Murder by Suggestion

El suefio de los héroes and The Master of Ballantrae
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mejores cuentos policiales). They titled it “La puerta y €l pino” (“The Door
and the Pine Tree”), a title they invented themselves, because in the orig-
inal the tale comes in the middle of a chaprer titled “Mr Mackellar’s Jour-
ney with the Master” (the eighth chapter in some editions, the ninth in
others). In their headnote they call Stevenson “el preclaro escritor escocés”
[the eminent Scottish writer], and comment: “Escribia con felicidad, pen-
saba con precisién e imaginaba con lucidez” [He wrote joyfully, thought
precisely, and imagined lucidly].? The list of Stevenson’s fiction in the
headnote consists of the stories of the New Arabian Nights and Island
Nights Entertainments, as well as D, Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and only four of
the novels: Treasure Island, the unfinished Weir of Hermiston, and two of
the books written in collaboration wich Lloyd Osbourne, The Wrecker and
The Ebb-Tide. Two secondary works are listed: Chesterton’s book Robert

Louis Stevenson, and Sir Walter Raleigh's R. L. Stevenson, one of the first
works of criticism to appear after Stevenson's death.

The excerpt from The Master of Ballantrae is clearly a detective story,
though a highly unusual one, especially when it is considered in relation
to the detective story of the time, dominated by the figures of Auguste
Dupin and Sherlock Holmes: that s, by the figure of the detective, an in-
dividual marked by his mannerisms and opinions, whose way of con-
ducting an inquiry into a case takes precedence over the original crime of
violence. Borges, in an article on the detective fiction of Chesterton, says
that one of the rules of detective fiction s “primacia del cémo sobre el
quién” [predominance of the how over the who] (Borges 1935: 93), but the
Holmes storics tend to stress the who and fow of the detective more than
the identity of the criminal and the mechanics of the crime. The Steven-
son story, by way of contrast, dispenses with the detective altogether, and
even with any discussion of the prehistory (or motivation) of the crime or
of its later consequences: that is, with the investigation that normally takes
precedence in the classic detective story. The story plunges us directly into
the working out of a crime, a murder thatis a pure act of imagination or,
as De Quincey says, “one of the fine arts.”

In the Stevenson novel, the narrator (an unimaginative old servant,

Mackellar) is forced to cross the Atlantic in company of the Master of Bal-

. lantrae, the evil older brother of his master, Henry Durie, whom he insists

on sceing as purely good in contrast to the monstrosity of the brother. In
the middle of a storm, the Master “must tell me a tale, and show me at the
same time how clever he was and how wicked. . . . [TThis tale, told in a
high key in the midst of so great a tumule, and by a narrator who was one
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moment looking down at me from the skics and the next peering up from
under the soles of my feet—this particular tale, 1 say, took hold upon me
in a degree quite singular" (Stevenson 1889: 209). Borges and Bioy (who
we must assume are the translators for lack of evidence to the contrary)
provide a fairly faithful cranslation of the wale, omitting only occasional
references to Mackellar and the Master, and sharpening the effect of the
cale as a whole by isolating it from its context.

The Master's story consists of four distinct moments of SCcnes and

includes only two characters: a count (a friend of the Master) and a Ger-
man baron, whom the count hates for some undisclosed reason. The first
scene shows the count riding outside of Rome one day and discovering an
ancient tomb by a pine tree. Fle enters a door in the tomb, takes the right
fork of a passage, and barely escapes falling down a deep well. Reflecting
on the cvent, he asks himself: “a strong impulsion brought me to this
place: what for? what have I gained? why <hould 1 be sent to gaze into this
well?” (210). In the sccond scene he makes up a dream about himself and
the baron, in order to tempt the baron to enter the tomb; besides describ-
ing the place, he says that when the baron entered the door and turned to
the right, “there was made to you a communication, I do not think | even
gathered what it was, but the fear of it plucked me clean out of my slum-
ber, and 1 awoke shaking and sobbing” (212). The third scenc shows them
riding together, passing the tomb, and the count feigning an attack of
fright—which he will not explain, but which is sufficient motive for the
baron to look around and recognize the place from the description of it in
the supposed drecam. On their return to Rome, the count “took to his bed
and gave out he had a touch of country fever” (213). The fourth scene is
the bricfest of all: “The next day the baron’s horse was found tied to the
pine, but himsclf was never heard of from that hour.” And the Master,
“breaking sharply off,” adds: “And now, was that a murder?” (213).

The tale, bricf and understated as it is, is scructurally quite complex.
The first and last cpisodes involve only onc of the two characters, first with
the near death of the count, and later with the death of the baron. In each
case the approach to the well provokes a question and a story: the count’s
questions about why he has been brought there (which he answers by

making up a plot, and by slightly changing his experiences in making of
them a “dream,” which satisfes his own and the baron’s wishful thinking
in different ways), and the Master's question whether the death of the
baron was a murder (which provokes Mackellar to try to kill the Master
by pushing him overboard, but which even in the fragment published in
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dead, Mackellar is lefc with the question of vtfho i‘f‘ to blame for the trag-
edy, if blame is to be assigned; and by abnega‘tmg h_ls role when he'pre.slcl:n.ts
a simplified view of the story to the readfzr, in which the Master is villain
and Henry is martyr, he passes the question along to us. . _
Speaking of the famous “problem of the .closed room” in the history
of crime fiction, Borges says: “En alguna pagina de.algunos de sus catorce
volimenes piensa De Quincey que haber descubierto un problema lno
es menos admirable (y es mds fecundo) que haber descubler.to una solu-
cién” [In some page of one of his fourtecn volu{ncs De Qu.mccy afﬁn?ls
that to have discovercd a problem is no less admirable (and is more fruit-
ful) than to have discovered a solution] (Borges 1.938: ‘24). He credits ch
(in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue™) with having dxsFovcred the prob-
lem of the closed room; I don’t know whether to chfllt Stevenson with
the discovery of the problem of murdcr-by-suggesuop in the tale we hivc
been discussing, but can affirm with conﬁc!cncc that' it was a problem that
was fruitfully and passionately explored in the crime fiction (.)f Borges
and Bioy Casares (and in that of thcir’ joint creation Hongrllc)’,Busto;
Domecq). To cite a few examples: Borges’s “La muerte y la bru;|:1 a t519413
explores the manipulation and eventual murder of the dctect.lvc y the
criminal, who bases his plot initially on som.c chan.ce events (just ashf ;
count begins with his chance experience of discovering the ton,ll?‘), whic
he later claborates into a complicated system;* Bustos Dotncc.qs Las pre-
visiones de Sangidcomo” (1942)° tells of the enormously intricate plot by
which a father forces his supposed son (who is acruall?' thc. ;?rodﬁuct of an
adulterous relation on the part of his wife) E,o commit suicide;® Borges's
“Abenjacin el Bojarf, muerto en su laberinto (1?51) recounts the t{)a;; se;
by Zaid, servant of Abenjacén, for his master, using the telling szrln;l ols o
the labyrinth and the spider web. However, the closest parallel to : pLifria
y el pino” is Bioy Casares’s novel El sueiio de los héroes (195.4), the w cIJJ e
of which can be viewed as an attempt to answer the questions pose.d by
Stevenson’s brief text, or to pose those questions in a different, more insis-
way. y
tcnbt:l sue;o de los héroes is the story of a young Argentine man, En‘}lho Gauna,
who becomes obsessed with a mysterious event in his past, until th.e obses-
sion leads to his death. Shortly before carnival in 1927, Gauna wins 'llq lot
of money at the races, which he decides to spend in a three-daysdlgn 25
spree with a number of friends, led by an older father ﬁgul:c, ; t.: a;tl
Valerga, who is at once sinister and brave. I‘owar'd the end of the three hay.s,
Gauna’s hold on the situation becomes increasingly loose, and when he is
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found in the Bosque de Palermo, he has vague, contradictory memories of
what has happened to him, including one very intense memory of some-
thing that did not happen—a fight at knife-point between him and
Valerga. Three years pass, during which Gauna gets married and draws away
from the group and from Valerga; then, during carnival in 1930, Gauna
again wins a sum of money and decides to try to repea the carlier experi-
ences, hoping to penctrate the mystery of the third day of the 1927 carni-
val. Valerga and his friends play along with his obsession, and on the third
day of the 1930 carnival, after an approximate repetition of the earlier
spree, Gauna faces Valerga in the Palermo woods, each with knife in hand,
and is killed by him. The narrator explains that che first time Gauna was
protected by the intercession of a sorcerer, Taboada, whose daughter will
become Gauna’s wife; the second time Taboada is dead, and the events
take the course they were fated to take the first time when Taboada inter-
rupted them. '

The parallels with the Stevenson story arc numerous and striking. Bioy
also uses the motif of the asymmetrical repetition of a series of events,
which the first time almost leads to deach (that of the count, and that of
Gauna), and which the second time does lead to death (of the baron, of
Gauna). The driving force of the middle portion of the novel, as of the
tale, is the principal character’s fascination or obsession with his near death,
which Icads to investigations and plans that include other people. In both
fictions one person controls another by the power of suggestion, leading
him to his death in a very subtle way, so that it appears that it is always the
lacter who is seeking his own death. Control is exerted over the victim by
the suggestion that something was communicated to him, or was about to
be communicated, at the moment of the near death: | have already cited
the count’s remark, and although Valerga doesn't say anything so explicit,
his conduct leaves Gauna “muy resuelto a ver lo que habia entrevisto esa
noche, a recuperar lo que habifa perdido” [very decided to see what he had
glimpsed that night, to recover what he had lost] (41). And in both stories,
this hidden communication spurs the victim on, working on his curiosity

(that is to say, on an incomplete faculty of the imagination, since it can-

not recapture the whole communication except by leading to the death of

the “curioso impertinente”), until the moment of his death, on the out-
skirts of a great city.

Furthermore, in both the motif of the dream is of urmost importance.

The count invents a dream to tantalize the baron, by giving him a vicari-

ous sensc of déji vu when they “chance” to pass the tomb in the course of
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their excursion. Gauna, toward the end of the second carnival, dreams
“the dream of the heroes” that gives the book its title: in his dream the
heroes play a card game to decide who will have the right to walk down a
red carpet and take his place on a throne as the greatest of the heroes (212).
At the end of the book, Gauna recalls the red carpet and understands that
it is spread for him (239): as a brave man, but also as a dead one, since the -
red is that of his own blood. Both dreams serve to inspire the victims to -
hurry on to their encounter with death, which will reveal the significance -
of the dreams and of the heroes (though it must be added that we are privy
not at all to the baron’s point of view at the decisive moment, so we can-
not say with confidence whether he meets death with Gauna’s resolution
and conviction of his own courage—and one suspects that he has no time
to reflect on these questions before sliding into the slimy hole). :
Furthermore, El suefio de los héroes makes an enigmatic question of the
death of the hero, much as the Master’s tale ends with the question: “And -
now, was that a murder?” Is the death of Gauna the death of a hero or that: -
of a suicide? Or is it murder? Bioy and his narrator leave these questions -
open at the end. In his review of the book, Borges touches on the enig-
matic nature of the ending:

Al final se revela que este mentor es un hombre siniestro; la revelacién nos
choca y hasta nos ducle, porque nos hemos identificado con Gauna, pero
confirma las fugaces sospechas que inquictaron nuestra lectura. Gauna y
Valerga se traban en un duelo a cuchillo y el maestro mata al discfpulo. -

Ocurre entonces la segunda revelacién, harto mds asombrosa que la prim-
era; descubrimos que Valerga es abominable, pero que también es valiente, -
El efecto alcanzado es abrumador. Bioy, instintivamente, ha salvado el mito.
:Qué pasaria si en la dltima pdgina del Quijote, don Quijote muriera bajo
el acero de un verdadero paladin, en el mdgico reino de Bretafia o en las
remotas playas de Ariosto? (Borges 1955: 89)

[At the end it is revealed that this mentor is a sinister man; the revelation
shocks and even pains us, because we have identified with Gauna, but it"
confirms the passing suspicions that disturbed our reading. Gauna and-
Valerga have a knife fight and the master kills the disciple. Then the second .
revelation occurs, which is much more surprising than the first one: we dis-
cover that Valerga is odious but is also brave. The effect that is achieved is
striking. Bioy, instinctively, has saved the myth. What would happen if on’
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the last page of Don Quixote the hero were to dic beneath the sword of a
true paladin in the magic kingdom of Briton or on the remote beaches of
Ariosto?]

The reference to Don Quixote and heroic legend is far from casual.
Gauna, like Don Quixote, has sought the death of a hero, and through his
obsession has been granted some measure of fulfillment. But Bioy is
kinder to his hero than is Cervantes:® he doesn’t demand that his hero
wake up and die sane according to the norms of the everyday world, grant-
ing him instead access to the heroic world of myth.

If we consider the Master’s little tale as part (a mise-en-abyme) of the

- whole of The Master of Ballantrae, we notice some further parallels with £/

sueio de los héroes. Both novels are concerned with a relation between two
people marked by animosity and attraction: the antagonists need each
other to be themselves, to fulfill their destinies. This rivalry leads first to
the near murder of one by the other (Henry’s ducl with the Master, whom
he leaves for dead, and Valerga and Gauna’s shadowy duel in the first car-
nival, which allegedly only happens in Gauna’s imagination), and then to
death (of both brothers in the Stevenson novel, of Gauna in £/ suefio). The
stronger of the two rivals—and the older in both cases—is evil (“sinie-
stro,” as Borges says in his review), and yet strangely brave and attractive,
a heroic figure after all. And the victim in both cases is the focus of the
narrators’ sympathy, yet that sympathy is highly ambivalent—Mackellar
insists on taking Henry’s part throughout, but portrays his weaknesses

~ only too clearly, while the enigmatic narrator of £/ suefio de los héroes secms

to take Gauna’s part and yet makes fun of him throughout the novel (as

“do Gauna’s “friends” in the group).

An important difference between El sueiio de los héroes and both the

. Stevenson pieces we have been considering—the whole of The Master of
- Ballantrae, and the interpolated story of the count and the baron—is that
- Valerga's evil influence on Gauna is offset in Bioy’s novel by the protection
 afforded him by the sorcerer Taboada, while both the baron and Henry are
“helpless before their adversaries, although Henry has the benefit of Mac-
"kellar’s common sense and good advice. The existence of Taboada as well
" as Valerga—a good as well as a bad influence—gives Gauna freedom to
- resist the call of death, a freedom not granted the baron or Henry Durie.
-His destiny is equivocal (more so, perhaps, than he is ready to admit), as
 the sorcerer points out to him: “En ese viaje no todo es bueno ni todo es
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malo. Por usted y por los demds, no vuelva a emprenderlo. Es una hermos NOTES
memoria y la memoria es la vida. No la destruya” [On that journey:nof
everything is good and not everything is evil. For your own sake and that
of others don't try to take it. It is a beautiful memory and memory is life
Don't destroy it] (47—48). So when he chooses to repeat the earlier adven
ture, it is a choice, an act of will on his part, a decision to oblitera;e:a
memory gua memory by realizing or enacting it. s

The juxtaposition of “La puerta y ¢l pino” and E/ suefio de los héroes
useful because it helps us interpret a number of factors that would other-"
wise be difficult to discuss. In the Stevenson tale we are given a skeletal
form of the intricate plot of the Bioy novel: a chance event that almost
leads to death, the elaboration of that event by means of imagination and
memory, an'd a repetition of it lcad.mg.tO death. By contrasting the dynar * Sangidcomo’s, could be interpreted as suicide,
ics at work in the carlier tale, which is acted out by only two characters, - . 7. The Italian name of the park where Gauna mects his death, Palermo, perhaps
with that of the group of characters in E/ suefio, we can see more clearly 4 -1s meant to recall the Italy of Stevenson’s story, though of course it is also a real park
the specific kinds of complexity. introduced by the figures of Taboada, - in B“m"; Aires, and the neighborhood is central to Borges's early poctry.
Clara, and Larsen, and the ambivalent nature of Gauna. More impo ~ 8.C - the comments in Borges 1?56 on Cervantes’s final cruclty to his hero, a

. « - . note that is almost contemporary to his review of Bioy’s novel.
tantly, the intertext of “La puerta y el pino” serves to explain the presenc 9. The only cric vel.
- . s . 9. The only critic I know of who touches on Stevenson's anticipations of some of
of elements of the detective story in El sueio de los héroes, as well as the - Bioy’s fiction is Julio Matas (1978: 123).
deviations from the norms of the genre: Gauna’s investigations lead to his ~ 10. CL Borgess review of Bianco’s Las raras: “su tema es la prehistoria de un
own death (as in “La muerte y la brdjula”); the initial act of violence turns” [ crimen, las delicadas circunstancias graduales que paran en la muerte de un hombre”
out to be a mere rehearsal of the final one; and the process of revelation or : 3‘7‘3‘35’:9_44;_7[6)- DDOTOIh_Y L/'q Sayers included the same extract, tided “Was It
. . . . . . viurders 1n " 2 i o H
explanation that usually pertains to the detective is—with the death’o ales of Detection: A New Anthology (1936), which Borges reviewed in £/
. , NE " Hogar (19 Feb. 1937).

Gauna—fulfilled by the narrator instead, though the latter’s explanations
may not be completely convincing. R

Morcover, the noting of the similarities between Bioy’s novel and “La-
puerta y el pino” points up the need to study Bioy’s (as well as Borges's)
interest in Stevenson, an interest that should not surprise us, in view Ofthe
close association of Borges and Bioy and of Borges's fondness for Steve
son’s fiction, but which has not been explored up to now.? It also serves
to explain the inclusion of the Stevenson story in an anthology with-th
provocative title Los mejores cuentos policiales, since Stevenson’s treatmen ~ Carril et al. 1999: 126-29.
here of some elements of the detective story—stressing the plotting-or ' - 1938. [Column.] E/ Hogar (March 4, 1938): 24.
imagination of a crime more than the investigation of it,'® omitting thé S - 1944. [Review of José Bianco’s Las ratas.) Sur 11, In del Carril et al. 1999:

. I . S 271-74.
uous character of the detective, and achieving a high- degree:o _ ) '

Sup l:r f . . . h . e h th rfsomegh alf. femu - 1949. Magias parciales del Quijote. La Nacién (November 6, 1949): 1. In
ambiguity—anticipates t € experiments with ¢ c.gcn ° _.EY * Otrds inquisiciones. 1952. Buenos Aires: Sur. 55—58.
after Stevenson’s death in Samoa by the Argentine writers Borges, Bioy

- 1955. [Review of Adolfo Bioy Casares's £/ suesio de los heroes.] Sur23s. In del
Casares, Bianco, and H. Bustos Domecq. : Carril et al. 1999: 284-86.

1. The interviews were also published in the original English in Balderston 1999.
~ . 2. This glowing commenc is very different in tone from the other headnotes in
the volume, which tend to be mere lists of biographical and bibliographical data.

3. The classic example of this device, discussed in Borges 1949, is the play within
the play in Hamler.

" 4. The story further resembles “La puertay el pino” in its open ending: Lénnrot’s
“posing of a gecometrical problem at the end invites the reader to go on with the story
*in much the same way as the Master’s posing of the final question.

5. This story, co-authored by Borges and Bioy under the pseudonym of Honorio
. Bustos Domecq, appeared in Seis problemas para don Isidro Parodi (1942), and is
included in Borges ct al. 1979.

6. “Sangidcomo” is similar to “La pucrta y el pino” (unlike the other stories men-
tioned here) in thac no murder is committed dirccely: the baron’s deach, like
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