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Multilingual maelstrom: Re-reading Primo Levi’s
‘Canto of Ulysses’

Dominique Jullien

Ulysses ... must not forget the Odyssey.
(Calvino)'

The figure of Ulysses and the Dantean Canto at the centre of If This Is A Man have
been analysed extensively in terms of the memoir’s conflicted relation to humanist
values. The Babelian curse of the Lager has also been the focus of much critical
attention. This essay attempts to connect them: to interface the humanist dilemma
embodied by the crucial (but also problematic) Ulysses self-image? with the linguistic
mix displayed in Levi’s chapter, where language switching is pervasive and broken
bits of German, French, Polish, Italian, Hungarian float along the classic Odyssean
narrative. The essay also points to an overlooked yet important intertext, which
provides a bridge from the Auschwitz testimonial to the Odyssean trope of shipwreck
and survival: Edgar A. Poes story ‘A Descent into the Maelstrém’ where the sailor’s
escape from the vortex-shaped abyss is attributable to intellect and ingenuity. The
chapter’s central shipwreck trope seems relevant as a traditional site for teleological
doubt, while linguistic plurality appears connected to two major diverging paradigms:
on the one hand, the defeat of human intelligence and agency by the biblical forces
of linguistic confusion and the anti-Providential camp narrative; on the other hand, a
post-Holocaust, anti-totalitarian reshaping of the traditional humanist bond between
classic and audience in the context of broken languages, damaged memory and fallible
transmission protocols. This essay revisits the famous ‘Canto of Ulysses™ (together
with The Drowned and the Saved which looks back at If This Is A Man forty years later,
forming with it a ‘macrotext’)® in the framework of a discussion of multilingualism,
where the intermingling of languages is not simply a reflection of the Lager reality
but signals the possibility of transforming that violent heterogeneity into a creative
rethinking of literary agency.
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The Babel trope: The multilingual curse

The multilingual Lager experience is an indispensable starting point. Linguistic
confusion is the first form of viclence the prisoners encounter.

La confusione delle lingue ¢ una componente fondamentale del modo di vivere
di quaggit; si & circondati da une perpetua Babele, in cui tutti urlano ordini e
minacce in lingue mai prima udite, e guai a chi non aferra a volo.*

(The confusion of languages is a fundamental component of the way of life here:
one is surrounded by a perpetual Babel, in which everyone shouts orders and
threats in languages never heard before, and you're in trouble if you fail to grasp
the meaning.)®

Throughout Levi’s writings, Auschwitz is obsessively described as a Babel; its tower
built by slave labour is known to the inmates as the Babelturm:

Todio li ha cementati; lodio e la discordia, come la Torre di Babele, e cosi noi la
chiamamo: Babelturm, Bobelturm.

(Its bricks ... were cemented by hate, hate and discord, like the Tower of Babel; and
that is what we call it: Babelturm, Bobelturm.)’

Because the men thrown together have a multiplicity of vernaculars, a hideous lingua
franca has developed out of necessity.* Against this background, the imperial language,
German, is dominant in absolute terms. Not only is it the language spoken by the
authorities, but knowledge of it is directly and brutally linked to the men’s chances
of surviving. In the later book The Drowned and the Saved, Levi is harshly explicit
about this: ‘Il sapere o no il tedesco era uno spartiacque’® (Knowledge of German was
a dividing line);'’ to the point where

La maggior parte dei prigioneri che non conoscevano il tedesco, quindi quasi tutti
gli italiani, sono morti nei primi dieci-quindici giorni dal loro arrivo."

(Most of the prisoners who did not know German - almost all the Italians, in other
words - died within the first ten to fifteen days of their arrival.)®?

This dominance is clear in the case of Jean Samuel (the Pikolo of the ‘Canto of Ulysses’
chapter), who, as an Alsatian native, is bilingual in French and German and as such
has secured a position of prominence in the group, and of Primo Levi himself, who
demonstrates his competence in two useful skills, chemistry and German, in the
preceding chapter, ‘Chemistry examination, (That German is the language of the Nazis
as well as the language of science is for the scientist Primo Levi one of the many linguistic
ambiguities of the story.) Conversely, in The Drowned and the Saved, Levi recalls:
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In questo Lager, ancora pid mistilingue di Auschwitz, il nerbo di gomma si
chiamava ‘der Dolmetscher; I'interprete: quello che si faceva capire di tutti."?

(At the Mauthausen camp, which was even more multilingual than Auschwitz, the
rubber whip was called der Dolmetscher, the interpreter: the thing that could make
itself understood by everyone.)'t

At the other end of the multilingual spectrum, in The Truce, Levi introduces the
poignant figure of three-year old Hurbinek, ‘un figlio della morte, un figlio di
Auschwitz®® (a child of death, a child of Auschwitz),’ who cannot talk but whose eyes
shine with the “urgenza esplosiva’” (explosive urgency)'® of his need to communicate,
to ‘rompere la tomba del mutismo™ (shatter the tomb of his muteness).” Hurbinek
dies repeating a single word in a language none of the men can understand: in him the
Lager babble reaches its vanishing point.?'

Multilingualism, and incomprehension, are prominently showcased and performed
in Levi’s first book, If This Is A Man, from the arrival chapter where the newcomers
leaving the cattle cars are greeted by the ‘barbarici latrati' (barbaric barking)® of
German guards, to the cacophony of translated terms for bread,* or the Canto of
Ulysses chapter which opens on the prisoners’ multilingual questions to Jean, and closes
on the multilingual soup of cabbage and turnips.” The chapter itself revolves around
questions of translation, from Levi’s quixotic attempt to teach Italian to Jean through
Danté’s poetry, to the bi- or multilingualism of numerous characters (Levi and Jean
especially), or the constant translation (or non-translation) moments. Decades later,
the ‘meta-booki” The Drowned and the Saved, the last book published before Levi’s
death, takes the language question to a higher theoretical level, confronting it directly
and systematically. The chapter ‘Communication’ contains a sustained reflection on
language as a vital necessity, equal in importance and in fact analogous to food. Scraps
of words retrieved from the meaningless noise of the camp’s languages are like potato
peels scavenged near the kitchen:

Lequivalente mentale del nostro bisogno corporeo di nutrimento, ‘una
inconsapevole preparazione per il ‘dopo, per una improbabile sopravvivenza.??

(The mental equivalent of our bodily need for nourishment, ‘an unconscious
preparation for ‘after; for an unlikely survival.)®

Levi’s insistence on communication as an ethical imperative is rooted in part in his
view of language as a vital necessity.** The chapter ‘Communication’ also contains an
analysis of the camp language, mediated by a reflection on linguist Victor Klemperer’s
Lingua Tertii Imperii (the language of the Third Reich), a treatise on Nazi Germany’s
distortion and perversion of the German language.* That the German spoken by the
guards, ‘scheletrico, urlato, costellato di oscenita e di imprecazioni’® (skeletal, shouted,
sprinkled with obscenities and curses)® represents ‘une variante particolarmente
imbarbarita™ (a particularly barbarized variant),”* not only of Klemperer's LTI, but
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even more of what Primo Levi, revealingly, calls the ‘tedesco di Goethe’® (Goethe’s
German),” is also significant in light of the other, rival imperial language at the heart
of the chapter: Italian, More specifically, Dante’s Italian.

The multilingual paradigm, I suggest, while it is intensely dramatized in ‘The Canto
of Ulysses, and explicitly and insistently theorized in the later book, The Drowned and
the Saved, is vitally linked to the question of humanism (what can literature do?) and
its incarnation, Ulysses, the multilingual hero of layered intertexts from Homer to
Virgil, Dante and Eliot. Through the overdetermined (and much analysed) figure of
Ulysses, this essay aims to connect two issues: the question of humanism (survival
through literature) and the question of the survival of the ‘classic’ itself in a new,
hostile, multilingual environment.

Struggling to remember Dante’s lines, Levi does not forget Ulysses's famous words
to his men:

Considerate la vostra semenza:
Fatti non foste a viver come bruti,
Ma per seguire virtute e conoscenza.*®

(Consider well the seed that gave you birth:
You were not made to live your lives as brutes,
But to be followers of worth and knowledge.)*

A majority of earlier readers have tended to favour a humanist interpretation of the
chapter, and of Levi’s narratives generally, as heroic affirmations of human capacities.
An exemplary case is Philip Roth, who, in his conversation published in the London
Review of Books, celebrated Levi’s ‘profoundly civilized and spirited response’ to
Nazi barbarism.*” Jonathan Druker even talks of a critical consensus’ in favour
of an optimistic reading of Ulysses as an ‘unproblematic standard-bearer for Levi’s
humanism'*' The interpretation of the ‘Canto of Ulysses’ chapter as a triumph of the
human spirit’s resilience, which aligns the Dantean Ulysses’s proud words with Levi’s
own fleeting experience of transcendence above the misery of the Lager (‘Per un
momento, ho dimenticato chi sono e dove sono*? (or a moment I forget who I am
and where I am}),* is to some extent supported by Levi himself, in various letters and
interviews, as well as in the essay entitled “The Intellectual in Auschwitz}* a rebuttal
to fellow writer and survivor Jean Améry’s nihilistic assessment of the inadequacy of
mind and literature in the camp, At the Mind’s Limits.*> If for Améry, ‘in the camp the
intellect in its totality declared itself to be incompetent;* for Levi instead ‘il Lager &
stata una Universita'¥ (the Lager was a university),* and furthermore, he maintains,

A me, la cultura ¢ stata utile; non sempre, a volte forse per vie sotterranee ed
impreviste, ma mi ha servito e forse mi ha salvato.*

(Education was useful to me. Not always, and sometimes in subterranean and
unexpected ways, but it served me and may have saved me.)*
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More recently, however, scholars have tended increasingly to question what Nancy
Harrowitz characterizes as hagiographic criticism of Levis account,” and Bryan
Cheyette as the ‘appropriation’ of Levi as a kind of secular saint,” interrogating
Levi’s paratexts and the texts themselves as the site of an ongoing tension (or ‘restless
negotiation’)** between a humanist narrative and a counter-narrative of doubt. I propose
to read ‘The Canto of Ulysses’ as an exemplary nexus of Levi’s ‘skeptical humanism;*
where these tensions play out in connection with the multilingual paradigm.

The multilingual chaos of the Lager, the Babel trope, is closely connected to the
particular horror of irrationality. Primo Levis first encounter with this aspect of life in
Auschwitz is narrated in an early episode, in which a thirsty and naive Levi asking why
he is forbidden to drink is told by the Nazi guard that ‘hier ist kein warum’, here there
is no why.* Auschwitz is a place without reason, and also, as has often been noted,
a hell where innocents are punished, instead of sinners as in Dante’s Inferno.* Levi’s
attempts to use Dante as a ‘conceptual grid’™ to make sense of the incomprehensible
world into which he has been thrown are repeatedly curtailed by an unfathomable
unreason. The lesson is carved on the bottom of an older prisoner’s soup bowl: ‘ne pas
chercher & comprendre’® don't try to understand. The search for a reason is not only
bound to fail but dangerous as well, ultimately jeopardizing survival. Thus the Babelian
cacophony is both a cause of the incomprehensible nature of Auschwitz and an image
of it, trapping the prisoners in a special kind of catch-22 where rationality is doomed
and irrationality spells death, turning men into empty shells, muselmdnner enslaved to
the here and now of the moment.

This is why the master trope of the chapter, and to a lesser extent the entire narrative,
overlapping with the drowning trope, is the confrontation of intellect against brute
force.® This is pictured by the conflict between Ulysses and Polyphemus, in particular
Ulysses’s successful escape from Polyphemus’s cavern thanks to his intelligent trick of
the sheep.® (Aptly, the gigantic Nazi guard in charge of the washhouse is nicknamed
Polyphemus).®! The audacity of the two young men ‘che osiamo ragionare di queste
cose con le stanghe della zuppa sulle spalle’ (who dare to talk about these things
with the soup poles on our shoulders),® has justifiably been read as a reference to
Kant’s aphoristic summation of the Enlightenment, sapere aude, dare to know,* just
as the brief voyage across the camp to the soup distribution place can be read as an
escape narrative. Poetry, Dante’s Canto of Ulysses remembered along the way, makes
the prisoners forget Auschwitz for an hour: the trope of the sea voyage is thus escapist
on multiple levels, allowing them to substitute temporarily the grim Polish landscape
with the Mediterranean sea, ferocemente lontane’® (cruelly distant)® yet brought into
the text through an effort of memory. (Significantly, in their postwar correspondence
Jean Samuel and Primo Levi referred to themselves as the two Ulysses, and their first
reunion, in 1947, was held in the border city of Menton, allowing Jean to see the
Mediterranean for the first time, and turning the metaphor into reality.s)

The intertextual choice of Dante’s Canto 26 introduces the sub-theme of the
shipwreck. Ignorant of Homer, Dante condemned his Ulysses to perish in a shipwreck
with all his crew, seduced into the mad adventure by Ulysses’s smooth rhetorical skills;
this is the reason why he finds himself in the eighth circle of Dante’s hell among the
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seducers and false counselors. Thus while the sea voyage as a theme, and the attempt
at reciting Dante’s poem, serve as an escape route away from the camp, the lines meet
up at the end, with Primo Levi and Jean’s rude awakening from their poetic interlude
as they join the starving prisoners in line for the watery soup of cabbages and turnips.
Levi’s chapter ends, memorably, with Ulysses’s account of drowning: ‘Infin che'l mar fu
sopra noi richiuso’® (Until the sea again closed - over us).* The episode also brings to
mind another scene evoked in The Drowned and the Saved where an Italian prisoner
who dared to return a blow is drowned in the soup vat.” It also loops back onto the
metaphor used pervasively in The Drowned and the Saved, where Levi remembers his
‘compagni italiani ... annegando ad uno ad uno nel mare tempestuoso del non-capire’”!
(Italian comrades ... drowning one by one in the stormy seas of incomprehension).”

Several readers have remarked that the shipwreck of Ulysses coincides with the
shipwreck of literature against reality, Améry style. The harsh reality of Auschwitz,
then, reasserts itself over Dante at the end of the chapter.”® And yet, I would argue,
things are more complex, for, just as the intertexts collide (Levi, unlike Dante, knows
Homer’s Odyssey and the successful nostos narrated in the Greek original) the endings
of both voyages are incompatible, placing the chapter in a richly ambiguous light.
On the one hand the cacophonic multilingualism of the soup ending becomes the
symbolic vehicle for the multiple defeats of Primo Levi - the failures of his memory,
where scattered fragments of the shipwrecked poem bob up like cabbages and turnips
in a soup, the failure of his bizarre pedagogical attempt to teach the Italian language in
one hour using broken bits of misremembered Inferno and more generally the limits
of the mind in Auschwitz, to paraphrase Améry’s bitter title. But on the other hand,
it is a victory of memory over oblivion, since Levi finally remembers the line he was
searching for. Triumphantly flashing its magnificent Italian against the backdrop of the
pitiful Lager jargon, this is a cry of victory - and yet one that speaks of utter defeat. The
ambiguity of the ending, I would suggest, is the text’s way of accomplishing what for
the writer is by definition an impossibility: to be both among the drowned and among
the saved.™

The high seas of Auschwitz: Unpacking the shipwreck trope

The same ambiguity enriches the sustained shipwreck metaphor. On the one hand,
it provides a paradigm of helplessness and lack of human agency, the sea being
characterized, in Hans Blumenbergs classic study Shipwreck with Spectator: Paradigm
of a Metaphor for Existence (1979), as an environment ‘stubbornly withdraw[n] from
the sphere of determinable forces, hence well suited to the camp narrative,” But on
the other hand, it provides a metaphoric escape route from that same camp narrative,
since, as shown earlier, the seafaring images work to replace, however precariously, the
Polish landscape with a Mediterranean seascape. Considerable scholarly attention has
been devoted to Coleridge’s ‘Ancient Mariner’, from which Levi borrowed the epigraph
to The Drowned and the Saved (‘And till my ghastly tale is told / This heart within me
burns’),” relating it to the compulsion or duty of the testimonial narrative.”” By contrast,
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it would seem that the Poe intertext, the allusion to ‘A Descent into the Maelstrém’ (a
survivor’s tale like Coleridge’s poem), has been overlooked. Levi’s famous statement in
the Preface to Stories and Essays (published in 1985, shortly before The Drowned and
the Saved), reads:

Sono un uomo normale di buona memoria che & incappato in un vortice, che ne
& uscito piu per fortuna che per virty, e che da allora conserva una certa curiosita
per i vortici, grandi e piccoli, metaforici e materiali.”®

(I am a normal man with a good memory who fell into a maelstrém and got out of
it more by luck than by virtue, and who from that time on has preserved a certain
curiosity about maelstréms large and small, metaphorical and actual.)”

Indeed ‘maelstréms metaphorical and actual’ are ubiquitous in this story about
drowning, from the funnel-shaped Dantean Inferno to the ‘cisterna interrata®
(underground gas tank)®' out of which the young heroes emerge, to the whirlpool that
sucks Ulysses’s ship into the abyss, and even to the vat of watery soup on which the
chapter climaxes. Remarkably, Poe’s story ‘A Descent into the Maelstrom’ also hinges
on the redemptive agency of the intellect. The narrator’s survival is linked to his use
of intelligence in the face of the greater force of the natural cataclysm: even as he is
sucked into it, he is able to observe the mechanics of the maelstrém and devise a
strategy to escape, while his brother yields to panic and is drowned.® Poe’s character’s
intellectual drive resonates strongly with Primo Levi, possessed by an equal (and
equally ‘unnatural’) desire to understand:

I have already described the unnatural curiosity which had taken the place of my
original terrors, It appeared to grow upon me as I drew nearer and nearer to my
dreadful doom. I now began to watch, with a strange interest, the numerous things
that floated in our company.®®

The human ‘seed’ (semenza) is the same, from Ulysses’s contagious curiosity for the
unknown, to Poe’s successful mariner, in whose intelligent mind curiosity displaced
fear. Curiosity here is set against ethics (survival ‘more by luck than by virtue, as Levi
repeatedly claimed) and it reinforces the lesson of Ulysses (triumph of intelligence
over brute force) while also negating the providential narrative (the virtuous saved
by God.)

Poe’s story is therefore a relevant (albeit implicit) element in the larger shipwreck
intertext. It is also worth noting that the story’s ending resonates strongly with Levi’s
situation in postwar Italy as an unwelcome witness: Po€’s narrator is neither recognized
nor believed by his sailing mates upon his return.®* As a trope, shipwreck is over-
determined (as is the Odyssean trope with which it overlaps in important ways) because
it is linked both to the providential paradigm and to the multilingual paradigm. As is
critically well established, the shipwreck trope and the genre of shipwreck narratives
since antiquity have been a vehicle for providential interpretations of history, and
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also for their opposite: either shipwrecks are God's way of testing humanity and
offer a chance for spiritual rebirth and renewal, or they are evidence that history is
not governed by a providential, benevolent hand. For Voltaire, for Byron, for Auden,
shipwrecks are rather emblematic of man’s struggle in a chaotic, random cosmos.®
Josiah Blackmore reminds us as well that shipwreck narratives had a political role
to play in a tightly controlled imperial discourse, undermining the master narrative
by opposing ‘a counter-historiographic impulse to the official textual culture of
imperialism’® This counter-narrative resistance also applies to the evil empires that
loom so large in Primo Levi's text, Hitler’s Third Reich and Mussolinis fascist Italy.
The multilingual paradigm is also at the heart of the shipwreck trope, since, as critics
have noted, ships were the first global environment.”” Long before Moby Dick and its
cosmopolitan mix of sailors, the topos of the motley crew - a haphazard community
thrown together in a confined, inescapable space - bridged history and poetry, and in
literary shipwrecks the topos of the distraught seamen praying to disparate gods in a
cacophony of creeds was a staple of the genre.* So, in Levi’s memoir, the heterogeneous
crowd of doomed men imprisoned in the Reich’s sinking jail ship.

Another important overlap between shipwreck and Holocaust narratives is the
relationship to memorializing, since the disappearance of victims into the abyss,
and the resulting lack of funerary markers, create comparable conditions of loss
and a similarly precarious position for the testimonial poet whose words assume a
compensatory status in the absence of a physical grave. Boris Dunsch reminds us that
an entire poetic subgenre developed in Hellenistic antiquity, the nauagikon, an epitaph
memorializing the empty tomb of a drowning victim #

In Shipwreck with Spectator: Paradigm of a Metaphor for Existence, Hans Blumenberg
observes that the shipwreck topos is accompanied by that of the spectator. In fact,
surviving a shipwreck, the necessary condition for narrating it, turns the survivor into
a spectator of the event, forming what he calls a shipwreck-spectator configuration.
‘Shipwreck, as seen by a survivor, is the figure of an initial philosophical experience,
leading to the bigger question of the limits of humanity.*® This speaks directly to the
foundational conundrum at the heart of Levi’s testimonial writing. The safety of the
spectator position is at odds with the deathly danger experienced by the survivor,
just as the spectator’s relative detachment is at odds with the dreadful duty of bearing
witness. As he stated with quiet despair in the preface to The Drowned and the Saved,
Levi was caught between the duty to bear witness and the inability to do so because he
had not experienced the worst:

Sipuo oggibene affermare che la storia dei Lager ¢ stata scritta quasi esclusivamente
da chi, come io stesso, non ne ha scandagliato il fondo. Chi lo ha fatto non &
tornato, oppure la sua capacita di osservazione era paralizzata dalla sofferenza e
dall'incomprensione.”

(Today ... we can safely say that the story of the Lagers has been written almost
exclusively by people who, like me, did not plumb the depths. The ones who did
never returned, or if they did their capacity for observation was paralyzed by pain
and incomprehension.)*
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The survivor must testify, yet cannot testify, so Levi’s persona as a testimonial writer is
put into crisis.*®

Humanism and multilingualism

The guiding intuition of this essay is that the multilingual angle can afford us a fruitful
insight into the vexed question of Primo Levi’s humanism. The initial translational
relation between the chapter’s two characters - the Italian lesson for the Frenchman
Jean, the attempt to translate the Canto of Ulysses and explain the Inferno - endeavours
to counter the languages of the camp - the dominant language, German, and the
monstrous Lager jargon - with another ‘imperial’ language, Italian, one that is
chosen for its cultural value. Italian is also a mother tongue for Primo Levi, of course:
significantly, the discussion of Dante is preceded by the memory of the young men’s
mothers (‘Come si somigliano tutte le madri!® (How all mothers resemble one
another!)).”* The affective investment in the linguistic choice carries over into the
cultural memories, since memorizing Dante was something that young cultured
Italians of Levi’s generation did in school.*®

Against the barbaric Nazi German and the Lager’s lingua franca, then, Dante’s
luminous Italian stands as a bearer of humanist values. However, as Druker and other
critics have observed, it is also fraught with ambiguity, since Dante and in particular
the Ulysses figure were also claimed by the Mussolini regime. Attaching mental and
moral survival to the Canto of Ulysses therefore also requires rescuing the classic from
fascist appropriation.”” Another complication stems from the fact that the clashing
languages are hardly monolingual entities themselves: the Lager jargon is a hideous
mix of all the languages spoken by both victims and perpetrators (III: 2481), while
Dante’s Italian, extolled by the fascist propaganda in favour of nationalistic purity, is
itself a multilingual composite (on which more later). Moreover, the camp experience
reveals to Levi the paradoxical importance of Yiddish, second only to the perpetrators’
language, German.”® Most painfully, in the camp Italian Jews are scorned for their
ignorance of it, even unrecognized as Jews.” Levi’s engagement with Yiddish would
later lead him to write the novel If Not Now, When, with ‘the ambition to be the first
(perhaps the only) Italian writer to describe the Yiddish world’'® In addition to being
a paradoxical index of Jewishness, Yiddish is a source of fascination for Levi because of
its multilingual, hybrid nature and history. It is

intrinsecamente una multilingua ... la lingua di gente errante, spinta dalla storia di
Paese in Paese, e di ogni sua stazione porta i segni'®

(intrinsically multilingual ... the language of a wandering people, pushed by
history from one country to another, and it bears the marks of every station along
the way)'?

Heteroglossia is another distinctive feature of Yiddish speakers: Levi points out the
‘forzato multilinguismo™® (enforced multilingualism)'™ of Eastern European Jews
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who, beyond the mame loshen, the mother tongue, Yiddish, learned Hebrew and
Aramaic, as well as the dominant language of the country.'%

Therefore, multilingualism is at the centre of a complex linguistic-political nexus:
it is tightly bound up with Primo Levi’s effort to rescue Dante from fascist culture,
and with his becoming ‘the Dante for our time’ as Risa Sodi put it.'* Sandra Bermann
pointed out that translations of Dante multiplied in the twentieth century, proposing
that contemporary translators were attracted in particular to the multilingual qualities
of Dante’s poem. Primo Levi’s chapter (where Canto 26 is translated, however poorly,
into French, against a Babelian backdrop) can be seen as an example of this highly
multilingual Dante that fascinated twentieth-century translators. Moreover, Dante
himself, as Bermann emphasized, was a determined early advocate of multilingualism:
he championed vernaculars over Latin (the imperial dominant language of culture),
and by piecing together several dialects, he created today’s Italian language, a
composite, 2 ‘highly polylingual’ hybrid'® that centuries would eventually meld into
the pure, pristine, monolingual classic celebrated, rather improbably, as ‘the immediate
product of universal Latin’ by T. S. Eliot.!”® And of course the Commedia itself is a
teeming multilingual text where Latin, Provencal, French, various dialects and the
demons’ gibberish can be heard in all corners of hell. The dialogue between Ulysses
and Virgil in Canto 26, we may remember, is supposed to be conducted in Greek.'"
Famously, Dante, dismissing any parochial belief in the superiority of the motherland
or the mother tongue in De Vulgari eloquentia, saw himself as a citizen and poet of the
world: “To me the whole world is a homeland, like the sea to fish;"

The multilingual hybridity of the Dantean classic is well known: I am suggesting
that this feature can be considered as a paradoxical dimension of Primo Levi’s survival
strategy, and can also be related to the post-humanist debate of which Levis text,
itself now a new classic, is a nexus. J. M. Coetzee’s essay ‘What is a Classic? A Lecture’
(published in Stranger Shores in 2002), coming at the end of a venerable chain of essays
on the classic, from Charles- Augustin Sainte-Beuve (‘Quest-ce qu'un classique?; 1850)
to T. S. Eliot ("What Is A Classic?’, 1944), interrogates the humanist survivability of the
classic, represented in both cases by Virgil rather than Dante. Writing after Eliot and
also writing back to him, Coetzee picks up the consecrated title ‘What is a classic?’
and turns the circumstances of Eliot’s essay into a counter-argument. Coetzee points
out that Eliot delivered his lecture under German bombs, and was prevented by the
war from doing preparatory research in the libraries; in particular, he could not read
or re-read Sainte-Beuve’s prior essays.'"! Eliot’s controversial celebration of Virgil as
the universal Western classic, Coetzee argues, is both much more radical than Sainte-
Beuves (‘who in his lectures on Virgil only claimed Virgil as “the poet of all latinity”, of
France and Spain and Italy but not of all Europe’)'? and likely out of step with the new
cultural world order. Instead, Coetzee proposes a less triumphant and more precarious
definition of the classic, as a text that survives ‘interrogation” ‘The classic defines
itself by surviving. The interrogation of the classic, no matter how hostile, is part of
the history of the classic, inevitable and even to be welcomed.''* Following Walter
Benjamin’s tradition as laid out in his landmark essay “The Task of the Translator’, which
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emphasizes the afterlife of the classic above its original language, context and meaning,
Coetzee posits both translation and criticism as prerequisites of the classic’s survival.!!*
The classic is thereby defined, like Ulysses himself, by its ability to survive extreme odds.
Of course it is entirely appropriate that Primo Levi’s chosen classic, Dante’s Inferno, is
already a text about ‘esperienze estreme’'® (extreme experiences), as he pointed out in
the later book The Drowned and the Saved."¢ The Dantean classic, learned in school,
is here subjected to the ‘test’ of modern hell.""” The opposition between the classic and
barbarism remains but the fault lines keep shifting: as ideological appropriations of
the classic press-gang them into the service of modern forms of barbarism (far-Right,
antisemitic, fascist ideologues laying claim to Virgil or even Dante, as culture wars
intersect world wars)"'® we are reminded that the ‘barbarian’ (etymologically the one
excluded from multilingualism, whose language is not recognized as a language at all
but is considered as just noise) may have a new role to play in this post-humanist
reconfiguration, as both the classic’s traditional counter-reference (Coetzee’s discussion
climaxes on the example of Polish poet Zbigniew Herbert, writing in a nation with ‘an
embattled Western culture caught between intermittently barbarous neighbors’) and,
paradoxically, as a downwardly mobile version of it: a newly barbarized version of the
classic - multilingual, babelic and broken, yet despite this or indeed perhaps because of
this, surviving because ‘generations of people cannot afford to let go of it and therefore
hold onto it at all costs*®

In her well-known essay ‘Literature for the Planet’ (2001), Wai-chee Dimock
comes to a similar view from a different starting point. Her theory of the Inferno as a
‘centrifugal’ classic originates in Stalin’s Russia: she reflects on poet Osip Mandelstam,
who carried a pocket Inferno everywhere in case he was arrested away from home
(which in fact happened; he died in Siberia three years later) - and who even tried
to teach himself Italian in order to read Dante in the original.’™® On the basis of the
Mandelstam case, Dimock builds a theory of world literature as deterritorialization,
and of the classic as a ‘continuum’ able to radiate ‘across space and time, messing up
territorial sovereignty and numerical chronology,'? a transnational, multilingual
space in which both Dante and Mandelstam are ‘denationalized’!? In her view, ‘global
transit extends, triangulates, and transforms’ the meaning of literature, challenging
‘the power of the territorial as a determining force in literature’’®® Her analysis of
Mandelstam’s decontextualized reading of Dante applies uncannily well to Primo Levi.
In both cases the classic is subjected to what Coetzee terms ‘interrogation, which we
should understand, I think, as great violence done to it (as in ‘enhanced interrogation’
perhaps). This includes poor linguistic competency either in the source or the target
language, broken memory, lack of books, fallible attention, competing needs - in
sum, less than optimal reading conditions overall. And yet, as Levi pointed out forty
years later in The Drowned and the Saved, this increases the classic’s value instead of
devaluing it (Levi compares this experience with the book-deprived dystopia of Ray
Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451)."** Gone is the familiar reliance on books, reading and a
cohesive national, social, linguistic and cultural community. In its place, a ‘new’ - or
rather a return to an older, archaic - and precarious kind of community tentatively
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takes shape, reliant on person-to-person transmission, orality and even movement.
The correlation between the oral recitation of the canto from memory and the walk
to the soup in Levi’s narrative, noted by Zvi Jagendorf,'® was also verified in the
experience of Osip Mandelstam, who remarked in his ‘Conversation about Dante
on the walking rhythm of the Commedia, and whose wife, Nadhezda, committed
her husband’s poems to memory in anticipation of the destruction of his books.!2¢
Paradoxically, the new community of readers (the ragged, starving, babel-crazed
inmates, imprisoned in the sinking ship of the camp, but ready to give up today’s soup
for another line of the poem) ensures a new and heightened relevance for the text.
Saving even scraps of the poem from oblivion contradicts in a small but unmistakable
way the Nazi project of erasure and oblivion.'”” ‘E assolutamente necessario e urgente
che ascolti"** (It is vitally necessary and urgent that [Pikolo] listen):'"® before they
sink back into the crowd of starving hdftlinge, the storyteller and the listener, both
deficient yet possessed of a sense of ‘exaltation* not found in the school room, will
share a fleeting experience (‘qualcosa di gigantesco™ (something gigantic)'® albeit
undisclosed) of the classic speaking still from the flames.

Absent the unspeakable horror, Borges intuited the same definition of the classic
as a text which can survive mistreatment: “The page that becomes immortal can
traverse the fire of typographical errors, approximate translations, and inattentive
or erroneous readings without losing its soul in the process’'® Common to these
various reassessments of the classic is a certain awareness that the classic’s survival
is dependent upon two paradoxical conditions: breaking away from the monolingual
and national textual boundaries, and accepting that a writer’s peripheral position -
the Argentine Borges, the American Eliot, the South African Coetzee or the Jewish
Levi in fascist Italy ~ may offer a privileged vantage point from which to rethink and
orchestrate the classic’s afterlife.'>

Echoing the multilingual mistreatment to which the classic is subjected, Levi’s
memoir itself shows evidence of multilingualism, not only in its mottled appearance
(it is a text riddled with untranslated italics), but also in its compositional history,
as early drafts were sent out to readers in the United States or France even before
the original Italian publication.'” And the main supporting character, Jean Samuel
renamed ‘Pikolo’ (a playfully Germanized version of the Italian term of endearment),
is further proof of the creative multilingualism at play in Levi’s reshaping of the Lager
experience.!

In this unfinished epiphany that throws up no answers for anyone, only more
questions (to paraphrase Piero Boitani’s analysis),’” the canto of Ulysses turns
away from the confidence of the imperial great book 4 la Eliot. This is a classic in
rags, disguised as a beggar. Multilingualism - Levis is a book about a multilingual
experience, conceived and drafted in a form that pulverizes the national monolingual
borders - is the sign of this brokenness and dispersion, yet also the only possible
kind of poetry after Auschwitz (in response to Adorno’s grim aphorism).!® It is the
afterlife of Dante in a modern and worse kind of hell, a crashing and splintering
wreck of a classic, but nevertheless a post-humanist refounding of the classic’s
legitimacy.
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