative future films (Sliding Doors), network narratives26 (Babel, 

Crash), and other sorts” (Bordwell and Thompson 28). It relies largely on two important 

maneuvers: motivation and genre. Lenny’s anterograde amnesia serves as motivation in 

Memento, justifying the otherwise radical plot progression, and the recognizable film noir 

“genre” guides the audience in understanding the confusing narration (Bordwell and Thompson 

                                                 
26 Network narratives portray separate but interlinked stories. 
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29). This is where Memento compromises with Hollywood conventions: “Following27 and 

Memento find a structure that meets Hollywood’s demand that novel storytelling be motivated by 

appeal to genre and character psychology . . . As often happens outside Hollywood, a play with 

form doesn’t need such motivations—or alibis, if you like” (34). The motivation aspect, 

however, is where Nolan’s films moves away from Borges. In Borges’s short stories, the 

complex narratives are not necessarily justified by a motivation. While it is explained that Funes 

acquired his prodigious memory thanks to a horse-riding accident, the story does not offer any 

explanation for the other two extraordinary abilities that Funes possessed prior to the accident: to 

tell time with precision and to remember everyone’s full names. This is not an oversight or a plot 

hole on Borges’s part, since the narrator does call attention to this ambiguity. But, like the reader, 

the narrator is left dissatisfied with the lack of clarification: “Me dijo que antes de esa tarde 

lluviosa en que lo volteó el azulejo, él había sido lo que son todos los cristianos: un ciego, un 

sordo, un abombado, un desmemoriado. (Traté de recordarle su percepción exacta del tiempo, su 

memoria de nombres propios; no me hizo caso.)” (Obras 589). Both the narrator and the reader 

are forced to move on without resolving the discrepancy. 

 For Borges, the core of a plot consists of the characters’ actions, not the characters 

themselves, and one should take care not to provide excessive justification for them, a problem 

that he saw as rampant in films. In his review of John Ford’s The Informer (1935), for example, 

Borges criticizes this over-justification of the protagonist’s actions (“la excesiva motivación de 

los actos de su héroe”): 

Entiendo que el objeto perseguido es la verosimilitud, pero los directores 

cinematográficos—y los novelistas—suelen olvidar que las muchas justificaciones (y los 

                                                 
27 Following (1998) is Nolan’s debut feature film. 
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muchos pormenores circunstanciales) son contraproducentes. La realidad no es vaga, 

pero sí nuestra percepción general de la realidad; de ahí el peligro de justificar demasiado 

los actos o de inventar muchos detalles. (Borges qtd. in Cozarinski 38-9). 

Unlike Borges, Nolan cannot afford to leave any loose ends, but does this form of compliance 

necessarily neutralize and even subdue Borges’s fiction in the process of adaptation? As I have 

explored in this chapter, Borges borrowed from genre fiction and cinema, so his short stories are 

fairly discernible—digestible, in Nolan’s terms—for the reader, even if they introduce complex 

ideas. Shaw reminds us that, despite Borges’s complex narratives, one cannot deny that they 

simultaneously showcase his global appeal: “Without this instant appeal—and not only to a 

minority intellectual audience—Borges’s stories could never have attained the world-wide level 

of sales they have achieved. First and foremost, then, we must recognize Borges’ mastery of the 

art of story-telling itself” (2). Borges’s short stories strike a perfect balance between abstruse and 

accessible. 

 As for Nolan, it is clear that he pushes the limits of storytelling. The ending of Memento 

reveals to the viewer that Lenny sabotages his own detective search so that it will go on forever, 

like Ts’ui Pen’s labyrinthine book in Borges’s “El jardín”: “Antes de exhumar esta carta, yo me 

había preguntado de qué manera un libro puede ser infinito. No conjeturé otro procedimiento que 

el de un volumen cíclico, circular. Un volumen cuya última página fuera idéntica a la primera, 

con posibilidad de continuar indefinidamente” (Obras 573). Lenny’s search is also circular since 

he sets it up so that he would start over again each time he “resolves” the mystery. Memento is 

the cinematic equivalent of a re-readable analytic detective story, which in “Mysteries We 

Reread, Mysteries of Rereading: Poe, Borges, and the Analytic Detective Story” John Irwin 

classifies as the type of detective fiction that succeeds as “high art” and is associated with 
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“serious writing” (27). Irwin distinguishes analytic detective fiction, as invented by Poe and 

mastered by Borges, from adventure/quest romance detective fiction, as popularized by 

Raymond Chandler, in that Poe’s and Borges’s stories encourage unlimited rereading because 

the solution never exhausts the reader’s interest. There is a flashback scene in Memento where 

Lenny teases his wife about re-reading a novel she loves: 

LENNY. How can you read that again? 

LENNY’S WIFE. It’s good. 

LENNY. Yeah, but you’ve read that like a thousand times. 

LENNY’S WIFE. I enjoy it. 

LENNY. I always thought that the pleasure of a book is in wanting to know what 

 happens next. 

LENNY’S WIFE. Don’t be a prick. I’m not doing it to annoy you. I enjoy it. Just  let me 

 read, please. (00:55:35-57) 

This exchange between Lenny and his wife foreshadows Lenny’s eventual condition and reality, 

but it also comments on how Memento encourages multiple re-viewing. In fact, Nolan invites the 

viewer to explore alternative ways of watching the movie. In the DVD, there is an extra feature 

titled “reverse” that allows viewers to watch the black and white sequences, divided in multiple-

chapter sections, in reverse so that they can be viewed in chronological order. 
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CHAPTER II: HOLLYWOOD AND BORGES IN INCEPTION: A CASE OF MUTUAL 

CROSS-CULTURAL DECANONIZATION 

 In a 2010 interview with The New York Times28, Christopher Nolan revealed that the late 

Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges was the source of inspiration for his blockbuster film 

Inception. Indeed, in Inception there are direct forms of transtextual—to borrow Gerard 

Genette’s term—presence of Borges’s short story “El milagro secreto” (1944), which Nolan 

himself has openly acknowledged as a source-text for his film. There are also transtextual 

references to “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” (1940), one of Borges’s most famous short stories. 

However, Inception does not credit Borges’s works officially, since the film is an appropriation, 

rather than a direct adaptation, of Borges’s stories. An appropriation does not secure an explicit 

relationship with the adapted text (Sanders 26), a practice that is consistent with how 

postmodernists operate, according to Fredric Jameson: instead of quoting the source-text, they 

simply incorporate random bits and pieces of it in the form of pastiche, consequently blurring the 

lines between high art and commercial art (“Postmodernism” 14). Borges, therefore, appears as 

pastiche in Inception, a film that not only conveys postmodern aesthetics and explores 

postmodern themes, but also effectively captures the postmodern society associated with late 

capitalism, a society synonymous with multinational capitalism (Postmodernism xviii). As 

Daniel P. Malloy indicates in “The Business of Inception,” the true protagonists in Inception are 

the multinational corporations, while the characters are mere pawns “moved about at the will of 

the company” (81): Cobol Engineering hires Dominick “Dom” Cobb (Leonardo DiCaprio) to 

steal information from business magnate Saito’s (Ken Watanabe) mind. After Cobb fails in this 

attempt, Saito hires Cobb on behalf of his company Proclus Global. Cobb’s mission is to perform 

                                                 
28 Nolan’s quote from the interview is analyzed in Chapter 1 of the present study. 
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a highly complex mind control procedure using a dream infiltration method called inception on 

Robert Fischer (Cillian Murphy), heir of Saito’s business competitor Fischer-Morrow. This plot 

sets Inception apart from the typical heist films that usually feature a group of individuals 

executing a heist against banks and casinos. In those more traditional takes of the heist genre, 

one finds a confrontation between man and corporation, but in Inception the clash is between 

competing corporations. Furthermore, the fictional world of Inception is a highly globalized one, 

as the plot unfolds in the United States, France, Kenya, and Japan, even if some of the scenes 

were actually filmed elsewhere29. Similarly, Cobb’s team members hail from different parts of 

the world, just like the diverse cast that plays them. Inception ticks all the boxes in Jameson’s 

definition of a postmodern society. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Jameson senses trouble in the postmodern practice 

of pastiche, arguing that it not only fails to quote that which it imitates, but it also does not 

provide any commentary upon it, marking a break with the past (history). For Jameson, pastiche 

is gratuitous imitation, mimicry for the sake of mimicry, unlike parody, which mimics to 

comment on the unique idiosyncrasies of the mimicked object (“Postmodernism” 16). Other 

scholars offer less pessimistic views of pastiche, such as Umberto Eco in Reflections on the 

Name of the Rose. Eco, for whom postmodernism is less of a chronological phenomenon than it 

is a stylistic praxis, “a Kuntswollen, a way of operating” (66), sees pastiche as a necessary 

revisiting of the past that every cultural period must eventually undertake: “We could say that 

every period has its own postmodernism” (66). The avant-garde, Eco explains, sets out to destroy 

the past, but it will eventually reach a limit, at which the postmodern will then take over: “The 

                                                 
29 The Mombasa scenes were actually filmed in Tangiers, Morocco, while some of the Japan 
scenes were filmed in California. 
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postmodern reply to the modern30 consists of recognizing that the past, since it cannot really be 

destroyed, because its destruction leads to silence, must be revisited: but with irony, not 

innocently” (67). Unlike the avant-garde, the postmodern does not destroy the past, but rather 

incorporates a collage of bits and pieces of the past, an ironic revisiting as exemplified by the 

works of Borges, among others (68). This perspective challenges Jameson’s view of pastiche as 

evidence of a crisis in historicity. Contrary to Jameson, who regards Joyce as the Modernist 

writer par excellence, Eco actually considers Joyce as a borderline or at least an early 

postmodern writer whose fiction “initiates the postmodern discourse: it demands, in order to be 

understood, not the negation of the already said, but its ironic rethinking” (68). In any case, 

according to Anne Gossage in “‘Yon Fart Doth Smell of Elderberries Sweet’: South Park and 

Shakespeare,” pastiche has become commonplace in American popular culture, as typified by 

Comedy Central’s animated situational comedy South Park: “nothing can be done ‘straight’ 

anymore. Everything must be ironic, self-mocking, tongue-in-cheek. Such inter-textuality makes 

the audience feel clever, as they decipher each culture-mocking reference” (43). The American 

audience should thus be hospitable to pastiche-filled films like Inception, as moviegoers are 

eager to participate in the game of identification that such movies offer. 

 Inception was nominated for eight Academy Awards, bringing home four31, and for 

countless other awards around the globe, including an American Film Institute (AFI) Award for 

Movie of the Year. The official website for the AFI Awards describes Nolan’s film as “the most 

rare of movie miracles—an art film that succeeds as blockbuster entertainment.” Filmmakers 

know that they must make their films attractive to the masses in order to make a profit, so those 

                                                 
30 Eco is referring to the avant-garde. 
31 Best Achievement in Cinematography, Best Achievement in Sound Mixing, Best Achievement 
in Sound Editing, and Best Achievement in Visual Effects. 
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who want to produce art house films must find a way to strike that perfect balance. Borges 

himself appreciated the appeal of such a delicate balance in films, as documented by Edgardo 

Cozarinsky in Borges y/en/sobre el cine, and he was especially fond of “a cinema that in spite of 

Eisenstein and Welles could still seem an art unfettered by too many big names, a cinema that 

was, above all else, free of bibliographies and academies” (10). He dismissed Allardyce Nicoll, 

for instance, as “‘well versed in libraries, erudite in card catalogues, sovereign in files,’ but 

‘nearly illiterate in box-offices” (9), suggesting that academic erudition and filmmaking know-

how have nothing to do with each other. At the same time, he criticized Von Sternberg’s film 

Morocco (1930) for not being as intellectually stimulating as his earlier films: “Marruecos se 

deja ver con simpatía, pero no con el goce intelectual que causan la visión (y la revisión) de 

obras anteriores de Sternberg. No con el justo goce intelectual que produce La batida, la heroica” 

(32). He also lamented the fact that the effective techniques used in Von Sternberg’s earlier film 

Underworld (1927) had now been replaced by the over-the-top attempt to convert obvious 

Hollywood suburbs into a Moorish city for the film. Borges found the only saving grace for 

Marruecos in its plot and resolution: “En cambio, su argumento general es bueno, y su 

resolución en claridad, en desierto, en punto de partida otra vez, es la de nuestro primer Martín 

Fierro o la de la novela Sanín del ruso Arzibashef” (32). 

 Nolan’s films are a testament to the director’s awareness of the importance of plot and 

resolution. He is also aware of the connotation that a Borges reference entails, hence the 

apologetic label “highfalutin” that he assigned to Borges. The British-American director knows 

his target audience well, and Inception appears to be an effort to mix Borges into the otherwise 

typical high-octane action movie formula in order to give credibility to the director as a master of 

his craft while securing a wide and varied audience. 
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 Postmodern culture seeks to decanonize culture by effacing the boundaries between 

genres and styles, and problematizing the high culture/low culture binary. Let us review Ihab 

Hassan’s definition of decanonization in relation to postmodernism: 

In the largest sense, this applies to all canons, all conventions of authority. We are 

witnessing, Lyotard argues again, a massive “delegitimation” of the mastercodes in 

society, a desuetude of the metanarratives, favoring instead “les petites histoires,” which 

preserve the heterogeneity of language games. Thus, from the “death of god” to the 

“death of the author” and “death of the father,” from the derision of authority to revision 

of the curriculum, we decanonize culture, demystify knowledge, deconstruct the 

languages of power, desire, deceit. (Pluralism 505) 

The fact that Inception is a successful hybrid of art house and commercial entertainment, and 

other Hollywood blockbusters have followed suit, as I will discuss later, suggests that Borges’s 

fiction plays a role in the increasing deligitimation or decanonization of Hollywood 

entertainment. In turn, Hollywood may help make Borges’s work become increasingly 

mainstream, as cinematographic adaptations of Borges are gradually moving away from the off-

kilter art house films to the more commercial movies. 

 

2.1. From Off-Kilter to Blockbuster, or Somewhere in Between 

 Stylistically, Inception is more postmodern than Memento in the sense that it exhibits a 

much more eclectic mixing of genres and styles. As Joseph Gordon-Levitt, who plays one of the 

main characters in the movie, affirms, “Christopher Nolan takes great care to pay scrupulous 

homage to the classics: to, you know, the old good James Bond movies, to Hitchcock movies or 

even the Matrix movies” (“Joseph Gordon-Levitt interview at Inception world premiere”). Like 
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its predecessor, Inception also borrows from film noir, this time exploiting the gangster genre 

down to the sharp suits and big guns. Even the name of Cobb’s deceased femme fatale wife Mal 

(Marion Cotillard), short for Mallorie, could very well be a modified form of “moll,” the term 

used for a gangster’s girlfriend, as it is pronounced the same way. Inception also places more 

emphasis on the mise-en-abyme narrative, in the form of a dream within a dream plot, a classic 

postmodern device. At the same time, Inception is much more distinctly packaged as 

commercial, as opposed to art house as in Memento’s case. This was a decisive move on the 

director’s part: “‘What I tried to do in Inception is build on what I’d done with Memento,’ says 

Nolan . . . ‘but the tropes were very familiar from film noir, from crime movies: the gun in the 

drawer, the tied-up man in the closet. Here we tried to do the same thing with action movie 

tropes’” (Johnson 66). The more complex the proposed plot is, the more commercial the film’s 

packaging needs to be if the objective is to appeal to as many viewers as possible. Filmmaker 

and critic Brian D. Johnson, who characterizes Inception as “a rare hybrid of Hollywood 

grandeur and intellectual bravado” (65) among mindless summer movies, wonders if the 

intellectual bravado may not overpower the Hollywood grandeur, potentially causing the film to 

fall flat against summer sequels and remakes: “might there be too much meaning and purpose for 

a summer crowd seeking escape? At the L.A. media preview, the overwhelming consensus was 

positive, but many worried the movie may be too smart for the average car-crash connoisseur” 

(66). 

 David Bordwell, who dubs Nolan’s films as pioneers of innovative storytelling in an 

otherwise relatively static Hollywood tradition, believes that the key to Nolan’s success is  

“comprehensible complexity: How do you build more elaborate structures and still not lose your 

audience? How do you design a labyrinth that contains enough linkages to guide your viewer 
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toward a unified experience? This is a problem that confronts any filmmaker who tries for 

ambitious storytelling within the tradition of mainstream American cinema” (“Our new e-book 

on Christopher Nolan!”). The trick to achieving comprehensible complexity is the effective 

balance between complexity and familiarity. The viewers feel that their brain is getting a good 

workout, but not so strenuous an exercise that it leaves them feeling frustrated by the inability to 

follow the plot. Of course, comprehensible complexity implies a certain degree of compromise in 

which the filmmaker sacrifices certain aspects of the film in order to meet the market’s demands, 

the sort of compliance that Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer condemn in “The Culture 

Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception” (1944). Adorno and Horkheimer’s central argument 

is that films, along with other cultural products of mass consumption, have become utterly 

formulaic, infected with an inflexible sameness (94). Bordwell is clearly not as pessimistic, for 

he recognizes that, in reality, “Hollywood doesn’t suffocate all originality. It encourages 

innovation, at least to some degree. Novelty can attract attention, and perhaps audiences too. Yet 

such innovations must be blended with traditional storytelling maneuvers. These assure that the 

viewer doesn’t get utterly lost in the course of the film” (Bordwell and Thompson 28). 

 Nolan’s strategy to offset the “smart” was to make sure that there is enough exposition in 

the film to guide the audience through the complex labyrinthine plot: “In fact, Inception’s script 

is so laden with exposition that it would seem to break a cardinal role of screenwriting: show, 

don’t tell. But Nolan insists that ‘the heist movie is the one genre where exposition is not just 

allowed—it’s demanded’” (Johnson 66). Ellen Paige’s character, aptly named Ariadne32, is the 

                                                 
32 In Greek mythology, Ariadne is the daughter of Cretan king Minos, who keeps a Minotaur in a 
labyrinth. Having conquered Athens, Minos demands of Athenians yearly sacrifices of seven 
maidens and seven young men for the half-bull, half-man creature. Athens hero Theseus follows 
enamored Ariadne’s red thread into and out of the labyrinth, where he slays the Minotaur to save 
the youths. 
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perfect platform for exposition, since the young architecture student is a newcomer to master 

thief Cobb’s team, justifying her constant inquiries and, in response, the clear and patient 

explanations given by Cobb and his right-hand man Arthur (Joseph Gordon-Levitt). Some may 

think that Nolan overcompensated in exposition and explanation, but this form of 

comprehensible complexity has certainly worked in his favor, as Inception has garnered 

international success without sacrificing the intricate plot. Still, the marketing for the movie 

posed a steep challenge to the production team, according to The Hollywood Reporter’s Carl 

DiOrio, “as the pic’s cerebral mix of brain-teasing plot points and effects-driven fantasy defies 

easy characterization in a one-sheet tagline or even a trailer . . . ” The studio executives turned to 

media technology to razzle-dazzle potential viewers without undermining the film’s substance: 

“The studio sought to build awareness and buzz early by select media buys. Promos keying on 

complexity and vagueness of the pic’s plot include Verizon Wireless’ ‘Inception: Mind Crime’ 

game, which is promised to help moviegoers ‘unlock some of the secrets of the story both before 

and after they see the film.’” 

 The reliance on exposition is evident even in the official trailers for Inception. One of the 

trailers features Cobb as a homodiegetic narrator meticulously explaining the premise of the 

movie, instead of an extradiegetic announcer providing a simple synopsis as one would typically 

find in a commercial movie trailer. As a result, it sounds as if DiCaprio the actor himself is 

speaking instead of his character Cobb: “What’s the most resilient parasite? An idea. A single 

idea from the human mind can build cities. An idea can transform the world and rewrite all the 

rules.” The viewers only realize that it is the character who is actually speaking when he finally 

says, “Which is why I have to steal it.” But in the end he is still speaking to the audience, and not 

to the other characters. In the next scene Cobb the character is explaining, yet again, the rules to 
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newcomer Ariadne and giving her a tour of a dreamscape. Following this sequence is the 

significant emphasis on the action movie aspect: fighting and chasing scenes, collapsing 

buildings, big guns, explosions, loud arguments, not even counting the booming bass note in the 

music score33, which has become so iconic that many subsequent action movies have adopted 

it—or variations of it—in their commercial trailers. The message to the potential viewers is 

clear: Inception may contain a complex plot, but the viewers need not worry, as it promises to 

provide them with ample explanations throughout the narrative. Even if the viewers feel lost, 

there will be enough action-packed scenes to keep them entertained. Perhaps, then, not 

advertising Borges’s influence on Inception in the trailers or any other form of advertisement is 

not only justifiable, but also a sensible move, seeing that the movie was not meant to be a direct 

adaptation of the writer’s work. “[A] highfalutin reference” might have intimidated and 

consequently driven away the film’s target audience, which extends beyond those who are 

familiar with Borges’s work. At the same time, Nolan’s acknowledgement of Borges’s influence 

in interviews also shows the director’s awareness of Borges’s cultural capital, and a reference to 

his work promises Borges readers a movie that is much smarter than your average summer flick. 

Gordon-Levitt, who otherwise prefers working for independent films than mainstream movie 

productions, clarified that Inception might follow the traditional Hollywood formula but adds a 

unique twist that distinguishes it from, or even places it above, the typical Hollywood fare. 

 The deliberate effort on exposition in Inception may be interpreted as an 

oversimplification of the intricate plot offerings in Borges’s fiction34, but this is consistent with 

                                                 
33 Composed by Hans Zimmer. 
34 Film critic Charles Reese argues that, although the influence of Borges in Inception is evident, 
Nolan’s film is boring because “Cobb spends too much time spouting technobabble, an attempt 
to somehow make the fantasy sound more plausible. At least a quarter of the film is spent 
detailing arbitrary rules” (Reese). 
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how popular culture generally operates. The fact that film noir adopts its existentialist ideas from 

hard-boiled detective fiction writers such as Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, and Cornell 

Woolrich, rather than directly from Sartre and other philosophical thinkers, points to “the ways 

in which popular culture assimilates ideas and attitudes that are difficult, complex, and 

challenging” (Spicer 48). For this reason, it can be argued that the simplification of Borges’s 

stories in films like Inception leads to the democratization of Borges, as it opens access to a 

wider audience by making his short stories become more readable. Penguin Classics for its part 

commissioned illustrator Peter Sís to help create a friendlier “Alice-through-the-Looking-Glass” 

version of Borges’s The Book of Imaginary Beings that would “appeal to fantasy fans of all 

stripes and ages” (book jacket). This illustrated edition can be found in youth targeted Urban 

Outfitters stores, sharing shelf space with hip titles such as Mariah Bear’s First World Problems: 

63 things that totally suck and Emma Koenig’s F*ck! I’m in My Twenties. 

 Borges himself simplified esoteric knowledge for his readers in his short stories, which is  

the main appeal of Borges’s fiction for mainstream Hollywood. This is one aspect of Borges that 

tends to be overshadowed by his image as an inaccessible writer, which in turn undermines his 

role in the democratization of knowledge. Swanson argues that Borges’s language is actually not 

as abstruse as it is often portrayed: “Those readers who characterize Borges as a ‘difficult’ high 

modernist might do well to remember this: his stories, while in many ways complex, are usually 

linguistically straightforward and formally very tightly constructed” (89). In Borges and the 

Politics of Form, José Eduardo González goes further to call attention to the “commodification 

of knowledge” in Borges’s fiction, which results in “making accessible to the non-specialized 

reader the products of highly specialized fields of knowledge in a form designed to make it easier 

for the reader to ‘consume’ them—and enjoy consuming them” (73). Therefore, while Nolan’s 
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films may democratize Borges, it should also be acknowledged that Borges himself played a 

significant role in democratizing knowledge, such as science, philosophy and literature theory. In 

fact, according to Alberto Rojo in Borges y la física cuántica: un científico en la biblioteca 

infinita, it is common practice for scientists to use Borges’s short stories as examples to help 

explain complex scientific theories: “En todos estos casos las citas y referencias funcionan como 

ejemplos metafóricos que dan brillo a la prosa opaca de las explicaciones técnicas” (20). Now, to 

what extent does the democratization of knowledge in Borges’s short stories actually minimize 

the knowledge gap? 

 In “Mass Media Flow and Differential Growth in Knowledge” (1970), P.J. Tichenor, 

G.A. Donohue and C.N. Olien hypothesize a positive correlation between a widening knowledge 

gap between different socioeconomic groups and the increasing input levels of mass media 

information. Assuming that education is an indicator of socioeconomic status, the researchers 

hold that those from higher socioeconomic groups are not only more capable of processing and 

verbalizing the information imparted by the mass media, but they are also more interested in it. 

Meanwhile, those belonging to lower socioeconomic groups are relatively slower to absorb the 

information or even ignore it altogether. This hypothesis is in line with Pierre Bourdieu’s 

concept of habitus, which is defined as a generative set of dispositions that influence how an 

individual perceives and reacts to the world around him/her (The Logic of Practice). The 

investigators specify, however, that the knowledge gap thesis applies primarily to the mass print 

media dissemination of information related to specialized topics such as science and public 

affairs, as opposed to television and more audience-friendly subjects such as the stock market 

and sports. In fact, the article recognizes television’s role in democratizing knowledge across 

socioeconomic groups: “Since television use tends to be less correlated with education, there is a 



 65

possibility that television may be a ‘knowledge leveler’ in some areas” (170). What this means to 

my analysis is that, while Borges widens the access to esoteric knowledge through his short 

stories, in order to benefit from such access one must be a Borges reader in the first place. It is, 

then, blockbuster movies like Inception that act as the ultimate “knowledge levelers,” as they are 

the ones that truly have the power to transmit a message to a wide diverse audience, especially 

today with all the available technology that makes movie viewing that much easier. 

 At the same time, the presence of Borges’s fiction as pastiche in Nolan’s films may create 

a certain division among viewers, as only a few will be able to recognize the Borgesian 

references. In “Philosophies of Comedy in O Brother, Where Art Thou?”35 Douglas McFarland 

identifies pastiche with the postmodern pleasure of participating in a “game of identification” 

that gives way to “an ‘exclusive community,’ one detached from both traditional socioeconomic 

classifications and conventional ethical codes” (47-8). To put it bluntly, pastiche deliberately 

creates intellectual elitism (Dyer 2007), and directors like Nolan are evidently aware of and even 

capitalize on the “highfalutin” Borgesian references in their films. Under those circumstances, it 

can be argued that Borges serves as coded difference for Hollywood, a process that can be 

elucidated with Jean Baudrillard’s theories on consumerism in his earlier works: The System of 

Objects (Le système des objets, 1968), The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures (La société 

de consommation, 1970), and For a Critique of the Political Economy of Sign (Pour une critique 

de l’économie politique du signe, 1972). 

 In his extensive study of the consumer society, Baudrillard supplements Marxian theories 

with post-structuralist semiotics to explain the mechanism of consumption. He argues that the 

                                                 
35 McFarland’s article analyzes the Coen Brothers’ O Brother, Where Art Thou (2000), a film 
regarded by scholars as a prime example of postmodern pastiche (based on Homer’s Odyssey). 
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Marxian concepts of use-value and exchange-value are no longer sufficient to explain the inner 

workings of an industrial (and beyond) consumer society, and suggests that one take into account 

the sign-value of the object. In The System of Objects, Baudrillard explains that consumption 

involves more than the satisfaction of needs, and the mere acts of buying, possessing, enjoying 

and spending are not the equivalent of consuming (217). Instead, Baudrillard views consumption 

as language in the same way that Saussure saw language as a system of signs: “consumption is 

the virtual totality of all objects and messages ready-constituted as a more or less coherent 

discourse. If it has any meaning at all, consumption means an activity consisting of the 

systematic manipulation of signs” (218; italics in original). An object is turned into a sign, where 

it becomes a sign-object and assumes a sign-value, signifying to a systematic relationship 

between itself and other sign-objects in which it establishes what sets it apart from other sign-

objects, its difference. Let us take a look at the example Baudrillard provides in The Consumer 

Society: Myths and Structures: “Thus the washing machine serves as an appliance and acts as an 

element of prestige, comfort, etc. It is strictly this latter field which is the field of consumption” 

(77). The washing machine does not merely serve a function, i.e., to wash clothes, but it also 

represents a specific social meaning for the buyer. Therefore, when an individual purchases a 

particular model or series of a washing machine, he or she is choosing one that would 

communicate (signify) a message to other individuals, e.g., social status. Just as the particular 

washing machine model (sign-object) establishes its difference from other washing machine 

models (other sign-objects), the individual who purchases it communicates his or her own 

difference from and likeness to other individuals. From this point of view, we can interpret 

Hollywood’s appropriation of Borges as the reification of Borges into a sign-object that signifies 

a new model of Hollywood blockbuster cinema that differentiates it from the typical Hollywood 
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blockbuster entertainment. In other words, Borges serves as coded difference in Hollywood: 

“The sign object is neither given nor exchanged: it is appropriated, withheld and manipulated by 

individual subjects as a sign, that is, as coded difference. Here lies the object of consumption” 

(Consumer 65). 

 Borges as social meaning and coded difference explains why, as Daniel Balderston points 

out, the 2002 edition of Herbert Asbury’s book The Gangs of New York includes a foreword by 

Borges, just in time for the release of Martin Scorcese’s widely popular film Gangs of New York 

(2003), despite the fact that “Borges’s sketch of Monk Eastman takes off from a completely 

different part of Asbury’s book than the Scorsese film” (30). It has to do with what David 

Harvey, drawing from Baudrillard, identifies in The Condition of Postmodernity: An Enquiry 

into the Origins of Cultural Change as a manipulation of taste, opinion, and desires through the 

construction of signs and sign systems, which is Western capitalism’s main interest as opposed 

to the commodities themselves (287). 

 

2.2. Borgesian Palimpsests 

Borgesian presence in Inception is more apparent than the traces in Memento. After Cobb 

and Arthur botch their mission to steal Japanese businessman Saito’s expansion plans, they 

expect a harsh punishment from client company Cobol Engineering. Arthur plans to hide in the 

United States, while Cobb confides to his partner that he is heading to Buenos Aires. Interpreting 

the mere mention of the Argentine capital as a reference to Borges may sound like overreaching, 

but Nolan’s open acknowledgement of Borges’s influence in this film makes it quite legitimate 

to consider it as a form of homage to the celebrated writer. In fact, in Inception there are 

transtextual traces of Borges’s works, with transtextuality defined by Gérard Genette as “all that 
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sets the text in a relationship, whether obvious or concealed, with other texts” (Palimpsests 1). If 

“strange cousins” Funes and Lenny set Borges’s short story “Funes el memorioso” and Nolan’s 

film Memento in a concealed relationship with each other, the allusions to Borges are more 

obvious in Inception. 

Nolan was thinking of “El milagro secreto” when he referenced Borges’s story that 

features “a guy facing a firing squad who wants more time to finish a story in his head, and he’s 

granted more time by time slowing down, as the bullet travels between the gun and him” 

(Itzkoff) in the 2010 New York Times interview. “El milagro secreto” transports the reader to 

1939 Prague, where Jewish writer and intellectual Jaromir Hladík is sentenced to execution by 

the Gestapo firing squad. He asks God to give him more time to finish his play “Los enemigos”: 

“Si de algún modo existo, si no soy una de tus repeticiones y erratas, existo como autor de Los 

enemigos. Para llevar a término ese drama, que puede justificarme y justificarte, requiero un 

año más. Otórgame esos días, Tú de Quien son los siglos y el tiempo” (Obras 616-7; italics in 

original). In one of Inception’s early scenes36 where Cobb is brought over to see the aging Saito, 

the Japanese businessman recognizes Cobb’s totem, a spinning top, and says, “I know what this 

is. I’ve seen one before. Many, many years ago. It belonged to a man I met in a half-remembered 

dream. A man possessed of some radical notions” (00:02:30-46). This is fairly similar to the plot 

in Hladík’s initially incomplete play “Los enemigos”: “En la primera escena del primer acto, un 

desconocido visita a Roemerstadt. (Un reloj da las siete, una vehemencia de último sol exalta los 

cristales, el aire atrae una arrebatada y reconocible música húngara.) A esta visita siguen otras; 

Roemerstadt no conoce las personas que lo importunan, pero tiene la incómoda impresión de 

haberlos visto ya, tal vez en un sueño...” (Obras 616). This type of transtextual relationship is 

                                                 
36 Like Memento, Inception begins with one of the ending scenes, creating a sense of circularity 
in the narrative. 
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what Genette calls hypertextuality, which he likens to a palimpsest reading and defines it as 

essentially “any relationship uniting a text B (which I shall call the hypertext) to an earlier text A 

(I shall, of course, call it the hypotext), upon which it is grafted in a manner that is not that of 

commentary” (5). Another aspect that sets the hypertext Inception with its hypotext “El milagro 

secreto” is the dream theme, which informs the entire plot in both Borges’s short story and 

Nolan’s film. In fact, “El milagro secreto” begins with Hladík’s dream, just as Inception begins 

with one of the dream layers that Cobb and his team designed, the (re)encounter between Cobb 

and Saito at Saito’s Japanese castle. 

 The references to “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” are also apparent in Inception. In this 

short story, homodiegetic narrator Borges and his friend Bioy Casares investigate an 

encyclopedia article that claims the existence of a region called Uqbar. Only Bioy’s copy of the 

Anglo-American Cyclopaedia contains this four-page article, which suggests that it is a pirated 

copy. The article matches the rest of the encyclopedia in style and tone, but the implausible 

descriptions suggest that Uqbar is an imaginary land. Nevertheless, the article fascinates Borges 

the narrator, particularly the section about the literature of Uqbar: “Un solo rasgo memorable: 

anotaba que la literatura de Uqbar era de carácter fantástico y que sus epopeyas y sus leyendas 

no se referían jamás a la realidad, sino a las dos regiones imaginarias de Mlejnas y de Tlön...” 

(Obras 515). Borges subsequently accumulates information about Tlön, and the extraordinary 

details make him wonder, 

¿Quiénes inventaron a Tlön? El plural es inevitable, porque la hipótesis de un solo 

inventor—de un infinito Leibniz obrando en la tiniebla y en la modestia—ha sido 

descartada unánimemente. Se conjetura que este brave new world es obra de una 

sociedad secreta de astrónomos, de biólogos, de ingenieros, de metafísicos, de poetas, de 



 70

químicos, de algebristas, de moralistas, de pintores, de geómetras... dirigidos por un 

oscuro hombre de genio.” (Obras 517-8) 

The description of a secret society, its name revealed later in the story as Orbis Tertius, that 

creates an imaginary world matches the profile of Cobb’s team in Inception. Each member of 

Cobb’s team possesses a unique set of skills and together they secretly design, create and 

populate an elaborate world through lucid dreaming. 

 The idea of a totem in Inception also seems to be a palimpsestuous reference to the object 

called “hrön” in Borges’s story. A hrön is a secondary object or a duplicate of a preceding object, 

and it is an ideal/idealized, but not less real, version of the original: 

La duplicación de objetos perdidos. Dos personas buscan un lápiz; la primera lo 

encuentra y no dice nada; la segunda encuentra un segundo lápiz no menos real, pero más 

ajustado a su expectativa. Esos objetos secundarios se llaman hrönir y son, aunque de 

forma desairada, un poco más largos. Hasta hace poco los hrönir fueron hijos casuales de 

la distracción y el olvido. (Obras 524) 

In Inception, a totem is a small personal object that serves as an anchor to reality (the preceding 

object) for the owner of the totem: 

ARTHUR. Yeah. So, a totem. You need a small object, potentially heavy.  Something 

 you can have on you that no one else knows. 

ARIADNE. Like a coin? 

ARTHUR. No. It needs to be more unique than that. (00:33:50-00:34-02) 

The description of the totem as a small, potentially heavy object is similar to the description of 

the peculiar cone-shaped object that the narrator in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” discovers, as 
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told in his postscript37: “Esos conos pequeños y muy pesados (hechos de un metal que no es de 

este mundo) son imagen de la divinidad, en ciertas religiones de Tlön” (Obras 527). In Inception, 

only the owner is supposed to know the exact qualities of the totem: its weight, balance, and feel. 

For instance, Arthur’s totem is a loaded die, Ariadne’s totem is a bishop chess piece, and Cobb’s 

totem is a spinning top. Cobb spins his totem on a flat surface every time he needs to verify that 

he is no longer in someone else’s dream. Therefore, it can be said that a totem is a reference to 

reality (its referent). The totems travel with their respective owners as they go from one dream 

level to the next, but one must be in sleep mode before progressing to the next level. In this 

sense, each participant duplicates him/herself and leaves behind a sleeping self in each preceding 

level, while creating a waking self in the newest or deepest level. The metaphysicians of Tlön 

imagine a similar scenario, among many other possibilities, when they are trying to comprehend 

the mechanics of time: “Otra, que mientras dormimos aquí, estamos despiertos en otro lado y que 

así cada hombre es dos hombres” (Obras 521). Since the totem travels with its owner, it also 

duplicates itself every time it enters a new dreamscape, like the hrönir (plural form of hrön) that 

can reproduce themselves infinitely: “Hecho curioso: los hrönir de segundo y de tercer grado—

los hrönir derivados de otro hrön, los hrönir derivados del hrön de un hrön . . .” (Obras 524). In 

other words, reality can multiply itself infinitely in an endless mise-en-abyme both in Inception 

(dream within a dream within a dream and so on) and in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” 

(everything is a copy, a hrön). 

                                                 
37 The narrator’s postscript, dated 1947, reveals that what the reader has read up to that point is 
an abridged copy of an article published in 1940 (the year that “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” was 
published): “Reproduzco el artículo anterior tal como apareció en la Antología de la literatura 

fantástica, 1940, sin otra escisión que algunas metáforas y que una especie de resumen burlón 
que ahora resulta frívolo. Han ocurrido tantas cosas desde esa fecha... Me limitaré a recordarlas” 
(Obras 525). The inclusion of this postscript further intensifies the confusion between reality and 
fiction that the story establishes from the beginning. 
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Inception does not quote its source-text “El milagro secreto” and “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis 

Tertius” explicitly, which makes the film an appropriation and not a direct adaptation of 

Borges’s story, as is consistent with how postmodernists operate: “[t]hey no longer ‘quote’ such 

‘texts’ . . . they incorporate them, to the point where the line between high art and commercial 

forms seems increasingly difficult to draw” (Jameson, “Postmodernism” 14). Inception has 

accomplished just that, and critics commend Nolan for producing a rare hybrid of art film quality 

and blockbuster entertainment. 

 

2.3. Time and Space: Postmodern Concerns 

“El milagro secreto” opens with an epigraph that sets up its principal theme: 

Y Dios lo hizo morir durante cien años 

y luego lo animó y le dijo: 

—¿Cuánto tiempo has estado aquí? 

—Un día o parte de un día, respondió. 

Alcorán, II, 261. 

As the Quran quote suggests, “El milagro secreto” challenges the traditional notion of time. In 

the Quran story, a man had been dead for a hundred years, but since this is the equivalent of one 

day in the afterlife, the reanimated man perceives having been dead for only one day. In Borges’s 

short story, God grants Hladík his wish as the firing squad receives the discharge command, and 

Hladík finishes his play before the bullets reach him. The same radical notion of time is proposed 

in Inception, where temporal perceptions differ between the real world and the dream world. 

Major corporations hire skilled thieves like Cobb to steal ideas from targeted individuals’ minds. 

The heist is carried out through dream sharing, a program that was initially developed by the 
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military as a combat training module for soldiers. Dream sharing starts with a designated 

dreamer, who creates and builds the dream world and then brings other subjects into this space; 

in turn, the subjects populate the dream world with projections of their subconscious, who look 

like regular passers-by. It is similar to the setup in Borges’s story “Las ruinas circulares,” where 

a magician realizes that he, who creates men through his dreams, was also conceived through 

someone else’s dream. In this world, the dreamer and the subjects can interact with each other, 

and they can even communicate with the subconscious, which is one of the ways in which the 

thieves extract information. Meanwhile, in the real world their bodies remain still, in a passive or 

sleeping state, as they are sedated, while their minds are active, similar to what Hladík 

experiences: “Hladík ensayó un grito, una sílaba, la torsión de una mano. Comprendió que estaba 

paralizado” (Obras 618). 

 In the case of Inception, wealthy businessman Saito wants Cobb’s team to perform an 

even more implausible operation called inception, where the goal is to plant an idea inside the 

mind of Robert Fischer, heir to Saito’s business competitor. In order to accomplish this, Cobb 

would have to go three levels deep into Fischer’s subconscious through a multiple-layered dream 

expedition. Lured by Saito’s promise to clear his murder charge—he is falsely accused of killing 

his own wife—, which would allow him to go back to the United States and finally be reunited 

with his children, Cobb quickly assembles his team: partner and point man Arthur, dreamscape 

architect Ariadne, impersonator and forger Eames (Tom Hardy), and pharmacologist Yusuf 

(Dileep Rao), who provides the powerful sedative Somnacin. 

 Newcomer Ariadne is surprised to learn on her first shared dream experience that what 

felt like a lengthy and detailed tour of the dreamscape only equaled five minutes of sleep: 

ARIADNE. Five minutes? What...we were talking for, like, at least an hour. 



 74

COBB. In a dream, your mind functions more quickly, therefore time seems to feel more 

 slow. 

ARTHUR. Five minutes in the real world gives you an hour in the dream. (00:28:41-54) 

As Yusuf explains, Somnacin accelerates brain function about twenty times in the dream, giving 

them even more time than they would have with a regular sedative. Somnacin allows Cobb and 

his team to have an experience akin to what Jameson describes as the postmodern experience, 

which, freed from any ties with the past, consists of a present that “engulfs the subject with 

indescribable vividness, a materiality of perception properly overwhelming . . . with heightened 

intensity, bearing a mysterious charge of affect, here described in the negative terms of anxiety 

and loss of reality, but which one could just as well imagine in the positive terms of euphoria, a 

high, an intoxicatory or hallucinogenic intensity” (Postmodernism 28). The effect of Somnacin is 

compounded with each dream layer. If the first level down gives them one week, the second 

level down gives them six months, and the third one gives them ten years. In “Where Time 

Stands Still,” Indalecio García observes that both “El milagro secreto” and Inception delineate 

the relation between the mind and temporality, arguing that the difference in perceptions of time 

between the real world and dreams is the result of the mind performing modifications on time 

(218). “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” proposes a similar theory: “He dicho que los hombres de ese 

planeta conciben el universo como una serie de procesos mentales, que no se desenvuelven en el 

espacio sino de modo sucesivo en el tiempo” (Obras 519). However, drawing from Aristotle, 

García argues that time is as much of a mental product in the real world as it is in dreams, so 

what truly takes place in dreams, as shown in Inception, is timelessness, since in dreams there is 

no sense of before and after (222). This is why Cobb keeps seeing his two children perpetually 

repeating the same actions as if they were “caught in a loop,” as “Cobb’s dreamed perception is 
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trapped by eternal nows. Being deprived of proper temporal successions, these remembered 

objects don’t change. There’s neither a before nor an after. Moments occur simultaneously” 

(226). The same understanding of time as consisting of eternal nows without a past (before) nor a 

future (after) is explored in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius”: 

Una de las escuelas de Tlön llega a negar el tiempo: razona que el presente es indefinido, 

que el futuro no tiene realidad sino como esperanza presente, que el pasado no tiene 

realidad sino como recuerdo presente. Otra escuela declara que ha transcurrido ya todo el 

tiempo y que nuestra vida es apenas el recuerdo o reflejo crepuscular, y sin duda falseado 

y mutilado, de un proceso irrecuperable. (Obras 520-1) 

 In conjunction with the radical notion of time, one must also consider the role of space in 

Borges’s work in order to grasp how he plays with the concepts of reality and dream. It is worth 

investing as much effort in studying the spatial as in the temporal aspect in Borges’s fictions, 

because they are equally important and interdependent themes in stories like “La muerte y la 

brújula,” where paying attention to both aspects is key to finding a solution to the mystery: “Los 

tres lugares, en efecto, eran equidistantes. Simetría en el tiempo (3 de diciembre, 3 de enero, 3 de 

febrero); simetría en el espacio, también . . . ” (Obras 607). In “El milagro secreto,” Hladik 

imagines all the possible ways in which his execution would take place, like the infinite 

permutations of a game of chess: “Antes del día prefijado por Julius Rothe, murió centenaries de 

muertes, en patios cuyas formas y cuyos ángulos fatigaban la geometría, ametrallado por 

soldados variables, en número cambiante, que a veces lo ultimaban desde lejos; otras, desde muy 

cerca” (Obras 614). We can see that these permutations have as much to do with space as they 

do with time, as they take place “en patios cuyas formas y cuyos ángulos fatigaban la 

geometría.” Rojo, who reads “El milagro secreto” and “El jardín de senderos que se bifurcan” 
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(1944) as scientific theories, evokes Einstein in elucidating that Hladik’s mental perception of 

time reveals that, like time, space is also relative: “Con Einstein, el tiempo ingresa en la 

coreografía del espacio. Si el tiempo ya no es absoluto y depende de la velocidad de quien lo 

mida, entonces el espacio también es relativo” (80). After all, the idea that a longer time period 

can be contained within a shorter one is not only a temporal conundrum, but also a spatial one. 

 In his attempt to solve how one hour in the dreamscape can fit into five minutes in the 

real world, García turns to Aristotle’s theory of time as an aspect of our perception of motion: 

“When we perceive movement, we say that time has passed. To perceive any movement means 

to perceive time, which is the measure of the movement” (219-220). This would explain why in 

some of Borges’s short stories trains are an integral part of the narrative, as they serve as vehicles 

that transport the characters between two opposite sites: city and countryside, dream and reality; 

e.g., “El jardín de senderos que se bifurcan,” “El sur,” “La muerte y la brújula.” It makes sense, 

then, that a train would also have an essential function in Inception. After spending 50 years 

together in a dreamscape that they built together, Cobb decides that it is time for him and Mal to 

go back to reality, but at this point Mal had already accepted the dreamscape as reality and 

refuses to leave. Cobb resorts to performing inception on her mind and convinces her to lie down 

together on a railway track for a train to hit them, as death is the only escape, the only way back 

to reality: “You’re waiting for a train. A train that will take you far away. You know where you 

hope the train will take you, but you can’t be sure. Yet it doesn’t matter” (02:04:29-46). The train 

serves as a transport between reality and dream, but the difference between the two realms 

remains blurry, much as in Borges’s stories, where a train ride is always imbued with a certain 

sense of the surreal.  
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 The protagonists in Borges’s stories usually find themselves in a deserted station and 

aboard an almost empty train car, as in the following examples from several stories: “No había 

casi nadie en el andén” (“El jardín,” Obras 569); “El tren paró en una silenciosa estación de 

cargas, Lönnrot bajó. Era una de esas tardes desiertas que aparecen amaneceres” (“La muerte y 

la brújula,” Obras 608); “Dahlmann recorrió los vagones y dio con uno casi vacío” (“El sur,” 

Obras 634)]. On board the train, they sometimes find a peculiar group of passengers: “unos 

labradores, una enlutada, un joven que leía con fervor los Anales de Tácito, un soldado herido y 

feliz” (“El jardín,” Obras 569). The train then suddenly stops in the middle of nowhere: “Se 

detuvo, casi en medio del campo” (“El jardín,” Obras 570); “se detuvo, casi en medio del 

campo” (“El sur,” Obras 635). The protagonists become disoriented because the conductor either 

does not announce the station or announces that the train will stop at a different station from the 

originally scheduled one: “Nadie gritó el nombre de la estación” (“El jardín,” Obras 570); “De 

esa conjetura fantástica lo distrajo el inspector, que al ver su boleto, le advirtió que el tren no lo 

dejaría en la estación de siempre sino en otra, un poco anterior y apenas conocida por 

Dahlmann” (“El sur,” Obras 635). Borges employs these narrative techniques to create a sense of 

uneasiness about the unknown in the reader, while the protagonists in the stories keep moving 

despite feeling disoriented. In “El jardín” Dr. Yu Tsun blindly follows instructions by a child he 

encounters to always turn left at every corner, like a maze solving algorithm, to find Dr. Stephen 

Albert’s house. He does so without knowing why the kid, a complete stranger, knew that he was 

looking for that house in the first place38: “El consejo de siempre doblar a la izquierda me 

recordó que tal era el procedimiento común para descubrir el patio central de ciertos laberintos” 

(Obras 571). Similarly, the protagonist in “El sur” finds an almost empty train, and while drifting 

                                                 
38 In the story, protagonist Yu Tsun briefly wonders if his enemy Richard Madden had infiltrated 
his plan, but he quickly shrugs it off. 
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away to sleep he feels “como si a un tiempo fuera dos hombres: el que avanzaba por el día otoñal 

y por la geografía de la patria, y el otro, encarcelado en un sanatorio y sujeto a metódicas 

servidumbres” (Obras 635). Inception sets the same fatalistic tone as in Borges’s fictions, that 

“you can’t be sure. Yet it doesn’t matter,” that both the characters and the viewers just have to 

keep moving in spite of the uneasiness. It is evident that Nolan’s exploration of the concepts of 

time and space reflects the Borgesian fascination with unstable concepts of reality, how one 

perceives reality, and the challenges of representing such reality. This fascination explains why 

Borges’s narratives are dominated by a Piranesian “structure en abyme, by means of a baroque 

organization of space” in order to capture the “tension between what can be conceived logically 

and what can be concretely or materially or sensorily perceived. It corrects what Borges would 

describe as the imperfect nature of the world apprehended through the human senses” (Sarlo 57). 

 Inception entertains the idea of parallel worlds, reality and dream, as in the Quran story—

life and afterlife, in this case—that are self-contained and governed by their own laws of 

(meta)physics. This is why Escherian architectural structures play such a central role in this film. 

Critics have noted Dutch artist Maurits Cornelis Escher’s influence in Nolan’s films, which the 

director not only confirmed but also linked with Borges in an interview with the Daily Beast: 

[Interdimensionality] might be unusual in movies, but it’s very well established in other 

media. I’m very inspired by the prints of M.C. Escher and the interesting connection-

point or blurring of boundaries between art and science, and art and mathematics. I’m 

thinking of his Penrose steps illustrations that inspired Inception. Also, the writing of 

Jorge Borges, the great Argentinian writer, wrote all kinds of incredible short stories that 

dealt with paradox. But I feel like films are uniquely suited towards addressing paradox, 

recursiveness, and worlds-within-worlds. (Stern) 
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Borges himself denied any association with Escher39, but the two contemporaries, the writer and 

the artist, were influenced by 18th century Italian artist Giovanni Battista Piranesi40, thus Nolan 

would easily find in Escher’s drawings the visual complement to Borges’s short stories. 

Moreover, according to Ernest Redekop in “Labyrinths in Space and Time,” Escher shared 

Borges’s concerns “with the relation between reality and the articulation of reality” (101). 

 The palpable presence of the Escherian architecture in Inception is motivated by the heist 

plot; as in any crime operation, the key lies in not getting caught. This task is especially difficult 

when dealing with an heir to a multinational empire like Fischer, who, in a world where mind 

extraction is a real possibility, has had his subconscious trained and militarized. For this reason, 

Cobb goes to the Ecole d’Architecture in Paris to hire one of his father-in-law Prof. Stephen 

Miles’s (Michael Caine) brightest students to design intricate mazes for the dreamscapes. Cobb 

tells Miles, who was the one who taught him how to navigate people’s minds, “I think I found 

the way home” (00:23:15-16). Cobb is referring to Saito’s offer for him to carry out the heist job 

in exchange for having his murder charges cleared so that he can be reunited with his children in 

the United States. But Miles’s student Ariadne would also guide Cobb “home” through the 

Escherian/Borgesian labyrinths that are the dreamscapes, just as her Greek mythology namesake 

does for Theseus. Cobb first auditions Ariadne by giving her two minutes to complete a maze 

that should take one minute to solve. Ariadne fails the first couple of attempts, as it takes Cobb 

less than a minute to find the solution, until she finally draws a circular maze, a classic Borgesian 

trope, and passes Cobb’s test. Ariadne then quickly convinces Cobb of her talent in a dreamscape 

where she makes the streets of Paris fold into a cube, with cars and people moving in every 

direction, a similar image to Escher’s litograph print Relativity (1953), which features “three 

                                                 
39 See interview with Richard Burgin in Burgin (1998). 
40 See Santiago (2009). 
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forces of gravity working perpendicularly to one another. Three earth-planes cut across each 

other at right angles, and human beings are living on each of them” (Escher 14). In this print 

Escher imagines people from different worlds sharing the same staircase but, as their respective 

worlds have their own laws of physics, they differ in their understanding of the horizontal and 

the vertical: “On the top staircase illustrated here, two people are moving side by side and in the 

same direction, and yet one of them is going downstairs and the other upstairs. Contact between 

them is out of the question because they live in different worlds and therefore can have no 

knowledge of each other’s existence” (14). In Borges’s treatment of the multiverse theme, 

however, people in different planes of existence may meet and communicate with each other, 

like the two Borgeses from two different times and places. In Inception, too, the different dream 

layers represent worlds that are different from reality as well as from each other, yet Cobb is able 

to interact with his late wife Mal, even if only as a projection in his subconscious, and with an 

aging Saito. 

 Nolan explores the multiverse theme further in his more recent film, Interstellar (2014), 

where the protagonist, an astronaut named Cooper (Matthew McConaughey), gets lost in space 

but finds a way to communicate with his daughter Murphy, who should be a grown woman by 

now, back on Earth. The surprise is that he reaches the child version of Murphy from the past, a 

time when Cooper himself had not left for his mission. As a consequence, the past version of 

Murphy thinks that she is communicating with a ghost. Meanwhile, the past version of Cooper 

dismisses his daughter’s claims as a child’s overactive imagination; little does he know that his 

daughter is actually interacting with his future self, an astronaut lost in space. With his 

daughter’s help, Cooper eventually returns to Earth, but more than 60 years have passed and 

Murphy is now an old woman on her deathbed, while Cooper remains the same age. Other recent 
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films by other directors that offer a similar treatment of time and space are Duncan Jones’s 

Source Code (2011), George Nolfi’s The Adjustment Bureau (2011), and Doug Liman’s Edge of 

Tomorrow (2014). In Source Code, American soldier Colter Stevens (Jake Gyllenhaal) finds 

himself in someone else’s body on a commuter train outside of Chicago. He gradually learns that 

he is part of an experimental government computer program called Source Code, which allows 

him to hijack, if you will, someone else’s body and identity—teacher Sean Fentress (Frédérick 

De Grandpré), in his case—in the last eight minutes of that person’s life. Captain Stevens is 

similar to the protagonist in “El sur” who, while falling asleep in a train has the surreal sensation 

of being “dos hombres: el que avanzaba por el día otoñal y por la geografía de la patria, y el otro, 

encarcelado en un sanatorio y sujeto a metódicas servidumbres” (Obras 635). Captain Stevens’s 

mission is to investigate who orchestrated the bombing of the train in which he travels, so that 

the team can prevent the next attack. Every time he fails, he is sent back to the commuter train 

with only eight minutes to complete the mission, each time with new knowledge acquired from 

the previous attempt, an additional piece of the puzzle to help him solve the mystery. Edge of 

Tomorrow (2014) has a similar plot, except that Officer Cage (Tom Cruise) is not bound by 

specific time restrictions, unless he dies, in which case he starts over again. In The Adjustment 

Bureau, Senator David Norris (Matt Damon) gradually learns that every aspect of his life—every 

aspect of every single detail on Earth, as a matter of fact—is controlled and “adjusted” by a 

bureaucratic and militant team of extraterrestrial beings. Their mission is to make sure that 

everything proceeds according to the mysterious god figure Chairman’s plan. Not only do these 

three aforementioned films discuss complex philosophical concepts that are similar to the ones 

explored in Inception, but they are also laden with Borgesian artifacts, like the labyrinthine 

library and stairwell case in the Bureau Adjustment that serve as the running ground for Senator 
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Norris and love interest Elise Sellas (Emily Blunt) as they frantically try to escape from the 

Bureau. This proves that, indeed, there is a market for Borgesian plots in Hollywood blockbuster 

cinema. 

 David Harvey, who is intellectually indebted to Jameson, identifies time-space 

compression, along with flexible (capital) accumulation, as a fundamental part of the postmodern 

experience since the 1960s (late capitalism). Technological innovation has allowed an intense 

acceleration of turnover times of capital: labor processes have sped up to meet new labor 

demands, which in turn has allowed similar accelerations in exchange and consumption. 

Commodities circulate at a faster rate thanks to improved distribution methods, as does the flow 

of money thanks to innovations in the financial services, such as electronic banking and credit 

cards (285). It is in the capitalists’ best interest to break down spatial barriers to maximize capital 

accumulation; multinational corporations can handle complex business operations in multiple 

countries simultaneously, and world events can be watched on the television from any corner of 

the world (293). In today’s Information Age, thanks to the Internet and constant innovations in 

digital technology, the world benefits (or suffers) from hyperconnectivity, an intense experience 

of interconectedness between individuals all over the world, and immediate information 

accessibility. 

 Inception effectively captures the experience of hyperconnectivity, interestingly without 

an overdisplay of technology as one would usually find in a science fiction action film. In a 

manner, Inception fits better into the category of soft science fiction, rather than the hard fiction 

category. Like Borges, Inception explores epistemological issues that concern metaphysics rather 

than physics. Borges, who is in the forefront of Latin American science fiction, does the same in 

his short stories, such as “El jardín de senderos que se bifurcan,” “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” 
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and “El Aleph” (1949), because they do not feature “spaceships or intergalactic battles”; instead, 

these stories “disrupt a variety of philosophical and scientific norms,” and “[experiment] with 

time, space, and parallel existence” (Dennison and Shaw 166). Unlike The Matrix, which has 

also been linked to Borges, Inception understates the use of futuristic gadgets and, instead, 

invests in the complex idea of dream sharing. Cobb and his team simply use a powerful sedative, 

which is injected into the veins in their arms through tubes that are connected to a relatively 

uncomplicated portable device. Immediately, all the participants are connected and can interact 

with each other freely inside the shared dream, the same way people connect and interact with 

one another on the Internet. Dream sharing in Inception satisfies the double logic of remediation 

theory as put forward by Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin in Remediation: Understanding New 

Media: the public demands simultaneously more media and less mediation because the thirst for 

technology (hypermediacy) parallels the desire for an unmediated “reality” 

(immediacy). Meanwhile, scholars like Stefan Herbrechter and Ivan Callus, as noted in their 

book Cy-Borges: Memories of the Posthuman in the Work of Jorge Luis Borges, regard Borges’s 

fiction as a precursor to cyberculture and, therefore, propose the term “posthuman” rather than 

“postmodern” to characterize his work. It is, then, no surprise that Borges’s story “El Aleph” 

inspired artist David Hirmes’s web-based project “The Aleph: Infinite Wonder/Infinite Pity,”41 

which uses an Internet bot to mine all the sentences that begin with “I saw” from Twitter and 

Project Gutenberg to imitate the Aleph experience as told in Borges’s story. After all, “El Aleph” 

prefigures the Internet and our hypermediated society, as the Aleph object in the story allows 

anyone who comes in contact with it to see every minute detail in the universe, from the past, 

present, and future, all at the same time. Borges’s fiction continues to inspire today’s writers and 

                                                 
41 http://hirmes.com/aleph 
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artists who decide to take on the difficult task to reproduce the experience of hypermediacy in 

their work: “Borges’s groundwork in experimental fiction inspired an array of writers to take up 

the challenge of proposing alternative worlds and technologically enhanced realities” (Dennison 

and Shaw166). 

 In the “Time and Space in Postmodern Cinema” chapter Harvey investigates how 

contemporary cinema explores the postmodern theme of time-space compression through the 

analysis of Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982) and Wim Wenders’s Wings of Desire (Himmel 

über Berlin, 1987). Both films feature postwar, deindustrialized, fragmented societies in which 

there is a group of extraordinary beings that live on different time (and space) scales from the 

rest of society: replicants (genetically produced human beings) in Blade Runner, and angels in 

Wings of Desire. Harvey notes that the replicants in Blade Runner have a four-year life span, but 

they experience life with the schizophrenic intensity that Jameson identifies with postmodern 

culture, similar to what Cobb and his team experience with the aid of Somnacin. Replicants can 

seamlessly move across space; they were built to work in outer space but, against regulations, 

some return to Earth to convince their makers to prolong their lives. In other words, these 

replicants represent “the time and space of instantaneous global communications” (Harvey 309). 

The angels in Wings of Desire, on the other hand, have an infinite life span, but they are as ill 

equipped as Scott’s replicants to understand a regular human being’s perception of time because 

they exist on a different time scale, and they also navigate through space without restrictions: “a 

hyper-space of speeding flashes” (Harvey 319). 

 Harvey notes that Wings of Desire is set in Berlin, as indicated by the original German 

title, Himmel über Berlin, while Los Angeles serves as the backdrop for Blade Runner, and both 

cities are presented as global interactive spaces where people from all parts of the world 
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converge and contribute to an increasingly intensified urban life. In Blade Runner, the city 

dwellers even speak a hybrid language made up of many languages. Both films capture the 

postmodern experience described by Jameson: “our daily life, our psychic experience, our 

cultural languages, are today dominated by categories of space rather than by categories of time, 

as in the preceding period of high modernism” (Postmodernism 16). As I have discussed 

previously, Inception also presents a globalized world in which the characters are able to travel 

from one country to another with relative ease, whether in the real world or in the dreamscape. 

Even Cobb, who is wanted in the United States on murder charges, can easily hop on a plane to 

Mombasa to recruit Eames the forger or to Paris to hire Ariadne the architect. In the dream 

world, travel is even more unrestricted: on one dream level Cobb and his team find themselves in 

Japan in the nighttime, and on the next level they are in Kenya during daytime. Like Scott’s 

replicants and Wenders’s angels, Cobb and his team, too, exist on a different time scale from the 

rest of the world; they are sedated in each dream level in order to go into the next deeper level, 

and each level functions on a different time scale from the last. Therefore, Inception also reflects 

the time-space compression phenomenon that is central to the postmodern experience according 

to Harvey and Jameson. However, Jameson’s main concern is what he deems the root of the 

postmodernist fascination with space, namely our inability to keep up with the pace of quickly 

changing spatial configurations: “we do not yet possess the perceptual equipment to match this 

new hyperspace, as I will call it, in part because our perceptual habits were formed in that older 

kind of space I have called the space of high modernism” (“Postmodernism” 21). The experience 

of seeing the Aleph is described as an extraordinarily spiritual and emotional experience that 

renders any attempt at representation futile, much like the Kantian sublime, perceivable but 

impossible to recount, because one simply does not possess the ability to do so. Indeed, Harvey 
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echoes Jameson’s apprehension and argues that the fact that “our mental maps will not match 

current realities” (305) will inevitably lead to a crisis of representation in cultural forms. 

 It is worth noting that the crisis of representation is not a novel syndrome that exclusively 

ushered the advent of postmodernism. Modernists like Joyce, as Gwen Kirkpatrick denotes in 

“The Aesthetics of the Avant-Garde,” had already started problematizing the role of language as 

an effective tool for representing reality in the 1920s and 30s, as they struggled to make sense of 

and to capture the new cultural and sociopolitical contexts. Borges, with his collection of poems 

Fervor de Buenos Aires (1923), was among the new generation of Latin American vanguardistas 

who “sought to liberate themselves from the obligations of realist representation in all areas” 

(180). Nevertheless, while some vanguard movements rejected and distanced their work from 

mass culture as represented by the film industry (180), postmodernists are known for embracing 

it. In other words, postmodernism is a “cooler” and more playful version of the modernist avant-

garde, one that is open and friendly to mass culture: 

But if much of modernism appears hieratic, hypotactical, and formalist, postmodernism 

strikes us by contrast as playful, paratactical, and deconstructionist. In this, it recalls the 

irreverent spirit of the avant-garde, and so carries sometimes the label of neo-avant-garde. 

Yet postmodernism remains “cooler,” in McLuhan’s sense, than older vanguards—

cooler, less cliquish, and far less aversive to the pop, electronic society of which it is a 

part, and so hospitable to kitsch. (Hassan 267-68) 

Another central distinction between modernism and postmodernism is that, while both 

problematize the idea of representation, modernists subscribed to the Enlightenment notion of a 

knowable absolute truth/real, while postmodernists reject this thesis and instead propose that 

there exist multiple truths (pluralism). For both modernists and postmodernists, Plato’s couch 
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indeed exists, but postmodern artists and writers consider any effort to reach the couch to be 

futile. This postmodern rejection of a knowable absolute truth is present in Borges’s fiction, as 

represented by the permanent tension between reality and unreality. 

 

2.4. Reality or Dream?: Postmodern Tension 

La objeción era justa. Le contesté: 
-Si esta mañana y este encuentro son sueños, cada uno de los dos tiene que pensar 

que el soñador es él. Tal vez dejemos de soñar, tal vez no. Nuestra evidente 
obligación, mientras tanto, es aceptar el sueño, como hemos aceptado el universo 

y haber sido engendrados y mirar con los ojos y respirar. 
          (“El otro” 10) 
 

Ya no percibiré el universo, percibiré el Zahir. Según la doctrina idealista, los 
verbos vivir y soñar son rigurosamente sinónimos; de miles de apariencias pasaré 

a una; de un sueño muy complejo a un sueño muy simple. Otros soñarán que 
estoy loco y yo con el Zahir. Cuando todos los hombres de la tierra piensen, día y 

noche, en el Zahir, ¿cuál será un sueño y cuál una realidad, la tierra o el Zahir?  
                  (“El zahir” 715) 

 

 As the quotes above demonstrate, the tension between reality and unreality is a 

predominant leitmotif in Borges’s fiction, made possible by the dream theme. Borges employs 

two main tropes for representing unreality, according to Ana María Barrenechea in La expresión 

de la irrealidad en la obra de Borges (1957): the mirror and the dream [“El espejo guarda en su 

reflejo empañado una constante sugestión de irrealidad” (124); “Los sueños son otra forma de 

sugerir la indeterminación de los límites entre mundo real y mundo ficticio” (125)]. In 

conjunction with the labyrinth trope, mirrors and dreams, which are also classic film noir and 

postmodern artifacts, serve to illustrate the idea of infinite circularity, the impossibility of 

knowing when reality ends and the dreams begin, in Borges’s stories: “The notion of endless 

circularity is present in labyrinths as well as in mirrors and in dreams that include other dreams 

or the dreamer” (Sarlo 57). Both Memento and Inception begin with ending scenes, typical of 
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film noir, creating a sense of circularity and, consequently, destabilizing the narrative. Lenny has 

to keep starting his search for his wife’s murderer over and over again, while Cobb will never 

know when and if his dream will end and reality will begin. As Cobb tells Ariadne at her first 

training session, “You never really remember the beginning of a dream, do you? You always 

wind up right in the middle of what’s going on” (00:27:09-17). Equally meaningful is the scene 

at a Parisian bridge that introduces an infinity mirror shot reminiscent of Citizen Kane’s hall of 

mirrors. In this scene Cobb is training Ariadne in the dreamscape, and the fast learner Ariadne 

proceeds to create two enormous mirrors and move them so that they are facing each other, 

creating an infinite regression of Cobb’s and Ariadne’s images. 

 The tension between reality and dream/unreality in Inception is also reinforced by the 

hyperreal atmosphere. In Simulacra and Simulation (1994) Baudrillard identifies hyperreality as 

a postmodern condition characterized by the inability to distinguish between reality and the 

simulation of reality. Borges’s fable “El rigor de la ciencia,” in which a map so detailed comes to 

replace the actual territory, the Empire, no longer applies to the postmodern reality, where the 

real never existed in the first place: “Simulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being 

or a substance. It is the generation by models of a real without origin or reality: a hyperreal. The 

territory no longer precedes the map, nor does it survive it. Henceforth, it is the map that 

precedes the territory—PRECESSION OF SIMULACRA . . . ” (2). Only the allegory of the 

Empire in Borges’s tale is still suitable to discuss the postmodern condition, since it represents 

“this same imperialism [with which] present-day simulators attempt to make the real, all of the 

real, coincide with their models of simulation” (2). Capitalism (modern-day “imperialism”), with 

its constant production of “models of simulation” increasingly drives contemporary society into 

the hyperreal state, “substituting the signs of the real for the real” (2). Therefore, Disneyland is 
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presented as an imaginary idealized version of America precisely to hide the fact that the real 

America no longer exists, that everything is a simulation created through an endless flow of 

signs: “whereas all of Los Angeles and the America that surrounds it are no longer real, but 

belong to the hyperreal order and to the order of simulation. It is no longer a question of a false 

representation of reality (ideology) but of concealing the fact that the real is no longer real, and 

thus of saving the reality principle” (12-13). 

 In Simulations (1983) Baudrillard also uses as example an early rendition of reality TV, a 

1971 television show in the style of cinema verité called “An American Family” that followed 

the daily activities of the Loud family: “the phantasm of filming the Louds as if TV wasn’t there. 

The producer’s trump card was to say: ‘They lived as if we weren’t there.’ An absurd, 

paradoxical formula—neither true nor false: but utopian. The ‘as if we were not there’ being 

equal to ‘as if you were there” (50). Today, reality TV shows are the norm in televised 

entertainment, and it has to do with the previously discussed double logic of remediation theory 

proposed by Bolter and Grusin as part of their investigation into the New Media culture. The 

theory of remediation, whose roots are grounded in poststructuralist literary theory, has as much 

to do with the ‘play of signs’ as the demand for real, tangible cultural artifacts (19). This is 

responsible for the double logic of remediation in contemporary culture: “contradictory 

imperatives for immediacy and hypermediacy” (5). Contemporary society increasingly craves 

immediacy, which ironically relies heavily on hypermediacy. At the same time that consumers 

demand more media/technology, they insist on an experience as unmediated as possible. Virtual 

reality games are, therefore, the ultimate answer to consumers’ demand for transparent 

immediacy, since it allows users to become the characters. In this regard, the dream sharing 

program in Inception is also a form of virtual reality program, since it allows Cobb and his team 
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to enter a virtual world using avatars of themselves. The problem is that the players can easily 

lose their grip on what is real, and Inception problematizes the notion of reality throughout the 

entire film, particularly through the protagonist Cobb42. When the master thief reveals his heist 

plan to Prof. Miles, his father-in-law urges him to “Come back to reality, Dom. Please” 

(00:24:09-13). Cobb’s wife Mal committed suicide because she was convinced that she was still 

living in a dream, an unexpected residual effect of the inception procedure that Cobb secretly 

performed on her mind. But in the dreamscape her after-death projection relentlessly tests 

Cobb’s confidence in his ability to distinguish reality from dream: 

COBB. I know what’s real, Mal. 

MAL. No creeping doubts? Not feeling persecuted, Dom? Chased around the globe by 

 anonymous corporations and police forces? The way the projections persecute the 

 dreamer? Admit it. You don't believe in one  reality anymore. So choose. Choose 

 to be here. Choose me. (02:00:24-54) 

 The dream sharing experience in Inception blurs the line between reality and dream to 

such an extent that all participants are required to have a totem to serve as their anchor to reality. 

The owner should take care not to allow anyone else to touch or, if possible, even learn about 

their totem, as Arthur explains to Ariadne: “No, I can’t let you touch it. That would defeat the 

purpose. See, only I know the balance and the weight of this particular loaded die. That way, 

when you look at your totem, you know beyond a doubt that you’re not in someone else’s 

dream” (00:34:05-15). Of course, the audience later learns that the totem does not offer a solid 

foothold in reality, that there really is no sure way to know. It gets even more complicated for 

Cobb, as what he uses as his personal totem is not his own but one that used to belong to his late 
                                                 
42 See Brophy (2011) for further interpretation of Inception as a computer game and Cobb as a 
game addict. The author compares Inception with computer game Assassin’s Creed for its game-
within-a-game plot. 
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wife. More interestingly, Inception suggests that there is no such thing as objective reality, 

because reality depends on the individual’s perception. When Cobb and his team visit a dream 

clinic, they ask the caretaker why people need to go to such a place, and the older man’s reply 

surprises the team, as well as the audience: 

SAITO. Why do they do it? 

YUSUF. Tell him, Mr. Cobb. 

COBB. After a while, it becomes the only way you can dream. 

YUSUF. Do you still dream, Mr. Cobb? 

EAMES. They come here every day to sleep? 

CARETAKER. No. They come to be woken up. The dream has become their reality. 

 Who are you to say otherwise, Sir? (00:43:08-33) 

This idea of perceived reality echoes Borges’s arguments in his essay “Nueva refutación del 

tiempo,” in which he alludes to Berkeley’s idealism, that dictates reality as existing only as a 

projection of one’s mind: 

‘...las diversas sensaciones, o ideas impresas en los sentidos, de cualquier modo que se 

combinen (id est, cualquiera sea el objeto que formen), no pueden existir más que en una 

mente que las perciba . . . Afirmo que esta mesa existe; es decir, la veo y la toco.  Si al 

estar fuera de mi escritorio, afirmo lo mismo, sólo quiero decir que si estuviera aquí la 

percibiría, o que la percibe otro espíritu . . . Hablar de la existencia absoluta de cosas 

inanimadas, sin relación al hecho de si las perciben o no, es para mí insensato.  Su esse 

est percipii; no es posible que existan fuera de las mentes que las perciben.’ (266) 

Berkeley’s theory is reflected in “El milagro secreto” and other stories such as “Ruinas 

circulares,” “El sur,” and “Tlön Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” where the tension between reality and 
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unreality remains unresolved until the end. Tlön and the Earth, for instance, are presented as 

parallel worlds that are simultaneously similar to and different from each other. Since, as 

Berkeley indicates, reality can only exist in one’s mind, all realities that our mind can perceive 

will inevitably share some characteristics among them. Mythical creatures such as the centaur, 

for example, are uncanny in the Freudian sense because their appearances are unfamiliar and 

familiar at the same time: as a whole, they are unfamiliar (half-man, half horse), but their 

individual parts are recognizable (horse + human). The human mind is simply incapable of 

fashioning an image whose parts are completely unrecognizable. At the same time, Cobb warns 

Ariadne against creating worlds from completely formed memories. Instead, the worlds she 

creates should be as uncanny as the centaur, with recognizable parts that are nonetheless 

unfamiliar enough to ensure that there is no confusion between reality and dream: 

COBB. I know this bridge. This place is real, isn’t it? 

ARIADNE. Yeah, I cross it every day to get to the college. 

COBB. Never re-create places from your memory. Always imagine new places. 

ARIADNE. Well, you gotta draw from stuff you know, right? 

COBB. Only use details. A streetlamp or a phone booth. Never entire areas. 

ARIADNE. Why not? 

COBB. ‘Cause building a dream from your memory is the easiest way to lose your grasp 

 on what’s real and what is a dream. (00:32:44-00:33:06) 

 If we consider the dreamscape(s) in Inception as the map of the Empire in Borges’s tale, 

then for Baudrillard reality as Cobb knows it would have completely disappeared and the 

dreamscape would no longer be the map but the real: “The desert of the real itself” (2). Similarly, 

the narrator in “Tlön Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” prophesies that in the future Tlön will replace the 
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world as the new real: “Entonces desaparecerán del planeta el inglés y el francés y el mero 

español. El mundo será Tlön” (Obras 529). The key to Inception’s success in adapting the 

philosophies presented in Borges’s fiction lies in its ability to stay true to the unresolved tension 

between reality and dream. This feat is clear in Memento, where the audience cannot tell what is 

the truth (reality), because 1) Lenny’s condition prevents it; and 2) Lenny sabotages his own 

investigation. A summer blockbuster like Inception, on the other hand, is not expected to do the 

same, since commercial films tend to sacrifice complexity for the sake of providing the audience 

with instant satisfaction. The Matrix comes to mind, as it clearly reveals the distinction between 

reality and the matrix world early on in the movie when Morpheus (Laurence Fishburne) 

presents Neo (Keanu Reeves) the choice of two colored pills: “You take the blue pill, the story 

ends, you wake up in your bed and believe whatever you want to believe. You take the red pill, 

you stay in wonderland and I show you how deep the rabbit hole goes” (00:29:06-20). Neo 

chooses the red pill and this act clears all existing doubt. On the contrary, with Inception Nolan 

has proven that it is possible to create a blockbuster movie while remaining faithful to the 

innovative narrative and intellectual sensibility offerings in more “serious” films like Memento. 

 This chapter has shown that the Borgesian traces in Inception helped Nolan’s film stand 

out among mainstream Hollywood movies as what critics call a rare hybrid of art film and 

commercial entertainment. The question is, could the appropriation of Borges in blockbuster 

movies be an evidence of Hollywood’s manipulation of the capitalist cultural system? 

Baudrillard proposes that, unlike the pre-industrial era, when the decision of purchasing an 

object (product) was made solely based on the object’s utility, the modern consumer is now 

offered several choices for any given object in the form of different models or series. These 

choices provide the consumer with the illusion of freedom and personalization, when in fact such 
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choices are imposed on the consumer. This cultural system is sustained by a scheme of 

differences that supposedly set models/series apart from one another, but Baudrillard argues that 

they are marginal or inessential differences that are equally mass-produced. Therefore, product 

models and series serve to deceive the consumer into feeling unique, since a consumer’s 

perceived social status depends on his/her consumption choices, while at the same time they 

coax him/her into compliance with the system: “Personalization and integration go strictly hand 

in hand. That is the miracle of the system” (System 155). So, is Hollywood using Borges’s fiction 

to create the illusion of a new, improved model of commercial cinema and, consequently, the 

illusion of choice for moviegoers? Whatever the answer may be, Inception at least makes an 

effort to stay true to the Borgesian spirit and maintain the instability between reality and 

unreality throughout the whole duration of the film. Inception ends on a cliffhanger, with the 

screen cutting to black just as Cobb’s totem is spinning on the table. If Cobb’s totem stops 

spinning, this signals that he has awakened from the dream; if not, he is still in a dream. Some 

may argue that the totem starts wavering just before the film ends abruptly, while others may 

claim that there is no sign of the totem slowing down its spinning. Nolan’s suggestion to viewers 

is to not overthink it. What is important is not whether or not the totem stops spinning, but the 

fact that Cobb does not care, since he ultimately gets to be reunited with his children. In other 

words, if Cobb is living in a dream, he would rather never wake up, in the same way that 

humanity, mesmerized by Tlön’s order, forgets reality in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius”: “El 

contacto y el hábito de Tlön han desintegrado este mundo. Encantada por su rigor, la humanidad 

olvida y torna a olvidar que es un rigor de ajedrecistas, no de ángeles” (Obras 528). Cobb would 

rather live in this hrön or ideal/idealized version of reality. But the cliffhanger ending keeps the 

audience curious long after they leave the movie theater, because there is something enticing 
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about this lack of denouement. Like Memento, Inception encourages multiple re-viewing by 

constantly renewing the viewer’s interest. 

 While Hollywood gains richer plot and resolution, as well as innovative cinematic 

storytelling, from adapting Borges’s fiction, how does Borges’s fiction benefit from Hollywood 

adaptations? According to Sanders, film adaptations keep the adapted works relevant: 

“adaptation and appropriation tend on the whole to operate within the parameters of an 

established canon, serving indeed at times to reinforce that canon by ensuring a continued 

interest in the original or source text, albeit in revised circumstances of understanding” (98). In 

this case, blockbuster films that are widely successful like Inception may help put Borges on the 

map and expand his readership beyond the classroom walls. 

 In an episode about Phillip K. Dick’s life and work, Ridley Scott’s television series 

Prophets of Science Fiction reveals how Dick’s work, which for decades had only a limited fan 

base consisting of counterculture and science fiction enthusiasts, was suddenly propelled to fame 

by Hollywood: “We might now call him a prophet, but in his lifetime he is a poor author on the 

fringes of a genre that gets little respect. Then, something changes: science fiction goes 

mainstream and Hollywood discovers Philip K. Dick.” Acclaimed director Ridley Scott decided 

to adapt Dick’s novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? into a movie in the early 1980s, 

resulting in the box office hit Blade Runner (1982) and “now his name is an adjective in the 

movie business: Phillip K. Dickian.” Science Fiction author Kim Stanley Robinson laments the 

fact that Dick died before Blade Runner was released and postulates that, had he lived longer, 

“he would’ve seen about ten movies based on his work, millions of dollars, and tens of millions 

more of readers” (Prophets of Science Fiction). Scientist and science fiction writer David Brin, 

who remembers the days when Dick merely enjoyed a modest popularity, confirms Hollywood’s 
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decisive role in mainstreaming Dick’s fiction: “Many of us thought highly of Philip K. Dick 

before he was discovered by Hollywood. Now, of course, boy! He’s our ambassador to the entire 

planet.” Could the same be happening to Borges’s work? Is Hollywood “discovering” Borges 

and, by adapting his fiction to the big screen, launching his name into the mainstream culture? 

Critics and scholars like Philip Swanson are starting to take notice of Borges’s influence in 

contemporary Hollywood films: 

While the adjectives ‘Borgesian’ or ‘Borgean’ have not yet become as decoupled from 

their original referent as terms like ‘quixotic’ or ‘Kafkaesque,’ there can be little doubt 

that there is a chain of metonymic influence or association linking Borges or the 

Borgesian to anterior and posterior texts. Without necessarily wishing to suggest direct or 

consciously transferred influence, one can surely identify traces of Borges in a whole host 

of mainstream Hollywood movies. (93) 

There is no doubt that Borges is a renowned author, but, in contrast to Latin America where his 

name is rooted in the collective conscience, until recently his U.S. readers have been fairly 

limited to academia. This is gradually changing, however, as we have seen that Borges’s The 

Book of Imaginary Beings can now be found in Urban Outfitters stores, sharing shelf space with 

books that are clearly intended for the younger crowd. And why should Borges’s fiction not 

share shelf space with contemporary youth-oriented literature? If Borges’s fictional Chinese 

Encyclopedia has taught us anything, as Michel Foucault indicates in the preface of The Order of 

Things (1970)43, it is to question the way societies classify everything in their quest to design a 

supposedly coherent order. Otherwise, if one considers postmodernism as a strictly Eurocentric 

phenomenon, then Borges’s designation as a Latin American postmodern author would seem out 

                                                 
43 The original French title, Les Mots et les choses: Une archéologie des sciences humaines, was 
originally published in 1966. 
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of place, despite his renowned literary cosmopolitanism. In this regard, Carlos Rincón criticizes 

Jameson’s reductive view of Latin American fiction as exclusively “national allegories” that rely 

on “magic realism,” hence undermining their heterogeneity (175). Instead, Rincón proposes that 

authors such as Borges and García Márquez belong to a liminal ex-center space, “a peripheral 

center in a situation where centers have multiplied by themselves and have become sites of 

autonomous creativity” (177). 

 In A Poetics of Postmodernism, Hutcheon agrees with Jameson’s argument that 

postmodernism is responsible for the replacement of bourgeois hegemony by mass culture as 

related to the late stage of capitalism, but she also believes that, at the same time, “the increasing 

uniformization of mass culture is one of the totalizing forces that postmodernism exists to 

challenge. Challenge, but not deny. But it does seek to assert difference, not homogeneous 

identity” (6). While Jameson sees the postmodern culture’s heterogeneity as “random,” 

“fragmentary,” and “aleatory” (25), Hutcheon sees it as a form of resistance against a flat 

uniformed cultural identity. As Bordwell affirms, Hollywood does not stifle all attempts at 

cinematic innovation, and it is clear that lately the major film production companies have been 

less averse to funding cerebral films like Inception, as evidenced by the recent repertoire of 

thought-provoking blockbuster entertainment44. If we consider Eco’s perspective that every 

cultural period embraces its own postmodernism, then we can see postmodern artists, writers, 

and filmmakers as seeking new ways to represent the new reality of a globalized, hyper-

mediated, super-informed society. They embody Jean-François Lyotard’s view of 

postmodernism as a conscious attempt to counter the negative effects of late capitalism on 

cultural production, to break free from the Anything Goes culture, the “moment of relaxation,” 

                                                 
44 We have briefly discussed some examples, such as Duncan Jones’s Source Code (2011), 
George Nolfi’s The Adjustment Bureau (2011), and Doug Liman’s Edge of Tomorrow (2014). 
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and to wage “war on totality” (13). As Lyotard saw it, the role of the postmodern artist is to 

invent new ways to present the unpresentable (12), which is what filmmakers like Nolan, in 

appropriating Borges, seek to accomplish with their films. In “The Literature of Exhaustion,” 

John Barth attested that in an “age of ultimacies and ‘final solutions’” (67), Borges “doesn’t 

merely exemplify an ultimacy: he employs it” (68). In “The Literature of Replenishment,” he 

clarifies that, in literature, postmodernism is the answer to the exhaustion of the aesthetic of high 

modernism; postmodernism, to Barth, is not “the next-best thing after modernism,” but rather 

“the best next thing”: “what is gropingly now called postmodernist fiction; what I hope might 

also be thought of one day as a literature of replenishment” (206). Like postmodern writers, 

filmmakers like Nolan find in Borges’s fiction new strategies—new language—that they can 

appropriate in order to represent the new social reality, to capture that Aleph moment on film. 
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CHAPTER III: GEOGRAPHIC DISPLACEMENTS IN DIEGO PASZKOWSKI’S NOVEL 

TESIS SOBRE UN HOMICIDIO 

 As discussed in the preceding chapters, the tension between reality and unreality is a 

predominant leitmotif in Jorge Luis Borges’s fiction. Postmodern writers and filmmakers tend to 

draw upon and highlight this one aspect in their adaptations of Borges, as is evident in Nolan’s 

films. One can appreciate a similar tension in Diego Paszkowski’s mystery novel Tesis sobre un 

homicidio (1998), which is inspired by Borges and will be discussed in the present chapter, and 

in Hernán Goldfrid’s film adaptation (2013) of Paszkowski’s novel, to be analyzed in the next 

chapter. Such tension embodies the postmodern rejection of the Enlightenment notion that there 

exists a knowable absolute truth. Instead, postmodernists presuppose a plurality of narratives 

taken for truth and convey a permanent tension between reality and unreality, thus 

problematizing the very idea of representation. Borges establishes this postmodern tension first 

and foremost by renouncing realism in much of his fiction, then magnifying the effect with 

recurring myths, motifs and tropes such as the labyrinth, mirrors, and dreams, that contribute to 

the fantastical aspects of his short stories. Influenced by Poe, Borges saw the detective story as a 

specifically “anti-realist genre, a kind of intellectual fantasy” (Bennett 264). In “La muerte y la 

brújula” Borges also rejects realism through geographic displacements, a Poeian strategy, as 

exemplified by the reimagining of the streets of Buenos Aires as French streets (Bennett 265). In 

Paszkowski’s novel such geographic displacements are accomplished through the constant 

comparisons between Buenos Aires and Paris by both of its protagonists, the Argentine detective 
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and the French criminal. Paszkowski’s protagonists represent a cross between the voyeur and the 

walker in Michel de Certeau’s seminal essay “Walking in the City45.” 

 De Certeau distinguishes the walker from the voyeur. He imagines the voyeur as a 

passive observer who looks down at the city from the summit of the World Trade Center, 

removed from the hustle and bustle of daily urban life: “His elevation transfigures him into a 

voyeur. It puts him at a distance. It transforms the bewitching world by which one was 

‘possessed’ into a text that lies before one’s eyes. It allows one to read it, to be a solar Eye, 

looking down like a god” (92). If a city is a text, as de Certeau suggests, voyeurs are mere 

readers, and the urban text they read is mere fiction and simulacrum: “The panorama-city is a 

‘theoretical’ (that is, visual) simulacrum, in short a picture, whose condition of possibility is an 

oblivion and a misunderstanding of practices” (93). The walker, on the other hand, writes the 

city: “They walk—an elementary form of this experience of the city; they are walkers, 

Wandersmänner, whose bodies follow the thicks and thins of an urban ‘text’ they write without 

being able to read it” (93). Roberto and Paul create the urban text, the city, as they move about 

Buenos Aires, but they also read it. Their geographical displacements, or what de Certeau calls 

“tiny deportations (displacements and walks)” (103), simultaneously write and interpret their 

urban crimes: Paul’s murder of a woman, and Roberto’s ruthless manipulation of the city’s 

justice system. 

 The term “geographic displacements” is also useful for discussing the process of 

adaptation, much like the term “strange cousins” that I borrowed from Hollywood director 

Christopher Nolan to discuss film adaptation in Chapter 1. Nolan chose the term “strange 

                                                 
45 Michel de Certeau’s book The Practice of Everyday Life “grew out of studies of ‘popular 
culture’ or marginal groups” (xii). 
 



 101

cousins” to describe the affinity between his film Memento and Borges’s short story “Funes, el 

Memorioso” in an interview with Movieline, but “strange cousins” also aptly represents the 

relationship between film and literature in cinematographic adaptation. An adaptation 

simultaneously shares a certain sameness with and displays particular differences from the 

adapted text. This simultaneity of sameness and difference is due to the inevitable (geographic) 

displacements that occur when adapting a prior text. The writer/artist/filmmaker may strive for a 

faithful adaptation, but some elements of the adapted text will not escape modifications or 

“displacements.” 

 Along with the terms “strange cousins” and “geographic displacements,” it is also worth 

exploring de Certeau’s description of consumer production as “ambiguous.” De Certeau uses as 

an example the case of the indigenous peoples under the Spanish colonization. Although the 

conquered had no other choice than to accept their conquerors’ culture, they successfully made 

the new rituals, representations, and laws their own: “they subverted them not by rejecting or 

altering them, but by using them with respect to ends and references foreign to the system they 

had no choice but to accept. They were other within the very colonization that outwardly 

assimilated them; their use of the dominant social order deflected its power, which they lacked 

the means to challenge; they escaped it without leaving it” (xiii). The notion of using something 

that belongs to a dominant other in order to subvert it is not only at the core of the process of 

adaptation, but it is also one of the main tenets of postmodernism. According to de Certeau, the 

conquered chose how to consume the new culture that the colonizers imposed on them as a form 

of resistance: “The strength of their difference lay in procedures of ‘consumption’” (xiii). 

Postmodern writers, artists and filmmakers, too, consume past styles by assimilating them, only 

to subvert them and make them their own. 
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 It is important to note that de Certeau views consumption as yet another form of 

production, even if it is a devious one, since “it does not manifest itself through its own products, 

but rather through its ways of using the products imposed by a dominant economic order” (xii-

xiii). This quote can be applied to the context of cultural production, if we consider the 

Bloomean anxiety of influence that the figure of Borges has cast on Latin American cultural 

producers (writers, filmmakers, artists). Argentine writers like Paszkowski, particularly, find 

themselves reproducing the Borgesian language—the elite or dominant language—in their own 

work in one form or another. As de Certeau explains, “To a lesser degree, a similar ambiguity 

creeps into our societies through the use made by the ‘common people’ of the culture 

disseminated and imposed by the ‘elites’ producing the language” (xiii). In his novel Tesis 

Paszkowski explores the postmodern tension between reality and unreality by adopting an 

innovative narrative structure inspired by two Borgesian themes: the unreliable narrator and the 

theme of the double. But Paszkowski does not reject realism as Borges does; on the contrary, he 

assimilates Borges’s narrative precisely in order to embrace realism. 

 Paszkowski incorporates realism in Tesis in the sense that his novel openly criticizes 

Buenos Aires and denounces its corrupt judicial and political systems. Published in 1998, the 

novel captures the social, economic and political climate of the time, highlighting the financial 

crisis, the rising unemployment rate, the rampant political corruption, and the bureaucratic 

inefficiency in the court systems. Such realism is central to Paszkowski’s novel in the same way 

that it was for the Argentine novela dura tradition that began in the 1960s and continued by the 

postboom and postdictatorship generation of crime writers in the 1980s onwards, a move away 

from the preceding detective fiction movement led by Borges and Bioy Casares in the 1930s and 
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1940s. Novela dura writers were concerned with the incorporation of social reality as a way to 

challenge authority and denounce the flawed and systemically corrupt justice system.  

 

3.1. The Rejection of Realism in Borges’s Fiction: Implications 

 As in Poe’s case46, the rejection of realism in Borges’s fiction led to the hasty assumption 

that the Argentine was completely disengaged from social reality. However, several scholars 

have now contested this erroneous view: Andrés Avellaneda in El habla de la ideología (1983), 

Beatriz Sarlo in Un escritor en las orillas (1995), Annick Louis in “Borges ante el nazismo” 

(1998), Daniel Balderston in Historical Situations in Borges (1990) and Edna Aizenberg’s 

“Postmodern or PostAuschwitz: Borges and the Limits of Representation” (1997). This section 

will discuss Aizenberg’s essay, since it acknowledges the postmodern elements in Borges’s 

fiction that explain Borges’s innovative ways of representing the Holocaust in his writing. 

 Aizenberg contests the belief, supposedly evidenced by the recurrent theme of literary 

unreality, that Borges’s fiction has little, if anything, to do with Holocaust literature and the 

question of representation. On one hand, critics such as Paul de Man applaud the fact that 

“Borgesian irreality” leaves little space for morality or representation, which is precisely what 

makes Borges for him an excellent writer (Aizenberg 141-2). On the other hand, Marxist critics, 

primarily Latin American writers such as the late Gabriel García Márquez, dismiss Borges’s 

irrealism as “a scarlet letter, a sign of shame marking the sins of escapism, cosmopolitanism, and 

irrelevance” (Aizenberg 142). In the end, both camps end up accusing Borges of disconnecting 

his writing from the human experience, a premise that Aizenberg firmly rejects. In fact, 

Aizenberg believes that “Borges early on grappled with issues that have since become central to 

                                                 
46 See Marchand (1934), for a discussion on Edgar Allan Poe’s role as social critic. 
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Holocaust research [such as] the question of the limits of representation” (146). What Borges 

does through his imaginative fiction, according to Aizenberg, is to create a whole new language, 

“[to question] the limits of representation as a way of finding a new discourse commensurate 

with a new genocidal reality, not as a means of liberation from any relation to reality” (149). 

 As he explains in “El arte narrativo y la magia,” Borges sees the move away from realism 

as a natural choice for fiction: 

He distinguido dos procesos causales: el natural, que es el resultado incesante de 

incontrolables e infinitas operaciones; el mágico, donde profetizan los pormenores, lúcido 

y limitado. En la novela, pienso que la única posible honradez está en el segundo. Quede 

el primero para la simulación psicológica. (115) 

In fact, in his essay “La postulación de la realidad,” Borges suggests that it is not the duty of 

literature to be precise in representing reality: 

Yo aconsejaría esta hipótesis: la imprecisión es tolerable o verosímil en la literatura, 

porque a ella propendemos siempre en la realidad. La simplificación conceptual de 

estados complejos es muchas veces una operación instantánea. El hecho mismo de 

percibir, de atender, es de orden selectivo: toda atención, toda fijación de nuestra 

conciencia, comporta una deliberada omisión de lo no interesante. (88) 

As E. Joseph Sharkey explains in “The Comedy of Language in Borges’ ‘La busca de 

Averroes,’” Borges views “imprecisión” as an acceptable characteristic of literature because in 

real life human beings are naturally drawn to imprecision (“a ella propendemos siempre en la 

realidad”) (58). The reason is that our minds are limited in their capacity to process information: 

“finite minds are capable of only a finite amount of information, much less than the amount 

available to us in a given experience” (58). Therefore, in order to make sense of reality, we 
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simplify what we see and perceive, by deliberately omitting, selectively, what we find 

uninteresting or unnecessary, and we do this automatically, “una operación instantánea” 

according to Borges, perhaps even unconsciously. 

 Borges’s short story “Funes el memorioso” has taught us about the implications and 

consequences of not being able to abstract and generalize; the inability to be imprecise, so to 

speak. In the story, Funes can only narrate an experience in the exact same way that he perceives 

it: “cada imagen visual estaba ligada a sensaciones musculares, térmicas, etcétera. Podía 

reconstruir todos los sueños, todos los entresueños. Dos o tres veces había reconstruido un día 

entero; no había dudado nunca, pero cada reconstrucción había requerido un día entero” (Obras 

587). If someone were to ask Funes about his day yesterday, it would take him an entire day to 

express it. For the rest of us, however, it is plainly impossible, in addition to undesirable, to 

represent reality with exact precision. The narrator in Borges’s short story is certainly aware of 

this, as he states, “No trataré de reproducir sus palabras, irrecuperables ahora. Prefiero resumir 

con veracidad las muchas cosas que me dijo Ireneo. El estilo indirecto es remoto y débil; yo sé 

que sacrifico la eficacia de mi relato; que mis lectores se imaginen los entrecortados períodos 

que me abrumaron esa noche” (Obras 586). The narrator prefers—or, rather, he does not have 

any other option than—to “resumir con veracidad,” to tell his abridged version of the experience, 

his own version of truth. Brevity, however, does not necessarily diminish veracity, as he 

indicates at the beginning of his narration: “Me parece muy feliz el proyecto de que todos 

aquellos que lo trataron escriban sobre él; mi testimonio será acaso el más breve y sin duda el 

más pobre, pero no el menos imparcial del volumen que editarán ustedes” (Obras 583). Thus it is 

with this license to be imprecise that Borges creates a new language that can somehow represent 

a “realidad tan infatigable como la que día y noche convergía sobre el infeliz Ireneo” (Obras 
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589). After all, as Sharkey argues, “[if] poetry is a more philosophical, a higher thing than 

history because it expresses the universal, which we might think of as the particular stripped of 

its particularity, then Borges’ point is that everyday human understanding is as poetic as it is 

historical” (58)47. Literature is better equipped for representing the nuances of the human 

experience precisely because it is more generic or universal than history, at least in the traditional 

sense. 

 Aizenberg believes that Borges’s writing echoes the double gesture in Holocaust fiction: 

“the incorporation of historical discourse as a means of underlining truthfulness, and, at the same 

time, an allusive or distanced telling with gaps [see Lang 2-3; 10; 12; 23; 34; Friedlander, 

Probing 17; and Langer 176]” (Aizenberg 146; emphasis mine). As I briefly mentioned in 

Chapter 1, Aizenberg argues that post-Auschwitz, a term she borrows form David Hirsch, is a 

more fitting term for Borges’s fiction than postmodern because his work is historically grounded: 

Read through the Holocaust, Borges can be understood as an early practitioner of what 

David Hirsch has called ‘post-Auschwitz,’ rather than ‘postmodern,’ writing. The first 

term, argues Hirsch, is more historically-grounded. It names the terrors of the era and 

unmasks the link between those terrors and certain tendencies of ‘posthistorical’ 

relativism and deconstructive indeterminacy’ (245)” (149). 

Nevertheless, Aizenberg admits that in any case the post-Auschwitz and the postmodern share 

common traits: “post-Auschwitz literature, as in Borges, often shares postmodernism’s doubts 

about the possibilities of knowledge, and frequently employs ‘postmodern’ textual strategies—

denying temporal succession, denying the self, denying the astronomical universe” (149). 

Therefore, Borges is not too different from his fellow Latin American writers: “The crematories 

                                                 
47 The author bases his statement on Aristotle’s argument that we can find more truth in the 
universal than in the particular. 
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were, unfortunately, real, and Borges, despite his canonization in the metropolis as the banisher 

par excellence of the être referentiel (Baudrillard), was a man from the margins, who like his 

Latin American companions, worked towards an inscription of reality within an awareness of 

referential slippage” (149). Borges not only has an awareness of such referential slippage, but he 

actually seizes it in order to create a special language as a new mode of representation. 

 Ultimately, Borges challenges the traditional modes of representing reality, which is the 

essentially the unrepresentable in the case of the Holocaust experience. His efforts are concurrent 

with what Jean-François Lyotard characterizes as the postmodern in “Answer to the Question, 

What is the Postmodern?”: 

The postmodern would be that which in the modern invokes the unpresentable in 

presentation itself, which refuses the consolation of correct forms, refuses the consensus 

of taste permitting a common experience of nostalgia for the impossible, and inquires into 

new presentations—not to take pleasure in them but to better produce the feeling that 

there is something unpresentable. (12) 

Let us take, for example, Borges’s short story “El milagro secreto.” The narrator takes us to 

March 19, 1939, in Prague, five days after writer Jaromir Hladík had a prophetic dream (March 

14, 1939). On this day he is captured and sentenced to death by the Gestapo because “su apellido 

materno era Jaroslavski, su sangre era judía, su estudio sobre Boehme era judaizante, su firma 

dilataba el censo final de una protesta contra el Anschluss” (Obras 613). Aizenberg views the 

incorporation of actual historical dates in the short story as Borges’s deliberate decision to 

capture actual historical moments48: “[p]recise historical anchoring marks the tale, as a way of 

indicating the unmistakable circumstances; for example, the fiction opens with a chillingly exact 

                                                 
48 See also Balderston (1990). The author proposes that readers take into account the historical 
and political material in Borges’s short stories. 
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time and place” (146). In the end, Borges does what García Márquez, a former journalist, does in 

his historical novels, namely the incorporation of precise historical dates in the text as a way of 

anchoring the real within the fiction, while creating a tension between what is real and what is 

fiction. Linda Hutcheon, for whom García Márquez’s One Hundred Years of Solitude fits the 

postmodern label in that it is a prime example of historiographic metafiction49, describes 

postmodernism as “a contradictory phenomenon, one that uses and abuses, installs and then 

subverts, the very concept it challenges” (Poetics 3). Borges fits well into this category in the 

sense that his fiction consists of “a critical reworking, never a nostalgic ‘return’” (Poetics 4). 

Inspired by Borges, Paszkowski’s novel provides social critiques by challenging the conventions 

of the detective genre. 

 

3.2. Borges and Metaphysical/Postmodern Detective Fiction 

 “La muerte y la brújula” falls somewhere between the whodunit and the thriller as 

defined by Tzvetan Todorov in “The Typology of Detective Fiction.” The classic whodunit was 

pioneered by Edgar Allan Poe and popularized by British writers Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, G.K. 

Chesterton and Agatha Christie. The structure consists of two sequential stories: the story of the 

crime, which takes place prior to the narrative, and the subsequent story of the investigation, 

which starts with the detective learning about the crime from the newspaper. Since the crime has 

already taken place, the detective is immune to danger and his task is simply to solve the case, 

often from the comfort of his home or office: “The first story, that of the crime, ends before the 

second begins. But what happens in the second? Not much. The characters of this second story, 

                                                 
49 Hutcheon assigns the term historiographic metafiction to “well-known and popular novels 
which are both intensely self-reflexive and yet paradoxically also lay claim to historical events 
and personages” (Poetics 5). 
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the story of the investigation, do not act, they learn. Nothing can happen to them: a rule of the 

genre postulates the detective’s immunity” (44)50. Conversely, in the thriller51, popular in the 

U.S. before and after World War II, the detective risks his life because the crime (the action) 

coincides with the narrative: “We are no longer told about a crime anterior to the moment of the 

narrative; the narrative coincides with the action. No thriller is presented in the form of memoirs: 

there is no point reached where the narrator comprehends all past events, we do not even know if 

he will reach the end of the story alive. Prospection takes the place of retrospection” (47). Given 

these descriptions, “La muerte y la brújula” seemingly falls best into the thriller category, as 

Lönnrot throws himself into action and visits all the crime scenes: first, he heads to Hôtel du 

Nord, then to a deserted corner in the capital’s western suburbs, “en el más desamparado y vacío 

de los huecos suburbios occidentales de la capital” (604); afterwards he goes to the Liverpool 

House tavern at Rue de Toulon, “esa calle salobre en la que conviven el cosmorama y la lechería, 

el burdel y los vendedores de biblias” (604); lastly, he hops on a train to the strange and 

labyrinthine Villa of Triste-le-Roy, thinking that he would outwit his opponent and prevent him 

from committing another crime. At the same time, Borges, whose fiction was influenced by Poe 

and Chesterton, also borrows significantly from the whodunit tradition. In “La muerte y la 

brújula” the reader is treated to some of the key offerings found in the classic whodunnit, such as 

detailed explanations of “clue after clue, lead after lead” which necessarily rely on “a purely 

geometric architecture” (Todorov 45), as Scharlach revels in explaining his elaborate geometric 

design to the outwitted Lönnrot. 

                                                 
50 Todorov discusses, as an example, the case of Agatha Christie’s detective Hercule Poirot in 
her novel Murder on the Orient Express. 
51 Todorov’s term for hardboiled. 



 110

 Paszkowski’s novel also straddles between the whodunit and the thriller. As in Poe’s 

Dupin stories52, Roberto’s main source of information is the newspaper, the same way that 

Lönnrot consults the Yidische Zaitung. At the same time, Roberto embodies the hardboiled crime 

fiction or film noir protagonist: “Es una figura de la Serie Negra clásica, porque el maestro de 

juristas está gastado y cansado, como salido de una película de los años cuarenta y cincuenta, 

pero sin pistola ni sombrero, abandonado por su mujer, bebedor: la vida es un fracaso personal” 

(Paszkowski, “Prólogo” 11-12). Most importantly, the novel reflects upon the detective fiction 

genre as a metafictional strategy, as Roberto compares the real-life crime that he is investigating 

with crime thriller films: “Nunca me pasó esto. Esto pasa en las películas, eso de sospechar, de 

saber que se va a cometer un crimen. Las cosas, cuando llegan a la justicia, casi siempre ya 

pasaron. Por eso somos como enfermeros, como bomberos somos, apenas” (84). Passive after-

the-fact detectives are a thing of the past; the new detectives are expected to spring into action 

and prevent the next crime from taking place, just as in the movies. 

 Paul’s crime reminds Roberto of crime thriller films because it is inspired by movies 

starring Juliette Lewis, in particular Cape Fear (1991). In this film directed by Martin Scorsese, 

released sex offender Max Cady (Robert De Niro) resolves to exact vengeance on his former 

lawyer Sam Bowden (Nick Nolte) for withholding the evidence (“buried the report”) that could 

have acquitted Max on some of the charges. Sam suppressed the evidence because he thought 

that Max deserved to serve more time in prison. As his wife Leigh (Jessica Lange) playfully 

teases him, Sam is known to bend the rules to his advantage: 

LEIGH. Yeah. You know how to fight dirty. You do that for a living. 

SAM. Real cute, Leigh. (00:08:13-18) 

                                                 
52 Poe’s detective reads the Gazette des Tribunaux. 
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The reader in Tesis will soon learn that, like Sam Bowden, Roberto is not above breaking the law 

if it means that Paul goes to jail and pays for his crime. There are constant discussions of Juliette 

Lewis films throughout the novel, and Paul even leaves his DVD collection in his bedroom back 

in France for his father to find. His father later informs Roberto, who in turn watches the films to 

look for clues that would help him prove that Paul is the murderer. 

 The fact that Roberto feels like a movie detective (life imitates art) indicates, above all, a 

disruption in the classic detective story. Paszkowski’s novel even provides a commentary on the 

low/high culture division through Bernard’s perplexity upon discovering the unexpected range of 

his son’s film choices: 

y qué hacía entre ellas el melodrama What’s eating Gilbert Grape?, o eso que parecía un 

insulto a la inteligencia, Mixed nuts, con Steve Martin, porque no podía ser que a nadie, y 

menos a su hijo, pudiera interesarle tanto como para llegar a comprarlo un video con 

Steve Martin, justamente Paul, educado en los textos clásicos, en los museos, en la más 

fina tradición del teatro francés, en el cine de autor, educado en los mejores colegios 

primario y secundario, en una buena universidad, no podía ser aunque eso, piensa el 

padre, todas esas películas americanas, aunque una fuese de Oliver Stone y otra de Martin 

Scorsese, todas esas estúpidas películas americanas, y en especial la de Steve Martin, 

eran la prueba de que su hijo estaba rematadamente loco . . . (21-22) 

Bernard cannot fathom how someone of his son’s pedigree and upbringing can enjoy comedian 

Steve Martin’s films, which he deems “un insulto a la inteligencia.” But detective fiction itself 

had previously been dismissed as “popular” in the pejorative sense. It is only thanks to 

postmodern egalitarianism that the crime mystery “has progressed from the margins of 

respectability to the heart of the literary canon. Narratives of violence, crime and detection are no 
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longer relegated to the ranks of pulp fiction or B movies. Goddard, Wim Wenders and Robert 

Altman have scripted and directed thrillers; Nabokov, Robbe Grillet and Borges have written 

detective stories, or rather, have made deliberate use of the detective story paradigm” (Shiloh 1). 

Borges even proposed and created innovative forms for detective narratives, as evidenced by the 

ways in which “La muerte y la brújula” challenges genre conventions. 

 Borges offers a revised version of the whodunit mainly by rejecting realism and 

introducing ontological uncertainties in his stories. “La muerte y la brújula” represents what 

Brian McHale in Postmodernist Fiction (1987) defines as a move from modernism to 

postmodernism, “the shift of dominant from problems of knowing to problems of modes of 

being—from an epistemological dominant to an ontological one” (10). McHale lists some of the 

questions that the new cultural dominant seeks to address: 

What is a world?; What kinds of world are there, how are they constituted, and how do 

they differ?; What happens when different kinds of world are placed in confrontation, or 

when boundaries between worlds are violated?; What is the mode of existence of a text, 

and what is the mode of existence of the world (or worlds) it projects?; How is a 

projected world structured? And so on.” (10) 

If McHale identifies detective fiction with modernism and designates science fiction as a better 

representative for postmodernism because “it is the ontological genre par excellence (as the 

detective story is the epistemological genre par excellence) . . . ” (16), it is because he is 

referring to the detective fiction proper of Poe, Doyle, and Christie. The pure puzzle stories 

assure readers that the mind, through logic and reasoning (ratiocination), will eventually lead 

them to a concrete solution to the mystery. “La muerte y la brújula,” however, is a metaphysical 

detective story that problematizes the Modernist hermeneutic strategies and neat closure in the 
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conventional detective story. Ewert (1999) explains that McHale’s classification of the 

epistemological is no longer sufficient for the “detective fiction of the postmodernist period,” as 

the new metaphysical detection address questions beyond mere interpretation or problem 

solving. Lönnrot meets his tragic end because “this would-be Dupin has erred in believing that 

he still lives in an epistemologically oriented universe, where knowledge leads to successful 

detection and the detective invariably triumphs. He lives only long enough to discover that times 

have changed; knowledge means certain death, and detection is no longer a viable career” (182). 

The narrator in “La muerte y la brújula” even forewarns the reader of Lönnrot’s impending 

failure in spite of the detective’s perceived knowledge: “Es verdad que Erik Lönnrot no logró 

impedir el último crimen, pero es indiscutible que lo previó” (Obras 601). Instead, “La muerte y 

la brújula” would qualify as what McHale later defines in Constructing Postmodernism (1992) as 

the postmodern “anti-detective,” quoting Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose—famously 

influenced by Borges—as an example of “inverting, suppressing, or occluding other essential 

features of the detective-story model (crime, victim, detective), ultimately by undermining its 

very rationality” (150-1). 

 Patricia Merivale and Susan Elizabeth Sweeney provide a succinct historical overview of 

the metaphysical detective fiction in “The Game’s Afoot: On the Trail of the Metaphysical 

Detective Story.” Coined by Howard Haycraft (Murder for Pleasure 1941) to discuss the 

theological metaphysics in Chesterton’s Father Brown stories, the metaphysical detective fiction 

actually began with Poe’s tales of ratiocination, the very pioneers of the mystery genre, in the 

1840s. Poe’s “self-reflexive, philosophical, consciously literary detective stories” later inspired 

Doyle’s positivist detective stories in the 1890s and Chesterton’s Father Brown series in the 

early 1900s. Then Borges and other “proto-postmodernist” writers such as Vladimir Nabokov 
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“secularized” Chesterton’s Christian brand of metaphysical detective fiction (the Father Brown 

series) in the 1930s and 1940s. Later, the French nouveau roman, led by Alain Robbe-Grillet, 

renewed interest in metaphysical detective fiction in the 1950s, while the translations of Borges’s 

short stories into English did the same in the early 1960s, influencing American postmodernists 

such as Thomas Pynchon and Latin-American writers such as Julio Cortázar and Gabriel García 

Márquez (4-5), and eventually inspiring countless other writers around the globe. 

 Although, as we have seen, the metaphysical is not reserved only for postmodernist 

writers, the postmodern detective story necessarily explores metaphysical concerns. At the same 

time, the metaphysical detective story does not reject the classic detective fiction; on the 

contrary, it incorporates elements of the classic detective fiction in order to subvert them in a 

postmodern manner. As Merivale clarifies in “Postmodern and Metaphysical Detection,” the 

metaphysical detective story qualifies as postmodern chiefly in that it questions, subverts, and 

parodies the classic detective story, particularly in the way that it presents the solution to the 

mystery: “it is the absence or perversion of the traditional ‘solution’ that chiefly marks the 

‘postmodern’ era” (308). This modification of the traditional detective solution is accomplished 

through the manipulation of the reader’s expectations based on his/her experience with detective 

stories: “Robbe-Grillet and Borges depend on the audience’s familiarity with the conventions of 

the detective story to provide the subtext they may then play with by defeating expectations . . . 

Post-Modernists use as a foil the assumption of detective fiction that the mind can solve all: by 

twisting the details just the opposite becomes the case” (155). Borges surprises the reader in “La 

muerte y la brújula,” for example, by sending Lönnrot to his tragic end, even as the detective 

deciphers every clue and seems to be one step ahead of the criminal, the police, and the reader. 

Paszkowski also surprises his readers with an unconventional ending. Throughout the novel, 
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Roberto complains about the inefficiency and the corruption in the Argentine criminal justice 

system, only to manipulate the system to his own benefit, the end justifying the means. This 

surprise ending is motivated by social criticism, an approach characteristic of the third movement 

of the mystery writing tradition in Argentina. 

 

3.3. Borges and the Argentine Mystery Writing Tradition 

 The canonical Argentine detective fiction itself has its beginnings in the 1940s, with 

Honorio Bustos Domecq’s (pseudonym for collaborators Borges and Bioy Casares) Seis 

problemas para Don Isidro Parodi (1942) deemed the first compilation of detective stories in 

Spanish and Borges’s “La muerte y la brújula” lauded as the epitome of the genre.53 However, in 

an interview with Clemens Franken, Ricardo Piglia explains that the Argentine tradition of 

mystery writing actually launched much earlier, and that there are three pivotal moments in 

which the genre gained traction in Argentina. The first stage took place in the late 19th century 

with the early translations of Poe’s short stories, which influenced Argentine authors Eduardo 

Holmberg and Paul Groussac. A positivist and socially conscious literary style characterized this 

early detective fiction, due to the sociopolitical backdrop of the day: the European immigration 

waves to Argentina in the late 19th century created a mass paranoia, which consequently resulted 

in a type of literature that portrayed crime as a consequence of social conditions, along with 

biological and medical disorders. 

 Piglia identifies the 1930s and the 1940s as the setting for the second moment, with 

Borges as the key player in a “doble movimiento” of disseminating the British detective style 

and simultaneously challenging its conventions in order to create new forms of the genre. 

                                                 
53 See Walsh 7, for an overview of the history of Argentine detective fiction. 



 116

Borges’s campaign to challenge the conventions and propose a new kind of detective fiction in 

the 1930s is reflected in the selection of detective stories that Borges and Bioy Casares edited in 

their anthology Los mejores cuentos policiales in the literary magazine El séptimo círculo54, 

which includes Borges’s very own “La muerte y la brújula.” According to Zavala Medina 

(2015), the narration techniques and aesthetics that the stories in the anthology share in common 

with “La muerte y la brújula” consist of metafictional strategies, the creation of a new type of 

reader, the rejection of realism, and the rejection of both physical adventures and distributive 

justice55 (80-82). Indeed, scholars have remarked that Borges’s treatment of the detective story 

stands out from the rest thanks to the absence of a sense of social justice, a satisfying conclusion 

that shows that good triumphs over evil. Scharlach the criminal succeeds in luring Lönnrot the 

detective into a deadly trap and, more importantly, he does not receive any form of punishment. 

 Josef von Sternberg’s early gangster films of the late 1920s may have influenced the 

rejection of distributive justice in Borges’s stories. As Silver and Ursini disclose in “Crime and 

the Mass Media,” Sternberg’s Pre-Code56 silent films Underworld (1927), The Docks of New 

York (1928), The Dragnet (1928), The Case of Lena Smith (1929) and first sound film 

Thunderbolt (1929) are some of the earliest “unconventional, quasi-proletarian [crime] films” 

(58). Underworld may not be the first studio film that features criminal characters as heroes, but 

it is the first in doing away with sentimental moral lessons: “Underworld eliminated most of the 

                                                 
54 Borges and Bioy Casares were the chief editors of El séptimo círculo, published by Emecé. 
55 However, Borges’s story “El hombre de la esquina rosada” would be an exception, if we 
analyze it as a detective story. 
56 The US Production Code was enforced in order to curtail the working-class audience’s 
enthusiasm for bawdy gangster films that were based on “very real and very sensational 
gangsterism actually at large in American society” and featured criminals based on notorious 
real-life law-breakers such as Dillinger and Bonny and Clyde. The Depression-era viewers 
championed these populist underdog figures as they represented a kind of resistance against the 
establishment figures seen as responsible for their precarious situation (Silver and Ursini 58-59). 
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causes for criminal behavior and focused on the criminal perpetrators themselves, anticipating 

not only the flurry of gangster films released prior to the enforcement of the Production Code in 

1934 but also the criminal narratives and characters of film noir of the 1940s and 1950s” (58). In 

“La muerte y la brújula,” Scharlach is not motivated by money and power like the common 

criminal. Instead, he seeks to exact vengeance upon Lönnrot for the ambush that the detective led 

in a gambling parlor. In the ambush Lönnrot captured and sent Scharlach’s brother to jail, while 

Sharlach escaped with a bullet in his stomach and went into hiding at the same labyrinthine villa 

to which he led Lönnrot with his clues: “Hace tres años, en un garito de la Rue de Toulon, usted 

mismo arrestó e hizo encarcelar a mi hermano. En un cupé, mis hombres me sacaron del tiroteo 

con una bala policial en el vientre. Nueve días y nueve noches agonicé en esta desolada quinta 

simétrica . . .” (Obras 609). Although “La muerte y la brújula” is hardly a proletarian crime 

story, Scharlach’s victory can be seen as the underdog’s triumph against the establishment, as 

represented by the detective Lönnrot and the police, who shot the “bala policial” that pierced 

Scharlach’s stomach. This aspect of “La muerte y la brújula” is probably what appealed to 

Paszkowski, despite the fact that his novel identifies more with the grittier hardboiled style 

introduced in the third detective literary moment in Argentina. 

 The third pivotal period of the detective fiction tradition in Argentina is linked to the 

1960s, with the official translations of hardboiled novels by Chandler, Hammett, McCoy, 

Goodis, Williams, Cain and others published in the literary magazine Serie Negra57. These 

novelas duras presented a contrast to Borges’s and Bioy Casares’s El séptimo círculo anthology 

and inspired a new type of Argentine detective fiction, as exemplified by the works of Manuel 

Puig, Osvaldo Soriano, Alberto Laiseca, Juan Sasturain, and Guillermo Sacomano. Mempo 

                                                 
57 Piglia edited Serie Negra, published by Tiempo Contemporáneo. 
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Giardinelli explains that hardboiled detective fiction has had a significant influence on 

contemporary Latin American narrative across all genres because it is not considered elite and 

inaccessible, and it incorporates, rather than rejects, social reality, as well as it questions and 

challenges the power of the police force and the justice system (xviii). 

 If Latin American detective fiction is becoming more and more hardboiled, it is because 

“detective fiction writers in Latin American countries have no choice but to be hard-boiled. They 

can no longer write classic fiction. For that reason, hard-boiled literature has been revolutionary 

for postboom Latin American letters” (Giardinelli xviii). Justice then became a central theme in 

Latin American novels from the 1960s onwards and the hardboiled style now pervades the 

majority of contemporary Latin American detective fiction. In fact, although Paskowski’s novel 

borrows heavily from Borges, it evidently belongs to the novela dura genre, which in turn 

motivates Goldfrid’s film’s noir aesthetics, as we will see in the next chapter. 

 Yet Borges despised the hardboiled style: 

No me gusta la violencia que exhiben los norteamericanos. En general son autores 

truculentos. Raymond Chandler es un poco mejor; pero los otros, Dashiell Hammet, por 

ejemplo, son muy malos. Además, ellos no escriben novelas policiales: los detectives no 

razonan en ningún momento. Todos son malevos: los criminales y los policías. Lo cual 

puede ser cierto [...]. Pero es una lástima que la novela policial, que empezó en 

Norteamérica y de un modo intelectual—con un personaje como M. Dupin, que razona y 

descubre el crimen—vaya a parar en esos personajes siniestros, que protagonizan riñas 

donde uno le pega al otro con una culata del revólver, y este a su vez lo tira al suelo y le 

patea la cara, y todo esto mostrado con escenas pornográficas. (Lafforgue and Rivera 44-

45) 
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A nostalgic yearning for Poe’s detective may be the reason why Borges favored G.K. 

Chesterton’s more Dupinesque Father Brown over grittier hardboiled sleuths like Chandler’s 

Marlowe or Hammet’s Spade, but Borges did not entirely and blindly imitate the British 

analytical detective narration style. 

 In the 1962 interview with James Irby, Borges revealed that “La muerte y la brújula” was 

inspired by G.K. Chesterton’s “The Three Horsemen of the Apocalypse,” a story that he and 

Bioy Casares had translated into Spanish (7)58. In reality, Borges playfully misled his inquisitive 

readers, as there is little trace of “The Three Horsemen of the Apocalypse” in “La muerte y la 

brújula” (Hayes and Tololyan 396). Instead, there are more obvious allusions to other stories, 

most notably “Blue Cross” of the Father Brown series. In “Blue Cross,” renowned detective and 

chief of the Paris police Valentin travels to London to apprehend elusive thief Flambeau. 

Valentin suspects that Flambeau is after a valuable jewel-encrusted cross to be transported in a 

parcel by Father Brown, “a very short Roman Catholic priest” from Essex (Chesterton 18). 

 An immediate evidence of transtextuality between “Blue Cross” and “La muerte y la 

brújula” lies in the mention of a Eucharistic Congress as the background for the criminal activity: 

“it was conjectured that [Flambeau] would take some advantage of the unfamiliarity and 

confusion of the Eucharistic Congress, then taking place in London” (Chesterton 17). In “La 

muerte y la brújula,” the first victim, Doctor Marcelo Yarmolinsky, is a delegate from Podolsk 

who is in town to attend the “Tercer Congreso Talmúdico” (Obras 601). Another transtextual 

evidence is found in the similarities between the two detectives Valentin and Lönnrot. The 

narrator in “Blue Cross” touts Valentin as “the most famous investigator of the world” 

(Chesterton 17), and it is implied that Lönnrot enjoys a similar reputation, since many infamous 

                                                 
58 The translation is included in Los mejores cuentos policiales, edited by Borges and Bioy 
Casares. 
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criminals, including Scharlach, vow to kill the detective: “Ese criminal (como tantos) había 

jurado por su honor la muerte de Lönnrot, pero éste nunca se dejó de intimidar” (Obras 601). 

 Furthermore, Valentin and Lönnrot employ a similar modus operandi to solve crimes, 

namely a reliance on reason. At the same time, both detectives are not afraid to explore other 

options should reason fail them: “All his wonderful successes, that looked like conjuring, had 

been gained by plodding logic, by clear and commonplace French thought. But exactly because 

Valentin understood reason, he understood the limits of reason” (Chesterton 20); “In such cases 

[Valentin] reckoned on the unforeseen. In such cases, when he could not follow the train of the 

reasonable, he coldly and carefully followed the train of the unreasonable” (Chesterton 20); 

“Lönnrot se creía un puro razonador, un Auguste Dupin, pero algo de aventurero había en él y 

hasta de tahúr” (Obras 601). This signals a deliberate move from the Dupin model, even as Poe 

influenced both Chesterton and Borges. 

 Indeed, both “Blue Cross” and “La muerte y la brújula” challenge the conventions of the 

detective fiction, most notably in “the confusion and mutability of the traditional roles of 

detective fiction: criminal, victim, investigator. Neither story follows the basic formula of the 

classic tale of detection, in which the criminal is caught by a pursuing detective who uncovers 

blunders that only he and the most alert reader can discern” (Aden and Tololyan 398). In fact, 

while Borges introduced the British detective fiction tradition through his short stories, he 

simultaneously sought to establish his own brand of the genre: “La muerte y la brújula es el 

Ulysses del relato policial. La forma llega a su culminación y se desintegra” (Piglia 68). That is 

why Lönnrot, while he possesses Dupin’s superior analytical skills, also shows a predilection for 

adventure and even risk-taking. Lönnrot is, indeed, different from Borges and Bioy Casares’s 

character Isidro Parodi, who, as the name indicates, is a parodic representation of the British 
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analytical detective who relies solely on intelligence and logic to solve the mystery, as opposed 

to the noir fiction detective who simply throws himself into the experience (the action): “en la 

novela negra no parece haber otro criterio de verdad que la experiencia: el investigador se lanza, 

ciegamente, al encuentro de los hechos, se deja llevar por los acontecimientos y su investigación 

produce fatalmente nuevos crímenes; una cadena de acontecimientos cuyo efecto es el 

descubrimiento, el desciframiento” (Piglia 68). Giardinelli goes so far as to dismiss Parodi as a 

“purely literary” character lacking any social dimension: “The early detective characters created 

by writers such as Borges and Bioy Casares (Isidro Parodi) . . . were figures who in certain ways 

were inhibited from engaging in social criticism. That’s why those detectives, although 

attractive, were false, they were purely literary” (xviii). It is for this same reason that 

contemporary Latin American authors eventually lost interest in (British) classical detective 

fiction and instead looked towards (North American) hardboiled fiction, which was considered 

better suited to represent their social reality: 

Detective fiction removed from reality lost its appeal. In fact, Latin American publishers 

warned that the genre had lost prestige and had begun its decline. They said that there 

was no interest in it, no audience, that it was out of style, there were not enough writers, 

and that it was nothing more than pulp fiction for mass consumption that had run its 

course—that is, until the new generation of writers influenced by Hammet, Chandler, 

José Giovanni (b. 1923) and others became aware of the hard-boiled novel’s potential to 

question authority. (Giardinelli xix) 

Tesis borrows significantly from Borges, as it reverses the traditional roles of the detective and 

the criminal by exploring the themes of the double and the unreliable narrator. But Paszkowski’s 
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novel is distinctly hardboiled, as its central thematic thrust consists of reflections on the 

Argentine criminal justice. 

 

3.4. The Detective and the Borgesian Intellectual Duel 

 Published in 1998, Paszkowski’s debut novel Tesis sobre un homicidio was an instant 

bestseller. In the same year, it won the prestigious literary prize Premio Novela awarded by 

Argentine newspaper La Nación. The novel owes its success to a series of attributes as 

summarized by Gustavo Geirola in his book review: 

Las primeras reseñas periodísticas también acuerdan que se trata de una obra con la que 

el autor entra sin mayor trámite a instalarse en la literatura argentina, por su manejo del 

lenguaje y de las reglas del género policial, por su elaborada precisión de la trama y la 

construcción de los personajes, por su pericia escrituraria y, finalmente, por su evidente 

entronque con lo mejor de la tradición narrativa argentina, especialmente Borges y Saer. 

Todo esto es indiscutible. (737) 

Similarly, in her interview with Diego Paszkowski, Télam’s Julieta Grosso identifies the definite 

link between Paszkowski’s novel and Borges in the intellectual duel aspect lodged within a 

detective story plot: 

La mejor tradición del género [policial], con su inquietante repertorio de intrigas, 

pesquisas y obsesiones, aparece resignificada en esta historia cuyo punto de partida es un 

asesinato que, sin indicios esclarecedores que allanen el camino a su resolución, 

confronta a dos personajes en un duelo intelectual deudor de aquellos cuchilleros 

rioplatenses que le otorgaron a Jorge Luis Borges su impronta decisiva. (Grosso) 
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Several titles come to mind, but the best representation of Grosso’s description in Borges’s short 

stories would be “La muerte y la brújula,” where famous Detective Erik Lönnrot finally meets 

his match, in both intellectual and physical abilities, in the infamous master criminal Red 

Scharlach (a.k.a Scharlach the Dandy). 

 In Tesis, big-shot-lawyer-turned-lecturer Roberto F. Bermúdez teaches a graduate Law 

seminar at the University of Buenos Aires. The Criminal Law expert suspects that one of his 

students murdered a woman to prove that the criminal justice system is flawed. Convinced that 

his student is deliberately leaving clues for him, a cat-and-mouse chase ensues. Roberto is the 

Lönnrot to Paul Besançon’s Scharlach. 23-year-old French Law student Paul was sent to Buenos 

Aires by his father to take a graduate course with Roberto, an old family friend of the Besançons. 

The plot quickly thickens as Paul plans and carries out the rape and murder of a young woman, 

and Roberto strives to prove that his student is the author of the crime. From the first chapter the 

reader witnesses Paul meticulously planning the perfect crime at the Facultad de Derecho’s 

university library. He is researching Argentine penal codes and devising ways in which he could 

use the law to his advantage. He aims to demonstrate, in his final thesis project for Roberto’s 

class, that it is possible to get away with murder, even if in theory the law dictates that no one is 

above the law. He is determined to prove that “la justicia es ciega59” everywhere, even in France, 

although he believes that Argentina is especially primed for it: “porque él podrá hacer lo que 

quiera mientras la venda que la justicia tiene en los ojos siga representando lo que él cree que 

representa, es decir la impunidad, porque es así siempre y no porque éste sea un país bárbaro, 

que seguramente lo es” (41). Paul even refuses to purchase the Argentine Penal Code book, a 

must-have for every Law student, preferring instead to borrow it from the university library 

                                                 
59 Paul means it in the pejorative sense that justice is incapable of seeing the truth. 
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because “es mejor usar las armas de ellos, las propias armas de la Facultad, del poder” (25). Paul 

carefully prepares every minute detail of the crime: “la chica secuestrada en el auto, el arma de 

guerra, la eventual violación, los golpes, el ensañamiento, la promesa de pago y la muerte, que 

todo eso debe producirse antes de que finalice el curso con Bermúdez” (46). He believes that 

Roberto’s course will provide him with everything he needs to carry out his sinister plan: “el 

Seminario de Especialización en Derecho Penal por el que había venido a la Argentina, que 

quizá, piensa Paul, le pudiera aportar algún dato nuevo para agregar a su tesis, para planear 

mejor el crimen, porque justamente la accesoria del artículo cincuenta y dos era la que hablaba 

de reincidencia” (46). If Paul succeeds, he will not only prove that justice is blind, but he will 

also triumph over hotshot Law expert Roberto. 

 Paul challenges Roberto to an intellectual duel by leaving daring hints and clues for his 

professor. In Chapter 4, Paul approaches Roberto after class to discuss his prospective final 

thesis and reveals, disguised as hypothetical questions, all the details of his impending crime:  

—Imagínese que yo cometiera un homicidio y usted, como juez, quiere que se cumpla el 

 total de la sentencia, pero yo no tengo antecedentes. ¿Cómo hace usted para 

 aplicar el artículo 52? . . . No, doctor, disculpe. No hay otras personas. Estoy yo 

 solo. Es una hipótesis. Imagínese que una mujer joven aparece asesinada. Aparece 

 en un descampado, previamente violada, y golpeada, y estrangulada, y atada de 

 pies y manos. Hay un fajo de esos con que se atan los billetes de banco, o una 

 carta prometiendo recompensa. Y en las pericias se establece que la remataron 

 con un arma de guerra, con un revólver calibre cuarenta y cinco, y... 

—Pistola. 

—¿Qué? 
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—Con una pistola, Besancón. Si es calibre cuarenta y cinco tiene que ser una pistola. Los 

 revólveres son treinta y ocho o cuarenta y cuatro. 

—Perfecto. Pistola cuarenta y cinco, con silenciador y balas de punta hueca como  las que 

 usan en las películas, si quiere. Y a la chica se le inyectó formol, o algo, para que 

 no se pueda determinar el momento del deceso . . . Y ella tenía un automotor, un 

 Renault 21, digamos, que fue previamente robado. (60-61) 

Paul deliberately discloses all the details to make sure that Roberto is aware that Paul is 

challenging him. Roberto even inadvertently helps Paul choose his murder weapon. Then Paul 

calls Roberto at 5:10 on a Sunday morning to ask his professor more questions about his final 

thesis: “Me preguntaba si para la ley de este país el concepto de violación, de penetración carnal 

específicamente, se toma en cuenta sólo cuando el acto está realizado con el miembro masculino 

y no, por ejemplo, con algún objeto” (83). Everything points to the fact that Paul is openly 

challenging Roberto: all the “hypothetical” questions, the fact that his chosen victim drives a 

Renault 21 just like Roberto’s car, and the scene of the crime located conveniently “justo detrás 

de la Facultad de Derecho, toda una paradoja, todo un regalo para Bermúdez, un regalo de Paul 

Besançon . . .” (77). 

 In Chapter 5, Paul finalizes his plans for the crime. On his computer he types the note 

that he intends to leave at the crime scene, which would be another clue for Roberto to decipher: 

‘muerte a todas las mujeres como ella’, en letras bien claras, tipografía Footlight MT 

light, cuerpo setenta y dos, que es el más grande que muestra el programa, un Microsoft 

Word 7.0 en su notebook y, después de imprimir . . . piensa Paul y sonríe al recordar 

aquellas viejas máquinas de escribir, en esas películas en las que por una letra tipiada dos 

milímetros más arriba, o más abajo, se descubre al asesino . . . (75) 
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Paul constantly thinks of films as he prepares for the murder he is about to commit, particularly 

the ones starring Juliette Lewis, which serve to inspire and motivate his crime60. Obsessed with 

Lewis, Paul chooses a female victim who looks like the Hollywood actress: “sería una mujer 

muy parecida a ella, parecida a ella como la mujer en el auto celeste que el lunes pasado, y 

también el miércoles, y esperemos que hoy viernes también, piensa Paul, a las ocho y cuarto de 

la noche detiene su Renault 21 en el semáforo de la rotonda de Libertador hacia Pueyrredón” 

(75-76). 

 Although the crime is solved immediately in the novel, in the sense that the reader knows 

who committed it, we find a detective plot-driven story as we follow Roberto’s quest to collect 

evidence in order to prove that Paul is guilty. The swift reveal is in line with one of the rules of 

detective fiction that Borges outlines in his essay “Leyes de la narración policial,” which dictates 

priority of the how over the who: “primacía del cómo sobre el quién” (Textos recobrados 36). In 

“La muerte y la brújula,” detective Lönnrot is mainly concerned with decoding the clues left by 

the criminal and, once Lönnrot perceives the mystery as solved, the detective considers the rest 

mere secondary details: “Virtualmente, había descifrado el problema; las meras circunstancias, la 

realidad (nombres, arrestos, caras, trámites judiciales y carcelarios), apenas le interesaban ahora” 

(Obras 606). Whether or not Scharlach is the perpetrator or the victim, or any participant at all, is 

of little importance to Lönnrot at this juncture. Nevertheless, this is a framing device that Borges 

                                                 
60 Paul’s obsession with Juliette Lewis originates from his disappointment in women, starting 
with his own mother. Hence, Paul leaves the note “Muerte a mujeres como ella” at the murder 
scene. It is implied in the novel that Paul’s mother may have had an affair with Roberto. To 
make matters worse, Paul’s girlfriend Celine leaves him at the age of sixteen without any 
explanation. Therefore, Paul’s obsession with Lewis and her movie characters stems from his 
abandonment issues, related to a series of childhood trauma caused by the women in his life. It is 
no surprise that Paul is attracted to Lewis’s often submissive, defenseless, and even outright 
violated female characters, the kind of women that he feels he could control, unlike his mother 
and his former girlfriend. 
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commonly employs in order to deceive the reader into undermining the complexity of the story, 

when, in fact, like Lönnrot, the reader is in for a bigger surprise. As Donald Shaw explains in 

Borges’ Narrative Strategy, the labyrinthine puzzle-within-a-puzzle narrative structure as found 

in “La muerte y la brújula” lulls readers into a false sense of security by quickly revealing the 

solution of a first puzzle in the story, only to lead them onto a much more complex and, 

ultimately, unsolvable puzzle (10). As Grosso points out in her Telám article, the narrative in 

Paszkowski’s novel is informed by one of Borges’s most celebrated themes, namely an 

intellectual duel between two antagonists, imbued with complexities that make the task of 

reaching some conclusion a steep challenge. Paszkowski attempts this Borgesian narrative by 

employing an unusual technique inspired by two well-known Borgesian themes: the unreliable 

narrator and the theme of the double. 

 

3.5. The Unreliable Narrator(s) and the Theme of the Double 

 In the novel’s first chapter we have a heterodiegetic narrator who introduces several key 

characters (Roberto, Paul, and Paul’s father Bernard) by allowing the reader access into their 

inner thoughts and feelings. The remaining fifteen chapters mostly alternate between a 

heterodiegetic narrator that reveals Paul’s thoughts and a homodiegetic narrator who is Roberto. 

To make it even more interesting, in a heterodiegetic chapter one typically finds a single 

paragraph of run-on sentences that are separated by commas, with the only period stop found at 

the end of the chapter, something akin to a stream-of-consciousness monologue. This narrative 
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structure serves to parallel the thought process of the mentally disturbed Paul61, whose obsession 

with the Hollywood actress Juliette Lewis fuels his criminal intentions. 

 One perceives a constant duel between the detective figure (Roberto) and the criminal 

(Paul) as the reader progresses from one chapter to the next: “ya llegará Paul Besançon y se 

sentará ahí, en el fondo, ya llegará el hijo de puta y con sólo verme se va a dar cuenta de que sé 

todo, de que sé todo y de que lo voy a atrapar” (Chapter 10, 136)); “si no puedo librarme de mis 

pensamientos deberé multiplicarlos, piensa Paul, eso, multiplicarlos, que sepa Bermúdez que no 

le tengo miedo” (Chapter 11, 148). However, in the pivotal Chapter 7 where Roberto starts 

interpreting Paul’s clues, the heterodiegetic narrator abruptly switches from Paul to Roberto: “ . . 

. debería estar haciendo alguna otra cosa, piensa Paul sin saber que eso es parecido a lo que a esa 

misma hora piensa Roberto, que ha alquilado varias de las películas en las que trabaja una tal 

Juliette Lewis, porque al llamar a Francia su viejo amigo Bernard le contó que lo único que había 

dejado Paul en su cuarto eran aquellas películas . . . ” (96). 

 Starting from Chapter 12, Roberto’s homodiegetic narration starts to mimic the structure 

of Paul’s narration, which reinforces the theme of the double. In this chapter Roberto tries to put 

himself in Paul’s place in order to understand his rival’s thought process, so he plans to watch 

Juliette Lewis’s film From Dusk till Dawn at a nearby theater. But the narrative structure of 

Roberto’s inner monologue also starts to mimic Paul’s stream-of-consciousness styled inner 

monologue: 

de modo que no hay que decirle que mi intención es pensar que soy él, que trato de 

imaginar que soy Paul para pensar en lo que piensa, para sentir lo que siente, en esta 

semana estrenan una película con Juliette Lewis, Del crepúsculo al amanecer, la estrenan 

                                                 
61 Paul even contemplates suicide at one point: “la pistola que pudo haberse disparado, que pudo 
haber puesto fin a todo pero que no lo hizo” (75). 
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en varios cines pero el más cercano al departamento de él es uno de Callao y Santa Fe, el 

cine de América, si yo fuera Paul estaría ansioso, si yo fuera él iría mañana mismo, 

jueves, día de estreno, a la primera función . . . (162) 

The two initially dissimilar and competing narratives become increasingly similar, as if 

converging the two identities into one. This technique serves to destabilize reality and instill 

doubt in the reader, who until now felt “safe” since the novel already revealed that Paul is the 

murderer. It appears that Paszkowski borrows this narrative technique from Borges, particularly 

from short stories such as “La forma de la espada” and “La muerte y la brújula.” 

 

i) The unreliable narrator(s) 

 A prime example of an unreliable narrator in Borges’s fiction can be found in the story 

“La forma de la espada.” Although it is not a proper detective story, it follows a similar narrative 

structure in that it offers a mystery and builds the reader’s expectation for a solution at the end. 

In this respect, “La forma de la espada” is full of hermeneutic codes that, according to Roland 

Barthes in his seminal essay S/Z, abound in detective stories. While the “classic” narrative offers 

a straight question and a straight answer, the hermeneutic narrative consists of “[an] abundance 

of dilatory morphemes,” deliberate obstacles that serve to suspend the mystery until the end: 

“the snare (a kind of deliberate evasion of the truth), the equivocation (a mixture of truth and 

snare which frequently, while focusing on the enigma, helps to thicken it), the partial answer 

(which only exacerbates the expectation of the truth), the suspended answer (an aphasic stoppage 

of the disclosure), and jamming (acknowledgment of insolubility)” (75-76). 

 Firstly, as I have discussed in Chapter 1, “La forma de la espada” is a multi-level 

narration in which the secondary narrator transmits the story to the main narrator, who in turn 
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tells it to the reader. The reader is forced to sift through multiple layers of mediation that separate 

him/her from the truth. As Barthes notes, “[e]xpectation thus becomes the basic condition for 

truth: truth, these narratives tell us, is what is at the end of expectation” (75-76). Secondly, both 

the first and the second narrators are unreliable narrators who deliberately confuse the reader. La 

forma de la espada begins with the main narrator’s description of a scar that a mysterious 

foreigner bears on his face: “Le cruzaba la cara una cicatriz rencorosa: un arco ceniciento y casi 

perfecto que de un lado ajaba la sien y del otro el pómulo” (Obras 591). According to the main 

narrator, the foreigner had come to Tacuarembó, Uruguay, to purchase a piece of land but, seeing 

that the original owner Cardoso refused to sell, he offered to reveal the secret story of his facial 

scar as a bargaining chip. This part highlights the importance of storytelling, as it can forge new 

relationships or even save a life as in the tale of “One Thousand and One Nights,” which Borges 

often quotes in his short stories as well as in interviews. However, the main narrator fails to tell 

the reader the foreigner’s real name, and only reveals his nickname: “Su nombre verdadero no 

importa; todos en Tacuarembó le decían el Inglés de La Colorada” (Obras 591). The main 

narrator also shares bits of information about “el Inglés” that he learned through unverified 

rumors, which suggests another layer of mediation: “he oído que . . . Dicen que . . . Dicen 

también que . . .” (Obras 591). The main narrator also occasionally misreports information about 

the mysterious foreigner, who corrects and tells him that he is actually Irish, not English: “agregó 

con una sonrisa que él no era inglés. Era irlandés, de Dungarvan. Dicho esto se detuvo, como si 

hubiera revelado un secreto” (Obras 591; emphasis mine). The suggestion that the foreigner may 

be hiding a secret also adds to the unreliability of the multi-level narration. In other words, the 

main narrator alone deploys a wide array of “dilatory morphemes” as listed by Barthes. The 

reader will eventually learn that el Inglés is actually Vincent Moon the traitor. 
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 Before the foreigner takes the conversation onto the second level of narration, the main 

narrator already frames him as yet another unreliable (secondary) narrator. He tells the reader 

that the foreigner is an alcoholic: “era bebedor: un par de veces al año se encerraba en el cuarto 

del mirador y emergía a los dos o tres días como de una batalla o de un vértigo” (Obras 591). He 

also reveals that the foreigner speaks limited Spanish: “es verdad que su español era rudimental, 

abrasilerado” (Obras 591); “Esta es la historia que contó, alternando el inglés con el español, y 

aun con el portugués” (Obras 592). The circumstances in which “el Inglés” confides his secret to 

the main narrator are also suspicious: a river flood forces the main narrator to spend the night in 

La Colorada, where “el Inglés” befriends him over a bottle of rum, until he himself becomes 

inebriated by the time that the foreigner starts telling him his secret story: “No sé qué hora sería 

cuando advertí que yo estaba borracho” (Obras 592). The conversation between the two men, 

then, may be significantly affected by two factors: both are drunk, and there is a language 

barrier. 

 Paszkowski’s novel also uses inebriation and language barrier as a way to depict his 

protagonists, Roberto and Paul, as unreliable narrators. Roberto’s drinking habit worries his 

housekeeper Anita, and discussions of drinking, favorite brands of alcohol, and how meaningful 

alcohol is in his otherwise depressing life, take over much of his inner monologue. Sometimes 

his excessive drinking causes him to experience blackouts, which is a similar condition to 

amnesia, a common ailment among noir heroes62: “Sírvame otro, sí, también doble. ¿No estaba 

en la ventana, yo? ¿No estaba en la facultad? ¿Qué hago en el bar? ¿Cómo crucé hasta el Café de 

las Artes? Otro, doble, otro” (103). Like the “el Inglés” character in Borges’s story, Paul is also a 

                                                 
62 See Chapter 1 of the present study. 
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foreigner whose first language is not Spanish, as suggested by the fact that he sometimes 

struggles to find the right words in Spanish: 

—¿Empantanar? 

—Inonder, embourber, cómo le explico... (62) 

Even if Paul had lived in Buenos Aires when he was a child, his subsequent lengthy absence 

from the city has altered him in some way: “de chico yo hablaba mejor castellano que francés, 

piensa Paul, qué lástima que la pronunciación se deteriore con el tiempo” (188). By accentuating 

Paul’s foreignness, the novel intensifies the tension between reality and unreality through the 

unreliable narrator aspect. 

 

ii) The theme of the double 

 Scholars have noted that Borges’s treatment of the double in “La muerte y la brújula” 

owes much to Poe’s short story “The Purloined Letter.” Lönnrot and Scharlach, whose very 

names suggest doubling as both contain the word “red”, are doppelgängers in the same way that 

Dupin and Minister D. in Poe’s story are each other’s double. Lönnrot and Scharlach can 

anticipate each other’s move because, like Dupin and Minister D., they are essentially the same 

person. They simultaneously embody “sameness and separateness” (Shiloh 5). 

 In “Borges and the Theme of the Double,” Lanin A. Gyurko underscores the same 

simultaneity in sameness and separateness in Borges’s fiction, but in terms of the “Self and the 

Other” as represented by Vincent Moon and el Inglés, who are external doubles. Unlike internal 

doubles, which represent a split in the protagonist’s self, giving way to an alter ego, external 

doubles are two characters that appear to be opposites but, in reality, are equal parts of the same 

entity. More importantly, the protagonist’s external double is the better half of his self, “the 
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noble, altruistic, or courageous self that he has either betrayed, repressed, or been unable to 

actualize” (194). The protagonist’s self creates the double precisely in order to kill it, since its 

death will also mean the protagonist’s own symbolic death, “a means of expiating corrosive 

feelings of guilt” (205). As a way to atone for his guilt, the self-loathing Moon invites his 

audience, the story’s main narrator, to judge and condemn him: “Ahora desprécieme” (Obras 

596). Therefore, the way Moon narrates his story is more important than the narration itself, as 

he skillfully misleads his listener by delaying the final revelation in hope of intensifying his 

audience’s contempt towards him (Gyurko 206). Moon’s manipulation of the narrative allows 

him to “[exist] simultaneously as self and Other, as treacherous coward and hero” (Gyurko 206). 

 Paszkowski skillfully manipulates the double-narrative structure in the novel to capture 

the simultaneity of “same and separateness” and “Self and Other” explored in Borges’s stories, 

so that Roberto and Paul “sound” progressively and eerily similar. Let us first analyze Roberto’s 

reflection on why Paul is obsessed with Hollywood actress Juliette Lewis: 

Por qué ella. Quién sabe. Hay cosas que no tienen explicación, uno se obsesiona con algo 

porque sí, y luego no puede salir, y se queda atrapado como en un laberinto de espejos, 

uno es igual a su reflejo y el reflejo al reflejo del reflejo, se tantea como un ciego hasta 

tropezar y romperse la cabeza contra un vidrio o un espejo, o hasta salir. Salir, salir, salir 

y respirar el aire de la calle, bajar las ventanillas de mi Renault 21 y dejar entrar el aire . . 

. (135) 

Here Roberto mentions labyrinths and mirrors (labyrinthine mirrors), which are artifacts 

commonly found in Borges’s short stories to suggest unreality. Roberto imagines Paul63 looking 

into his own reflection, infinitely multiplied by the labyrinth of mirrors, then smashing his head 

                                                 
63 Although the quote uses the impersonal pronoun “uno,” we can assume that Roberto is 
referring to Paul, since he is trying to understand why Paul is obsessed with Juliette Lewis. 
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into one of them. This image is similar to the scene in Memento, where Lenny hits his head 

against the mirrored medicine cabinet and the broken pieces of glass represent his fractured 

identity64. Paszkowski’s novel, too, destabilizes the notion of identity. Roberto starts by talking 

about Paul and his obsession, but then turns the focus to himself, suggesting that it is he who 

metaphorically smashes his head against the glass, prompting him to “Salir, salir, salir y respirar 

el aire de la calle, bajar las ventanillas de mi Renault 21 y dejar entrar el aire.” 

 Roberto and Paul even start behaving like each other. Paul’s last monologue in Chapter 

15 reveals his desire for redemption. After confessing to Roberto that he killed Valeria DiNatale, 

he resolves to turn his life around and start with a clean slate: “no fui yo, piensa Paul, habrá sido 

algún otro, algún enfermo, algún loco, no yo, mi único delito fue no haber devuelto el Código 

Penal a la biblioteca de la Facultad pasados los catorce días, desde ahora seré normal, una 

persona normal, me comportaré normalmente, me olvidaré de todo esto, piensa Paul” (191). Paul 

imagines that someone else committed the crime and murdered Valeria, not he. Therefore, even 

as Paul has confessed his crime to Roberto, it leaves the reader feeling uneasy: is it possible that 

Paul is not the murderer? If so, who is the murderer? Is it Roberto? Paul’s last words then 

reinforce the theme of the double as they mark his metaphorical transformation into Roberto: 

creer en Dios para tener a quién pedirle perdón, pero si hiciera eso ya no sería el mismo, 

ya no sería él, piensa Paul, y si no soy yo quién podría ser, quién debería ser, piensa, 

quién otro sino Roberto F. Bermúdez, debería ser él, que cree en la justicia, piensa Paul y 

estaciona su auto para entrar al drugstore abierto veinticuatro horas de la esquina de 

                                                 
64 Similarly, in Inception there is a scene where Cobb is training Ariadne in a dreamscape 
designed as a Parisian bridge. Ariadne creates two giant mirrors on opposite sides and moves 
them so that they face each other, creating an infinite regression of Cobb and Ariadne’s images. 
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Rodríguez Peña y Arenales y pedir una botella de whisky, cualquiera, el más caro, sí, ese 

J&B Ultima está bien. (195) 

Paul purchases the same bottle of J&B whisky that Roberto always drinks. The alcoholic 

Roberto mentions drinking J&B whisky so frequently in his inner monologues that it has become 

one of his most identifiable traits. Therefore, by drinking the exact beverage as Roberto, Paul 

becomes Roberto. And soon the reader will also witness Roberto become Paul. 

 In the last chapter Roberto reveals, in a manner evocative of the ending in Agatha 

Christie’s novel And Then There Were None (1939), how he trapped Paul, with Laura’s help, by 

bending the law. Roberto took Laura shopping for clothes and hair accessories that would help 

her transform into Juliette Lewis’s character Danielle Bowden on Cape Fear. He even took her 

to the dentist to get dental braces to complete the look. Laura would pretend to ask Paul for 

directions and Paul, fascinated with Danielle Bowden’s look-alike, would take her to a 

restaurant, a museum, or a library. Roberto would secretly take photos of Paul and Laura for 

evidence to prove that they know each other and have been together. Then, Roberto and Laura 

would make it seem as if Paul lured Laura to his apartment and attempted to rape her. Laura 

would temporarily disappear, but the police would find her bloodstained shirt. The blood would 

belong to Paul, supposedly because Laura cut Paul with a knife in self-defense, when in reality 

she cut his arm while hiding in the seat behind him at a movie theater. Perhaps Roberto is not 

Lönnrot, after all. Perhaps he is Scharlach, since he is the one manipulating the other (Paul) in 

the end. 

 Roberto now fully embodies the crooked hardboiled detective. More importantly, the 

reader learns that it is actually Roberto, instead of Paul, who writes a thesis (“monografía”) at the 

end, signing the document “Buenos Aires, septiembre de 1996 – Madrid, febrero de 1998” (206). 
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This last detail is an obvious allusion to Borges’s story “Borges y yo,” which ends with the 

clincher “No sé cuál de los dos escribe esta página” (Hacedor 66). Paszkowski’s novel produces 

the same effect, as Paul becomes Roberto, and Roberto becomes Paul. By now, Roberto’s 

narrative structure has become completely indistinguishable from Paul’s narrative structure. 

 

3.6. The Justice Theme: Deviation from Borges 

 The ending in Tesis is reminiscent of Borges’s short story “Emma Zunz” (1948), in 

which the eponymous heroine devises a plan to avenge her father’s suicide. Zunz believes that 

his suicide is related to the fact that he was falsely accused and sentenced to prison for 

embezzling money from the factory where he worked. Zunz’s father had confided in her that the 

embezzler was actually the then-manager Aaron Loewenthal, who is now a co-owner of the 

factory. Zunz, an employee at the same factory, calls Loewenthal to arrange a secret meeting 

under the pretext that she has confidential information about an impending workers’s strike. 

Loewenthal agrees to the meeting, since he has no idea that Zunz is the daughter of the man who 

was sent to jail in his place. However, before the meeting Zunz goes to a bar by the pier and has 

sexual intercourse with a sailor. Later, she meets and kills Loewenthal with his own revolver, 

and tells the police that she killed her boss because he had raped her. 

 In Tesis, Laura DiNatale is similar to Zunz in the sense that she is also a young woman 

who seeks to avenge the death of a loved one. However, the most striking similarity is to be 

found between Zunz and Roberto, as both characters pursue “justice” by any means necessary 

and at any cost. Nineteen-year-old Zunz sacrifices her virginity to a complete stranger by 

pretending to be a prostitute, so she could pretend that Loewenthal raped her. But she picks the 

least appealing man she could find in the bar in order to make the horror of a “rape” experience 
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as authentic as possible: “Entró en dos o tres bares, vio la rutina o los manejos de otras mujeres. 

Dio al fin con los hombres del Nordstjärnan. De uno, muy joven, temió que le inspirara alguna 

ternura y optó por otro, quizá más bajo que ella y grosero, para que la pureza del horror no fuera 

mitigada” (Obras 679). If the experience is truly terrifying, then she would not be entirely lying 

when she tells the police that Loewenthal raped her. She also justifies that, although Loewenthal 

did not actually rape her, he ruined her life all the same, and therefore her rage and hate are not 

fake: “La historia era increíble, en efecto, pero se impuso a todos, porque sustancialmente era 

cierta. Verdadero era el tono de Emma Zunz, verdadero el pudor, verdadero el odio. Verdadero 

también era el ultraje que había padecido; sólo eran falsas las circunstancias, la hora y uno o dos 

nombres propios” (Obras 682). In Tesis, the end also justifies the means for Roberto; Paul may 

not have raped Laura, but he brutally killed her sister: “entrando a la cárcel de Caseros, niño rico 

francés de veintitrés años acusado de estupro, aunque Laura tuviese más de quince años, aunque 

él no la hubiese violado, después de todo mató a su hermana, es una forma de violación, de 

violencia, si no se puede probar una cosa cierta se podrá probar una falsa” (199). 

 The main difference between “Emma Zunz” and Tesis, however, is the type of justice that 

the respective characters pursue. As discussed, Borges rejects all notions of social or distributive 

justice in his detective fiction. What we have in “Emma Zunz65,” instead, is a sense of personal 

justice or vengeance. Emma has no interest in turning in Loewenthal to the police and sending 

him to jail for what he did to her father. Since Emma blames Loewenthal for her dad’s suicide, 

she wants him to suffer and die, plain and simple. In contrast, although Roberto’s disdain toward 

Paul becomes increasingly personal, it is not enough for him to see Paul suffer and die. It is more 

satisfying to Roberto to see Paul go to jail and prove that justice still prevails: “no se puede 

                                                 
65 Several critics consider “Emma Zunz” as a detective story. Holzapfel (1978), for example, 

consider this short story as “an inverted whodunit” (4). 
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transgredir la ley sin recibir un castigo” (198). When Paul confesses to Roberto, “Yo la maté . . . 

Yo maté a la chica” (186), and offers to never break the law again in exchange for Roberto 

stopping his efforts to capture him, the law professor refuses to take the deal: 

ROBERTO. No. Me parece que tenés que pagar por lo que hiciste, pibe. 

PAUL. Lo siento, profesor, eso no puede ser. La justicia es ciega. 

ROBERTO. Yo lo siento más que vos. (186). 

In this sense, the theme of distributive justice is central to Paszkowski’s novel. It is worth 

reiterating from our discussions in Chapter 1 that British director Alex Cox chose “La muerte y 

la brújula” over “Emma Zunz” for his BBC-commissioned film adaptation because he feared that 

the latter contained a strong political message. Tesis, in contrast, is political. 

 Gustavo Geirola argues in his review of Tesis that Paszkowski’s novel belongs to a 

specific genre associated with the postdictatorship Argentine literature, anchored by a social and 

local theme under the guise of the universal detective fiction: “Más que policial, habría que 

incorporarla al género ‘judicial’, ese género sutil que parece estar construyéndose con la novela 

argentina después de la dictadura” (738). According to Paszkowski in his interview with Grosso, 

discussions of the flawed and corrupt judicial system were commonplace in Argentina when the 

novel was published in 1998, with the “menemismo” as sociopolitical backdrop. Although 

judicial corruption was a popular theme everywhere in Latin America, Paszkowski argues that 

“en la Argentina tal vez mucho más que en otro lado” (Grosso), implying that it was truly a 

national concern when he wrote the novel. This concern echoes throughout Paszkowski’s novel, 

through the inner monologues of the protagonists Roberto, who provides an insider’s perspective 

as an Argentinian, and Paul, who provides an outsider’s perspective as a French national living 

in Buenos Aires. 
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 Roberto, who became a successful legal professional in spite of his humble beginnings, is 

disillusioned with how the judicial system works in Argentina. He is tired of teaching rich kids 

who take everything for granted since “ya tienen el futuro asegurado” thanks to their parents’s 

influence and power. His students take his class only to learn how to manipulate the judicial 

system so that they can defend wealthy criminals, “para que podamos dejar libres a los 

estafadores y a los empresarios, . . . Y para meter presos a los ladrones de gallinas, que casi 

nunca tienen cómo pagar, a menos que, después de que los sacamos del juzgado, se pongan a 

robar para nosotros” (32). Roberto imagines his students inevitably becoming corrupt lawyers 

and lawmakers like his crafty old mentor: “Tipo inteligente, Bianchi. Cada vez que cambiaban de 

gobierno, él ascendía, no sé como hizo” (35). Roberto feels guilty for being part of the problem 

by advocating the legal process through his university lectures and television show: “habría que 

dejar de una vez por todas que los pobres se rebelen y destruyan todo, y nos destruyan a todos 

que bien merecido lo tenemos en este sistema ridículo de opresión y ficciones” (56). At the same 

time, Roberto admits that, in order to advance professionally in the legal field, one has to play 

dirty. He is disappointed to see how naive his students are, as their naïveté will be a hindrance in 

their career: “Nenes de papá. Y así no van a llegar a nada. Son demasiado limpios. Yo también, 

antes, creía en la limpieza, en la pulcritud de los actos. Pero antes, ahora no. Ahora que cada cual 

se arregle como pueda” (58). Here Roberto is admitting that he himself has become hardened and 

corrupt throughout the years, which helped him attain professional success. 

 Roberto finds flaws in every aspect of the judicial system, complaining even about the 

operational inefficiency at the courthouse as evidenced by the long lines, the constant office 

relocations, and the often-inaccessible elevators (56-57). The unreliable elevators at the 

courthouse, he believes, reflect the unreliable judicial system: “La justicia funciona igual que los 
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ascensores de los juzgados” (125). In truth, Roberto would like to have faith in the system 

because, along with alcohol, it is the only constant in his life after going through a painful 

divorce: “Si en la vida no funciona la pareja, ni el amor, y si no pude tener hijos y si ayer me 

tomé una botella entera de J&B, por lo menos la justicia debería funcionar. Si no, no nos queda 

nada” (134). He wants to believe in justice as the great equalizer, in the sense that no one, 

regardless of their socioeconomic status, can get away with murder: “Soñar que nadie queda 

impune, que la justicia funciona, que no hay privilegios, que la venda de la estatua nos iguala . . . 

” (103); “Una vez más habrá que enseñarle al distinguido público, a la amable teleaudiencia, a 

los respetables ciudadanos, qué es esta cosa de la justicia, y cómo es que todo el mundo, hasta el 

más infeliz de los hombres, y aunque se esté hundiendo en el medio de la mierda, conserva sus 

derechos . . .” (108). However, he knows that the concepts of law and justice are not taken 

seriously in Argentina. His hosting gig in the television show Por derecho propio is merely a 

performance, and one that competes with Saturday morning cartoons: “Pasar por maquillaje, que 

si no las luces te rebotan en la cara y das mal, y yo no quiero dar mal, lo que quiero es explicarle 

a la gente que la justicia no será perfecta pero es lo único que tenemos . . . A quién puede 

importarle un programa de derecho que pasan el sábado a la mañana. Compito con los dibujitos, 

con Bugs Bunny, qué gracioso” (108). 

 If Roberto represents an insider’s perspective of the Argentine justice system, Paul, being 

a French national, offers an outsider’s, albeit condescending, point of view. Although Paul lived 

in Buenos Aires when he was a child thanks to his father’s position as “agregado cultural” 

(cultural attaché) at the French Embassy, he attended a French-Argentine school. Now that he is 

back as an adult, he sees Buenos Aires with a fresh set of eyes, “como si hubiese nacido recién a 

los ocho años, bajando del avión en el aeropuerto de Orly como quien sale del útero . . . ” (17). 
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Paul’s foreignness is further marked by his occasional struggle with the Spanish vocabulary: “y 

él no recuerda bien qué quería decir en castellano la palabra insidioso, pero se da una idea, por el 

contexto de la frase, aunque más que en insidieux, en insidieuse, piensa en embûche, en pliègue . 

. .” (15). In this regard, Paul provides a third person perspective, which does not necessarily run 

counter to Roberto’s introspective observations about Buenos Aires. 

 Fueled by his obsession with actress Juliette Lewis, Paul plans to kidnap, rape, and 

torture a woman in Argentina simply to prove that justice is blind in the pejorative sense that it 

does not see the truth, and that death is random: “un crimen es, para Paul, ante todo una 

enseñanza, la enseñanza de que la justicia es estúpidamente ciega y que, al mismo tiempo, la 

muerte es una cuestión de azar” (16). Instead of going directly to the US and kill the real Juliette 

Lewis, it is easier for Paul to evade the law in Argentina thanks to the flawed Argentinean 

judicial system: “se pregunta por qué habrá venido a la Argentina, por qué a la Argentina, donde 

apenas podrá cruzarse con una mujer parecida, con una fea réplica, y no haber ido directamente a 

los Estados Unidos para encontrar, y después matar, matar impunemente pero con la causa 

justificada de su perfección que atormenta, matar al fin toda la hermosura de la verdadera Juliette 

Lewis” (53). Paul views Argentina as a stereotypical Latin American country that has not been 

able to overcome the impact of its colonial past, even as he credits Buenos Aires for its effort to 

imitate Paris: “que sin embargo hoy, más de ciento cincuenta años después, siguen como en los 

tiempos de la colonia, pero a quién le importa, si libertados y todo no dejan de ser pobres países 

sudamericanos, aunque lo que él conoce de Buenos Aires al menos tiene la vaga intención de 

imitar algo de París, sólo la intención . . .” (43). 

 Roberto and Paul also take us to the seedy corners of Buenos Aires and introduce us to 

some of the shady characters that walk those streets. Notably, we learn that in the Downtown 
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(Centro) area where Paul easily purchases a gun without a licence, the shady characters are often 

former police and military officers who, motivated by money, cross over to the dark side (or 

perhaps they never left it): 

y estudiar las caras, las expresiones, hasta hallar la correcta, la de un vendedor con los 

ojos vencidos, con la cara marcada por el tiempo y la corrupción, un vendedor capaz de 

aceptar cinco mil dólares, los cinco mil dólares flamantes guardados en el bolsillo de su 

abrigo de gamuza, a cambio de una pistola calibre 45 sin papeles ni formularios que 

llenar, ni forma de ser rastreada, mirar las caras hasta encontrar esta, la del hombre de la 

tienda de Rivadavia y Montevideo, la cara ávida de quien ha perdido los escrúpulos, o de 

quien no los ha tenido nunca, la cara que se volverá ansiosa, aún más repulsiva, ¿de un ex 

policía?, ¿de un ex militar?, a Paul no le importa, no le importa nada de lo que lo rodea . . 

. únicamente le importa ese paquete pesado, en papel madera, que el hombre, después de 

haber cerrado con llave la puerta de la tienda, le está entregando, sólo le importa que el 

hombre cuente rápido los billetes del fajo que Paul ha depositado sobre el mostrador de 

vidrio, debajo del cual esperan otras armas para otros crímenes . . . (73) 

Buenos Aires, then, replaces Los Angeles in Paszkowski’s version of North American hardboiled 

fiction. And Roberto validates Paul’s disparaging remarks against his country by warning him 

that the prisons in Argentina are unusually cruel: “Le aseguro que las cárceles en este país no son 

muy... confortables” (62); “No sabés lo que pasa después en la cárcel. Ahí adentro hay un lugar 

que se llama ‘la villa’, que...” (83). 

 Roberto’s strolls around the city give us an idea of how much influence he has over the 

law enforcement. When Roberto goes back to the scene of the crime and sits on the wet grass in 
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the dark in the middle of the night, a policeman approaches to reprimand him, but the officer’s 

attitude changes as soon as he recognizes Roberto: 

pero al policía no hay que explicarle nada, no me diga que usted es Roberto Bermúdez, el 

abogado, mi esposa siempre habla de lo inteligente que es usted, está todo el día con eso, 

dice que yo debería imitarlo, qué sé yo, se levanta los sábados a la mañana para verlo, y 

si usted aparece en algún programa de la noche no se lo pierde ni loca, doctor Bermúdez, 

pero qué hace así, acá, a esta hora, ¿cómo que no tiene idea?, son las dos y veinte de la 

mañana, doctor, no se puede estar así en el pasto, venga, yo lo ayudo, sí, póngale para 

Marta con cariño o lo que usted quiera, no sabe cuánto se lo agradezco, vamos, lo 

acompaño hasta su auto, no, auto no, mejor un taxi . . . (162) 

Roberto is a celebrated law expert and his admirers even encourage him to enter the political 

arena. Although Roberto refuses to become a politician, he is aware of his power and he knows 

when and how to wield his authority to advance his personal interests. 

 At the end Roberto will defeat Paul thanks to the cooperation of others: his domestic help 

Anita Villalva will testify that Paul brought Laura to his apartment; Alberto Sáenz, the security 

guard in Paul’s apartment building, will confirm that Laura, wearing a blood-stained shirt, fled 

Paul’s apartment crying; the owner of the restaurant where Paul dined will deny having hosted 

Paul at his establishment; even Hernández, the judge presiding over the case, and Passalaqua, the 

chief of police, will agree to conspire with Roberto. After all, everyone can be bought for the 

right price: 

todos necesitan dinero, el dueño del local, Anita Villalva, todos, a nadie le vienen mal 

unos cuantos dólares, al guardia de seguridad tampoco, Alberto Saénz se llama, dirá que 

la vio salir corriendo, yo estaba afuera porque el portero había repasado el palier . . .  eso 
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se llama usar los ahorros en un fin noble, y si no lo hacen por el dinero lo harán por mí, 

es sólo un falso testimonio, artículo doscientos setenta y cinco, aunque todos se 

encuadran también en los artículos cuarenta y cinco o cuarenta y seis, partícipes 

primarios o secundarios de todo lo que yo hice . . . (201). 

Paul’s thesis that the criminal justice system is flawed is ultimately proven by Roberto, who uses 

his vast knowledge of the law, as well as his influence as a respectable law expert, to manipulate 

the system to his advantage: “la causa va a quedar en el juzgado de Hernández, que está de turno, 

sí, Hernández, el que sale en la tele, el que usa tiradores y moñito, ese mismo, es amigo mío, no 

van a tener problemas, y me pregunto qué es en este país, con esta justicia, un poquito de abuso 

de autoridad y de violación de los deberes de funcionario público . . .” (204). Tesis shows that 

everyone in Buenos Aires is complicit in perpetuating and normalizing deviant behaviors such as 

bribery and corruption; in other words, the city is an accomplice. 

 

3.7. The City 

JAMES IRBY. En “La muerte y la brújula”, ¿por qué situó usted ese drama del 
intelecto humano en un Buenos Aires estilizado? 

JORGE LUIS BORGES. Quería una ciudad con cuatro puntos bien definidos, con 
 los que podría trazar el esquema cuadrilátero del cuento, una ciudad, 
 además, que, aunque estilizada y disfrazada con nombres franceses y 

 germánicos, fuera reconocible para mis lectores. 
                    (Irby 7) 

 Buenos Aires has always been at the center of Borges’s writing, starting from his first 

three published collections of poems: Fervor de Buenos Aires (1923), Luna de enfrente (1925), 

and Cuaderno San Martín (1929). Written by a young Borges who had just returned from 

Europe, his early work consists of sentimental musings about the Argentine capital. The Buenos 

Aires of the 1920s and the 1930s, as Beatriz Sarlo describes in her book Jorge Luis Borges: A 
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Writer on the Edge (1993), significantly influenced and helped shape Borges’s literary career. At 

the time, Buenos Aires was rapidly becoming a cosmopolitan city as it underwent two 

simultaneous processes as a consequence of modernity: immigration and urbanization. European 

immigrants, who would account for seventy-five per cent of the total population growth in 

Argentina, were literate and had access to education, easily moved up the social ladder and 

became intellectuals and journalists. Therefore, the make-up of Buenos Aires’s intellectuals and 

writers as well as the literary culture itself became increasingly heterogenous (12). 

 Most Argentine intellectuals of the 20th century subscribed to Sarmiento’s paradigm, 

which glorified the city, rather than to Martín Fierro author José Hernández’s paradigm, which 

glorified the rural and the gaucho. Borges was among the few who celebrated both the city and 

the rural, prompting him to imagine an in-between street in his writing: “that imaginary corner of 

the suburb invented by Borges in the image of las orillas, an indeterminate place between the city 

and the countryside” (Sarlo 13). Writers like Borges were fascinated with the downtown street, 

symbol of modernization, but at the same time they felt nostalgic for the neighborhood street, 

where the city was still untouched and resisted modernization (Sarlo 13). Borges’s poetry, 

therefore, is said to mythologize or reinvent Buenos Aires, as a means to preserve the iconic 

image of the old Argentina in the face of modernization: 

Borges mythologized Buenos Aires, especially its compadritos, the local thugs who 

operated a code of honour based on courage and violence, but he also evoked its various 

individual locales, the streets, squares and houses that gave it a special character. 

Especially in the early decades of the century, the city stood for him as emblematic of the 

old Argentina, associated with traditional criollo families like his own. (Richardson 52) 
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Borges later abandons the sentimental and overly local tone of his poetry to explore metaphysical 

themes, as reflected in his story/essay “Borges y yo”: “pasé de las mitologías del arrabal a los 

juegos con el tiempo y con lo infinito” (Hacedor 66). Buenos Aires, however, remains a palpable 

presence in his writing. 

 The role that Buenos Aires plays in Borges’s detective story “La muerte y la brújula” 

extends beyond a mere setting. The city is as much a protagonist as the story’s main characters, 

Detective Lönnrot and criminal Scharlach, even as the streets of Buenos Aires are reimagined 

and renamed in French, as Maurice J. Bennett observes in “The Detective Fiction of Poe and 

Borges”: “the murder takes place in the Hôtel du Nord, whose literal reference is the Plaza Hotel; 

the rue the Doulon is the Paseo Colón; and the villa where the tale climaxes, Triste-le-Roy, was 

the former Hotel las Delicias” (265). As Borges’s response to James Irby’s question in the 

epigraph above shows, although Buenos Aires is “stylized” in the story, Borges intended for it to 

be recognizable by the readers as Buenos Aires. The depiction of the Argentine capital in “La 

muerte y la brújula” actually reflects the city as it was imagined and built by Argentina’s early 

twentieth century elites, as an emblem of Paris: “In the visual realm, much of Buenos Aires’s 

architecture, storefronts and street signs, and even its arboreal arrangements are virtual facsimiles 

of those of France. This ‘look’ is the result of a conscious political decision made in the early 

twentieth century, when Argentina’s elites set out to make their city into the Paris of Latin 

America” (Bell-Villada 8). But Borges’s reimagining of Buenos Aires is also evidence of Poe’s 

influence in his writing, pointing to a rejection of realism through “geographic displacements,” a 

staple in the Dupin stories (Bennett 265). 

 The geographic displacements in Tesis are created through the comparisons between 

Buenos Aires and Paris that both Roberto and Paul constantly make as they walk around the city. 
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Paul, a Parisian, notes the differences that make Buenos Aires inferior to Paris: “qué distinto a 

los de Francia, qué distinto todo, tantos niños y tantos perros, piensa Paul al pasear por el Centro, 

no recuerdo nada de cuando era chico, piensa . . . ” (69); “piensa al avanzar por la avenida 

Corrientes y ver el Obelisco, insípido si se lo compara con cualquiera de los monumentos de 

París . . .” (70). In contrast, Roberto, a native of Argentina, finds Buenos Aires’s affinity to Paris 

to be a redeeming quality of the Argentine capital: “Voy a la Recoleta, me gusta mucho ese 

lugar, toda la zona es linda, seguro que es igual a algunos lugares de París . . .” (56). But 

Roberto’s mood completely changes when he forays into Chacarita, a humble neighborhood that 

is mostly devoid of the Parisian charm found in the trendier neighborhoods: “qué feo barrio, lo 

único que tiene es el cementerio, feo barrio, qué hago acá, metiéndome en lo que no me importa, 

visitando barrios horribles, gente extraña” (127). He feels as if the Chacarita neighborhood is 

stuck in the past and there time stands still: “Me estoy mareando de dar tantas vueltas por este 

barrio, el tiempo no pasa, qué feo es este barrio” (129). He complains about the whisky, a 

national brand, served at a local bar: “Qué feo, whisky nacional, qué asco, alcohol puro” (129). 

Roberto is even disgusted by the people who inhabit this space, blaming their unkempt 

appearance for their unemployment: “Qué tipo desagradable. La camiseta sucia, la barba 

desprolija, qué asco. Cómo no va a perder el trabajo” (128). He goes so far as to point out that 

there are significantly more murderers in the metropolitan periphery area (Conurbano 

Bonaerense) than in the Greater Buenos Aires: “Y cuántos posibles asesinos en la ciudad de 

Buenos Aires? Más de tres millones, es decir todos, sin contar el conurbano, unos once millones 

más” (129). 

 In Legacies of the Rue Morgue: Science, Space, and Crime Fiction in France, Andrea 

Goulet describes Dupin as a cross between a voyeur and a walker in de Certeau’s terms. Poe’s 
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detective prefers seclusion during the day, and he obtains news about the Rue Morgue murders 

from local newspapers such as the Gazette des Tribunaux. However, at night he leaves his study 

and goes into the city to solve crimes: “For Dupin to interpret, to know, to exercise his 

extraordinary analytical faculties, he must walk in the city and enter, bodily, into the spaces of 

crime. Poe’s investigator thus cuts across the two categories of spatial practice Michel de 

Certeau distinguished in 1980: between an all-seeing, mastering ‘geometrical’ mind and an 

ordinary walker, Wandersmänner, who submits to imposed trajectories” (Goulet 5). Dupin is not 

just an ordinary walker because he is both head and body: “Dupin cuts diagonally across State 

regulations, using his influence with the Prefect of Police to gain admission to the scene of the 

crime, while butting heads with him over its solution. The Prefect ‘is all head and no body’ 

(266), but Dupin’s feet walk the pavement and his hands disentangle a tuft of bestial hair from 

the clutching fingers of a corpse” (Goulet 5). Like Dupin, Lönnrot is both head and body, as he 

uses his extraordinary reasoning skills to canvass and interpret the crime scenes in all four 

corners of the city. Although Lönnrot eventually fails his mission, in part due to his 

overconfidence, which compels him to ignore the theories proposed by the Chief of Police 

Treviranus, he does not fail to interpret Scharlach’s clues; on the contrary, Scharlach is able to 

steer Lönnrot toward his trap precisely because he could count on the detective’s prowess at 

interpreting clues. Therefore, Lönnrot is similar to Dupin, and is quite different from the narrator 

in Borges’s poetry. The narrator from Borges’s early work is a flâneur, the Baudelarian hero who 

walks through the city filled with nostalgia for the city’s former glory, while Lönnrot is both a 

voyeur and a walker, able to both read and write the city. 

 In Tesis, Roberto and Paul are also both voyeurs and walkers. They are voyeurs because 

they have intimate knowledge of the inner workings of the law and the court systems; they are 
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all-seeing like the voyeur. They are also walkers in every sense of the word. At times the novel 

reads like a map or a Global Positioning System (GPS), tracking Roberto’s and Paul’s every 

step. Both protagonists guide the reader through the city of Buenos Aires, naming street after 

street along the way. They make the reader feel transported, as if walking alongside the 

protagonists through the city. Paul even counts his steps66, giving the reader concrete distance 

measurements: “y desemboca en el sendero que lleva al puente de la avenida Figueroa Alcorta, 

camina lentamente los cincuenta pasos que hay desde el inicio del cemento del puente hasta el 

centro” (190).  

 Since Tesis openly criticizes Buenos Aires and its corrupt criminal justice system, 

Paszkowski uses actual names of streets, shops, and cafes and the like in the novel. This is the 

sort of realism that Paszkowski introduces in the novel, as he adopts the hardboiled style on 

account of its straightforward approach to social justice themes. In the novel, then, walking does 

not equate to idle strolling. Roberto and Paul walking around Buenos Aires constitutes what de 

Certeau describes as pedestrian speech acts; that is, “[t]he act of walking is to the urban system 

what the speech act is to language or to the statements uttered” (97). Although Tesis consists 

primarily of inner monologues, the act of walking serves to give Roberto and Paul a voice, “a 

                                                 
66 De Certeau argues that footsteps “cannot be counted because each unit has a qualitative 
character: a style of tactile apprehension and kinesthetic appropriation” (97). But the fact that 
Paul counts his steps is more of an indicator of his disturbed mental state than anything else; he 
even counts the sips he takes when he drinks his coffee at a restaurant, as if suffering from 
Obsessive Compulsive Disorder. Paul remembers walking to the Église de la Madeleine in a 
dream-like state: “y dio siete pasos, subió catorce escalones, y dio cinco pasos, y otros catorce 
escalones y dieciocho pasos más hasta la puerta, y todo eso lo hizo como en un ensueño, como si 
no fuese su voluntad la que lo impulsara sino otra cosa, algo superior, algo innombrable” (192). 
This explains Paul’s unhealthy obsession with Juliette Lewis, for whom he stays up until two 
o’clock in the morning browsing through sixty-five television channels, in hope of seeing the 
actress in a movie or an interview. 
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space of enunciation” (98), especially considering that the justice theme is motivated by social 

critique. 

 De Certeau’s description of walking as a space of enunciation can also help us understand 

the process by which Paszkowski adapts Borges in his novel. De Certeau identifies a threefold 

enunciative function: 

1) A process of appropriation of the topographical system (speaker appropriates the 

 language); 

2) A spatial acting-out of the place (acting-out of language) 

3) It implies relations among differentiated positions (verbal enunciation implies 

 pragmatic contracts between interlocutors). (97-98) 

Following these descriptions, we can say that Paszkowski’s novel Tesis appropriates and takes 

on Borges’s language (the topographical system). Paszkowski then acts out this appropriated 

language in his novel, in a new, revised context (the spatial acting out of the place). Lastly, the 

adaptation of Borges implies relations between Tesis and Borges—which represent differentiated 

positions, e.g., hypertext (Tesis) and hypotext67 (Borges as dominant language)—some of which 

I have analyzed in this chapter. Like the walker who “transforms each spatial signifier into 

something else” (98), Paszkowski does the same with Borges’s language. According to González 

(2007), the significant changes that the Argentine detective genre underwent during the military 

dictatorship era (1976-1983) led to even more changes in the period that followed: the 

postdictatorship detective fiction, which is a continuation of the postboom or the third moment as 

identified by Piglia. Citing novels La pesquisa (1994) by Juan José Saer, another author that 

inspired Tesis along with Borges, and El umbral (1998) by Graciela Montes, in his analysis 

                                                 
67 See Chapter 2 of the present study, for a discussion of Gerard Genette’s terms hypotext and 

hypertext. 
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González identifies the main trait of this new genre as the lack of a solution: “En el caso de estas 

narrativas policiales postdictatoriales, se distinguen de las de la línea dura (y aun más de las 

narrativas policiales clásicas) por la falta de resolución al final. En muchos casos no se identifica 

al responsable del crimen, y si se le identifica, este reconocimiento ocurre como punto menor, no 

como resolución del enigma escrito con mayúscula” (255). Although Tesis immediately reveals 

the identity of the killer, it employs Borges’s language to destabilize the notion of identity and 

problematize the very idea of representation. The novel starts with Paul as the criminal, who 

murders a woman for his semester thesis assignment, but at the end the detective becomes the 

bad guy and it is his thesis that the reader reads. 
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CHAPTER IV: BORGES AS AUTHOR-COMMODITY: HERNÁN GOLDFRID’S FILM 

TESIS SOBRE UN HOMICIDIO 

 Written by Patricio Vega and directed by Hernán Goldfrid, Tesis sobre un homicidio 

(2013) is a film adaptation of the 1998 homonymous crime novel by Diego Paszkowski. The 

main premise is the same as in the novel: a Criminal Law expert teaching a graduate Law 

seminar in Buenos Aires suspects and struggles to prove that his student murdered a woman to 

demonstrate, for his semester thesis assignment, that the criminal justice system is flawed. As in 

Paszkowski’s novel, the detective figure in the film adaptation solves the mystery early on in the 

story development and is determined to capture the criminal. Goldfrid’s Roberto (Ricardo Darín) 

spends the entire duration of the film trying to prove that his student, recast here as Gonzalo Ruiz 

Cordera (Alberto Amman), an Argentine who primarily resides in Spain, murdered a young 

woman named Valeria di Natale (Agustina Simonini). What distinguishes the film from the 

novel is that doubt hovers over the entire duration of the film, as Gonzalo never confesses to the 

crime, unlike Paul in the novel. Furthermore, Goldfrid’s Roberto is depicted as a sketchy 

character and consequently an unreliable narrator who must overcome the skepticism of 

everyone, including the audience. Paszkowski also notes that the film offers only one narrative 

voice, while the novel consists of two competing narratives, and the ending in the film is more 

open-ended than the ending in the novel (Grosso). Moreover, although both novel and film are 

not shy with the Borgesian references, the film provides more explicit hints than the novel, made 

possible by the magic of visuals. Most notably, in one of the pivotal scenes there is a clear shot 

of Jorge Luis Borges’s books displayed inside a bookstore. Therefore, I argue that, while 

Paszkowski’s novel adheres more closely to the Borgesian spirit, Goldfrid’s film capitalizes on 

Borges’s cultural capital by explicitly—visually—incorporating Borges in the plot. 
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 Both novel and film enjoyed significant commercial success in Argentina; the novel won 

a literary prize awarded by La Nación and sold 7,000 copies, while the Argentine-Spanish film 

fared extremely well at the domestic box office. Released in January 2013, by March Tesis 

surpassed the one million-viewer mark, a milestone that had not been reached by an Argentine 

film since Juan J. Campanella’s Oscar-winning film El secreto de sus ojos (2009)68. Tesis also 

ranked 11th among the 25 most watched films in Argentina in 2013, a list that only contains four 

Argentine productions (“Rankings de espectadores en el 2013”). Predictably, the film renewed 

the public’s interest in Paszkowski’s novel, helping it sell 10,000 more copies and placing it 

among best sellers in Argentina for the second time (Reinoso). It is no surprise that in the new 

edition of the novel, with the movie poster now decorating its cover, Paszkowski thanks the 

director, the writer, and the entire main cast: “En esta edición, quiero agradecer el talento y la 

dedicación de Hernán Goldfrid, Patricio Vega, Diego Dubcovski, Ricardo Darín, Alberto 

Ammann, Calu Rivero, y a todos los que confiaron en esta historia para hacerla llegar al cine.” 

 The fact that Paszkowski’s novel gained in popularity from the film adaptation’s 

commercial success confirms Julie Sanders’s argument that film adaptations and appropriations 

keep the adapted works relevant “by ensuring a continued interest in the original or source text, 

albeit in revised circumstances of understanding” (98). By the same token, even loose 

adaptations of Borges such as Paszkowski’s novel and Goldfrid’s film (as well as Nolan’s films 

Memento and Inception, as analyzed in Chapter 1 and Chapter 2, respectively) should do the 

same for Borges, ensuring that his work stays relevant as well as expanding his readership. In 

this chapter I analyze the different ways and degrees in which Goldfrid’s film adaptation of 

Paszkowski’s novel references Borges, with a special attention to the transtextual presence of 

                                                 
68 El secreto de sus ojos won the Oscar for Best Foreign Language Film at the 82nd Academy 
Awards. 
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Borges’s short stories “La muerte y la brújula” and “La forma de la espada,” both originally 

published in 1942 and included later in the anthology Ficciones (1944). I also identify elements 

in the film that constitute a departure from the way in which the novel adapts Borges. More 

specifically, I examine how Vega and Goldfrid approach some of the primary themes in 

Paszkowski’s novel, namely the unreliable narrator, the double, and the justice theme. Since 

realism is central to the novel, I am particularly interested in learning if and how the film 

explores the local and social themes to provide social critiques. 

 

4.1. Resistance and Anxiety of Influence 

 In 1990 Richard Peña noted in his article “Borges and the New Latin American Cinema” 

that, in light of the unsubstantiated yet recurrent criticism of the supposed detachment of 

Borges’s work from the sociopolitical realities of his day, “few examples of Borgesian influence 

in the Latin American cinema can be found, at least until recent years” (230). Instead, it was 

French filmmakers like Alain Resnais, Alain Robbe-Grillet and Jacques Rivette who took on the 

challenge of adapting Borges, while Latin American filmmakers looked to other writers like 

Gabriel García Márquez and Alejo Carpentier for inspiration (229). There was, however, a group 

of exiled Latin American filmmakers residing in Paris during the seventies who shared the same 

concerns as Borges about Hollywood cinematic narration and the representational tendencies of 

the time. These Paris-based exiled cineastes were among the generation of Latin American 

filmmakers who wanted to challenge Hollywood conventions in order to create their very own 

Latin American or Third World aesthetic. Argentine Eduardo De Gregorio, who had turned 

Borges’s short story “Tema del traidor y del héroe” into a feature-length script for Italian director 

Bernardo Bertolucci’s film Strategia del ragno (1970), would also provide material for French 
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New Wave founding member Jacques Rivette, “one of the filmmakers most open about the 

influence of Borges on his work69” (231). Other Paris-based Argentine exiles are Hugo Santiago, 

who in fact co-wrote movie scripts with Borges and Bioy Casares for Invasión (1969) and Les 

Autres (1974), and Edgardo Cozarinsky, who wrote and directed Les Apprentis sorciers (1976) 

as well as published the seminal book Borges y el cine (1974). 

 Given that the majority of the earlier corpus consists of direct adaptations of Borges’s 

short stories70, rather than “evidence of ‘Borgesian influence’” (230), Peña regards the late 

Chilean director Raúl Ruiz as the only Latin American director “willing to approach [Borges’s] 

medium in the same spirit” (242). Not surprisingly, Ruiz “has often been cited as the first 

postmodern filmmaker” (239), which means that his films were experimental and avant-garde. 

In fact, he was so “postmodern” for his time that the U.S. public was not ready for him, as TIME 

magazine points out in a eulogy for Ruiz: 

Two thoughts might enter an American reader’s mind: That’s a shame; and Who was he? 

The answer: Raul (also Raúl and Raoul) Ruiz was an exceptional filmmaker who 

flourished at just the wrong time to have his work appreciated here . . . Ruiz produced a 

body of work so inventive, demanding and rewarding that he deserves to nestle in the 

company of [Bergman, Truffaut, Godard, Buñuel, Fellini, Antonioni and Kurosawa]. 

Also the Argentine fabulist Jorge Luis Borges, ever molding what we think of as reality 

into the extraordinary balloon animals of his imagination. And though Ruiz’s movies 

                                                 
69 Peña lists Céline et Julie vont en bateau (1974), Out 1: Spectre (1974), Duelle (une 

quarantaine) (1974), Merry-go-Round (1981), and Le Pont du Nord (1981) among Rivette’s 
films influenced by Borges, and “La muerte y la brújula” as a main source-text for these films. 
70 See Cédola (1999), for a discussion and analysis of direct film adaptations of Borges’s short 
stories, such as La intrusa (1979; directed by Jaime Chávarri) Hombre de la esquina rosada 
(1962; directed by René Mugica), El muerto (1975; directed by Héctor Olivera), and El sur 

(1944; directed by Carlos Saura). 
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aren’t as accessible as superhero blockbusters, they can be enthralling. To the receptive 

viewer they open whole worlds, dozens of characters, trapdoors of narrative surprise and 

revelation. (Corliss) 

If Latin America was more readily accepting of experimental films at the time, it was perhaps 

due a wider Borges readership, even if reading Borges was a trend imported from France. But 

Peña believes that Ruiz’s experimental films appealed to Latin American audience because they 

aptly represent Latin America’s postmodern reality: “Yet perhaps the ultimate irony is that the 

postmodern condition has been Latin American reality for a very long time; the avant-garde can 

finally attempt to experience or describe what Latin Americans have lived with all along” (239). 

Today Borges’s fiction still inspires mostly unconventional and daring films, and Latin 

American filmmakers are often protective of their Borges-inspired films against Hollywood and 

giant production companies in general, as if declaring that Borgesian cinema should not be 

associated with mainstream entertainment. Even Guillermo del Toro, who has otherwise made a 

name for himself in Hollywood, declined financing by Hollywood for his film El laberinto del 

fauno, a Spanish/Mexican co-production: “We got incredibly tempting offers from American 

distributors who offered to double our budget if we made the movie in English. But I didn’t want 

to do that, because then it would have become a Euro-trash production — one of those movies 

where you find William Hurt playing a Swiss doctor or Jurgen Prochnow playing a Russian 

general” (Rodriguez). El laberinto del fauno still achieved massive commercial success, 

becoming the highest grossing Spanish language film in the United States and the recipient of an 

Oscar in three categories at the 79th Academy Awards. But it is evident that the Spanish-speaking 

world is protective of Borges and everything that his work may represent for their collective 

identity. 
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 In a 2001 issue of the Michigan Quarterly Review, Ilan Stavans addressed a debate that 

stemmed from his previous published statement about Borges. He had remarked, in a nod to 

Borges’s “Pierre Menard,” that the top translated versions of Borges’s works are even better than 

the original. The English versions, Stavans added, particularly “‘[bring Borges] back home’,” 

considering Borges’s British ancestry. Borges readers in Latin America and Spain were offended 

by Stavans’s remarks, and some went as far as to accuse the English language of being an 

“abductor” of Borges: “I apparently offended people for whom Borges is ‘a milestone of 

Hispanic culture.’ To say that he tastes equally or better in translation than in Spanish amounted 

to heresy, e.g., to deprive a civilization of a coveted treasure.” In his own defense, Stavans 

argues that it is not in the nature of translation to confine an author to an individual culture; 

therefore “[i]t matters little if the Argentine, who is nobody's property, is read in French, 

Portuguese, English . . . as long as the translations are nourished by the same Zeitgeist as his own 

Spanish versions.” 

 Interestingly enough, in The Making of Jorge Louis Borges as an Argentine Cultural 

Icon, Mariana Casale O’Ryan debunks the general assumption that the Argentine public is 

widely Borges-informed. Casale O’Ryan analyzes a variety of cultural practices and products 

such as biographies, photographs, comic strips, and urban spaces, to explore the intimate links 

between the Argentineans’ construction of the Borges image and their quest for a well-defined 

Argentine cultural identity. In doing so, she uncovers Borges’s paradoxical position as a national 

cultural icon. Along with Carlos Gardel, Diego Maradona, and Eva Perón, Borges undoubtedly 

holds a permanent place within the Argentine collective consciousness. Yet a 2006 survey 

conducted by Centro de Estudios de Opinión Pública (CEOP) demonstrates that, while Borges is 

considered as one of Argentina’s most representative national figures, his works are not widely 



 158

read by the average Argentine (8-9). This is due to the fact that the idea of Borges is built upon 

factors beyond the author’s writings, such as his iconic image as the venerable old blind man, 

which the Argentine publishing market endlessly reproduces, turning Borges into “an author-

commodity” (25). This is, of course, what typically happens when authors and artists become 

famous; not everyone has read Shakespeare, but most people are familiar with famous lines “To 

be, or not to be: that is the question” and “O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?” and 

not everyone has watched a Hitchcock movie, but the director’s side profile silhouette is 

instantly recognizable. 

 To Borges’s celebrated physiognomy, Alan Pauls would add the significant exposure that 

Argentines had to Borges’s oral discourses through public lectures and interviews as a reason for 

Borges’s veneration in spite of his relatively limited readership: “No todo el mundo ha leído a 

Borges. Todos, sin embargo lo han oído” (57). Borges himself acknowledged in a 1962 interview 

with James Irby that, in contrast with the trend in the United States, “en Argentina, y en el 

mundo hispánico en general, la obra es muchas veces inferior a la persona, o por lo menos es 

considerada así. En Argentina a nadie le interesa la literatura, nadie cree en las obras” (Irby 6). 

One would hope that this tendency has changed since the 2006 CEOP survey, let alone since 

Borges’s own observation in the 60s, but it still leads to the following question: just how aware 

actually is the Argentinean audience for films that source Borges’s work? Sanders affirms that 

film adaptations rely on the audience’s familiarity with the source text and awareness of the 

intertextual relationship. For this reason, a formal adaptation usually keeps the source text’s 

original title (22). The paratextual presence of Borges’s books in one of the scenes in Tesis, 

which I will discuss in section 4.2, then serves the same function as a source text’s title in the 

context of film adaptation. 
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Given Borges’s status as a “national cultural referent” (Casale O’Ryan 10), Latin 

American filmmakers who set out to adapt Borges share the anxiety that comes with adapting 

such an influential body of work. When asked about her experience adapting Roberto Bolaño’s 

Una novelita lumpen, Chilean director Alicia Scherson expressed her initial qualms: “This was 

clearly the biggest challenge not so much because it was hard to adapt—in fact the novel is full 

of images—but because everyone thought I should be very scared and intimidated. So I was” 

(Indiewire). Despite their brevity, which in any case should not affect films that are not intended 

to be direct adaptations, Borges’s short stories are, like Bolaño’s novel, full of images. 

Therefore, Borges is, technically speaking, easy to adapt to the big screen. Nonetheless, it does 

not reduce the uneasiness caused by the Bloomean anxiety of influence that filmmakers 

experience when adapting a widely acclaimed literary work. Screenwriter Noel S. Baker 

attributes this anxiety to the inevitable desire to meet certain expectations associated with 

adapting a text: “Such vanity—not only in wanting the work to measure up to the original 

creation, but in the desire to measure up to the original creator71” (Baker qtd. in Hutcheon, 

Theory 80). Adaptation anxiety is caused as much by the perception of media hierarchy as by the 

pressure to measure up to both the work and the author. Although the audience enjoys 

recognizing Borgesian traces everywhere, avid admirers of his work can be tough critics. On 

April 9, 2013, Jorge J.E. Gracia witnessed this resistance first-hand at the Gallery Talk for his 

“Painting Borges: Art Interpreting Literature” exhibition, a promotional event for the 

homonymous book, at the American University’s Katzen Arts Center. The exhibition featured 

twenty-four paintings that interpreted a selection of twelve short stories by Borges, with two 

paintings dedicated to each story, in order to provide two different interpretations of the same 

                                                 
71 Screenwriter Noel S. Baker is referring to his own experience adapting Michael Turner’s novel 
Hard Core Logo for film. 
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text. Sixteen artists were selected from Argentina, Cuba and the United States (Cuban-

Americans), some of which were commissioned specifically for this exhibition. Gracia explained 

in his presentation that the exhibition was guided mainly by a philosophical idea, rather than by 

an art movement or a particular time period or group of artists. Therefore, the artists tried to 

capture the Borgesian philosophy contained within the short stories, rather than the plot. 

However, the audience, which presumably consisted mainly of professors and students 

considering the venue, labeled some of the paintings as failures, even after Gracia’s initial lecture 

on the different types of interpretations and despite his warning that a tension between the 

different interpretations in the paintings is to be expected. Several members of the audience 

criticized the inclusion of a nude woman in a painting of Borges’s “El jardin de senderos que se 

bifurcan,” since there are no women, let alone nude ones, in the original story. Since his 

explanation that the artists intended to capture a philosophical idea did not satisfy the audience, 

Gracia reminded them that these paintings are a product of appropriation, which entails a 

claiming of ownership and, consequently, a transformation of Borges’s short stories through the 

paintings in the hands of the artists. 

 An analysis of Goldfrid’s film Tesis can give us an insight into how Borges circulates in 

the Argentine market, the local market where he functions as a national cultural referent. The 

Spanish-speaking world’s protective stance towards Borges’s work and the anxiety of influence 

that Borges’s figure has cast on Argentine filmmakers may affect how Argentine films adapt 

Borges as opposed to Hollywood. Argentine filmmakers may feel compelled to pay some kind of 

homage to Borges while simultaneously establishing an instant rapport with a Borges-informed 

audience. On the contrary, Hollywood filmmakers are not expected to pay tribute to Borges and 

appeal to a Borges loving audience, especially when the film in question is packaged as a 
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universal crime thriller. Furthermore, given that the target audience for Argentine and Latin 

American cinema is different from the viewers that Hollywood has in mind, the choice of 

Borges’s short stories and how they are represented in the films may differ between the two film 

industries. 

 

4.2. Borgesian Hypertextual Traces 

 Tesis begins in medias res, with flashing images that alternate with the opening credits. 

The first object that the viewer perceives, from Roberto’s point of view, is a coin rolling on the 

floor, interestingly reminiscent of the spinning top in Christopher Nolan’s film Inception (2010). 

The spinning coin, a recurring and meaningful element throughout the film, eventually hits the 

leg of a table and stops rolling. In Inception, a top that stops spinning supposedly verifies that the 

character is back in reality and no longer in a dream, but the ending of the film teaches us that 

the spinning top is an empty referent, that there is no way to tell for sure. Tesis attempts to 

recreate the same effect, and the scene progresses in a manner that suggests confusion and 

delirium. The screen shows a close up, albeit intermittent and blurry, of an empty bottle in one 

sequence and protagonist Roberto’s bandaged hand in the next. The viewer does not know what 

happened, but perhaps neither does Roberto, as he looks disoriented. The images go in and out of 

focus to parallel Roberto’s drifting in and out of consciousness on a sofa, with books, papers, 

empty bottles, and broken glass strewn all over the living room. Moving Dutch angle shots, a 

common film noir camera technique, are employed in this scene and throughout the film to 

intensify the feeling of disorientation and to suggest Roberto’s unbalanced mental state. Indeed, 

Goldfrid spares no effort in exploiting the noir visual aesthetics. Along with the Dutch angles, 

the film makes use of extreme high and low angles, wide angles, extreme close-ups, blur and out 
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of focus lenses, and play with lights and shadows. Even the classroom where Roberto’s evening 

class meets every week is illuminated with low-key chiaroscuro lighting, creating a mysterious 

and suspenseful ambiance. Roberto himself is depicted as a down-on-his-luck film noir 

(anti)hero: he is bitterly divorced and his voicemail still says “Hola, te comunicaste con la casa 

de Mónica y Roberto. Ahora no estamos. Dejá tu mensaje” (00:41:51-57); he is not only a has-

been lawyer, but he had also famously botched a case; he is an alcoholic and a womanizer who 

meaninglessly sleeps with former students and advises Gonzalo to “garchá todo lo que puedas” 

(00:11:05-07). 

 At the thematic level, we can easily discern echoes from Borges’s short stories in the 

film. First, we find in Roberto the vengeful detective from “La muerte y la brújula” who is 

obsessed with capturing the criminal but ultimately meets a tragic end; second, the blurring of 

identities motif from stories such as “La forma de la espada” in the relationship between Roberto 

and Gonzalo; third, the tension between reality and unreality that pervades much of Borges 

fiction. These authorial stamps are present in the novel too, as I demonstrated in the previous 

chapter, but the Borgesian references there are much more subtle, with the closest to an explicit 

reference being the discussions of death as product of “azar” and the choice of the word 

“artificio” in the narration: “qué es todo esto sino una actuación, un artificio, piensa Paul, nada es 

real, ni la justicia ni el tiempo pero por sobre todo la justicia que se come a sí mismo” 

(Paszkowski 93). In the film, on the other hand, there are direct hypertextual72 presences of 

Borges. For instance, Gonzalo gives Roberto a gift from his father, a letter opener shaped like a 

                                                 
72 In Palimpsests: Literature in the Second Degree Genette likens hypertextuality to a palimpsest 
reading and defines it as essentially anything that links an adaptation to its adapted text: “any 
relationship uniting a text B (which I shall call the hypertext) to an earlier text A (I shall, of 
course, call it the hypotext), upon which it is grafted in a manner that is not that of commentary” 
(5). 
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sword, which is a cliché gift according to Roberto: “Una espadita de la justicia para un abogado. 

Como si a un funebrero le regalara un ataúd de miniatura” (00:08:34-40). It may be a cliché gift 

for a lawyer, but Roberto’s profession and the justice themed plot justify the inclusion of the 

miniature sword. The allusion to Borges may not be immediately recognizable, but Borges fans 

will surely recognize the image as a reference to “La forma de la espada.” The sword-shaped 

letter opener, which is not present in the novel, thus sets Goldfrid’s film and Borges in a 

hypertextual relationship with each other. 

 The sword may also be a reference to Borges’s depiction of the gaucho in his short 

stories such as “El hombre de la esquina rosada” (1927) and “El sur” (1953). Even in “La muerte 

y la brújula” there is a gauchesque character: 

Era Daniel Simón Azevedo, hombre de alguna fama en los antiguos arrabales del Norte, 

que había ascendido de carrero a guapo electoral, para degenerar después en ladrón y 

hasta en delator. (El singular estilo de su muerte les pareció adecuado: Azevedo era el 

último representante de una generación de bandidos que sabía el manejo del puñal, pero 

no del revólver.) (Obras 604) 

Azevedo is the opposite of Scharlach, who favors the pistol over more traditional weapons, “el 

más ilustre de los pistoleros del Sur, Dandy Red Scharlach” (Obras 606), just like a certain 

caudillo from Barcelona [“Del otro lado hay un suburbio fabril donde, al amparo de un caudillo 

barcelonés, medran los pistoleros” (Obras 607)]. Azevedo is described as a cuchillero type who 

is more skillful with a knife than he is with a gun, while Scharlach and the Spanish caudillo and 

his gang are “pistoleros.” The deterioration of Azevedo’s character and reputation (he went from 

“guapo electoral” to “ladrón” and “delator”), which culminates in his death, marks a certain 

transition in Argentina and Argentine literature: “(El singular estilo de su muerte les pareció 
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adecuado: Azevedo era el último representante de una generación de bandidos que sabía el 

manejo del puñal, pero no del revólver.)”(Obras 604). Daniel Balderston reads it as part of the 

hermeneutic puzzle that Borges explores in “La muerte y la brújula,” represented by the tension 

between oral tradition (gaucho poetry) and written tradition (Martín Fierro). Lönnrot fails 

because he forces his own interpretation on the subaltern Other, a metaphor for the appropriation 

of gaucho poetry by literary elites (135). The detective narrative, of course, is the perfect 

platform for exploring the problem of interpretation, but the fact that both adaptations feature a 

gunless hero may also point to nostalgia for the past73. There are no guns in Goldfrid’s film, in 

spite of its otherwise distinct film noir vibe, unlike in Paszkowski’s novel, where at least Paul 

buys a pistol as his weapon of choice for the murder, inspired by crime thriller films. 

 The attentive Borges-informed viewer will notice in the first encounter between Roberto 

and Gonzalo three segments loosely borrowed from “La muerte y la brújula,” which, in 

conjunction, serve to create a sense of foreshadowing in the film. First, there is an immediate 

tension between Roberto and Gonzalo, who arrives late to the first class session: 

ROBERTO. Lo paradójico de los imprevistos, Ruiz, es que pueden evitarse. Solo  hay 

que otorgarles un espacio en la planificación. 

GONZALO. Bueno, he previsto que usted iba a enfadarse y aun así no lo pude  

 evitar. (00:05:20-30) 

This exchange can be interpreted as Gonzalo challenging Roberto. When Gonzalo explains that 

his tardiness is due to an unforeseen event (“imprevisto”), Roberto tells him that, paradoxically, 

                                                 
73 According to Bell-Villada (1999), Borges developed an interest in the gaucho stories from an 
early age and even secretly read Martín Fierro. Borges admired the old rustic gaucho who had 
become a mere myth by the 1930s: “Borges in his stories recalls the times when the rural knife-
wielder knew his place in Argentine society, unlike the 1940s, when these rustics were to 
become a collective entity, serving as shock troops and ideological cannon fodder for the anti 
Oligarchical, antiliberal, anti-British rhetoric and actions of Perón” (274). 
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unforeseen events can be avoided (since they have not yet happened). Gonzalo refutes Roberto’s 

argument by saying that he predicted Roberto’s anger, yet he could not avoid it. Gonzalo’s 

humorous retort prompts laughter from his classmates, but Roberto is not amused. This tension-

filled first encounter between Roberto and Gonzalo presages Roberto’s eventual failure and 

downfall. This confrontation does not take place in the novel, as Paszkowski’s Paul passively 

accepts Roberto’s scolding for his tardiness. Instead, the scene in the film seems to be a 

reinterpretation of the first paragraph in “La muerte y la brújula,” in which the narrator forewarns 

the reader of the detective’s impending failure: “Es verdad que Erik Lönnrot no logró impedir el 

último crimen, pero es indiscutible que lo previó” (Obras 601). Like Lönnrot, Roberto thinks 

that he is always one step ahead of his opponent, yet he ultimately fails. 

 Second, Roberto is obsessed with the clues that he believes his opponent is leaving him, 

because the key to solving a case, as he tells his students, is “Detalles. Todo está en los detalles” 

(00:13:32-36). Therefore, Roberto will later break into Gonzalo’s apartment to search for clues, 

and go to the Farmacity store and try to purchase the exact items found at the crime scene to 

verify that they match the total dollar amount in Gonzalo’s receipt. He will even ask for his ex-

wife’s clinical expertise in order to figure out Gonzalo’s psychological profile. Roberto is similar 

to Lönnrot, a Dupinesque detective who, confident that he is more astute than the police, 

meticulously searches for answers in every minute detail: “Bruscamente bibliófilo o hebraísta, 

[Lönnrot] ordenó que le hicieran un paquete con los libros del muerto y los llevó a su 

departamento. Indiferente a la investigación policial, se dedicó a estudiarlos” (603). 

 Third, like Lönnrot, Roberto extends an invitation, however indirect, for Gonzalo to 

manipulate him: 
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FEMALE STUDENT. Nos decía que había una razón correcta para estar acá, pero 

 no nos dijo cuál es. 

ROBERTO. Aprovecharme. (00:05:44-51) 

Roberto’s statement “Aprovecharme” has a double meaning: it is an invitation for his students to 

profit from his knowledge and expertise in the field, but it is also an inadvertent invitation for 

Gonzalo to challenge him. The camera cuts to Gonzalo smiling suggestively, as if implying that 

Gonzalo has every intention to accept his teacher’s invitation to take advantage of him. This is 

similar to Lönnrot’s inadvertent invitation to Scharlach to take advantage of the detective’s 

obsession with details. Once Scharlach figures out detective Lönnrot’s thought process, he is 

able to control not only his adversary’s codification but also his decodification of the crime. 

When Scharlach learns of Lönnrot’s methods and speculations through the newspaper Yidische 

Zaitung, he makes sure to confirm the detective’s hypothesis so that he can use it to his benefit 

later: “A los diez días yo supe por la Yidische Zaitung que usted buscaba en los escritos de 

Yarmolinsky la clave de la muerte de Yarmolinsky. Leí la Historia de la secta de los Hasidim . . . 

Comprendí que usted conjeturaba que los Hasidim habían sacrificado al rabino; me dediqué a 

justificar esa conjetura” (Obras 610). At the end of the story, Scharlach reveals to Lönnrot that 

everything was planned so that every clue would bring the detective closer to his trap: “Yo 

presentí que usted agregaría el punto que falta. El punto que determina un rombo perfecto, el 

punto que prefija el lugar donde una exacta muerte lo espera. Todo lo he premeditado, Erik 

Lönnrot, para atraerlo a usted a las soledades de Triste-le-Roy” (Obras 611). The alert Borges 

reader in the audience will view this scene from “La muerte y la brújula” as a guide to what to 

expect in terms of plot turns and surprises in the film Tesis. 
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 The reference to Borges in Goldfrid’s film becomes truly explicit in the scene where 

Roberto is having his book launch party in a bookstore. At the beginning of this scene, we see a 

stack of Borges’s books neatly displayed on a table, as the camera pans to the left to follow 

Roberto. Then, we get a close-up of the books when Roberto rests his own newly published book 

on the table and signs it for an admirer, a role played by Paszkowski. As Roberto signs the book, 

the viewer can clearly see that Borges’s books are Sudamericana’s editions of Obras completas 

volume 2, 3, and 4, and three volumes of Textos recobrados, each displaying a photograph of 

Borges on the front cover. This is a clever way to acknowledge both Paszkowski and Borges as 

sources of inspiration for the film, especially since Paszkowski’s novel was also published by 

Sudamericana. Yet Borges’s books overshadow Paszkowski’s brief cameo; in fact, while 

Borges’s books are displayed in such a way that they become the focal point in a crowded 

bookstore, Paszkowski’s character comes across as a pesky fan who interrupts Roberto’s flirting 

with his former student: 

PASZKOWSKI. ¿Lo molesto yo también? 

ROBERTO. La verdad que sí, un poco. (00:09:35-39) 

In any case, not many viewers, particularly outside of Argentina, will recognize the actor playing 

Roberto’s fan as Diego Paszkowski, the author of the novel upon which the movie is based. On 

the other hand, the appearance of Borges’s books may instantly elevate the film’s image, 

considering Borges’s cultural capital. As Linda Hutcheon argues in A Theory of Adaptation, this 

is one of the motivations behind adaptation projects, because “one way to gain respectability or 

increase cultural capital is for an adaptation to be upwardly mobile... to benefit from their 

adapted works’ cultural cachet” (91). One may wonder if the explicit allusion to Borges in the 

film does not underestimate the viewer’s perceptiveness, but if Casale O’Ryan’s assertion that 
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most Argentines have not actually read Borges’s short stories is true, then an explicit hint is 

justified. Capitalizing on Borges’s cultural capital is a brilliant marketing move, considering that 

Borges holds a paradoxical position as a national cultural icon for a nation in which the average 

citizen may not be familiar with his work. 

 The presence of Borges’s books forms what Gerard Genette calls a hypertextual paratext 

in the film, which points to the explicit textual presence of an outside text, in this case Borges’s 

works. According to Genette in Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, a paratext consists of all 

accompanying textual productions such as titles, dedications, epigraphs, and prefaces that 

“surround and extend [the text], precisely in order to present it, to make present, to ensure the 

text’s presence in the world, its ‘reception’ and consumption in the form (nowadays, at least) of a 

book” (1). Similarly, in Goldfrid’s film, Borges’s books serve as surrounding elements that are 

intended to present the film in a specific way. Genette, who uses Borges in his examples, further 

explains that a paratext, in reality, acts to control one’s interpretation of the text (2). Therefore, 

by including Borges’s books as a paratext in the movie, the film is telling the viewer how to 

interpret it: as an adaptation of Borges, even more so than an adaptation of Paszkowski’s novel. 

However, if we look at it from Fredric Jameson’s point of view, then we would see this as a mere 

marketing scheme; Borges serves more as a brand or author-commodity than as a plot guide in 

Tesis, since pastiche is an empty parody, an imitation without commentary. 

 

4.3. The Unreliable Narrator(s) and the Theme of the Double 

 Paszkowski’s treatment of the intellectual duel aspect so characteristic of Borges’s fiction 

consists of introducing a complex double-narrative structure in the novel. Vega and Goldfrid 

chose a simpler and more feasible narrative for the film adaptation, and attempt to create tension 
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between Roberto and Gonzalo through their vaguely aggressive interactions. The main problem 

is that the aggression seems mostly one-sided. In one of the scenes, Roberto is inside the boxing 

ring practicing with his coach. He starts boxing more aggressively when he sees Gonzalo 

approaching, prompting the startled coach to ask Roberto to stop. When Gonzalo remarks that he 

did not know that Roberto practiced the sport, the professor snidely retorts, “Hay que saber 

pelear” (01:05:19-23). It turns out that Roberto had summoned Gonzalo to meet with him to 

discuss an old case over dinner: 

ROBERTO. Si hubiera usado la mano izquierda, hubiera sido el crimen perfecto. 

GONZALO. No era mala idea dispararle con la derecha. 

ROBERTO. No, era buenísima, demasiado buena, pero se pasó de rosca. Quiso que se 

 note el crimen, dejar su huella. Ese es el peor pecado que puede cometer un 

 criminal. La soberbia. 

GONZALO. No coincido. Creo que es la falta de inteligencia. 

ROBERTO. Pero es que casi siempre es lo mismo. Si vas a mantener un duelo silencioso 

 con un investigador, no podés subestimar su capacidad, nunca. (01:07:26-59) 

Roberto evidently uses the example of the old case to intimidate Gonzalo. Roberto explains that 

the criminal was caught because he was too confident, which led him to underestimate the 

detective. Of course, this is Roberto’s way of warning Gonzalo not to underestimate him. 

Gonzalo is supposed to be the one challenging Roberto, but it is actually Roberto who is always 

trying to provoke Gonzalo. While Gonzalo appears to be mild-mannered and even-tempered, the 

quick-witted Roberto comes across as the tough guy gumshoe with the short temper. Like 

Paszkowski’s novel, the film incorporates the unreliable narrator aspect and the theme of the 
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double—mainstays of detective fiction and film noir—to intensify the tension between the two 

protagonists. 

 

i) The unreliable narrator(s) 

 Since there is no voice-over narration in Goldfrid’s film, the camera acts as an 

extradiegetic narrator74, but it privileges Roberto’s position over Gonzalo and all other 

characters. In fact, at times point-of-view shots are used to emphasize Roberto’s privileged 

position. In the first scene, where a disoriented Roberto lies on his living room sofa, the camera 

is sometimes angled as if positioned behind Roberto’s blinking eyelids. Meanwhile, there is not a 

single scene where Gonzalo is alone, except for a brief moment when he is waiting for Roberto 

to appear. In this sense, the film presents a single narrative as opposed to the two competing 

narratives that the novel offers, thus one perceives less of a duel in the film compared to the 

novel. Gonzalo’s supposed antagonism towards Roberto is mainly inferred through his facial 

gestures and reactions to what Roberto says or does. When Roberto tells his students 

“Aprovecharme,” Gonzalo looks intently at Roberto, smiling in a suggestive manner. When, 

upon hearing ambulance sirens, his classmates rush to the window to look at the murder scene, 

Gonzalo is the slowest to react and is the last one to approach the window. In this same scene 

Gonzalo and Roberto glance meaningfully at each other in turn. The viewer must decide whether 

these details are sufficient proof that Gonzalo is the killer or if they are mere circumstantial 

evidence.  

                                                 
74 See Fulton 113-114. Fulton defines the camera as an extradiegetic narrator, an external and 
invisible narrator that represents the characters’ actual and internal focalizations through an array 
of camera techniques. 
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 Roberto consults his ex-wife Mónica (Mara Bestelli), a psychiatrist, to help piece 

together Gonzalo’s psychological profile, but the consultation reveals more about Roberto than it 

does about Gonzalo. Mónica suspects that Roberto is becoming so obsessed with the case that he 

only sees what he wants to see: “Roberto, ¿qué te pasa? Encontraste lo que querías encontrar. 

Vos querés que el mundo se acomode a vos, que las cosas sean como vos pensás que tienen que 

ser. Quién sabe por qué crees que ese chico es culpable, y vas a ver solamente las cosas que te lo 

confirmen” (00:58:43-57). Mónica suspects that Roberto refuses to let the authorities handle the 

case because it has become less about obtaining justice for the victim and more about achieving 

personal vindication: 

ROBERTO. Alfredo no puede hacer nada. Esto es entre el chico y yo, es un desafío. 

MÓNICA. ¿Qué es lo que realmente te interesa? ¿Hacer justicia o probar que tenés 

 razón? (00:59:14-28) 

The viewer wonders whether or not Roberto is trustworthy because his inability to think 

objectively casts doubt on his ability to behave ethically. Even Roberto knows that he needs a 

moral justification to accept what he perceives as Gonzalo’s challenge: 

ROBERTO. Solo una cosa más. ¿Puede volver a matar? 

MÓNICA. Cualquiera que disfrute haciendo algo, por más perverso que sea, lo va 

 a volver a repetir tarde o temprano. 

ROBERTO. Gracias. (00:59:37-01:00:03) 

Roberto thanks Mónica not only for the consultation, but also for giving Roberto the motivation 

to keep pursuing Gonzalo through her confirmation that he may kill again. However, the 

motivation does not issue from Roberto’s concern for the next victim. In fact, now that he knows 

that Gonzalo will do it again, he introduces the victim’s sister Laura Di Natale (Calu Rivero) to 
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Gonzalo to bait him. Roberto makes sure that Laura is wearing the butterfly pendant necklace 

that her sister Valeria had around her neck when her body was found, supposedly arranged by 

the killer. Unlike Laura in the novel, who works together with Roberto to entrap Paul, in the film 

Laura has no knowledge of Roberto’s covert plan. When Laura starts dating Gonzalo, Roberto 

spies on them from the café across the street from Gonzalo’s apartment. He becomes jealous and 

imagines the couple making love while Gonzalo stares vindictively at him. Therefore, it is 

possible that Gonzalo’s antagonism toward Roberto is a mere product of Roberto’s overactive 

imagination. 

 If the novel reveals from the beginning that Paul is the murderer, the film instills doubt in 

the viewer’s mind from beginning to end. The audience grows wary of Roberto’s suspicious 

behavior. Roberto is the same alcoholic from the novel who is struggling with personal issues, 

but in the film he also boxes, which suggests that he has pent up aggression. These character 

flaws give the audience enough reason to suspect Roberto. After all, the other characters cannot 

trust Roberto either. Crime investigators repeatedly ask Roberto if he knew the victim when she 

was alive. At the crime scene, the police detective observes how Roberto assesses the scene of 

the crime with an affected look on his face, prompting the Subcomisario (Antonio Ugo) to ask 

Roberto, “La conocías?” (00:16:04-05). Roberto replies, “No.” Here the audience may not 

suspect anything yet, since it is a legitimate question, considering that the grisly murder took 

place on campus, in the parking lot located immediately in front of the building where Roberto 

teaches his law seminar. However, later at the morgue the forensic pathologist Robles (José Luis 

Mazza) notices that Roberto is particularly invested in the case: “¿Qué te pasa? ¿La conocías?” 

(00:23:50-51). Roberto denies it, but this time he does not sound so sure; after replying “No,” he 

pauses, reflects on his answer as if doubting himself, and adds “Creo que no” (00:23:53-59). This 
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question comes up yet again at the office of the Juez de Instrucción (investigative judge) Alfredo 

Hernández (Arturo Puig), who is now married to Roberto’s ex-wife. After Roberto accuses him 

of not paying the case the attention it deserves, the judge defensively asks him, “¿Y vos? ¿La 

conocías?” (00:31:12-14). This time, Roberto elaborates his answer: 

ROBERTO. No sé. Trabajaba en el bar enfrente de la facultad. Debo de haber ido  

 miles de veces. A lo mejor alguna vez me atendió, pero no lo sé. 

ALFREDO. (Chuckles) Ahora sí tiene sentido. (00:31:14-25) 

Here the viewer is presented with what may be a piece of evidence against Roberto; it is 

probable that Roberto and Valeria have crossed paths in the past, since Valeria used to work at 

the bar across the street from the campus, a bar that Roberto frequents. Alfredo’s chuckle and 

comment reinforce what the audience already knows by now, that Roberto is a sleazy womanizer 

who regularly sleeps with younger women. Later Roberto will even try to kiss the victim’s 

grieving younger sister Laura. It is possible, then, that Roberto had slept with the victim. 

 It is difficult for Roberto to convince Alfredo that Gonzalo is the murderer because he is 

a brilliant student with no prior criminal records. Meanwhile, Roberto is an unstable has-been 

big-shot lawyer who famously bungled the “La Torre” case, resulting in a wrongful conviction. 

As Alfredo reminds him, Roberto has a hard time honoring the “innocent until proven guilty” 

rule: 

ALFREDO. ¿Qué te pasa con el pibe? Es algo personal, ¿no? 

ROBERTO. ¿Para qué me preguntás? Ya debés tener el diagnóstico de la doctora, 

 ¿o no? 

ALFREDO. Mirá, no me importan los quilombos que tuviste con él, con su madre o con 

 quien sea. Sabés lo que es la presunción de inocencia, ¿no? 
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ROBERTO. Creo que sí. 

ALFREDO. No, te lo digo porque la otra vez tuviste un problema que fue... 

ALFREDO. El caso “La Torre” no tiene nada que ver con esto. Esa vez yo me 

 equivoqué. Ahora no. (01:20:57-01:21:28) 

To make matters worse, Alfredo notices that Roberto is sleep deprived. The lack of sleep, 

combined with his constant drinking, affects Roberto’s concentration and critical faculties, 

confirming that he is an unreliable narrator. As previously stated, Goldfrid often employs Dutch 

angles to create a sense of disorientation, while at the same time giving emphasis to Roberto’s 

fragile mental state. Through this camera technique the film recreates the blurry line between the 

waking state and the dream state as illustrated in the novel, where the protagonists’ waking 

thoughts sometimes converge seamlessly with their dream thoughts, as in the following example 

with Paul: “ . . . Anita que, en el living, pasa la aspiradora, y que luego se moverá en el lavadero 

pero esos sonidos se oirán débiles, se oyen débiles mezclados en las nieblas dulces de una vigilia 

que pasa a ser sueño, aunque Paul no lo sabe . . . pero él está en ese puente o pensando en ese 

puente o soñando, y recuerda, no sabe por qué, o sueña, no tiene por qué saber por qué . . .” 

(Paszkowski 49-50). Therefore, this scene and the film’s dizzying opening scene where Roberto 

drifts in and out of consciousness create a similar effect to the dreamlike sequences in Borges’s 

stories such as “El sur,” where the fever-stricken protagonist Dahlmann drifts in and out of 

consciousness throughout the story. 

 As I discussed in the previous chapter, the themes of inebriation and foreignness also set 

up the protagonists in the novel as unreliable narrators, a technique similar to Borges’s short 

story “La forma de la espada.” Goldfrid also uses inebriation as a way to frame Roberto as an 

unreliable narrator. In fact, he is constantly seen either smoking or drinking throughout the film, 
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both socially and privately. The smoking and drinking detective is a classic noir character trope, 

but in Roberto’s case, the smoking and drinking are depicted as vices that imply moral weakness. 

As a matter of fact, a waitress even scolds Roberto when she sees him smoking at the restaurant: 

“No se puede fumar acá” (01:10:52-53). And at one point he even calls his ex-wife at past three 

o’clock in the morning, with a bottle of hard liquor and a glass on the table to suggest that he has 

been drinking, even as his latest sexual conquest sleeps in his bedroom next door. However, the 

film does away with the language barrier aspect from the novel. While the novel accentuates 

Paul’s foreignness by showing that the French student sometimes struggles to find the right 

words in Spanish, the film minimizes his foreignness by recasting this character as an Argentine 

national whose main residence is in Spain. Vega and Goldfrid probably made this change in 

order to make the film more relatable for the Spanish audience, seeing that it is an Argentine-

Spanish joint production. 

 

ii) The theme of the double 

 In the previous chapter, I discussed how Borges’s treatment of the double in “La muerte y 

la brújula” is inspired by Poe’s story “The Purloined Letter.” Like Poe’s Dupin and Minister D., 

Lönnrot and Scharlach can anticipate each other’s move because they are essentially the same 

person. Similarly, Goldfrid’s Roberto, who relies on his hunches like a film noir/hard-boiled 

detective would, feels an inexplicable connection with Gonzalo, as he tells his psychologist ex-

wife Mónica: “No tengo nada concreto pero sé que fue él. Es más, sé que él quiere que yo lo 

descubra. Es como un juego . . . Sé como piensa, sé lo que tiene en la cabeza. No lo puedo 

explicar, pero lo conozco, yo sé que fue él” (00:38:50-00:39:01). Assuming that Roberto’s 
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suspicion that Gonzalo murdered Valeria is correct, Gonzalo certainly seems to anticipate 

Roberto’s actions. 

 Like Roberto and Paul in the novel, Roberto and Gonzalo are also external doubles, the 

definition that Gyurko (1976) assigns to Vincent Moon and el Inglés from “La forma de la 

espada.” External doubles, according to Gyurko, are two individuals that appear to be opposites 

but are, in reality, the same person. Having betrayed both his country and his comrade, Moon 

creates a nobler version of himself to atone for his sin, as the double represents his own symbolic 

death. Roberto is also desperate to redeem himself because he has famously botched a case, and 

his colleagues and ex-wife no longer trust him. But while the novel only has two doubles, 

Roberto and Paul, and Paul’s victim Valeria Di Natale and Juliette Lewis who accentuate Paul’s 

madness, the film exploits the theme of the double by having four sets of doppelgängers: Roberto 

and Gonzalo, Laura and her deceased sister Valeria, Valeria and Gonzalo’s mother, and Roberto 

and Gonzalo’s father. In addition, it emphasizes the Oedipus Complex angle, only subtly 

explored in the novel, to motivate the main theme of doubling (father and son), as well as to 

justify the alleged crime (son’s obsession with his mother). After all, there is no better pair than a 

father and son to represent the external doubles, to embody the simultaneity of “Self and Other” 

(Gyurko 206) and “same and separateness” (Shiloh 5). 

 After his first class with Roberto, Gonzalo waits for his professor outside and they walk 

together to Gonzalo’s car. Here the audience learns that Roberto is a family friend of the Ruizes 

and Gonzalo even brings him a present from his father. Gonzalo then confides to Roberto that his 

parents’ marriage is in trouble: 

ROBERTO. ¿Y tu madre? 

GONZALO. Casi no la veo. Viaja mucho. También le manda saludos. 
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ROBERTO. ¿Sigue con la Fundación? 

GONZALO. Sí, eso y cualquier cosa que la mantenga lejos de mi padre. 

ROBERTO. Aunque no lo creas, a veces es la única cosa que mantiene viva una 

 relación. (00:07:13-35) 

Later, Roberto’s conversation with his ex-wife Mónica reveals more about Roberto’s relationship 

with the Ruiz family, implying that Roberto had an affair with Gonzalo’s mother: 

MÓNICA. ¿Gonzalito? Mirá vos. Y, ¿qué tal es? 

ROBERTO. Raro. Muy raro. Creído. 

MÓNICA. ¿Tímido? 

ROBERTO. No, no. Conozco la diferencia. Al contrario, es soberbio, arrogante. Como 

 que está más allá del todo. 

MÓNICA. Salió al tío Roberto entonces. De chico te tenía como un ídolo. ¿Te acordás? 

 ¿O esa era su madre? (00:37:35-55) 

Given that Roberto had an affair with Gonzalo’s mother, Mónica’s remark that Gonzalo takes 

after Roberto (“Salió al tío Roberto entonces”) hints that Gonzalo may be Roberto’s son. A 

conversation between Roberto and Gonzalo in a bar reinforces this suspicion: 

GONZALO. La última vez que nos vimos tenía nueve años. Mi cumpleaños. Todavía 

 tengo las fotos. A veces no hace falta estar presente para influir. Más de una vez 

 mi padre me ha dicho que usted es un hombre brillante. Yo creo que durante años 

 usted ha sido su Némesis, esa especie de enemigo imaginario que uno se pone 

 para medirse, para superarse. 

ROBERTO. No tengo ni para empezar a competir con tu viejo. 
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GONZALO. No sea modesto. Crecí escuchando historias sobre usted. No sé si debería 

 contarle esto, pero cuando tenía quince años mi padre me llevó a hacer un análisis 

 de ADN. Tenía dudas. Nunca fuimos a buscar el resultado. Mi padre es mi padre, 

 ¿qué más necesito? (00:50:23-00:51:25) 

The long-standing rivalry, however amicable, between Gonzalo’s father and Roberto and the fact 

that Gonzalo’s father made his son take a paternity test strengthen the hypothesis that Gonzalo 

may be Roberto’s son. Now it makes sense that Gonzalo, angry at his mother for having an affair 

with Roberto, would leave a note with the message “Muerte a mujeres como ella” at the crime 

scene. 

 In the same bar scene Gonzalo tells Roberto that, for his thesis, he wants to explore the 

link between the Di Natale case with a similar murder that took place in Portugal when he was 

living there. Roberto discourages him from taking on the project, but Gonzalo is insistent, which 

makes Roberto suspects him even more. To confirm his suspicion, Roberto asks for Mónica’s 

professional opinion as a psychologist on the possible link between the two murders, but his ex-

wife is more concerned about his obsession with the case:  

MÓNICA. Que me preocupa verte así. 

ROBERTO. ¡No me jodas! ¡No soy yo el caso, el caso es él! 

MÓNICA. Ok. A ver... Los dos crímenes tienen un fuerte componente sexual. Las 

 víctimas son mujeres jóvenes, atractivas. Hay cierto grado de ensañamiento con 

 sus cuerpos. Si tuviera que arriesgar un perfil basado en estas características, diría 

 que el criminal es del tipo psicopático con ciertos rasgos perversos. 

ROBERTO. ¿Los dos crímenes pudieron haber sido cometidos por la misma persona? 

MÓNICA. Sí, o dos personas con un perfil psicológico similar. (00:57:48-00:58:32) 
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Reinforced by the possibility that Roberto and Gonzalo are father and son, the professor and his 

student could very well be “dos personas con un perfil psicológico similar.” It is entirely possible 

that both Roberto and Gonzalo are murderers; Gonzalo killed the woman in Portugal, and 

Roberto killed Valeria. If Roberto’s suspicion that Gonzalo is a psychopath is correct, and 

Roberto turns out to be his father, then Roberto himself may be a psychopath, seeing that mental 

disorders are often passed on through genetics. Roberto and Gonzalo even have similar tic-like 

habits that will eventually become crucial to Roberto’s investigation. Gonzalo is often seen 

popping a mint into his mouth, and he has even offered one to Roberto. As for Roberto’s habit, 

besides smoking and drinking, he likes to spin a coin on a flat surface, particularly when he is 

deep in thought trying to solve the case. Yet later we will see Gonzalo in the interrogation room 

spinning a coin in the same manner as Roberto, which reinforces the theme of the double. 

 Another important detail that the viewer may only perceive in a repeat viewing of the 

film is the scene where Gonzalo and Roberto walk together to Gonzalo’s car after their first 

class. As they are about to cross the street, they hear honking from an approaching car, 

prompting Roberto to warn Gonzalo “Cuidado” (00:07:05). If we freeze this scene, we will 

notice that the woman driving the car looks like Valeria. If this is true, then Roberto has, indeed, 

seen the victim before, as he and Gonzalo actually “encountered” the victim for the first time 

together. The question is, which of them killed Valeria? 

 

4.4. The Justice Theme: Local vs Universal/Global 

 Like Paszkowski’s novel, Goldfrid’s film provides commentaries on the imperfections of 

the Argentine criminal justice system. Throughout the film the audience is shown example after 

example of a fragile, inefficient, unreliable, and overburdened system. From the beginning 
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Roberto warns his students that even administrative errors such as incorrect data entry can 

grossly hinder a criminal investigation: 

Un juez nunca tiene acceso directo a las circunstancias de un delito. Antes que él, llegan 

los testigos oculares, los curiosos, el vigilante de la esquina, los paramédicos, hasta la 

mecanógrafa. No estoy exagerando. Foja 574 del caso López Paunero. Lo tienen en el 

cuadernillo de apuntes, fíjense: “Del primer examen se desprende que el ‘número’ 

encontrado a escasos metros del cadáver, no se corresponde con el de la víctima”. 

Tardaron más de cuatro años en darse cuenta que en lugar de “número”, debía decir 

“húmero”, por el hueso. (00:12:03-45) 

A simple mistake such as a typo can go unnoticed for a long period of time before someone 

finally catches the error, because documents must go through numerous layers of scrutiny by 

separate entities before they finally reach the judge, who has the final authority. To make matters 

worse, these documents can easily go missing. When Roberto stops by the Subcomisario’s 

office, he notices a file cabinet in complete disarray and the Subcomisario explains, “Una 

pérdida” (00:20:51). His indifferent attitude implies that valuable legal documents routinely get 

destroyed due to accidents or negligence. In another scene Roberto visits the office of the Juez de 

Instrucción (investigative judge) Alfredo, and when he accuses Alfredo of not caring enough 

about the case, he learns that the judge is overwhelmed by the number of cases presented to him: 

ROBERTO. Tampoco te importa mucho. 

ALFREDO. Me importa tanto como las 186 causas que tengo a mi cargo. (00:31:05-10) 

Roberto’s parting statement to Alfredo reflects a sense of disillusionment with the criminal 

justice system. When Alfredo denies Roberto’s request to borrow the Di Natale case file and tells 

him to let the law do its job, Roberto replies, “La justicia, cierto. Me había olvidado de esa parte” 
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(00:32:00). This sarcastic remark strongly hints that the Argentine criminal justice system is 

incompetent and unreliable, and for this reason Roberto sees it necessary to take matters into his 

own hands. 

 The film also shows that having connections is the key to getting ahead in the criminal 

justice career. When Roberto arrives at the crime scene, the Subcomisario (Deputy Sherriff) 

greets and corrects him when Roberto calls him “Comisario,” to which Roberto quickly retorts, 

“Ya sabemos, la justicia es lenta” (00:15:26). This comment suggests that upward mobility in the 

criminal justice field is difficult in Argentina. Roberto, however, is a man with connections and 

he uses his influence to enter crime scenes, to get access to forensic evidence, and to get the job 

position he wants: 

MÁUREGUI. ¿Te enteraste del rumor? 

ROBERTO. ¿Cuál de todos? 

MÁUREGUI. Tenías razón. Lo rajan a Cardozo. El puesto es tuyo. 

ROBERTO. No sabía nada. 

MÁUREGUI. Ahora espero que te acuerdes de la cantidad de veces que me dejé cagar a 

 trompadas para hacerte feliz. (00:32:12-25) 

However, the bulk of the critiques in the film are aimed at the operational inefficiencies of the 

criminal justice system. They are mostly superficial complaints about the bureaucracy, like the 

non-working courthouse elevators in Paszkowski’s novel. The film barely scratches the surface 

of the novel’s commentaries on social injustice, corruption, and complicity, and the 

sociopolitical climate that allows these problems to thrive in Buenos Aires/Argentina. Other 

discussions in the film present a more universal, rather than local, critique of the notion of 

justice, especially when comparing Gonzalo with Paul from the novel. 
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 Gonzalo is not a foreigner like Paul. In spite of his Castilian accent and the nickname 

“Gallego” that his classmates gave him, his passport and identification card classify him as an 

Argentine who resides and works in Spain. In fact, when Roberto asks Gonzalo why he came all 

the way from Spain to take his class, the student replies that Argentina is his country. And when 

Laura asks him if he is Spanish, Gonzalo quickly corrects her: “Argentino. Con acento 

[español]” (01:08:12-13). Therefore, the film does not offer an outsider’s perspective of the 

Argentine justice system as the novel does through its French protagonist Paul. Furthermore, 

Gonzalo never criticizes the Argentine criminal justice system directly, as his criticisms are 

rather directed towards criminal law in general. Take, for instance, Gonzalo’s argument of the 

squashed butterfly and its legal implications: 

Lo que digo es, yo puedo aplastar una mariposa y retorcerla hasta que muera y eso no es 

ilegal. Ahora, si esa mariposa pertenece a una colección invaluable de algún 

multimillonario, puedo ir preso. No es el acto en sí lo que se juzga, la ley no nos protege 

de un hecho aberrante, la ley solo interviene si ese hecho aberrante amenaza la voluntad 

de poder . . . Vivimos en una anarquía y nadie parece darse cuenta. Todos los días alguien 

aplasta y retuerce una mariposa y ninguna ley puede hacer nada para impedirlo. 

(00:10:17-51) 

To be sure, Gonzalo’s argument can be applied to the Argentinean and Latin American 

sociopolitical context to discuss systemically skewed power relations. However, Gonzalo’s 

discussions of the law are more broadly philosophical than Paul’s reflexive discussions. Another 

example is found in the museum scene, where Gonzalo introduces Roberto to his favorite 

Picasso painting, La crucifixión (1930). Gonzalo prefaces his discussion by saying that the 

painting is more meaningful than Picasso’s famous Guernica (1937): “Lo del Guernica es 
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marketing, es para los imbéciles que no saben mirar un cuadro y repiten lo que dicen otros 

imbéciles” (00:35:22-28). His interpretation of La crucifixión is as follows: 

Cristo, Mitra, el toro, todos sacrificios. Víctimas inocentes que deben ser inmoladas para 

el beneficio de la humanidad. La víctima puede ser cualquiera. El hombre es un lobo para 

el hombre y no hay ley que pueda cambiar eso. Están todos los detalles, solo hay que 

saber mirar, es como usted dijo cuando hablaba de un crimen. Interesante, ¿no le parece? 

(00:36:04-30) 

For Gonzalo, the painting communicates the message that killing is justified as long as it is done 

as a sacrifice for the greater good, because a man is just a man even if he is Jesus Christ himself. 

 Gonzalo’s philosophical discussions with Roberto echo the tone in Hitchcock’s film Rope 

(1948), which could have very well inspired the plot in Goldfrid’s film. In Rope, roommates 

Brandon (John Dall) and Phillip (Farley Granger) strangle their former preparatory school 

classmate David Kentley (Dick Hogan) and hide the body in a large wooden chest, prior to the 

arrival of the rest of their dinner guests. More adventurous and morbid than his anxious 

roommate, Brandon decides to serve the buffet right on the wooden chest covered with a 

tablecloth. The thought of their old Philosophy teacher Rupert Cadell (James Stewart), whose 

teachings inspired the crime, dining with them unaware of the body hidden in the chest excites 

Brandon. Meanwhile, Phillip is on the verge of a nervous breakdown, fearing that their astute 

former schoolteacher would find out about the crime. As expected, when the guests arrive 

Brandon invites them to discuss the subject of murder and its moral implications, and is elated 

when Phillip reiterates his old philosophy lectures based on Nietzsche’s concept of the superior 
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man (Übermensch/Superman) and Thomas De Quincey’s concept of murder as fine art75. 

Brandon proudly recites Rupert’s teaching that murder is a crime for the ordinary (inferior) man, 

but it is a privilege reserved for “the elite few.” The reason is that the traditional moral concepts 

of good and evil were invented to guide the ordinary man, but the intellectual and cultural 

superiority of the elite few places them above those moral codes. Rupert does not realize that his 

former students, especially Brandon, would interpret his teachings as an approval for murder. He 

certainly enjoys playing the role of the villain, as evidenced by the following exchange between 

him and fellow dinner guest Janet (Joan Chandler), who is Brandon’s ex-girlfriend and murder 

victim Dave’s fiancée76: 

JANET. Did he do me justice? 

RUPERT. I don’t know. Do you deserve justice? (00:29:21-24) 

And when Brandon says the elite few are justified to kill the ordinary man, whose life is 

unimportant, Rupert quickly affirms “Obviously.” The audience will learn, however, that Rupert 

is just having fun with these extreme ideas; he does not truly believe and much less condones 

them. But he unknowingly planted a seed in his murderous students’ minds during these years. 

Similarly, Roberto’s lectures inspire Gonzalo’s crime, which makes Roberto an unknowing 

accomplice: “Están todos los detalles, solo hay que saber mirar, es como usted dijo cuando 

hablaba de un crimen”. Roberto responds in the same way as Rupert, who also takes on the role 

of detective as he interprets the subtle cues from Brandon and discovers the crime. Paszkowski 

also could have been inspired by Rope, given the explicit discussions of crime thriller films in 

                                                 
75 For a discussion of the architecture and space of the penthouse in Rope and how they 
correspond to Thomas de Quincey’s concept of murder as one of the fine arts, see The Wrong 

House: The Architecture of Alfred Hitchcock, 266-277. 
76 Janet and the other dinner guests wonder why Dave has not yet arrived, because they are not 
aware that he is dead, murdered by Brandon and Phillip. 
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the novel77, but Vega and Goldfrid stay true to the tone of Hitchcock’s film by providing more 

universal philosophical discussions in the film adaptation. 

 Gonzalo’s thesis seeks to prove that the universal notion of law is an illusion and that 

rules are mere human inventions that were conceptualized to make sense of the world: 

GONZALO: Supongo que el derecho me permite cierto control. Es una manera de 

 ordenar el mundo, aunque sea una ilusión. Las cosas son como son, pero 

 perfectamente podrían ser de otro modo. 

ROBERTO: Hay cierta lógica. 

GONZALO: La lógica es una invención humana. Ni hablemos de la moral. 

ROBERTO: Pero necesitamos algo, algo preestablecido, una ley. 

GONZALO: Ahí está la clave, necesitamos pero no lo tenemos, por eso terminamos 

 inventando los valores, normas, creencias. Todos tenemos una tesis de lo que el 

 mundo es o debería ser. (00:49:01-54) 

Paul, on the other hand, seeks to prove that the Argentine criminal justice system is flawed and 

that it would allow him to get away with a murder so heinous that no one is supposed to have 

immunity against its legal consequences. Paul even consults a specific local law to test his thesis: 

“en el crimen que va a cometer tiene que haber algo tan importante, tan macabro, tan especial 

que si lo descubren los jueces, que no lo van a descubrir porque la justicia es ciega, pero que si lo 

descubren se vean obligados a aplicarle [la reclusión perpetua]” (40); “justamente por la 

accesoria del artículo cincuenta y dos, que obliga a que se cumpla el total de la sentencia” (40). 

In contrast, the film adaptation cites Argentine laws only in passing, in the scene where a 

prosecuting attorney examines Gonzalo in the interrogation room: “Conforme con lo establecido 

                                                 
77 It is also interesting to note that Rupert is a German variant of the name Robert. 
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en el artículo 256 del reglamento de la ley . . .” (1:21:29-35); “ . . . y el artículo 190, inciso 8 del 

reglamento de la ley 4.794” (1:21:35). These laws are only mentioned briefly, without any 

further elaboration, and the brief mention is abruptly interrupted by the superimposed dialogue 

between Roberto and Alfredo, who are watching the interrogation process from the other side of 

the wall. 

 Perhaps Vega and Goldfrid were aiming to appeal to the international market by moving 

the film away from the explicitly local. Their film strips the narrative of some of the local 

debates offered in the novel, in favor of more universal and, as we have seen, somewhat subdued 

discussions of the criminal justice system, while accentuating the crime thriller bent. Published 

in 1998, the novel mentions the economic crisis and the consequent rising unemployment rate: 

“En estas épocas, y en la Argentina, no se puede perder un trabajo así nomás” (107); “Entiendo, 

sí en estas épocas todo el mundo está sin trabajo” (128). It also discusses the rampant political 

corruption: “Le confieso, la política es un nido de ratas. Así como le digo. Es mejor mantenerse 

alejado. Sí, lo único que quieren todos es hacer plata rápido, sí, ¿ve?” (130). No such discussions 

are offered in the film adaptation. Granted, the film was meant to be a somewhat loose 

adaptation of the novel, not to mention that it was produced and released fourteen years after the 

novel was published, removing the film far away from the novel’s original social context. But 

other “Darín” noirs such as La señal (2007), El secreto en sus ojos (2009), and Séptimo (2013) 

have traditionally incorporated historical discussions, usually centered on the Peronist era, since 

the genre justifies a detectivesque investigation into the past. Even horror film Penumbra (2011) 

cannot resist exploring local themes such as the Argentine financial crises; it even has a Spanish 

protagonist who constantly criticizes Argentina. It seems to be a conscious move on Vega and 

Goldfrid’s part to distance the film from local preoccupations, perhaps to improve its chances to 
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compete in the global market. The late Argentine director Fabián Bielinski employed a similar 

marketing strategy for his film Nueve reinas (2000), which is critically acclaimed worldwide. In 

“Playing Hollywood in Its Own Game?” Deborah Shaw argues that the international trailers 

showcased Nueve reinas as a genre film, a scam movie filled with action, rather than a foreign-

language movie, suppressing the specific national references in favor of accentuating the 

international appeal (79). Film reviewers and critics were quick to point out the traces of 

Hollywood in Nueve Reinas, citing in particular David Mamet’s famous con thrillers House of 

Games (1987) and The Spanish Prisoner (1997), among possible influences78. However, the 

national allusions are unmistakably there, as the film addresses national concerns surrounding 

Argentina’s financial and political climate of the time, even as they could be readily interpreted 

as universal critiques of capitalist consumerism (78). For Shaw, Nueve reinas, which is also 

informed by Borges’s fiction79, proves that “a film can be rooted in a national culture while 

falling within generic conventions associated with Hollywood” (80). 

 Nueve Reinas is one of Argentina’s most widely distributed films abroad. What was 

surprising was its resounding success at the local box office, considering the general lack of 

public interest in national cinema at the time. This lack of interest was aggravated by the 

growing influx of foreign films in movie theaters throughout Argentina, which was facilitated by 

neoliberal economic measures. Gómez Moragas (2009) attributes the film’s domestic and 

                                                 
78 Yet Bielinsky would rather be compared with earlier films like Federico Fellini’s Il Bidone 

(1955), Irvin Kershner’s The Flim-Flam Man (1967), George Roy Hill’s The Sting (1973) and 
Peter Bogdanovich’s Paper Moon (1973), as Independent UK gathers from an interview with 
Bielinsky in 2002: “He’s right to get a touch shirty too, since his movie is much less self-
conscious, and a rather more joyful experience than, say, The Spanish Prisoner, recalling instead 
the uncomplicated amusements from an earlier Hollywood era.” 
79 Shaw’s article links Nueve reinas to Borges, citing “Death and the Compass” as an implicit 
source text for Bielensky’s film: “a number of Borgesian conceits are employed in the 
construction of the narrative” (69). 
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international success to its innovative storytelling: “Bielinsky forma parte de una generación de 

realizadores argentinos que han subvertido las fórmulas narrativas y estilísticas, logrando un 

amplio reconocimiento tanto en los festivales internacionales como en los nacionales” (32). 

Rocha (2009) ascribes the film’s global recognition to its ability to “effectively capture the 

zeitgeist of Argentine culture at the beginning of the twentieth-first century” (845). Indeed, many 

critics read Nueve Reinas as a national allegory; Gómez Moragas, in particular, reads Nueve 

Reinas as an allegory of the ethical crisis in the exercise of political power80 in Argentina during 

the late stage of capitalism81. By employing certain allegorical cinema techniques in his film, 

Bielinsky shapes a new form of cultural resistance worthy of postmodern resistance cinema. But 

Copertari (200) argues that it is the film’s ability to transcend the national context in which it is 

set that appealed to the international market, leading to a Hollywood remake, Gregory Jacobs’s 

Criminal (2004). Copertari’s assessment echoes Shaw’s article “Playing Hollywood at Its Own 

Game? Bielenski’s Nueve reinas,” which explores the underlying implications of Hollywood’s 

interest in adapting Bielinsky’s film: “Has national cinema been sacrificed in favor of 

Hollywoodesque filmmaking as a global market entry strategy? Or is it time to reevaluate the 

very notion of “national cinema”? (67).  

 Nueve Reinas also familiarizes the audience with Buenos Aires, as the protagonists make 

observations on what they see as the scammers stroll through the streets of the city on foot 

looking for potential victims. Goldfrid’s film, in contrast, does not treat the audience to the same 

                                                 
80 The author evokes Slavoj Žižek’s concept of the “political suspension of the ethical” here. 
81 The author associates the birth of the postmodern conscience in Latin America with the 
neoliberal decade in Argentina (and Mexico). Therefore, it can be inferred that in Argentina the 
late stage of capitalism, in which postmodernism becomes the cultural dominant according to 
Jameson, coincided with the decade in which neoliberalism became a dominant economic, social 
and political ideology. 
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comprehensive tour of Buenos Aires, perhaps because Gonzalo, as he tells Roberto, is not 

familiar with the city: 

GONZALO. Estoy en coche. ¿Lo llevo? 

ROBERTO. No, no. Está bien. No hace falta. No te molestes. 

GONZALO. No es ninguna molestia . . . Y de paso me guía, que no conozco bien  la 

 ciudad. 

ROBERTO. Bueno, dale. (00:07:00-12) 

Gonzalo could have taken the viewer along with him as he explores and gets to know the city, 

but instead, much of the action throughout the film takes place indoors in a classroom, 

apartment, gym, library, nightclub, restaurant, and supermarkets. Perhaps indoor shots help cut 

down on production costs, since there would be no need to block streets or obtain zoning permits 

from the city. The film makes sure that the viewer never forgets that the action takes place in 

Argentina, as there is no shortage of miniature and full size Argentine flags in the film, and the 

audience does get to enjoy the beautiful architectures of the Facultad de Derecho de la 

Universidad de Buenos Aires and the Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires 

(MALBA). But Goldfrid’s Roberto and Gonzalo are mere voyeurs in De Certeau’s terms, unlike 

Paszkowski’s Roberto and Paul, who become both voyeurs and walkers, as I argued in the 

previous chapter. There is even a particular scene that frames Roberto as the all-seeing voyeur: 

he is walking across a bridge, the Puente de la Facultad de Derecho, when he glances over to his 

right to see the view of downtown Buenos Aires in the far distance. The sea of cars heading 

toward the center of the city during what seems like rush hour magnifies the distance between 

Roberto and downtown Buenos Aires. 
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4.5. Open-Ended or Simplified Ending? 

 Paszkowski finds the ending in the film to be more open than the one in his novel, even if 

it is not “del todo abierto” (Grosso). The decision to give the film an open ending has to do with 

the desire to explore the idea of truth as an unstable concept, which coincides with the 

postmodernist perspective of truth as I discussed in previous chapters. The director discloses in 

the DVD’s “Making Of” featurette, 

Quizás el tema de la película es la verdad. Obviamente transita diferentes temas esta 

película, y uno de los temas más importantes tiene que ver con la justicia y con el sistema 

de la justicia, y con el funcionamiento del sistema de la justicia. Pero también entra a 

dialogar ese sistema de la justicia con la verdad; cómo lo justo y lo real y lo verdadero no 

siempre van de la mano. A veces lo legal no necesariamente es la verdad, y a veces la 

verdad no necesariamente logra hacer valer la justicia. (00:06:22-00:07:01) 

Therefore, the open ending is an effort to create and sustain the tension between reality and 

unreality, a signature feature of Borges’s fiction, until the end, which explains the abundance of 

film noir devices in the film. 

 Toward the end, Roberto becomes increasingly frustrated as he is convinced that Gonzalo 

is deliberately leaving clues for him but he cannot prove it. Yet mounting evidence suggests that 

Roberto may be the villain, or, at least, that he grossly misinterprets the clues. Roberto finally 

tells Laura, who by now has cut her hair and become identical to her deceased sister, that 

Gonzalo is the killer but she does not believe him, especially after she finds a box of latex 

gloves, a bottle of formaldehyde, and a syringe in Roberto’s bathroom. The viewer will 

remember the suspenseful scene where Roberto purchases the aforementioned items in attempt to 

match the dollar amount in the receipt that he found in Gonzalo’s apartment. This scene is full of 
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tension because the dollar amount does not match the receipt exactly until Roberto adds a pack 

of mints, the same brand that Gonzalo consumes, at the last minute. Laura storms out of 

Roberto’s apartment, but not before cutting his hand with the sword-shaped letter opener that he 

received from Gonzalo. We can interpret this scene as Laura marking Roberto as the real killer, 

the same way that the scar marks the el Inglés character in Borges’s story as Vincent Moon the 

traitor. 

 Then, Gonzalo subtly incriminates Roberto when he is being questioned in the 

interrogation room, while Roberto watches from the other side of the mirrored wall. He offers to 

help the prosecuting attorney put together a personality profile for the alleged murderer, but he is 

clearly describing Roberto: 

De todas formas no creo que haya sido alguien de afuera, más bien que alguien ha 

querido lucirse con el crimen . . . Me refiero a que tiene que haber sido alguien que 

conociera el movimiento de la facultad, que había caminado antes por ese lugar. Incluso 

quizás tuvo contacto con la víctima y por eso no llamó la atención. Además estoy casi 

seguro que tiene conocimiento de medicina forense. Todo ese rollo de formol, ¿no? Me 

imagino a alguien sádico que posiblemente guarde un trofeo del crimen en su casa. No sé. 

(01:23:18-56) 

Roberto is now completely convinced that Gonzalo is challenging him, especially after seeing 

Gonzalo spinning a coin on the table, which is Roberto’s peculiar habit. At times Gonzalo seems 

to look straight ahead at the mirror, as if he knows that Roberto is watching him from the other 

side. But what bothers Roberto the most is the last part of Gonzalo’s statement: “Me imagino a 

alguien sádico que posiblemente guarde un trofeo del crimen en su casa.” Panicked that Gonzalo 

may have planted evidence to frame him, he runs back to his apartment. Roberto notices that 
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there is a bookmark inside of his recently published book. The bookmark is from the MALBA 

museum where he and Gonzalo met earlier and it depicts one of Picasso’s paintings. On the 

marked page is an underlined sentence that reads “La ley establece el límite, el sistema judicial 

castiga a quien lo excede, pero la justicia permanece ajena, esperando una nueva víctima” 

(1:25:40). Roberto interprets this message as Gonzalo’s threat to kill again. Then he realizes that 

his sword-shaped letter opener is missing. Roberto panics; a circular pan82 is used in this shot to 

mirror Roberto’s frantic search for the sword as he moves around the room, opening boxes and 

throwing books and other things out of his way. When he finally calms down, he sees a flyer for 

a Danza Aérea performance on the floor, and he understands that Gonzalo and Laura will be 

attending the performance at the nightclub. 

 In the nightclub, Roberto spots Gonzalo on the opposite side of the stage, holding the 

missing letter opener, seemingly about to stab Laura. He tries to warn Laura but she cannot hear 

him, so Roberto painstakingly tries to make his way to the other side of the stage amidst the 

raucous performance and crowd. He loses sight of Laura, but he gets hold of Gonzalo and 

demands to know what he did to her. Gonzalo looks puzzled but Roberto tells him that he knows 

that Gonzalo killed Valeria. Roberto then proceeds to attack Gonzalo, punching him multiple 

times in the face as he would a punching bag, as the student lies defenseless and bloodied on the 

floor. In the next scene we are back at the police station, and Laura is sitting in the same place 

she sat when Roberto met her for the first time. Alfredo assures her that Roberto did not kill her 

sister but she does not seem convinced, anxiously clutching the butterfly pendant necklace on her 

neck. 

                                                 
82 A circular pan consists of a 360-degree horizontal camera movement around a fixed axis. 
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 Roberto is in jail for assaulting Gonzalo, and Alfredo tells him that all his theories and 

evidences that implicate Gonzalo in the crime are mere products of his imagination. Gonzalo did 

not murder the woman in Portugal because, according to Interpol, the case has already been 

solved and the murderer captured and sentenced. Investigators also found Gonzalo’s Farmacity 

receipt and verified that he did not purchase the items found at the crime scene; instead, he 

bought toothpaste, paper towel, batteries, and a pack of condoms. Gonzalo also did not steal 

Roberto’s house keys from their mutual housekeeper Cecilia, as she still has them, so he could 

not have entered Roberto’s apartment to take the letter opener or to place the bookmark in 

Roberto’s book and underline the sentence on the page. Roberto swears that he saw Gonzalo 

holding the letter opener, but Alfredo says that they cannot find it anywhere. Alfredo asks him, 

“¿Estás seguro que lo viste?” (01:34:01-02). At this point Roberto is not so sure anymore. He 

bows his head down and cradles it in his left hand in frustration: “No sé, no sé, ya no sé” 

(01:34:14-16). If Roberto can no longer rely on his own judgment, then how can the audience 

trust him? 

 In the very last scene, the viewer sees the sword-shaped letter opener burning slowly 

inside a metal container in the “danza aérea” club, while Roberto says, off-screen: “¿Y la daga, 

el abrecartas? . . . La tenía él. Yo lo ví” (1:36:48-1:37:01). The scene cuts to an extreme close-up 

of Roberto’s eyes, before cutting to black. Did Gonzalo throw the letter opener into the fire? But 

how could he have done it if he was beaten unconscious by Roberto? Or was Roberto the villain 

all along? Goldfrid intends this open ending to be the main appeal of his film, as revealed by 

Darín in the DVD’s “Making of” featurette: “Es una de esas historias que no te dan nada, que te 

obligan a trabajar con tu cabeza, a seguir atentamente el desarrollo de la historia para que nada te 

sorprenda y para que cuando termine y salgas del cine, tengas los elementos necesarios para 
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poder discutir con los demás. Porque lo que sí les prometo es que van a discutir sobre el final” 

(00:07:01-23). However, if not done right, open endings can sometimes give the impression of 

sloppy and lazy writing. The fact that the film’s ending is more open than the novel’s ending 

may also point to a struggle in the adaptation process. Even Paszkowski admits that it would be a 

challenge for filmmakers to adapt the narrative structure in his novel due the fact that it consists 

of interior monologues. 

 In terms of content, Paszkowski’s novel should be easy to adapt for the big screen 

because Paul’s crime is inspired by Juliette Lewis movies, in particular Martin Scorsese’s film 

Cape Fear (1991)83. As a matter of fact, Goldfrid might have looked directly to Cape Fear for 

ideas, as his Roberto practices boxing, just like the lawyer in Scorsese’s film: 

DANIELLE. So, do you believe that annoying loser guy? Dad, you should have just 

 punched him out. 

SAM. What? Just punched him out? What do you mean? 

DANIELLE. Yeah. You boxed. You could’ve shoved him around, shut him up . . . You 

 could’ve even kicked him in the face. (00:07:56-00:08:12) 

The novel version of Roberto does not box and his out of shape physique fails to inspire respect, 

let alone fear, in Paul: “¿Miedo de Bermúdez? ¿Por qué habría de tener miedo? Yo no le tengo 

miedo a ese tipo arrogante, presuntuoso, gordo, con nariz de borracho, no se puede tener miedo a 

un tipo así . . .” (Paszkowski 139). In contrast, played by Argentinian national treasure Ricardo 

Darín, the film version of Roberto is haggard but handsome, a much cooler version of 

Paszkowski’s protagonist. The cinematographic references in the novel also made it natural for 

Goldfrid to borrow from other famous crime thrillers; besides the Hitchcockian references, 

                                                 
83 Martin Scorsese’s film Cape Fear (1991) is a remake of J. Lee Thompson’s film Cape Fear 

(1962), an adaptation of John D. MacDonald’s novel The Executioners (1957). 



 195

critics have noted that the scene at MALBA where Roberto frantically searches for Gonzalo, 

only to have Gonzalo tap on his shoulder, is evidently inspired by the famous museum chase 

sequence in Brian De Palma’s film Dressed to Kill (1980). 

 The complex double-narrative structure in Paszkowski’s novel, on the other hand, is not 

easy to adapt. To make up for simplifying Paszkowski’s narrative effort, Goldfrid opts for an 

open-ended format in an attempt to present a thought-provoking film that is atypical of 

mainstream movies. Be that as it may, the film offers many typical blockbuster movie trappings, 

in particular sex and violence. Roberto’s former student’s naked body in his bed makes an 

interesting, albeit morbid, contrast with the murder victim’s naked corpse at the morgue. And 

Laura, the victim’s surviving sister, is depicted as a woman in her early to mid twenties, unlike 

her fifteen year old counterpart in the novel, so that she can be the object of desire for both 

Roberto and Gonzalo. When Roberto meets the grieving Laura for the first time at the police 

station, she looks visibly sad and distraught, with tears and mascara running down her cheeks. 

But she also looks seductive, wearing a thin red cardigan over a red tank top, and the cardigan is 

pulled down on one side to reveal her right shoulder. Laura personifies the double-crossing 

femme fatale, even if she does not intentionally “betray” Roberto and cause his “demise” 

(although he does not die, he goes to jail and his reputation and credibility as a law expert are 

most likely ruined). In any case, both Paszkowski and Goldfrid put women at the center of the 

conflict in their respective work, which is a deviation from Borges’s style, as there is largely an 

absence of female characters in his fiction. Whereas Scharlach seeks to avenge his brother, 

whom Lönnrot captured and sent to jail, Paszkowski’s and Goldfrid’s respective duos are 

motivated by the revenge inspired by women. Seeing that the novel imitates hardboiled detective 
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fiction and the film adaptation is distinctly noir, it makes sense to have femme fatale figures in 

them, which, on the contrary, have no place in Borges’s metaphysical detective fiction84. 

  The description of the murder in the film is just as gruesome as in the novel; the victim 

Valeria is found dead, with cuts and bruises all over her body and a knife buried between her 

legs. Even the commercial trailer for the movie promises sex and violence, rating the film “13 + 

(Solo apta mayores de 13 años)” to attract viewers. The trailer starts and ends with the rolling 

coin scene, an unmistakable allusion to the spinning top in Inception, yet another clever 

marketing move. What follows are the flashing images of the graphic crime scene, with the 

Subcomisario character narrating the grisly details of the murder: “La golpearon, la violaron, la 

cortaron.” The trailer also emphasizes the rivalry between Roberto and Gonzalo, and includes a 

boxing scene and a steamy sexual scene between Gonzalo and Laura. The inclusion of 

blockbuster movie tropes and the allusion to Inception point to the concept of geographic 

displacements that I explored in the previous chapter as part of my discussion of the process of 

film adaptation. There is a certain irony in the fact that Tesis is an Argentine film (co-produced 

with Spain) that looks to Hollywood for inspiration on ways to adapt Borges. 

 The U.S. premiere for Tesis was on March 3, 2013 at the Miami International Film 

Festival, followed by a limited release distributed by Disney in select theaters. It has not even 

earned a “tomatometer” rating on film review aggregator website Rotten Tomatoes, probably 

because there are not enough published professional reviews. Gozamos, an online magazine with 

young Latinos as its target demographic, published a review that may explain why Tesis was 

relatively unsuccessful in breaking through the U.S. market: “‘Thesis on a Homicide’ is a classic 

                                                 
84 However, some critics consider “Emma Zunz” as a detective story and the eponymous heroine 
as a femme fatale. For this reason, I noted the similarities between Paszkowski’s novel and 
“Emma Zunz” in Chapter 3. 
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trope-filled American psychological thriller made for an Argentine audience” (Cortes). Indeed, 

in spite of the Hitchcockian feel and references, Tesis seems to speak mainly to an audience 

familiar with Buenos Aires. Goldfrid provides little exposition to guide U.S. viewers, in an ironic 

attempt to make his film appear more global; Buenos Aires appears as a mere setting for the 

action, and the protagonists regrettably do not even invite the viewers to explore the city. 

American viewers who watch foreign films do so with the expectation of seeing a certain degree 

of foreignness and local color, which are scarcely emphasized in Tesis. A review by The 

Hollywood Reporter offers another explanation to the lukewarm U.S. reception: “Viewers 

seeking a nicely tied-up ending will be left frustrated at the endless ambiguities generated by this 

approach” (Holland). The lack of denouement here is not celebrated as in Inception85 because 

Tesis has too many loose ends. Unlike Inception, Goldfrid’s film does not create a desire for its 

viewers to go back and re-watch the film to look for clues. 

 Although Goldfrid’s film is officially credited as an adaptation of Paszkowski’s novel, it 

comes across more as a hyper-pastiche of Borges. While the novel adheres more closely to the 

Borgesian spirit, with its innovative narrative structure, the film capitalizes on Borges’s cultural 

capital by explicitly incorporating Borges in the plot. It is true that Goldfrid credits Paszkowski’s 

novel in his film and mentions it in the DVD’s “Making Of” featurette, and he does not do the 

same for Borges. Yet the display of Borges’s volumes in the film’s book launch scene provides 

enough cues to both Argentine and non-Argentine audiences. Borges’s hypertextual presence in 

a film can help elevate its cachet and even sell tickets. In this respect, Borges works as an author-

commodity that effectively sells Latin American films in the domestic market. It explains why 

                                                 
85 See Chapter 2 of the present study. 
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Borges’s presence is more palpable in Goldfrid’s film, even as Paszkowski’s novel is directly 

credited and Paszkowski himself makes a cameo appearance in one of the scenes.  

 In turn, films like Tesis may help widen Borges readership. Pastiche legitimizes a text 

even as it deconstructs it, since adaptations work to canonize the adapted work, and resuscitate 

and keep it relevant even when it is becoming irrelevant (Sanders 98). Paszkowski himself attests 

to the instant revival of his almost forgotten 1998 best seller thanks to the successful movie 

adaptation, indicating in a televised interview that his novel’s popularity now parallels the 

popularity of E.L. James’s global sensation Fifty Shades of Grey in Argentina: “ahora está en los 

primeros lugares del ranking de los más vendidos, junto con las Sombras del Grey [sic]. . . 

gracias a esta película volvió a captar el interés de la gente . . . fue una novela querida, digamos, 

fue una novela muy amable conmigo. Esa novela me trató muy bien y ahora me trata mucho 

mejor” (“Diego Paszkowski Tesis sobre un homicidio,” 00:02:44-51). He also invites viewers to 

read his novel to look for the missing pieces, including Paul’s side of the story: “La novela 

completa eso con otra mitad, que se puede leerse, que es el pensamiento del asesino, que en la 

película no se refleja tanto porque cuenta un solo punto de vista . . . ” (00:01:40-58). By 

encouraging viewers to read his novel in conjunction with the film, Paszkowski is ensuring that 

his novel stays relevant. Of course, Borges’s fiction is far from becoming irrelevant anytime 

soon, but film adaptations can create an appetite for his work in newer and never before 

accessible markets. 
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CONCLUSION 

 In my opening chapter, I draw three conclusions from Nolan’s The New York Times 

interview statement that help to explain the trend of Hollywood’s cinematic appropriation of 

Borges: Hollywood is aware of and seeks to profit from Borges’s cultural capital, Hollywood is 

drawn to the convoluted philosophical puzzles in Borges’s short stories, and Borges’s fiction 

lends itself to film adaptation due to its cinematic qualities. I maintain that the depoliticization 

and decontextualization of Borges allow filmmakers such as Nolan to adapt Borges freely and 

unencumbered. I demonstrate that Western and Hollywood filmmakers find Borges’s cerebral 

detective fiction particularly appealing because it inspires fresh new ways to explore the crime 

thriller genre. It creates the cinematic equivalent of a re-readable detective story, as exemplified 

by Memento, a postmodern neo-noir film with an innovative narrative structure. 

 Chapter II shows that Borges’s democratization of esoteric knowledge in his fiction 

offers insight into how Nolan achieves the perfect balance between complexity and familiarity 

that allows a hybrid art house/blockbuster film like Inception to become a box-office success. 

Evoking Baudrillard, I argue that Borges serves as social meaning and coded difference that 

signify Inception as new model of Hollywood blockbuster cinema that stands above the typical 

Hollywood blockbuster entertainment. Inception is a commercially successful hybrid of art house 

and mainstream entertainment that inspires other Hollywood treatments of Borgesian themes. 

Borges’s fiction delegitimates the perception of mainstream Hollywood as “low culture” (due to 

the stereotype that it offers mindless entertainment), and Hollywood delegitimates the perception 

of Borges as “high culture” (due to his image as an inaccessible cult writer). 

 In Chapter III, I point out that Tesis deviates from Borges’s detective fiction in that the 

novel incorporates realism and the distributive justice theme to denounce the flawed and corrupt 
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justice system in Buenos Aires. However, following Michel de Certeau’s theory of ambiguous 

consumer production, I demonstrate that, in a postmodern manner, Paszkowski adopts the elite 

language of the dominant Other, Borges, precisely in order to subvert it and make it his own in 

Tesis. Paszkowski adopts the language in Borges’s fiction to introduce a complex double-

narrative structure reinforced by two recurrent themes in Borges’s short stories: the unreliable 

narrator and the double. This novel shows how literature and film, particularly when it comes to 

the mystery/detective genre, constantly permeate each other’s realms. 

 My last chapter postulates that, due to the Bloomean anxiety of influence that the figure 

of Borges casts on them, Argentinean filmmakers like Goldfrid feel compelled to pay homage to 

the celebrated national icon when exploring the mystery genre. At the same time, Goldfrid’s 

efforts to make Tesis appear more global in order to appeal to an international audience are 

evident. In addition to the apparent Hollywood/Hitchcockian tropes and references, the film 

downgrades the city of Buenos Aires to a mere setting for the action and the protagonists’ roles 

to mere voyeurs in the film. Furthermore, the film subdues the critiques of the Argentine justice 

system in the novel and offers more universal and philosophical discussions of the justice theme. 

As part of his effort to highlight his film’s global appeal, Goldfrid also borrows from Inception. 

It is interesting to see an Argentine filmmaker who sets out to reference Borges in his film find 

inspiration in a Borges-inspired Hollywood film, of all places. 

 My investigation provides evidence that contemporary cinematic pastiches of Borges are 

motivated by the desire and need to explore new narrative forms and techniques. According to 

David Bordwell in “Film Futures” (2002), films have been traditionally too conservative in their 

take on the forking-path plots. Bordwell calls special attention to Krzysztof Kieslowski’s Blind 

Chance (Przypadek, 1981), Ka-Fai Wai’s Too Many Ways to Be No. 1 (Yat goh chi tan dik daan 
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sang, 1997), Tom Tykwer’s Run Lola Run (Lola Rennt, 1998) and Peter Howitt’s Sliding Doors 

(1998), all of which are critically acclaimed films that, despite their efforts, fall shy of the 

intricate Borgesian forking-path narratives (90). However, Bordwell is not quick to blame 

filmmakers for their apparent failure at pushing the envelope, as he suspects that their films 

merely reflect the audience’s inability to cognitively handle more radical plots. He explains that 

films are essentially built upon folk psychology, which refers to the mental processes that we 

employ to give meaning to experience and make sense of the world. Apparently, our narrative 

comprehension capacity is limited and simply cannot handle the Borgesian multiple-world 

premise. 

 Bordwell’s argument can be explained with artist David Hirmes’s web project “The 

Aleph: Infinite Wonder/Infinite Pity”86 based on Borges’s short story “El Aleph” (1945). The 

narrator in Borges’s story is given the privilege to see an Aleph, described as “uno de los puntos 

del espacio que contienen todos los puntos” (Obras 750). However, what the narrator witnesses 

through the Aleph is, essentially, unrepresentable: “Lo que vieron mis ojos fue simultaneo: lo 

que transcribiré sucesivo, porque el lenguaje lo es. Algo, sin embargo, recogeré” (Obras 753). 

The narrator must resort to listing the things that he saw, since it is impossible to recount them as 

he had witnessed them, all at once. Inspired by the short story, Hirmes’s web project uses an 

Internet bot to mine all the sentences that begin with “I saw” from Twitter and Project Gutenberg 

to imitate the Aleph experience. The infinite-scrolling feature lets us “see” an infinite number of 

observations in all corners of the world. As the human mind cannot process all the information at 

once, however, we read one sentence at a time, as we have no other choice than to organize a 

hierarchy around the perceived information. As Borges’s narrator in the short story points out, 

                                                 
86 I briefly discussed Hirmes’s project in Chapter II. 
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language is limited in its abilities to represent. Even for films like Sliding Doors (1998), in which 

we have two parallel stories running simultaneously in separate side-by-side frames, our eyes 

must shift from one frame to the other, consciously prioritizing each piece of information over 

the other. 

 Although Bordwell recognizes the role that decades of filmmaking play in conditioning 

our plot comprehension, he is convinced that the inverse also holds true, that we have 

conditioned filmmaking by making filmmakers conform their work to our limitations (90). 

Bordwell’s assessment not only takes some of the heat off filmmakers who are usually blamed 

for producing formulaic films, but it also calls attention to the need for further investigation on 

the function of the audience as cultural producers in shaping the film industry. It is beyond the 

scope of this study to examine the role of the audience in the proliferation of Hollywood 

cinematic pastiches of Borges, but a study on the youth counter-culture movement called hipster 

would be a good place to start for further research. The hipster, perhaps now a démodé term that 

has been replaced with another denomination, is often associated with postmodern culture. Mark 

Greif’s study What Was the Hipster? A Sociological Investigation identifies the year 1999 as its 

genesis and claims that it emerged from the ashes of youth subcultures in the 1980s, e.g., the 

“post-punk” and the “grunge,” which had all failed their mission to rebel against consumer 

capitalism by falling straight into its arms (6). The hipster identity consists mainly of the 

veneration of everything that is considered to be outside the cultural mainstream, including 

Borges. There is a popular joke that asks, “How did the hipster burn his tongue?” to which the 

answer is “He drank his coffee before it was cool,” noting the double meaning of cool to refer to 

both the coffee’s temperature and the slang word. To the hipster Borges was not cool or 

mainstream because only a select few read him. Reading Borges gives the hipster a sense of 
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exclusivity, which can be clarified with my interpretation of the role of Borges as coded 

difference that signals one’s status and social meaning in my study. The irony is that the digital 

savvy hipster movement is so popular that they collectively end up normalizing (mainstreaming) 

the very things that they revere for their underground or on the fringe quality, which also 

explains the trend in Hollywood cinematic appropriations of Borges. 

 Hirmes’s project shows that, as technology evolves, so do the possibilities of 

representation. Bordwell acknowledges that the rise of modern technology such as video games, 

as seen in Tom Tykwer’s 1998 Lola rennt (Run Lola Run), caused a resurgence of the forking-

path narratives in the 1990s (“Film Futures” 102). And in his e-book Bordwell confirms that 

Nolan’s films forge innovative ways to explore embedded plot structures. As Nolan affirms, 

films are especially equipped to deal with challenging representations of the multiverse. Even the 

popular Netflix Original series The OA87 sources Borges considerably, particularly the episode 

entitled “Forking Paths,” to explore the metaphysical themes of time and space and the 

multiverse. Created by Brit Marling and Zal Batmanglij, The OA deserves scholarly research, 

especially considering that Netflix is heralded as the future of television. As John Barth asserts in 

“The Literature of Exhaustion,” in an “age of ultimacies and ‘final solutions—at least felt 

ultimacies’” (67), Borges “doesn’t merely exemplify an ultimacy: he employs it” (68). In a time 

of felt ultimacies and used-upness where everything has been done, Borges represents the peak 

of cultural expressions, yet he does not exhaust them; on the contrary, he employs them in order 

to forge new forms. 

 

 

                                                 
87 The first season of The OA was released on Netflix in 2016. 
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