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Introduction

The artistic interpretation of literature is nothing new. A great part of the history of Western 
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genres into the media of art. The subjects of much Greek and Roman art were the myths of the 
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Renaissance, as many works of art dealt with Christian stories as with classical subject matter. 
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most dramatic and well known of these. The images of God giving life to Adam, of his creation 
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common that it is hard to walk into an art museum and not be confronted with works whose 
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from other kinds of interpretations? What makes them interpretations as opposed to something 
else? And what are their legitimate limits?
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The Problem and the Task
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suggest some ways of considering them that should help us understand the general phenomenon 

��	 ��	 �������	 ��#�	��	 ���	������#�	 ��
�	 ��	 �
�����

The problems posed by the artistic interpretation of literature spring from the differences 
between literature and art, although not every aspect of literature is different from every aspect 
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are important contrasts.

One of these is that literary works are always composed of language, and language 
is in turn composed of a vocabulary and the rules whereby that vocabulary is arranged into 
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particular languages and give them the character they have, thus distinguishing them from other 
languages. Literature depends on language and feeds on it. Visual works of art, by contrast, 
are composed of images and, although there may be some rules of composition that visual art 
obeys at some times, these rules are much more open and their adoption is up to individual 
artists—the latitude of the artists in how they use or abuse them is much broader than that of 
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for art to do so, or to follow the rules of the language to which they belong. Often artists use 
letters and words for their value as images, rather than for the meanings they have in particular 
languages and this is something that literature does not do systematically.

The dependance of literature on language, and the fact that language always begins 
with sounds, carries with it a burden that is not present in visual art. The literary is usually 
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about referring to works in prose in terms of a certain cadence or even rhythm. Visual art, by 
contrast, does not carry this burden—sound is not something that characterizes its medium. The 
medium of visual art is images, and the burden of images is not oral; it has to do with color 
and shape, among other things.
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separate literature and visual art. A novel may have one thousand pages, but a painting is very 
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thus be completely present to the observer at once. But this is not possible with most works of 
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have a kind of discursive dimension, either oral or visual, that does not characterize visual art, 
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at a mood or feeling revealed through images. Visual art is more circumscribed than literature 
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create interpretations of literary works, but whether their interpretation can be legitimate. The 
challenge for artists is to create visual interpretations of works that are not visual. And how can 
something visual be an interpretation of something in which the visual is secondary to sound? 
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interpretations of literature that successfully bridge the gap between literature and visual art?
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artistic interpretations and thus get a better understanding of how visual art interprets literature.
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of literary works they and others have interpreted is too great, creating unnecessary distractions. 
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overtones, and another to interpret one that believers consider a divine revelation. Then there 
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related to the core topic of present interest. The weight of the past is sometimes too heavy and 
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contemporary artists whose work is not burdened with a long history of criticism.

Considering the philosophical bent of this book, it was also essential to have a literary 
author whose work has philosophical depth, and artists who are sensitive to conceptual content. 
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discussion and interest among some of the greatest philosophers of the twentieth century. Two 
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identity of works of art. The philosophical fascination with Borges should not be surprising 
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also impede it, opening endless avenues of interpretation and speculation. The lines between 
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that among Argentinean artists his work has had a most evident impact. This is particularly 
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have substantial variety in the artists so that their artistic creations would illustrate the many 


��*��	��
�	������������	������	����	����������	����	�����
�*���	�	��
�����	���	
������	
�	���������	
career stages, women and men, belonging to different social classes, with different ideologies 
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art and some who have to do other things to survive, artists who began to create when they 
were children and artists who started their careers at a mature age, painters, engravers, and 
multifaceted and mono-faceted artists.
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in which artists are often at the height of their artistic maturity and already have a substantial 
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are in their forties and two in their thirties. The oldest artist is over ninety years old, and the 
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all this variety of origin and perspective, it became important to maintain a certain unity and 
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memory, freedom and destiny, and faith and divinity. These are favorite topics for Borges, who 
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given of each story, adding up to twenty four works of art by seventeen different artists.
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had created works dealing with Borges before but did not create any works for this project (León 
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and reality in it? And how does memory affect identity? 
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of my destiny?
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answer our prayers? Or is God a mere creation of humans, derived from their ignorance and fear?

The breakdown of the discussion of the stories and their interpretations uncovers various 
avenues that the artists follow, what they emphasize, what they ignore, and the various strategies 
they use to convey certain ideas or views. This is particularly important when the stories under 
interpretation have, as in most cases, strong philosophical content.
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The variety of media, approaches, and strategies the artists use lead to the core of the philosophy 
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broadly, although some are paintings and others are drawings and etchings. The range of media 
employed varies widely, going from oil, acrylic, markers, ink, coffee, and digital images on 
�
�
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brilliant, and monotone to multitone. And although some of the works are traditional in many 
ways, others move in novel directions.
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book, which is devoted to the philosophical analysis of the artistic interpretation of literature. 
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of interpretation and its interpretation is to establish some parameters about the identity of 
the relata, which here are the works by Borges, the works of art that interpret it, and my 
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about how to distinguish them. 

This is followed by a chapter whose task is to lay out the structure, kinds, and aims 
��	 ���������
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phenomena often confused with interpretation, before turning to its aims and kinds.
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�	 �����������	 ���	�������	
by Borges discussed in this book approached their task and the strategies they used to bridge 
the gap between art and literature. What is their focus, what have they neglected, what have 
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they emphasized, how far away from the work do they move, and how have they transformed 

	 ����	 ����	 
	 ����*���	 ��	 ���
����	 
	 ��
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illustrated by the works of the artists.
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boundaries that must be respected in the artistic interpretation of literature in order for 
the interpretations to be legitimate. Because interpretations can be either understandings or 
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and whether there are limits to the instruments used to cause their understanding. The answer 
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the instruments used to cause the understanding of interpretanda insofar as not everything can 
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key to the answer is the degree to which interpretations satisfy the aims for which they are 
undertaken, which in turns gives rise to different kinds of criteria. 

The Artists and Their Work
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by saying something about them, their background, their interests, styles, careers, and work. This 
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comments alphabetically to avoid any impression of preferential treatment. The information 
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currently resides in New Orleans. His work has received wide recognition; it is present in 
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has allowed him to devote himself completely to his art. The work has a strong character 
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culture and the long tradition of drawing and satire characteristic of much Cuban art, but 
Azaceta adds an element of suffering and pain that deepens the impact of the art, making 
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about human solitude and despair.

Alejandro Boim was born in Buenos Aires in 1964. His interest in art began when he 
was eight years old in response to an incipient love for a teacher, Leticia. He began to draw for 
her after she called him Alejandro instead of Boim. At fourteen he did a workshop in art, and 
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art. His work is always motivated by a curiosity which has led him to incorporate into it 
elements from the work of other artists he likes. The pieces tend to have dark tones, following 
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is a reaction against the overwhelming dominance of abstraction in the twentieth century. Boim 
�
�	 ��
��	 ����	 ����������	 ��	 ���	 #�
�#���	 ��	 $
��	 ���	 
��}�	 �
��'����	 
��	 
��
��	 ��������	 ��	

	 ������
�	 ���������	 =�����	 #
��	 �����	 
�������	 ��	 ����	 ���	 ���
��	 �������	 �
��	 �����	 ��	 *��Q*�	

��	
	��
�����	��	��
�	�
�	����	��	���������	 ���	
�	��	�*��	 ���	$
	�
�	��	����	������#�'	��	��	
����*���	
	���	������	���	����	�����	����	�����
��	����	��	��	������	���	��
#����	��*��	%����	��
��
�	

© 2012 State University of New York Press, Albany



10 / Painting Borges

��
��	 ��	]*����	%�����	]��#	#�
��	 ��	`�����
��	�����	��	�����	
��	������	���

��	 �������	 ��	

�

����	��*�����	
��	
�������	��	�
����	�������	�����	
��	���	��*��	�
���	�
��	
��	�
�	
���
��	
created a substantial body of work that has received considerable recognition through various 
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is particularly interested in topics that have to do with Argentinean society and its proverbial 
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Depictions of the countryside south of Buenos Aires take a good portion of the work. We see 
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he undertook to contribute to this project, although he had always had an interest in him, 
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Ricardo Celma is one of the most accomplished young artists in Argentina today. His 
work consists primarily in painting, but also sculpture and drawing. He was born in 1975 in 
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as competing with photography and his topics are not the standard ones in super-realism. 
He prefers a characterization that brings his work closer to the literary revolution that swept 
through Latin American letters in the twentieth century known as magical realism, and thus as 
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forced upon artists by curators and gallery directors who have displaced artists as arbiters of 
good art. They have taken the place of God and the Church in art, becoming the authorities who 
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determine value and destiny. This imposes limitations on the artists who are forced to comply 
with their whims in order to survive. Already as a child, Celma wanted to be a painter. He grew 
up surrounded by books on painting, and after he produced a portrait of his grandmother in 
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a possibility, but then he got some students to study art with him and this solved his problem. 
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eventually rejected it, because he needs to tell stories that have a rational denouement. He feels 
himself to be a kind of writer in that his work consists of narratives of moments he considers 
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work. He is fascinated by the psychology of women, the mystery of what they think, of their 
motives and intentions. This leads to portraits that are engaging, but thoughtful and mysterious, 
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works that has given rise to a pictorial interpretation by Celma, but it is the one used here.

\
*�
	����
��	 ��	 ���	��*�����	
�����	�
������
����	 ��	 ����	���<����	>��	�
�	����	 ��	����	
in Buenos Aires. Like most other children, she enjoyed painting and drawing, but there was 
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toward psychology, in which she received a degree from the Universidad de Buenos Aires. 
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Nacional de Bellas Artes, without objection from her family and she then went on to Escuela 
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while she practiced both psychology and art. Her initial work in art was academic, and was 
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this created a demand for art workshops, making it possible for Delgado to leave psychology 
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After some years away from Borges, she came back to him and developed a new appreciation 
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even in paintings. He began drawing when he was four years old in a middle class family from 
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ends where he began. The result is an abstraction from what he sees, and the creation of a new 
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reality that is the product of emotion, the stuff out of which art is made, according to him. 
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carry a psychological burden, such as the loneliness of death. He begins a painting by applying 
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leaves the work with large areas where certain colors predominate, breaking up the surface into 
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suggesting more than they tell, and creating ambiguities and possible avenues of interpretation. 
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presented in full. His work has been compared to that of Hopper, because of its metaphysical 
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it is not surprising that he has taken an interest in Borges, interpreting his work pictorially on 
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mature artist, born in 1959 in Buenos Aires. He is an architect by training, but architecture did 
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homeless people in Buenos Aires, and has often used his art to criticize structures of power in 
Argentina. Apart from his work at the university, he also offers workshops at a center closely 
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being in opposition to anything associated with the establishment. Although he abandoned 
architecture for art, his art has not abandoned architecture. There is a strong structural aspect 
to it that is clearly visible. This is one of the reasons why his creations also appear to have been 
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that were present in his art prior to this time, one of which is a white background. Contrary 
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to prior practice, he begins with painted canvases, often starting with dark colors, on top of 
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but more recently his interests have shifted to subjects that deal with the human condition, such 
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in many countries, including Argentina, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Chile, China, Costa 
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traditional materials, but has also incorporated nontraditional elements in the art. He regularly 
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images found in the work are buildings and balloons. The mind behind the art seems to be 
as fascinated with new discoveries and the mechanics of the world as that of Renaissance and 
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an observation platform. Given his metaphysical interests, it is not surprising that he has been 
interested in Borges. The two works included here were created for this project as interpretations 
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other things in addition to art, and in 1976 he had to leave his native land for political reasons. 
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and particularly of the alliance between military governments and the Catholic Church, as well 
as various religious beliefs and values common in Argentinean society. He was trained as an 
engineer and most of his life earned a living by working in related jobs. A trip to Europe, the 
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particular, he has worked on various of his poems, integrating Braille and photographs of nudes.
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a substantial body of work and a long list of accomplishments, he is a very well-known artist. 
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His work is represented in the collections of important museums in Europe, and North and 
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artists. After the Russians left, the art world in Havana became open to new currents, and in a 
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interest in nature, particularly the Argentinean landscape and animals, but the work is not that 
of a naturalist; he always alters what is presented to him into an image of what he sees. He 
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are clear recurring motifs in it, and some of her pieces remind us of aspects of surrealism. 
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originally done in clay, a reference to the story of Genesis, but later it began to appear painted 
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carried out through allusions to Jewish culture and roots, and it is one of the points of contact 
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a family in which he was the only male child and was surrounded by sisters. He began to draw 
and paint at a very early age and took the activity so seriously that before going to play, he 
always spent some time drawing. During adolescence he engaged in many creative activities—
painting, music, theater, literature, and philosophy, among others—but at eighteen he decided 
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narrative medium in which color is suppressed in order to decrease psychological sensuality. 
His use of color is one of the most obvious and impressive features of his art—his creations are 
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work, but none of them owns it; the work transcends schools and fads. Among recurrent themes 
are women, clowns, children, still lifes, the painter and his materials, toys, scenes from Buenos 
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labyrinths ever since. He has created many works related to Borges, including portraits of the 
writer, but more important for us here, many interpretations of his works, both the stories and 
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metaphysical pattern of understanding that is common and bridges the gap between literature 
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had gifts for everybody but for her, so he made a drawing of a package and gave it to her and 
this event marked an important moment in his life. He always felt the need to say something 
through the metaphors of drawings. He went to a technical secondary school where he spent 
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possibility of an encounter with the visual arts and literature. He has a loose style that avoids 
what he considers unnecessary details in order to concentrate on an important element he wishes 
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in his art, looking at the work of literature through a funnel that enhances what impresses him 
as the key aspect. One reason he likes Borges is because of the emphasis on memory, which he 
���������	 �������
�	 ��	 ���	 ���
��
�	 �������	 
��	 ������
�����	 `�#���	 ��	 ���
������	 ��	 ��
�	 ��	 ��	
�������
�	
��	������	�
��	*��������
�	���
����	 ��	 ����������	����	 ����	���<����	&������	����*���	

	 �*#���	 ��	 ������	 ���	 ��	 �����	 
��	 ����*���	 �����	 ����	 ��
�	 ����	 ���	 �������	 $���	 �����'	

��	$�*����	 ���	`�#����*��'

?����
	 ^����
	 ��	 ���	 ������	 #���	 ������	 
�����	 �����	 ����	 ��	 ����*���	 �����	 >��	 �
�	
born in 1931, in Buenos Aires and has had a long and distinguished career. Her art has been 
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family with a strong artistic presence. Both her mother and grandmother were artists, and now 
her daughter also has followed suit. Her mother was a well-known writer and her grandmother 
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the time came to choose a career, although she wanted to go to the Escuela Nacional de Bellas 
Artes, she did not have the courage to do it and chose instead something practical that could 
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incorporating in her art elements from the land and its fruits. Yet, in her own words, she tried 
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aim is to uncover and rediscover the riches of America. Mestizo art, with its musical angels 
and armed archangels, prompted her to introduce many changes in her work, but she never 
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of media, which goes from oil and acrylic to drawing, sculpture, carving, weaving and sawing, 
the use of paper and collage, tempera, and the incorporation of various ready-made objects she 
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image of the writer and a labyrinth.
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and American locales, representing Cuban cultural objects, such as bars of guava and bottles of 
rum, painting portraits of Cubans and Cuban Americans, and integrating religious images in his 
art. All of these pieces combine to raise issues having to do with identity, which are affected by 
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over plaster in turn placed over canvas with a wood backing. This was an attempt to recover 
a feel for the work of old masters. The return to the history of art has always been important 
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as point of departure a detail of a work by Caravaggio. This piece also points to his continuing 
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some of these in a large installation.
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22 / Painting Borges
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started drawing and doing watercolors when he was a small child. He had an uncle who was 
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subsidize his painting, which he did after hours and on weekends. Eventually he was making 
#���	#����	 ���#	�
������	 ��
�	 ���#	 ���	
�
��������	�*�������	 ��	��	Q*��	 
�
��������	
��	�
�	
����	����*��
���	��
����	��	�
������	�
��	������	��	��	���	��	�����	
������	���	�
���	��	
��	
���	
to support themselves with their art, even though he did not compromise his art and did not 
paint to suit clients. His work is strong and vigorous, the colors vivid, the brushstroke powerful, 
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been a great resource for him, and it is no surprise that he would be interested in Borges. Nor 
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who suffers loneliness and isolation, and ends up welcoming death. 
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