










1022 I JORGE LUIS BORGES

From the rear of the house within a lantern approached: a lantern that the
trces sometimes striped and sometimes eclipsed, a papcr lantern that had
the form of a drum and the color of the moon. A tall man bore it. I didn't see
his face for the light blinded me. He opened the door and said slowly, in my
own language: "I see that the pious r-rsi P'eng persists in correcting my soli
tude. You no doubt wish to see the garden?"

I recognized the name of one of our consuls and I replied, disconcerted,
"The garden?"

"The garden of forking paths."
Sometrung stirred in my memory and I ultered with incomprehensible

certainty, ''The garden of my ancestur Ts'ui Pen."
''Your ancestor? Your illustrious ancestor? Come in."
The damp path zigzagged like those of my childhood. We came to a library

of Eastern and Western books. I recognized bound in yellow silk several vol
umes of the Lost Encyclopedia, edited by the Third Emperor of the Lumi
nous Dynasty but never printed. I The record on the phonograph revolved
next to a bronze phoenix. I also recall a famille TOse2 vase and another, many
centuries older, of that shade of blue which our craftsmen cppied from the
potters of Persia ...

Stephen Albert observed me with a smile. He was, as I have said, very tall,
sharp-featured, with gray eyes and a gray beard. He told me that he had
been a missionary in Tientsin "before aspiring to become a Sinologist."

We sat down-Ion a long, low divan, he with his back to the window and
a tall circular clock. I calculated that my pursuer, Richard Madden, could
not arrive for at least an hour. My irrevocable determination could wait.

"An astounding fate, that of Ts'ui Pen," Stephen Albert said. "Governor of
his native province, learned in astronomy, in astrology and in the tireless
interpretation of the canonical books, chess player, famous poet and
calligrapher-he abandoned all this in order to compose a book and a maze.
He renounced the pleasures of both tyranny and justice, of his populous
couch, of his banquets and even of erudition-all to close himself up for
thirteen years in the Pavilion of the Limpid Solitude. When he died, rus
heirs found nothing save chaotic manuscripts. His family, as you may be
aware, wished to condemn them to the fire; but his executor-a Taoist or
Buddhist monk-insisted on their publication."

"We descendants of Ts'ui Pen," I replied, "continue to curse that monk.
Their publication was senseless. The book is an indeterminate heap of con
tradictory drafts. I examined it once: in the third chapter the hero dies, in
the fourth he is alive. As for the other undertaking of Ts'ui Pen, rus
labyrinth ..."

"Here is Ts'ui pen's labyrinth," he said, indicating a tall lacquered desk.
"An ivory labyrinth!" I exclaimed. "A minimum labyrinth."
"A labyrinth of symbols," he corrected. "An im~sible labyrinth of time. To

me, a barbarous Englishman, has been entrusted the revelation of trus
diaphanous mystery. After more than a hundred years, the details are irre-

I. The Yung·lo emperor uf the Ming ("bright") Dynasty commissioned a ml.lssi"e encyclopedia betwe~n
1403 and 1408. A single copy of the 11,095 manuscript volumes was made in the mid·1500s; the original
was later destroyed, and only 370 volumes of the copy rcmuin today. 2. Pink family (French); refers to
a Chinese decorative enamel ranging in color frolll an opaque pink to purplish rose. Famille rose pouer)'
was at ics best during the reign ofYung Chi!n (1723-1735).
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trievable; but it is not hard to conjecture what happened. Ts'ui Pen must
have said once: I am withdrawing to write a book. And another time: I am
withdrawing to construct a labyrinth. Everyone imagined two works; to no
one did it occur that the book and the maze were one and the same thing.
The Pavilion of the Limpid Solitude stood in the center of a garden that was
perhaps intricate; that circumstance could have suggested to the heirs a
physical labyrinth. Ts'ui Pen died; no one in the vast territories that were his
came upon the labyrinth; the confusion of the novel suggested to me that it
was the maze. Two circumstances gave me the correct solution of the prob
lem. One: the curious legend that Ts'ui Pen had planned to create a
labyrinth which would be strictly infinite. The other: a fragment of a letter r
discovered."

Albert rose. He turned his back on me for a moment; he opened a drawer
of the black and gold desk. He faced me and in his hands he held a sheet of
paper that had once been crimson, but was now pink and tenuous and cross
sectioned. The fame of Ts'ui pen as a calligrapher had been. justly won. I
read, uncomprehendingly and with fervor, these words written with a
minute brush by a man of my blood: [leave to the various futures (net to all)
my garden offorking paths. Wordlessly, I returned the sheet. Albert continued:

"Before unearthing this letter, I had questioned myself about the ways in
which a book can be infinite. I could think of nothing other than a cyclic
volume, a circular one. A book whose last page was identical with the first, a
book which had the possibility of continuing indefinitely. I remembered too
that night wruch is at the middle of the Thousand and One Nights when
Scheherazade3 (through a magical oversight of the copyist) begins to relate
word for word the story of the Thousand and One Nights, establishing the
risk of coming once again to the night when she must repeat it, and thus on
to infinity. I imagined as well a Platonic, hereditary work, transmitted from
father to son, in which each new individual adds a chapter or corrects with
pious care the pages of his elders. These conjectures diverted me; but none
seemed to correspond, not even remotely, to the contradictory chapters of
Ts'ui Pen. In the midst of this perplexity, I received from Oxford the manu
script you have examined. I lingered, naturally, on the sentence: [ leave to
the various futures (not to all) my garden offorking paths. Almost instantly, J
understood: 'The garden of forking paths' was the chaotic novel; the phrase
'the various futures (not to all)' suggested to me the forking in time, not in
space. A broad rereading of the work confirmed the theory. In all fictional
works, each time a man is confronted with several alternatives, he chooses
one and eliminates the others; in the fiction of Ts'ui Pen, he chooses
Simultaneously-all of them. He creates, in this way, diverse futures, diverse
times which themselves also proliferate and fork. Here, then, is the explana
tion of the novel's contradictions. Fang, let us say, has a secret; a stranger
calls at his door; Fang resolves to kill him. Naturally, there are several possi
ble outcomes: Fang can kill the intruder, the intruder can kill Fang, they
both can escape, they both can die, and so forth. In the work of Ts'ui Pen,
aU possible outcomes occur; each one is the point of departure for other
forkings. Sometimes, the paths of this labyrinth converge: for example, you

3. The narrator of the collection also known as the Arabian Nights, 1,001 tales supposedly told by
Scheherozade to her husband, Shohrayar. king of Samarkand, to postpone her ell~ution.




