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Introduction





The essays and papers in this collection were written during the time when the arts of reading and the status of a text have come under pressure. Movements such as ‘critical theory’, ‘post-structuralism’, ‘deconstruction’ and ‘post-modernism’, have diversely put in doubt the relations, as these were classically conceived, between words and meaning. They have decomposed not only the notion of an author’s intentions in regard to what he seeks to signify, but the ascertainable identity of any such auctoritas or creative individuality. ‘Deconstruction’ in particular negates the possibility of any verifiable ‘final sense’, however difficult to make out, however much dependent on historical consensus, in written discourse. ‘Meaning’ is no more than a momentary play of interpretative possibilities, dissolving into self-subversion in the very moment of illusory decipherment. ‘Texts’ are contingent ‘pre-texts’ for infinite, ultimately arbitrary appropriations, none of which can aspire to the privilege of truth. In some ways, these strategies of dissemination (which have their source, to a large extent, in the rebellion against the millennial imposition of the written, legislative and inspired word in Judaism) are nihilistic. They tell of an epilogue in our unnerved culture. In another sense, they are, consciously or not, an often seductive, paradoxically ‘reconstructive’ exercise aimed at restoring to literary studies and hermeneutics a lost passion, a lost intellectual challenge.


The second major pressure is now technical. The revolution in the generation, communication and conservation of semantic material brought on by computers, by planetary electronic exchanges, by ‘cyber-space’ and (soon) ‘virtual reality’ is far more radical and comprehensive than was that initiated by Gutenberg. It is today fairly evident that the book as we have known it since the scrolls of the pre-Socratics will survive in only a more or less specialized format and function. Increasingly, printed and bound books will be instruments of scholarship, of local and specific distribution (‘home-electronic production’ and ‘publication’ is already available) and of luxury. As were illuminated manuscripts – these were surprisingly numerous – after the invention of printing. Mass culture, the economics of personal space and time, the erosion of privacy, the systematic suppression of silence in technological consumer cultures, the eviction of memory (of learning by heart) from schooling, entail the eclipse of the acts of reading, of the book itself. Nostalgic pathos and lament would be fatuous. Developments on this historical-social scale bring both loss and gain, destruction and opportunity. An immensity of oral and pictorial ‘counter-literacy’ preceded and has always surrounded the essentially western, Hebraic-Hellenic centrality and prestige of the Logos, of the revealed and established word. The western world, after 1914, is in an obvious condition of crisis. Inhumanities, briefly and regionally contained, have reasserted their perennial, instinctual force. Paradoxically, the new agencies of instantaneous, open-ended communication, of ‘interface’ between text and recipient, may prove more resistant to despotism, obscurantism and the inhuman.




*





Returning to issues I raised in ‘The Retreat from the Word’ (1961), the opening essays in this book try to define an act of reading in the classical mould and to elicit the theological-metaphysical presuppositions in such an act (the implicit ‘real presences’). With intended banality, this attempt at definition is then brought to bear on three archetypal, foundational language-acts in our civilization: the Hebrew Bible, Homer and Shakespeare. Further examples of ‘applied reading’ follow: in reference to Kierkegaard and to Kafka and to that most creative mode of reading which is poetic translation.


Of all my work, ‘The Archives of Eden’ provoked the bitterest rebuke and dismissal. The intuition behind it may indeed prove myopic. If I include it here, it is because it points to the essential differences between a ‘classical’ and a ‘modernist-egalitarian’ ideal of quality in the life of the mind. Europe and North America are, in crucial ways, increasingly distant from each other. It may be that this essay retains some use as an instance of ‘mistranslation’.


To inquire into the status of ‘the book’ and into the enigma of revelation in language is to touch persistently on Judaism and its tragic destiny. This leitmotif is already apparent in the papers on Péguy, Simone Weil and Husserl. It becomes manifest in the concluding essays. More and more, the question is that of the legacy of Jerusalem and Athens, of Hebraic and Hellenic ‘textuality’. The interactions between these two worlds of spirit have given us our western identity and the riches of our moral-intellectual condition. But these interactions also contained seeds of disaster. There are overlaps and reiterations in the concluding essays. Via analogies and contrarieties between Socrates and Christ, between nascent Christianity and its Jewish origins, I attempt to ask certain questions also of the future. It will not, I believe, be possible for European culture to regain its inward energies, its self-respect, so long as Christendom is not made answerable to its own seminal role in the preparation of the Shoah (the Holocaust); so long as it does not hold itself to account for its cant and impotence when European history stood at midnight. In one perspective, such questions are of another dimension than those which pertain to literacy. In another, they are inseparable. It is my hope that this often close-knit collection will make this clear.




*





A number of these texts first appeared in Salmagundi, which seems to me the most scrupulous and trustworthy of ‘little magazines’. Much of this book belongs to its editors, Robert and Peggy Boyers. Once again, the verve and acumen of Elda Southern have proved invaluable. If I sense something of the inspiring menace of the imminent age of CD-ROMs and ‘internets’, this is owing to the cheery rebukes offered to his antediluvian father (I do use a fountain-pen) by my son David.


Those to whom No Passion Spent is dedicated would not wish me to say more. Their generosity of heart and mind, their informed joy in so many of the works of language and of art and of music I refer to, have opened worlds for me. Often, they are a reinsurance on hope.


G.S.


Cambridge/Oxford, 1995 

















The Uncommon Reader





Chardin’s Le Philosophe lisant was completed on 4 December 1734. It is thought to be a portrait of the painter Aved, a friend of Chardin’s. The subject and the pose, a man or a woman reading a book open on a table, are frequent. They form almost a sub-genre of domestic interiors. Chardin’s composition has antecedents in medieval illuminations where the figure of St Jerome or some other reader is itself illustrative of the text which it illumines. The theme remains popular until well into the nineteenth century (witness Courbet’s celebrated study of Baudelaire reading or the various readers depicted by Daumier). But the motif of le lecteur or la lectrice seemed to have enjoyed particular prevalence during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and constitutes a link, of which Chardin’s whole output was representative, between the great age of Dutch interiors and the treatment of domestic subjects in the French classical manner. Of itself, therefore, and in its historical context, Le Philosophe lisant embodies a common topic conventionally handled (though by a master). Considered in respect of our own time and codes of feeling, however, this ‘ordinary’ statement points, in almost every detail and principle of meaning, to a revolution of values.


Consider first the reader’s garb. It is unmistakably formal, even ceremonious. The furred cloak and hat suggest brocade, a suggestion borne out by the matt but aureate sheen of the coloration. Though clearly at home, the reader is ‘coiffed’ – an archaic word which does convey the requisite note of almost heraldic ceremony (that the shape and treatment of the furred bonnet most likely derive from Rembrandt is a point of mainly art-historical interest). What matters is the emphatic elegance, the sartorial deliberation of the moment. The reader does not meet the book casually or in disarray. He is dressed for the occasion, a proceeding which directs our attention to the construct of values and sensibility which includes both ‘vestment’ and ‘investment’. The primary quality of the act, of the reader’s self-investiture before the act of reading, is one of cortesia, a term rendered only imperfectly by ‘courtesy’. Reading, here, is no haphazard, unpremeditated motion. It is a courteous, almost a courtly encounter, between a private person and one of those ‘high guests’ whose entrance into mortal houses is evoked by Hölderlin in his hymn ‘As on a festive day’ and by Coleridge in one of the most enigmatic glosses he appended to The Rime of the Ancient Mariner. The reader meets the book with a courtliness of heart (that is what cortesia signifies), with a courtliness, a scruple of welcome and entertainment of which the russet sleeve, possibly of velvet or velveteen, and the furred cloak and bonnet are the external symbols.


The fact that the reader is wearing a hat is of distinct resonance. Ethnographers have yet to tell us what general meanings apply to the distinctions between those religious and ritual practices which demand that the participant be covered, and those in which he is bare-headed. In both the Hebraic and the Graeco-Roman traditions, the worshipper, the consultant of the oracle, the initiate when he approaches the sacred text or augury, is covered. So is Chardin’s reader, as if to make evident the numinous character of his access to, of his encounter with, the book. Discreetly – and it is at this point that the echo of Rembrandt may be pertinent – the furred bonnet suggests the headdress of the kabbalist or Talmudic scholar when he seeks the flame of the spirit in the momentary fixity of the letter. Taken together with the furred robe, the reader’s bonnet implies precisely those connotations of ceremony of intellect, of the mind’s tensed apprehension of meaning, which induce Prospero to put on courtly raiment before he opens his magic books.


Observe next the hourglass beside the reader’s right elbow. Again, we are looking at a conventional motif, but one so charged with meaning that an exhaustive commentary would nearly comprise a history of the western sense of invention and of death. As Chardin places it, the hourglass declares the relationship of time and the book. The sand sifts rapidly through the narrow of the hourglass (a sifting whose tranquil finality Hopkins invokes at a key point in the mortal turbulence of ‘The Wreck of the Deutschland’). But at the same time, the text endures. The reader’s life is measured in hours; that of the book, in millennia. This is the triumphant scandal first proclaimed by Pindar: ‘When the city I celebrate shall have perished, when the men to whom I sing shall have vanished into oblivion, my words shall endure’. It is the conceit to which Horace’s exegi monumentum gave canonic expression and which culminates in Mallarmé’s hyperbolic supposition that the object of the universe is le Livre, the final book, the text that transcends time. Marble crumbles, bronze decays, but written words – seemingly the most fragile of media – survive. They survive their begetters – Flaubert cried out against the paradox whereby he lay dying like a dog whereas that ‘whore’ Emma Bovary, his creature, sprung of lifeless letters scratched on a piece of paper, continued alive. So far, only books have circumvented death and have fulfilled what Paul Éluard defined as the artist’s central compulsion: le dure désir de durer (indeed, books can even survive themselves, leapfrogging out of the shadow of their own initial being: there are vital translations of languages long extinct). In Chardin’s painting, the hourglass, itself a twofold form with its iconic suggestion of the torus or figure eight of infinity, modulates exactly and ironically between the vita brevis of the reader and the ars longa of his book. As he reads, his own existence ebbs. His reading is a link in the chain of performative continuity which underwrites – a term worth returning to – the survivance of the read text.


But even as the shape of the hourglass is a binary one, its import is dialectical. The sand falling through the glass tells both of the time-defying nature of the written word and of how little time there is in which to read. Even the most obsessed of bookmen can read only a minute fraction of the world’s totality of texts. He is no true reader, no philosophe lisant, who has not experienced the reproachful fascination of the great shelves of unread books, of the libraries at night of which Borges is the fabulist. He is no reader who has not heard, in his inward ear, the call of the hundreds of thousands, of the millions of volumes which stand in the stacks of the British Library or of Widener asking to be read. For there is in each book a gamble against oblivion, a wager against silence, which can be won only when the book is opened again (but in contrast to man, the book can wait centuries for the hazard of resurrection). Every authentic reader, in the sense of Chardin’s delineation, carries within him a nagging weight of omission, of the shelves he has hurried past, of the books whose spine his fingers have brushed across in blind haste. I have, a dozen times, slunk by Sarpi’s leviathan history of the Council of Trent (one of the pivotal works in the development of western religious-political argument); or the opera omnia of Nikolai Hartmann in their stately binding; I shall never manage the sixteen thousand pages of Amiel’s (profoundly interesting) journal currently being published. There is so little time in ‘the library that is the universe’ (Borges’s Mallarméen phrase). But the unopened books call to us none the less, in a summoning as noiseless but insistent as is the sift of the sand in the hourglass. That the hourglass is a traditional prop of Death in western art and allegory points up the twofold signification of Chardin’s composition: the afterlife of the book, the brevity of the life of man without whom the book lies buried. To repeat: the interactions of meaning between hourglass and book are such as to comprehend much of our inner history.


Note next the three metal discs in front of the book. Almost certainly these are bronze medals or medallions used to weigh down, to keep smooth the page (in folios, pages tend to wrinkle and lift at their corners). It is not, I think, fanciful to think of these medallions as bearing portraits or heraldic devices or mottoes, this being the natural function of the numismatic arts from antiquity to the commemorative coinage or medallions struck today. In the eighteenth century, as in the Renaissance, the sculptor or engraver used these small circumferences to concentrate, to make incisive in the literal sense, a celebration of civic or military renown, to give to a moral-mythological allegory lapidary, enduring pronouncement. Thus we find, in Chardin’s painting, the presentment of a second major semantic code. The medallion also is a text. It may date from or recompose words and images of high antiquity. Bronze relief or engraving defies the mordant envy of time. It is stamped with meaning as is the book. It may have returned to the light, as do inscriptions, papyri, Dead Sea Scrolls, from a long sojourn in the dark. This lapidary textuality is perfectly rendered in the eleventh of Geoffrey Hill’s Mercian Hymns:




Coins handsome as Nero’s; of good substance and weight. Offa Rex resonant in silver, and the names of his moneyers. They struck with accountable tact. They could alter the king’s face.




 





Exactness of design was to deter imitation; mutilation if that failed. Exemplary metal, ripe for commerce. Value from a sparse people, scrapers of salt-pans and byres.





But the ‘exemplary metal’, whose weight, whose literal gravity, keeps down the crinkling, fragile page, is itself, as Ovid said, ephemeral, of brief durance, as compared with the words on the page. Exegi monumentum: ‘I have reared a monument more lasting than bronze’ says the poet (remember Pushkin’s matchless reprise of Horace’s tag), and by placing the medals before the book Chardin exactly invokes the antique wonder and paradox of the longevity of the word.


This longevity is affirmed by the book itself, which provides the painting with its compositional centre and light-focus. It is a bound folio, in a garb which subtly counterpoints that of the reader. Its format and physique are those of stateliness (in Chardin’s period, it is more than likely that a folio-volume would have been bound for its proprietor, that it would have carried his device). It is no object for the pocket or the airport lounge. The posture of the other folio behind the hourglass suggests that the reader is perusing a multi-volume work. Serious work may well run to several tomes (the eight volumes, unread, of Sorel’s great diplomatic history of Europe and the French Revolution haunt me). Another folio looms behind the lecteur’s right shoulder. The constituent values and habits of sensibility are patent: they entail massiveness of format, a private library, the commissioning and subsequent conservation of binding, the life of the letter in a canonic guise.


Immediately in front of the medals and hourglass, we observe the reader’s quill. Verticality and the play of light on the feathers emphasize the compositional and substantive role of the object. The quill crystallizes the primary obligation of response. It defines reading as action. To read well is to answer the text, to be answerable to the text, ‘answerability’ comprising the crucial elements of response and of responsibility. To read well is to enter into answerable reciprocity with the book being read; it is to embark on total exchange (‘ripe for commerce’ says Geoffrey Hill). The dual compaction of light on the page and on the reader’s cheek enacts Chardin’s perception of the primal fact: to read well is to be read by that which we read. It is to be answerable to it. The obsolete word ‘responsion’, signifying, as it still does at Oxford, the process of examination and reply, may be used to shorthand the several and complex stages of active reading inherent in the quill.


The quill is used to set down marginalia. Marginalia are the immediate indices of the reader’s response to the text, of the dialogue between the book and himself. They are the active tracers of the inner speech-current – laudatory, ironic, negative, augmentative – which accompanies the process of reading. Marginalia may, in extent and density of organization, come to rival the text itself, crowding not only the margin proper but the top and bottom of the page and the interlinear spaces. In our great libraries, there are counter libraries constituted by the marginalia and marginalia on marginalia which successive generations of true readers stenographed, coded, scribbled or set down with elaborate flourishes alongside, above, below and between the horizontals of the printed text. Often, marginalia are the hinges of aesthetic doctrine and intellectual history (look at Racine’s copy of Euripides). Indeed, they may embody a major act of authorship, as do Coleridge’s marginalia, soon to be published.


Annotation may well occur in the margin, but it is of a different cast. Marginalia pursue an impulsive, perhaps querulous discourse or disputation with the text. Annotations, often numbered, will tend to be of a more formal, collaborative character. They will, where possible, be made at the bottom of the page. They will elucidate this or that point in the text; they will cite parallel or subsequent authorities. The writer of marginalia is, incipiently, the rival of his text; the annotator is its servant.


This service finds its most exacting and necessary expression in the use of the reader’s quill to correct and emend. He who passes over printing errors without correcting them is no mere philistine: he is a perjurer of spirit and sense. It may well be that in a secular culture the best way to define a condition of grace is to say that it is one in which one leaves uncorrected neither literal nor substantive errata in the texts one reads and hands on to those who come after us. If God, as Aby Warburg affirmed, ‘lies in the detail’, faith lies in the correction of misprints. Emendation, the epigraphical, prosodic, stylistic reconstitution of a valid text in the place of a spurious one, is an infinitely more taxing craft. As A. E. Housman professed in his paper on ‘The Application of Thought to Textual Criticism’ of 1922, ‘this science and this art require more in the learner than a simply receptive mind; and indeed the truth is that they cannot be taught at all: criticus nascitur, non fit’. The conjunction of learning and sensitivity, of empathy with the original and imaginative scruple which produce a just emendation is, as Housman went on to say, of the rarest order. The stakes are high and ambiguous: Theobald may have won immortality when he suggested that Falstaff died ‘babbling of green fields’ – but is the emendation correct? The twentieth-century textual editor who has substituted ‘brightness fell from her hair’ for Thomas Nashe’s ‘brightness falls from the air’ may be correct, but he is, surely, of the damned.


With his quill le philosophe lisant will transcribe from the book he is reading. The excerpts he makes can vary from the briefest of quotations to voluminous transcriptions. The multiplication and dissemination of written material after Gutenberg in fact increases the extent and variousness of personal transcription. The sixteenth-and seventeenth-century clerk or gentleman takes down in his hornbook, commonplace book, personal florilegium or breviary the maxims, ‘taffeta phrases’, sententiae, exemplary turns of elocution and tropes from classical and contemporary masters. Montaigne’s essays are a living weave of echoes and citations. Until late into the nineteenth century – a fact borne witness to by the recollections of men and women as diverse as John Henry Newman, Abraham Lincoln, George Eliot or Carlyle – it is customary for the young and for committed readers throughout their lives to transcribe lengthy political orations, sermons, pages of verse and prose, encyclopaedia articles and chapters of historical narration. Such recopying had manifold purposes: the improvement of one’s own style, the deliberate storage in the mind of ready examples of argument or persuasion, the buttressing of exact memory (a cardinal issue). But, above all, transcription comports a full engagement with the text, a dynamic reciprocity between reader and book.


It is this full engagement which is the sum of the varying modes of response: marginalia, annotation, textual correction and emendation, transcription. Together these generate a continuation of the book being read. The reader’s active quill sets down ‘a book in answer to’ (the root-links between ‘reply’ and ‘replication’ are pertinent). This response will range from facsimile – which is total acquiescence – and affirmative development all the way to negation and counter-statement (many books are antibodies to other books). But the principal truth is this: latent in every act of complete reading is the compulsion to write a book in reply. The intellectual is, quite simply, a human being who has a pencil in his or her hand when reading a book.




*





Enveloping Chardin’s reader, his folio, his hourglass, his incised medallions, his ready quill, is silence. Like his predecessors and contemporaries in the schools of interior, nocturnal and still-life painting, particularly in northern and eastern France, Chardin is a virtuoso of silence. He makes it present to us, he gives it tactile weight, in the quality of light and fabric. In his particular painting, silence is palpable: in the thick stuff of the table-cloth and curtain, in the lapidary poise of the background wall, in the muffling fur of the reader’s gown and bonnet. Genuine reading demands silence (Augustine, in a famous passage, records that his master, Ambrose, was the first man able to read without moving his lips). Reading, as Chardin portrays it, is silent and solitary. It is a vibrant silence and a solitude crowded by the life of the word. But the curtain is drawn between the reader and the world (the key but eroded term is ‘mundanity’).


There would be many other elements in the painting to comment on: the alembic or retort, with its implications of scientific inquiry and its obvious compositional thrust; the skull on the shelf, at once a conventional prop in scholars’ or philosophers’ studies and, perhaps, an additional icon in the articulation of human mortality and textual survival; the possible interplay (I am not at all certain here) between the quill and the sand in the hourglass, sand being used to dry ink on the written page. But even a cursory look at the major components of Chardin’s Le Philosophe lisant tells us of the classical vision of the act of reading – a vision we can document and detail in western art from medieval representations of St Jerome to the late nineteenth century, from Erasmus at his lectern to Mallarmé’s apotheosis of le Livre.


What of the act of reading now? How does it relate to the proceedings and values inherent in Chardin’s painting of 1734?




*





The motif of cortesia, of ceremonious encounter between reader and book, implicit in the costume worn by Chardin’s philosophe, is now so remote as to be almost unrecapturable. If we come across it at all, it is in such ritualized, unavoidably archaic functions as the reading of the lesson in church or the solemn access to the Torah, head covered, in the synagogue. Informality is our password – though there is a poignant bite to Mencken’s quip that many who think themselves emancipated are merely unbuttoned.


Far more radical and so far-reaching as to inhibit adequate summary are the changes in the values of temporality as these figure in Chardin’s placement of hourglass, folio and death’s head. The whole relationship between time and word, between mortality and the paradox of literary survivance, crucial to western high culture from Pindar to Mallarmé and self-evidently central to Chardin’s painting, has altered. This alteration affects the two essential strands of the classic relation between the author and time on the one hand, and between the reader and the text on the other.


It may well be that contemporary writers continue to harbour the scandalous hope of immortality, that they continue to set down words in the hope that these will last not only beyond their own personal decease but for centuries to come. The conceit – in both its common and its technical sense – echoes still, though with characteristic wryness, in Auden’s elegy on Yeats. But if such hopes persist, they are not professed publicly, let alone clarioned to the winds. The Pindaric-Horatian-Ovidian manifesto of literary immortality, with its innumerable repeats in the western syllabus, now grates. The very notion of fama, of literary glory achieved in defiance of and as rebuttal to death, embarrasses. There is no greater distance than that between the exegi monumentum trope and Kafka’s reiterated finding that writing is a leprosy, an opaque and cancerous infirmity which is to be hidden from men of ordinary daylight and good sense. Yet it is Kafka’s proposal, ambivalent and strategic as it may have been, which qualifies our apprehension of the unstable, perhaps pathological provenance and status of the modern work of art. When Sartre insists that even the most vital of literary personages is no more than an assemblage of semantic markers, of arbitrary letters of the page, he is seeking to demythologize, once for all, Flaubert’s hurt fantasy about the autonomous life, about the life after his death, of Emma Bovary. Monumentum: the concept and its connotations (‘the monumental’) have passed into irony. This passage is marked, with masterly sadness, in Ben Belitt’s ‘This Scribe, My Hand’ – with its reflection on the graves of Keats and Shelley in Rome, by Cestius’ Pyramid:






I write, in the posthumous way,


on the flat of a headstone


with a quarrier’s ink, like yourself;







an anthologist’s date and an asterisk,


a parenthetical mark in the gas


of the pyramid-builders,







an obelisk whirling with Vespas


in a poisonous motorcade. 








Note the exactness of ‘the posthumous way’; not the voie sacrée to Parnassus which the classic poet maps for his works and, by exalted inference, for himself. ‘The gas of the pyramid-builders’ allows, indeed invites, vulgar interpretation: ‘the hot air of the pyramid-builders’, their vacant grandiloquence. It is not Plato’s bees, carriers of divine rhetoric, that attend the poet, but loud, polluting Vespas (‘wasps’), their acid sting decomposing the poet’s monument even as the mass-technological values they incarnate decompose the aura of his work. We no longer look to texts, except in mandarin artifice, as negating personal death. ‘All is precarious,’ says Belitt,






                    A maniac


waits on the streets. Nobody listens. What


must I do? I am writing on water…








The desolate phrase is, of course, Keats’s. But it was denied, at once, in Shelley’s assurance of immortality in ‘Adonais’, a denial Keats hoped for and, somehow, anticipated. Today such denials ring hollow (‘the gas of the pyramid-builders’).


The reader reciprocates this ironic declension. For him, as well, the notion that the book in front of him shall outlast his own life, that it prevails against the hourglass and the caput mortuum on the shelf, has lost immediacy. This loss involves the entire theme of auctoritas, of the normative, prescriptive status of the written word. It is no oversimplification to identify the classic ideal of culture, of civility, with that of the transmission of a syllabus, with that of the study of sybilline or canonic texts by whose authority successive generations test and validate their conduct of life (Matthew Arnold’s ‘touchstones’). The Greek polis saw itself as the organic medium of the principles, of the felt pressures of heroic-political precedent derived from Homer. At no juncture is the sinew of English culture and history separable from the ubiquity in that culture and history of the King James Bible, of the Book of Common Prayer and of Shakespeare. Collective and individual experience found an ordering mirror in a garland of texts; their self-realization was, in the full sense of the word, ‘bookish’ (in Chardin’s painting the light is drawn to and projected from the open book).


Current literacies are diffuse and irreverent. It is no longer a natural motion to turn to a book for oracular guidance. We distrust auctoritas – the commanding script or scripture, the core of the authoritarian in classical authorship – precisely because it aspires to immutability. We did not write the book. Even our most intense, penetrative encounter with it is experience at second hand. This is the crux. The legacy of romanticism is one of strenuous solipsism, of the development of self out of immediacy. A single credo of vitalist spontaneity leads from Wordsworth’s assertion that ‘one impulse from a vernal wood’ outweighs the dusty sum of libraries to the slogan of radical students at the University of Frankfurt in 1968: ‘Let there be no more quotations.’ In both cases the polemic is that of the ‘life of life’ against the ‘life of the letter’, of the primacy of personal experience against the derivativeness of even the most deeply felt of literary emotions. To us, the phrase ‘the book of life’ is a sophistic antinomy or cliché. To Luther, who used it at a decisive point in his version of Revelation and, one suspects, to Chardin’s reader, it was a concrete verity.




*





As object, the book itself has changed. Except in academic or antiquarian circumstances, few of us will have come across, let alone made use of, the sort of tome being pondered by Chardin’s lecteur. Who, today, has books privately bound? Implicit in the format and atmosphere of the folio, as we see it in the picture, is the private library, the wall of book-lined shelves, library-steps, lecterns, which is the functional space of the inner lives of Montaigne, of Evelyn, of Montesquieu, of Thomas Jefferson. This space, in turn, entails distinct economic and social relations: as between domestics who dust and oil the books and the master who reads them, as between the sanctified privacy of the scholar and the more vulgar terrain on which the family and outside world conduct their noisy, philistine lives. Few of us know such libraries, fewer still possess them. The entire economy, the architecture of privilege, in which the classic act of reading took place, has become remote (we visit the Morgan Library in New York or one of the great English country houses to view, albeit on a magnified scale, what was once the effective cadre of high bookishness). The modern apartment, notably for the young, simply has no space, no wall-surfaces for rows of books, for the folios, the quartos, the multi-volume opera  omnia from which Chardin’s reader has selected his text. Indeed, it is striking to what extent the cabinet for long-playing records and the record-shelf now occupy spaces formerly reserved for books (the substitution of music for reading is one of the major, most complex factors in the current changes of western feeling). Where there are books, moreover, they will, to a greater or lesser degree, be paperbacks. Now there can be no doubt that the ‘paperback revolution’ has been a liberating, a creative piece of technology, that it has widened the reach of literature and restored to availability whole areas of material, some of it even esoteric. But there is another side to the coin. The paperback is, physically, ephemeral. To accumulate paperbacks is not to assemble a library. By its very nature, the paperback preselects and anthologizes from the totality of literature and thought. We do not get, or get only very rarely, the complete works of an author. We do not get what current fashion regards as his inferior products. Yet it is only when we know a writer integrally, when we turn with special if querulous solicitude to his ‘failures’ and thus construe our own vision of his presentness, that the act of reading is authentic. Dog-eared in our pocket, discarded in the airport lounge, lurching between ad hoc brick bookends, the paperback is both a marvel of packaging and a denial of the largesse of form and spirit expressly stated in Chardin’s scene. ‘And I saw in the right hand of him that sat on the throne a book written within and on the back side, sealed with seven seals.’ Can a paperback have seven seals?


We underline (particularly if we are students or harried book-reviewers). Sometimes we scribble a note in the margin. But how few of us write marginalia in Erasmus’s or Coleridge’s sense, how few of us annotate with copious rigour. Today it is only the trained epigrapher or bibliographer or textual scholar who emends, this is to say: who encounters the text as a living presence whose continued vitality, whose quick and radiance of being, depend on collaborative engagement with the reader. How many of us are equipped to correct even the crassest blunder in a classical quotation, to spot and emend even the most puerile error in accent or measure, though such blunders and errata abound in even the most reputed of modern editions? And who among us bothers to transcribe, to set down for personal content and commission to memory, the pages that have spoken to him most directly, that have ‘read him’ most searchingly?


Memory is, of course, the pivot. ‘Answerability to’ the text, the understanding and critical response to auctoritas, as they inform the classic act of reading and the depiction of this act by Chardin, depend strictly on the ‘arts of memory’. Le Philosophe lisant, like the cultured men around him in a tradition which runs from classical antiquity to, roughly, the First World War, will know texts by heart (an idiom worth thinking about closely). They will know by heart considerable segments of Scripture, of the liturgy, of epic and lyric verse. Macaulay’s formidable accomplishments in this respect – even as a schoolboy he had committed to memory a fair measure of Latin and English poetry – were only a heightened instance of a general practice. The ability to cite Scripture, to recite from memory large stretches of Homer, Virgil, Horace or Ovid, to cap on the instant a quotation from Shakespeare, Milton or Pope, generated the shared texture of echoes, of intellectual and emotive recognition and reciprocity, on which the language of British politics, law and letters was founded. Knowledge by heart of the Latin sources, of La Fontaine, of Racine, of the trumpet-calls in Victor Hugo, has given to the entire fabric of French public life its rhetorical stress. The classic reader, Chardin’s lisant, locates the text he is reading inside a resonant manifold. Echo answers echo, analogy is precise and contiguous, correction and emendation carry the justification of accurately remembered precedent. The reader replies to the text out of the articulate density of his own store of reference and remembrance. It is an ancient, formidable suggestion that the Muses of memory and of invention are one.


The atrophy of memory is the commanding trait in mid and later twentieth-century education and culture. The great majority of us can no longer identify, let alone quote, even the central biblical or classical passages which not only are the underlying script of western literature (from Caxton to Robert Lowell, poetry in English has carried inside it the implicit echo of previous poetry), but have been the alphabet of our laws and public institutions. The most elementary allusions to Greek mythology, to the Old and the New Testament, to the classics, to ancient and to European history, have become hermetic. Short bits of text now lead precarious lives on great stilts of footnotes. The identification of fauna and flora, of the principal constellations, of the liturgical hours and seasons on which, as C. S. Lewis showed, the barest understanding of western poetry, drama and romance from Boccaccio to Tennyson intimately depends, is now specialized knowledge. We no longer learn by heart. The inner spaces are mute or jammed with raucous trivia. (Do not ask even a relatively well-prepared student to respond to the title of ‘Lycidas’, to tell you what an eclogue is, to recognize even one of the Horatian allusions and echoes from Virgil and Spenser which give to the four opening lines of the poem their meaning, their meaning of meaning. Schooling today, notably in the United States, is planned amnesia.)


The sinews of memory can only be made taut where there is silence, the silence so explicit in Chardin’s portrait. To learn by heart, to transcribe faithfully, to read fully is to be silent and within silence. This order of silence is, at this point in western society, tending to become a luxury. It will require future historians of consciousness (historiens des mentalités) to gauge the abridgements in our attention span, the dilutions of concentration, brought on by the simple fact that we may be interrupted by the ring of the telephone, by the ancillary fact that most of us will, except under constraints of stoic resolve, answer the telephone, whatever else we may be doing. We need a history of noise-levels, of the diminution in those natural masses of silence, not only nocturnal, which still enfolded the daily lives of Chardin and his reader. Recent studies suggest that some seventy-five per cent of adolescents in the United States read against a background of sound (a radio, a record-player, a television set at one’s back or in the next room). More and more young people and adults confess to being unable to read a serious text without a background of organized sound. We know too little about the ways in which the brain processes and integrates competing simultaneous stimuli to be able to say just what this electronic input does to the centres of attention and conceptualization involved in reading. But it is, at the least, plausible to suppose that the capacities for exact comprehension, for retention and for energetic response which knit our being to that of the book are drastically eroded. We tend to be, as Chardin’s philosophe lisant was not, part-time readers, readers by half.
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It would be fatuous to hope for the restoration of the complex of attitudes and disciplines instrumental in what I have called ‘the classic act of reading’. The power relations (auctoritas), the economics of leisure and domestic service, the architectonics of private space and guarded silence which sustain and surround this act are largely unacceptable to the egalitarian-populist aims of western consumer societies. This, in point of fact, leads to a troubling anomaly. There is a society or social order in which many of the values and habits of sensibility implicit in Chardin’s canvas are still operative; in which the classics are read with passionate attention; in which there are few mass media to compete with the primacy of literature; in which secondary education and the blackmail of censorship induce constant memorization and the transmission of texts from remembrance to remembrance. There is a society which is bookish in the root sense, which argues its destiny by perpetual reference to canonic texts, and whose sense of historical record is at once so compulsive and so vulnerable that it employs a veritable industry of exegetic falsification. I am, of course, alluding to the Soviet Union. And this example alone would suffice to keep before our minds perplexities as old as Plato’s dialogues about the affinities between great art and centralized power, between high literacy and political absolutism.


But in the democratic-technological west, so far as one can tell, the die is cast. The folio, the private library, at-homeness in classical tongues, the arts of memory, will belong, increasingly, to the specialized few. The price of silence and of solitude will rise. (Part of the ubiquity and prestige of music derives precisely from the fact that one can listen to it while being with others. Serious reading excludes even one’s intimates.) Already, the dispositions and techniques symbolized by Le Philosophe lisant are, in the proper sense of the term, academic. They occur in university libraries, in archives, in professors’ studies.


The dangers are obvious. Not only much of Greek and Latin literature, but substantial portions of European letters, from the Commedia to Sweeney Agonistes (a poem which, like so many of T. S. Eliot’s, is a palimpsest of echoes), have passed out of natural reach. Subject to the scholar’s conservation and to occasional, fragmentary visitation by university students, works which were once immediate to literate recall now lead the dreary half-life of those Stradivari fiddles mute behind glass in the Coolidge collection in Washington. Large tracts of once fertile ground are already beyond reclaim. Who but the specialist reads Boiardo, Tasso and Ariosto, that meshed lineage of the Italian epic without which neither the notion of Renaissance nor that of romanticism makes much sense? Is Spenser still a cardinal presence in our repertoire of feeling, as he was to Milton, to Keats, to Tennyson? Voltaire’s tragedies are, literally, a closed book; only the scholar may remember that these plays dominated European taste and styles of public utterance for nearly a century, that it is Voltaire, not Shakespeare or Racine, who holds the serious stage from Madrid to St Petersburg, from Naples to Weimar.


But the loss is not only ours. The essence of the full act of reading is, we have seen, one of dynamic reciprocity, of responsion to the life of the text. The text, however inspired, cannot have significant being if it is unread (what quick of life is there in an unplayed Stradivarius?). The relation of the true reader to the book is creative. The book has need of him as he has need of it – a parity of trust exactly rendered in the composition of Chardin’s painting. It is in this perfectly concrete sense that every genuine act of reading, that every lecture bien faite, is collaborative with the text. Lecture bien faite is a term defined by Charles Péguy in his incomparable analysis of true literacy (in the Dialogue de I’histoire et de I’âme païenne of 1912–13):




Une lecture bien faite … n’est pas moins que le vrai, que le véritable et même et surtout que le réel achèvement du texte, que le réel achèvement de I’œuvre; comme un couronnement, comme une grâce particulière et coronale … Elle est ainsi littéralement une coopération, une collaboration intime, intérieure … aussi, une haute, une suprême et singulière, une déconcertante responsabilité. C’est une destinée merveilleuse, et presqu’effrayante, que tant de grandes œuvres, tant d’œuvres de grands hommes et de si grands hommes puissent recevoir encore un accomplissement, un achièvement, un couronnement de nous … de notre lecture. Quelle effrayante responsabilité, pour nous.





As Péguy says: ‘what a terrifying responsibility’, but also what a measureless privilege; to know that the survival of even the greatest literature depends on une lecture bien faite, une lecture honnête. And to know that this act of reading cannot be left in the sole custody of mandarin specialists.


But where are we to find true readers, des lecteurs qui sachent lire? We shall, I expect, have to train them.
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I carry with me a vision of ‘schools of creative reading’ (‘schools’ is far too pretentious a word; a quiet room and table will do). We shall have to begin at the simplest, and therefore most exacting level of material integrity. We must learn to parse sentences and to analyse the grammar of our text, for, as Roman Jakobson has taught us, there is no access to the grammar of poetry, to the nerve and sinew of the poem, if one is blind to the poetry of grammar. We shall have to relearn metrics and those rules of scansion familiar to every literate schoolboy in the Victorian age. We shall have to do so not out of pedantry, but because of the overwhelming fact that in all poetry, and in a fair proportion of prose, metre is the controlling music of thought and of feeling. We shall have to wake the numbed muscles of memory, to rediscover in our quite ordinary selves the enormous resources of precise recollection, and the delight that comes of the texts which have secure lodging within us. We would seek to acquire those rudiments of mythological and scriptural recognition, of shared historical remembrance, without which it is hardly possible, except by constant resort to more and more laboured footnotes, to read adequately a line of Chaucer, of Milton, of Goethe, or, to give a deliberately modernist instance, of Mandelstam (who turns out to be one of the masters of echo).


A class in ‘creative reading’ would proceed step by step. It would begin with the near-dyslexia of current reading habits. It would hope to attain the level of informed competence prevalent among the well-educated in Europe and the United States at, say, the end of the nineteenth century. It would aspire, ideally, to that achèvement, to that fulfilling and crowning involvement in the text of which Péguy speaks and of which such complete acts of reading as Mandelstam on Dante or Heidegger on Sophocles are exemplary.


The alternatives are not reassuring: vulgarization and loud vacancies of intellect on the one hand, and the retreat of literature into museum cabinets on the other. The tawdry ‘plot outline’ or predigested and trivialized version of the classic on the one hand, and the illegible variorum on the other. Literacy must strive to regain the middle ground. If it fails to do so, if une lecture bien faite becomes a dated artifice, a great emptiness will enter our lives, and we shall experience no more the quiet and the light in Chardin’s painting.

















Real Presences





The turn of the century witnessed a philosophic crisis in the foundation of mathematics. Logicians, philosophers of mathematics and formal semantics, such as Frege and Russell, investigated the axiomatic fabric of mathematical reasoning and proof. Ancient logical and metaphysical disputes as to the true nature of mathematics – is it arbitrarily conventional? Is it ‘a natural’ construct corresponding to realities in the empirical order of the world? – were revived and given rigorous philosophical and technical expression. Gödel’s celebrated proof of the necessity for an ‘outside’ addition to all self-consistent mathematical systems and operational rules, took on formal and applied significance far beyond the strictly mathematical domain. It is, at the same time, fair to say that certain of the questions raised in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as to the logical foundations, internal coherence and psychological or existential sources of mathematical reasoning and proof, remain open.


A comparable crisis is occurring in the concept and understanding of language. Again, the far sources of questioning and disputation are those of Platonic, Aristotelian and Stoic thought. Grammatology, semantics, the study of the interpretation of meaning and actual interpretative practice (hermeneutics), models of the possible origins of human speech, the formal and pragmatic analysis and description of linguistic acts and performance – have their precedent in Plato’s Cratylus and Theatetes, in Aristotelian logic, in the classical and post-classical arts and anatomies of rhetoric. None the less, the current ‘language turn’, as it affects not only linguistics, the logical investigations of grammar, theories of semantics and semiology, but also philosophy at large, poetics and literary studies, psychology and political theory, is a radical break with traditional sensibility and assumptions. The historical sources of the ‘crisis of sense’, are themselves complicated and fascinating. I can, here, allude to them only summarily.




The Leslie Stephen Memorial Lecture, University of Cambridge, 1985.





Though in many respects conservative, the Kantian revolution carried within it the seeds of a fundamental re-examination and critique of the relations between word and world. The logical and psychological location by Kant of fundamental perceptions within human reason, Kant’s conviction that the ‘thing in itself’, the ultimate reality-substance ‘out there’ could not be analytically defined or demonstrated, let alone articulated, laid the ground for solipsism and doubt. A dissociation of language from reality, of designation from perception, is alien to Kant’s idealism of common sense; but it is an implicit potential. This potential will be seized upon, at first, not by linguistics or philosophic logic, but by poetry and poetics. Our current debates on transformational generative grammars, on speech-acts, on structuralist and deconstructive modes of textual reading, our present-day focus, in short, on ‘the meaning of meaning’ – derive from the poetics and experimental practice of Mallarmé and of Rimbaud. It is the period from the 1870s to the mid-1890s which generates our present agenda for debate, which situates the problem of the nature of language at the very centre of the philosophic and applied sciences de l’homme. Coming after Mallarmé and Rimbaud we know that a serious anthropology has at its formal and substantive core a theory or pragmatics of the Logos.


It is from Mallarmé that stems the programmatic attempt to dissociate poetic language from external reference, to fix the otherwise undefinable, unrecapturable texture and odour of the rose in the word ‘rose’ and not in some fiction of external correspondence and validation. Poetic discourse, which is, in fact, discourse made essential and maximally meaning-ful, constitutes an internally coherent, infinitely connotative and innovative, structure or set. It is richer than that of largely indeterminate and illusory sensory experience. Its logic and dynamics are internalized: words refer to other words; the ‘naming of the world’ – that Adamic conceit which is the primal myth and metaphor of all western theories of language – is not a descriptive or analytic mapping of the world ‘out there’, but a literal construction, animation, unfolding of conceptual possibilities. (Poetic) speech is creation. Rimbaud’s Je est un autre lies at the base of all subsequent histories and theories of the dispersal of individuality, of the historical and epistemological eclipse of the ego. When Foucault heralds the end of the classical or Judaeo-Christian ‘self’, when deconstructionists refuse the notion of personal auctoritas, when Heidegger bids ‘language speak’ from an ontological well-spring prior to man, who is only the medium, the more or less opaque instrument of autonomous meaning – they are, each in their own framework of tactical intent, developing and systematizing Rimbaud’s anarchic manifesto, his ecstatic dérèglement of tradition and innocent realism.


This scattering, this dissemination of the self, this subversion of naïve correspondence between the word and the empirical world, between public enunciation and what is actually being said, is accentuated by psychoanalysis. The Freudian view and use of human speech, of written texts (with its unmistakable analogues to Talmudic and to kabbalistic techniques of decipherment in depths, of revelatory descent into hidden levels of etymology and verbal association), radically dislocates and undermines the old stabilities of language. The common sense – observe that phrase – of our spoken or written words, the visible orderings and values of our syntax, are shown to be a masking surface. Beneath each stratum of conscious, lexical meaning, lie further strata of more or less realized, avowed, intended meanings. The impulses of intentionality, of declared and covert significance, extend from the brittle surface to the unfathomable nocturnal deep structures or prestructures of the unconscious. No ascription of meaning is ever final, no associative sequence or field of possible resonance ever end-stopped (Wittgenstein’s dissent from Freud seizes upon this very point). Meanings and the psychic energies which enunciate or, more exactly, which encode them, are in perpetual motion. ‘Must we mean what we say?’ asks the epistemologist: ‘can we mean what we say?’ asks the psychoanalyst. And what, after Rimbaud, is that fiction of stable identity we label ‘I’ or ‘we’?


Logical positivism and linguistic philosophy, as they arise in central Europe at the turn of the century and are institutionalized in Anglo-American practice, are exercises in demarcation: between sense and nonsense, between what can be said reasonably and what cannot, between truth-functions and metaphor. The endeavour to ‘purge language’ of its metaphysical impurities, of its facile fantasms of unexamined inference, is undertaken in the name of logic, of transparent formalization and systematic scepticism. But the kathartic-therapeutic image, the ideal of cleansing and restoration to ascetic clarity so vivid in the Vienna Circle, in Frege, in Wittgenstein and their inheritors, relates obviously to Mallarmé’s famous imperative: let us ‘cleanse the words of the tribe’, let language be made translucent to itself.


The fourth principal area of the language-critique and deconstructions of classical innocence as to word and world, is historical and cultural. Here also, and with few exceptions, the source is central European and Judaic. (One need hardly stress the Judaic character of the entire movement, philosophic, psychological, literary, cultural-political which I am addressing, or the tensed overlap between this movement and the tragic destiny of European Judaism. From Roman Jakobson, Freud, Wittgenstein, Karl Kraus, Kafka or Walter Benjamin to Lévi-Strauss, Jacques Derrida and Saul Kripke, the dramatis personae of our inquiry declare a larger logic.) This fourth area is that of the critique of language as an inadequate instrument and as an instrument not merely of political-social falsehood but of potential barbarism. Hofmannsthal’s ‘Letter of Lord Chandos’, the parables of Franz Kafka, the reflections on language of Mauthner (a cardinal, hence unavowed source of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus), tell of man’s incapacity to express in words his innermost truths, his sensory experiences, his moral and transcendent intuitions. This despair before the limitations of language will climax in the final cry in Schoenberg’s Moses und Aron: ‘O Word, Word, Word, that I lack!’ Or in Kafka’s inexhaustible parable on the mortal silence of the Sirens. The political-aesthetic assault on language is that of Karl Kraus, of his auditor, Canetti, or George Orwell (a more pallid but rationally usable version of Kraus). Political rhetoric, the tidal mendacity of journalism and the mass media, the trivializing cant of public and socially approved modes of discourse, have made of almost everything modern urban men and women say or hear or read an empty jargon, a cancerous loquacity (Heidegger’s term is Gerede). Language has lost the very capacity for truth, for political or personal honesty. It has marketed and mass-marketed its mysteries of prophetic intuition, its answerabilities to accurate remembrance. In Kafka’s prose, in the poetry of Paul Celan or of Mandelstam, in the messianic linguistics of Benjamin and in the aesthetics and political sociology of Adorno, language operates, self-doubtingly, on the sharp edge of silence. We know now that if the Word ‘was in the beginning’, it can also be in at the end: that there is a vocabulary and a grammar of the death-camps, that thermo-nuclear detonations can be designated as ‘Operation sunshine’. It were as if the quintessential, the identifying attribute of man – the Logos, the organon of language – had broken in our mouths.


The consequences and correlatives of these great philosophical-psychological underminings and of the western experience of uttermost political inhumanity, are ubiquitous. They are too numerous and various to designate accurately. Much of classical literacy, of litterae humaniores as understood, taught and practised from the Hellenistic age to the two world wars, is eroded. The retreat from the word is drastic in the special and increasingly numerate or symbolic codes of not only the exact and applied sciences, but in philosophy and logic, in the social sciences. The picture and the caption dominate ever expanding spheres of information and communication. The values implicit in rhetoric, in citation, in the canonic body of texts, are under severe pressure. It is more than likely that the performance and personal reception of music are now moving to that cultural pivot once occupied by the cultivation of discourse and of letters. The methodical devaluation of speech in political propaganda and in the Esperanto of the mass-market is too powerful and diffuse to be readily defined. At decisive points, ours is today a civilization ‘after the word’.


What I want to look at is a more specific ground of crisis and debate.
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The act and art of serious reading comport two principal motions of spirit: that of interpretation (hermeneutics) and that of valuation (criticism, aesthetic judgement). The two are strictly inseparable. To interpret is to judge. No decipherment, however philological, however textual in the most technical sense, is value-free. Correspondingly, no critical assessment, no aesthetic commentary is not, at the same time, interpretative. The very word ‘interpretation’, encompassing as it does concepts of explication, of translation and of enactment (as in the interpretation of a dramatic part or musical score), tells us of this manifold interplay.


The relativity, the arbitrariness of all aesthetic propositions, of all value-judgements is inherent in human consciousness and in human speech. Anything can be said about anything. The assertion that Shakespeare’s King Lear ‘is beneath serious criticism’ (Tolstoy), the finding that Mozart composes mere trivia, are totally irrefutable. They can be falsified neither on formal (logical) grounds, nor in existential substance. Aesthetic philosophies, critical theories, constructs of the ‘classic’ or the ‘canonic’ can never be anything but more or less persuasive, more or less comprehensive, more or less consequent descriptions of this or that process of preference. A critical theory, an aesthetic, is a politics of taste. It seeks to systematize, to make visibly applicable and pedagogic an intuitive ‘set’, a bent of sensibility, the conservative or radical bias of a master perceiver or alliance of opinions. There can be neither proof nor disproof. Aristotle’s readings and Pope’s, Coleridge’s and Sainte-Beuve’s, T. S. Eliot’s and Croce’s, do not constitute a science of judgement and disproof, of experimental advance and confirmation or falsification. They constitute the metamorphic play and counter-play of individual response, of (to borrow Quine’s teasing phrase) ‘blameless intuition’. The difference between the judgement of a great critic and that of a semi-literate or censorious fool lies in its range of inferred or cited reference, in the lucidity and rhetorical strength of articulation (the critic’s style) or in the accidental addendum which is that of the critic who is also a creator in his own right. But it is not a scientifically or logically demonstrable difference. No aesthetic proposition can be termed either ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. The sole appropriate response is personal assent or dissent.


How, in actual practice, do we handle the anarchic nature of value-judgements, the formal and pragmatic equality of all critical findings? We count heads and, in particular, what we take to be qualified and laurelled heads. We observe that, over the centuries, a great majority of writers, critics, professors and honourable men have judged Shakespeare to be a poet and dramatist of genius and have found Mozart’s music to be both emotionally enriching and technically inspired. Reciprocally, we observe that those who judge otherwise are in a tiny, literally eccentric minority, that their critiques carry little weight and that the motives we make out behind their dissent are psychologically suspect (Jeffrey on Wordsworth, Hanslick on Wagner, Tolstoy on Shakespeare). After which perfectly valid observations we get on with the business of literate commentary and appreciation.


Now and again, as out of an irritant twilight, we sense the partial circularity and the contingency of the whole argument. We realize that there can be no ballot on aesthetic values, that a majority vote, however constant and massive, can never refute, can never disprove the refusal, the abstention, the counter-statement of the solitary or denier. We realize, more or less clearly, the degree to which ‘literate common sense’, the acceptable limits of debate, the transmission of the generally agreed syllabus of major texts and works of art and of music, is an ideological process, a reflection of power-relations within a culture and society. The literate person is one who concurs with the reflexes of approval and aesthetic enjoyment which have been suggested and exemplified to him by the dominant legacy. But we dismiss such worries. We accept as inevitable and as adequate the merely statistical weight of ‘institutional consensus’, of common-sense authority. How else could we marshal our cultural choices and be at home in our pleasures?


It is at this precise juncture that a distinction has, traditionally, been drawn between aesthetic criticism on the one hand and interpretation or analysis strictly considered on the other. The ontological indeterminacy of all value-judgements, the impossibility of any probative, logically consistent ‘decision procedure’ as between conflicting aesthetic views, have been conceded. De gustibus non disputandum. The determination of a true or most probable meaning in a text has, in contrast, been held to be the reasonable aim and merit of informed reading or philology.


Linguistic, formal, historical factors may impede such determination and documented analysis. The context in which the poem or fable was composed may elude us. The stylistic conventions may have become esoteric. We may, simply, not have the requisite critical density of information, of controlling comparisons, needed to arrive at a secure choice between variant readings, between differing glosses and explications du texte. But these are accidental, empirical problems. In the case of ancient writings, new lexical, grammatical or contextual material may come to light. Where the inhibitions to understanding are more modern, further biographical or referential data may turn up and help elucidate the author’s intentions and field of assumed echo. Unlike criticism and aesthetic valuation, which are always synchronic (Aristotle’s ‘Oedipus’ is not negated or made obsolete by Hölderlin’s, Hölderlin’s is neither improved nor cancelled out by Freud’s), the process of textual interpretation is cumulative. Our readings become better informed, evidence progresses, substantiation grows. Ideally – though not, to be sure, in actual practice – the corpus of lexical knowledge, of grammatical analysis, of semantic and contextual matter, of historical and biographical fact, will finally suffice to arrive at a demonstrable determination of what the passage means. This determination need not claim exhaustiveness; it will know itself to be susceptible to amendment, to revision, even to rejection as fresh knowledge becomes available, as linguistic or stylistic insights are sharpened. But at any given point in the long history of disciplined understanding, a decision as to the better reading, as to the more plausible paraphrase, as to the more reasonable grasp of the author’s purpose, will be a rational and demonstrable one. At the end of the philological road, now or tomorrow, there is a best reading, there is a meaning or constellation of meanings to be perceived, analysed and chosen over others. In its authentic sense, philology is, indeed, the working passage, via the arts of scrupulous observance and trust (philein) from the uncertainties of the word to the stability of the Logos.


It is the rational credibility and practice of this passage, of this cumulative advance towards textual understanding, which is today in sharp doubt. It is the hermeneutic possibility itself which the ‘crises of sense’, as I sketched them at the outset, have put in question.


Let me contract, and thus radicalize, the claims of the new semantics. The post-structuralist, the deconstructionist remind us (justly) that there is no difference in substance between primary text and commentary, between the poem and the explication or critique. All propositions and enunciations, be they primary, secondary or tertiary (the commentary on the commentary, the interpretation of previous interpretations, the criticism of criticism, so familiar to our current Byzantine culture), are part of an encompassing intertextuality. They are equivalent as écriture. It follows in a profoundly challenging play on words (and is not all discourse and writing a play on words?) that a primary text and each and every text it gives rise or occasion to is no more and no less than a pre-text. It happens to come before, temporally, by accident of chronology. It is the occasion, more or less contingent, more or less random, of the commentary, critique, variant on, pastiche, parody, citation of itself. It has no privilege of canonic originality – if only because language always precedes its user and always imposes on his usage rules, conventions, opacities for which he is not responsible and over which his control is minimal. No sentence spoken or composed in any intelligible language is, in the rigorous sense of the concept, original. It is merely one among the formally unbounded set of transformational possibilities within a rule-bound grammar. The poem or play or novel is strictly considered, anonymous. It belongs to the topological space of the underlying grammatical and lexical structures and availabilities. We do not need to know the name of the poet to read the poem. That very name, moreover, is a naïve and obtrusive ascription of identity where, in the philosophic and logical sense, there is no demonstrable identity. The ‘ego’, the moi, after Freud, Foucault or Lacan, is not only, as in Rimbaud, un autre, but a kind of Magellanic cloud of interactive and changing energies, partial introspections, moments of compacted consciousness, mobile, unstable, as it were, around an even more indeterminate central region or black hole of the subconscious, of the unconscious or the preconscious. The notion that we can grasp an author’s intentionality, that we should attend to what he would tell us of his own purpose in or understanding of his text, is utterly naive. What does he know of the meanings hidden by or projected from the interplay of semantic potentialities which he has momentarily circumscribed and formalized? Why should we trust in his own self-delusions, in the suppressions of the psychic impulses, which most likely have impelled him to produce a ‘textuality’ in the first place? The adage had it: ‘do not trust the teller but the tale’. Deconstruction asks: why trust either? Confidence is not the relevant hermeneutic note.


Invoking the commonplace but cardinal verity that in all interpretation, in all statements of understanding, language is simply being used about language in an infinitely self-multiplying series (the mirror arcade), the deconstructive reader defines the act of reading as follows. The ascription of sense, the preference of one possible reading over another, the choice of this explication and paraphrase and not that, is no more than the playful, unstable, undemonstrable option or fiction of a subjective scanner who constructs and deconstructs purely semiotic markers as his own momentary pleasures, politics, psychic needs or self-deceptions bid him do. There are no rational or falsifiable decision-procedures as between a multitude of differing interpretations or ‘constructs of proposals’. At best, we will select (for a time, at least) the one which strikes us as the more ingenious, the richer in surprise, the more powerfully decompositional and re-creative of the original or pre-text. Derrida on Rousseau is richer fun than, say, an old literalist and historicist such as Lanson. Why labour through philological-historical exegeses of the Lurianic Kabbala when one can read the constructs of the semioticians at Yale? No auctoritas external to the game can legislate between these alternatives. Gaudeamus igitur.


Let me say at once that I do not perceive any adequate logical or epistemological refutation of deconstructive semiotics. It is evident that the playful abolition of the stable subject contains a logical circularity, for it is an ego which observes or intends its own dissolution. And there is an infinite regress of intentionality in the mere denial of intent. But these formal fallacies or petitions of principle do not really cripple the deconstructive language-game or the fundamental claim that there are no valid procedures of decision as between competing and even antithetical ascriptions of meaning.


The common-sense (but what, challenges the deconstructionist, is ‘a common sense’?) and liberal move is one of more or less unworried circumvention. The carnival and saturnalia of post-structuralism, of Barthes’s jouissance, or Lacan’s and Derrida’s endless punning and wilful etymologizing, will pass as have so many other rhetorics of reading. ‘Fashion,’ as Leopardi reassures us, ‘is the mother of death.’ The ‘common reader’, Virginia Woolf’s positive rubric, the serious scholar, editor and critic will get on, as they always have, with the work in hand, with the elucidation of what is taken to be an authentic, though often polysemic and even ambiguous sense, and will enunciate what are taken to be informed, rationally arguable, though always provisional and self-questioning preferences and value-judgements. Across the millennia, a decisive majority of informed receivers have not only arrived at a manifold but broadly coherent view of what the Iliad, or King Lear or The Marriage of Figaro are about (the meanings of their meaning), but have concurred in judging Homer, Shakespeare, Mozart to be supreme artists in a hierarchy of recognitions which extends from the classical summits to the trivial and the mendacious. This broad concordance, with its undeniable residue of dissent, or hermeneutic and critical disputes, with its margins of uncertainty and altering ‘placement’ (F. R. Leavis’s word), constitutes an ‘institutional consensus’, a syllabus of agreed reference and exemplariness, across the ages. This general concurrence provides culture with its energies of remembrance, and furnishes the ‘touchstones’ (Matthew Arnold) whereby to test new literature, new art, new music.


So robust and fertile a pragmatism is seductive. It allows one, indeed it authorizes one, to ‘get on with the job’. It bids one acknowledge, as out of the corner of a clear eye, that all determinations of textual meaning are probabilistic, that all critical assessments are ultimately uncertain; but to draw confident reinsurance from the cumulative – that is to say statistical – weight of historical agreement and practical persuasion. The bark and ironies of deconstruction resound in the night but the caravan of ‘good sense’ passes on.




*





I know that this praxis of liberal consensus satisfies most readers. I know that it is the general guarantor of our literacies and common pursuits of understanding. Nevertheless, the current ‘crisis of sense’, the current equation of text and pre-text, the abolitions of auctoritas, seem to me so radical as to challenge a response other than pragmatic, statistical or professional (as in the protectionism of the academy). If counter-moves are worth exploring, they will be of an order no less radical than are some of the anarchic and even ‘terrorist’ grammatologists and masters of mirrors. The summons of nihilism demand answer.


The initial move is one away from the autistic echo-chambers of deconstruction, from a theory and practice of games which – this is the very point and ingenium of the thing – subvert and alter their own rules in the course of play. It is a move palpably indebted to the Kierkegaardian triad of the aesthetic, the ethical and the religious. But the resort to certain ethical postulates or categories in respect of our interpretations and valuations of literature and the arts is older than Kierkegaard. The belief that the moral imagination relates to the analytic and the critical imaginations is at least as ancient as the poetics of Aristotle. These are, themselves, an attempt to refute Plato’s dissociation between aesthetics and morality. A move towards the ethical rejoins the hermeneutics of Aquinas and Dante and the aesthetics of disinterestedness in Kant (himself an obligatory and representative target of recent deconstruction). It is, I think, the abandonment of this high and rigorous ground, in the name of nineteenth-century positivism and twentieth-century secular psychology, which has brought on much of the (intensely stimulating) anarchy in which we now find ourselves.


If we wish to transcend the merely pragmatic, if we wish to meet the challenge of autistic textuality or, more accurately, ‘anti-textuality’ on grounds as radical as its own, we must bring to bear on the act of meaning, on the understanding of meaning, the full force of moral intuition. The vitally concentrated agencies are those of tact, of courtesy of heart, of good taste, in a sense not decorous or civil, but inward and ethical. Such focus and agencies cannot be logically formalized. They are existential modes. Their underwriting is, as we shall be compelled to propose, of a transcendent kind. This makes them utterly vulnerable. But also ‘of the essence’, this is to say, essential.


I take the ethical inference to entail the following, to make the following morally, not logically, not empirically, self-evident.


The poem comes before the commentary. The primary text is first not only temporally. It is not a pre-text, an occasion for subsequent exegetic or metamorphic treatment. Its priority is one of essence, of ontological need and self-sufficiency. Even the greatest critique or commentary, be it that of a writer or painter or composer on his own work, is accidental (the cardinal Aristotelian distinction). It is dependent, secondary, contingent. The poem embodies and bodies forth through a singular enactment its own raison d’être. The secondary text does not contain an imperative of being. Again the Aristotelian and Thomist differentiations between essence and accident are clarifying. The poem is; the commentary signifies. Meaning is an attribute of being. Both phenomenologies are, in the nature of the case, ‘textual’. But to equate and confound their respective textualities is to confound poiesis, the act of creation, of bringing into autonomous being, with the derivative, secondary ratio of interpretation or adaptation. (We know that the violinist, however gifted and penetrating, ‘interprets’ the Beethoven sonata; he does not compose it. To keep our knowledge of this difference at risk, we do remind ourselves that the existential status of an unperformed work, an unread text, an unseen painting is philosophically and psychologically problematic.)


It follows from these intuitive and ethical postulates that the present-day inflation of commentary and criticism, that the equalities of weight and force which deconstruction assigns to the primary and the secondary texts, are spurious. They represent that reversal in the natural order of values and interest which characterize an Alexandrine or Byzantine period in the history of the arts and of thought. It follows also that the statement propounded by an academic leader of the new semantics – ‘It is more interesting to read Derrida on Rousseau than to read Rousseau’ – is a perversion not only of the calling of the teacher, but of common sense where common sense is a lucid, concentrated expression of moral imagining. Such a perversion of values and receptive practice, however playful, is not only wasteful and confusing per se: it is potentially corrosive of the strengths of creation, of true invention in literature and the arts. The current crisis of meaning does appear to coincide with a spell of enervation and profound self-doubt in art and letters. Where cats are sovereign, tigers do not burn.


But liberating as I believe it to be, the ethical inference does not engage finality. It does not confront in immediacy the nihilistic supposition. It is formally conceivable and arguable that every discourse and text is idiolectic, this is to say that it is a ‘one-time’ cryptogram whose rules of usage and decipherment are non-repeatable. If Saul Kripke is right, this would be the strong version of Wittgenstein’s view of rules and language. ‘There can be no such thing as meaning anything by the word. Each new application we make is a leap in the dark; any present criterion could be interpreted so as to accord with anything we may choose to do. So there can be neither accord nor conflict.’


Equally, it is conceivable and arguable that every assignment and experience of value is not only undemonstrable, is not only susceptible of statistical derision (on a free vote, mankind will choose bingo over Aeschylus), but is empty, is meaningless in the logical positivist use of the concept.


We know of Descartes’s axiomatic solution to such possibility. He postulates the sine qua non that God will not systematically confuse or falsify our perception and understanding of the world, that He will not arbitrarily alter the rules of reality (as these govern nature and as these are accessible to rational deduction and application). 


Without some such fundamental presupposition in regard to the existence of sense and of value, there can be no responsible response, no answering answerability to either the act of speech or to that ordering of and selections from this act which we call the text. Without some axiomatic leap towards a postulate of meaningfulness, there can be no striving towards intelligibility or value-judgement however provisional (and note the part of ‘vision’ in the provisional). Where it elides the ‘radical’ – the etymological and conceptual root – of the Logos, logic is indeed vacant play.
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We must read as if
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We must read as if the text before us had meaning. This will not be a single meaning if the text is a serious one, if it makes us answerable to its force of life. It will not be a meaning or figura (structure, complex) of meanings isolated from the transformative and reinterpretative pressures of historical and cultural change. It will not be a meaning arrived at by any determinant or automatic process of cumulation and consensus. The true understanding(s) of the text or music or painting may, during a briefer or longer time-spell, be in the custody of a few, indeed of one witness and respondent. Above all, the meaning striven towards will never be one which exegesis, commentary, translation, paraphrase, psychoanalytic or sociological decoding, can ever exhaust, can ever define as total. Only weak poems can be exhaustively interpreted or understood. Only in trivial or opportunistic texts is the sum of significance that of the parts.


We must read as if the temporal and executive setting of a text does matter. The historical surroundings, the cultural and formal circumstances, the biological stratum, what we can construe or conjecture of an author’s intentions, constitute vulnerable aids. We know that they ought to be stringently ironized and examined for what there is in them of subjective hazard. They matter none the less. They enrich the levels of awareness and enjoyment; they generate constraints on the complacencies and licence of interpretative anarchy.


This ‘as if, this axiomatic conditionality, is our Cartesian-Kantian wager, our leap into sense. Without it, literacy becomes transient Narcissism. But this wager is itself in need of a clear foundation. Let me spell out summarily the risks of finality, the assumptions of transcendence which, at the first and at the last, underlie the reading of the word as I conceive it.


Where we read truly, where the experience is to be that of meaning, we do so as if the text (the piece of music, the work of art) incarnates (the notion is grounded in the sacramental) a real presence of significant being. This real presence, as in an icon, as in the enacted metaphor of the sacramental bread and wine, is, finally, irreducible to any other formal articulation, to any analytic deconstruction or paraphrase. It is a singularity in which concept and form constitute a tautology, coincide point to point, energy to energy, in that excess of significance over all discrete elements and codes of meaning which we call the symbol or the agency of transparence.


These are not occult notions. They are of the immensity of the commonplace. They are perfectly pragmatic, experiential, repetitive, each and every time a melody comes to inhabit us, to possess us even unbidden, each and every time a poem, a passage of prose seizes upon our thought and feelings, enters into the sinews of our remembrance and sense of the future, each and every time a painting transmutes the landscapes of our previous perceptions (poplars are on fire after Van Gogh, viaducts walk after Klee). To be ‘indwelt’ by music, art, literature, to be made responsible, answerable to such habitation as a host is to a guest – perhaps unknown, unexpected – at evening, is to experience the commonplace mystery of a real presence. Not many of us feel compelled to, have the expressive means to, register the mastering quality of this experience – as does Proust when he crystallizes the sense of the world and of the word in the little yellow spot which is the real presence of a riverside door in Vermeer’s View of Delft, or as does Thomas Mann when he enacts in word and metaphor the coming over us, the ‘overcoming of us’, in Beethoven’s Opus 111. No matter. The experience itself is one we are thoroughly at home with – an informing idiom – each and every time we live a text, a sonata, a painting.


Moreover, though we have largely forgotten it, this experience of, the underwriting by, a real presence is the source of the history, methods and practice of hermeneutics and criticism, of interpretation and value-judgement in the western inheritance.


The disciplines of reading, the very idea of close commentary and interpretation, textual criticism as we know it, derive from the study of Holy Scripture or, more accurately, from the incorporation and development in that study of older practices of Hellenistic grammar, recension and rhetoric. Our grammars, our explications, our criticisms of texts, our endeavours to pass from letter to spirit, are the immediate heirs to the textualities of western Judaeo-Christian theology and biblical-patristic exegetics. What we have done since the masked scepticism of Spinoza, since the critiques of the rationalist Enlightenment and since the positivism of the nineteenth century, is to borrow vital currency, vital investments and contracts of trust from the bank or treasure-house of theology. It is from there that we have borrowed our theories of the symbol, our use of the iconic, our idiom of poetic creation and aura. It is loans of terminology and reference from the reserves of theology which provide the master readers in our time (such as Walter Benjamin and Martin Heidegger) with their licence to practise. We have borrowed, traded upon, made small change of the reserves of transcendent authority. Very few of us have made any return deposit. At its key points of discourse and inference, hermeneutics and aesthetics in our secular, agnostic civilization are a more or less conscious, a more or less embarrassed act of larceny (it is just this embarrassment which makes resonant and tensely illuminating Benjamin on Kafka or Heidegger on Trakl and on Sophocles).


What would it mean to acknowledge, indeed to repay these massive loans?


For Plato the rhapsode is one possessed by the god. Inspiration is literal; the daimon enters into the artist, mastering and overreaching the bounds of his natural person. Seeking a reinsurance for the imperious obscurity, for the great burst into the inordinate of his poems, Gerard Manley Hopkins reckoned neither on the perception of a few elect spirits nor on the pedagogic authority of time. He did not know whether his language and prosody would ever be understood by other men and women. But such understanding was not of the essence. Reception and validation, said Hopkins, lay with Christ, ‘the only true critic’. As set out in Clio, Péguy’s analysis and description of the complete act of reading, of the lecture bien faite, remains the most incisive, the most indispensable we have. Here is the classic statement of the symbiosis between writer and reader, of the collaborative and organic generation of textual meaning, of the dynamics of necessity and hope which knit discourse to the life-giving response of the reader and ‘remembrancer’. In Péguy, the preemptions and logic of the argument are explicitly religious; the mystery of poetic, artistic creation and that of vital reception are never wholly secular. A dread sense of blasphemy in regard to the primal act of creation, of illegitimacy in the face of God, inhabits every motion of spirit and of composition in Kafka’s work. The breath of inspiration, against which the true artist would seek to close his terrified lips, is that of those paradoxically animate winds which blow from ‘the nether regions of death’ in the final sentence of Kafka’s The Hunter Gracchus. They too are not of secular, rational provenance.


In the main, western art, music and literature have, from the time of Homer and Pindar to that of Eliot’s Four Quartets, of Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago or the poetry of Paul Celan, spoken immediately either to the presence or absence of the god. Often, that address has been agonistic and polemic. The great artist has had Jacob for his patron, wrestling with the terrible precedent and power of original creation. The poem, the symphony, the Sistine ceiling are acts of counter-creation. ‘I am God,’ said Matisse when he completed painting the chapel at Vence. ‘God, the other craftsman,’ said Picasso, in open rivalry. Indeed it may well be that modernism can best be defined as that form of music, literature and art which no longer experiences God as a competitor, a predecessor, an antagonist in the long night (that of St John of the Cross which is every true poet’s). There may well be in atonal or aleatory music, in non-representational art, in certain modes of surrealist, automatic or concrete writing, a sort of shadow-boxing. The adversary is now the form itself. Shadow-boxing can be technically dazzling and formative. But like so much of modern art it remains solipsistic. The sovereign challenger is gone. And much of the audience.


I do not imagine that He can be summoned back to our agnostic and positivist condition. I do not suppose that a theory of hermeneutics and of criticism whose underwriting is theological, or a practice of poetry and the arts which implies, which implicates the real presence of the transcendent or its ‘substantive absence’ from a new solitude of man, can command general assent. What I have wanted to make clear is the spiritual and existential duplicity in so much of our current models of meaning and of aesthetic value. Consciously or not, with embarrassment or indifference, these models draw upon, they metaphorize crucially, the abandoned, the unpaid-for idiom, imaginings and guarantees of a theology or, at the least, of a transcendent metaphysics. The astute trivializations, the playful nihilism of deconstruction do have the merits of their honesty. They instruct us that ‘nothing shall come of nothing’.


Personally, I do not see how a secular, statistically based theory of meaning and of value can, over time, withstand either the deconstructionist challenge or its own fragmentation into liberal eclecticism. I cannot arrive at any rigorous conception of a possible determination of either sense or stature which does not wager on a transcendence, on a real presence, in the act and product of serious art, be it verbal, musical, or that of material forms.


Such a conviction leads to logical suppositions which are exceedingly difficult to express clearly, let alone to demonstrate. But the possible confusion and, in our present climate of approved sentiment, the inevitable embarrassment which must accompany any public avowal of mystery, seems to me preferable to the slippery evasions and conceptual deficits in contemporary hermeneutics and criticism. It is these which strike me as false to common experience, as incapable of bearing witness to such manifest phenomena as the creation of a literary persona who will endure far beyond the life of the creator (Flaubert’s dying cry against ‘that whore’ Emma Bovary), as incapable of insight into the invention of melody or the evident transmutations of our experiences of space, of light, of the planes and volumes of our own being, brought about by a Mantegna, a Turner or a Cézanne.


It may be the case that nothing more is available to us than the absence of God. Wholly felt and lived, that absence is an agency and mysterium tremendum (without which a Racine, a Dostoevsky, a Kafka are, indeed, nonsense or food for deconstruction). To infer such terms of reference, to apprehend something of the cost one must be prepared to pay in declaring them, is to be left naked to unknowing. I believe that one must take the risk if one is to have the right to strive towards the perennial, never fully to be realized ideal of all interpretation and valuation: which is that, one day, Orpheus will not turn around, and that the truth of the poem will return to the light of understanding, whole, inviolate, life-giving, even out of the dark of omission and of death.

















A Preface to the Hebrew Bible





What you have in hand is not a book. It is the book. That, of course, is what ‘Bible’ means. It is the book which, not only in western humanity, defines the concept of a text. All our other books, however different in matter or method, relate, be it indirectly, to this book of books. They relate to the facts of articulate address, text to reader, to the trust in lexical, grammatical and semantic means, which the Bible originates and deploys at a level and prodigality unsurpassed since. All other books, be they histories, narrations of the imaginary, codes of law, moral treatises, lyric poems, dramatic dialogues, theological-philosophic meditations, are like sparks, often, to be sure, distant, tossed by an incessant breath from a central fire. In the western condition, but also in other parts of the planet to which the ‘Good Book’ has been taken, the Bible largely informs our historical and social identity. It gives to consciousness the instruments, often implicit, of remembrance and quotation. Until modern times, these instruments were so deeply incised in our mentalities, even, especially perhaps, among the non-and the preliterate, that biblical reference acted as self-reference, as a passport on the journey to one’s inward being. The Scriptures were (for many they still are) a presence in action both universal and singular, commonly shared and of utmost privacy. No other book is like it; all other books are inhabited by the murmur of that distant source (today, astrophysicists tell of the ‘background noise’ of creation).


At the latest count, the Old and the New Testament have, either entirely or in substantial selections, been translated into 2,010 different languages. The process of translation and retranslation has been continuous for more than two millennia. Biblical texts have been communicated in every conceivable medium and notation: from papyrus scrolls to compact discs, from monumental folios to the miniaturization of psalms or prayers on pin-heads. The chronicle of printing, of type design, pivots on editions of the Bible, from Gutenberg onward. But Holy Writ is also available in Braille or in the sign languages of the deaf. No library, however vast, comprises the totality of spoken, written, printed Bibles and Gospels. Almost self-evidently, the Holy Bible – but what does that epithet signify? – is the most widely published, disseminated language-act on the face of the earth.




From the Everyman Library edition, 1996.





The biblical corpus, whose density and gravitational force are, in our civilization, almost incommensurable, lies at the centre of a galaxy of commentary and interpretation in which each moment of translation is itself an interpretative motion. This secondary matter bears, literally, on every word, sentence, verse, chapter and book of both Testaments. In certain traditions in Judaism, it bears on every individual letter. Men and, more recently, women have devoted lifetimes of study to a single biblical extract: to the initial chapters in Genesis, to the ritual prescriptions in Leviticus, to the so-called Davidic Psalms, to the uncircumscribed immensity of Isaiah or Job, to Romans 9–13 or the enigmas of Revelation. Argument, whose consequences alter western political and social history, as in the case of the Reformation, has raged during centuries over the true reading of this or that Pauline dictum, of this or that idiomatic turn in Isaiah 49–53. Massacres and the desolation of cities have sprung from disputes over the phrasing of the sacrament of baptism or monitions on the possession by the church of private property in the Gospels or Acts. The possible elision or shift of a single vocalic marker in the Hebrew text can, in Numbers 14–15 or in Job, alter the fabric of theology.


No exegete or scholar, no clutch of philologists or philosophic theologians, can have any confident purchase on the relevant secondary literature. A recent estimate puts at more than three hundred the journals, bulletins, acta in biblical studies published regularly in some forty languages. ‘Of the making of books there is no end.’ Many-tomed commentaries, glossaries and marginalia on the Torah (the five Books of Moses) constitute the organic inheritance of Judaism. Commentaries on commentaries on commentaries are woven into a living, unbroken skein which dates back, very possibly, to the second or third century BC. Christianity is direct heir to this manifold dialogue with the biblical text. Much in Paul is, as it were, a hermeneutic, an interpretative gloss on what had been handed on of Jesus’ sayings and gestures. By the eleventh and twelfth centuries AD, the techniques of elucidation, of close reading in the margin and between the lines, have become voluminous. Even as no great library possesses all editions of the Bible, so none can boast anything like a complete listing of books on the Bible and of books on books on the Bible from the inception of the Talmud to the present. Inevitably, the scholar must today consult not only bibliographies but bibliographies of bibliographies (the Bible sounds in that very word).


Very nearly every discipline in humanistic research and scholarship plays its part. Philology and comparative linguistics, the study of grammar and of rhetoric, evolved around a biblical focus. Western concepts of history and historiography arise from and turn against the organizations of time and fact in scriptural narrative. Medieval, Renaissance and seventeenth-century political theory seek foundation in or emancipation from the theocratic principles of successive modes of governance set out in the Old Testament. During centuries, jurisprudence wrestled with the problem of a possible concordance between Mosaic and Pauline criteria of law and those of the Roman and ‘natural law’ models. Currently, economic and sociological investigations of the biblical background, particularly in reference to its presentation (or effacement) of women, mushroom. As do books and monographs of a psychoanalytic approach to biblical personages and episodes. Biblical ethnography and anthropology are complex fields of their own. The lines of incidence, moreover, are not only humanistic. There are compendious books and journals which deal with the flora and fauna in and around the Bible, with the perennial and dramatic functions of agriculture and meteorology in biblical narrative and imagery (consider the zoology in Job, or the vexing pericope of the fig-tree in the ministry of Jesus).
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