
READINGS FOR WEEK 5   The Short Story / Friedman 

 

   1) Paul Auster (United States), “Auggie Wren’s Christmas Story” 

   2) Margaret Atwood (Canada), “Happy Endings” 

   3) Clarice Lispector (Brazil), “The Fifth Story” 

   4) Jorge Luis Borges (Argentina), “The Ethnographer” 

 

Paul Auster, “Auggie Wren's Christmas Story”  

 
Paul Auster (b. 1947) is a prolific writer of fiction, including The New York Trilogy 

and 4 3 2 1. 
 
 

I heard this story from Auggie Wren. Since Auggie doesn't come off too well in it, 

at least not as well as he'd like to, he's asked me not to use his real name. Other 

than that, the whole business about the lost wallet and the blind woman and the 

Christmas dinner is just as he told it to me. Auggie and I have known each other 

for close to eleven years now. He works behind the counter of a cigar store on 

Court Street in downtown Brooklyn, and since it's the only store that carries the 

little Dutch cigars I like to smoke, I go in there fairly often. For a long time, I didn't 

give much thought to Auggie Wren. He was the strange little man who wore a 

hooded blue sweatshirt and sold me cigars and magazines, the impish, 

wisecracking character who always had something funny to say about the weather, 

the Mets or the politicians in Washington, and that was the extent of it. But then 

one day several years ago he happened to be looking through a magazine in the 

store, and he stumbled across a review of one of my books. He knew it was me 

because a photograph accompanied the review, and after that things changed 

between us. I was no longer just another customer to Auggie, I had become a 

distinguished person. Most people couldn't care less about books and writers, but it 

turned out that Auggie considered himself an artist. Now that he had cracked the 

secret of who I was, he embraced me as an ally, a confidant, a brother-in-arms. To 

tell the truth, I found it rather embarrassing. Then, almost inevitably, a moment 

came when he asked if I would be willing to look at his photographs. Given his 

enthusiasm and goodwill, there didn't seem any way I could turn him down. God 



knows what I was expecting. At the very least, it wasn't what Auggie showed me 

the next day. In a small, windowless room at the back of the store, he opened a 

cardboard box and pulled out twelve identical photo albums. This was his life's 

work, he said, and it didn't take him more than five minutes a day to do it. Every 

morning for the past twelve years, he had stood on the corner of Atlantic Avenue 

and Clinton Street at precisely seven o'clock and had taken a single color 

photograph of precisely the same view. The project now ran to more than four 

thousand photographs. Each album represented a different year, and all the pictures 

were laid out in sequence, from January 1 to December 31, with the dates carefully 

recorded under each one. As I flipped through the albums and began to study 

Auggie's work, I didn't know what to think. My first impression was that it was the 

oddest, most bewildering thing I had ever seen. All the pictures were the same. The 

whole project was a numbing onslaught of repetition, the same street and the same 

buildings over and over again, an unrelenting delirium of redundant images. I 

couldn't think of anything to say to Auggie, so I continued turning pages, nodding 

my head in feigned appreciation. Auggie himself seemed unperturbed, watching 

me with a broad smile on his face, but after he'd seen that I'd been at it for several 

minutes, he suddenly interrupted and said, "You're going too fast. You'll never get 

it if you don't slow down." He was right, of course. If you don't take the time to 

look, you'll never manage to see anything. I picked up another album and forced 

myself to go more deliberately. I paid closer attention to the details, took note of 

the shifts in weather, watched for the changing angles of light as the seasons 

advanced. Eventually I was able to detect subtle differences in the traffic flow, to 

anticipate the rhythm of the different days (the commotion of workday mornings, 

the relative stillness of weekends, the contrast between Saturdays and Sundays). 

And then, little by little, I began to recognize the faces of the people in the 

background, the passers-by on their way to work, the same people in the same spot 

every morning, living an instant of their lives in the field of Auggie's camera. Once 

I got to know them, I began to study their postures, the way they carried 

themselves from one morning to the next, trying to discover their moods from 

these surface indications, as if I could imagine stories for them, as if I could 

penetrate the invisible dramas locked inside their bodies. I picked up another 

album. I was no longer bored, no longer puzzled as I had been at first. Auggie was 

photographing time, I realized, both natural time and human time, and he was  

doing it by planting himself in one tiny corner of the world and willing it to be his 

own, by standing guard in the space he had chosen for himself. As he watched me 

pore over his work, Auggie continued to smile with pleasure. Then, almost as if 

he'd been reading my thoughts, he began to recite a line from Shakespeare. 

"Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow," he muttered under his breath, "time 

creeps on its petty pace." I understood then that he knew exactly what he was 



doing. That was more than two thousand pictures ago. Since that day, Auggie and I 

have discussed his work many times, but it was only last week that I learned how 

he acquired his camera and started taking pictures in the first place. That was the 

subject of the story he told me, and I'm still struggling to make sense of it. Earlier 

that same week, a man from the New York Times called me and asked if I would 

be willing to write a short story that would appear in the paper on Christmas 

morning. My first impulse was to say no, but the man was very charming and 

persistent, and by the end of the conversation I told him I would give it a try. The 

moment I hung up the phone, however, I fell into a deep panic. What did I know 

about Christmas? I asked myself. What did I know about writing short stories on 

commission? I spent the next several days in despair, warring with the ghosts of 

Dickens, O.Henry, and other masters of the Yuletide spirit. The very phrase 

"Christmas story" had unpleasant associations for me, evoking dreadful 

outpourings of hypocritical mush and treacle. Even at their best, Christmas stories 

were no more than wish-fulfillment dreams, fairy tales for adults, and I'd be 

damned if I'd ever allowed myself to write something like that. And yet, how could 

anyone propose to write an unsentimental Christmas story? It was a contradiction 

in terms, an impossibility, an out-and-out conundrum. One might just as well 

imagine a racehorse without legs, or a sparrow without wings. I got nowhere. On 

Thursday I went out for a long walk, hoping the air would clear my head. Just past 

noon, I stopped in at the cigar store to replenish my supply, and there was Auggie, 

standing behind the counter as always. He asked me how I was. Without really 

meaning to, I found myself unburdening my troubles to him. "A Christmas story?" 

he said after I had finished. "Is that all? If you buy me lunch, my friend, I'll tell you 

the best Christmas story you ever heard. And I guarantee that every word of it is 

true." We walked down the block to Jack's, a cramped and boisterous delicatessen 

with good pastrami sandwiches and photographs of old Dodgers teams hanging on 

the walls. We found a table in the back, ordered our food, and then Auggie 

launched into his story. "It was the summer of seventy-two," he said. "A kid came 

in one morning and started stealing things from the store. He must have been about 

nineteen or twenty, and I don't think I've ever seen a more pathetic shoplifter in my 

life. He's standing by the rack of paperbacks along the far wall and stuffing books 

into the pockets of his raincoat. It was crowded around the counter just then, so I 

didn't see him at first. But once I noticed what he was up to, I started to shout. He 

took off like a jackrabbit, and by the time I managed to get out from behind the 

counter, he was already tearing down Atlantic Avenue. I chased after him for about 

half a block, and then I gave up. He'd dropped something along the way, and since 

I didn't feel like running any more, I bent down to see what it was. "It turned out to 

be his wallet. There wasn't any money inside, but his driver's license was there 

along with three or four snapshots. I suppose I could have called the cops and had 



him arrested. I had his name and address from the license, but I felt kind of sorry 

for him. He was just a measly little punk, and once I looked at those pictures in his 

wallet, I couldn't bring myself to feel very angry at him. Robert Goodwin. That 

was his name. In one of the pictures, I remember, he was standing with his arm 

around his mother or grandmother. In another one he was sitting there at age nine 

or ten dressed in a baseball uniform with a big smile on his face. I just didn't have 

the heart. He was probably on dope now, I figured. A poor kid from Brooklyn 

without much going for him, and who cared about a couple of trashy paperbacks 

anyway?  

"So I held on to the wallet. Every once in a while I'd get a little urge to send it back 

to him, but I kept delaying and never did anything about it. Then Christmas rolls 

around and I'm stuck with nothing to do. The boss usually invites me over to his 

house to spend the day, but that year he and his family were down in Florida 

visiting relatives. So I'm sitting in my apartment that morning feeling a little sorry 

for myself, and then I see Robert Goodwin's wallet lying on a shelf in the kitchen. I 

figure what the hell, why not do something nice for once, and I put on my coat and 

go out to return the wallet in person. "The address was over in Boerum Hill, 

somewhere in the projects. It was freezing out that day, and I remember getting 

lost a few times trying to find the right building. Everything looks the same in that 

place, and you keep going over the same ground thinking you're somewhere else. 

Anyway, I finally get to the apartment I'm looking for and ring the bell. Nothing 

happens. I assume no one's there, but I try again just to make sure. I wait a little 

longer, and just when I'm about to give up, I hear someone shuffling to the door. 

An old woman's voice asks who's there, and I say I'm looking for Robert Goodwin. 

'Is that you, Robert?' the old woman says, and then she undoes about fifteen locks 

and opens the door. "She has to be at least eighty, maybe ninety years old, and the 

first thing I notice about her is that she's blind. 'I knew you'd come, Robert,' she 

says. 'I knew you wouldn't forget your Granny Ethel on Christmas.' And then she 

opens her arms as if she's about to hug me. "I didn't have much time to think, you 

understand. I had to say something real fast, and before I knew what was 

happening, I could hear the words coming out of my mouth. 'That's right, Granny 

Ethel,' I said. 'I came back to see you on Christmas.' Don't ask me why I did it. I 

don't have any idea. Maybe I didn't want to disappoint her or something, I don't 

know. It just came out that way, and then this old woman was suddenly hugging 

me there in front of the door, and I was hugging her back. "I didn't exactly say I 

was her grandson. Not in so many words, at least, but that was the implication. I 

wasn't trying to trick her, though. It was like a game we'd both decided to play - 

without having to discuss the rules. I mean, that woman knew I wasn't her 

grandson Robert. She was old and dotty, but she wasn't so far gone that she 

couldn't tell the difference between a stranger and her own flesh and blood. But it 



made her happy to pretend, and since I had nothing better to do anyway, I was 

happy to go along with her. "So we went into the apartment and spent the day 

together. The place was a real dump, I might add, but what can you expect from a 

blind woman who does her own housekeeping? Every time she asked me a 

question about how I was, I would lie to her. I told her I found a good job working 

in a cigar store, I told her I was about to get married, I told her a hundred pretty 

stories, and she made like she believed every one of them. 'That's fine, Robert,' she 

would say, nodding her head and smiling. 'I always knew things would work out 

for you.' "After a while, I started getting pretty hungry. There didn't seem to be 

much food in the house, so I went out to a store in the neighborhood and brought 

back a mess of stuff. A precooked chicken, vegetable soup, a bucket of potato 

salad, a chocolate cake, all kinds of things. Ethel had a couple of bottles of wine 

stashed in her bedroom, and so between us we managed to put together a fairly 

decent Christmas dinner. We both got a little tipsy from the wine, I remember, and 

after the meal was over we went out to sit in the living room, where the chairs were 

more comfortable. I had to take a pee, so I excused myself and went to the 

bathroom down the hall. That's where things took yet another turn. It was ditsy 

enough doing my little jig as Ethel's grandson, but what I did next was positively 

crazy, and I've never forgiven myself for it. "I go into the bathroom, and stacked up 

against the wall next to the shower, I see a pile of six or seven cameras. Brand-new 

thirty-five-millimeter cameras, still in their boxes, top-quality merchandise. I 

figure this is the work of the real Robert, a storage place for one of his recent hauls. 

I've never taken a picture in my life, and I've certainly never stolen anything, but 

the moment I see those cameras sitting in the bathroom, I decide I want one of 

them for myself. Just like that. And without even stopping to think about it, I tuck 

one of those boxes under my arm and go back to the living room.  

"I couldn't have been gone for more than three minutes, but in that time Granny 

Ethel had fallen asleep in her chair. Too much Chianti, I suppose. I went into the 

kitchen to wash the dishes, and she slept through the whole racket, snoring like a 

baby. There didn't seem any point in disturbing her, so I decided to leave. I couldn't 

even write a note to say goodbye, seeing that she was blind and all, so I just left. I 

put her grandson's wallet on the table, picked up the camera again, and walked out 

of the apartment. And that's the end of the story." "Did you ever go back to see 

her?" I asked. "Once," he said. "About three or four months later. I felt so bad 

about stealing the camera, I hadn't even used it yet. I finally made up my mind to 

return it, but Ethel wasn't there any more. I don't know what happened to her, but 

someone else had moved into the apartment, and he couldn't tell me where she 

was." "She probably died." "Yeah, probably." "Which means that she spent her last 

Christmas with you." "I guess so. I never thought of it that way." "It was a good 



deed, Auggie. It was a nice thing you did for her." "I lied to her, and then I stole 

from her. I don't see how you can call that a good deed." "You made her happy. 

And the camera was stolen anyway. It's not as if the person you took it from really 

owned it." "Anything for art, eh, Paul?" "I wouldn't say that. But at least you put 

the camera to good use." "And now you've got your Christmas story, don't you?" 

"Yes," I said. "I suppose I do." I paused for a moment, studying Auggie as a 

wicked grin spread across his face. I couldn't be sure, but the look in his eyes at 

that moment was so mysterious, so fraught with the glow of some inner delight, 

that it suddenly occurred to me that he had made the whole thing up. I was about to 

ask him if he'd been putting me on, but then I realized he'd never tell. I had been 

tricked into believing him, and that was the only thing that mattered. As long as 

there's one person to believe it, there's no story that can't be true." "You're an ace, 

Auggie," I said. "Thanks for being so helpful." "Any time," he answered, still 

looking at me with that maniacal light in his eyes. "After all, if you can't share your 

secrets with your friends, what kind of a friend are you?" "I guess I owe you one." 

"No you don't. Just put it down the way I told it to you, and you don't owe me a 

thing." "Except the lunch." "That's right. Except the lunch." I returned Auggie's 

smile with a smile of my own, and then I called out to the waiter and asked for the 

check. 

 

1. How is the story narrated? 

2. How can one describe the characterization of Auggie Wren? 

3. Of what does Auggie Wren’s collection consist? 

4. What is the narrator’s “assignment,” and how does he react to the task 

before him? 

5. What is the story that Auggie tells “Paul”? 

6. How does the element of truth come into the story? 

7. What impression might the reader have at the end of the story? 

 

 

 



 

Margaret Atwood, "Happy Endings" 

 

Margaret Atwood (b. 1939) is the author of The Handmaid’s Tale. 

 

 

John and Mary meet. 

What happens next? 

If you want a happy ending, try A. 

A. 

John and Mary fall in love and get married. They both have worthwhile and 

remunerative jobs which they find stimulating and challenging. They buy a 

charming house. Real estate values go up. Eventually, when they can afford live-in 

help, they have two children, to whom they are devoted. The children turn out 

well. John and Mary have a stimulating and challenging sex life and worthwhile 

friends They go on fun vacations together. They retire. They both have hobbies 

which they find stimulating and challenging. Eventually they die. This is the end of 

the story. 

B. 

Mary falls in love with John but John doesn't fall in love with Mary. He merely 

uses her body for selfish pleasure and ego gratification of a tepid kind. He comes 

to her apartment twice a week and she cooks him dinner, you'll notice that he 

doesn't even consider her worth the price of a dinner out, and after he's eaten 

dinner he fucks her and after that he falls asleep, while she does the dishes so he 

won't think she's untidy, having all those dirty dishes lying around, and puts on 

fresh lipstick so she'll look good when he wakes up, but when he wakes up he 

doesn't even notice, he puts on his socks and his shorts and his pants and his shirt 

and his tie and his shoes, the reverse order from the one in which he took them off. 



He doesn't take off Mary's clothes, she takes them off herself, she acts as if she's 

dying for it every time, not because she likes sex exactly, she doesn't, but she 

wants John to think she does because if they do it often enough surely he'll get 

used to her, he'll come to depend on her and they will get married, but John goes 

out the door with hardly so much as a good-night and three days later he turns up at 

six o'clock and they do the whole thing over again. 

Mary gets run-down. Crying is bad for your face, everyone knows that and so does 

Mary but she can't stop. People at work notice. Her friends tell her John is a rat, a 

pig, a dog, he isn't good enough for her, but she can't believe it. Inside John, she 

thinks, is another John, who is much nicer. This other John will emerge like a 

butterfly from a cocoon, a Jack from a box, a pit from a prune, if the first John is 

only squeezed enough. One evening John complains about the food. He has never 

complained about her food before. Mary is hurt. 

Her friends tell her they've seen him in a restaurant with another woman, whose 

name is Madge. It's not even Madge that finally gets to Mary: it's the restaurant. 

John has never taken Mary to a restaurant. Mary collects all the sleeping pills and 

aspirins she can find, and takes them and a half a bottle of sherry. You can see 

what kind of a woman she is by the fact that it's not even whiskey. She leaves a 

note for John. She hopes he'll discover her and get her to the hospital in time and 

repent and then they can get married, but this fails to happen and she dies.  

John marries Madge and everything continues as in A. 

C. 

John, who is an older man, falls in love with Mary, and Mary, who is only twenty-

two, feels sorry for him because he's worried about his hair falling out. She sleeps 

with him even though she's not in love with him. She met him at work. She's in 

love with someone called James, who is twenty-two also and not yet ready to settle 

down. 

John on the contrary settled down long ago: this is what is bothering him. John has 

a steady, respectable job and is getting ahead in his field, but Mary isn't impressed 

by him, she's impressed by James, who has a motorcycle and a fabulous record 

collection. But James is often away on his motorcycle, being free. Freedom isn't 



the same for girls, so in the meantime Mary spends Thursday evenings with John. 

Thursdays are the only days John can get away. 

John is married to a woman called Madge and they have two children, a charming 

house which they bought just before the real estate values went up, and hobbies 

which they find stimulating and challenging, when they have the time. John tells 

Mary how important she is to him, but of course he can't leave his wife because a 

commitment is a commitment. He goes on about this more than is necessary and 

Mary finds it boring, but older men can keep it up longer so on the whole she has a 

fairly good time. 

One day James breezes in on his motorcycle with some top-grade California hybrid 

and James and Mary get higher than you'd believe possible and they climb into 

bed. Everything becomes very underwater, but along comes John, who has a key to 

Mary's apartment. He finds them stoned and entwined. He's hardly in any position 

to be jealous, considering Madge, but nevertheless he's overcome with despair. 

Finally he's middle-aged, in two years he'll be as bald as an egg and he can't stand 

it. He purchases a handgun, saying he needs it for target practice--this is the thin 

part of the plot, but it can be dealt with later--and shoots the two of them and 

himself. Madge, after a suitable period of mourning, marries an understanding man 

called Fred and everything continues as in A, but under different names. 

D. 

Fred and Madge have no problems. They get along exceptionally well and are 

good at working out any little difficulties that may arise. But their charming house 

is by the seashore and one day a giant tidal wave approaches. Real estate values go 

down. The rest of the story is about what caused the tidal wave and how they 

escape from it. They do, though thousands drown, but Fred and Madge are virtuous 

and grateful, and continue as in A. 

E. 

Yes, but Fred has a bad heart. The rest of the story is about how kind and 

understanding they both are until Fred dies. Then Madge devotes herself to charity 

work until the end of A. If you like, it can be "Madge," "cancer," "guilty and 

confused," and "bird watching." 



F. 

If you think this is all too bourgeois, make John a revolutionary and Mary a 

counterespionage agent and see how far that gets you. Remember, this is Canada. 

You'll still end up with A, though in between you may get a lustful brawling saga 

of passionate involvement, a chronicle of our times, sort of. 

You'll have to face it, the endings are the same however you slice it. Don't be 

deluded by any other endings, they're all fake, either deliberately fake, with 

malicious intent to deceive, or just motivated by excessive optimism if not by 

downright sentimentality. 

The only authentic ending is the one provided here: 

John and Mary die. John and Mary die. John and Mary die. 

So much for endings. Beginnings are always more fun. True connoisseurs, 

however, are known to favor the stretch in between, since it's the hardest to do 

anything with. 

That's about all that can be said for plots, which anyway are just one thing after 

another, a what and a what and a what. 

Now try How and Why. 

 

1. How is the story structured? 

2. What does the structure signify? 

3. What is the point made in this story? 

4. What impression might the reader have on reflection of this story? 

 

 



 

Clarice Lispector, “The Fifth Story”  
 
 
Clarice Lispector (born 1920, Chechelnyk, Ukraine, Russian Empire—died 1977, 

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil), novelist and short-story writer, one of Brazil’s most 

important literary figures, who is considered to be among the greatest women 

writers of the 20th century. One of her most notable novels in A hora da estela 

[The Hour of the Star]. “The Fifth Story” was first published in 1964.  

 
 
 
This story could be called “The Statues.” Another possible title would be “The 

Killing.” Or even “How to Kill Cockroaches.” So I shall tell at least three stories, 

all of them true, because none of the three will contradict the others. Although they 

constitute one story, they could become a thousand and one, were I to be granted a 

thousand and one nights. The first story, “How to Kill Cockroaches,” begins like 

this: I was complaining about the cockroaches. A woman heard me complain. She 

gave me a recipe for killing them. I was to mix together equal quantities of sugar, 

flour and gypsum. The flour and sugar would attract the cockroaches, the gypsum 

would dry up their insides. I followed her advice. The cockroaches died. The next 

story is really the first, and it is called “The Killing.” It begins like this: I was 

complaining about the cockroaches. A woman heard me complain. The recipe 

follows. And then the killing takes place. The truth is that I had only complained in 

abstract terms about the cockroaches, for they were not even mine: they belonged 

to the ground floor and climbed up the pipes in the building into our apartment. It 

was only when I prepared the mixture that they also became mine. On our behalf, 

therefore, I began to measure and weigh ingredients with greater concentration. A 

vague loathing had taken possession of me, a sense of outrage. By day, the 

cockroaches were invisible, and no one would believe in the evil secret which 

eroded such a tranquil household. But if the cockroaches, like evil secrets, slept by 

day, there I was preparing their nightly poison. Meticulous, eager, I prepared the 

elixir of prolonged death. An angry fear and my own evil secret guided me. Now I 

coldly wanted one thing only: to kill every cockroach in existence. Cockroaches 

climb up the pipes while weary people sleep. And now the recipe was ready, 

looking so white. As if I were dealing with cockroaches as cunning as myself, I 

carefully spread the powder until it looked like part of the surface dust. From my 

bed, in the silence of the apartment, I imagined them climbing up one by one into 

https://www.britannica.com/place/Ukraine
https://www.britannica.com/place/Rio-de-Janeiro-Brazil


the kitchen where darkness slept, a solitary towel alert on the clothes-line. I awoke 

hours later, startled at having overslept. It was beginning to grow light. I walked 

across the kitchen. There they lay on the floor of the scullery, huge and brittle. 

During the night I had killed them. On our behalf, it was beginning to grow light. 

On a nearby hill, a cockerel crowed. The third story which now begins is called 

“The Statues.” It begins by saying that I had been complaining about the 

cockroaches . Then the same woman appears on the scene. And so it goes on to the 

point where I awake as it is beginning to grow light, and I awake still feeling 

sleepy and I walk across the kitchen. Even more sleepy is the scullery floor with its 

tiled perspective. And in the shadows of dawn, there is a purplish hue which 

distances everything; at my feet, I perceive patches of light and shade, scores of 

rigid statues scattered everywhere. The cockroaches that have hardened from core 

to shell. Some are lying upside down. Others arrested in the midst of some 

movement that will never be completed. In the mouths of some of the cockroaches, 

there are traces of white powder. I am the first to observe the dawn breaking over 

Pompei. I know what this night has been, I know about the orgy in the dark. In 

some, the gypsum has hardened as slowly as in some organic process, and the 

cockroaches, with ever more tortuous movements, have greedily intensified the 

night’s pleasures, trying to escape from their insides. Until they turn to stone, in 

innocent terror and with such, but such an expression of pained reproach. Others—

suddenly assailed by their own core, without even having perceived that their inner 

form was turning to stone!—these are suddenly crystallized, just like a word 

arrested on someone’s lips: I love . . . The cockroaches, invoking the name of love 

in vain, sang on a summer’s night. While the cockroach over there, the one with 

the brown antennae smeared with white, must have realized too late that it had 

become mummified precisely because it did not know how to use things with the 

gratuitous grace of the in vain: “It is just that I looked too closely inside myself! it 

is just that I looked too closely inside . . .”—from my frigid height as a human 

being, I watch the destruction of a world. Dawn breaks. Here and there, the 

parched antennae of dead cockroaches quiver in the breeze. The cockerel from the 

previous story crows. The fourth story opens a new era in the household. The story 

begins as usual: I was complaining about the cockroaches. It goes on up to the 

point when I see the statues in plaster of Paris. Inevitably dead. I look towards the 

pipes where this same night an infestation will reappear, swarming slowly upwards 

in Indian file. Should I renew the lethal sugar every night? like someone who no 

longer sleeps without the avidity of some rite. And should I take myself 

somnambulant out to the terrace early each morning ? in my craving to encounter 

the statues which my perspiring night has erected. I trembled with depraved 

pleasure at the vision of my double existence as a witch. I also trembled at the sight 

of that hardening gypsum, the depravity of existence which would shatter my 



internal form. The grim moment of choosing between two paths, which I thought 

would separate, convinced that any choice would mean sacrificing either myself or 

my soul. I chose. And today I secretly carry a plaque of virtue in my heart: “This 

house has been disinfected.” The fifth story is called “Leibnitz and The 

Transcendence of Love in Polynesia”. . . It begins like this: I was complaining 

about the cockroaches. 

 

 

 

1. How does the narrating “I” present the story? 

2. What seems to be the message of the story? 

3. What is the tone of the story? 

4. Are there point of contact between Clarice Lispector’s story and Margaret 

Atwood’s “Happy Endings”? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Jorge Luis Borges, “The Ethnographer” 

 

Jorge Luis Borges (Argentina, 1899-1986) is arguable the most influential Latin 

American writer of the twentieth century. He wrote poetry, but his major 

innovations come in his short stories, which have tremendous importance in 

themselves and in the ways in which they inspired other writers, notably novelists. 

 

 

I was told about the case in Texas, but it had happened in another state. It has a 

single protagonist (though in every story there are thousands of protagonists, 

visible and invisible, alive and dead). The man's name, I believe, was Fred 

Murdock. He was tall, as Americans are; his hair was neither blond nor dark, his 

features were sharp, and he spoke very little. There was nothing singular about 

him, not even that feigned singularity that young men affect. He was naturally 

respectful, and he distrusted neither books nor the men and women who write 

them. He was at that age when a man doesn't yet know who he is, and so is ready 

to throw himself into whatever chance puts in his way — Persian mysticism or the 

unknown origins of Hungarian, the hazards of war or algebra, Puritanism or orgy. 

At the university, an adviser had interested him in Amerindian languages. Certain 

esoteric rites still survived in certain tribes out West; one of his professors, an older 

man, suggested that he go live on a reservation, observe the rites, and discover the 

secret revealed by the medicine men to the initiates. When he came back, he would 

have his dissertation, and the university authorities would see that it was published. 

Murdock leaped at the suggestion. One of his ancestors had died in the frontier 

wars; that bygone conflict of his race was now a link. He must have foreseen the 

difficulties that lay ahead for him; he would have to convince the red men to accept 

him as one of their own. He set out upon the long adventure. He lived for more 

than two years on the prairie, sometimes sheltered by adobe walls and sometimes 

in the open. He rose before dawn, went to bed at sundown, and came to dream in a 

language that was not that of his fathers. He conditioned his palate to harsh flavors, 

he covered himself with strange clothing, he forgot his friends and the city, he 

came to think in a fashion that the logic of his mind rejected. During the first few 

months of his new education, he secretly took notes; later, he tore the notes up — 

perhaps to avoid drawing suspicion upon himself, perhaps because he no longer 



needed them. After a period of time (determined upon in advance by certain 

practices, both spiritual and physical), the priest instructed Murdock to start 

remembering his dreams, and to recount them to him at daybreak each morning. 

The young man found that on nights of the full moon he dreamed of buffalo. He 

reported these recurrent dreams to his teacher; the teacher at last revealed to him 

the tribe's secret doctrine. One morning, without saying a word to anyone, 

Murdock left.  

In the city, he was homesick for those first evenings on the prairie when, long ago, 

he had been homesick for the city. He made his way to his professor's office and 

told him that he knew the secret, but had resolved not to reveal it.  

"Are you bound by your oath?" the professor asked.  

"That's not the reason," Murdock replied. "I learned something out there that I can't 

express."  

"The English language may not be able to communicate it," the professor 

suggested.  

"That's not it, sir. Now that I possess the secret, I could tell it in a hundred different 

and even contradictory ways. I don't know how to tell you this, but the secret is 

beautiful, and science, our science, seems mere frivolity to me now."  

After a pause he added: "And anyway, the secret is not as important as the paths 

that led me to it. Each person has to walk those paths himself."  

The professor spoke coldly: "I will inform the committee of your decision. Are you 

planning to live among the Indians?"  

"No," Murdock answered. "I may not even go back to the prairie. What the men of 

the prairie taught me is good anywhere and for any circumstances."  

That was the essence of their conversation.  

Fred married, divorced, and is now one of the librarians at Yale.  

 

Translated by Andrew Hurley 

 



 

 

1. How did the narrator come to hear of Fred Murdock? 

2. How is Murdock portrayed? 

3. What does the professor propose to Murdock? 

4. How does Murdock live during his two years in the prairie? 

5. What is Murdock’s important decision? 

6. How can one interpret the gaps in the story? 

7. What is the significance of the last sentence of the story? 

 

 

 

 

 


