Title:
The Post-Authoritarian Connection: Politics and the Fantastic in Kiš and Borges
Author:
Tomas Longinovic, University of Wisconsin-Madison

This paper explores the relationship to historiography and history by comparative analysis of the works of Danilo Kiš and Jorge Luis Borges in the context of literary modernity and its transition into the postmodern condition.

“After throwing away mimetic literature and a psychological mechanism of narration, Borges found himself in front of the miracle of creation, which is no less than the biblical “verbal act”; the writer, the demiurge’s double, begins with the same principle: “In the beginning was the word,” so there is no place here for mimeticism” (Danilo Kiš, Skladište 312). This is the point of semiotic liberation from the strictures of “modern” reality demanding a mimetic representation in literary form. At the same time, this takeover of reality by writing releases the ludic drive to literature by making history just another one of its possible stories. Of course, the Spanish word historia embodies both the meanings of story and history, providing Borges with an ideal alibi to expose narrative as a necessary condition of history by reversing the power relations between the imaginary and the real in the Lacanian sense. Backed by the mimicry of referential discourse, writing itself becomes the protagonist of imaginary histories, a move that theorists like Linda Hutcheon consider characteristic of the postmodern turn in literary production (Politics of Postmodernism; Poetics of Postmodernism).

The radical uncertainty about the relationship between writing and the truth value of narrative invention in J.L Borges’ poetic simulations of history had a decisive impact on the direction of a number of European literatures throughout the nineteen sixties and seventies. His first collection of short stories Historia Universal de la Infamia (1935; 1954) proclaims a type of glorified esthetic, with a definite praise of peace, emptiness and the silence of nothingness running counter to its cruel and violent topics. “Gallows and pirates fill its pages, and that word infamia strikes awe in its title, but under all the storm and lightening [i.e. Sturm und Drang], there is nothing. It is all just appearance, a surface of images—which is why readers may, perhaps, enjoy it” (Collected Fictions, 5).

This paper explores Borges’ influence on Danilo Kiš and his literary formation within the political and historical context of the former Yugoslavia. 

