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      Praise for George Steiner

      
      ‘A profoundly beautiful autobiographical work which is all the more enlightening for its notes of humility and its deference
         to ideas and cultural landmarks … It is unlikely that we shall see a more refreshingly public autobiography this year … At
         its best, Steiner’s writing exhibits both elegance and precision’ Literary Review

      
      ‘Engrossing and provocative’  Financial Times

      
      ‘[His] generosity of spirit … shines through much of this book – the simple enthusiasm for great achievements in whatever
         field, the warmth of his homage to those who made him what he is’  Independent

      
      ‘Intriguing and thoughtful … His autobiographical passages about people and places are vivid, direct, elegantly precise, and
         leave one wanting more’  Daily Telegraph

      
      ‘Errata begins as almost autobiography, alluringly alternating memories of a nomadic upbringing in Vienna, Paris and New York with
         coruscating paragraphs on intellectual preoccupations that can be traced back to those experiences. These opening chapters
         are wonderful’  Guardian

      
      ‘[A] fascinating mixture of personal history and personal reflection … there is something deeply engaging about Steiner’s
         literary personality’  Sunday Times

      
      ‘He writes, when he’s writing from his senses, like an angel. His gifts are so many and so energetically expressed’  The Times

      
   
      
      
      

      
      Born in Paris in 1929, George Steiner was educated in the French lycée at the University of Chicago, at Harvard and at Oxford.
         He has taught at universities in the United States and in England and has held chairs of comparative literature at Geneva
         and Oxford. He is a founding fellow of Churchill College, Cambridge. His books, translated into some twelve languages, include
         Language and Silence, The Death of Tragedy, In Bluebeard’s Castle, After Babel, Real Presences and works of fiction.
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      For Alexis and Monique Philonenko

      
   
      
      ONE

      
      

      
      Rain, particularly to a child, carries distinct smells and colours. Summer rains in the Tyrol are relentless. They have a
         morose, flogging insistence and come in deepening shades of dark green. At night, the drumming is one of mice on or just under
         the roof. Even daylight can be sodden. But it is the smell which, after sixty years, stays with me. Of drenched leather and
         hung game. Or, at moments, of tubers steaming under drowned mud. A world made boiled cabbage.
      

      
      The summer was already ominous. A family holiday in the dark yet magical landscape of a country condemned. In those mid-1930s,
         Jew-hatred and a lust for reunification with Germany hung in the Austrian air. My father, who was convinced that catastrophe
         was imminent, and the gentile husband of my aunt still blandly optimistic, found conversation awkward. My mother and her fitfully
         hysterical sister sought to achieve an effect of normality. But the planned pastimes – swimming and boating on the lake, walks
         in the woods and hills – dissolved in the perpetual downpour. My impatience, my demands for entertainment in a cavernous chalet
         which was increasingly chill and, I imagine, mildewed, must have been pestilential. One morning, uncle Rudi drove into Salzburg.
         He brought back with him a small book in blue waxen covers.
      

      
      It was a pictorial guide to coats of arms in the princely city and surrounding fiefs. Each blazon was reproduced in colour,
         together with a brief historical notice as to the castle, family-domain, bishopric or abbey which it identified. The little manual closed with a map marking the relevant sites, including ruins, and with a glossary of heraldic terms.
      

      
      Even today, I can feel the pressure of wonder, the inward shock which this chance ‘pacifier’ triggered. What is difficult
         to render in adult language is the combination, almost the fusion of delight and menace, of fascination and unease I experienced
         as I retreated to my room, the drains spitting under the rain-lashed eaves, and sat, hour after entranced hour, turning the
         pages, committing to memory the florid names of those towers, keeps and high personages.
      

      
      Though I could not, obviously, have defined or phrased it in any such way, that armorial primer overwhelmed me with a sense
         of the numberless specificity, of the minutiae, of the manifold singularity of the substance and forms of the world. Each
         coat of arms differed from every other. Each had its symbolic organisation, motto, history, locale and date wholly proper,
         wholly integral to itself. It ‘heralded’ a unique, ultimately intractable fact of being. Within its quarterings, each graphic
         component, colour and pattern entailed its own prodigal signification. Heraldry often inserts coats of arms within coats of
         arms. The suggestive French designation of this device is a mise en abyme. My treasures included a magnifying glass. I pored over the details of geometric and ‘bestiary’ shapes, the lozenges, diamonds,
         diagonal slashes of each emblem; over the helmeted crests and ‘supporters’ crowning, flanking the diverse arms; over the precise
         number of tassels which graced a bishop’s, an archbishop’s or a cardinal’s armorials.
      

      
      The notion which, in some visceral impact, tided over me and held me mesmerised was this: if there are in this obscure province
         of one small country (diminished Austria) so many coats of arms, each unique, how many must there be in Europe, across the
         globe? I do not recall what grasp I had, if any, of large numbers. But I do remember that the word ‘millions’ came to me and
         left me unnerved. How was any human being to see, to master this plurality? Suddenly it came to me, in some sort of exultant
         but also appalled revelation, that no inventory, no heraldic encyclopaedia, no summa of fabled beasts, inscriptions, chivalric hallmarks, however compendious, could ever be complete. The opaque thrill and desolation which came over me in that ill-lit and end-of-summer room on the Wolfgangsee – was it,
         distantly, sexual? – has, in good part, oriented my life.
      

      
      I grew possessed by an intuition of the particular, of diversities so numerous that no labour of classification and enumeration
         could exhaust them. Each leaf differed from any other on each differing tree (I rushed out in the deluge to assure myself
         of this elementary and miraculous truth). Each blade of grass, each pebble on the lake-shore was, eternally, ‘just so’. No
         repetition of measurement, however closely calibrated, in whatever controlled vacuum it was carried out, could ever be perfectly
         the same. It would deviate by some trillionth of an inch, by a nanosecond, by the breadth of a hair – itself a teeming immensity
         – from any preceding measurement. I sat on my bed striving to hold my breath, knowing that the next breath would signal a
         new beginning, that the past was already unrecapturable in its differential sequence. Did I guess that there could be no perfect
         facsimile of anything, that the identical word spoken twice, even in lightning-quick reiteration, was not and could not be
         the same? (Much later, I was to learn that this unrepeatability had preoccupied both Heraclitus and Kierkegaard.)
      

      
      At that hour, in the days following, the totalities of personal experience, of human contacts, of landscape around me became
         a mosaic, each fragment at once luminous and resistant in its ‘quiddity’ (the Scholastic term for integral presence revived
         by Gerard Manley Hopkins). There could be, I knew, no finality to the raindrops, to the number and variousness of the stars,
         to the books to be read, to the languages to be learned. The mosaic of the possible could, at any instant, be splintered and
         reassembled into new images and motions of meaning. The idiom of heraldry, those ‘gules’ and ‘bars sinister’, even if I could
         not yet make it out, must, I sensed, be only one among countless systems of discourse specifically tailored to the teeming
         diversity of human purposes, artifacts, representations or concealment (I still recall the strange excitement I felt at the thought that a coat of arms could hide as well as reveal).
      

      
      I set out, as many children do, to compile lists. Of monarchs and mythological heroes, of popes, of castles, of numinous dates,
         of operas – I had been taken to see Figaro at the neighbouring Salzburg Festival. The wearied assurance of my parents that such lists already existed, that they could
         be looked up in any almanac or work of standard reference brought no solace. (My queries about anti-popes and how to include
         them visibly irritated my somewhat ceremonious and Catholic uncle.) The available indices of reality, be they a thousand pages
         thick, the atlases, the children’s encyclopaedias, could never be exhaustively comprehensive. This or that item, perhaps the
         hidden key to the edifice, would be left out. There was simply too much to everything. Existence thronged and hummed with
         obstinate difference like the midges around the light-bulb. ‘Who can number the clouds in wisdom? Or who can stay the bottles
         of heaven?’ (How did the writer of Job 38:37 already know about rains in the Salzkammergut?) I may not have cited the verse
         to myself in that drowned August, though the Old Testament was already a tutelary voice, but I did know of those bottles.
      

      
      If the revelation of incommensurable ‘singleness’ held me spellbound, it also generated fear. I would come back to the mise en abyme of one blazon within another, to that ‘setting in the abyss’. I would consider a fathomless depth of differentiation, of
         non-identity, always incipient with the eventuality of chaos. How could the senses, how could the brain impose order and coherence
         on the kaleidoscope, on the perpetuum mobile of swarming existence? I harboured vague nightmares about the fact, revealed in the nature column of some newspaper, that
         a small corner of the Amazon forest was habitat to 30,000 rigorously distinct species of beetles. Gazing at, recopying with
         water-colours, the baronial or episcopal or civic arms, pondering the unlimited variations possible on formal and iconic motifs,
         I felt a peculiar dread. Detail could know no end.
      

      
      A subtle queasiness emanates from such infinities. Greek classical sensibility flinched from irrational numbers and the incommensurable. My juvenile reflex was to attempt to devise
         a coat of arms, tabard and heraldic pennants for one Sixtus von Falkenhorst, an imaginary prelate, bellicose and sensual,
         nesting in an almost inaccessible mountain eyrie, in whose central tower lodged the list of all lists, the summa summarum of all that is. This imbroglio of enchantment and terror proved consequential.
      

      
      I have conducted my emotional, intellectual and professional affairs in distrust of theory. So far as I am able, I can attach
         meaning to the concept of theory in the exact and, to some degree, applied sciences. These theoretical constructs demand crucial
         experiments for their verification or falsification. If refuted, they will be superseded. They can be mathematically or logically
         formalised. The invocation of ‘theory’ in the humanities, in historical and social studies, in the evaluation of literature
         and the arts, seems to me mendacious. The humanities are susceptible neither to crucial experiments nor to verification (except
         on a material, documentary level). Our responses to them are narratives of intuition. In the unbounded dynamics of the semantic,
         in the flux of the meaningful, in the uncircumscribed interplay of interpretations, the only propositions are those of personal
         choice, of taste, of echoing affinity or deafness. There can be no refutations or disproofs in any theoretical sense. Coleridge
         does not refute Samuel Johnson; Picasso does not advance on Raphael. In humane letters, ‘theory’ is nothing but intuition
         grown impatient.
      

      
      My persuasion that the current triumph of the theoretical in literary, historical, sociological discourse is self-deception,
         that it enacts a failure of nerve in the face of the prestige of the sciences, goes back to those irreducibly individual coats
         of arms which leapt to unsettling life for me in that summer of 1936. Later, I was to learn that formal rules and exact conventions
         do underlie the code, the quarterings of heraldry, that there are systematic figurations and allegories. If one so wishes,
         a ‘theoretical’ reading of armorial meanings is possible. To me, however, this abstract programme cannot alter or communicate the life-force of individuation. It cannot substantiate the existential circumstance – temporal, familial,
         psychological – of the dramatis persona who bore that shield. No two lions rampant roar the same saga. Possessed by Blake’s ‘holiness of the minute particular’,
         by the dizzying knowledge that there are in chess, after the initial five moves, more possibilities than atoms in the universe,
         I have found myself isolated from the now-dominant turn to theory. The games played in deconstruction, in post-modernism,
         in the imposition on the study of history and society of meta-mathematical models (the mathematics being, often, pretentiously
         naïve) largely condition the climate of academic-critical pursuits. The theoreticians in power consider my own work, if they
         consider it at all, as archaic impressionism. As heraldry.
      

      
      But art and poetry will always give to universals ‘a local habitation and a name’. They have made the particular, even the
         minute, inviolable. Nowhere more so than in Canto IV of Pope’s The Rape of the Lock:

      
      
         A constant Vapour o’er the palace flies;

         Strange phantoms rising as the mists arise;

         Dreadful, as hermit’s dreams in haunted shades,

         Or bright, as visions of expiring maids.

         Now glaring fiends, and snakes on rolling spires,

         Pale spectres, gaping tombs, and purple fires:

         Now lakes of liquid gold, Elysian scenes,

         And crystal domes, and Angels in machines.

      

      
      
         Unnumber’d throngs on ev’ry side are seen,

         Of bodies chang’d to various forms of Spleen.

         Here living Tea-pots stand, one arm held out,

         One bent; the handle this, and that the spout:

         A Pipkin there, like Homer’s Tripod walks;

         Here sighs a Jar, and there a Goose-pye talks;

         Men prove with child, as pow’rful fancy works,

         And maids turn’d bottles, call aloud for corks.

      

      
      That last couplet cries out, doubtless, for reduction to the psychoanalytic. Yet how little of its surrealistic magic such reduction can theorise. Pope’s ironic self-subversions can,
         indeed, be grist for a deconstructive mill. Ground to theoretical dust, what have they yielded of their nightmare-charm? The
         most penetrating gloss on this passage is Beardsley’s illustration in which, if not God, the devil lies in the detail. Ask
         any child whether that living Tea-pot’ can suffer deconstruction, whether theory can arrest that walking pipkin.
      

   
      
      TWO

      
      

      
      How can a human voice cast a huge, sickening shadow? On short waves, the wireless chirped and often dissolved in bursts of
         static. But Hitler’s speeches, when broadcast, punctuated my childhood (whence, so many years later, The Portage to San Cristobal of A.H.). My father would bend close to the wireless, straining to hear. We were in Paris, where I was born in 1929. One of the doctors
         assisting at my awkward birth then returned to Louisiana to assassinate Huey Long. History was always in attendance.
      

      
      My parents had left Vienna in 1924. From meagre circumstances, from a Czech-Austrian milieu still in reach of the ghetto,
         my father had risen to meteoric eminence. Antisemitic Vienna, the cradle of Nazism, was, in certain respects, a liberal meritocracy.
         He had secured a senior legal position in the Austrian Central Bank, with fiacre (a use of a carriage and horses). A brilliant career lay before the youthful Herr Doktor. With grim clairvoyance, my father perceived the nearing disaster. A systematic, doctrinal Jew-hatred seethed and stank below
         the glittering liberalities of Viennese culture. The world of Freud, of Mahler, of Wittgenstein was also that of Mayor Lueger,
         Hitler’s exemplar. At their lunatic source, Nazism and the ‘final solution’ are Austrian rather than German reflexes. Like
         his friend out of Galicia, one Lewis Namier, my father dreamt of England. For the eastern and central European Jewish intelligentsia,
         the career of Disraeli had assumed a mythical, talismanic aura. But he suffered from rheumatic fevers, and the medical sagacity
         of the day held France to be the milder climate. So Paris it was, and a new start under strained circumstances (my mother, Viennese
         to her fingertips, lamented this seemingly irrational move). And to the end of his days, my father never felt at home among
         what he judged to be the arrogant chauvinism, the frivolities, the myopia of French politics, finance and society. He would
         mutter under his breath (unjustly) that all nationalities would sell you their mothers, but the French delivered.
      

      
      Of fragile physique, my father was compounded of formidable will and intellect. He found a surprisingly large portion of mankind
         unacceptable. Sloppiness, lies (even ‘white’ ones) and evasions of reality infuriated him. He lacked the arts of forgiveness.
         His contributions to the skills of international investment banking, to the techniques of corporate finance in the period
         between the wars are on record. His Zionism had the ardour of one who knew, even at the outset, that he would not emigrate
         to Palestine. His bookplate shows a bark, a seven-branched candelabrum at its bow, approaching Jerusalem. But the holy city
         remains on the far horizon. Papa embodied, as did every corner of our Paris home, the tenor, the prodigality and glow of Jewish-European
         and Central European emancipation. The horrors which reduced this liberal humaneness and vision to ashes have distorted remembrance.
         Evocations of the Shoah have, tragically, privileged the remembrance of prior suffering, particularly throughout eastern Europe.
         The proud Judaism of my father was, like that of an Einstein or a Freud, one of messianic agnosticism. It breathed rationality,
         the promise of the Enlightenment and tolerance. It owed as much to Voltaire as it did to Spinoza. High holidays, notably the
         Day of Atonement, were observed not for prescriptive or theological motives, but as a yearly summons to identity, to a homeland
         in millennial time.
      

      
      By virtue of what was to become an unbearable paradox, this Judaism of secular hope looked to German philosophy, literature,
         scholarship and music for its talismanic guarantees. German metaphysics and cultural criticism, from Kant to Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, the classics of German-language poetry and drama, the master-historians such as Ranke, Mommsen
         and Gregorovius crowded the shelves of my father’s library. As did first editions of Heine, in whose mordant wit, in whose
         torn and ambiguous destiny, in whose unhoused virtuosity in both German and French, my father saw the prophetic mirror of
         modern European Judaism. Like so many German, Austrian and Central European Jews, my father was immersed in Wagner. During
         his very brief spell under arms in Vienna in 1914, he had ridden a horse named Lohengrin; he had then married a woman called
         Elsa. It was, however, the whole legacy of German-Austrian music, it was Mozart, Beethoven, Schubert, Hugo Wolf and Mahler
         who filled the house. As a very young child, at the edge of bedtime and through a crack in the living-room door, I was sometimes
         allowed to hear chamber-music, a Lieder-recital, being performed by musicians invited into our home. They were, increasingly, refugees in desolate plight. Yet even
         in the thickening political twilight, a Schubert song, a Schumann study could light up my father’s haunted mien. When concessions
         had to be made to encroaching reality, my father gave them an ironic touch: recordings of Wagner were now played in French.
      

      
      Only in the posthumously published letters of Gershom Scholem have I come across the same note of helpless clearsightedness
         and warning. Over and over, even prior to 1933, my father laboured to warn, to alert, to awaken to refuge not only those whom
         he and my mother had left behind in Prague or in Vienna, but the French political-military establishment with which his international
         dealings had brought him into contact. His ‘pessimism’, his ‘alarmist prognostications’ elicited only officious dismissal
         or hostility. Family and friends refused to move. One could come to reasonable terms with Herr Hitler. The unpleasantness
         would soon pass. The age of pogroms was over. In diplomatic and ministerial circles, my father was regarded as a tedious Cassandra,
         prone to well-known traits of Jewish hysteria. Papa lived those rancid 1930s like a man trapped in cobwebs, lashing out and
         sick at heart. There was also, however, a more private and constant regret.
      

      
      His own studies in law and economic theory had been of exceptional strength. He had published monographs on the utopian economics
         of Saint-Simon and on the Austrian banking crises of the later nineteenth century. The absolute need to support various less-qualified
         members of his family, the collapse of the dual monarchy and the aftermath of the First World War had thrust him into finance.
         He respected the importance and the technical ingenuities of his craft, but cultivated scant regard for most of those who
         practised it. (One of the few contemporaries he acknowledged as preeminent, also in integrity, and whom he came, in certain
         outward gestures and in tone to resemble, was Siegmund Warburg.) My father’s innermost passions lay elsewhere. His uncertain
         health had barred him from medical studies. He turned to intellectual history, to the history and philosophic aspects of biology.
         His learning was extensive and exact. His appetite for languages remained unquenched to the very end (he was systematically
         acquiring Russian at the time of his death). Investment banking occupied most of his outward existence. At the core, it left
         him almost indifferent. From this tension came his uncompromising resolve that his son should know next to nothing of his
         father’s profession. This partition could reach absurd lengths: ‘I would rather that you did not know the difference between
         a bond and a share.’ I was to be a teacher and a thorough scholar. On this last point, I have failed him.
      

      
      Why this elevation of the teacher-scholar rather than, say, the artist, the writer or the performer in a sensibility so responsive
         to music, literature and the arts? There was scarcely a museum in Paris and, later, in New York, to which he did not take
         me on a Saturday. It is in this instinctive preference for teaching and learning, for the discovery and transmission of the
         truth that my father, in his aching stoicism, was most profoundly Jewish. Like Islam, Judaism is iconoclastic. It fears the
         image, it distrusts the metaphor. Emancipated Judaism delights in the performing artist, especially the musician. It has produced masters of stage and film. Yet even to this day, when it informs so much of American literature,
         when it can look to a Kafka, a Proust, a Mandelstam or a Paul Celan, Judaism is not altogether at ease with the poetics of
         invention (fabulation), with the mustard-seed of ‘falsehood’ or fiction, with the rivalry to God the creator inherent in the arts. Given the limitless
         wonders of the created universe, when there is such wealth of actual being to be recorded and grasped by reason, when there
         is history to be untangled, law to be clarified, science to be furthered, is the devising of fictions, of mimesis a truly
         responsible, a genuinely adult pursuit? Freud, for one, did not think so. Fictions were to be outgrown as man ripened into
         the ‘reality principle’. Somewhere in my father’s restless spirit a comparable doubt may have nagged. Even the most Voltairean,
         perhaps atheistic – I do not know – of Jews knows that the word rabbi simply means ‘teacher’.
      

      
      Only later did I come to realise the investment of hope against hope, of watchful inventiveness, which my father made in educating
         me. This, during years of private and public torment, when the bitter need to find some future for us as Nazism drew near,
         left him emotionally and physically worn out. I marvel still at the loving astuteness of his devices. No new book was allowed
         me till I had written down for his inspection a précis of the one I had just read. If I had not understood this or that passage
         – my father’s choices and suggestions were aimed carefully above my head – I was to read it to him out loud. Often the voice
         clears up a text. If misunderstanding persisted, I was to copy the relevant bit in my own writing. At which move, it would
         usually surrender its lode.
      

      
      Though I was hardly aware of the design, my reading was held in balance between French, English and German. My upbringing
         was totally trilingual, and the background always polyglot. My radiant Mama would habitually begin a sentence in one tongue
         and end it in another. Once a week, a diminutive Scottish lady appeared to read Shakespeare to and with me. I entered that
         world, I am not certain why, via Richard II. Adroitly, the first speech I was made to learn by heart was not that of Gaunt, but Mowbray’s farewell, with its mordant
         music of exile. A refugee scholar coached me in Greek and Latin. He exhaled an odour of reduced soap and sorrow.
      

      
      I could not yet conceive of, let alone articulate, the creed at work in my father’s purpose. I accepted, with unquestioning
         zest, the idea that study and a hunger for understanding were the most natural, the determinant ideals. Consciously or not,
         the sceptical ironist had set out for his son a secular Talmud. I was to learn how to read, how to internalise word and commentary
         in the hope, however chancy, that I might one day add to that commentary, to the survival of the text, a further hint of light.
         My childhood was made a demanding festival.
      

      
      The confirmation occurred one late winter evening, not long before my sixth birthday. My father had, in broad strokes, told
         me the story of the Iliad. He had kept the book itself out of my impatient reach. Now he opened it before us in the translation by Johann-Heinrich
         Voss of 1793. Papa turned to Book XXI. Crazed by the death of his beloved Patroclus, Achilles is butchering the fleeing Trojans.
         Nothing can impede his homicidal fury. One of Priam’s sons crosses his path. The wretched Lycaon has just returned from Lemnos
         to help defend his father’s imperilled city. Earlier, Achilles had captured him and sold him into slavery at Lemnos, thus
         ironically consigning him to safety. But Lycaon is back. Now the appalled youth recognises the blind horror storming at him.
         I cite Robert Fagles’s version (1990):
      

      
      
         … He ducked, ran under the hurl

         And seized Achilles’ knees as the spear shot past his back

         and stuck in the earth, still starved for human flesh.

         And begging now, one hand clutching Achilles’ knees,

         the other gripping the spear, holding for dear life,

         Lycaon burst out with a winging prayer: ‘Achilles!

         I grasp your knees – respect me, show me mercy!

         I am your suppliant, Prince, you must respect me!’

      

      
      Lycaon’s abject terror mounts:
      

      
      
         ‘And it’s just twelve days that I’ve been home in Troy–

         all I’ve suffered! But now, again, some murderous fate

         has placed me in your hands, your prisoner twice over–

         Father Zeus must hate me, giving me back to you!

         Ah, to a short life you bore me, mother – mother …’

      

      
      One final, pathetic sophistry:

      
      
         ‘Listen, this too, take it to heart, I beg you –

         don’t kill me! I’m not from the same womb as Hector,

         Hector who killed your friend, your strong, gentle friend!’
         

      

      
      At which line, my father stopped with an air of considered helplessness. What, in God’s name, happens next? I must have been
         shaking with excited frustration, shaking. Ah, said Papa, there was a gap in Voss’s translation, indeed in all available translations.
         To be sure, there was the original, Homer’s Greek, which lay open on the table, together with a lexicon and introductory grammar. Should we try
         and decipher the burning passage for ourselves? It was not, my father added, difficult Greek. Perhaps we could manage Achilles’
         reply. And he took my finger, placing it on the appropriate Greek words:
      

      
      
         … ‘Fool,

         don’t talk to me of ransom. No more speeches.

         Before Patroclus met his day of destiny, true,

         it warmed my heart a bit to spare some Trojans:

         droves I took alive and auctioned off as slaves.

         But now not a single Trojan flees his death,

         not one the gods hand over to me before your gates,

         none of all the Trojans, sons of Priam least of all!

         Come, friend, you too must die. Why moan about it so?

         Even Patroclus died, a far, far better man than you.

         And look, you see how handsome and powerful I am?

         The son of a great man, the mother who gave me life

         a deathless goddess. But even for me, I tell you,
         

         death and the strong force of fate are waiting.

         There will come a dawn or sunset or high noon

         when a man will take my life in battle too –

         flinging a spear perhaps

         or whipping a deadly arrow off his bow.’

      

      
      Whereupon, Achilles slaughters the kneeling Lycaon.

      
      My father read the Greek several times over. He made me mouth the syllables after him. Dictionary and grammar flew open. Like
         the lineaments of a brightly coloured mosaic lying under sand, when you pour water on it, the words, the formulaic phrases,
         took on form and meaning for me. Word by sung word, verse by verse. I recall graphically the rush of wonder, of a child’s
         consciousness troubled and uncertainly ripened, by that single word ‘friend’ in the midst of the death-sentence: ‘Come, friend, you too must die.’ And by the enormity, so far as I could gauge it, of the question: ‘Why moan about it so?’ Very slowly,
         allowing me his treasured Waterman pen, my father let me trace some of the Greek letters and accents.
      

      
      Tapping my excitement (it would be some time before I discovered that translations of Homer did not omit the most thrilling bits), Papa made a further proposal, as in passing: ‘Shall we learn some lines from this episode by heart?’
         So that the serene inhumanity of Achilles’ message, its soft terror, would never leave us. Who could tell, moreover, what
         I might find on my night-table when going back to my room? I raced. And found my first Homer. Perhaps the rest has been a
         foot-note to that hour.
      

      
      The Iliad and the Odyssey have been lifelong companions. I have tried to honour a debt of love by studying and writing about Homer. My daughter, Deborah,
         is an exact and illuminating philologist, but my amateur (amatore, ‘the lover’) intuition tells me that the editor who compiled the oral fragments of the Troy-saga into a unified text, into
         our Iliad, was, late in his life, the author of the Odyssey. The genius of the two works differs as does a novel from a supreme ballad. We hear in the Odyssey a scepticism, sometimes playful, sometimes tragic (notably during the dialogue with Achilles in Hades), as to the unexamined
         exaltation of murderous heroism in the Iliad. A searching, in some sense domestic sensibility looks back on the earlier epic.
      

      
      I have collected English-language translations of the Homeric epics and hymns. These run into the hundreds. Of all my work,
         Homer in English, a selection from this trove published in 1996, has brought me the most immediate pleasure. It tells of peregrine years among
         book-barns, auctions, Charing Cross Road stalls and dusty boxes. It recalls sudden finds – a first edition of Hobbes’s ‘Homer’
         after a quarter century in pursuit; the purchase, much beyond reasonable means, of the rare first issue of Lamb’s tales from
         the Odyssey, and of the original publication of Pound’s first Canto, the Circe-canto in mint condition, from under a grotty pile of film-weeklies. There is in this anthology a history of the language from Caxton
         to Walcott, from Chaucer to Tom Gunn; a chronicle of Anglo-American consciousness and self-consciousness as the radioactive
         tracer of the Homeric lights its fabric from generation to generation. And there is, for me, in every page a spoor of my father’s
         voice.
      

      
      Lycaon’s fatal exchange with Achilles concentrates much of what perception is granted us as to the limits of human speech
         in the face of death. To carry this narrative with one (to learn it by heart) is to possess a tuning-fork against illusion.
         Together with Tolstoy’s ‘Ivan Ilitch’ (Tolstoy is one of our pre-eminent readers of the Iliad), Achilles’ fatalism – its momentary tenderness, blank as the eyes of archaic Greek figures – instructs us of our triviality.
         Achilles is the lucid instrument of that extinction which inhabits life. Tougher than Falstaff’s jaunty edict that we all
         owe God a life, is Achilles’ reminder that we all owe death a life. A terrible clarity is born. Christopher Logue hears the
         light from Achilles’ helmet ‘screaming across three thousand years’. Because he expressly includes his own imminent death
         in that of the hysterical boy, Achilles conveys an enigmatic forgiveness: where he concurs with otherwise unendurable reality, man forgives life, forgives the human condition, for being the indifferent, end-stopped thing it is.
      

      
      There are numerous such ‘summations’ in the two sagas. An attempt at understanding, as best we can, the nature of representation
         and remembrance, of fact and fiction, will take its source at the court of the Phaeacians, in Book VIII of the Odyssey. Demodocus the blind minstrel (sight has become insight) sings to the assembled lords and their unknown guest. He sings of
         the battles before Troy and of Odysseus. Hearing himself sung, the voyager succumbs to tears. Not only, I believe, because
         of the manifest pathos of recollection, not only because the sombre destinies of his erstwhile companions-at-arms are brought
         home to him. But, more devastatingly, because the minstrel’s recital compels Odysseus to confront the ‘unmaking’, the dissemination
         of his own living self. He has passed already into the insubstantial everlastingness of fiction. He has been emptied into
         legend. No poetics after Homer, no philosophic inquiry into the status of the imaginary with reference to the empirical, cuts
         deeper. There are, in literature and the arts, other privileged acts of mirroring inward, such as the snatches from Figaro played by the house-band at Don Giovanni’s last supper, or such as the narrator’s return to Venice in Proust. None is richer
         or more complex than Odysseus’ audition of Demodocus.
      

      
      Or consider the night-meeting of Priam and Achilles in Book XXIV of the Iliad. The father is begging the body of his son Hector from his killer. He places his lips on ‘those man-murdering hands’. Every
         line is – I can put it no other way – measureless to our response. Once more, the centre is one of implacable truth to life
         (to death). Both men have wept piteously. Achilles knows that his triumph over Hector entails his own doom as well as that
         of Priam’s many-towered city. He will know no home-coming to his own aged sire. But now, in that tent of death, it is time
         to eat. No grief, however monumental, altogether abolishes hunger. Achilles reminds Priam that after the slaying of all her
         children, Niobe ‘fell to meat’ (as a Jacobean translator puts it). Would Shakespeare have ventured this touch? Tolstoy understood it perfectly.
      

      
      The dimensions implicit here are those of the ‘classic’. What is a ‘classic’? What is the agency of its persistence across
         time, languages and altering societies? What authorises the tap, tap of sightless Homer’s white cane in Joyce’s Dublin?
      

      
      I define a ‘classic’, in literature, in music, in the arts, in philosophic argument, as a signifying form which ‘reads’ us.
         It reads us more than we read (listen to, perceive) it. There is nothing paradoxical, let alone mystical, in this definition.
         Each time we engage with it, the classic will question us. It will challenge our resources of consciousness and intellect,
         of mind and body (so much of primary aesthetic and even intellectual response is bodily). The classic will ask of us: ‘have
         you understood?’; ‘have you re-imagined responsibly?’; ‘are you prepared to act upon the questions, upon the potentialities
         of transformed, enriched being which I have posed?’.
      

      
      Let us take these queries in turn.

      
      The arts of understanding (hermeneutics) are as manifold as their objects. Signs are unbounded; both in combinatorial modes
         and in potentialities of significance. There is nothing more unnerving in the human condition than the fact that we can mean
         and/or say anything. This semantic unboundedness comports an uncircumscribed variousness of approaches to interpretation. In the case of language,
         of any form of discourse or text, of any speech-act, words seek out words. There is no a priori limit to the ways in which this search, this quest for meaning, can be conducted. The words which we use to elucidate or
         paraphrase or interpret (‘translate’) those of the message, of the text before us share with that message or text a radical
         undecidability. They are, as linguistics after Saussure has taught us, arbitrary, conventional markers. A ‘horse’ is no more
         like a horse than is a cheval. A formal freedom attaches to the sign.
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