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‘Packed with intellectual meat, curious learning, strange clever connections, Serendipities … is a small treasure of a book. He’s a natural investigator of odd systems and connections, a finder of lost ideas and odd secrets, a reader of the rarest books. If you share his curious streak, this little volume is yet another cull from the treasures of a splendid, witty reader’

Malcolm Bradbury, Independent on Sunday

‘… the fascination of the ideas he explores and the unpredictable brilliance of his discussion will excite anyone interested in the history of language and ideas’

Sunday Telegraph

‘A thought-provoking and entertaining little book. He is amusing in his scholarly way, never more so than when wondering which language God gave Adam to speak. He is not dogmatic or pompous, for his is a questioning spirit. His games may be designed to tease the reader, but they are games that provide much intellectual pleasure’

Paul Bailey, Daily Telegraph

‘As always, one leaves Eco’s pages tingling with ideas’

John Sutherland, Sunday Times

‘Eco’s rich and stimulating, amusing and enlightening journey through language, lunacy and serendipities. It is a labyrinthine journey of discovery, but with a thread in hand. The book reads like a detective story, at a fast pace … This book is a revelation. But don’t take my word for it. Read it’

Liberato Santoro-Brienza, Sunday Tribune

‘The pieces … gathered in this superbly designed little book – pellucidly translated by William Weaver – deal in their various ways with falsehoods, misunderstandings and misprisions … A real treat’

Irish Independent
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PREFACE |

In the introduction to my Search for a Perfect Language (1995), I informed the reader that, bearing in mind the physical limits of a book, I had been forced to omit many curious episodes, and I concluded: ‘I console myself that I have the material for future excursions in erudition’ (6).

I made some of these excursions subsequently, and two of them were the subject of two lectures I gave during my term as Fellow in Residence at the Italian Academy for Advanced Studies at Columbia University in New York (October–December 1996); of these, I have included in this collection only one, the third essay. The second piece in this volume, on the languages of Paradise, I read in April 1997 at a colloquium held in Jerusalem on the concept of Paradise in the three monotheistic religions. The papers on Gabriel de Foigny and Joseph de Maistre were published in Italian in two collections dedicated to the memory of Luigi Rosiello. All these essays have been revised for the present volume, even though I could not avoid some repetition (which will be convenient, however, for the reader who does not read the chapters from the first to the last).

In collecting these pieces I saw that not only are they parts of the history of the search for a perfect language but they also have something else in common: they speak of errors (such as the European incomprehension of non-European languages or the mystical-reactionary view of language in Maistre, which leads him to absolutely risible etymological games) or else of fictional inventions (as in the case of the Austral language of Foigny, who tells a story that today we would call science fiction but in its own day belonged to the utopian genre). Dante’s case is a bit different: in reconstructing the situation of Adam in Paradise, the poet perhaps presumed he was telling the truth, but he devised his linguistic model as justification for his poetic activity, and to some extent he adjusted the story to his own purpose, proposing himself as the new Adam. Dante’s story, however, is even more complex: on the one hand, we suspect that, more or less consciously, he was borrowing ideas from the cabalistic tradition; on the other, we find it curious how some interpreters have got things wrong and have even committed the unforgivable error of believing Dante had the King James Bible at his elbow. And, finally, this story shows how theories can change according to the translation of the Bible that the theorists have at their disposal.

In short, all these erudite excursions of mine are concerned with a linguistics that I would call ‘lunatic,’ and – as I have already said in my book on perfect languages – even the most lunatic experiments can produce strange side effects, stimulating research that proves perhaps less amusing but scientifically more serious.

For this reason, in collecting these essays, I have decided to precede them with a lecture I gave at the University of Bologna for the opening of the 1994–95 academic year. The polemical title is ‘The Force of Falsity,’ and in the lecture I wanted to show how a number of ideas that today we consider false actually changed the world (sometimes for the better, sometimes for the worse) and how, in the best instances, false beliefs and discoveries totally without credibility could then lead to the discovery of something true (or at least something we consider true today). In the field of the sciences, this mechanism is known as serendipity. An excellent example of it is given us by Columbus, who – believing he could reach the Indies by sailing westward – actually discovered America, which he had not intended to discover.

But the concept of serendipity can be broadened. A mistaken project does not always lead to something correct: often (and this is what happened in many projected perfect languages) a project that the author believed right seems to us unrealizable, but for this very reason we understand why something else was right. Take the case of Foigny: he invents a language that cannot work, and he invents it deliberately to parody other languages seriously proposed. But in doing so he helps us see (probably beyond his own intentions) why, on the contrary, the imperfect languages we all speak work fairly well.

In other words, I feel that what links the essays collected here is that they are about ideas, projects, beliefs that exist in a twilight zone between common sense and lunacy, truth and error, visionary intelligence and what now seems to us stupidity, though it was not stupid in its day and we must therefore reconsider it with great respect.

OEBPS/images/9781474602792.jpg
SERENDIPITIES
fax/{/yxwa{y/& and fwﬂ/wqy/

UMBERTO ECO






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON





