
1 Introducing theory through 
fi ction

Jorge Luis Borges’s “Pierre Menard, 
Author of the Quixote” and Julio 
Cortázar’s “Letter to a Young Lady 
in Paris”

I have assumed the mysterious obligation to reconstruct, word for word, the 
novel that for [Cervantes] was spontaneous. […] Composing the Quixote in 
the early seventeenth century was a reasonable, necessary, perhaps even 
inevitable undertaking; in the early twentieth, it is virtually impossible. Not 
for nothing have three hundred years elapsed, freighted with the most 
complex events. Among those events, to mention but one, is the Quixote 
itself.

Jorge Luis Borges, “Pierre Menard, 
Author of the Quixote,” trans. Andrew Hurley

Don’t reproach me for it, Andrea, don’t blame me. Once in a while it happens 
that I vomit up a bunny. It’s no reason not to live in whatever house, it’s no 
reason for one to blush and isolate oneself and to walk around keeping one’s 
mouth shut.

Julio Cortázar, “Letter to a Young Woman in Paris,” 
trans. Paul Blackburn

A close look at the revealing scene of translation sketched in the fragment 
reproduced above from Borges’s “Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote” 
(Borges 1998, trans. Hurley), fi rst published in Argentina in 1939, gives 
readers a privileged insight into the translator’s “mysterious obligation” to 
faithfully reconstruct someone else’s text at another time, in another context, 
for different reasons, and with different goals, an obligation that Pierre 
Menard diligently tries to fulfi ll even though he knows that it is impossible 
for sameness to be reproduced in difference. Borges’s fragment, like the 
story as a whole, confronts attentive readers with the undeniable fact of 
difference as a constitutive element of translation and invites them to ponder 
the transformational character of the translator’s role and, hopefully, at 
least some of its far-reaching consequences. The translator’s unsettling 
visibility is also a central theme in Cortázar’s “Letter to a Young Woman in 
Paris” (Cortázar 1985, trans. Blackburn), originally published in Argentina 
in 1951, which offers readers a stirring representation of the translator’s 
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ambivalent relationship with his own irrepressible creativity, ingeniously 
conveyed by the little rabbits that at times must come out of his mouth. The 
translator’s bunnies, for which he secretly cares like beloved children, are 
also powerful agents of change as they alter and ultimately destroy the 
composition of the borrowed textual space that the translator is temporarily 
allowed to occupy, the same space that he has pledged to protect and defend 
mostly from himself.

While Borges’s hilarious, cerebral plot can be read as a merciless 
deconstruction of the most recurrent clichés associated with translation and 
its relationship with the writing of “originals,” Cortázar’s whimsical, 
poignant story invites readers to refl ect on issues directly associated with 
prevailing conceptions and how they have taught translators to view and, 
most signifi cantly, to feel about their own agency and the role it plays, or 
should play, in their work. When Cortázar’s story is read against the 
background of Borges’s and vice versa, each of these readings is likely to 
produce insights that enrich the other, providing multifaceted portrayals of 
the translator’s transformative role and a unique opportunity to critically 
evaluate the usual platitudes that underestimate its scope and effects. 
Borges’s and Cortázar’s surreal storylines and characters are particularly 
effi cient in sensitizing non-specialists to the productive nature of translation 
and in stimulating them to get acquainted with fundamental theoretical 
issues that have redefi ned the translator’s task in the last few decades. As 
pedagogical tools, these stories are notably suitable for the introduction of 
scholarship on translation to undergraduate or beginning graduate students 
following academic programs in translation studies, comparative and world 
literature, classical and modern languages and literatures, philosophy, 
linguistics, or any other fi eld directly or indirectly dealing with questions of 
language. The two stories are also appropriate for the introduction of 
theoretical issues to translators in training or practicing translators interested 
in refl ecting more broadly on their work and, perhaps, in becoming 
acquainted with the concerns of formal theories as well.

Learning from Pierre Menard

As a quintessential fi ctional text about translation, “Pierre Menard, Author 
of the Quixote” can be uniquely helpful in raising questions and stimulating 
productive discussions on some of the most obvious commonplaces 
associated with originals and their reproductions (cf., for example, Arrojo 
1986: 11–21; Waisman 2005: 93–109; and Kristal 2002: 29–31). It is a 
perplexing story in the format of a short review essay that is also an alleged 
tribute to the recently deceased Pierre Menard, an obscure French Symbolist 
writer who lived in Nîmes at the beginning of the twentieth century. Borges’s 
third-person narrator is an established critic who claims to have been a 
“true friend” of the deceased and catalogued all his “visible” nineteen pieces 
– monographs, translations, scholarly essays, drafts, sonnets – whose brief 
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descriptions, instead of elevating the seemingly ambitious Menard, actually 
suggest the profi le of a minor, somewhat ridiculous intellectual and writer. 
It is, however, Pierre Menard’s “invisible,” “subterranean,” and, yet, 
unfi nished work, that is the focal point of the story, and which exposes the 
French writer’s peculiar ambition: the “composition” of “the ninth and 
thirty-eighth chapters of Part I of Don Quixote and a fragment of Chapter 
XXII” (Borges 1998: 90). Even though the word “translation” is never used 
to describe Menard’s invisible work, which was “perhaps the most signifi cant 
writing” of his time, we are told that the project was indeed the repetition 
“in a foreign tongue of a book that already existed” (ibid.: 95). Ultimately, 
it is this very project that allows Pierre Menard to see himself as a “novelist,” 
a defi nition that appears to echo his own conviction as well as the narrator’s 
suggestion that the work of the translator, far from being secondary, may 
actually be even more complex than the author’s.

As Menard plausibly explains, he “assumed the mysterious obligation to 
reconstruct, word for word, the novel that for [Cervantes] was spontaneous” 
(ibid.: 92). His “problem,” “without the shadow of a doubt,” was much 
more diffi cult than Cervantes’s: the Spanish author “did not spurn the 
collaboration of chance; his method of composition for the immortal book 
was a bit à la diable, and he was often swept along by the inertia of the 
language and the imagination” (ibid.: 93). According to Borges’s narrator, 
Menard “did not want to compose another Quixote, which surely is easy 
enough – he wanted to compose the Quixote.” However, he “had no 
intention of copying it. His admirable ambition was to produce a number of 
pages which coincided – word for word and line for line – with those of 
Miguel de Cervantes” (ibid.: 91). In order to achieve his goal, Menard 
devised a method that was “relatively simple”: “Learn Spanish, return to 
Catholicism, fi ght against the Moor or Turk, forget the history of Europe 
from 1602 to 1918 – be Miguel de Cervantes” (ibid.). After “weigh[ing] that 
course,” and after “pretty thoroughly master[ing] seventeenth-century 
Castilian,” he “discarded it as too easy” (ibid.). As he reasoned, “[b]eing, 
somehow, Cervantes, and arriving thereby at the Quixote – that looked to 
Menard less challenging (and therefore less interesting) than continuing to 
be Pierre Menard and come to the Quixote through the experiences of Pierre 
Menard” (ibid.). As we learn, Menard died with the conviction that he had 
indeed achieved his “astonishing” goal, that is, his translation of a few 
fragments from the Quixote seemed so perfectly faithful that they literally 
reproduced the original in its original language. It is, however, the narrator’s 
comparison of Menard’s Quixote to Cervantes’s, both verbally identical, 
that brings out a host of differences between the two, a comparison that also 
suggests that, while Menard had not composed the one and only Quixote, 
paradoxically neither had Cervantes.

Of the multiple interpretive paths that can be pursued in any close reading 
of “Pierre Menard,” I have chosen to concentrate on a few interrelated 
topics directly associated with the sharp contrast generally drawn between 



20 Introducing theory through fi ction

the creative role translators actually play and the role they are typically 
expected to play as they practice their profession. My goal, as mentioned, is 
to show how Borges’s text may help instructors guide students through an 
initial exploration of key notions associated with the translator’s visibility, 
which emerged as a central topic for theorization about thirty years ago, 
mostly under the sway of post-Nietzschean conceptions of language and 
text (for early discussions on this, see, for example, Graham 1985; Arrojo 
1986 and 1993; Venuti 1992). As a starting point, instructors might invite 
students to express their own views on what translations and the translator’s 
role entail. Those new to the fi eld, like most non-specialists, will quite 
probably abide by notions of translation that take for granted the stability 
of the original and, consequently, the possibility of faithfully reproducing it 
in different linguistic, cultural, and historical contexts. Hence, they are likely 
to believe that sameness could in fact be repeated and that translators and 
interpreters in general could choose whether to be neutral or partial when 
translating or interpreting texts. Students motivated to search for more 
formal statements on translation, whether associated with lay, institutional, 
or scholarly perspectives, will probably encounter conceptions that will not 
be very different from their own. Let us examine, for example, the following 
statement from the American Translators Association, according to which 
their members “accept as [their] ethical and professional duty to convey 
meaning between people and cultures faithfully, accurately, and impartially” 
(American Translators Association, “Code of Ethics and Professional 
Practice,” emphasis added). For them, a “faithful, accurate and impartial 
translation or interpretation conveys the message as the author or speaker 
intended with the same emotional impact on the audience,” a seemingly 
sensible comment according to which, in order to achieve their goals, 
translators or interpreters are required “to adopt a mantle of neutrality” as 
they make it possible for texts to be available in different languages and 
cultural and historical contexts (ibid.).

Students could also be encouraged to compare Menard’s approach to 
repeat Cervantes’s text to more formal statements on translation ethics from 
different times and traditions. In Alexander Fraser Tytler’s comments on 
“the proper task of a translator,” presented in his Essay on the Principles of 
Translation, of 1791, for example, students will likely identify notions that 
resemble Menard’s methods. Consider, for instance, Tytler’s “laws of 
translation”

I. That the translation should give a complete transcript of the ideas of 
the original work. II. That the style and manner of writing should be of 
the same character with that of the original. III. That the translation 
should have all the ease of original composition.

(Tytler 1978: 16)
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In the following quotation students will also fi nd appropriate material to 
relate to Borges’s story:

The translator […] uses not the same colours with the original, but is 
required to give his picture the same force and effect. He is not allowed 
to copy the touches of his own, to produce a perfect resemblance. The 
more he studies a scrupulous imitation, the less his copy will refl ect the 
ease and spirit of the original. How then shall a translator accomplish 
this diffi cult union of ease with fi delity? To use a bold expression, he 
must adopt the very soul of his author, which must speak through his 
own organs.

(Ibid.: 211–212; emphasis added)

In order to probe these issues and what they could imply, instructors may 
want to encourage students to reevaluate them in the light of the “method” 
devised by Menard to reach Cervantes’s original, namely his plan, mentioned 
above, to learn Spanish, “forget the history of Europe from 1602 to 1918 
– [and] be Miguel de Cervantes” (Borges 1998: 91). Such a description 
could be read as a refi ned mockery of the usual, apparently reasonable 
recommendation that translators should hide under “a mantle of neutrality” 
in order to “adopt the very soul” of their authors and produce translations 
that faithfully reproduce the same meanings as their originals. Therefore, 
strictly speaking, in order to erase the differences involved and to be truly 
faithful to Cervantes’s original, Menard would have to stop being himself, 
turn into the Spanish author, and forget or erase the long history that 
separated them. As students are invited to examine Borges’s amusing 
treatment of the recurrent commonplaces involving the translator’s role and 
its suggestion that what mainstream conceptions prescribe, far from being 
reasonable, is not only impossible, but utterly nonsensical, they may be 
inclined to entertain a more critical perspective on the complexities of 
translation.

An attentive examination of Menard’s further elaboration of his method 
will show students that Borges’s convincing satire can be even more 
corrosive. As mentioned, after the French translator practically mastered 
seventeenth-century Castillian, he gave up on his initial plan to become 
Cervantes and decided to continue being Pierre Menard and come to the 
Quixote through his own experiences (ibid.). Hence, we may conclude, the 
translator’s pursuit of invisibility and sameness seems to be even more 
absurd than his initial plan to forget centuries of history and literally become 
the author of the text he plans to reproduce. And yet, if we rephrase Borges’s 
description of Menard’s method with the kind of seemingly reasonable 
language used, for instance, by the American Translators Association, that 
is, if we take note that his goal is to reach the exact same text produced by 
Cervantes and repeat it verbatim elsewhere, in completely different 
circumstances, we may fi nd in Menard a model translator who, in his own 
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peculiar way, appears to be trying to follow most of the ethical guidelines 
commonly prescribed by mainstream notions and institutions. I say “most” 
because, apparently, Menard did not intend his Quixote to produce “the 
same emotional impact on [his] audience” as the original had. As Menard 
himself recognized, what Cervantes’s book may have represented for his 
contemporaries in the seventeenth century was quite different from what it 
actually became a few centuries later: the Quixote “was fi rst and foremost a 
pleasant book; it is now an occasion for patriotic toasts, grammatical 
arrogance, obscene de luxe editions” (Borges 1998: 94).

Students will fi nd an unforgettable lesson on the relationship that readers 
can establish with texts in the story’s climactic point, which is quite probably 
one of the most enthralling moments of twentieth-century fi ction: the 
narrator’s comparison of two verbally identical fragments from Don Quixote, 
one by Cervantes, the other by Menard. “It is a revelation,” we are told,

“to compare the Don Quixote of Pierre Menard with that of Miguel de 
Cervantes. Cervantes, for example, wrote the following (Part I, Chapter 
IX):

‘… truth, whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of deeds, 
witness of the past, exemplar and adviser to the present, and the future’s 
counselor’”

(ibid.).

For the narrator, “this catalog of attributes, written in the seventeenth century, 
and written by the ‘ingenious layman’ Miguel de Cervantes, is mere rhetorical 
praise of history”. (Ibid.) Menard, “on the other hand, writes: ‘… truth, 
whose mother is history, rival of time, depository of deeds, witness of the past, 
exemplar and adviser to the present, and the future’s counselor’” (ibid.). 
According to Borges’s narrator, “Menard, a contemporary of William James, 
defi nes history not as a delving into reality but as the very fount of reality. […] 
Historical truth, for Menard, is not ‘what happened’; it is what we believe 
happened” (ibid.). Furthermore, the narrator points out that:

the contrast in styles is equally striking. The archaic style of Menard – 
who is, in addition, not a native speaker of the language in which he 
writes – is somehow affected. Not so the style of his precursor, who 
employs the Spanish of his time with complete naturalness.

(Ibid.)

As a reader of both excerpts, the narrator does not “forget history,” so to 
speak, and sees Menard as the actual writer of the fragment that supposedly 
coincides with Cervantes’s. For the narrator, because they were composed at 
different times, in different contexts and circumstances, motivated by quite 
different goals and, most importantly, produced by different individuals, 
those two apparently identical fragments could not possibly mean the same 
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thing. There is hardly a more eloquent example, in fi ction or otherwise, that 
could stimulate refl ection on issues pertaining to the relationship between 
words and meaning and the nature of language, as well as the roles played 
by readers and authors in the composition and interpretation of texts, issues 
that are directly associated with the main tenets of post-Nietzschean thought 
and its impact on the ways in which originals and translations are viewed 
(for texts that address these issues in ways that are generally accessible to 
most students, see, for instance, Arrojo 2010 and Van Wyke 2010. See, also, 
Chapters Three, Four, and Five in this book).

Instructors and students working with the story could begin their 
examination of such issues by probing Menard’s alleged defi nition of history 
as “the very fount of reality” (Borges 1998: 94). If, like Borges’s narrator, 
we see in Menard’s fragment the basis of a non-essentialist conception of the 
relationship between truth and history, according to which it is history that 
produces truth and not the other way around, we will have to consider the 
possibility that no text could ever remain the same and be repeated as such, 
beyond or above history. Following this rationale, it would be impossible 
for Menard, even if he had indeed managed to become Cervantes, to ever 
reach the Quixote as an original that could have remained immune to the 
differences brought about by the constant, inexorable fl ow of history. 
Therefore, we may argue, from such a perspective, it would be impossible 
for translators to ever be invisible or neutral as they are always and 
inescapably reconstructing meaning within the undefi nable limits of a 
certain historical context that anchors their interpretations and shapes their 
work. At the same time, the narrator’s own reading could also be used as an 
illustration of this line of argument. As an obviously visible reader of 
Menard’s and Cervantes’s fragments, the narrator is explicitly  interpreting 
them from a certain point of view that is intimately connected to his historical 
context, a context that also informs and is informed by what he has learned 
about both Miguel de Cervantes and Pierre Menard. (In order to expand 
their students’ notions of authorship and reading, instructors might want to 
introduce them to Michel Foucault’s take on the topic [see, e.g., Foucault 
1979]. For a commentary on authorship that is indebted to both Borges and 
Foucault, see Van Wyke 2012.)

The translator’s unsettling visibility

There is at least one fundamental issue that deserves to be explored in 
greater depth in relation to the reading of “Pierre Menard” sketched above: 
Menard’s own description of his translation as his “subterranean” project, 
to which he “dedicated his scruples and his nights,” but of which he left no 
traces (Borges 1998: 95). This issue, together with the apparent contradiction 
between the translator’s awareness of his visibility and his determination to 
repeat verbatim a few fragments from Cervantes’s masterpiece, can be 
associated with the overall diffi culty Menard seems to share with most 
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readers, translators, and writers in truly accepting the fact that translations 
cannot leave originals untouched just as translators are necessarily visible 
and, consequently, unable to stop being themselves when they make such 
originals available in other languages and cultural contexts. This diffi culty 
and some of its implications can be further investigated through a reading of 
Cortázar’s “Letter to a Young Lady in Paris” (Cortázar 1985), a story that, 
like “Pierre Menard,” can be read as a perceptive examination of the often 
perverse ambiguities associated with the translator’s invisibility as the 
necessary foundation for translation ethics. In addition, since Cortázar’s 
piece, unlike “Pierre Menard,” provides us with the translator’s own voice 
on the matter, it constitutes an appropriate complement to Borges’s story, 
giving us the opportunity to compose a more thorough portrait of the 
translator’s often repressed or veiled agency. (As a side note, I must confess 
that I would like to consider the fact that in “Letter to a Young Lady in 
Paris,” the two friends who apparently understand the plight of the translator 
protagonist are Borges’s namesakes – “Jorge” and “Luis” – as a kind of 
channeling of Borges by Cortázar himself.) Its use for pedagogical purposes 
can help instructors and students reevaluate the impossible position 
constructed for the translator by traditional, mainstream narratives and 
deepen their understanding of some of the most recurrent prejudices and 
misconceptions regularly associated with translation and its relationship 
with the writing of originals (for another reading of Cortázar’s story as a 
text about translation, see Guzmán 2006).

Cortázar’s story is actually the letter mentioned in the title, a letter that, 
in the end, turns into the suicide note that its unnamed male protagonist is 
writing to Andrea, the “young lady” in whose impeccably organized Buenos 
Aires apartment he is temporarily living. (About the story’s title, instructors 
familiar with the original Spanish – “Carta a una señorita en Paris” [Cortázar 
2006] – might want to call their students’ attention to the differences 
between “señorita” and “young lady,” and refl ect on how such differences 
might impact the ways in which they view Andrea.) The initial purpose of 
the letter is to inform Andrea about the bunnies as well as the discomfort he 
feels as an intruder in her home. While he tries to explain himself, Cortázar’s 
protagonist lets us know that he has agreed to live in Andrea’s apartment for 
a few months until she comes back from Paris. He leaves for work every 
morning and spends time in an offi ce where he begins to write the letter we 
are reading. Even though the nature of his offi ce work is not revealed, we do 
know that he also translates – he mentions he is behind in his translation of 
Gide, the French author and winner of the 1947 Nobel Prize in Literature 
whose novel The Immoralist (Gide 2008) Cortázar translated into Spanish 
(cf. Guzmán 2010: 66). (Also, attentive readers of the story will likely note 
that Gide’s fi rst name, “André,” is clearly echoed in “Andrea” and, more 
obviously, in “Andrée,” as “the young lady” is called in Cortázar’s original.)

If we take into account that the translator does not feel at home, so to 
speak, in Andrea’s apartment, this space that does not belong to him, and 
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which allegedly encapsulates the style and the very soul of its owner, could 
be interpreted as a felicitous metaphor for the original as an idealized artifact 
that has been carefully composed by an author, in this case a “young lady,” 
who would like it to remain unchanged even when she is not present. As a 
representation of the author’s textual space, Andrea’s apartment has to be 
kept intact during the four months – “perhaps with luck three” (Cortázar 
1985: 43) – in which it will be inhabited by the translator, a period that 
could be associated with the time it usually takes him to fi nish a translation 
project before he has to move on and get acquainted with another textual 
space. Irremediably divided between the urge to express himself and the 
duty to fully accept and submit to the author’s feminine universe, a universe 
that, to him, is fundamentally foreign, Cortázar’s translator protagonist 
tries to explain his ambiguous position: “Ah, dear Andrea, how diffi cult it is 
to stand counter to, yet to accept with perfect submission of one’s whole 
being, the elaborate order that a woman establishes in her own gracious 
fl at” (ibid.: 40). The translator’s position is further complicated by his 
awareness of the fact that, no matter how hard he tries, it is impossible for 
him to adequately protect the author’s space from his own interventions. It 
is signifi cant to point out that the fi rst visible change the translator brings to 
Andrea’s apartment is represented by the moving of a small metal tray to 
“the far end of the table” at which he plans to work so that he can place his 
English dictionaries “within easy reach of the hand” (ibid.). Hence, it is not 
merely his presence, but his presence as someone who uses dictionaries on a 
regular basis that begins to alter the singular composition defi ning Andrea’s 
apartment as her home. As the translator writes to her, he is painfully aware 
of the impact of his presence upon the foreign space in which he fi nds himself 
and which he must, nonetheless, domesticate and adapt to his own needs so 
that he can live in it, even if temporarily:

To move that tray is the equivalent of an unexpected horrible crimson 
in the middle of one of Ozenfant’s painterly cadences, as if suddenly the 
strings of all the double basses snapped at the same time with the same 
dreadful whiplash at the most hushed instant in a Mozart symphony. 
Moving that tray alters the play of relationships in the whole house, of 
each object with another, of each moment of their soul with the soul of 
the house and its absent inhabitant.

(Ibid.)

If the apartment in question can be interpreted as the representation of 
someone else’s textual space that is temporarily occupied and altered by a 
translator and his dictionaries, in what terms can Andrea be viewed as an 
author fi gure in the story? One could speculate, for instance, that, like the 
author fi gure widely idealized by stereotypical, “commonsense” notions, 
Andrea enjoys special rights over a certain space that is not only viewed as 
her property, but, also, as “a visible affi rmation of her soul” (Cortázar 
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1985: 39). Hence, her apartment as text is supposed to contain, protect, and 
mirror her feelings and thoughts, as well as whatever is signifi cant and 
aesthetically pleasing to her. This brief characterization of the relationship 
between the author and her text could be associated, for example, with what 
Lawrence Venuti has called “the individualistic conception of authorship,” 
that is, the prevalent notion that “the author freely expresses his thoughts 
and feelings in writing, which is thus viewed as an original and transparent 
self-representation, unmediated by transindividual determinants (linguistic, 
cultural, social) that might complicate authorial originality” (Venuti 2008: 
6). In other words, the underlying foundation of the conception of authorship 
that seems to be represented in the story is the belief that the author’s 
meanings, as well as her feelings and thoughts, could actually remain stable 
and protected, in the text, from the passing of time and the interventions of 
readers. Andrea’s characterization as an author fi gure gives instructors and 
students a unique opportunity to rethink the role the author is usually 
expected to play in the scene of translation. A productive discussion on the 
topic could explore, for example, the fact that, in Cortázar’s story, the 
author fi gure is a woman or, more specifi cally, as the Spanish title suggests, 
an unmarried woman who is supposedly used to living alone, and who 
could be quite particular about the ways in which her apartment is arranged 
and should be maintained. In addition, readers could examine what kind of 
relationship the translator seems to have established with this female fi gure 
that he affectionately addresses by her fi rst name and for whom he apparently 
harbors feelings of admiration, but also a certain rivalry. As he confesses, he 
cannot touch anything in Andrea’s apartment “without feeling a rivalry and 
offense swinging before [his] eyes like a fl ock of sparrows” (Cortázar 1985: 
45). Those who have also worked with Borges’s “Pierre Menard” may be 
interested in comparing the ambivalent feelings that Cortázar’s translator 
protagonist seems to harbor towards Andrea to Pierre Menard’s ambivalent 
statements about Cervantes and his Quixote. Note, for example, that, as 
Borges’s narrator suggests, even though the Quixote was the impossible 
target of Menard’s secret efforts, the French Symbolist viewed Cervantes’s 
masterpiece as simply “contingent” and unnecessary (Borges 1998: 92), 
something that we may have to take with a grain of salt since Menard had 
the “resigned or ironic habit of putting forth ideas that were the exact 
opposite of those he actually held” (ibid.: 93) (see Chapters Four and Eight 
for a more in-depth refl ection on Menard’s relationship with Cervantes).

As someone who feels uncomfortable in a space that does not belong to 
him, Cortázar’s confl icted protagonist invites us to rethink the impossible 
position of translators in a culture that idealizes originals as unmediated 
expressions of their authors’ thoughts while it expects translators to be 
neutral and invisible in their work. At the same time, the conscious efforts 
of Cortázar’s protagonist to protect the author’s interests as well as the 
composition of her textual space are radically challenged by his irrepressible 
urge to express himself, an urge that is splendidly represented by the little 



Introducing theory through fi ction 27

rabbits that at times forcefully push their way up his throat and come out of 
his mouth. The peculiar circumstances of their “birth” and the amusing 
(and, at the same time, distressing) details of their characterization are likely 
to trigger myriad associations, providing readers with a privileged look into 
the translator’s psychology and the ambiguity of his role as an invisible 
partner to (or a temporary replacement of) the author whose text he has 
(reluctantly) accepted to temporarily call home. Hence, the translator who 
feels uncomfortable in a space that belongs to someone else must also feel 
uncomfortable about his visibility and the expression of his agency. In broad 
terms, the metaphor of the bunnies offers a moving, multifaceted 
representation of the translator’s own humanity, a humanity that cannot be 
made invisible or altogether silenced while he is a guest in the author’s text. 
For pedagogical purposes, this metaphor is especially effi cient in getting 
students interested in examining the plight of the translator as someone who 
is expected to give up or repress his need to express himself in the name of a 
translation ethics that both rejects and underestimates his creativity.

Students engaging with the story might start exploring the multiple 
implications and nuances this metaphor suggests by considering that the 
little rabbits can be, in more than one way, associated with some form of 
linguistic expression. Their basic, obvious connection with language is fi rst 
of all related to the fact that they come out of the translator’s mouth in a 
manner that evokes what is commonly viewed as the inappropriate visibility 
of translators in the process of translation: the bunnies actually force 
Cortázar’s translator protagonist to open his mouth when it is normally 
expected to be shut. While the bunnies represent the translator’s subterranean 
voice that at times needs to come out, they can also be more specifi cally 
associated with creative writing. For instance, the translator compares a 
newborn bunny to “a poem in its fi rst minutes” (Cortázar 1985: 43), a 
poem that is, then, soon after birth, very much a recognizable product of its 
creator. At the same time, though, the translator also knows that a bunny, 
like a poem, cannot be immobilized in time and space as it grows and 
changes: “A month puts a lot of things at a distance; a month is size, long 
fur, long leaps, ferocious eyes, an absolute difference, Andrea, a month is a 
rabbit, it really makes a real rabbit” (ibid.). Finally, and precisely because 
the translator’s bunnies do grow and cannot be fully controlled, not even by 
the translator himself, they can take over and potentially destroy the author’s 
textual composition, the same composition that the translator has pledged 
to protect from change and from himself. From this perspective, it is 
signifi cant to note that Andrea’s books, that is, the textual material she 
collects in her authorial space, and which the translator fi nds organized in a 
rigorous order when he fi rst moves in, are the fi rst targets of the little 
creatures when they are big enough to “nibble away” at those arranged on 
the lowest shelf (Cortázar 1985: 46).

Instructors and their students can further elaborate on Cortázar’s rich 
metaphor of the bunnies by examining the translator’s ambivalent feelings 
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towards them, feelings that range from the tenderness with which he 
welcomes and cares for his rabbits to the discomfort and embarrassment 
involved in vomiting them up and hiding them from others. As the translator 
fi rst tells Andrea about their birth: “Always I have managed to be alone 
when it happens, guarding the fact much as we guard so many of our privy 
acts, evidences of our physical selves which happen to us in total privacy” 
(ibid.: 41). Even though the translator’s voice, as a concrete, physical 
expression of his humanity and creativity, is viewed as improper and 
unwelcome in the author’s space, it cannot be completely silenced and is in 
fact secretly cultivated. Like the Borgesian Pierre Menard, who devotes his 
nights to the project of composing – not copying, not simply repeating – 
fragments from the Quixote, the translator in Cortázar’s story spends his 
nights furtively tending to the bunnies he releases from the wardrobe where 
they are left asleep and locked during the day. Just as Menard surreptitiously 
takes the author’s place and does not see himself as a mere translator, 
Cortázar’s protagonist can somehow take over the author’s home at night, 
as soon as Sara, Andrea’s live-in housekeeper, retires to her room and he can 
fi nally free his bunnies and allow them to play around. Moreover, it is 
particularly revealing that it is, fi rst and foremost, from Sara that the 
translator has to hide his bunnies during the day. After all, it is precisely her 
job to make sure that the apartment stays as impeccable as its owner left it. 
It is also mostly for the housekeeper that, after spending his nights caring for 
the bunnies, the translator puts them back in the wardrobe and cleans up 
their mess in an attempt to restore the original order: “That way Sara always 
fi nds everything in order, although at times I’ve noticed a restrained 
astonishment, a stopping to look at some object, a slight discoloration in the 
carpet, and again the desire to ask me about something” (ibid.: 47). As 
someone who should be able to notice any unusual interference in the 
organization of Andrea’s apartment, Sara could very well represent a reader 
fi gure, maybe even a critic or a strict editor, who knows the original 
extremely well and appreciates it exactly the way it is, and is then faced with 
its translation, a reader whose allegiance belongs to the author of the 
original, not the translator. Like Borges’s narrator in “Pierre Menard,” who 
is in a position to compare Menard’s writing to Cervantes’s, Andrea’s 
housekeeper could potentially detect at least some of the changes that the 
translator’s bunnies bring to the author’s space.

Attentive readers examining the relationship that Cortázar’s translator 
protagonist establishes with his bunnies may notice that it is while staying at 
Andrea’s that, for the fi rst time, he becomes aware of his desire to actually 
keep and cultivate the little rabbits that more and more frequently must 
come out of his mouth. As he explains, in the past he would vomit a bunny 
every four or fi ve weeks, “maybe six with a little luck,” and he would put 
the newborn rabbit in the same fl owerpot that he kept on the balcony of his 
“other house,” where he also grew the clover he needed to feed the little 
animals (ibid.: 42). Then, when he felt that another bunny was about to 
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come out, he would give the grown rabbit away and have another fl owerpot 
on the balcony ready with the necessary tender clover for the next newborn. 
Thus, “vomiting bunnies wasn’t so terrible once one had gotten into the 
unvarying cycle, into the method” (ibid.). This “method,” which made it 
possible for the translator to spare his bunnies and keep at least one around 
for a while, could be interpreted as a touching representation of the 
limitations imposed by the dominant tradition on the work of translators, a 
tradition that establishes that they cannot really own or get attached to the 
products of their somewhat controlled creativity. If we take into account 
that he abandoned his usual method of dealing with bunnies soon after 
moving to Andrea’s, we may argue that what Cortázar’s translator 
protagonist needs to hide from Sara, or from Andrea, up to the last moment, 
is not only the changes that his rabbits bring to the apartment, but, also, his 
authorial desire, that is, his desire to legitimately occupy the author’s space 
and, consequently, to be entitled to having an appropriate environment 
where he could enjoy the comfort and the pleasures involved in cultivating 
and keeping his bunnies around.

In addition, while describing his interactions with the little creatures, 
Cortázar’s protagonist reveals how this authorial desire is also associated 
with a longing to be all-powerful, like a god who could fully control his 
rabbits and, implicitly, the ways in which his creative endeavors would be 
received. As he confi des to Andrea, “I’d like to see [the rabbits] quiet, see 
them at my feet and being quiet – somewhat the dream of any god, Andrea, 
a dream the gods never see fulfi lled” (Cortázar 1985: 45). Those working 
with the story might also investigate possible connections between the 
translator’s idealized conceptions of authorship as mastery and the original 
as a stable object and the notion of translation as a form of destructive 
invasion, a notion to which, on some level, the translator also seems to 
subscribe: not only does he see his creative visibility as potentially destructive, 
but he must be constantly trying to repair the “damages” it brings to the 
author’s original. An early example in the storyline involves a broken 
porcelain lamp that the translator manages to fi x with a “special” English 
“cement” that is particularly effi cient for the job (ibid.: 47), and which 
could perhaps be interpreted as a reference to English as a language that 
adapts well to translation. However, regardless of the appropriateness of 
English as a language for translation, the end result of the translator’s efforts 
will inevitably show that the translated text is basically fl awed as it has to be 
“fi xed” and patched up and, therefore, will always be an inadequate 
replacement for the allegedly perfect, fl awless original.

Instructors and students also working with “Pierre Menard” may note 
that what is secretive about the invisible work developed by the French 
translator, described as a “novelist,” can also be related to his authorial 
desire or, more specifi cally, to his desire to actually occupy the same position 
enjoyed by the great Cervantes, a position that would distance Menard from 
his mediocre visible accomplishments. Just as the latter’s invisible work is 
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only publically revealed after his death, Cortázar’s protagonist can only 
confess the existence of his little rabbits in the letter that turns into a suicide 
note when he fully realizes, after the birth of the eleventh bunny, that he is 
unable to control their proliferation and how they may impact Andrea’s 
authorial space and the textual material it contains. As he explains, “going 
from ten to eleven is like an unbridgeable chasm.” Ten seemed manageable: 
“with a wardrobe, clover and hope, so many things could happen for the 
better. But not with eleven, because to say eleven is already to say twelve for 
sure, and Andrea, twelve would be thirteen” (ibid.: 49). At the same time, 
though, the translator’s decision to jump off the balcony together with the 
bunnies also suggests that he could not simply give up on his own creativity 
and pursue a life without it. Thus, it seems that the impossibility of 
reconciling his desire to express himself and his duty to preserve the author’s 
composition is what constitutes the translator’s tragedy, a tragedy whose 
impact is made quite clear even as he prepares for his last act. In the very 
end, when he is about to jump, the translator is concerned about his 
posthumous visibility. As he ponders, while the eleven rabbits splattered on 
the pavement may not attract too much attention, it would be “more 
proper” for his own body to be removed as quickly as possible so that it 
would not be visible to the students who pass by on their way to school early 
in the morning (ibid.: 50).

The translator’s unfortunate legacy

The embarrassment that Cortázar’s protagonist seems to feel in relation to 
his own visibility could be interpreted as a symptom directly associated with 
the formidable weight of conventional thinking on the translator’s role, the 
same thinking that determines that there is, or there should be, an 
indisputable, clear-cut opposition between the allegedly original writing 
produced by authors and the ideally invisible, protective service that 
translators are supposed to provide. While authors are expected to fully 
exercise their creativity, whose expression is believed to be preserved and 
readily accessible in their originals, translators must pretend not to be agents 
while making such originals available in other languages and cultural 
contexts. In their secret efforts to undermine the asymmetry of this 
overwhelming hierarchical opposition, Cortázar’s protagonist and Pierre 
Menard have tried and failed to achieve the impossible: to keep the author’s 
original intact without giving up on being themselves. In Borges’s story, 
Menard’s acknowledgment of his visibility as a translator inspires the 
narrator to view his apparently perfect translation of the Quixote as a text 
that is altogether different from Cervantes’s. Similarly, in Cortázar’s story, 
the translator dares not to repress his creativity while inhabiting Andrea’s 
authorial space and ends up destroying her carefully arranged composition. 
In the end, in spite of their deconstructive thrust, the two stories seem to 
mirror the traditional narratives about the relationship between original 
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writing and translating, narratives that routinely protect and side with 
authors and do not have much sympathy for the translator who dares to 
challenge the established hierarchy.

Considering that both Borges’s and Cortázar’s stories revolve around the 
death (or imminent death) of their fi ctional translators, instructors and 
students could pursue the associations these stories seem to suggest between 
their characters’ deaths and the legacy they leave behind. In Borges’s “Pierre 
Menard,” the signifi cance of his protagonist’s death could be contrasted, for 
example, with that of Cervantes: while the Spanish author, who has been 
dead for more than four centuries, lives on in countless translations of Don 
Quixote and also inspires the translator Menard, the latter’s death, just like 
his life-long dedication to Cervantes’s work, has had no real impact on the 
Quixote, apart from the brief, arguably sarcastic reading proposed by 
Borges’s narrator. More importantly, Pierre Menard leaves hardly anything 
behind, with the exception of his unimpressive visible texts and projects. 
While Cervantes still excites readers and is highly visible as an author known 
worldwide thanks, mostly, to the work of his many, mostly invisible 
translators, Menard “allowed no one to see [his endless drafts of the 
Quixote] and took care that they not survive him” (Borges 1998: 95). As for 
Cortázar’s protagonist, as far as we know, he will only leave behind the 
destroyed original, that is, the same textual space he had promised to cherish 
and protect, and where he felt like an intruder. While in Borges’s story, 
Menard’s death could be interpreted as a telling representation of the 
invisibility most institutions typically demand from translators as well as the 
disregard these same institutions have shown for their work and dedication, 
in Cortázar’s, the protagonist’s imminent suicide could be directly related 
not only to the translator’s angst from having failed to keep intact the 
conventional distinctions between translator and author, translation and 
original, but, also, to the sentiments of loss and destruction that, in the 
story, are clearly associated with the translator’s work.

Finally, and on a more subtle level, instructors and students working with 
these stories could further refl ect on the legacy of the fi ctional translators 
they portray by examining the kind of treatment these translators seem to 
receive from their creators. In Borges’s story, readers might note the puzzling 
contrast between the narrator’s apparently enthusiastic determination to 
celebrate Menard’s work and the generally ironical tone of the story as well 
as its ambiguous, mostly unfl attering portrayal of the dead translator, and 
ponder how such a contrast could be related to the ways in which traditional 
conceptions regularly favor originals and their authors over translations and 
translators. After all, as shown, in spite of all the praise supposedly given to 
the translator, in the end it is the celebrated Cervantes who undoubtedly 
lives on while the dead Menard is a pathetic fi gure that, instead of being 
comparable to Cervantes, is, rather, reminiscent of the Quixote, the great 
master’s unfortunate character whose madness is also imagining that he 
could emulate his favorite authors and repeat their texts (for detailed 
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commentaries on the treatment given to Menard in the story, see Arrojo 
2014 and, also, Chapters Four and Eight). In Cortázar’s story, it is worth 
noting the obvious contrast the translator protagonist establishes between 
his melancholy, confl icted struggle to come to terms with his own creativity 
and Andrea’s luminous, well-organized textual environment. As suggested, 
Cortázar’s translator fi gure and Pierre Menard cannot help but idealize the 
original even though they are also aware of the inevitability of change and 
the impossibility of being invisible. In spite of their incisive questioning of 
the typical dichotomies that have divided originals from translations and 
authors from translators, the two stories, in the end, seem to affi rm the 
power and the privileges of authorship or, at least, the authority that our 
culture, in its broadest sense, usually attributes to writers of originals and 
denies to those who make them available in other languages and contexts.
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