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In Book vrrr of the Odyssey, we read that the gods weave

rnisfortunes so that futule generations will have something

to sing about; Mallarmd's statement, "The world exists to

end up in a book," seems to rePeat, some tl-rirty centuries

later, the same concePt of an aesthetic justification for evils.

These two teleologies, however, do not entirely coincide;

the former belongs to the era ofthe spoken word, and the

latter to an era of the written word. One speaks of telling

the story and the other ofbooks'

A book, any book, is for us a sacred object: Cervantes, who

probably did not listen to everJ'thing that everyone said, read

even "the torn sclaps ofpaper in the stleetsj'Fire, in one of
Bernard Shaw's comedies, threatens the liblary at Alexandria;

someone exclaims that the memory of mankind will burn,
an<l Caesar replies: 'A shameful memory. Let it burn." The

historical Caesar, in my opinion, might have approved or
condemned the command the author attributes to him, but
he rvould not have considered it, as we do, a sacrilegious joke.
The reason is clear: for the ancients the written word was
nothing more than a substitute for the spoken word.

It is well known that Pythagoras did not write; Gomperz
(Griechische Denker I,3) maintains that it was because
he had n-rore faith in the virtues of spoken instructior.r.
More forceful than Pythagoras' mere abstention is plato,s
unequivocal testinony. In the Timaeus he stated: ,,It is an
arduous task to discover the maker and father of this uni_
verse, and, having discovered him, it is impossible to tell it
to all meri'; and in the phaedrus he recounted an Egyptian
fable against writing (the practice of which .uur.. p*pl. ,o
neglect the exercise of r4emory and to depend o,r.ymbols),
and said that books are like the painted figures .,that 

seem
to be alive, but clo not answer a word to the questions they
are asked." To alleviate or eliminate that difficulty, he cre_
aled the philosophical clialogue.

A teacher selects a pupil, but a book does not select its
readers, who rnay be wicked or stupid; this platonic mis_
trust persists in the words of Clement of Alexandria, a
man ofpagan culture: "The most prudent course is not totvrite but to lear,r and teach by word of mouth, because
\vhat is written remains,' (Stromateis),and in the same trea-
rtse: "To write all things in a book is to put a sword in the
rrands of a child," which derives fi.om the Gospels:,.Give
not tlrat which is holy unto the dogs, neither cast ye your
Pearls before swine, Iest they trample them under their feet,
drr(l tullt again and r.end you.', That sentence is from ]esus,
'r/c greatest of the oral teachers, who only once wrote a fewtvoids on the gr.ounr1, and no man read what He had writ-ten (lohn g;6).

... 
Clement of Alexandria wrote about his distrust of writ-ulg at the encl of the second century; the end of the fourthcer)tury 

saw the beginning of the mental process that wor"rld!urDillate, 
after many generations, in the predominance of

the wlitten word over the spoken one, ofthe pen over the
voice. A rernarkable stroke of fortune determined that a
writer wor.rld establish the exact instant (and I am not exag.
gerating) when this vast process began. St. Augustine tells it
in Book vr of the Confessions:

When he [Ambrose] was readir.rg, his eyes ran over.the
page and his heart perceived the sense, but his voice ancl
tongue were silent. He did not restrict access to anyone
coming in, nor .!{as it customary even for a visitor to be
announced. Very often when we were there, we saw him
silently reading and never otherwise. After sitting for a
long time in silence (for lvho would dare to burden him in
such intent concentration?) we used to go away. We sup_
posed that in the hubbub of other peoplet troubles, he
would not want to be invited to consider. another problem.
We wondered if he read silently perhaps to protect himself
in case he had a hearer interested and intent on the matter.,
to whom he might have to expound the text being read
if it contained diliculties, or who might wish to clebate
some diflrcult questions. If his tirle were used up in that
way, he would get througl-r fewer books than he wished.
Besides, the need to preserve his voice, which used easily
to become hoarse, could have been a very fair reason for
silent reading. Whatever motive he had for his habit, this
man had a good reason for what he did.

Jorge Luis Borges, 'On the Cutt of Books (1948), in Se/ected Non-fctions, trans. and ed. Eliot Weinberger (New Yorkr Viking Penguin,1999),358-62.

St. Augustine was a disciple of St. Ambrose, Bishop of Milan,
around the year 384; thirteen years later, in Numidia, he
wrote Iris Confessions and was still troubled by that extraor_
dinary sight: a man in a room, with a book, reading with_
out saying the words.l

That man passed directly from the written symbol to
intuition, omitting sound; the strange art he initiated, the
art ofsilent reading, would lead to marvelous consequences.
It would lead, rnany years later, to the concept ofthe book
as an end in itself, not as a means to an end. (This mystical
concept, transferred to profane literature, would produce
the unique destinies of Flaubert and Mallarmö, of Henry
James and James Joyce.) Superimposed on the notion of a
God who speaks with men in order to command them to
do something or to forbid thern to do something was that
ofthe Absolute Book, ofa Sacred Scripture.

For Muslims, the Koran (also called "The Book,,, al-Kitab)
is not merely a work of God, like men's souls or the uni_
verse; it is one of the attributes of God, like His eternity or
His rage. In chapter xrrr we read that the original text, the
Mother of the Book, is depositbcl in Heaven. Muhanrmad
al-Ghazali, the Algazel of the scholastics, declared: ..The

Koran is copied in a book, is pror.rounced with the tongue,
is remernbered in the heart and, even so, continues to per_
sist in the center. of God and is not altered by its passage
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through written pages and human understar-rding." George

Sale observes that this uncreated Koran is nothing but its
idea ol Platonic archetype; it is like1y that al-Ghazali used

the idea of archetypes, communicated to Islam by the
Encyclopedia of the Brethren of Purity and by Avicenna, to
justify the notion of the Mother of the Book.

Even mole extravagant than the Muslims were the lews.
The first chapter of the lewish Bible contains the famous
sentence: 'And God said, 'Let there be lightl and there was

light"; the Kabbalists algued that the virtue of that com-
mand from the Lord came frorn the letters of the words. The

Sepher Yetzirah (Book ofthe Forrnation), written in Syria or
Palestine around the sixth century, reveals that Jehovah of
the Armies, God of Israel and God Omnipotent, created

the universe by means of the cardinal numbers from one to

ten and the twenty-two letters of the alphabet. That num-
bers may be instrurnents or elements of the Creation is the
dogma of Pythagoras and Iamblichus; that letters also are

is a clear indication of the new cult of \,vriting. The second

paragraph of the second chapter reads: "Twenty-two fun-
darnental letters: God drew them, engraved them, cont-
bined them, r,veighed them, perrnutated them, and rvith
them produced everything that is and everything that will
be." Then the book reveals which letter has porver over air,

and which over water, and which over lire, and rvhich or.er

wisdom, and which over peace, and which over grace, and

which over sleep, and ivhich over anger, and how (for exam-

ple) the letter &af rvhich has powel over life, served to form
the sun in the'lvorld, the day Wednesday in the week, and

the left ear on the body.

The Christians went even fr.rrther. The thought that the
divinity had written a book moved then to imagirre tl-rat

he had written two, and that the other one was the uni-
verse. At the beginning ofthe seventeenth century, Francis

Bacon declared inhis Advancement of Learning that God
ol1-ered r.rs two books so that we would not fall into error:
the first, the volume of the Scriptures, reveals His will; the

second, the volume of the creatures, reveals His powq,

and is the key to the former. Bacon intended much ms1*

tl-ran the making of a metaphor; he believed that the wor14

was reducible to essential forms (ternperatures, densities,

weights, colors), which formed, in limited number, a1 a6r.

cedarium naturae or series ofletters with which the univer.

sal text is written.2

Sir Thomas Browne, around 1642, confirmed that "Thu,

there are two Books from whence I collected my Divinity;

besides that written one of God, another of His servanl

Nature, that universal and publick Manuscript, that ligg

expans'd unto the Eyes of all: those that never salv Him 11

the one, have discoverä Hirn ir-r the other" (Religio Medii
I, r6). In the same paragraph we read: "In brief, all things

are artificial; for Nature is the Art of Godl' Two hundre{
years passed, and the Scot Carlyle, in various places in hig

books, particularly in the essay on Cagliostlo, went beyond

Bacon'.s hypotl-resis; he said that nniversal history rvas n

Sacred Scripture that we decipher and write uncertainly,

and in 'rvhich we too are wt'itten. Later, Ldon Bloy rvould

'write:
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There is no hunan being on earth who is capable of

declaring who he is. No one knows rvhat he has come to

this world to do, to what his acts, feelings, ideas corre.

spond, or what his real name is, his imperishable Name

in the registry of Light ... History is an immense lrtur,

gical text, where the i's and the periods are not rvorth

less than the versicles or whole chapters, but the impor-

tance of both is undeterminable and is profoundly hid.

den. (l,Ame de Napoleon, rytz)

The world, according to Mallarmö, exists for a book;

according to Bloy, we are the versicles or words or letters of

a magic book, and that incessant book is the only thing in

the world: more exactly, it is the world.

1 The commentators have noted that it was customary at that time to read out
loud in order to grasp the meaning better, for there were no punctuatton marks,
not even a division of words, and to read in common because thete was a scarci
ty of manuscripts. The dialogue of Lucian of Samosata, Againsi an \g)narant Buyer of
Books, includes an account of that custom in the second centuru

2 Galileo s works abound with the concept of the universe as a book. The second
section of Favaro s anthology (Ga/i/eo Gaiileij Pensieri, moül e sentenze, Florence,
1949) is entitled "l libro della Natura. l quote the foilowing paragraph:'Phitosophy
is written in that very large book that rs continually opened before our eyes (l mean
the universe), but which is not understood unless first one sludies the language and
knows the characters in which it is written. The language of that book is ntathemati'
cal and the characters are triangles, circles, and other geometric figures."
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