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FOREWORD

I am profoundly indebted to dozens of people who helped me in large and small ways to write this book. Four debts of thanks in particular head the list. Without the awarding of a Major Research Fellowship for this project by the Leverhulme Trust there would be no book. I could never have spent the necessary time in Geneva or travelled to other places where Saussure lived or where papers of his are kept, or had the time and spiritual energy to absorb all that I still needed to learn, even after thirty-five years of reading Saussure and nearly thirty years of writing about him.

The staff of the Département d’Archives et Manuscrits of the Bibliothèque de Genève, led by Barbara Roth-Lochner, have been unfailingly helpful; their devotion to the preservation of the materials they hold has not left them unwilling to listen to a reason for massaging the rules slightly when it might mean coming to a better understanding of those materials. That is the approach one dreams of finding in an archive staff.

The community of Saussurean scholars has long enjoyed a certain reputation for fractiousness, but it is only because of our passion for the beauty and elegance of Saussure’s ideas, and our love for a man whom we all feel that we know, though we have in fact largely constructed him in our own image. Some decades back, E. F. K. Koerner undertook an important early attempt at an overarching study of Saussure within the context of nineteenth- and twentieth-century linguistics—then became the target for attacks by certain more senior scholars whose pretended historical expertise he exposed. Having had the good fortune to be his friend for a quarter of a century, I have had ample opportunity to see him demonstrate his honesty and generosity, particularly to talented young people entering the field of linguistics. In researching and writing this book I have always known that I could count on him for help and support, which was particularly vital when it came to understanding Saussure’s relationship with his German predecessors and contemporaries. The conclusions I have come to are not always ones he agrees with; occasionally I sense that they have even left him feeling somewhat wounded, yet his friendship is always steadfast.

The fourth of my major debts is to my family, whose lives have largely had to revolve around my single-minded devotion to this book. My wife, Jeannette, has faced the curious situation of feeling jealous of the untold hours I spent with a man who has been dead for nearly a century. Our children, Julian, Crispin, and Maud, struggle to remember a time when I was not working on the biography. Their love and support during our summer holidays in Geneva were unstinting, and have, I hope, left them with memories as warm as my own—for instance of that afternoon we spent at the Cemetery of Genthod with the children rewarded with a Swiss franc for each Saussure family tombstone they found. Alas, my own father, John, died during the time I was working on the book, for which he is largely responsible, since I could not have managed such an undertaking without the example he showed me from childhood onwards of someone who was never afraid of sheer hard work. My cousin Mary Ann Byers is another such person, and the care she took of my father during his declining years, and the help she has given selflessly to me, will never be forgotten.

But even these institutions and individuals alone could not have seen me through. The University of Edinburgh has been unfailingly supportive. The archivists at Houghton Library Harvard were very helpful with providing access to the Saussure papers which they hold. Individual Saussure scholars and other historians of linguistics have always shown themselves generous with information, and although I cannot give an exhaustive list, I have to single out for thanks René Amacker, Michel Arrivé, R. E. Asher, Gabriel Bergougnioux, Simon Bouquet, Marie-Claude Capt-Artaud, Jean-Claude Chevalier, Alessandro Chidichimo, Jonathan Culler, Loïc Depecker, the late Rudolf Engler, Claire Forel, Anne-Marie Frýba-Reber, Daniele Gambarara, Sir David Gilmour, W. Terrence Gordon, Frans Gregersen, Laura Gressani, Geoffrey Galt Harpham, Roy Harris, Brian D. Joseph, Douglas A. Kibbee, Carita Klippi, Frederik Kortland, Michael MacMahon, Maria Pia Marchese, Claudia Mejía Quijano, Valelia Muni Toke, Claudine Normand, Daniel Petit, Christian Puech, Geoffrey K. Pullum, Fabienne Reboul, E. Wyn Roberts, Carol Sanders, Jean-Bénédict de Saussure, Hans Saussy, Patrick Sériot, Estanislao Sofia, Ronald de Sousa, Giedrius Subacius, Talbot J. Taylor, Pierre-Yves Testenoire, Margaret Thomas, Simon Trépanier, Jean Verrier, and the late George Wolf. John Davey and the staff at Oxford University Press have been a pleasure to work with throughout.

I have tried to balance my responsibilities towards my readers, who deserve accuracy and the closest possible approximation to truth, and towards my subject and his family, who deserve decency and respect for their feelings in the face of the sometimes difficult and painful things that archival research inevitably turns up. During the period of doing this research I happen to have learned that my own maternal grandfather died in a mental asylum. This happened before I was born and, while I am not ashamed of it, I can appreciate the pain that caused my grandmother, mother, and aunts never to speak of it for the rest of their lives. In the case of Ferdinand de Saussure, I have undertaken no whitewash: but the fact is that certain rumours that have circulated about him for decades are actually far worse than what emerges from the documentary record. That, fortunately, has made my work less difficult than it might otherwise have been.


PART I
THE WORLD INTO WHICH HE WAS BORN


1
RISING TO PROMINENCE

SWITZERLAND AND ITS NEIGHBOUR, GENEVA

THERE has never been a ‘Swiss people’ who share a national character. As Napoleon put it,

Switzerland resembles no other state, whether in its history over the last several centuries, its geographical situation, its different languages, its different religions, or the extreme cultural difference that exists among its different parts. Nature has made your state a federal one, and the man would be unwise who wished to conquer it. […] Your country’s neutrality, the prosperity of your commerce and a family administration are the only things that can bring your people together and keep them together.1

Here, where the tectonic plates that formed Europe physically fused, pushing up the Alps and the Jura as they crashed together, the peoples who came to settle could not fuse. The Alemanni who settled from the north in the fifth century after Christ, the Burgundians who came into Celtic Helvetia from the west around the same time, and the Frankish confederation that defeated the Burgundians for control of their territory less than a hundred years later, had no mutual trust or sympathy. Over time they found sympathy lessening too with the descendants of those they had left behind in their homelands.

The bodies of water which the mountains shaped created their own limits and opportunities. At the westernmost point of the Helvetian landmass, where the lake Léman channels into the mighty river Rhône, hangs a spit of territory that is geographically ambiguous, not quite belonging with either Switzerland to its east or France to its west. Genava, as it is called in Caesar’s Gallic War, has a history of its own, only partly bound up with that of the rest of ancient Helvetia and modern Switzerland. Talleyrand is reputed to have said at the Congress of Vienna in 1815 that ‘There are five parts of the world: Europe, Asia, America, Africa—and Geneva’. Even if apocryphal, the remark is bitingly accurate about how the Genevese perceive their city, or to give it its more imposing title, their Republic.

Geneva was made a Christian bishopric shortly before the fourth century. From AD 534 it was part of the Merovingian Empire of the Franks, until that empire dissolved in the eleventh century. It then became part of the second Burgundian kingdom, and from 1032, part of the Holy Roman Empire along with the rest of Switzerland. It continued to be governed independently by its bishops. But when in the thirteenth century the old ruling houses of the Empire were supplanted by those of Hapsburg and Savoy, the de facto independence of Geneva could no longer be taken for granted. The Savoys were not content with the previous arrangement and periodically threatened to take the city under their direct rule. To the east, the Hapsburgs were taking steps to revoke the privileges enjoyed by the mountain communes.

On 1 August 1291 the three communes of Uri, Schwyz, and Unterwalden agreed to form their own defensive league in defiance of the Holy Roman Empire. The legendary hero of this event, William Tell, still symbolizes Swiss independence today. By 1531 ten more cantons had joined, and these thirteen formed the Swiss Federation to the time of Napoleon. Geneva was not among them.

Culturally, the most important event of this whole period occurred on 31 October 1517, when the cleric Martin Luther published his ninety-five theses on the power and efficacy of indulgences. Geneva would be the place of refuge for thousands of families persecuted in France, Italy, and Belgium on account of their support for the Reformation, who arrived in waves over the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

Among the earliest wave of refugees was a family of the lower nobility of Lorraine, in the east of France. Their family seat, Saulxures-lès-Nancy, located to the east of Nancy, the capital of Lorraine, is today a suburb adjoining the airport. It is one of five of the family’s former properties in the region that still bear the name, the others being Saulxures-lès-Bulgnéville, Saulxures-lès-Vannes, Saulxures-sur-Moselotte, and, in a forest clearing some sixty kilometres to the southeast of Nancy, a just-plain Saulxures.

In the sixteenth century, when French orthography was far less standardized than today, the traditional spelling Saulxures was sometimes written as by then it sounded: Saussure.

THE NOBLE SAULXURES OF LORRAINE

The earliest member of the family for whom any records survive was named Chouel (sometimes written Schouel). Born in Saulxures-lès-Nancy, he was the seigneur (lord) of Monteuil, in the village of Amance, some 100 km to the north.2Surnames were not yet in common usage, but the few families who owned property styled themselves as being de (from) their particular place. The name of the seigneur of Monteuil, whom records show as having been alive in 1440, is given as Chouel de Saulxures-lès-Nancy.

In 1469 is recorded the birth of Chouel’s son and heir, Mongin Chouel de Saulxures. Mongin would serve as Falconer to René II, Duke of Lorraine. In 1503, at the age of thirty-four, he was ‘ennobled without payment, through letters of the Duke René II, given at Neuchâtel’.3 That same year he married Catherine Warin de Clémery, who bore him eleven children.4 Sometime after his ennoblement he acquired a further property and lordship, becoming seigneur of Dompmartin-sous-Amance, henceforth the family seat.

Mongin went on collecting honours, being elevated to Grand Falconer of Lorraine by Duke René’s son Antoine the Good. As a gesture of loyalty and appreciation for the honours given, Mongin and Catherine gave the name Antoine to a son of their own, born in 1514, a year before François I acceded to the French throne. Under the young François’s enlightened rule, France was tolerant of the growing wave of Protestant ideas. Antoine was eleven when, in 1525, a clergyman from Picardy named Jean Chauvin, or ‘Calvin’ in its Latinized form, set about establishing a reformed church in France and Switzerland. In the years to come Antoine became a devoted follower.

1525 also saw the political tide begin to turn in favour of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. François was eventually obliged to make a public avowal of his Catholic faith, and to sanction the persecution of Protestants. An edict of 1535 banned all ‘heretics’ from French soil, and it was now that the first wave of Protestant refugees—or ‘Huguenots’, a term of uncertain origin—began to leave France, though not Lorraine, where they still enjoyed ducal protection.

In Geneva, where the teachings of Calvin had already found a devoted following, Reformists overthrew the rule of the city’s bishops and declared the town an independent Republic, a status which it retains to the present day. Although Geneva did join the Swiss Federation in 1815, its degree of attachment remains conveniently ambiguous. The Genevese today still refer to Geneva as la République, and when they talk about les Suisses, it does not necessarily include themselves.

In 1536 Jean Calvin came to Geneva as a refugee from persecution in France. It did not take long before a power struggle erupted between his supporters and the Republic’s General Council, who expelled Calvin from the city in 1538. That same year, the 24-year-old Antoine de Saussure—it was he who began signing himself with a simplified spelling—married Antoinette d’Augy, dame de Sorcy. They had fourteen children.5 Antoine inherited the considerable properties of his father Mongin upon his death in 1542 at the age of seventy-two or seventy-three, and succeeded him in his duties and offices. In December of the following year, Antoinette gave birth to their first son and heir, Claude.

Antoine continued to enjoy the favour of his namesake Duke Antoine of Lorraine.6 But in 1544 the Duke died, and the protection of Protestants in Lorraine ended. His heir, Duke Charles, was a minor, under the regency of his mother, Christine of Denmark, who was loyal to Rome. In 1547, Antoine de Saussure was imprisoned for offences against religion, but received a pardon.7 A new trial was ordered in 1550, with Christine accusing Saussure of imparting knowledge of the reformed religion to the young Duke Charles.8 Aware of the regent’s hostility towards him, Saussure fled with his family before he could be apprehended and brought to trial, abandoning his properties to the royal treasury.

He went first to nearby Metz, where he is said to have helped establish a reformed church. His subsequent itinerary is subject to dispute. After leaving Metz he seems to have stayed a while in Strasbourg and Neuchâtel, then either sojourned in Lausanne before settling permanently in Geneva, or vice versa, or established a base in both cities. According to a 1671 family genealogy, Antoine was granted citizenship as a bourgeois of Lausanne in 1556.9 Whatever the order of his itinerary, he ‘became a friend of the leading Reformers, of Calvin at Geneva, Farel at Neuchâtel, and Viret at Lausanne’.10 Early on in these travels his wife Antoinette, who had already borne him half a dozen children, gave birth to Jean, who would continue the line that leads to Ferdinand de Saussure.11

IN MONSIEUR CALVIN’S GENEVA

Within three years of his being driven from the Republic in 1538, Calvin’s supporters had gained seats on the Council, and he was invited to return, triumphantly and permanently, in 1541. By 1550, when Antoine de Saussure fled Lorraine, church and state in Geneva were wholly in Calvin’s hands, where they remained until his death twenty-three years later. Rarely has one man so thoroughly shaped the institutions, the way of thinking, and the character of a city. His influence has endured long beyond the official separation of church and state in the Republic of Geneva in 1907. It was in this Calvinist cultural and social milieu that Ferdinand de Saussure grew up and spent nearly all his adult life apart from three years studying at Leipzig and Berlin, followed by ten years teaching in Paris—and even then he passed nearly all his free time in the company of other expatriate Genevese. Of course his background and milieu did not determine his thinking or the choices he made in life, but they provide many clues to understanding his priorities and inclinations, what he took to be common-sense knowledge, and what inner obstacles kept him from completing most of the projects he undertook.

The image of Calvinism today is of a stern, dour, austere paternalism informed by a depressing creed of predestination. It needs however to be understood in its historical context. Like other Protestant faiths, Calvinism arose in opposition to a Roman Catholic church insistent that grace and salvation were for it to dispense. Calvin said, the most clearly of all the Reformers, that God alone bestows grace, and does not require a church to serve as His middle-man.

Every sect of every religion appears perfect, beautiful, rational when one examines the ideals which gave rise to it. Calvinism is no exception. It considers all human beings absolutely equal in the eyes of God. It did away with the hierarchy of cardinals, bishops, and priests. Equality meant that government too should be democratic. ‘The Republic of Geneva is a spiritual and religious organism as well as a civil and political one. The State is a church and the Church is a State, the nation is constituted as a Church.’12

Calvinism holds that all people deserve access to the word of God in their own vernacular. This means that they must learn to read—hence education should be provided for all. There can be no boundary between faith on the one hand and reason or science on the other. If the answers which science turns up differ from those in the Bible, we must remember that God has given us the universe itself as a Bible, and wants only for us to find the truth. ‘Thus Calvinists will feel it a duty of conscience not to let their God-given faculties lie inactive or sterile […]. Raised to respect and love truth, to hate vices and above all to hate lies, to abhor any compromise with error and superstition, they have learned to open their eyes to observe and to use their reason to reflect and examine.’13

Geneva was the first modern city to establish general education. Jean-Jacques Rousseau would remark that with a Parisian shopkeeper all you could talk about was his trade, whereas a Genevese watchmaker would discuss literature or philosophy.14 The obligation to keep science accessible means resisting the all-too-easy pull to develop a scientific jargon comprehensible only to specialists. Anything can and should be said clearly, which is to say with a transparent relationship between words and concepts. Tradition records that even Calvin’s enemies had to admit that ‘When Monsieur Calvin speaks, it is clear’.15

Again, all this is the theory of Calvinism, its utopian ideal. With every sect, the ideals must bend to accommodate the politics that inevitably arise within any group. Having done away with ecclesiastical hierarchy, the government of Geneva established its own complex system of councils—the Council of Two Hundred, the Council of Sixty, and the ‘Magnificent Council’ of Twenty-Five. Year by year the smaller ones took over more responsibilities from the larger ones, and all of them gradually usurped powers from the truly democratic General Council, which included all citizens. Above the council system reigned, like temporary princes or bishops, the city’s four Syndics, chosen annually from the ranks of the Council of Twenty-Five.

The system was designed for a Republic in which consensus was assumed, based on citizens’ shared acceptance of the authority of God’s word. Needless to say, problems began as soon as it emerged that not everyone interpreted God’s word in the same way. Authority had to be asserted, and the government turned authoritarian almost from the start. On the social level, too, contradictions abounded. Following the Calvinist doctrine of equality, Geneva bestowed no titles apart from the temporary ones of Councillor and Syndic. But as the Republic grew in wealth—something which always seems to widen the gap between rich and poor—it became apparent that its social equality was only superficial.

As part of his rationalist programme Calvin founded in 1559 the Académie de Genève, dedicated to the study of theology and law. These would remain its principal subjects for two centuries. He also founded a Collège for the education of boys, which still exists. So does the Académie, though it was renamed the Université de Genève in 1873, two years before Ferdinand de Saussure enrolled for courses there.

In 1564 Calvin died, within two months of his fifty-fifth birthday, and five years after that Antoine de Saussure died, aged fifty-five. This is not a great coincidence, but in the line of Antoine’s male descendants leading to Ferdinand de Saussure no one else would have so short a life until Ferdinand himself died at the same age.

In 1566, Antoine’s eldest son and heir, Claude, married Anne de Pierre, daughter of the lord of Chamel in the nearby Dauphiné region of France, where the newlywed couple went to live.16 The timing could scarcely have been worse for a return to France, where all-out war between Roman Catholics and Protestants would soon be raging. It culminated in the St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre on 23 and 24 August 1572, when thousands of Protestants were slaughtered in Paris and the surrounding countryside.

The memory of this event would never fade from the minds of the Huguenots of Geneva, even after 1789, when Revolutionary France proclaimed herself the great beacon of religious tolerance for the world. Those Genevese drawn to Paris would always keep one foot safely grounded back in the only place that had never failed to give their ancestors refuge and security.

An unprecedented tide of refugees flooded into Geneva after the St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre. Claude and Anne de Saussure stayed in the Dauphiné, apparently secure under the protection of her powerful father. They had four sons and two daughters, and at least eleven grandchildren, including seven grandsons bearing the Saussure name. However, none of these seven produced any offspring,17 and by the middle of sixteenth century this line became extinct. It was at this point that the senior line became that of the descendants of Antoine’s second son, Jean.

In 1575 Jean married Catherine de Veillet de Scrimgeour, the widow of Henri Scrimgeour, originally from Dundee, Scotland, himself the widower of Jean’s own sister Françoise.18 Nine months after the wedding their son Jean-Baptiste was born. His baptism took place in January 1576 at Cheseaux in the Vaud, where the family had a property. Jean-Baptiste gained a great measure of social advancement through his marriage in 1597 to Suzanne Diodati, a member of one of the most distinguished of Geneva’s Italian Calvinist refugee families. Suzanne’s cousin Jean Diodati was famous as a Bible translator—an inherently dangerous occupation in this era—and as a preacher and professor of theology. The poet John Milton came to Geneva to visit him in 1638. Over the following centuries the Diodatis continued to rank among Geneva’s most prominent academic families, and later generations of Saussures would attribute their own academic success to the introduction of Diodati blood into their line with Jean-Baptiste’s marriage to Suzanne.

On 30 April 1598 the French King Henri IV signed the Edict of Nantes, restoring the rights of Protestants and guaranteeing their religious freedom. Henri himself had had to renounce Protestantism in 1593 in order to secure his accession to the throne, declaring (perhaps apocryphally) that Paris vaut bien une messe (‘Paris is worth a Mass’). The Edict of Nantes ended decades of religious war in France, and those families who had sought refuge in Geneva from the 1540s onward had to decide whether to return to their homeland.

If Jean-Baptiste de Saussure had any desire to go back to the Lorraine his grandfather had fled forty-eight years before, his recent union with the Diodatis meant that his family were no longer simply French, other than linguistically. The Saussures had not yet been received as bourgeois, citizens of the Republic of Geneva, but they had at least become Genevese by marriage, and they stayed put.

When Ferdinand de Saussure wrote out a family tree of his paternal ancestors, it was from Jean-Baptiste de Saussure that he began19—even though he knew, through his father, the names of earlier forebears. Indeed, he himself had been christened with the second name Mongin, after Jean-Baptiste’s great-grandfather. The generation of Jean-Baptiste and his brother Daniel, who is credited by a modern source with establishing the Lausanne branch of the Saussures,20 had a special significance as founder figures in the minds of their descendants, absorbing some of the deeds of their brothers, father, and grandfather.

BECOMING BOURGEOIS

By the time of Jean’s death in 1637, aged about eighty-seven, the family had grown very large indeed. Despite high mortality in childhood and adolescence, the fourteen children whom Antoine and Antoinette had brought from Lorraine in 1550 had given rise to a dynasty numbering in the dozens.

Jean-Baptiste and Suzanne de Saussure’s oldest surviving male heir, élie, was born in 1602, the year of the Escalade, when the Duke of Savoy’s army stormed the city walls of Geneva and were kept from scaling them by the citizenry (the anniversary, 11–12 December, is the Republic’s equivalent of a national day). In 1626 élie became seigneur of Morrens, near Cheseaux in the Vaud, upon the death of his uncle Daniel, who had bought the lordship in 1594. Although the feudal system would be abolished in the Napoleonic revolution, the memory lingered in the family, with Ferdinand de Saussure’s brother Léopold using ‘L. de Morrens’ as a nom de plume. In 1633 élie married the eighteen-year-old Sara Burlamacchi at the église Italienne in Geneva. The Burlamacchis were another family of Protestant refugees from Lucca, closely allied with the Diodatis. Sara’s own mother was born Anne Diodati, and the celebrated Jean Diodati was married to Madeleine Burlamacchi, Sara’s aunt.

The relatively small number of refugee families, estimated at about one hundred,21 were intermarrying to such an extent that their family trees look like weeping willows after a windstorm. Actually marriages were not even equally likely among all one hundred families: ‘By general consent, the great fault of Genevese society was its tendency to break up into small coteries. This began in childhood: a number of neighbours would arrange for their children to meet frequently at each other’s houses, and the intimacies thus formed were apt to extend to after-life.’22

The family alliances that determined one’s childhood friends and constrained one’s choice of marriage partner even persisted across generations, down into the twentieth century. One is tempted to speculate about possible genetic drawbacks from so much inbreeding,23 but it should be remembered that, from isolated farming villages to royal palaces, this pattern was not uncharacteristic.

In 1635 élie, on the back of his prestigious marriage, was received as a bourgeois of Geneva.24 The Saussures had arrived. They had a comfortable residence in the Rue de la Poissonnerie, and continued the tradition of reproducing prodigiously, with thirteen children. The oldest surviving male and heir, César, was baptized in 1637 in the église Italienne. élie’s stature in the city continued to grow, and by 1647, the year in which his father Jean-Baptiste died at seventy-one, élie had a seat on the Council of Twenty-Five.

élie is the ancestor of the only line bearing the name Saussure to the present day. However, his youngest brother, Henri, had a grandson,25 also named Henri, who emigrated to South Carolina sometime before his marriage there in 1735. From him descends the family DeSaussure (pronounced Des-suh-sher, stressed on the first syllable), who ran a plantation with slave labour until it was destroyed by General Sherman’s troops at the end of the American Civil War. Descendants bearing the name still live in the southern United States today. The most celebrated member of this line is one of the grandsons of the Henri who emigrated, Henry William DeSaussure, Chancellor of the State of South Carolina. He was one of the original trustees of South Carolina College, now the University of South Carolina, which includes a DeSaussure College named for him.

élie de Saussure died in 1662, aged sixty. His son César did not continue the two-generation tradition of marrying into the Italian refugee community. When he wed at the age of thirty-two in 1670, his seventeen-year-old bride, Anne-Catherine Lullin, was from an old Genevese family. Her father had begun as a trader before branching out into banking, the profession of choice for those aristocratic Genevese who had the capital. His son Jean-Antoine Lullin increased the family fortune and holdings manifold.

César and Anne-Catherine produced seventeen children in the twenty-two years between their marriage and her death. The line of their eldest son, Jean, died out before the end of the eighteenth century. The senior line thus ended up being that of their second son, who had the much more distinguished career. Théodore de Saussure, born in 1674, would achieve the rank of Syndic of Geneva.

When Théodore was still a boy, an event occurred that served to remind Geneva’s Huguenots of why they had severed ties to their homeland. On 22 October 1685 the French government revoked the Edict of Nantes. After eighty-seven years the Protestants of France found themselves persecuted once more, and a great new wave of refugees poured into Geneva. Those who had arrived a century or more earlier felt a duty to welcome the newcomers, but never forgot who arrived first. Their head start gave the sixteenth-century refugees an economic and social advantage over their late seventeenth-century counterparts that would be embedded into Genevese society until quite recent times, and is not yet entirely forgotten.

The dawn of the eighteenth century brought a constellation of significant events for the Saussure family. Théodore was married on Christmas Eve 1702, at the Cathedral of Saint-Pierre, to Marie Mallet. The Mallets were among the greatest of the great private banking families that were emerging in Geneva. This family link would loom large in the destiny of Ferdinand de Saussure, who, as noted earlier, was very aware of his family tree.

It was the moment of Geneva’s greatest prosperity, and the Upper Town was being reshaped with the building of palatial houses by the most successful of the banking and merchant families: ‘These were mostly in the classical style of architecture then in vogue in France—with some admixture of Italian features, such as internal courts and arcades, which might recall their old homes to refugees from Lucca or Cremona.’26 Théodore’s uncle, the banker Jean-Antoine Lullin, ordered the construction of the largest and finest house of all: ‘It was built according to the designs of Abeille, a celebrated architect of his day, and completed in 1707.’27 Tradition has it that Lullin never crossed its threshold. His coach broke down on his return from Paris to see the new house for the first time, and as a result ‘he arrived so late that the city gates, always closed half an hour after sunset, were already shut’. He stayed at an inn outside the city walls, where he died during the night.

Besides this imposing mansion on the Rue de la Cité, Lullin built as his summertime country retreat a villa in a little wooded bay along the lakefront near the village of Genthod (then pronounced Gentou), about four miles north of Geneva. It has been described as ‘both inside and out […] a good specimen of a moderate-sized country-house in the formal French style’, where ‘moderate-sized’ needs to be understood relative to the great country houses of Britain. This substantial mansion would in later times come to be known as Creux de Genthod, after the bay.

Théodore de Saussure, though the son of a Lullin and husband of a Mallet, was neither a banker nor a merchant, and financially not in the same league as his uncle Lullin. He too bought a new family home in 1708, elegant and expansive, not in the town centre but at Frontenex, a mile and a quarter east of Geneva.28 The city has long since expanded to fill the gap between them. The year 1709 brought the birth of a son and heir, Nicolas, to Théodore and Marie, who had borne three daughters since the death of their first son five years before.29

In some respects it was a stroke of good fortune for Lullin to die before a financial crisis of 1709 hit the private banks of Geneva, bringing the smaller ones to ruin and the stronger ones to their knees. His son Ami, a pastor and professor of ecclesiastical history in the Académie, inherited the house and the crippled bank, and although it was not his line of work, he set about restoring the bank’s fortunes. He succeeded, and ended up ‘by far the richest man in Geneva’.30

When Ami died in 1756, leaving no male heir, his property passed to his daughter Marie, Madame Boissier, one of whose own daughters was to marry Théodore de Saussure’s grandson Horace-Bénédict in 1765. It was thus that the Lullin mansion became the Genevese seat of the Saussure family, which it remains to the present day, and the Lullin villa, or Creux de Genthod, became their beloved summer idyll until it was sold soon after the end of the First World War.31

In the years ahead Théodore was extremely active in the government of Geneva, becoming a member of the Council of Twenty-Five in 1721 and one of the Republic’s four Syndics in 1734.32 Turbulent times were in store. In 1738, violence erupted as the lower classes demanded political rights. Despite the Republic’s strong democratic credentials, only those recognized as bourgeois had a vote. This left unenfranchized a significant segment of the population, descendants of the later waves of refugees known as the ‘Natifs’.

As the Natifs prospered along with other Genevese in the huge economic growth of the time, they became increasingly dissatisfied with their treatment as second-class citizens. The bourgeoisie was split between two parties, one of which, the generally middle-class ‘Représentants’ (or ‘Représ’), had allied themselves with the Natifs in opposition to the aristocratic ‘Négatifs’, so-called because they said ‘no’ to any attempt to spread political power more broadly. The settlement that was reached in 1738, though only a stopgap, did, however, manage to give the Republic a quarter of a century of relative peace, during which economic prosperity soared to new heights.

When Nicolas married in 1739, at the age of thirty, he and his bride, Renée de la Rive, did not stay with his parents at Frontenex but took over one of the family’s rural properties, at Conches, ‘a homely country-house situated in a bend of the Arve, some distance outside the town near the Savoyard frontier’.33 Nicolas had trained as a lawyer, but his great love was farming, and at Conches he indulged it to the full. Fortunately, Renée, although a wealthy heiress brought up in the city, was no society belle but a femme savante, a ‘woman scholar’. The daughter of a legal scholar and granddaughter of a Pictet, a family that would go on to make its mark in banking, diplomacy, and linguistics, her particular interest was botany, a pursuit obviously better suited to country life.34 She and Nicolas were already settled in at Conches when on 17 February 1740 she gave birth to a son whom they christened Horace-Bénédict, after Renée’s father.

Within five months of his wife’s death in 1741, Théodore, now sixty-seven, married the 49-year-old Judith Rigot, for whom no previous marriage is recorded. When Théodore died in 1750, at the age of eighty-five, Nicolas inherited the house at Frontenex, a convenient base near town, particularly after his election in 1746 to the Council of Two Hundred. He turned down a place, however, on the Council of Twenty-Five, which would have meant too much time away from Conches and the agricultural pursuits that were his great fascination.

The first of the Saussures to achieve any academic distinction, though not on a grand scale, Nicolas travelled to Britain in 1740 to study silviculture, ‘bringing back from across the Channel ideas and dendrological tastes that he communicated to those around him’.35 He later developed an international reputation for his writings on the growth and diseases of grains and vineyards36—The Methods of Cultivation, The Failure of the Wheat Crops,37 The Pruning of Vines—and he would be chosen as one of the collaborators on agronomy for Diderot’s monumental Encyclopédie.38

With age, his interest in political life lessened, as the politics of Geneva became increasingly heated, even violent. In 1782, at the height of a renewed dispute between the Négatifs and the Représ,39 the 73-year-old Nicolas was detained at the city gates as he tried to return to his farm, and was threatened with being held hostage until he was rescued by the intervention of his son Horace-Bénédict.40

It was the first really dramatic incident in which a member of the Saussure family was personally attacked by his Genevese compatriots on account of belonging to a patrician oligarchy who felt it to be their duty, but also their right, to control the affairs of the Republic. Nicolas’s self-protective reaction was to withdraw. His daughter-in-law recorded a few months after the incident at the city gates that he was entirely occupied with his farming and ‘an old system of physics’—his last work was a treatise on Le Feu, principe de la fécondité des plantes et de la fertilité de la terre (‘Fire, principle of the fecundity of plants and the fertility of soil’)—ignoring the political firestorm around him.41 When, 130 years later, a similarly motivated attack was launched by a radical newspaper against his great-great-grandson Ferdinand, the latter’s reaction was likewise one of withdrawal. Perhaps there is something to atavism after all.

HORACE-BÉNÉDICT DE SAUSSURE

The Genevese regarded the snow-capped mountains surrounding their Republic as an obstacle. It did not occur to them to see them as beautiful or interesting until around 1740, the year in which Horace-Bénédict de Saussure was born. Most of Europe was at war, and the safe and well-regulated atmosphere of Geneva looked an attractive place for noble British families to send their sons to complete their education.

The sons, for their part, soon found themselves eager to get beyond the city gates for some unregulated recreation, where their activities would not be reported to the Académie and their parents. The mountains were just the ticket. The locals laughed when the foreign students set off to look at some oddly shaped mass of ice hanging from a cliff near Chamonix (or Chamouni, as it was written at the time).

Yet the Genevese found themselves intrigued by the odd things the British students reported seeing—fossils, rock formations, and strata, immense masses of ice which were in fact prehistoric glaciers. One young local in particular let his imagination be fired, and wrote of the beauty and wonder of these mountains in which nature could be observed in her most unbridled form. Rousseau was, however, not the kind of man to whom the aristocratic Upper Town or its Académie would pay much attention, having grown up as he did across the river in ‘the working class and petty bourgeois quarter of St. Gervais’.42 In 1762, by which time he had gained immense international renown, his Social Contract and Emile were officially condemned by the Genevese government, after which he renounced his citizenship of the Republic. Rousseau would continue to be dismissed as a parvenu by many upper-class Genevese until the early twentieth century. In his memoirs of childhood, Ferdinand de Saussure’s first cousin Count Guy de Pourtalès recalled that for his uncle Henri de Saussure and certain other family members of his generation, Rousseau was nothing but ‘an upstart and a naughty boy, whose unreadable works had no value apart from evoking the magnificent tits of the nurses of yesteryear’.43

For aristocratic Geneva to discover the Alps, it would require a Genevese aristocrat to persuade them. Encouraged particularly by the great Swiss-German naturalist Albrecht von Haller, a family friend, Horace-Bénédict de Saussure began in his early adulthood to treat the Alps as his scientific laboratory, indeed as the Great Bible of Nature in which could be read the detailed history of creation.

In popular memory Saussure conquered the Alps—the first to set foot on the summit of Mont Blanc, the first to investigate them scientifically, the inventor of mountain climbing (alpinism) as a sport and a pleasurable pastime. In fact he was not the first to do any of these things. Two other men climbed Mont Blanc a year before him, in order to collect a reward he had offered for its conquest. Rousseau has a good claim to be the founder of alpinism. A long trail of scientific studies preceded Saussure up the mountains, starting in the sixteenth century.44

But what Saussure achieved was to bring the Alps to a wide reading public across the world. His four-volume Voyages dans les Alpes (1779–96) is much more than the travel account its title would suggest. It is also the record of his wide-ranging scientific discoveries, and it brought about the aesthetic revolution that led first the monied, then the middle classes of all nations to look upon the Alps as the Palaces of Nature and ‘the playground of Europe’, to cite the title of a later book by Leslie Stephen, the father of Virginia Woolf: ‘If Rousseau’, Stephen wrote, ‘were tried for the crime of setting up mountains as objects of human worship, he would be convicted by any impartial jury. He was aided, it is true, by accomplices, none of whom were more conspicuous than Saussure.’45

Horace-Bénédict de Saussure was the most famous Genevese scientist of the eighteenth century. His shadow would loom large for the next three generations of his descendants. In part this was because the events of the French Revolution caused him to lose so much of his fortune that for the next hundred years the family would struggle to maintain the standard of living expected of them. But he also set a standard of achievement that later Saussures felt obliged to live up to, though none of them could. The one who came closest, his great-grandson Ferdinand, probably suffered most from his failure to measure up—in his lifetime, at any rate. The parallels in the two men’s lives are many. Anyone familiar with Ferdinand’s Course in General Linguistics will appreciate the aptness of the following statements:

De Saussure’s lectures have most of them perished, but fortunately enough material has been preserved among the papers of two of his pupils to enable us to form a fair idea of his philosophical position.46

In any criticism of his work it has to be borne in mind that at fifty-four, when he might have hoped for twenty, or at least ten, years of leisure to arrange and consider his material, he was struck down by [ultimately fatal illness].47

Admirers of Ferdinand may be surprised to learn that Horace-Bénédict is the Saussure referred to here. In too many respects for it to be accidental, Ferdinand relived the life of his eminent great-grandfather.

When he was just six years old, Horace-Bénédict won the first prize for reading in his class at the Collège de Genève: ‘[T]he emotion this success brought to him was so vivid that it was never effaced from his mind; this was perhaps the first spark that lit in him the desire for glory, and that thereafter made him work so ardently to earn it.’48 His interest in his studies had to compete with his two other passions—hunting first of all, and secondly ‘imaginative literature’, the fictional stories which his mother too loved to read. With great self-discipline, young Horace-Bénédict gave up imaginative literature entirely and limited his hunting to one day a week.

On the farm at Conches, his mother, Renée, transmitted to him her love of botany. From their excursions together to the Salève he could say of the mountains in later life that ‘I have from childhood felt for them the most positive passion’.49 The only problem with her intelligent and loving one-on-one instruction was that it made the work at the Collège look dull and uninspiring by comparison. Nevertheless, along with the other sons of the Republic (public education for girls did not begin until 1804 at primary level, and 1836 at secondary) he remained at the Collège until 1754, when, aged fourteen, he began his studies at the Académie.

Geneva acquired a celebrated new resident in that year, who had been exiled from Paris on account of his explosive political writings. Not surprisingly, Voltaire was scathing about the society he found upon his arrival.

Noble cité, riche, fière et sournoise;

On y calcule et jamais on n’y rit:

L’art de Barême est le seul qui fleurit;

On hait le bal, on hait la comédie;

Pour tout plaisir Genève psalmodie

Du bon David les antiques concerts,

Croyant que Dieu se plaît aux mauvais vers.

‘Noble city, wealthy, haughty, proud;

Where no one laughs, but all men calculate:

Accountancy’s the only art to flourish;

Dancing is despised, the stage despised;

Geneva’s only pleasure lies in chanting

Good King David’s antiquated psalms,

Believing that God enjoys bad verses.’50

Voltaire’s twenty-four years in Geneva and Ferney, just across the French border, permanently shifted the cultural centre of gravity of the Genevese upper classes. The influence of Calvin remained omnipresent, but increasingly below the surface rather than dictating every detail of how to dress and converse, and what entertainments were allowed, in particular the theatre.

In 1756, when Horace-Bénédict was sixteen years old, his mother’s younger sister Jeanne-Marie de la Rive married Charles Bonnet, a naturalist of wide renown. The newlyweds moved into a large house just a few hundred yards up the slope from Creux de Genthod.

Bonnet was immediately impressed by his young nephew, and took him up as his protégé. Whereas the interests of Nicolas de Saussure, a scholar of sorts, were narrowly focused on farming, Charles Bonnet was a man of science whose horizons were as wide as the universe. Little wonder then that the like-minded Horace-Bénédict was drawn to his new uncle. It was through Bonnet that Saussure met Haller, who engaged him to collect botanical specimens for him in the mountains near Geneva. Thus began a personal and professional friendship that lasted for decades, as well as the scientific excursions into the mountains that would dominate Saussure’s life.

He completed his studies at the Académie in 1759, when he was nineteen, submitting a thesis entitled Dissertatio physica de igne (‘Physical dissertation concerning fire’), on the transmission of heat from the sun. He published it and defended it, and it attracted praise for its lucid reasoning, clear style, and ‘the care taken to avoid anything hypothetical’.51 His father’s last work had also been a treatise about ‘fire’, in both cases meaning what would later be called ‘energy’.

In the Preliminary Discourse to his Voyage dans les Alpes, Saussure would later write that ‘in 1760, I started alone and on foot for the glaciers of Chamonix, then little frequented, and said to be difficult and dangerous of access’.52 Already he was haunted by the dream that Mont Blanc itself might be conquered—but not with him blazing the trail. During his expedition that year he posted notices in every parish in the Chamonix valley offering a substantial reward to the first man to climb Mont Blanc.53 It was not at all clear that it could be done.

Saussure’s interests were expanding from botany to geology, and would gradually take in metrology and the study of electricity. Each excursion followed a detailed research agenda prepared in advance. In time Saussure’s studies of the mountains would make his name and would exert a significant impact on European thought. At this point, however, few shared his interest or could imagine its potential.

In 1761 Saussure put himself forward for the Académie’s chair in mathematics, unsuccessfully.54 But the next year a chair of philosophy fell vacant, and this time the professors of the Académie chose Saussure over the two rival candidates: ‘On the 13th December two dignified representatives of the Venerable Company presented the young Professor of twenty-two for confirmation in his post to the […] Magnificent Council—a body composed of twenty-five grave and reverend signors, robed and capped with the flowing wigs to wear which was a privilege of the aristocracy.’55

His lectures were to begin in October 1763, with subjects alternating in a two-year cycle. One year he would lecture on physics (natural sciences) in French, the next year on metaphysics in Latin.56 His inaugural lecture was ‘An analysis of the qualities necessary to form a philosopher, and of the education to be given to children in order to foster or call forth such qualities’.57

If children were on his mind in the autumn of 1763, it may have had something to do with the fact that he was courting the young woman he wanted to marry. He had set his sights on Albertine-Amélie Boissier, whose family was from the highest echelon of Geneva’s wealthy bankers. Her late mother Marie, mentioned earlier, had been the sole daughter of Ami Lullin, and after his death in 1756 the eleven-year-old Albertine inherited his fortune, including the mansion in the Rue de la Cité and the villa at Creux de Genthod.

For several generations now, the Saussures had married ‘up’ in financial terms. This was almost inevitable, given how they had devoted themselves to public service and, more recently, scientific study, while others in their coterie had been extremely successful as merchants and bankers. The Saussures were comfortably off thanks to the rents on their properties and reliable investments made with the trusted advice of their business-oriented clansmen. But any significant step up the financial ladder depended on the heir to the house of Saussure marrying into a much wealthier dynasty.

This is not to say that Horace-Bénédict, his ancestors, or descendants chose their wives crassly. From Renée de la Rive on down, the Mesdames de Saussure were all among the most eligible young women of Geneva in their day, not just for their fortunes but for their intellect, character, and all of what counted as ‘breeding’. The Genevese aristocrats were developing their own unique culture of good breeding through their family coteries and the circles or clubs that, following the trend set in London, became the fashionable way to spend the evening from about 1740 onward.

The London connection was not accidental—Rousseau wrote that in his time British habits were the fashion in Geneva,58 where knowing the English language became an important mark of distinction. In 1814 the historian and political economist Simonde de Sismondi would call Geneva ‘a sort of British city on the continent, […] a city where people think and feel in English, though they speak and write in French. […] Nowhere is the English language more universally cultivated.’59

At seventeen, Albertine Boissier was of marriageable age. But her father, Jean-Jacques Boissier, was not eager to marry her off to a young man who, despite his superb intellectual credentials, was not in a position to keep the next generation moving up the economic ladder of Genevese society. Boissier decided on a compromise: no formal engagement would take place before Albertine was twenty. In the meantime a succession of fabulously wealthy noblemen would be paraded before her in the hope that one of them would win her heart.

The ploy did not work. Saussure was able to meet with her at least once a week, and eventually his ardent love for her was requited. The three-year delay was not seen through, and the couple were married in May 1765, when Albertine was nineteen, Horace-Bénédict twenty-five. Ten months after their nuptials their daughter Albertine-Adrienne was born. In the same year Saussure was honoured with a call to serve as Secretary to the Venerable Company of Pastors, which continued to exercise almost complete control over the Académie and the Collège.60 Although obliged to limit his Alpine pursuits for the time being, he was finding real stimulation in the physiological studies he was undertaking in conjunction with his physics lectures. Letters to Bonnet show that he was trying to establish where exactly lay the boundary between, on the one hand, apparently spontaneous movement induced by chemical reaction or electrical stimulation, and on the other, life in the true sense.61

The shadow of death intervened to spoil this brief idyll. In October 1766 Jean-Jacques Boissier was found drowned in the Rhône. He was sixty-six and ‘still in the prime of his life’ in Saussure’s judgement.62 His physician had been treating him for acute melancholia, and had written to him two days before his death urging him to undertake a change of scene—the bottom of the Rhône not being quite what the doctor had in mind. An inquest was held, which determined that Boissier, the great-great-grandfather of Ferdinand de Saussure, had committed suicide.

British visitors in this period commented in their letters home on the surprising frequency of suicide in Geneva, including among the aristocracy.63 A few decades later, in 1812, the Republic’s Napoleonic administration would launch an enquiry into the trend, concluding that it was the result of ‘the influence of Calvinism, the habit of political disputes, sedentary occupations combined with the intellectual strain of serious studies, and, above all, the oppressive scale of the local landscape and the cold, uncertain, and depressing climate’.64 None of these causes explains why such a dramatic increase in the rate should have occurred in the second half of the eighteenth century. A recent study has connected it with the rise at the time of ideals concerning sentiment, romance, and companionate matrimony.65 Whatever was behind it, suicide will be a recurrent theme in the life of Ferdinand de Saussure and his close associates.

Some recompense for the loss of Boissier came a year later when Albertine gave birth to a son and heir presumptive, Nicolas-Théodore, named for Horace-Bénédict’s father and grandfather. The couple and their two children were living in the Lullin-Boissier properties along with Albertine’s two younger sisters, and with Saussure functioning as ‘the host and more or less the master’ of the mansion and the lakeside villa.66

By now another of Geneva’s periodic political crises was brewing. After twenty-five years of booming economic times from which all citizens had benefited, the gap separating the rich from the rest had nevertheless grown much wider, and resentments inevitably ensued. The Natifs were restless. Within a few months the atmosphere would be tense enough for Horace-Bénédict to request and be granted a leave of absence from the Académie. He embarked on a year-long Grand Tour with his wife. They spent February to June 1768 in Paris, with Saussure devoting his mornings to following the private courses of eminent scientists, including the Count de Buffon, the most celebrated scientist of his day. Horace-Bénédict wrote his mother a letter from Paris that resonates closely with Ferdinand’s experiences there a century and a quarter later.

[T]he place is not very agreeable for folk like us who are crushed between the high nobility and the financiers. Rich young men like the Lullins or birds of passage like ourselves can face the situation, but people of moderate fortune (and I call moderate anything under 60,000 livres de rente), who came to settle here would suffer constant inconveniences, unless they were wise enough to live on exactly the same scale as those of similar fortune; but we Genevese who at home belong to the best set are apt to think ourselves made to hold our own with the best elsewhere, and have often occasion to regret it.67

Among the very rich Genevese settled in Paris was Suzanne Curchod Necker, wife of the banker Jacques Necker, whom the king would later put in charge of France’s finances. Suzanne invited Saussure to her salon, but not his wife or the others in their party, fearing that these Genevese provincials, unused to Parisian ways, would humilate her in front of the great and the good. But within a month of Saussure’s first visit she had invited his wife and her family, and was having Horace-Bénédict frequently to dinner or supper alongside the Encyclopaedists and everyone else worth knowing.68 He could scarcely have suspected that less than twenty years later the families of Saussure and Necker would be joined in marriage.

In June, Albertine’s sisters and brother-in-law returned to Geneva, while she and Horace-Bénédict continued their tour, visiting Belgium and Holland, and finally in August reaching England. By now Saussure’s health, which despite his Alpine pursuits was ‘at no time robust’,69 had begun to deteriorate. Albertine too was starting to find the routine wearisome.70 In London Horace-Bénédict had important conversations with Benjamin Franklin concerning their shared interest in electricity, and was keeping regular company with David Garrick, the foremost actor and stage producer of his day.71 When the downcast Saussures set off for the north of England, they discovered a world of such beauty that they did not want to leave it. When they finally returned home in January 1769, Horace-Bénédict redesigned the grounds of Creux de Genthod in the style of Castle Howard in Yorkshire, introducing to Geneva for the first time a conception of wild, natural beauty that he would further develop in his writings about the Alps.

Horace-Bénédict resumed his lectures, having decided to focus his attention henceforth on physics and chemistry.72 The description of him as a lecturer left by a contemporary echoes accounts of Ferdinand de Saussure’s lectures more than a century later when it points out ‘the clarity of his teaching, his luminous method, the grace of his elocution, the charm of his eloquence, his presence of mind when objections were raised, his endless work to perfect his lectures’.73 Those on metaphysical philosophy showed him to be ‘a man of a deeply religious mind’, though showing ‘very little sympathy with dogmatism’.74 He ‘took pains to keep his philosophy—he did not pretend that it was original, or endeavour to perpetuate it apart from his pupils’ notebooks—distinct from his religion, and his religion almost entirely to himself’.

Within a few years he would begin lecturing on ‘physical geography’, and it is these pioneering lectures in what is now called ‘geology’—a term Saussure is credited with establishing—that are of the greatest interest today, with efforts under way to reconstruct the courses based on surviving manuscripts and notes.75

In 1769, Albertine became pregnant again, and 16 January 1770 saw the birth of the couple’s third and last child, Alphonse-Jean-François, whose achievements were unremarkable compared with those of his elder siblings. But, unlike his brother, Alphonse produced children, and so managed something that was accorded far greater importance in his day than it is now: he perpetuated the family name.

Horace-Bénédict had resumed his scientific explorations in the Alps, while continuing his research on electricity and the essence of life. After his conversations with Franklin in London he was eager to introduce to Geneva the use of lightning rods as electrical conductors, and placed one on his house in Frontenex in 1771.76 The neighbours took fright. Saussure managed to calm them with a treatise explaining the usefulness of lightning rods, which soon began to spring up around the countryside.77

If those terrified neighbours raise the mental image of the peasants in a Frankenstein movie storming the castle of the scientist accused of playing God, this is not far off the mark, given Saussure’s research on the boundary between life proper and the chemical or electric reanimation of dead tissue.78 Mary Shelley wrote her novel Frankenstein, or The Modern Prometheus (1818) while staying at Cologny on the shore of Lake Geneva, at the Villa Diodati, built by the family of Saussure’s great-great-grandmother. The book’s central character is a Genevese scientist, Victor Frankenstein, who begins his narration:

I am by birth a Genevese, and my family is one of the most distinguished of that republic. My ancestors had been for many years counsellors and syndics, and my father had filled several public situations with honour and reputation. He was respected by all who knew him for his integrity and indefatigable attention to public business.

One modern commentator has suggested, even without having any apparent knowledge of Saussure’s work on electricity and animation, that Mary Shelley set the memorable encounter between the scientist and his reanimated creation in the valley of Chamonix purposely in order to link Victor Frankenstein’s activities with those of ‘mountaineering scientists like Horace Benedict de Saussure’.79

Saussure’s health took an abrupt turn for the worse in 1771–2,80 and each remedy prescribed seemed only to spawn another illness. He tried the reputed curative powers of the thermal waters at Aix-les-Bains in the Savoy,81 but developed a bad throat condition that persisted for years to come.

Not long after, the Saussure family experienced its first public scandal. Horace-Bénédict’s unmarried sister Judith was reputed to be having an affair with Geneva’s most famous and infamous resident, Voltaire.82 Judith had written at least one unpublished novel,83 and her literary sensibilities would have provided a spiritual link with the author of Candide. The two had been enjoying each other’s company for four years,84 but discreetly, avoiding any malicious rumours. Sometime around December 1772, however, Voltaire sent out invitations for a large party at his château in Ferney, only to find that, on the day of the event, he did not feel up to entertaining such a crowd. He left his niece to host the party, to the great disappointment of the assembled guests, while he and Judith de Saussure dined tête-à-tête.

Word of this indiscretion got out and spread quickly, well beyond Geneva. When it reached the French Court, Louis XV sent a ribald message about it to Voltaire via Cardinal Richelieu. Voltaire replied with a quotation from the Odes of Horace (Book 2, Ode 4):

fuge suspicari

cuius octauum trepidauit aetas

claudere lustrum

‘cast no suspicion

on one whose age has been hastening

to close its fourth decade’

The fact that Voltaire was actually nearing the end of his eighth decade made the irony still more piquant—though it ‘would have been in better taste had he shown more resentment of an unmannerly insult to his guest’.85 In effect the story was confirmed, and Voltaire’s reputation enhanced by it.

Judith’s, however, was ruined. Twenty years later, Sir Charles Blagden wrote in his diary following a ‘pleasant chearful dinner’ with Horace-Bénédict at Conches, ‘His sister at Paris: lost reputation with Voltaire especially: thought a Messalina’.86 She abandoned Geneva to live in Montpellier in the south of France, to the west of the not-yet-fashionable Riviera. The official reason for her move was the good that the climate would do her health, but no one was fooled. She came back occasionally to visit her parents, but ‘That she found the home life at Frontenex with her invalid mother and agricultural father irksome; that she was out of sympathy with the social coteries of Geneva, and never forgave the grievous slight that had been put on her, is obvious’.87

The scandal in no way besmirched her brother’s reputation. In 1774 he was made Rector of the Académie and Collège, a one-year appointment usually reserved for clergymen. It signalled the start of the most productive period of his life, the ten years of research conducted primarily in the mountains that would culminate in his magnum opus. First, however, as his way of thanking the Republic for its trust in him as a thinker, teacher, and educational administrator, Saussure turned his attention to a project in the true Calvinist spirit of reformation.

REFORMING THE COLLÈGE DE GENÈVE

Saussure never forgot how much of his real education had come from his mother, and how little from the Collège de Genève. When he became Rector, he set out at once to put the Collège right. The Project for Reforming the Collège de Genève which he published early in 1774 laid out all that he considered wrong with the teaching there, together with a plan for changing it into a model institution based on modern principles. He pulled no punches.

There is a father of a family who, in common with many others, feels it his duty to refuse to send his children to the Collège so long as it remains in the state in which ours now is, but who would feel he was giving them the best education possible in sending them were the Collège reformed on the principles which form the basis of the present proposal.88

Unlike the Collège, the Académie, despite its basic conservatism, had broken well free of its original sixteenth-century programme—a medieval inheritance—of focusing exclusively on theology, law, and the classical languages necessary for their study. Without abandoning these pursuits the Académie had opened up space for philosophy, humanistic and natural, and this had shifted its centre of gravity from a single-minded devotion to inculcating the accumulated knowledge of the ages to creating new and more accurate knowledge, mainly through direct observation of the world around us.

The Collège had not followed the Académie’s lead. On the contrary, seeing the balance shift away from classical studies in the Académie may have strengthened the resolve of those teaching in the Collège to ensure that its students got the solidest possible foundation, lest the whole of the ancient heritage be lost. The result was that students arrived at the Académie with no grounding whatever in the observational techniques that were the basis of natural science, and little or no inclination to acquire them at this late stage.

The essence of Saussure’s plan for reforming the Collège de Genève was a methodological programme starting with elementary observation of the physical world,89 and progressing to the beginnings of human culture, mythology, and ancient history. The arts should be taught through actual use of the relevant tools, and arithmetic, geometry, mathematics, and experimental chemistry all presented via physical materials, not books. Study of the classical languages should be reserved for a late stage and only for those who were going to specialize in them.

Nowadays the origin of such ideas on educational reform is likely to be attributed to a later Genevese, Jean Piaget, but of course it goes back to an earlier one, Rousseau. What is more, the philosophical backing for Saussure’s reforms can be found in a book published by Rousseau’s contemporary and fierce opponent, Charles Bonnet, a year before Bonnet married Horace-Bénédict’s aunt and took the boy on as his intellectual protégé. The ‘return to nature’ is something which Bonnet and Rousseau are likely to have encountered simultaneously, as it developed in the conversations and writings of the Geneva of their day, well before Rousseau gave definitive voice to it in his Emile.

Bonnet’s Essai de psychologie (1755) relies heavily on a theory of linguistic signs as the basis of how the mind works.90 It appears to be based upon the highly influential Essai sur les connoissances humaines (‘Essay on human knowledge’, 1746) of Condillac.91 Its influence on Horace-Bénédicte was not limited to educational matters, but also shaped his lectures on metaphysical philosophy.92

Bonnet was concerned in part with epistemological issues, how to be sure that the objects of our knowledge, including his own scientific observations, really constitute solid and permanent knowledge rather than one-off events or even illusions. His answer was to search for parallel sequences of physical events and ideas, as embodied in linguistic signs. He believed in a divinely established ‘secret law’ by which our perceptions of events are joined to our images or signs of ideas.93 Where the connections between ideas matched those between physical events one could feel as confident as possible in the reality of what was being observed. To confirm or disconfirm the matching required, however, that knowledge of physical events be gained separately from that of the ideas that represent them—via direct empirical observation, rather than verbally.

The tenth chapter of Bonnet’s Essai concerns how the mind learns to tie its ideas to articulated sounds and to express these sounds. Once the liaison has been formed, Bonnet writes, ‘each of the two ideas recalls the other: the word becomes a sign of the object; the object leads one to recall the word’.94 These ideas will resurface some seventy-five years later in a book by Horace-Bénédict’s daughter Albertine-Adrienne, to be discussed in the next chapter. A further seventy-five-year gap and Ferdinand de Saussure will introduce the perspective on language as signs into the context of linguistics, a field which, unlike psychology and a number of other disciplines, had abandoned and forgotten it.

At thirty-four, Horace-Bénédict was still idealistic enough to assume his compatriots would thank him for troubling to show them the light, and naive enough to expect the government to order an immediate implementation of the reforms he called for. The Représentatifs, the middle-class party, largely endorsed his aims. But because Saussure rejected out of hand the popular idea of setting up separate technical schools for the training of working men, he was accused by some among the working-class Natifs of wanting to keep them subservient to the interests of the aristocracy.

The fiercest opposition, however, came from Saussure’s fellow patricians, the Négatifs of the Upper Town, who saw in his proposals simply a lowering of academic and intellectual standards. He was taken aback to find so many of his old friends treating him as though he were a traitor to his own class and party. On the other hand, the more radical among the other parties regarded Saussure as a hero for precisely this reason. They, like the Négatifs, realized that reforming education in the Collège would go some way towards returning Genevese society to Calvin’s ahierarchical ideal—and, in practical terms, offered the best hope of holding on peacefully to something close to the status quo. The alternative, growing class warfare culminating in revolution, was the last thing Saussure wanted, but it was what Geneva got.

Saussure’s proposals were referred to a committee, which, predictably, did not act upon them. Only in 1836 were Saussure’s proposals of 1774 partly implemented. The classical languages were made optional subjects, with grammar now taught through French. Yet moral and religious education remained the mainstay of the Collège programme, and no place was given to the natural sciences—thus tearing the very heart out of the reform Saussure had advocated.

By the time real reform finally came, well into the twentieth century, Saussure’s pioneering proposals were no longer directly relevant, but neither had they been forgotten. The Collège de Genève was reorganized into a system of several colleges, each named after a famous Genevese. One of them is the Collège de Saussure, and its devotion to maintaining the memory of Horace-Bénédict’s work, including that on educational reform, is energetic enough that it would be churlish to point out the irony in linking his name with the institution that was his lifelong bête noire.

THE GLORY OF MONT BLANC, THE INFAMY OF THE REVOLUTION

Over the next ten years Saussure continued his scientific excursions into the Alps, recording detailed observations of what he found. In the process his dissatisfaction grew with the implements of scientific observation available to him, and he gave considerable thought and effort to improving them. Today he is most celebrated in the history of science as a radical technical innovator who did much to bring the thermometer, barometer, altimeter, and other basic instruments into their modern form. He is credited with inventing the solar oven (or ‘hot box’), the anemometer to measure the force of the wind, the hygrometer to measure moisture in the atmosphere, the cyanometer to measure the intensity of the sky’s blueness, the diaphanometer to measure the transparency of air, a portable electrometer, and an apparatus for testing the heat of the sun.95

His Voyages dans les Alpes established geology as a term and gave direction to this nascent field. It turned attention away from the study of particular mineral samples and individual fossils, often pursued in the context of their relation to Biblical narrative or cosmological theories, insisting instead on interpreting them as part of a systematic account. The earth’s history ‘was only to be elucidated by a sedulous examination of the substances composing its crust’, and ‘this could nowhere be carried on so effectually as among mountains, in whose cliffs and defiles the successive formations and strata lie exposed’.96

Saussure’s contemporaries chided him for ‘carelessness and a certain provincialism in his style’,97 though what they perceived as provincialism was in part a wilful disregard for current fashions in scientific writing by one who looked to the classical authors of antiquity as his models. By the mid-nineteenth century, when fashions had shifted, no less an arbiter of style than John Ruskin was a great admirer of the Voyages. Yet as science, it had by then had its day. As Ruskin’s protégé and Saussure’s biographer, Douglas Freshfield, admits, ‘the great work has no unity […] it is made up of various ingredients, which have not been sufficiently fused’.98

In 1786, the reward Saussure had offered twenty-six years before to anyone who climbed Mont Blanc was finally claimed. On 8 August, Michel Gabriel Paccard, a medical doctor and amateur botanist from Chamonix, and Jacques Balmat, his guide, reached the summit of the mountain, something Saussure himself had tried and failed to do the year before with the help of Balmat’s brother Pierre. But with a route to the top now established, Saussure was determined to complete the climb himself the following summer.

In order to devote himself fully to this goal and to prepare for the research it would allow him to undertake, he resigned from his chair in the Académie in 1786, complaining that the enduring infirmity of the throat he had contracted at Aix-les-Bains a decade and a half earlier impeded his lecturing.99 A throat infirmity would cause Ferdinand de Saussure to end his teaching in the same institution in 1912. On 3 August 1787, with Jacques Balmat as one of his eighteen guides, and with his son Nicolas-Théodore in tow, Horace-Bénédict reached the summit of Mont Blanc. He spent several hours conducting research on the peak in spite of his ever-delicate health. The expedition is recounted in detail in the second volume of the Voyages.

Meeting a friend on his descent, Saussure exclaimed, ‘Congratulate me: I come from the conquest of Mont Blanc’.100 Yet he was all too aware that someone else was the real conqueror. In a diary entry from around this time he writes that Dr Paccard, younger and fitter than he, ‘seems to have taken pains everywhere to have gone a little further and higher than I have been’.101 Nonetheless, it is Saussure, not Paccard, whose statue stands in the central square of Chamonix, with Balmat by his side. Saussure, not Paccard, was awarded a fellowship of the prestigious Royal Society of London, and saw his feat become the stuff of legend.102

By the 1780s, Geneva had shed most of the traces of the Calvinist theocracy that as recently as twenty years earlier made it distinctive from the rest of Europe. Still a small city, with a population of just 25,000 according to the census of 1781,103 it punched far above its weight economically on account of its banking sector and precision manufacturing, led by watchmaking. William Beckford, famous as the author of the novel Vathek (1784), was surprised when visiting Geneva in 1782 to find that not only was the Calvinist ban on theatrical productions forgotten, but that even the sacred locking of the city gates each night was relaxed in the summertime so that theatregoers could return to their country estates. He attributed the change in attitude to the influence of one man: ‘Voltaire, indeed, may justly be styled the architect of that gay, well-ornamented bridge, by which free-thinking and immorality have been smuggled into the Republic under the mask of philosophy and liberality and sentiment.’104

Voltaire’s writings had been among the inspirations for the revolution that hit France in 1789. Perhaps his presence helped foment the revolutionary mentality in Geneva. Already in 1782 a revolt occurred, with a mob besieging the Saussure mansion in the Rue de la Cité. For the next ten years the aristocratic government maintained its hold on the Republic only by force of bayonets.105 When, in the autumn of 1792, the army of Revolutionary France occupied Savoy and encircled Geneva, its fate was sealed, and in December the government ‘requested’ annexation to France. When a banner was put up in the city—no longer a Republic, just the capital of a new French department—proclaiming that L’union fait la force (‘Union Makes Might’), the comment was heard that it ought to read La force fait l’union.106

Saussure was unsurprised. He had predicted revolution and tried to forestall it with his proposed educational reforms nearly twenty years before, only to have his fellow aristocrats shrug off his warnings. He agreed to participate in the writing of a new constitution for the Republic in 1794, but by that summer, the Reign of Terror that had swept Paris the previous year reached Geneva. Five hundred citizens were summarily tried and convicted, with eleven of them executed by firing squad on the Bastions, the guarded walls beneath the edge of the Upper Town, close to the Saussure mansion.

Saussure was morally crushed by the turn of events. It did not help that his fortune, inherited from his mother and invested in French securities on the advice of Jacques Necker, had dropped by more than 80 per cent.107 At least the grand family houses belonged to his wife, not him, and so were not in danger of being lost, but Saussure did not have enough funds available to support the cost of living in them. He had to sell the family house at Frontenex,108 and to reduce expenses he and his family left the town mansion and returned to the farmhouse at Conches in which he had been born,109 empty now since the death of his mother in 1789 and his father in 1791.

The move spared him the sight of the summer’s violence, but was not as beneficial as hoped. Saussure suffered a paralytic stroke.110 He began to recover but then was hit by another, more severe stroke that left him permanently incapacitated. Somehow, doubtless with more input from his sons than was publicly acknowledged, the last two volumes of Voyages dans les Alpes were completed and seen through the press by 1796, seventeen years after the first volume came out and two years after Saussure was struck down. Financially, this work represented his last hope.111

In the event Voyages dans les Alpes was extremely successful. But it was too late for the author himself to benefit. The annexation of Geneva by revolutionary France in 1798 felt, quite understandably, like the end of the world. Years were no longer counted from the birth of Christ, but from the establishment of the new French republican order. A new calendar and a new currency were introduced, the polite pronoun vous was forbidden along with the use of titles other than Citoyen (‘Citizen’). Aristocrats who chose not to drop the de from their name were not allowed to write it as a separate word, so that Monsieur de Saussure became Citoyen Desaussure.112 When Napoleon came to Geneva in 1800, he naturally requisitioned accommodation in its grandest house, the Saussure mansion on the Rue de la Cité.113

Having given so much of his time and energy in his most productive years to saving the world he knew, only to see it fall apart before his eyes, Horace-Bénédict de Saussure died on 3 Pluviôse in the year VII (22 January 1799), aged fifty-eight. Genevese citizens of all classes were momentarily brought together in grief for a man they recognized not only as a genius, but a friend to one and all, who gave his all to the Republic when called upon. Switzerland too owed him much—the tourism industry that became so important in the nineteenth century, the skiing industry that began as its minor adjunct and has become its driving force.

In the twentieth century, George Sarton, the founding figure of the modern history of science, was astonished to learn that when Saussure died, ‘Triumphal funerals were accorded to him, yet, incredible as it may seem, both his family and his native city neglected to mark his grave, the exact spot of which is now unknown!’114 Admittedly, the Genevese did have an annexation, a revolution, and a financial collapse to distract their attention. By the time of Napoleon’s defeat nearly a decade later, Europe had undergone a sea change, and Saussure already belonged to another age, more distant than the count of years would suggest.

Nevertheless, his name would echo long and loud. Well over a hundred years after his death, his descendants, upon being introduced to any literate person, were sure to have their name recognized. Even now, mention the name Saussure to any Parisian, and if it means nothing else to them they will know the Rue de Saussure, named in honour of Horace-Bénédict, still the only member of the family to have inspired significant public monuments.


2
HIS GRANDPARENTS’ AND PARENTS’ GENERATIONS

THE CONGRESS OF VIENNA

NAPOLEON’S rout from Russia in 1812 signalled the beginning of the endgame. On 31 December 1813, a day after Austrian troops moved into Switzerland, the French annexation of Geneva was declared at an end. After a decade and a half of occupation, the Republic’s independence was restored. Napoleon’s ultimate capitulation at Waterloo came on 18 June 1815, and that autumn a congress of the victorious Allied Powers was held in Vienna to redraw the map of Europe.

No delegation came to the table at Vienna with higher ideals than the one from Geneva. They recognized that their Republic’s independence had to be compromised, in order to prevent it ever again being taken away from them entirely. The Congress of Vienna encouraged dozens of tiny feudal states to come voluntarily into union with larger neighbours to whom they were culturally and linguistically close.

On 3 October, Geneva and Neuchâtel applied for and were granted entry into the Swiss Confederation, with which they had long enjoyed peaceful relations. The city of Calvin would henceforth be the Republic and Canton of Geneva, with much of its traditional independence retained in its ongoing status as a Republic, yet with its future protected by its new status as a federal Canton.

On 20 October, a delegation from Geneva headed by Charles Pictet de Roche-mont proposed to the Congress of Vienna that the Allied Powers should officially accept and enshrine the perpetual neutrality of the Swiss. This was agreed to, and Swiss neutrality has been maintained over the subsequent two centuries, with Geneva in particular enjoying recognition as the ultimate unaligned city in which international organizations should be headquartered and unfriendly powers meet to iron out their differences on wholly neutral ground.

The Genevese themselves took the opportunity to reorganize the Republic’s constitution in an atmosphere less charged with social class tensions than usual. The old system of Councils was reconfigured, so that there was henceforth a Representative Council with 250 members, and a State Council of twenty-four. The Syndics, elected by and from the Council, retained executive authority. The General Council of all citizens was replaced by a system of popular referenda.

While the government was superficially evolving towards greater democracy, the old aristocratic families were evolving new means to ensure that measures seriously detrimental to their interests would never be put into place. The old social tensions would gradually resurface. But for an extended period after 1815, Geneva once again enjoyed greater stability than did the major European powers, and held its own as a centre of learning in the face of growing competition from the universities of Germany, France, and Britain, thanks to a new generation of scholars in the natural sciences. Even those too young to have been taught by Horace-Bénédict de Saussure were inspired by his Voyages dans les Alpes and benefited from the new precision made possible by his inventions.

ALBERTINE NECKER DE SAUSSURE

When Horace-Bénédict de Saussure died in 1799, his eldest child, Albertine-Adrienne, had given him his only four grandchildren. Albertine was nineteen when she married Jacques Necker the younger, a captain in the French cavalry and nephew of the famous banker, in 1785. The Revolution ended his military career and forced the entire Necker family to return to Geneva in 1790. Jacques the younger was able to take up a new and rather modest profession, as a demonstrator in botany at the Académie—not because of his knowledge or abilities, which were minimal at best, but because of his wife’s surname.1 He and Albertine lived with his aunt and uncle Necker in their magnificent Château de Coppet, where Albertine became like a sister to the Necker’s only child, their daughter Germaine.

When Germaine Necker had been just twelve years old, the Swedish ambassador to France, seventeen years her senior, asked her parents for her hand in marriage. Suzanne, a very controlling mother, accepted, and eight years later, in 1786, Germaine married Eric-Magnus, Baron of Staël-Holstein. In time Germaine Necker would achieve renown as a great novelist and essayist under the name of Madame de Staël. Albertine, writing as Madame Necker de Saussure, would be her first biographer.

Albertine did not begin her literary career until her children were grown, but she participated in the Groupe de Coppet—a salon in the broadest sense, not merely aesthetic but political, social, and educational in its concerns.2 Meeting at the Château de Coppet, it flourished between the Revolution and the early years of the Restoration, in spite of Germaine’s exile by Napoleon from May 1812 to May 1814, which she spent in Britain and Sweden. Members included Simonde de Sismondi, Charles-Victor de Bonstetten, and Benjamin Constant.3

The Groupe de Coppet no longer met regularly after Germaine de Staël’s death in 1817. For Albertine, the loss of Germaine, the sister she never had, was compounded when her own mother died a fortnight later.

The spirit of the Coppet group lived on, however, and it was principally Albertine who during the next two decades transmitted it to a new generation of young Genevese aristocrats. Among them was Adolphe Pictet, the son of Charles Pictet de Rochemont, who had negotiated Swiss neutrality at the Congress of Vienna. In the 1820s Adolphe Pictet left Geneva to study in Paris under the leading philosopher of the day, Victor Cousin, whose assistant and protégé he became. Pictet’s interest in aesthetic philosophy, including the link between aesthetics and language, continued to be a theme of the Groupe de Coppet, developed particularly by Bonstetten.4 Pictet’s important contributions to linguistics will be examined in more detail further on, because of the strong impression they made on the young Ferdinand de Saussure. But his interests were wide-ranging. He had a successful military career, rising to the rank of major, and was a recognized innovator in the development of bombs and other explosives.

Besides her biography of her sister-in-law, Necker de Saussure’s most influential work was her three-volume study on ‘progressive education’, education planned in progressive steps.5 Her interest in the subject was connected with her father’s efforts to modernize education in Geneva. The sixth chapter of the second book of the first volume, entitled ‘Comment les enfans apprennent à parler’ (‘How children learn to speak’),6 contains the first Saussurean model of language.

Although focused on child language acquisition, it lays out as well a theory of how language originated and operates in the minds of both children and adults. The philosopher–psychologists whose work it cites, and in some cases contests—Condillac, Locke, Thomas Reid, and Maine de Biran—are all still taken very seriously today. She also takes up some of the ideas of her great-uncle Charles Bonnet. The chapter is worth examining in some detail not just because Ferdinand de Saussure’s great aunt wrote it, but because we know that he was aware of it.7

It begins by pointing out the remarkable progress most children make linguistically around their second birthday. All children manage to speak by this time, though already the unequal distribution of nature’s gifts is making itself felt. A number of different mental and physical faculties must be coordinated in order to speak—a good ear, supple articulatory muscles, intelligence for comprehending words, and memory for retaining them. If any one of them is slow to develop, the child’s language ability will be impeded.

Yet how does any child manage this at an age when, in most respects, we are inferior to every other species? This is what Necker de Saussure would have liked to clarify with precise observations, though in fact, she apologizes, all she can offer are mere impressions, facts she has managed to gather by her own experience and with the help of a few other mothers.

In the mind of the child certain words detach themselves from the whole utterance in which they occur, and occupy a place of their own. The first words to do so are ‘the nouns or signs’ attached to persons or things which attract children’s attention. They keep repeating the stressed syllable of such words, which is why the very first words learned, such as papa, tend to have the same syllable reduplicated. Already at seven or eight months, children are continually pronouncing the syllables pa, ma, da, without attaching any meaning to them. ‘[T]hey later come to associate these sounds with the ideas of certain objects, and thus to make a language [langage] out of them.’

Naming material objects is a rather straightforward process. When you have shown a child a particular object a number of times while simultaneously proffering certain sounds, ‘the thing then awakens the idea of the word, and the word that of the thing’. What is harder to understand is how children attach a sign to what has no bodily existence. The actions expressed by verbs, for instance, tend not to be happening when they are named—a child only says Go! when something or someone is not going. The child must have inside him or her the idea expressed by the verb, and gesture seems its likeliest source. Without thinking about it, adults gesticulate a great deal when talking to children, and children are great gesticulators as well.

Even animals understand verbs, in so far as they express an action—imperatives such as Sit! and Gallop! are how we get dogs and horses to obey. ‘The child at first uses only infinitives, as negroes do’, writes Necker de Saussure, who likely never met a Negro. ‘As the child has formed no idea of time and does not understand pronouns until very late, he or she is reduced to this mode.’ The particles yes and no, which children learn very quickly, are also translations of gestures, one of gathering, the other of pushing away. Later, a few adjectives enter the child’s head, ones which express very strong feelings. Joli (‘pretty, nice’) is one of these.

The child first uses these words without joining them together, but it is easy to see that they are connected in the child’s mind. A child seeing its parents sitting by the fireside says papa, mama, hot, leaving out the intermediate words. Necker de Saussure notes that all her examples have actually been uttered by children aged between twelve and eighteen months. Upon reflection, she says, the three categories of words children use, nouns, verbs, and adjectives, ‘are truly the substance of discourse, its body, as it were’. How, then, do children progress further, to use words to which it is difficult to attach a meaning—prepositions, conjunctions, adverbs? ‘What use do they make of words like for, with, although, like, very, the meaning of which not one adult in ten could define?’

Necker de Saussure’s hypothesis is that children begin using these words without separating them out from the whole utterances they are part of. They perceive the utterance as one long word and guess at its meaning. They can repeat it distinctly if they have a good ear and a flexible gullet; otherwise they mangle or abbreviate it, but always without breaking it down analytically.

She enters into a philosophical dispute with Locke,8 over how children learn to understand and use common nouns, as opposed to proper nouns.

How they attach a sign to a particular object is conceivable; but how do they come to apply it to a whole class of beings? How do they call all dogs dog, however little they resemble the first one they heard so named? Do they form general ideas? Do they know that the names of species apply to all the individuals possessing certain qualities, and do they envisage these qualities abstractly, separating them from the subject that possesses them? That would be a lot to ask of a nascent mind.

The mordant irony of this last comment, bordering on sarcasm, is kept up as she turns to those philosophers—all male, it goes without saying—who have probably never observed a child closely since they themselves were one: ‘when metaphysicians have deigned to bother with young children, they have, in my opinion, attributed to them more reasoning and less divination than they actually have.’ The page-long quote from Locke, via Condillac, which follows, says that children begin by using the words nurse and mother as proper nouns, naming the two individuals closest to them. As they observe others who resemble their parents in certain respects, they ‘form an idea in which they find that all these beings participate equally, and they give it, as others do, the name of man’. Thus do they come to have their first common noun. Necker de Saussure’s assessment of Locke’s empiricism is withering:

I certainly do not deny that this account is very logical, […] but the way in which children pass from using proper to common nouns does not appear to have come to Locke through observation. To proceed by separation and regrouping, in other words by abstraction, does not seem to me to be how children’s minds work. When they express themselves freely, the quantity and singularity of their associations show them to be closer to the poet than to the analyst.

Ferdinand de Saussure will write in a time when the origin of language had been ruled out of bounds for scientific enquiry, and children’s acquisition of language was considered to be the business of psychologists rather than linguists. Hence there are few points in common between his concerns and his great-aunt’s. Here, however, on the question of abstraction, they stand shoulder to shoulder. When Necker de Saussure says that the child operates like a poet, she means instinctively and sensorially, rather than analytically. Ferdinand will always associate the analyses of grammarians with abstraction and unreality, unless they conform to what is psychologically real for ordinary speakers, as revealed by their linguistic instincts.

Necker de Saussure observes too that children overgeneralize common nouns when first acquiring them, using dog to name not just dogs but horses and other animals: ‘Thus I have seen a child who called all fruit apricots, another who called by the same name two little girls wearing the same dress.’ Contrary to what Locke suggests, there is no ‘reasoning’ taking place here.

What we see is a simple awakening of ideas, a sensation rather than a judgement. […] The child makes no decision that the object is different or the same, but the act of recognition is produced.

With ‘the recognition of sameness and difference’, this first Saussurean account of language comes very close to the much better known one of two generations later, despite some differences in terminology and outlook. When Necker de Saussure writes

This prompt, unreflective, almost mechanical movement that is excited by the identity between the image one has stored and that of the object one sees, is here the effect of a simple analogy, an error rather than a mental operation. But when such operation commences, when genuine examination takes place, the differences are appreciated, and each of the diverse objects calls forth its particular sign.

the continuity with what Ferdinand will teach is striking indeed. The same is true when she goes on to describe the workings of the child’s mind.

Children have a marvellous faculty of association: everything is linked, everything is drawn reciprocally to everything else in their brain; images awaken one another, and bring the word along after them. When this word is extended from one object to another, it is by the effect of a relationship that is less appreciated than felt, and the child does not distinctly perceive either the analogy or the differences.

Necker de Saussure lived to the age of seventy-five, dying in 1841. She was survived by two of her four children, including her son Théodore Necker, who married Hortense de Senarclens. In one of those very Genevese multiple marital connections, Hortense’s niece Marie Faesch was destined to become Madame Ferdinand de Saussure.

NICOLAS-THÉODORE DE SAUSSURE

All three of Horace-Bénédict’s children assisted him in his experiments and observations from an early age, but it was the middle child, Nicolas-Théodore, known in the family as Théo, who became a scientist.9 Unlike his father, though like his grandfather Nicolas in his later years, his serious, dark side was not balanced by gregariousness. Lady Shelley, the wife of Sir John Shelley, recalled a remark made by Théo in 1816 during a discussion of the high suicide rate in Geneva: ‘Ah, Madame, we master early on the art of being tired of life.’10 This from a young man who had participated in some of the great Romantic adventures of his time, the first ascents to the pinnacles of the high Alps.

Théo entered the Académie at the traditional age of fourteen, and gravitated towards Jean Senebier, who had taken up the line of research into how plants grow initiated a generation earlier by Bonnet. They wanted to know precisely what was the input of soil, air, water, and sunlight, and perhaps also a ‘vital force’ which, while accepted elsewhere, aroused the scepticism of the ultra-rational Genevese. Bit by bit, year by year, from Bonnet to Senebier to Nicolas-Théodore de Saussure, the mysterious process of photosynthesis was yielding up its secrets.

There had, of course, been parallel research going on elsewhere. The chain of discoveries as recognized today does not extend back to Bonnet, but to Priestly in England, Lavoisier in Paris, and the Dutch scientist Ingenhousz. They progressively established the basis of photosynthesis, but the next major steps came from Geneva, beginning with Senebier’s discovery that ‘fixed air’, carbon dioxide, was consumed in the process.

After completing his education at the Académie, Théo travelled around Europe to attend lectures and to work one-on-one with the major researchers in plant physiology. The Revolution brought an end to this. He spent most of 1793 in England, staying with distant relatives.11 At the start of 1794, however, his mother was obliged to write to him:

You know my dear friend that your father has lost his fortune, not by any expenditure that he was at any rate in no condition to make during the time of our past prosperity, but by the misfortune of his investments in France. The whole of his mother’s property and consequently your legacy are now not worth a fifth of the price they were formerly.12

He hoped to support his continued studies in England by finding work as a private tutor, but the preference for classical over scientific studies remained strong among the aristocracy, and no offers were forthcoming.13

He returned to Geneva that summer, just in time for the revolutionary upheaval which his parents had escaped by leaving the town mansion for the farm at Conches. Fearful that the French Reign of Terror might inspire similar atrocities in Geneva, Théo and his younger brother Alphonse fled to Rolle, a village in the Vaud between Geneva and Lausanne. They remained there throughout 1795, spending much of their time correcting proofs of the last two volumes of Voyages dans les Alpes.14

In 1796 the brothers returned to Geneva, and in July of that year Théo married Renée Fabri, of another of the prominent Italian Calvinist families. Her ancestor Pierre Fabri had been one of the first Syndics of Geneva in the sixteenth century, and several of his descendants had succeeded him in the office. Both Théo and Renée were twenty-nine at the time of their marriage, still well within childbearing age for her. But no children were forthcoming.

In 1797 Théo published his first important treatise on the formation of carbonic acid in plants. He embarked on five more years of travel and study in England and France, before returning to Geneva in 1802 to take up the chair of mineralogy and geology in the Académie. It carried no teaching duties, allowing him to complete the research he had been doing over the preceding years and synthesize it into his magnum opus, Recherches chimiques sur la végétation (‘Chemical research on vegetation’), published in 1804.15 Though read with serious attention throughout the scientific world, the book was too far ahead of its time to be fully understood or appreciated. Saussure’s ‘experiments were misconstrued and misunderstood until the reaction against the theory of a vital force set in twenty or thirty years after his publication’.16

Saussure established the precise role of water, carbon, and oxygen in plant physiology. An important part of his method was to burn plants and perform a chemical analysis of the ashes. The results could only be trivial to those who attributed the growth of plants to an unanalysable vital force. But through careful experimentation Saussure demonstrated that the presence of certain minerals was necessary to the life of the plant. If any one of the essential minerals was absent the plant could not develop, and the precise quantity required varied from mineral to mineral. It was the insight that, transferred from plant to human biology, would emerge a century later as the theory of vitamins.

Théo died in 1845, aged sixty-seven. His will shows that his fortunes had improved from the difficult days of fifty years before, when he had to cut short his studies abroad and his father was obliged to sell one of the family homes. The estate he left was worth about 475,000 francs.17 He bequeathed the bulk of it to his nephews Théodore and Henri de Saussure, with Henri receiving about 175,000 francs and Théodore 125,000 plus his uncle’s one-third share in the two family houses. To his wife, Renée, Théo left ‘the inexpressible testimony of my gratitude for her attachment, attention & devotedness to my happiness’, as well as ‘the enjoyment of all my property. I give and bequeath to her in full ownership my moveable goods, table linen & plates. I except from the above my instruments of physic and the books contained in my private library.’ These, he specified, would be delivered to Théodore after Renée’s death, with a special recommendation to him to preserve Horace-Bénédict’s manuscripts and a plea to Henri to ensure that Théo’s moveable goods were not sold at public auction.

Renée survived her husband by less than two years, just long enough to see a new revolution overthrow the constitution established after the Restoration in 1815. For Théo, who had witnessed so much political upheaval in his youth and watched it kill his beloved father, it was just as well not to have to endure another popular uprising. Life had taught him that such struggles never deliver the utopian results dreamed of by those who engage in them.

ALPHONSE DE SAUSSURE

It is striking that, for all of Horace-Bénédict de Saussure’s vaunting of his ideas on education, his younger son should have left no record of scholarly achievement. Sir Charles Blagden, after becoming acquainted with the family during a visit to Geneva in 1792, wrote in his diary of ‘Saussure’s much read sons’, and seemed equally impressed by them both.18 Senebier’s long necrology of Horace-Bénédict says of Alphonse only that ‘he often helped his father with his experiments, and was always the consoler of his troubles’.19 Yet so obscure is Alphonse-Jean-François that the principal biographical account of Ferdinand de Saussure not only omits him but actually names Nicolas-Théodore as Ferdinand’s grandfather.

Alphonse was active in politics, serving as mayor of Genthod, the village near the Saussures’ great lakeside estate.20 The oldest bachelor Saussure on record, he did not marry until 1819, when he was forty-nine. His wife, Fanny Crud, was twenty-three. It was the last roll of the dice for the continuation of the Saussure name in Geneva, Théo’s wife Renée being fifty.

The initial signs were not good. It took five years after Alphonse and Fanny married before she gave birth to a son, Horace-René-Théodore, known as Théodore,21 on 3 July 1824. It was another five years before the arrival of a second son, Henri-Frédéric-Louis, on 27 November 1829. Only two children—but robust ones, who survived into the next century.

That Alphonse shared the family concern with progressive education is shown by the fact that, even after many of his father’s proposed reforms to the Collège de Genève were finally instituted in 1836, he still declined to have his sons taught there. Instead he sent them to Hofwyl, an internationally renowned boarding college run by Emanuel von Fellenberg, in the countryside some six miles from Bern. Fellenberg’s father had been a friend of the Swiss educational reformer Pestalozzi, whose own grammar school was nearby and who advised the younger Fellenberg on his school’s curriculum.22 Hofwyl was set up on a utopian plan, with the students put in charge of governing the institution. No rules or regulations were issued by Fellenberg or the teaching faculty, only by the student council.

Another aspect of the school seemed radical: the students ranged from young princes and noblemen to sons of the middle class and destitute orphans. In fact, however, the orphans, along with sons of indigent peasants, attended the separate Vehrli School on the Hofwyl estate. They did farm work eight or nine hours a day, along with four hours of classes per day in winter and two in summer. Of Fellenberg, Hofwyl alumnus Robert Dale Owen would write that

The one great idea of his life appears to have been, not to fuse, in the crucible of equality, what are called the upper and the lower classes, but to seize the extremes of society, and carefully to educate them both: the one to be intelligent, cultivated workers; the other to be wise and considerate legislators, enlightened and philanthropic leaders of civilization. I believe he imagined that there would be rich and poor to the end of the world; and he restricted his endeavors to making the rich friends of the poor, and the poor worthy of such friendship. To carry out this last he considered agriculture, when intelligently followed as a calling, to be an essential aid.23

Hofwyl first came to worldwide fame through correspondence between Charles Pictet de Rochemont and the French ambassador to Switzerland that appeared in the pages of the Bibliothèque brittanique (later Bibliothèque universelle) in 1807–8. It then became the school of choice for the sons of enlightened European aristocrats and nobles.

The educational programme included history, natural philosophy, chemistry, mechanics, mathematics, drawing, vocal and instrumental music, gymnastics, riding and fencing, Greek, Latin, French, and German, the last being the language of instruction as well as the lingua franca of the college. However, Greek and Latin, while taught comprehensively, were not the focus. Natural philosophy was conceived so broadly as to include scientific farming. This may have appealed particularly to Alphonse, whose grandfather Nicolas had been devoted to farming. And Alphonse’s wife, Fanny, was the daughter of the noted agricultural innovator Baron Victor Crud, who in 1808 had been called upon to reorganize the agricultural programme at Hofwyl.24

Alphonse inherited a one-third share in the family homes, where, however, his elder brother was the master. For Alphonse’s sons, it was as though they had two sets of parents, with their uncle Théo the higher authority than their father. It was no accident that Alphonse’s first-born bore the name of his uncle, to whom he was the heir apparent, or that his second name was René, after his aunt. Following Théo’s death in 1845 and his widow Renée’s early in 1847, Alphonse was nominally the pater familias, though his advanced age had left him infirm.

When Alphonse died at Genthod on 18 January 1853, two days after his eighty-third birthday, neither of his sons was married. The elder was approaching thirty, and the continuation of the Saussure name was beginning to look as tenuous as it had a generation before. But then, Alphonse himself had married late and had sons. There was still hope.

FANNY CRUD

The only Saussure from a generation prior to his father’s to survive into Ferdinand’s childhood was his grandmother, née Marie Fanny Crud. She was born in Lausanne in 1796, the eldest child of Baron Victor Crud and his wife Marie de Pétra, herself the daughter of a Councillor of Morges, a village up the coast of Lac Léman, towards Lausanne. The most intimate information we have about Fanny comes from the diaries of her son Henri. He depicts her as stubborn, deceitful, slovenly, and fiercely independent, adding that all the women of her family were the same.25 And yet he admired his mother’s astounding energy, which, for better or for worse, he had inherited.

Fanny’s father, Victor Crud, was raised in Lausanne by a cousin of his named Lavanchy, a childless notary who intended to leave young Victor his fortune of 600,000 francs, but made him work eighteen-hour days as his assistant, permanently weakening his health and his eyesight.26 Unable to endure the regime, Victor married Marie de Pétra, and spent their first winter giving endless dinners and balls. At the end of their first year of marriage Lavanchy was aghast to discover that Victor had spent 20,000 francs on these entertainments, and disinherited him from all but the tiny portion of his fortune that Crud would have received anyway as one of his many cousins. All his life Henri de Saussure had the lesson of this experience drummed into him by his mother: ‘This unfortunate winter was the cause of a life full of tribulations. A great lesson for the imprudence of youth. When people marry they always start out by spending too much. Then harsh experience follows.’27

Although he and his wife would never again know luxury, Victor at least found success in the Napoleonic regime. He served as president of the administrative council of the Canton of Vaud in 1801–2, then in 1803–4 was an influential member of the commission established by Napoleon to liquidate the debt of the Swiss cantons and reorganize their finances. In 1805 he had a private audience with Napoleon to discuss Swiss affairs.28 ‘He seemed to be well established in a triumphant political career when, for personal reasons, he found himself constrained to take over a small family holding near Geneva.’29 The farm which Victor Crud took over was at Genthod, where the Saussures had their summer residence.30 More than one marriage would ensue between the families.

The move to the farm had not been Crud’s choice, but once there, he found that it was his true calling. In the spirit of this Romantic age, he was ‘convinced that farming is the fertile mother of industry, and that a good system of cultivation is the most effective means for arresting the progress of poverty and returning peace and well-being to the Nations’. He devoted the rest of his life to the practical teaching of scientific agriculture.31 His four-volume translation of Thaer’s Grundsätze der rationellen Landwirtschaft, in which he corrected all the errors in Thaer’s original calculations and inserted his own original commentary in the form of footnotes, often disagreeing outright with the author, established his name in international agronomy.32

In 1808 he was part of a five-man delegation appointed by the government to inspect Fellenberg’s college at Hofwyl, on which Thaer had recently published his own observations. The other delegates chose Crud to write the report,33 which was published and more widely read than the typical school inspection report because of the international interest in Fellenberg’s unique educational programme, centred around farming. Crud later wrote that his 1808 report on Hofwyl ‘attracted harsh criticism from absolutely opposite directions: some accused me of partiality towards Mr Fellenberg, others of precisely the contrary’.34 Crud did not hesitate to point out where he thought things could be handled better on the agricultural end, and Fellenberg accepted and implemented his advice, to the point that Crud has been said to have reshaped the Hofwyl programme. He returned in 1816 to make a private follow-up inspection, and this time the report he published was entirely positive.

No rivalry here: each advances with his neighbour on the road of life: if someone strays from his natural line, his neighbour puts him back in place while moving forward; each supports and presses ahead; no one falls back. It is the image of society, not as it is, but as it should be.

[…] The school for the poor, marching in step with the institute for the privileged classes, produces paragons of enlightened virtue among the lower class, while at the same time teaching rich young men the true relations that must exist between them and the poor man.35

Following the Restoration, Crud left Geneva in 1815—all alone—for a stay of more than twenty years in Massa Lombarda in the Romagna region of the Italian peninsula.36 In the years that followed he developed a considerable scholarly reputation, with his 1820 book Économie de l’agriculture (‘Agricultural economy’) winning the gold medal of the Société d’Agriculture de France.37 He completely reformed and modernized farming practice in Romagna, earning the enduring admiration and affection of the locals, who put up a plaque in his honour in Massa Lombarda in 1888.

Yet why exactly he should have gone so far from his farm at Genthod is mysterious. The relocation to Italy may have been a way to dodge creditors, for Crud was falling deeply into debt,38 or to escape the reprisals being meted out to those who had been too closely involved with the Napoleonic administration.39 His friend the Marchese Ridolfo appears to have played a part in the move. Crud’s life seems to have been shaped by events imposed on him—giving up his early political career to rescue the farm in Genthod, getting caught up in the Napoleonic administration, being swept up more or less accidentally into a career as an agronomist, then leaving his family behind for two decades to live and work in another country.

Genthod was the only home his daughters knew. Fanny, his eldest, was nineteen now, and there was marriage to consider. Under the circumstances the Cruds were not in a position to be choosy. Nor, with their own fortune still badly reduced, and desperate for a male heir, could the Saussures expect one of the great families to give an heiress’s hand to the aging second son Alphonse. Still, he did bring with him a surname to conjure with, and if there were issue, they would inherit the great houses built by Lullin, even if they would struggle for the cash needed for their upkeep.

As noted earlier, the marriage of Alphonse and Fanny took place in 1819. The family link was reinforced in 1822, when Fanny’s younger sister Louise married Auguste Saladin, the nephew of Nicolas-Théodore’s wife Renée. The long-awaited Saussure heir did not appear until 1824, with the spare following in 1829. The boys did not meet their maternal grandfather until his return from Italy in 1836, aged sixty-four. He relocated from Genthod to Lausanne, where he served in a relatively modest capacity as a member of the Council.

By the age of seventy-three, he was ‘weakened more by work than by years, completely blind, and embittered by the political agitations disturbing the Canton de Vaud’. He was also massively in debt when he died ‘suddenly and unexpectedly’ in 1845. If the combination of embitterment and suddenness are code words for suicide, it would not be surprising in this context. It was a sad end for someone who had once dreamed of saving mankind through the teaching of agriculture, a lover of literature and music who during his years in Italy befriended the composer Rossini.40

His daughter Fanny de Saussure lost her husband Alphonse eight years after her father died, and lived on for almost ten years more. Embarrassed by the debts left by her father, which she felt it her duty to settle but unable to do so, she lived in Genthod year-round and avoided Geneva. For some years one of her unmarried sisters lived with her as her companion,41 then her sons and daughters-in-law did their best to look after her during a long illness. To his diary, Henri confided why he could not stand living with his mother.

She has always needed someone to persecute. Being totally disordered in her housekeeping and her character, with nothing ever finished in her house, everyone and everything had to bend to her will, and she has always used ruses to control us. To keep me from going to town in the morning (back when I lived with her in Genthod), she would say that she wanted to go there herself in the afternoon, knowing that I would change my plans in order to let her have the horse. Then in the afternoon, after feigning indecision until it was too late, she would say that she had changed her mind. These endless manoeuvres eventually exhausted my patience, and made me prolong my absence in Paris and elsewhere.42

Truth to tell, mother and son were very much alike.

COUNT ALEXANDRE DE POURTALÈS

Ferdinand’s mother, Countess Louise de Pourtalès,43 came from a family of great wealth and considerable political clout, centred in Neuchâtel, which from 1707 to 1857 (apart from a Napoleonic interlude) was an isolated principality surrounded by the Swiss canton of the Vaud. The Prince of Neuchâtel was the King of Prussia. The Pourtalès family’s wealth was generated through global commerce, and, unusually, their clout was exercised not just locally, but throughout the Prussian empire. It was Louise’s father, Count Alexandre-Joseph de Pourtalès, who established the Genevese branch of the family, with his marriage to a Genevese woman, Augusta Saladin de Crans.

Alexandre was born in 1810, making him forty years younger than Alphonse de Saussure. He was the youngest of the nine children of Count Louis de Pourtalès, whose father Jacques-Louis, known in the family as Louis and by the rest of the world as ‘le roi Pourtalès’ (‘King Pourtalès’), had propelled the already prosperous family to enormous riches in the second half of the eighteenth century.

The family originated in Spain, as their somewhat un-French sounding surname suggests. Family lore has it that a Spanish Captain Portales came north to settle in the Languedoc region of southern France in the fourteenth century.44 It was a period in which that region was engulfed in religious turmoil prefiguring the Reformation two centuries later, with Rome sending the Albigensian Crusade to purge Languedoc of an Arian heresy which had reinvigorated religious faith. Whether this Captain Portales’s move had any link to these historical events cannot be determined, but later generations of the Pourtalès family would make their fortunes by standing firm, keeping cool, and doing business as usual while religious–political storms raged about them.

In Languedoc the family settled in a primitive hamlet called Castanet des Perduts, high atop a mountain in the Cevennes, historically one of the poorest regions of western Europe. They, however, gradually accumulated land and money, and by the sixteenth century, when the better-off lines resettled in the town of Lasalle, they had married well enough that their bloodlines included not only ‘the most powerful families of southern France, but also the houses of the Dukes of Burgundy and Normandy, the Kings of Italy, England and France (the house of Capet)’.45

The Pourtalès family embraced the Reformation around 1550.46 But unlike the Saussures, who fled from Lorraine in that year, they did not leave their corner of France. Nor did they set up a local reformed church. They instead took a pragmatic approach, remaining nominally Roman Catholic though making no secret of their belief in the Protestant cause. It was a strategy that would not have succeeded everywhere in France. But in their impoverished corner, particularly distrusted because of its long history of heresy, there simply were not enough prosperous families capable of managing the peasantry for the government in Paris to persecute them.47 As one of their descendants, Robert Cramer, has remarked, ‘It is astonishing that neither the St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, nor the wars of religion, nor the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685 made them decide to leave their country, and the storm seems to have spared them miraculously, for apart from a few trivial incidents, there is nowhere any question of persecutions in the letters and documents they have left’.

The fact that so many others were leaving created an enormous opportunity. Jean de Pourtalès set up a merchant bank that handled the affairs of well-off Huguenots abandoning Languedoc for refuge abroad, turning great profits from the properties they left behind.48 He also found that not only safety but financial advantage lay in sending his own sons to settle in the places of Protestant refuge, where his clients were, while he stayed behind with his properties and theirs. It is thus impossible to disentangle religious and financial motives in the Pourtalès family’s eventual decision to resettle outside France.49

By the start of the eighteenth century the Pourtalès family had become a business network stretching across non-Roman Catholic Europe, from Britain to the Netherlands to Geneva and the Swiss cantons. Unlike the more resolutely Calvinist families fixed in Geneva, however, they maintained their base in France, and sought out further opportunities for trade and banking in the Lutheran realms. Lasalle in southwest France was still their home base when Jérémie de Pourtalès was born there in 1701.50 At sixteen he left for Lyons, then went on to Geneva to work in the fabric trading concern of his brother Louis.

One of the most active enterprises in this period was the importing of indiennes, fabric with exquisite hand-painted designs produced in India, Persia, and China, where the untold hours of highly skilled labour required to make them cost next to nothing in comparison with European wages. The cost lay instead in the transport. A breakthrough occurred when Jean-Jacques de Luze, a protestant refugee in Neuchâtel, obtained key secrets of the technology of producing indiennes from missionary priests, probably in the French colony at Pondicherry. Luze and Louis de Pourtalès were friends, having served their apprenticeship in the fabric merchant trade together, and it was agreed that Louis’s 21-year-old brother Jérémie would visit Neuchâtel to learn about the manufacturing process that Luze was developing.

Jérémie had not been at Neuchâtel very long when he asked for the hand of Esther de Luze, Jean-Jacques’s eldest daughter, five or six years older than himself. Jean-Jacques, whose fortunes were on the rise, had higher aims for Esther, and for himself, since marrying a daughter into a family wealthier than one’s own was the quickest way to raise manufacturing capital. He was clearly hesitant to accept Jérémie’s proposal—we have no record of how Esther felt about it—until Louis de Pourtalès stepped in to offer him a gift of 5,000 francs. Possibly there was another factor in the equation: according to family records, Jérémie and Esther were married in 1722, and their first child, Jacques-Louis, the great-great-grandfather of Ferdinand de Saussure, was born, in Geneva, on 9 August 1722, normally requiring a conception in December 1721.

Jérémie’s marriage to the daughter of a prominent citizen of Neuchâtel gave him entrée to the court of the King of Prussia, Frederick Wilhelm I. Already in 1722 he travelled to Prussia and submitted a request to the king to establish a lending bank at Halle. This was an unusual but timely request. In Lutheran lands, as in Roman Catholic ones, moneylending, forbidden for centuries by canon law, was still regarded as un-Christian. This meant that, until the development of unrestricted banking by Calvinists, even the royal treasuries had to look for capital to wealthy Jewish families, who, in the absence of competition, could charge high rates of interest. The Prussian court looked with favour upon Jérémie’s request, not least because it offered a way for Prussia itself to finance its military and other expenditures without crippling interest payments.

Jérémie became a naturalized subject of Neuchâtel in 1724. This enabled him to establish a major business enterprise in Lyons, since, as a ‘foreigner’, he was no longer subject to the restrictions placed on French Protestants. Being made a bourgeois of Neuchâtel in 1729 unfettered him still further, and in 1730 he moved to London, founding and running Pourtalès Simmons & Co., specializing in the sale of fine linen cloth. All this was achieved without giving up any of his other business or banking enterprises, including the Pourtalès bank, which had become in effect the royal bank of Prussia. For his services, Jérémie was created a nobleman of Prussia by Frederick the Great in 1750.

That same year, Jérémie’s 28-year-old son Louis started his own textile firm, innovatively combining the previously specialized functions of import, export, and manufacture. Using plain cotton cloth shipped in from India, as well as wool cloth from Switzerland, the firm printed the fabric, then exported it to all the major ports and merchants’ fairs in Europe. What established Louis as ‘King’ Pourtalès was that he did not simply sell his finished fabric to middlemen, but set up his own bureau in each of the port and fair towns on which his business depended, run by men whom he personally knew and trusted and had groomed for the task.

Within twenty years his wealth was legendary, and he was still looking to expand it. In 1770 he bought the first of his eventual five rice and coffee plantations in Grenada in the West Indies. As Grenada was (and remains) a British possession, this required him to obtain British naturalization.51 His five plantations, extending over 1,700 acres, employed between 100 and 200 slaves each.52 He sent his son Louis the younger to live in Grenada and oversee this vast enterprise, which King Pourtalès finally sold in 1797, frightened by the looming war between Britain and France.

The Napoleonic years were difficult ones for the Pourtalès family, whose considerable interests in France and across Europe were under threat because of their long and close connection with the Prussian regime. When Neuchâtel was taken, King Pourtalès became determined to establish a more secure footing for his family and fortune.53 The status of Prussian noble which he had inherited from his father Jérémie did not offer much in the way of protection, nor did his status as Seigneur of Tloskau in Bohemia, south of Prague, acquired through his purchase of some twenty-five square miles of land there, containing seventy-one towns, villages, and hamlets with 10,000 inhabitants.

The man known as the King wanted to be the Count of Pourtalès—but the policy in Berlin was not to award countships in the Principality of Neuchâtel, as it would create jealousies and antipathies that could only jeopardize aristocratic support for continued Prussian rule. As a Protestant, Louis could not be awarded a title by the King of France. Instead he followed the lead of some distant cousins and requested a noble title from the Austrian Empire. As lord of Tloskau he would be entitled to this if he were also a bourgeois of a city within the empire, so he purchased a house in Prague. In 1811 he was accorded the personal title of Chevalier by the Austrian Empire, and, what mattered to him more, the title of Count that would be passed hereditarily to all of his descendants bearing the surname Pourtalès.54

Thus his infant grandson Alexandre-Joseph, born on 9 October 1810 in Neuchâtel, became Count de Pourtalès, as did all his male descendants, with the females holding the title Countess so long as they retained the surname.55 Count Alexandre’s generation, born wealthy and titled, did not have the same driving business ambitions as their forebears. The properties at Tloskau having been broken up and shared out among descendants, Alexandre was the Seigneur of Radowesnitz and Weltrub in Bohemia.56

With the seemingly endless political turmoil that engulfed the continent in the 1830s and 1840s, many members of the family entered the military, including Alexandre, who served as chef de corps in the Neuchâtel artillery and rose to the very considerable rank of major in the Prussian army. He was twenty-five when he married Augusta Saladin de Crans at Commugny on 26 November 1835, twenty-two years to the day before the birth of their first grandson, Ferdinand de Saussure.

Although various of his ancestors had lived in Geneva and the family had always retained business interests there, Alexandre and his children did not feel the same loyalty to the Republic as other aristocratic Genevese did. They were, after all, Austrian counts, lords of Bohemia, and bourgeois of a town that was still a Prussian principality. As Henri de Saussure saw it, his father-in-law actually detested Genevese society, himself included.57

His love of the lake, his unelevated character, his violence, his lack of manners have always made good society disagreeable to him. He has always tended to prefer lake people, to frequent their haunts and boat parties and to be on familiar terms with all the low-lifes, sailors, cabin boys of the lake etc. These people flatter him, calling him Count, and like all persons of low character he feels at ease in this company where he plays the superior role. […I]n good society he feels inferior, acts waspishly toward everyone and argues with everyone. […] With all his rudeness, violence etc. he is timid, because he lacks character.58

Alexandre may not have been clubbable, but he was an intellectually cultivated man, something his grandfather King Pourtalès had never had time for. In 1856 Alexandre built a new family home, Les Crénées, on the shore of Lake Léman at Mies, between Coppet and Versoix.59 Besides equipping it with first-rate boating facilities, he built himself a great library, lining the high walls of his study from floor to ceiling with books on all subjects, including one that particularly interested him, the study of language. It was here that Ferdinand de Saussure would become gripped by this same interest, as a boy perusing the eclectic collection and conversing with his grandfather, who, Saussure says, ‘was an eminent amateur ethnologist and etymologist—without a method, but full of ideas’.60

Once Ferdinand began his serious study of linguistics, he realized that Alexandre had not kept up with how the subject had progressed in recent years.61 The old man was, however, more than a dilettante, and Ferdinand would remember him respectfully as the person in his immediate milieu who taught him the intellectual spirit required for original research—not just in his etymologies, but also with

his other passion, the construction of yachts on a mathematical principle: he never found that principle with the yachts he launched for fun on Lake Geneva, but the idea had never before been proposed of building a boat based on reasoning. He thus had the right sort of mind for conducting research.62

Ferdinand was clearly very fond of his grandfather—the only one he knew, Alphonse de Saussure having died before his birth. He made sure to send Alexandre a copy of his Mémoire sur le système primitive des voyelles dans les langues indo-européennes (‘Mémoire on the original system of vowels in the Indo-European languages’) when it was published in December 1878. He probably did not expect to receive in return the very long letter which shows the old man struggling to comprehend his grandson’s work, and ultimately failing, yet not quite able to admit as much.63

AUGUSTA SALADIN DE CRANS

The Auguste Saladin who married Fanny Crud’s sister Louise was the fourth cousin of Augusta-Elisabeth-Marie Saladin, Ferdinand de Saussure’s maternal grandmother, their common great-great-grandparents having lived in the sixteenth century. Such relationships were not at all unusual in Genevese aristocratic circles, but rather less commonplace was the fact that Augusta’s parents were first cousins. In fact her mother’s maiden name was Elisabeth Saladin, the same as her married name. In later years Henri de Saussure would attribute the near deafness of his youngest daughter, Jeanne, to a genetic defect brought on by this borderline incestuous marriage.

The English Christian name of Augusta’s father, William Saladin, was not a stylish affectation. His mother, Elisabeth Egerton, was English, a member of one of the most highly placed families of the British nobility. Ferdinand de Saussure was very aware and proud of this side of his heritage. William Saladin was mayor of Collex-Bossy, and owner of the Château de Crans. He married his cousin Elisabeth in 1809, and they had three daughters, of whom Augusta was the second. The eldest, Ariane, was married in 1830 to Arthur Berthout van Berchem, of the noble Flemish family responsible for first instituting Calvinism in Belgium, after which they sought refuge in Geneva in the seventeenth century. The grandsons of Arthur and Ariane van Berchem, Ferdinand de Saussure’s second cousins, would be especially close to him, professionally and personally.

Augusta was twenty years old when she married Count Alexandre de Pourtalès in 1835. She bore him five daughters and three sons between 1836 and 1852. The second child, Louise, would be Ferdinand de Saussure’s mother, her elder sister Blanche his godmother. In 1842 Augusta produced her first son, Léopold, followed by two more sons, Max in 1845, and Hermann in 1847. These three are portrayed in detail in the novel La pêche miraculeuse (1937) by Hermann’s son Guy de Pourtalès.64 Max in particular would greatly mark Ferdinand’s younger years.

Augusta was a unique figure in the life of her grandsons Ferdinand de Saussure and Guy de Pourtalès because she was not a Calvinist, but a staunch and pious Methodist, part of her English heritage.65 Piety was very much the norm in the milieu in which Ferdinand grew up. The family culture was rooted in ‘the reading of the Bible and of the protestant thinkers, attendance at services, discussions of the Reformation’.66 But generalizing the word ‘Protestant’ masks the fact that the Genevese Calvinists considered themselves quite distinct from even the reformed church of the Canton de Vaud, and felt no more kinship with Lutherans than with Catholics. Guy, like Ferdinand, felt more drawn to Britain than to Germany, and here the influence of their grandmother Augusta played a part. Her letters to Ferdinand regularly exhorted him not to forget the needs of the spirit in his quest for science.67

By the 1870s, Augusta had established a winter home for herself in Cannes on the French Riviera, then still a village, but one to which many wealthy Genevese flocked on medical advice to take the good air and milder climate of the Midi. Her daughter Blanche Naville also made this her principal home after she was widowed, and other family members came regularly for long stays, including Louise de Saussure. Augusta’s husband Alexandre would, however, stay behind at Les Crénées, where his wife would rejoin him during the summer.

More than fifty years after Augusta’s death an old family servant would write to Guy de Pourtalès that his grandmother was considered by one and all ‘a kind of saint, who was given a funeral at Cannes worthy of Queen Victoria’.68 Not even Henri de Saussure had the harsh sorts of things to say about her in his diary that he did about his father-in-law or indeed his own mother.

THE GENEVESE REVOLUTION OF 1846–1848

The Congress of Vienna put paid to the Napoleonic Era, in some cases by returning things to the pre-Revolutionary status quo, which was reassuring and brought a period of calm. But Napoleon had given a political voice to the middle class, which was growing fast in this era of industrial progress, and it took only fifteen years before a new wave of tumultuous change began across Europe. 1830 saw the passage of the Reform Bill in Britain, which shifted political power from the aristocrats with great landholdings to the ‘industrial bourgeoisie’, as they were termed by Engels.69 In France, the July Revolution overthrew the Bourbon monarchy, which had been restored in 1815, and installed Louis-Philippe of the House of Orléans as the country’s first constitutional king.

Geneva was in most respects ahead of the game. Its middle class was enfranchised, though always playing cat-and-mouse with the aristocracy over the running of government institutions. It was a well-off middle class, without a large landless rural peasantry to deal with. The precision mechanics of watchmaking, an industry it had led for a hundred years, was finding ever more applications, making possible mass production of goods of all sorts. Still today a Genevese watch, the Rolex, is the benchmark for quality and luxury—and one of the many paradoxical products of Calvinism, specifically of the Calvinist doctrine of the need to use one’s time wisely. That gave a religious imperative to the need for measuring time accurately, which in turn provided the basis of the Republic’s wealth as it entered the modern age. A commentator on Saussure’s courses in general linguistics has said that they appear to have been given ‘by someone with a nagging obsession about time’;70 but perhaps that is simply another way of saying that they were given by a Genevese.

By the second half of the 1840s, Europe was experiencing a revolutionary fervour not seen for fifty years. Geneva felt insulated from it, but the tensions simmered slowly, until, on 7 October 1846, James Fazy organized a meeting in the church of St-Gervais, in the petit bourgeois part of the city where Rousseau had lived. Those present were burning with the same resentments against the patricians of the Upper Town that had split Genevese society for more than two centuries. Fazy led them en masse across the river and up the hill to the Council Chamber.

The outcome was the end of the constitution of 1815, and the putting in place of a new constitution which, with amendments, continues in force to the present day. The Grand Council of all citizens was re-established as the principal legislative power at the state level. A decisive change would also ensue at the national level, when on 12 September 1848 the Swiss Federation adopted a new constitution, largely modelled on the American one. The nature of the alliance changed from being a union of effectively autonomous states to a confederation in which cantons still took their own decisions on most matters, but within limits enforced by a central authority. The capital of the Swiss Confederation was established in Bern.

The Revolution of 1846–8 did not end the social dominance of the old Genevese aristocracy. It did, however, shift the role of government from a tool for abetting and enforcing aristocratic power to a bulwark against it, ensuring that where the will of the majority of Genevese stood in opposition to that of the hundred old Calvinist families, the latter would have to give way. 1846 is still remembered as the year the Genevese government stepped decisively into the modern age.

Young aristocrats of the generation of Théodore and Henri de Saussure had no choice but to make their peace with the politically driven representatives of a bourgeoisie which they had been raised to think of as almost a different race. The Saussure brothers differed in their attitudes towards the Revolution. Henri, although excited by the progress happening around him in science and engineering, did not see shifts in the balance of political power as progressive. Mentally, he inhabited a mythical, utopian past, and instinctively associated social change with decline. Théodore, the more socially liberal and forward-looking brother, was more accepting of the changes, initially at least. But it soon became clear that the revolutionaries of 1846 were not men of good will who were prepared to meet them halfway. Recalling the events of the time a dozen years later, Théodore wrote, ‘We said to them: “Let us forget our hatreds and our rancour. In a little republic like ours, these battles, these hostile divisions have no raison d’être”. To which they replied with renewed defiance, shouting on the pews and in the press: No reconciliation’.71

Luckily for the aristocrats, over time it turned out that the Genevese middle and even working classes were inclined, in most disputes, to side with the aristocrats over the radicals. Fundamentally what they wanted was the opportunity for themselves and their children to advance, to better themselves—which is to say to become more like the aristocrats, whom they admired and looked to for leadership in matters of science and engineering, religion and the arts, commerce and finance, all those things that stood to improve their lives. So long as Théodore de Saussure was prepared to work for their interests, they were happy to exercise their hard-won vote to elect him mayor of Genthod continuously for fifty years, and proud to be represented by one of such illustrious name.

One decision taken by the revolutionary Council of 1846 had long-lasting consequences that would directly shape the education received by Ferdinand de Saussure, including what he was taught about the nature of language: ‘No sooner had Fazy come to power than he rushed to take control of public education, to break the authority that several of his adversaries owed to their learning and to accommodate the training of the younger generation to his views.’72 In 1848 the independent commission for the Collège de Genève was abolished, and the school was put under the direct control of the elected Conseil d’État (State Council). Its first priority was to further the separation of church and state in education, taking it out of the hands of Calvinist clergy. Lessons in religion were made optional rather than obligatory.

But what caused the greatest upheaval was the decision to send all those teachers packing who had ecclesiastical credentials. It had been a normal career path for young Protestant men to study for the clergy, then take up a teaching post while perhaps also pastoring a small church. Men belonging to the great families were shown the door, men with the names Marcet, Mallet, Naville—and Adolphe Pictet.73 Their replacements were brought in from nearby parts of France, mostly Roman Catholics, who previously had posts denied to them for religious reasons, or from eastern Switzerland, especially since German was made obligatory in the curriculum of the Collège for the first time starting in 1848. This again was a slap in the face to the old aristocratic families, who, for all their appreciation of German culture—the music above all—still thought of Germany as a rural backwater full of pigs and geese.74

The families of the Upper Town could not stop these changes to the state education system, but nothing prevented them setting up a private alternative. In October 1849 a ‘Gymnase libre’ was opened, staffed by men who had formerly taught at the Académie, Gymnase, and Collège. Two out of three pupils enrolled at the state Gymnase abandoned it for the Gymnase libre.75 Two years later, Ernest Naville and Élie Lecoultre founded a private school for the years leading up to the Gymnase. Its teaching staff was made up of the same men who taught at the higher levels—for the families who sent their sons to the private schools were wealthy because they lived by the Calvinist virtue of thrift, and were not about to employ two teachers when one could do the work. Tuition fees had to be kept low for the schools to be viable, so the masters could not be paid much, and could only make a living by teaching all the courses they were offered.76

By 1857, tensions had abated somewhat, and the Gymnase libre, attracting fewer students, had to close its doors. The Institution Lecoultre remained viable, however, since families continued to be concerned about their sons’ religious and moral education in their early adolescence. The result was that many of those who had been booted out in 1848, and who in other circumstances might have become important scholars, ended up spending their whole lives as schoolteachers. Literally their whole lives, because, having lost their pensions, they could never afford to retire. Some were still hanging on to teaching posts in their seventies and eighties, when Ferdinand de Saussure was a student in the early 1870s, though by the end of that decade nearly all were in their graves.

THÉODORE DE SAUSSURE

The birth of Théodore de Saussure in 1824, five years after his parents’ marriage, was a wondrous event. His father was fifty-four, his mother in her late twenties, and the Saussure name appeared headed for extinction other than in the American South. In fact Théodore would never sire children of his own, yet he would be something of a co-father to his nephews and nieces. He and his younger brother were so different in values, outlook, and personality that together they made a more complete and satisfactory father than Henri could ever have been on his own.

The brothers shared the experience of education at the legendary college of Hofwyl, living and studying alongside the sons of noblemen and even of kings. Théodore was at Hofwyl by 1838, the date of a French composition essay he wrote there that has survived.77 But Henri entered even more fully into the agricultural and analytic spirit of the school than his brother did. For the rest of their lives, Théodore would play the artist to Henri’s scientist.

A talented painter but no genius, Théodore wrote about art, music, and poetry, and even language. He authored two plays, including a historical drama entitled Jenatsch, about the man who led the Grisons, the easternmost Swiss cantons, during the Thirty Years War.78 He served as President of the Société Suisse des Arts and the Société Suisse des Monuments Historiques, the second of which he helped found.79 As already noted, he would also revive the family tradition of government service, not in Geneva but Genthod, where he was elected Mayor in 1850 and held the post until 1900. He also served twice on the Grand Council, and, combining his artistic and administrative knowledge, was Director of the Musée Rath, in the Place Neuve at the foot of the Rue de la Tertasse, beneath the family mansion.80

The differences between the two brothers can be seen too in their attitudes towards Rousseau. Henri held to the aristocratic disdain for this parvenu whose ideas, while contributing nothing of lasting value to science, had sown the seeds of social unrest and revolution. Théodore, on the contrary, adored Rousseau. His first published book was a collection of notes and documents concerning the year Rousseau spent in Venice in 1743–4.81 This was successful enough for the publisher to issue another book by Théodore on the back of it, his study of the French language, which will be discussed in a later chapter.

Yet in financial matters, it was Henri who was the Romantic, risking large sums on grand schemes that promised a high return but inevitably faced obstacles that threatened ruinous collapse. The relatively conservative Théodore first attracted nationwide attention in 1859 by demanding that provisions against gambling in the penal code be applied to the casino of the Cercle des Étrangers, which occupied part of a building erected by James Fazy, hero of the 1846–8 revolution, on land that had been granted him as a national gift. Théodore had no great successes in his life, yet ended up comfortably well-off. He had no children, but it was in him that Henri’s children always felt able to confide their ambitions and disappointments, and to him that they looked for help, fearing that their father would turn a deaf ear or give them a lecture blaming them for their own problems.

The two brothers did embark on one relatively modest scheme together. Ten months after their father died in 1853, Théodore and Henri jointly purchased a large farm at La Charniaz (or Charnéa) in the district of Annemasse, France, just across the border from Geneva. Farming was in their blood, both from their great-grandfather Nicolas de Saussure and their maternal grandfather Victor Crud. For Henri, La Charniaz represented ‘a place of refuge in case of a reversal of fortune’,82 while Théodore planned to make his home there after his marriage.83

But the farm did not bring in the revenues hoped for. To make ends meet the brothers, who in addition to their own expenses were responsible for paying a pension to their mother, had to rent out ever more of their share of the family property. Rather than set up house at La Charniaz, which would have involved considerable expense, Théodore and Adèle moved in with her family.84 By February of 1856 Henri was writing to his brother that the following winter, if he was still a bachelor, he would be happy to share an apartment with Théodore and Adèle.85 As it turned out, Henri was married before then, and it was he and his wife who made their home at La Charniaz.

Théodore would live to seventy-nine, and would be sorely missed when he died. In a draft letter, his nephew Ferdinand thanked a friend for sending condolences on the death of ‘my uncle, with whom you were right in thinking that I had a truly special bond of affection’.86

ADÈLE PICTET

Françoise-Adélaïde Pictet, known as Adèle, was born in 1836. Her father, François-Jules Pictet de la Rive—he added his wife’s surname to his own so as to distinguish them from the other branches of the family—was a renowned zoologist and palaeontologist, the fifth cousin of Adolphe Pictet.

Adèle’s mother, Eléonore, was the great-great-granddaughter of Horace-Bénédict de la Rive, grandfather and namesake of Horace-Bénédict de Saussure. On her own mother’s side, Eléonore was the granddaughter of Albertine Necker de Saussure. Théodore, born late in his father’s life, thus belonged to the generation of his wife’s grandmother. Through his aunt Albertine he and Adèle were first cousins (twice removed), and in one of those typical Genevese genealogical complexities, they were also third cousins (twice removed) through their descent from Horace-Bénédict de la Rive.

François Pictet de la Rive was appointed to a chair in the Académie in 1835, in succession to his mentor Augustin-Pyramus de Candolle. His early work focused on entomology, but he gradually broadened out his writings to cover the field of ‘palaeontology’, which his four-volume Elementary Treatise on Palaeontology (1844–6) was among the first to bring to wide attention.87 This work was important in pushing forward the debate on the evolution of species.88 Pictet de la Rive took as his default assumption that species were not transformed but created—not all in one go, but in successive stages. Although acknowledging the fossil evidence suggesting that some species appeared to have developed over time through progressive modifications from earlier ancestors, Pictet de la Rive, like his Swiss-American contemporary Louis Agassiz, and Adam Sedgwick, the English geologist older than them by a generation, believed that the sudden appearance of entire groups of species in the fossil records could not be reconciled with the hypothesis of gradual transformation.

In the second edition of his treatise, which came out between 1853 and 1857, Pictet de la Rive probed further into the question, bringing to bear the growing body of evidence that some animal species, at least, had undergone transformation over time. But he did not abandon his basic view of successive species creation. Darwin’s Origin of Species appeared in 1859, and Pictet de la Rive began a correspondence with him the following year. He laid out his points of agreement and disagreement in a lengthy review of the book,89 about which Darwin commented: ‘Of all the opposed reviews I think this the only quite fair one, & I never expected to see one.’90 Darwin counted Pictet de la Rive, along with Sedgwick and Agassiz, among those who, having been ‘staggered’ by his work, would wobble a bit before, he predicted, eventually coming down on his side.91 This did not happen, but neither did Pictet de la Rive continue the debate in print, shifting attention in his later work towards the geological side of palaeontology.

He also became increasingly active in civic government, including serving as President of the Grand Council from 1862 to 1864. Unlike his Pictet cousins who founded one of Geneva’s most important banks, he was not among the Republic’s wealthiest citizens. Like Alphonse de Saussure, he was comfortably well-off, and bore the asset of a distinguished name—indeed, two distinguished names. The marriage in 1855 of eighteen-year-old Adèle Pictet to thirty-year-old Théodore de Saussure united, or rather reunited, two houses of comparable means. This time neither family was looking to elevate themselves financially or socially.

Adèle was the figure that every family has, if it is lucky—the selfless person who is always there, ready to care for whoever is ill or in distress, to deal calmly with calamity, whose very presence assures the others that all will turn out well. Henri and Louise were both too self-absorbed to play this role. Théodore had the character for it, and backed Adèle up in the role to the extent that his civic commitments allowed. But really the role in question is that of a mother figure. With no children of her own, Adèle channelled her maternal energies into protecting those around her.

While her nephews and nieces benefited most from her care and protection, so did many promising young Genevese writers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. She did not maintain a salon on the order of Coppet, but nurtured and supported young men of literary talent, including those who came from less distinguished origins. Édouard Rod, considered at the time of his death to be the greatest Franco-Swiss writer since Germaine de Staël, was her close friend, and later her encouragement was important to Guy de Pourtalès, her sister-in-law’s nephew.92 She herself produced at least one book, marking the centenary of Rousseau, about whom Théodore had also written a book.

Adèle and Théodore clearly cared for each other very much during the forty-eight years of their married life. She outlived her husband by fourteen years, and was the only surviving Saussure of an earlier generation when her nephew Ferdinand died in 1913.

HENRI DE SAUSSURE

Henri-Louis-Frédéric de Saussure was born two months before the sixtieth birthday of his father, Alphonse. He and his brother Théodore, like the children of Horace-Bénédict, never set foot inside the Collège de Genève, but instead of being schooled at home they spent much of their childhood away from Geneva, in Fellenberg’s Hofwyl Institute near Bern. Henri would remember his eight years there as perhaps the most beautiful of his life.93

He entered the Académie of Geneva weeks before his seventeenth birthday in 1846, and only days after the revolution led by James Fazy. At the Académie, Henri studied both classics and natural sciences.94 In later life he would remark that during this period the Académie was ‘highly reputed, thanks to the Pleiade of famous professors who directed it’, naming in particular the physicists Charles-Gaspard de la Rive and Jean-Daniel Colladon, the astronomer Emile Plantamour, the botanist Alphonse de Candolle, the geologist Alphonse Favre, and the professor whose teaching made the greatest impact on him, Pictet de la Rive, the father of his future sister-in-law Adèle.95

As his studies progressed Henri found himself less drawn to classical studies than to the natural sciences, where the name Saussure was still one to conjure with, and to mathematics, the subject in which he eventually took his Geneva degree.

Already in his first year at the Académie, Henri spent spare hours helping to classify the collections in the Geneva Natural History Museum, which Pictet de la Rive directed. But he did not fit the image of the budding entomologist. Shortly after Christmas of 1847, the eighteen-year-old Henri and six of his friends founded the Société de Sciences Naturelles, and ‘At their first general assembly, they invited all the science professors (Pictet, Candolle, Plantamour, etc.) to give scientific talks, followed by a large supper with an abundance of wine, at which these distinguished professors had a hard time maintaining their dignity’.96 He has been described as ‘a rowdy student’ who ‘never misses a ball and frequents the Zofingue student society’, a group founded in 1819 and ostensibly devoted to political discussion, but much given to having a good time. By the age of twenty, twice disappointed in love, he had begun dreaming of travel to distant southern shores.

Henri was twenty-one when he completed his studies at the Académie in 1851. He went to Paris to obtain a licence ès sciences at the Sorbonne, and during his year of study there he worked in a number of noteworthy laboratories, including the Museum of the Jardin des Plantes directed by Henri Milne-Edwards and Émile Blanchard. He received his degree in 1852, but did not then return to Geneva as originally planned.

Instead he undertook an intensive study of the biology and behaviour of wasps, comparing the solitary variety with the social variety and making observations about how and why the latter might have evolved from the former. He submitted his thesis to the University of Giessen in Germany,97 where he would spend just a few weeks to defend it and prepare for its required publication before being awarded a PhD by the university on 29 June 1854.98 He was the first Saussure to receive a doctorate. At his request, the Académie de Genève conferred its own doctorate on him for the same work, its regular practice when a former student received an advanced degree from a foreign university.

Now twenty-six, Henri might have been expected to settle down in Geneva and begin a teaching career, or to oversee La Charniaz farm and other family interests. He was contemplating marriage, and made his intentions known to the young woman he hoped to make his bride, Countess Louise de Pourtalès, who reached her seventeenth birthday in September of 1854. He decided, however, that before marrying he would undertake an exploration of Mexico and Central America, lasting between twelve and eighteen months. In later years he would write of being drawn to this by ‘a taste for voyages’,99 and was conscious of sharing an explorer’s sensibilities with his grandfather Horace-Bénédict.100 It was also a way of escaping from his mother, whose company had not become more agreeable during his absence. And it might reap much-needed financial rewards; one of the projects he completed during the trip was a ‘literary book’ introducing Mexico to a Europe for which it was still a mystery.101

In the autumn of 1854 Saussure wrote to a number of prominent scholars for advice on planning his excursion,102 including the greatest living explorer, Baron Alexander von Humboldt. The Baron replied with humility and humour, perhaps sensing that the young man in a hurry lacked a bit of both: ‘I could not be more touched, my dear sir, by the marks of confidence and affection that you have kindly given me in your letter. Being antediluvian, I am trying to petrify as slowly as possible, and certainly my petrification will not begin with the heart.’103 Recalling his admiration for Horace-Bénédict and his friendship with Nicolas-Théodore de Saussure, Humboldt gave Henri a list of Mexican volcanoes that needed investigating. Besides taking the young man’s research agenda in hand, the energetic 85-year-old arranged Henri’s passage on the same ship as the Prussian minister to Mexico, Baron von Richthofen.

Saussure set off from Geneva less than a fortnight later, taking three companions along with him. His twenty-year-old friend Henri Peyrot brought no particular scientific credentials but agreed to co-finance the trip.104 In 1861 and 1863 Peyrot and his brother would marry two of the daughters of Adolphe Pictet. Also accompanying them was the family gardener, Marc Grosjean, to act as Saussure’s valet, and François de Sumichrast, from Yvorne in the Vaud, who had studied at Lausanne, Bern, and Geneva.105 He was brought along to act as Saussure’s scientific assistant.106

The trip began badly, with a week’s delay in the departure of their ship from Southampton, after which its engines broke down en route.107 No detail of the crew’s incompetence, the mass nausea among the passengers, or the weirdness of non-Europeans aboard goes unrecorded in Henri’s letters home. They arrived at the Caribbean island of St Thomas too late for the connection to Mexico. Since it would be two and a half months before they could get another, Henri decided to use the occasion to visit Haiti, Cuba, and Jamaica. He and his companions finally reached Veracruz in March 1855, to begin a tour of Mexico that would last almost exactly a year.108

Some four dozen lengthy letters home to his brother, mother, and aunt record in detail every sight and event that affected the peculiar consciousness of young Henri de Saussure. He arrived following the Ayutla Rebellion of 1854, which ousted the President, Santa Anna, and initiated the period known as La Reforma, which proceeded against the backdrop of civil war, as the conservative forces loyal to the exiled Santa Anna fought unsuccessfully to restore him to power.

Although in one of his early letters Saussure claims to have no intention of ever publishing them, this is disingenuous. He also asks the recipients to take good care of them,109 as he wants to remember every detail of the trip.110 He even numbers the letters for his later reference,111 perhaps to enrich the ‘literary book’ he wrote during his stay. One early, lengthy letter was published in the Journal de Genève.

But Henri never published the literary book. Had he done, it might have enjoyed a popular success. His letters record the unusual things that befall him in a way that brings them vividly to life, with a surprising lightness of style. Between the lines, however, a different picture of the narrator emerges: of someone incapable of sympathy for those who are not like himself and the society he has grown up in—an extremely rarefied society, which it is his petty tragedy to have misconstrued as normal. Any deviation from it is taken as somehow personally aimed at wounding him. Although he found slavery to be morally unjustifiable,112 the depth of his racism is all too apparent in the following excerpts.

The Negroes have all the tints imaginable, and this transition reconciles me with the thought that they are not intermediary between man and monkey.113

The Negro, moreover, is always ridiculous in fine clothes, but when on top of that one hears him speak, then one inclines in favour of things that one no longer dares to speak of since reading Uncle Tom. Only rest assured that Uncle Tom is fine in theory (like voyages), but the gap between theory and practice is wide. Uncle Tom is sublime, but Montesquieu has said that there is only one step from the sublime to gibberish.114

[S]tupid and ignorant, the Mexicans, incapable of profiting from their resources, do not want others to profit from them. To accomplish something in Mexico, in the state it is in, one would have to stay here seven years.

The Europeans are so superior to them that they have taken all the commerce in hand and they use and abuse it in an incredible manner.115

The last citation is from a letter headed: ‘Puebla. Town whose best inhabitant is worthless.’ Saussure’s blanket condemnation of Mexicans included European immigrants and Indians, and he frequently suggests that climate and diet induced intellectual and moral torpor even among those who had been in the tropics only for a short time. The sole exception is ‘the charming, the excellent Mr Becker’ of Puebla.116 Originally from Darmstadt, Philipp J. Becker would eventually return there with a fabulous collection of Mexican antiquities.117

Saussure’s unwavering self-belief and disdain for those around him gave him no hesitation in deceiving others when it suited his purpose. In April 1855 he and Peyrot paid a visit to a lawyer in Puebla, l’infame Cardozo (‘damned Cardozo’) as Saussure repeatedly refers to him,118 who had amassed his own collection of local antiquities. They learned that

This bastard found a way of getting himself an Indian manuscript that goes back well before the Conquest and which on 15 feet of length is covered with the most unusual figures, almost Japanese. Human sacrifices and various other ceremonies are shown. It’s the genealogy of the kings of Mitla. This bastard lawyer doesn’t want either to sell this remarkable piece or let it be copied and I am totally enraged about it. It’s quite upset my digestion. […] I hope he drops dead soon!119

Although he did not understand its content, Henri recognized the historical value of the manuscript from its resemblance to those discovered and published by Humboldt.120 He proposed to Peyrot that they surreptitiously ‘borrow’ and copy it without Cardozo’s knowing.121 They managed to spirit it out of his house and get it to Becker’s at the other end of the street, where they were staying. They laid it out across three tables in Becker’s salon, and spent five days working from six in the morning until eleven at night painstakingly tracing, painting in the details, and annotating the fifteen-foot long codex, with no clue as to its meaning.

As deciphered by later scholars, the manuscript relates the history of the Mixtec dynasties of the eleventh century after Christ, in particular the final battle between two rival kings, one known as King 11 Wind, the other as King 8 Deer. At the end of the account given in the codex, King 8 Deer sacrifices King 11 Wind, whose son Prince 4 Wind escapes, to be initiated as a king in his father’s place. The manuscript itself does not go back as far as the eleventh century but is believed to date from the sixteenth. Saussure was right to be impressed with it; a modern scholar has written that ‘The principle of arrangement of the picture sequence […] is much more clearly realized than that of any other manuscript. Strangely enough, its arrangement shows a remarkable similarity to that of the Maya inscriptions’.122

Saussure reckoned rightly that the ‘greedy, gouty, imbecile’ Cardozo, who spent most of his time in bed, would not notice it missing from the shelf in his library. The work completed, they sneaked the codex back onto the shelf, and Henri wrote to his brother that ‘All that’s left to do now is to send damned Cardozo a copy of the publication, convince him that what he owns is just a copy, not the original, then buy his parchment off him for a pittance!’123 This part of the plan did not come off, because although Saussure did eventually publish the copy he and his companions made, under the title Le manuscrit du Cacique (‘the manuscript of the Cacique’, i.e. tribal chief), it took him thirty-six years to get round to it.124

Obtaining historical artefacts had not been among the aims drawn up for Saussure by Humboldt, which were geographical and mineralogical. Another adviser, Jomard, had stressed the need for study of the indigenous languages—but on this topic Saussure is utterly dismissive:

The primitive languages of the country are numerous, but the principal ones which occupy the best part of the country are three in number: Aztec or Mexican, Mixtec and Otomi. Seeing them written, it is incomprehensible how anyone can pronounce such barbaric words, which fill half a line with an infinity of consonants, barely qualified with some vowels. Your tongue gets twisted before you even get to the end of it, and how Indian children can learn to speak is hard to fathom. The letter r is absolutely lacking but z, zt and zl abound. Iztaccihuatl is one of the softest words.

Yet these languages, spoken by gullets built in consequence, are very soft and resemble the chirping of birds.125

In view of these comments it is just as well that Saussure could not be bothered with linguistic matters. But he did not neglect the geographical aims. What he would publish first, though, were not scientific studies of the known volcanoes which Humboldt had indicated to him as being of particular interest, but accounts of his own discoveries of a ‘previously unknown’ volcano,126 and the ‘previously unknown’ ruins of an Aztec city.127 Of course both were perfectly well known to those residing in the region, Indians and Europeans alike, but neither had appeared in maps or literature known to Saussure.

In 1858 he published the first of two volumes devoted to ‘the natural history of Mexico, the Antilles and the United States’, and this contained descriptions of many previously unknown biological species which he and Sumichrast encountered.128 In subsequent years Saussure also produced a map of Mexico showing the eastern elevation of the Anahuac plateau, which in later years he would claim ‘remains the most perfect we have for this region’,129 and studies of the hydrology of Mexico and the metrological laws which regulate it in one particular region,130 various species of Mexican shellfish and mammals,131 the behaviour of various species of Mexican birds,132 and several brief notices on Mexican volcanoes, including chemical analysis of the geysers they produce.

Once Saussure realized how perilous travel within Mexico was, between bandits and warring political factions, the original plan of travelling south to Central America was tacitly abandoned. By July 1855, four months after his arrival in the country, Saussure was writing that ‘Of Mexico, I’ve had my fill, ten times my fill. Mr von Humboldt with his beautiful descriptions, which are only the utterances of a hallucinator and a dreamer, totally deceived me. Mexico is a horrible country.’133 In truth, Humboldt’s accounts of his travels included many incidents in which he faced life-threatening dangers, which the romantic and headstrong Saussure seems to have read past.

By the next January, Henri was also receiving letters from his mother who was becoming eager to have him back. She asked him to set sail for home at the start of February so as to take her to Rome for Easter in March134—as if Mexico had not shown him enough of Roman Catholic superstition and exoticism to last a lifetime. This request he intended to ignore, but he could not do the same with her hints that Théodore’s attempts at farming La Charniaz were going badly.135 Personally, Henri was more than ready to escape Mexico, but it meant ending his voyage after the very minimum time foreseen. Now at least he could plead that he was urgently needed back home.

He made plans to leave, and attended to one further matter in anticipation of his arrival in Geneva: his marriage to Louise de Pourtalès. Both families seem to have assumed the two would wed upon his return. As the time for his departure approached, however, Théodore sensed from Henri’s letters that his feet were becoming mildly cold, particularly when he made a disparaging remark about his intended father-in-law.136 Assuring his brother that he was simply saying that there was ‘another side to the coin’, Henri pleaded with him to keep Adèle from giving Louise any indication that he might be wavering, adding ‘I still love Louise, but when one is far away, one is assailed by so many fears’.137

Saussure and his party arrived back in Veracruz in February 1856, but the town was in a state of siege, as Santa Anna and the forces loyal to him fought the rebels who had deposed him. It was March before they secured passage out on a boat owned by a Frenchman and destined for New Orleans.138 Only three of the party left, however. For all the ‘horrors’ of Mexico, Sumichrast was so taken by the country that he chose to stay, giving the rest of his life to the scientific exploration of Mexico. He discovered vast numbers of species of mammals, birds, insects, and his favourite creatures, reptiles. Many of these were sent to scholars to write up and share the credit for, with most of the insects going to Henri de Saussure, who described them in the Bibliothèque universelle et Revue suisse.139

From New Orleans, Saussure, Peyrot, and Grosjean had to make their way to the east coast by rail to get a steamer back to Europe. Saussure used the occasion to visit his cousin, former US Senator William Ford DeSaussure, in Columbia, South Carolina, before travelling on to Washington, DC, where he met with Joseph Henry, founding director of the Smithsonian, and Matthew Fontaine Maury, director of the National Observatory.140 Although he could have easily sailed home from Baltimore or New York, he made the long trek up to Cambridge, Massachusetts, to meet with Louis Agassiz.

By his own later description of these visits he ‘formed links with the country’s principal scholars and scientists’.141 Of course these eminent figures would not have turned away the grandson of Horace-Bénédict de Saussure. They may even have seen promise in the young man. But it is unlikely that they were as impressed with him as he was with them, or with himself. Finally he set sail, taking with him his trunks full of observational accounts and notes, copied codices, dozens of rare books stolen from convents, and the collections of biological specimens which he and Sumichrast had assembled.142 He also took back a recurring fever that tormented him through the summer of 1856. It abated barely in time for his wedding on 20 September.143

Over the rest of his seventy-five years, Henri de Saussure would make trips to scientific congresses or to visit family. Until he was fifty he would also sometimes travel to oversee investment projects, and in his later years for health cures. But after leaving Mexico he never again undertook a voyage of scientific observation. He continued to publish extensively on newly discovered species from the New World and Africa, including three volumes on the insects of Madagascar, a place he never set foot in.144 He did all this from his study in Geneva, working from specimens sent to him by collectors in the field, whose contributions rarely merited an acknowledgement in the books and articles announcing and cataloguing the hundreds of species which still today go by the name Saussure.

The voyage to Mexico derailed Henri de Saussure from the glorious scientific career it was intended to establish him in. Its overambitious scope smacked of the previous century as far as the Genevese professoriate were concerned, and Henri’s romantic accounts of his discoveries confirmed to them that he was not to be taken seriously. Henri, too traumatized and exhausted to argue with them, would later write:

I doubt myself. Instead of trying to struggle against this current of opposition I coiled myself into a shell, became used to working alone, apart from the current of Geneva. I applied myself to America, and I fell outside the scientifico-aristocratic coterie of Geneva.145

He wanted to teach, but would never occupy an academic post, and so would never hold more than a second-rate position in the scientific societies of Geneva, even those he helped to found.146

His ethical breaches in Mexico were carried out partly for personal glory, but also in the higher interest of preserving for the world some of its heritage that was in danger of being lost. In one case, his efforts have certainly been justified: the original of one Mixtec manuscript he copied has now been declared lost by scholars, and it is solely through Saussure’s copy that its contents have been preserved.147 Similarly with his most spectacular discovery, the ‘manuscript of the Cacique’, now usually known as the Codex Becker I. It was acquired by Phillip Becker and is now in the collection of the Museum für Völkerkunde (‘Ethnographic Museum’) of Vienna. Exposure to sunlight caused it to fade so badly over the course of the twentieth century that today its original brilliance is known only from Saussure’s copy and the reproductions of it he published in 1891. Scholars unhesitatingly express gratitude to Saussure for this.

Henri was a complex character. His flaws came to the surface because he had the drive to undertake a highly ambitious scientific expedition, and they are known to us because he had the honesty to record his raw emotions. The chapters that follow will show the effects of his character, in both its positive and its negative dimensions, on his wife and children. Even when laughing or crying at his relentless hypochondria, or resenting what could feel to them like his determination to run their lives, they never ceased to hold him in deep affection. He will not be the villain of the piece, though its most enduring antagonist.

COUNTESS LOUISE DE POURTALÈS

Louise-Elisabeth de Pourtalès was born on 25 September 1837 in Neuchâtel, then still a Prussian principality. This may explain why her son Ferdinand was entitled to be described as a ‘Prussian subject’ on a passport issued to him by the Prussian government in 1880 for a visit to the Russian part of Lithuania. Among the few details we have concerning her early years is the name of her governess, or one of her governesses, Mademoiselle Heber.148

The family had made its fortune by never being too closely tied with any one place, but seeming to belong everywhere at once. Their position in Genevese society came through the marital tie to the Saladins, Louise’s mother’s family, which included Henri de Saussure’s ‘Tante Saladin’, as he called his mother’s sister Louise, née Crud. Correspondence from before Louise de Pourtalès’s marriage shows that she was close to other young women within the coterie that included the Saussures. One of them, Blanche Lombard, was the daughter of a leading banker, and her sons would in turn be close friends with Louise’s son Ferdinand.

A friend of Ferdinand’s would later write of being ‘conquered entirely’ by Louise’s ‘elegant distinction and gracious generosity’.149 Another would reminisce that ‘It seemed as though his mother, née de Pourtalès, possessed all the gifts of mind and taste, being, among other things, a consummate musician’.150 In fact she was something still quite rare for a woman in the mid-nineteenth century: a composer. A Tarentelle which she wrote for the piano was published under the name ‘Mme Hi de Saussure’, unfortunately without a date, though the ornate design of the title page is typical of the 1860s or 1870s.151

It is a moodily melodic, rhythmically varied (if unadventurous) piece by someone whose tastes ran, not unusually for her time, towards Chopin and Liszt, and includes cadenzas that require considerable proficiency to play. If occasional bridging passages betray the hand of an amateur, the overall technical competence of the writing suggests that she studied composition, and was not composing intuitively. It shows too that the music in the air that the young Ferdinand grew up breathing was of high quality; and perhaps most significantly, that his mother was a woman who was not afraid to take her artistic ambitions into a ‘man’s field’, or to put on open display music that could be interpreted as embodying some rather dark and agitated emotions, indeed to offer it for sale, for public consumption, at seven and a half francs a copy. Darker still, to judge from a newspaper review, was a Marche funèbre she composed and that was performed in a concert in 1892.152

Why a young woman of such talents, taste, wealth, and status should have married Henri de Saussure, her equal in none of these things, is not obvious. But Henri cut a romantic figure, visible in a silhouette of him done sometime in his twenties. His long wavy hair is styled like that of the young Franz Liszt. His tails and waistcoat hark back to the decade of his birth, as if to escape the rapidly modernizing world of the 1850s. It is easy enough to see how Louise might have fallen in love with him as a young girl, and, with encouragement from a father in whose antiquated library the Voyages dans les Alpes was still the summit of scientific achievement, married her romantic vision of Henri de Saussure without really knowing the man himself. The two young women who had dealt Henri his earlier romantic setbacks had taken a clear-eyed approach, perhaps with prompting from fathers aware of the state of the Saussures’ finances. If Louise married for love, that must be tallied to her credit, though also reckoned as part of her tragedy.

She was nineteen, he twenty-six, when they married. Fourteen months later she gave birth to the first of the nine children she would have over the next seventeen years: three daughters and six sons. This was in a time when such large families had ceased to be the norm among the aristocracy, but Henri’s inclinations were always towards the great days of yore, and he did after all now bear the burden of engendering all the future Saussures of Europe. Meanwhile, in order to support them, he put money into grand schemes that tended to go bust. When he no longer had any more to invest, Louise was given the task of asking her father for half her inheritance in advance, the only one of his children to have done so. It was not just a humiliation, but had the potential of straining relations within her family. In the event it does not seem to have done this, but it can only have added to the mental stresses that were building up within Louise.

It was not unusual for women of the Genevese aristocracy to take frequent holidays with their parents and siblings, leaving their husbands and families behind. By the time Louise was in her early thirties, already with more than half a dozen small children in the house, her letters home from holidays elsewhere become increasingly frequent. Henri, meanwhile, was either looking for ways to cut corners in the household expenses or ensconced in his study writing minute descriptions of insects ordered from collectors, where cost was no object. Life in Geneva was stressful, however much she adored her children. They, for their part, were very close to their mother’s family, in part because their father’s family was so small. The Saussure children were a gregarious lot, and loved the gatherings of Pourtalès cousins. As the years passed, however, and Louise’s older children left to begin lives of their own, the joys of family life began to be outweighed by the aggravations. By her late forties, Louise’s demons would start to get the better of her.

But in 1856 and 1857, her world was like a storybook. The years of her marriage and of the joy of having her first child were also ones in which the name of Pourtalès resounded through Europe, as Neuchâtel finally gained its independence from Prussia. That struggle was largely a family affair, on both sides. The rebellion against Prussian rule was led by Georges-Frédéric Petitpierre, a deputy in the government from 1832 to 1848. Born a bourgeois, Petitpierre became Count of Wesdehlen shortly before his marriage to Countess Hermine Waldburg.153 Two of their sons would later marry two of the daughters of Alexandre de Pourtalès and Augusta Saladin de Crans. In charge of the pro-Prussian government forces was Alexandre’s elder brother, Count Frédéric de Pourtalès.

The rebellion in Neuchâtel was the most widely discussed political event across Europe, and ‘Frédéric de Pourtalès entered into legend as a true hero, symbolizing actions judged indispensable for cutting the head of the hydra of Revolution that was becoming more and more menacing in Europe’.154 Neuchâtel achieved its independence in 1857, the year Ferdinand de Saussure was born, so it is easy to imagine how exciting it was for him as a boy to be surrounded by these extraordinary heroes of his mother’s family, so different from his nervous father, who had gone to Mexico to become a hero but finally fled in a panic, and now preferred to lock himself away in his study with his latest shipment of moths.


3
THE HERITAGE OF LINGUISTICS AND SEMIOLOGY

CONTINUITY AND PROGRESS

THE term ‘linguistics’ is a late eighteenth-century creation, intended, as innovative labels often are, to signal the opening up of a new field of enquiry. In fact no field of study is ever created from nothing. There is always continuity with what has been thought, written, and taught before. Yet slight shifts in perspective or terminology can mask this, making it seem as though whatever preceded was merely a sort of pre-knowledge, a blind groping about until one or two founders-in-hindsight caught the first glimmers of light.

Much of the impact of Ferdinand de Saussure’s lectures on general linguistics lay in his bringing back to the attention of linguists certain traditional perspectives that had been pushed so far from the centre of the field that it was forgotten they had ever been part of it. Some of them are regularly credited to Saussure as his own invention, though he never claimed them as such.

In his lectures he did not always cite the historical precedents for the ideas he was putting forward. He was, after all, lecturing rather than writing for publication. In at least some cases, for example his model of the linguistic sign, the precedents were so obvious and familiar to him that he assumed his students would be aware of them. This was not always so, and as the published version of his course went on being read through the twentieth century, ever more readers experienced his presentation of venerable ideas as being wholly innovative creations of his own.

To place Saussure in historical context in this way is not to deny his originality or importance. Even if precedents can be found for nearly every element of his general linguistics, this does not change the fact that his synthesis of them produced a model for understanding language as original and influential as any ever devised. It is the total system—the way in which the elements interact—that is original.

And one must not underestimate the appeal of his style. Another reason for Saussure’s impact is that, like Calvin, he spoke clearly. This cost him a lot of effort, because it is much easier in lecturing on a recondite subject like linguistics to resort to jargon, placing the burden on one’s students to master that jargon. Saussure struggled too to write clearly, but here the subject got the better of him. Hence the posthumous publication of the work on general linguistics that he had actually begun to write at the start of the 1880s, repeatedly abandoning the enterprise as hopeless. Every concept, every term in use by linguists needed to be refounded. In the lectures he gave towards the end of his life, he managed to refound many of them, often looking backwards and outwards for inspiration.

In addition to being recognized as the founder of modern linguistics, Saussure is credited with instituting semiology, the study of signs, including but not limited to words. It too has an ancient heritage which, because he did not evoke it in his lectures, has sometimes gone ignored. The aim of the present chapter is to sketch out a historical perspective on semiology and linguistics, not intended to be comprehensive, which would require several volumes in itself. Rather, it will focus on the issues that find particular echoes in Saussure’s own thinking, and on the history of linguistics as taught by Saussure to his own students.1

THE HISTORY OF LINGUISTICS ACCORDING TO SAUSSURE

Saussure’s historical surveys of the field in his second and third courses on general linguistics of 1908–9 and 1910–11 give only passing mention to the figures of the eighteenth century and before who were the mainstays of his great-aunt’s work and his grandfather’s library. The history of linguistics as he taught it was essentially the ‘received’ history as taught to him in Leipzig by Hermann Osthoff in 1876,2 though with more space reserved for Adolphe Pictet, and above all for the American linguist William Dwight Whitney. The Neogrammarians held Whitney in very high esteem, though they could not fully grasp some of his most important insights.

Although what Saussure offered his students were merely outline surveys, they show what he considered essential for them to know about the discipline’s evolution. In the second course, the historical survey came in the last lecture of the ‘introductory’ part of the course (21 January 1909), just before the semester break. For the third course Saussure moved it to the opening lecture (28 October 1910), shortening it drastically and expressing his views in a form not only more concise but more trenchant. It was particularly here, in his last word on the subject, that he put forward an original and iconoclastic account of the discipline’s development and the place of his own vision of language within it, and it is this version that will be followed here.

Linguistics, says Saussure, passed through three historical phases of development, starting from the ancient Greeks, before a ‘linguistics properly speaking, conscious of its object’ was finally reached in the last third of the nineteenth century.3 The first phase was that of grammar, ‘invented by the Greeks and continuing unchanged with the French’, always normative in nature, laying down rules about what is correct and incorrect. ‘It never had any philosophical views on language <itself>’, that sort of view instead inhabiting the realm of logic. This comment reflects the way the subject had been divided up in Saussure’s own education. It will be seen in Chapter 5 that at the Gymnase de Genève, what he would call the ‘philosophical view of language’—starting from the principle of the linguistic sign—was included under the heading of ‘logic’.

The second current in the history of linguistics identified by Saussure was that of classical philology, which had a ‘precursor’ in the ancient Greek culture of Alexandria, but did not become a ‘grand movement’ until the beginning of the nineteenth century. Rather than grammatical correction, its focus was on bringing a ‘critical perspective’ taking account of the difference of epochs, starting to a certain extent to do historical linguistics. It opened up a thousand sources concerning language, ‘treated in an entirely different spirit from that of traditional grammar […]. But it was not yet the spirit of linguistics.’

This current ran in tandem with the third phase described by Saussure—the one usually identified in his time, and still today, as the beginning of linguistics proper, though for him it remains one in which this ‘spirit of linguistics is still not visible’. This is the period of comparative grammar that was set off by a 1786 paper by Sir William Jones asserting that the grammatical resemblances between Sanskrit, an ancient and sacred language of India, and classical Greek and Latin, were too great to be accidental, and that the three must ‘have sprung from some common source, which, perhaps, no longer exists’.4 The second phase in Saussure’s schema precedes it only because of its historical precursors, which the third phase lacked.

Saussure thought that linguistics really began ‘around 1870’, for reasons that will gradually become apparent. This was not the ‘Whiggish’ version of history it might appear to be, because by the time he was professing it to his students he had long since cut himself off from the 1870s approach and those who continued to practise it. He had come to see it as fundamentally flawed, because insufficiently reflective about its own basic concepts and premises. Still, he considered it vastly more rational than what had preceded it. And it was the approach he took in nearly all his published work. A basic understanding of it, and the background to it, is necessary in order to comprehend the context within which Saussure wrote and taught, even when he was reacting against it.

THE EMERGENCE OF LINGUISTIC THOUGHT IN GREECE

In Ancient Greece, various areas of expertise were developed involving different aspects of language. Poets had learned to create effects with its rhythms and sounds, and this led to a poetics aimed at codifying poetry as a creative art and hermeneutics as the science of its interpretation. Logic was developed as a way of pinning down knowledge through a more precise use of words than is found in ordinary language. Rhetoric exploited the potential of language, both overt and hidden, to persuade others, in some cases by evoking emotional reactions beyond the contents of the words spoken. Etymology sought an understanding of truths known to long-ago ancestors and still encoded in the words of the language. Finding them required working back from their present-day evolved meanings to discover what the words originally signified.

The most direct precedent for the work of modern linguists was grammar. Grammarians analysed how words worked together to form meaningful utterances through a combination of their endings—which showed the case, number, and gender of nouns, the tense, aspect, person, number, and mood of verbs—and their syntax, the order in which they occurred in the sentence. The work of grammarians began with the need to teach written Greek to young men in the non-Greek speaking regions of the Hellenic Empire, so that they could fill administrative posts. But it was quickly seen that grammar was an effective way to teach even Greek-speaking children the basics of writing and all the other arts that depended upon it.

Another Hellenic creation was semiotics, the study of signs, including linguistic ones, though not limited to them. It developed in no small part to serve the needs of diagnosis by physicians of what was happening within the invisible inner reaches of the body. Finally, even a non-exhaustive list such as this one cannot omit philosophy and dialectic, arts wholly grounded in language and partly concerned with understanding its origins, nature, and function.

Plato’s Cratylus, dating from the first half of the fourth century BC, is the first complete surviving philosophical enquiry into language. It takes the form of a debate among three of Plato’s teachers, Cratylus, Hermogenes, and Socrates, about the correctness of words (the subject taught by Cratylus). Cratylus and Hermogenes are arguing the question within the Sophists’ staple pedagogical dichotomy of physis ‘nature’ versus nomos ‘convention’. Socrates joins them and they invite him to adjudicate as to who is right: Cratylus, who holds that a word is correct only if naturally connected to its meaning; or Hermogenes, who thinks that any word can designate anything just as well as any other. Cratylus sounds absurd in the proper-name context, when he holds that Hermo-genes is not really his interlocutor’s name because he was not actually ‘born of Hermes’, which would imply that he is lucky and eloquent, when in fact he is neither. Hermogenes sounds equally absurd in the common-noun context, when he holds that it would make no difference if someone referred to a man as horse and to a horse as man.

Socrates lays out the characteristically ‘Platonic’ view that the things we perceive in the world around us are not really ‘real’, in the sense that they are not permanent but in flux. They are not the wholes we perceive but conglomerations of atoms, and are not perceived in the same way by all of us. The table at which I am now writing was not a table thirty years ago, but has been made up from what was then parts of trees, which themselves did not exist one hundred years ago, and in time the table will burn or decay, its substance taking on yet another form. The meaning of the word table, the knowledge I have of what a table is, is not this transient thing. On the contrary, actual tables are made in accordance with the function of a table, which requires it to have a particular shape, a flat top surface supported by legs.

This is what Plato calls the idea of a table, what defines the ideal form of a table. That ideal form is the true, unchanging reality. Any individual table is merely an attempt to realize that ideal form in transient matter. The meaning of the word table is the idea, not any particular material instantiation of it. Moreover, ideas are all that we can know, since knowledge must be of permanent, unchanging things, as opposed to the perception or opinion we can have of material things. The Ideal Forms inhabit a heaven into which only the philosopher, the wisest of men, can see.

In response to Socrates’ point about truth, Hermogenes raises a powerful objection: if truth depends on some kind of natural relationship between word and thing, how is it possible for different languages to exist? Socrates does not attempt to answer this immediately, but steers the dialogue off in the direction that the question demands. He asks Hermogenes about the purpose of words, and the two of them conclude that words exist for two reasons: to discriminate among things, that is, to pick out the true essence that belongs to them alone, and to teach, that is, to transmit that knowledge from the few who can perceive it directly to the many who cannot.

This leads Socrates to ask about the origins of the words we use, paving the way to the etymological enquiry that forms the central bulk of the dialogue. The great question, Socrates says, is whether whoever made the words we use really perceived the true essence of the thing he was naming, and if so, whether he succeeded in the word-maker’s craft of mimesis, imitation of that essence in the sounds of language. This provides, in theory at least, the answer to Hermogenes’ puzzlement over how different languages could exist unless words are purely conventional: any number of words can designate a given meaning, so long as each of them captures its essence and makes it plain.

As Socrates proceeds through various classes of words and their etymologies, he points out how easy it is to come up with ad hoc explanations, such as attributing a word to foreign origin. Concerning mimesis, he notes that r, a trilled consonant in Greek, seems naturally to denote motion by the very way it is produced, and indeed appears in many of the words with positive qualities that he traces back to the idea of motion—yet it does not appear in the word for motion itself, kinesis. Socrates also cites cases of words known to have undergone sound change, which he puts down to people who ‘care nothing about the truth, only about how they shape their mouths’.

He finally turns back to Cratylus to discuss another fundamental problem with words being naturally connected to their meaning. Cratylus has insisted that the meaning of a ‘correct’ word must not only be embodied directly in the sounds of the word, but is indistinguishable from the idea of what it designates. Socrates leads him to admit that this is not in fact the nature of mimesis—if the image of something were identical to that thing, it would not be an image at all, but would have become the thing itself. Instead, the art of mimesis in language is to capture and reproduce some part of the essence of things. And yet, Socrates admits, once constructed, the language passes over to the multitude, who care less about truth than about the ‘vulgar’ function of communicating, for which conventional words (not ‘correct’ ones in Cratylus’ sense) suffice. The investigation reaches an impasse, and Socrates concludes by rejecting the possibility that the study of language opens a path to understanding the true nature of the universe. For each word, one would first have to decide whether it was created with an eye to truth, whether that truth was properly and consistently imitated in sounds, and whether the original form of the sounds has remained unaltered. But already the first of these decisions demands that we know what the truth is, independently of the word in question—and if we can know that, there is no point enquiring further.

When Plato’s student Aristotle famously opens his treatise On Interpretation by saying that what is in the voice is the conventional sign of the passions of the mind,5 he is often understood to be distancing himself from the conclusion of the Cratylus. Arguably, however, Aristotle is accepting its admission of how language works, as opposed to how it should ideally work. And he is joining this to his own view that any meaningful utterance involves the body at many levels, including articulation, feelings, appetites, and perception through the bodily senses. This is a different perspective from Plato’s in the Cratylus, where the meanings of words are treated simply as ideas, not as part and parcel with the person producing the meanings. Beyond this difference, each of them is saying that the relation between sound and meaning must ultimately be treated as a conventional one, even if this does not appear to cause Aristotle the same anguish as it did Socrates and Plato.

The centuries after Aristotle saw the rise of the analysis of language and signs, centred in two great cities of the Hellenistic Empire, Alexandria in Egypt and Pergamon across the Mediterranean in what is now Turkey. They were divided over the question of whether languages have an internal logic to them. The people who held that they do were on the African side of the empire, in Alexandria, and they were the ones who developed grammar essentially in the form we know it—as a working out of the internal logic of Greek, specifically for purposes of teaching it to non-native speakers. Over on the Asian side of the empire, in Pergamon, were Stoics who held that languages embody no logical structure of their own, but are highly variable, being themselves part of the logos, the principle of reason that underlies and organizes the entire universe.

The Stoics are also recorded as having developed Aristotle’s approach to language as a system of ‘signs’.6 To think of it thus, rather than as ‘words’, is to emphasize the signifying function—the mechanics of meaning and interpretation—and to draw an implicit analogy between language and other kinds of signs that people interpret and generate. The Stoics explicitly distinguished the sēmainon, that which signifies (the ‘word’ in the usual sense), from the sēmainomenon, that which is signified (the ‘meaning’). In connection with the latter they also referred to the lekton, the ‘sayable’. Whether the two terms designated the same concept, or two ways of imagining the same basic concept, or two distinct but related concepts, is not clear from the discussion in Against the Mathematicians by Sextus Empiricus (second or third century after Christ) which is virtually the sole source of information on Stoic sign theory. What is unambiguous however is that the lekton is understood as something incorporeal, and not to be confused with things in the world—what in modern terms are called the ‘referents’ of words.

THE CHRISTIAN MIDDLE AGES

Given the dominance of Christianity in Europe from late antiquity onwards, it is surprising that the medieval conception of linguistic meaning is built not so much upon the Biblical accounts of the origin and power of language as on Stoic philosophy. Stoic sign theory was carried over into the Latin tradition, notably through the Dialectics and The Teacher of St Augustine,7 for whom signification through language was central to understanding human nature in relation to God.

The history of Christianity is a chronicle of ambivalence toward the material; in common with other religions, it values the spiritual above all else. Yet the material world is God’s creation, and therefore cannot be evil in itself. Medieval theories of language are deeply implicated in this tension. Like the human beings who use it, language has both a spiritual and a material nature. The latter includes its manifestation in sound (or writing or manual signs), together with the fact that a material human body is required to produce these manifestations. But what transforms them from mere noise, or the equivalent of animal sounds, is their spiritual dimension—signification, meaning.8 At the centre of Christian doctrine is the ‘Word’, Greek logos, Latin Verbum, which functions in both languages as a key element of linguistic and semantic analysis while also signifying the mystical, divine intelligence that created and orders the universe—and from there, divinity itself, God and Jesus Christ. As laid out by St Augustine, the linguistic word can be perceived in two ways, either as pure sound (vox ‘voice’) or as signifying sound (dictio).9

But if a dictio is a word understood as signifying something, what exactly does it signify? This is the key question for every attempt at explaining meaning in language, from ancient times to the present. In ordinary usage we talk about words as signifying things. Pen means this thing I am holding in my hand as I write this. Well, it does and it does not. This thing in my hand is called a pen, yes. But so are countless other things with a similar form and function (and dissimilar ones: pigpens, for instance). What the word pen means is no one of these things, but the whole category into which all of them fall. And a category is not something you can hold in your hand. But you can hold it in your head, in your mind. That is precisely where the meanings of words are held in medieval linguistic thought: in the mind (sometimes referred to as the ‘heart’, on which more below).

What then is the relationship between the pen I hold and the meaning of pen in my mind? (I am going to leave pigpens, etc. aside and focus on the writing instruments.) Again a key question running across the whole of medieval linguistic thought, the answer to which reflects a Platonic heritage. The thing called ‘pen’ and the meaning of the word pen have something fundamental in common: the form of a pen, what a pen has to be like in order to perform its function of writing. The pen I hold has the form of a pen materially. The form of a pen that is in my mind when I understand the meaning of the word pen is obviously not material, but purely mental.

By the late Middle Ages the nature–convention debate had not died out, but no longer appeared immediately relevant to the concerns of grammarians. Yet the realism–nominalism debate which dominated philosophy during the period, and which lay at the convergence point of logic, language theory, and theology, can be seen as a version of nature versus convention restricted to universal categories. The debate was not about how their names attached to them, but whether there is anything in nature for the names to attach to. If not, then those names are purely conventional, both in terms of the sounds which compose them and of their meanings: this was the nominalist position, whose most vigorous defender was Peter Abelard. It was associated with the ideas of Aristotle—a dangerous association, until Aristotelian thought was rehabilitated in the eyes of the Church through the work of Albertus Magnus and his pupil Thomas Aquinas.

In the wake of the neo-Aristotelianism of the mid thirteenth century there ensued a new mode of enquiry into language and thought called grammatica speculativa—grammar as speculum ‘mirror’—founded on the assumption that modes of signifying directly mirror modes of being, hence that there is a fundamental connectedness among grammatical categories, the signifying mind, and the existent world. This implied that grammatical categories must be universal in character. Whereas in the eleventh century Peter Helias had believed that there were as many grammars as there were languages, the thirteenth-century speculative grammarian Michel de Marbais professed that ‘whoever knows grammar in one language knows it in another, with regard to everything that is essential to grammar’, all the differences being merely accidental.10 This view, which would have important resonances in the seventeenth century and again in the late twentieth, undoes what has always been the most powerful argument against the connectedness of language—the existence of different languages—by saying in effect that languages only appear to be different, because of superficial trivialities that divert attention away from their underlying identity.

RENAISSANCE AND ENLIGHTENMENT

The Renaissance is marked by the new attention given to the work first of Aristotle—previously known through Aquinas rather than directly—then Plato, then Epicurus, who was made into the precursor of a ‘modern’ view of language and mind as formed through sensory experience rather than innate endowment. Epicurus (Letter to Herodotus, 75–6) held that languages originate directly from the body, then in a subsequent evolution are refined by social convention. In Epicurus’ first stage, the way in which a particular ethnicity exhales breath determines an initial ‘rough’ language for that people. Although spoken not by reasoning but by natural constraint, this language provides a basis upon which rational thought and social agreement can henceforth be constructed. The people can then become aware of the flaws in the language, such as ambiguity or lack of conciseness, and introduce improvements by ‘common consent’.

Epicurus’ view of language evolution as rooted in ethnic difference stands in stark contrast to the earlier teachings of Aristotle, who took the feelings and impressions experienced by human beings to be universal, ‘the same for all’ (On Interpretation, 16a3–9). But Aristotle could offer no explanation for why different languages should exist; and for later Epicureans like Lucretius (De rerum natura, 5) the fatal flaw of conventionalist accounts of language origins was their implication that people could have reached agreement about the meaning of words without already having a language in which to discuss and agree.11 The neo-Epicureans of the Renaissance established ‘natural signs’, including the different sounds emitted by animals according to whether they are experiencing fear, pain, or happiness, as the bedrock of modern evolutionary theories of language, offering continuity with other species as well as an explanation of why languages share such common features as they do.

In the seventeenth century various schemes were launched for a ‘real character’, a form of writing that would represent physical objects through natural, mimetic signs, rather than conventionalized, language-specific ones, and thereby form a truly universal language. The spirit of these schemes—a ‘return’ to the natural and original language of man, which had been obfuscated by conventional languages—was consistent with both the Epicurean and the Biblical world views. As such it both supported and received support from a Protestant ideology bent on clearing religious worship of what it saw as conventional accretions piled on by Rome, which had spent the last five centuries in the intellectual thrall of Aristotle.

Renaissance language theory revived the nature–convention debate, though in a less polarized form than in the past. For Locke, in his Essay Concerning Humane Understanding (1690), language has a natural aspect in the simple fact that the vocal apparatus was provided by Nature as a mechanism for expression. But as soon as words ‘came to be made use of by Men, as the Signs of their Ideas’ they entered the realm of the voluntary and the arbitrary.12 This is not so clearly the case for a believer in innate ideas like Descartes or Leibniz; for if ideas themselves are not arbitrary, neither can the language which expresses them be wholly so. If the mind is the mirror of nature, and language the mirror of mind, then language too should mirror nature. But even these Continental rationalists did not deny that words signify through conventionalized combinations of sounds that each individual must learn.

‘Real’ things for Locke, and for empiricists generally, are those that are perceptible to the body together with the mind. Abstractions are knowable only to the mind, and this gives rise to the flaws in understanding which Locke would remedy by breaking abstractions down into their sensible components, which are universally knowable because known through the body.

Grammarians took positions corresponding to those of the philosophers. The post-Cartesian view of the relationship between language and mind gave rise to projects for the writing of a ‘general grammar’ in seventeenth-century France, the most famous being that undertaken at the Jansenist school of Port Royal by Claude Lancelot and Antoine Arnauld and published in 1660 as the Grammaire generale et raisonnée. As will be seen in Chapter 18, Saussure clearly knew this work at first hand, since he described its aims in some detail in his third course on general linguistics. The Port-Royal grammar was ‘general’ in the sense that its aim was to analyse the grammar of French not for its own sake, but as a source of insight into the correlations between, on the one hand, the structure of the human language faculty generally, and on the other, logic, the structure of thought.13 In the Port-Royal perspective, which would have at least as great an impact on rhetoric as on language theory in France and elsewhere on the Continent, those elements of any language which failed to correspond with logic were deemed arbitrary, in the sense of being capricious, random accidents that contravened the logical essence of the language and were therefore best avoided.

On both sides of the Channel, Locke would be a key influence in the liberalist thought that developed in the early eighteenth century and came to be called by the self-serving term ‘Enlightenment’. One of those who took up and developed Lockean themes concerning language and thought was Étienne Bonnot, the abbot of Condillac, especially in his 1746 Essai sur l’origine des connoissances humaines (‘Essay on the Origin of Human Understanding’). Early in that work Condillac proposes a biblically based compromise between the Cartesian view of mind as possessing innate ideas and controlling the senses, and the Lockean view of it as a tabula rasa entirely dependent on the senses for the knowledge it acquires. Condillac believes that Cartesian innate ideas shaped the pre-lapsarian mind, the state of Adam and Eve before original sin, and to which we will return when we die; but that, since the Fall of Man, the minds of all living human beings are Lockean tabulae rasae shaped by experience.14 Condillac’s compromise is to admit that the Cartesian mind is the Platonically real one, but to deal only with the temporally real Lockean mind because, as a living human being himself, he is only capable of reasoning about what he can experience.15

Condillac’s most profound contribution may have been his recourse to language as the key explanatory principle for the formation of the (post-lapsarian) mind. Unlike the ‘language of action’ (gestural language), conventional language is successive, that is, it signifies in bits spread across time. The sounds make up the word, the words make up the sentence, the sentences make up the discourse. Both in the species and in the individual, it is in acquiring conventional language that thought, too, changes from an atemporal, synthetic mode, to a temporal, analytical one. In later works, Condillac stressed that artificial signs must be based on the analogy of natural and accidental ones in order to be functional; they can never be arbitrary.16

Languages are not a collection of expressions taken at random, or which are used only because we have agreed to use them. If the use of each word presupposes a convention, the convention presupposes a reason for the adoption of each word. And analogy, the source of law, and without which it would be impossible to understand one other, does not permit an absolutely arbitrary choice. But, because different analogies lead to different expressions, we believe we are choosing, and we are wrong: for the more we consider ourselves to be in control of the choice, the more we choose arbitrarily, and the worse are the choices we make.17

By now the question of the arbitrariness of language has become bound up with that of free will versus predestination, with all its implications for the ongoing disputes among various forms of Catholic and Reformed Christianity. Late medieval Christian philosophy may have helped motivate the Cartesian strong displacement of the body in favour of the mind where language is concerned; even so, Descartes took for granted the arbitrariness of the connection between words and their meanings. The politicization of the issue by Hobbes and Locke helped bring it into contact with the religious debate over free will, leading to the eighteenth-century alignment. Condillac steered clear of a linguistic voluntariness as strong as Locke’s, yet voluntariness was the crucial feature of instituted signs, which distinguished the human mind from its animal analogues.

Reactions to Condillac were quick and widespread. In Scotland, Adam Smith contested the possibility that change in a language represents any kind of progress for those who speak it.18 Rather, language evolution enacts a different kind of structural economy where a shift from simplicity toward compoundedness follows necessarily from the movement of populations, and provokes an equal and opposite shift within another area of language structure. Rousseau, in his Discours sur l’origine et les fondemens de l’inégalité parmi les hommes (‘Discourse on the Origin and Basis of Inequality among Men’, 1753), claims to accept Condillac’s account,19 except when it comes to arbitrary signs (Condillac’s instituted signs). Condillac, he says, ‘assumes what I question, viz. that a kind of society must already have existed among the first inventors of language’.20 But in his Essai sur l’origine des langues (‘Essay on the Origins of Language’, written in 1761 but not published until 1781) he insists, contrary to Condillac, that although ‘needs dictated the first gestures, […] the passions drew out the first words’, which in fact must have been sung, since accents, tones, and rhythm are the features of language that issue naturally from the throats of infants.

The Abhandlung über den Ursprung der Sprache (‘Treatise on the Origin of Writing’) by Johann Gottfried von Herder won the Berlin Academy Prize in 1770 and was much more widely read than Rousseau’s posthumously published Essai. Herder positions himself in opposition to both Condillac and Rousseau by asserting that ‘the former turned animals into men and the latter men into animals’. He rejects any attempt to draw an analogy from the ‘naturalness’ of animal language to human language. Human language was invented, once man was ‘placed in the state of reflection which is peculiar to him’, and when the mind in this state of reflection was ‘for the first time given full freedom of action’. Neither this reflection nor this freedom is shared by animals, whereas for man they are ‘essential to his species; and so is language’.21 Language was ‘invented as naturally and to man as necessarily as man was man’.22 No aspect of its invention was arbitrary—Herder considers the very idea of the arbitrariness of language to be nonsensical.23

THE ENCOUNTER WITH SANSKRIT AND THE BEGINNINGS OF COMPARATIVISM

We have now reached the starting point of Saussure’s second phase of the prehistory of linguistics. The long tradition of philosophical reflections on the origin of language and its relation to mind and body was shaken by the idea of a genetic relationship of Sanskrit, the sacred language of Hinduism, with Latin, Greek, and most of the other languages of Europe. The insight was not entirely novel to the paper by Sir William Jones in 1786, indeed it was contained in works already published in the seventeenth century. But Jones’s framing of it caught the attention of linguists, and within thirty years a method had crystallized for deducing the original grammatical forms that had given rise to the diversity found in the historically related languages. As Saussure implies, this would not have been possible had philologists not been simultaneously engaged in a great effort to discover and analyse ancient texts, in every corner of Europe and of Western and Southern Asia.

Among them was an ancient Sanskrit grammar, authored by Pānịni. Its date is impossible to determine. Certain lexical clues suggest that it was written in the sixth to fourth centuries BC, but it may represent a much older oral tradition. Its core is the Ashtadhyayi (the ‘Eight chapters’), a set of 3,959 sutras covering the whole of Sanskrit phonology and grammar. The sutras are written in an extremely compact style, perhaps to aid memorization and repetition. This gives them the character of mathematical formulas, and it is this, along with their starting from an abstract base form, then using complex rules to derive the actually occurring forms from it, that has influenced the methods of modern linguistics. This character comes through from considering just the first two sutras, which also introduce two key Sanskrit phonological terms.

1.1.1 vṛddhirādaic

1.1.2 adeṆguṇaḥ

The first sutra says, in effect: vṛddhi = ā or aic. The word vṛddhi, meaning ‘growth’ or ‘increase’, is used to indicate a ‘strengthening’ of the vowel a under certain conditions. Further on in this chapter a distinction will be introduced between phonetic transcription and orthography, which I here elide in the interest of readability. The sutra specifies that, under vṛddhi, a can be doubled in length to ā, or else can become ‘aic’—the formula for the set consisting of the two diphthongs ai and au. Such a set, called a paribasa, is something one has to know separately. Knowledge of it is assumed by the sutra.

The second sutra says: a or eṆ = guṇa. This defines a lesser grade of strengthening of a which is termed guṇa. The sutra specifies that, under guṇa, a can either remain as a or else can become ‘eṆ’—the formula for another paribasa, consisting of the long vowels ē and ō (classed with diphthongs in Sanskrit grammar). Thus the first sutra can be translated in an expanded form as ‘The term vṛddhi covers the sounds ā ai au’, and the second as ‘The term guṇa covers a ē ō’. Economy has so driven the structure of the text as to make it extraordinarily difficult to follow. The fact that symbols are used before they are explained is only one part of this difficulty. With many of the sutras, how they are to be expanded is a vexed question, giving rise to a long tradition of commentaries on Pāṇini.

No grammatical analysis of comparable complexity existed in Europe or elsewhere in Asia until the twentieth century, in other words after Pāṇini had become known to linguists worldwide. The most important figures in the development of linguistics in the last century, including Leonard Bloomfield and Noam Chomsky, have readily acknowledged their methodological and intellectual debt to Pāṇini. That his work had an impact on how Saussure too conceived of linguistic analysis is indisputable, though exactly how much will never be known with certainty. One of Saussure’s most celebrated early accomplishments was to free Indo-Europeanists from the Pāṇinian rules of guṇa and vṛddhi, the very starting point of the Ashtadhyayi. He could not have done so without first having internalized Pāṇini’s method.

By the end of the first decade of the nineteenth century a new discourse had emerged in Europe, with its first strong articulation in Friedrich Schlegel’s Über die Sprache und Weisheit der Indier (‘On the Language and Wisdom of the Indians’) of 1808. Here, speculations on the formation of human language have metamorphosed into accounts of how the mother language that would come to be known as Aryan, or Indo-Germanic, or Indo-European, developed into the most highly perfected vehicle of human thought and culture.24 This implied that other languages had been arrested in their development—a view that, not surprisingly, displeased serious students of these other languages.25

A defining feature of modern linguistics would be its replacement of the triad of ‘sacred’ tongues, Hebrew, Greek, and Latin, circumscribing Christianity, with a new triad of ‘original’ languages, Sanskrit, Greek, and Latin, circumscribing historical European nationhood. As late as the 1820s and 1830s, the idea that Sanskrit was a sister (or indeed a mother) to Greek and Latin remained deeply controversial, despite the work of Franz Bopp and others who followed in his wake, work which decades later would be universally acknowledged as definitive but in its time was widely dismissed as trivial.26 Bopp was not yet twenty-five years old and had worked on the analysis of the Indo-European languages for just four years before setting out his method in a book published in 1816 that revolutionized the study of language quite as much as Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics would do in 1916.27 His method focused on comparing the grammatical structures of various languages, on the basis that they were more stable than vocabulary items, less subject to the shifts in meaning that made comparison across languages insecure. It was a great methodological leap forwards, yet the method could produce results no better than the data that were fed into it, and textual knowledge of the early Indo-European languages was still at an early stage of its development.

Saussure notes that Bopp’s ‘comparative’ grammar is often contrasted with the ‘historical’ grammar of Jacob Grimm, one of the Brothers Grimm of fairy-tale fame, whose name is enshrined in one of the first and most basic ‘laws’ of Indo-European linguistics.28 ‘Grimm’s Law’ attempts to explain the regular correspondences found among sets of words such as Latin pater, pes, piscis and English father, foot, fish; Latin tenuis, torrere, tres and English thin, thirst, three; Latin canis, cor, corulus and English hound, heart, hazel. In all these words, Latin has kept the Proto-Indo-European (PIE) consonant, but the Germanic languages have undergone a shift:
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The actual explanatory mechanism proposed by Grimm was too ad hoc to be acceptable in the early twentieth century. Saussure calls Grimm’s linguistic ideas too ‘phantasmagoric’ to be considered as founding principles of historical grammar. But Grimm brought about an important perspectival shift through his careful attention to different historical stages in the development of particular languages, treating for instance Old High German and Middle High German more distinctively than others of his time. Hence, in his work ‘The language is seen changing from century to century and its current is perceived!’29

While giving Bopp his full due, Saussure’s evaluation of the work that followed in his wake is scathing: ‘Something astonishing: never did anyone devise a more defective and more absurd idea of what a language is than in the thirty years that followed this discovery by Bopp (1816).’30 Scholars made a sort of game of comparing the various Indo-European languages with one another, until, around mid-century, they finally began to ask what exactly these connections meant in concrete terms. Even so, for a further twenty years, until nearly 1870, they played this game without taking account of the conditions in which a language exists. This phase represented progress over the previous one by its attention to a great multiplicity of languages and the relations among them, but still lacked any ‘just, approvable and reasonable’ perspective on language, being purely comparative in outlook.31

When things finally improved, it was, Saussure reckons, through lessons learned from the study of the Romance languages. Romance linguistics was inaugurated in the 1830s by Friedrich Diez, who grounded his work in the rules set down by Bopp for the study of the wider Indo-European family.32 But Romance linguistics had the unusual advantage of a documentary record that includes the source or prototype language, Latin, as well as many of the intermediary stages from the centuries over which the distinct Romance idioms developed: ‘The historical perspective that the Indo-Europeanists lacked because they viewed everything on the same scale imposed itself on the Romanists. And through the historical perspective came the linkage of the facts.’

This historical perspective was due to the survival of written texts, yet paradoxically, another contribution made by Romance linguistics was to break the ‘servile attachment’ to the written word which early comparative linguistics had inherited from philology. Comparing the structures of the Romance dialects, and reconstructing their probable source form using Bopp’s methods, revealed an unexpectedly wide gap between literary Latin and the spoken vernacular that was the source of the Romance tongues. Saussure notes that Germanic linguistics—his own principal area of teaching during the decade he spent in Paris in the 1880s—had also functioned in this salutary way, though with the disadvantage of not having the prototype documented.

With this shift in perspective, linguists at last ‘came around to asking questions about the general conditions of language, its life’.33 The ‘life’ of language was a metaphor Saussure was sometimes critical of, but here it is an implicit reference to a book which he described at some length in the corresponding lecture from the second course, and which for him embodied the spirit of linguistics proper: The Life and Growth of Language by the American Sanskritist William Dwight Whitney.34

The survey of the history of linguistics in Saussure’s second course included more detailed information on particular works from the comparative phase. Here he discussed the decipherment of Zend, an ancient language of eastern Persia, by Eugène Burnouf, and the pioneering work in Celtic studies by Adolphe Pictet, in addition to Bopp and his successors: Grimm and his famous Law, the etymological studies of August Friedrich Pott, and the work of Theodor Benfey, Adalbert Kuhn, Theodor Aufrecht, Georg Curtius, and Friedrich Max Müller.

Saussure’s survey omitted one figure who had occupied a prominent place in Osthoff’s history of linguistics course thirty years earlier: Wilhelm von Humboldt, the last of the great Enlightenment linguistic philosophers, who made a deep impact on the nineteenth-century study of language. In a treatise published posthumously in 1836, Humboldt insisted that the intellectual power of a language depended principally on how it formed words (through inflection or agglutination or leaving units isolated), and more on its consistency within its type than on the type itself. Like Herder, Humboldt started from the Romantic assumption that the whole history of a language is already contained in germ in its origin—its evolution is actually just the unfolding of these preordained developments. By the second decade of the nineteenth century, however, academic attention was focusing ever more closely on details of linguistic form and their history relative to one another, rather than on constructing grand narratives of origin, or extrapolating from word-formation typology to explain intellectual and cultural differences.

Humboldt, the brother of the famous explorer who had helped Henri de Saussure arrange his trip to Mexico, had himself been an acquaintance and correspondent of Albertine Necker de Saussure. For her grand-nephew in the first decade of the twentieth century, he represented what was perhaps most old-fashioned and least attractive to him in German linguistic thought—its assumption that what ordinary speakers know is not the reality of language, a reality that in fact likes to hide itself, and reveals glimpses only to the philosopher, who cannot capture it in easily comprehensible language but only in jargon. This kept Saussure from seeing certain affinities that existed between Humboldt’s conception of language and his own. His notes occasionally refer to Humboldt in terms that suggest a familiarity with his major work, but he did not cite him in his courses or published writing, and the affinities do not suffice to suggest a direct influence.

Scholars are still sorting out Humboldt’s views; many of his writings are only now being prepared for publication for the first time. Among the enduring aspects of his linguistic thought, one with particular relevance for Saussure is his distinction between language as ergon and as energeia, roughly a ‘product’ and a ‘process’.35 In normal usage we speak of language ambiguously, to cover many things—the sounds that come from our mouths, the action of making those sounds, the capacity for making them, and the specific knowledge that allows us to make them meaningfully. For Humboldt, it is a mistake to include the sounds as part of language, when they are really the output of language.

We find anticipated here some of the cardinal concerns that would shape Saussure’s thinking half a century later: the need to sort through the manifold conceptions that are folded together into the term ‘language’, and to differentiate between those referring to utterances that exist in time and those referring to a virtual system that stands, as it were, outside time. Saussure does not follow Humboldt in taking one of these conceptions as uniquely ‘real’—one among many reasons why it would be misleading to think of him as a Humboldtian, just because the two of them were driven by frustration over the same obstacles posed by the ambiguities in everyday language. Yet the disdain for those who think of a language as a mere collection of words and rules, rather than as an essential unity that can only be appreciated in connected discourse, is as Saussurean as it is Humboldtian.

The principal representative of the German Romantic spirit in French linguistics, and the most famous linguist of mid-nineteenth-century France, was Ernest Renan, a specialist in Semitic languages, as well as a leading archaeologist, historian, and moral and political philosopher. His linguistic heroes were Schlegel and Humboldt, and he drew a good deal from Herder, starting with his view that ‘Man is naturally speaking, as he is naturally thinking’.36 The linguistic consequence of this naturalness for Renan is that ‘The joining of meaning and word is never necessary, never arbitrary; it is always motivated’.37 In other words, the meaning of English mutton might have been expressed by the word sheep, but this does not mean that the connection between mutton and its meaning is arbitrary. Whatever word that meaning is expressed by, there will be a reason for the connection, even if it lies in ‘secret and often ungraspable analogies’. Logically, this is an unprovable assertion, actually a declaration of faith—but a faith that would long endure in linguistics.38

The desire to create a ‘science’ of language in the nineteenth century brought about an emphasis on its unconscious dimensions, since only what lies beyond the reach of the individual will was considered amenable to scientific study. Early in the century unconscious processes were treated on the analogy of the mechanical, then increasingly as ‘organic’, culminating in the very powerful metaphor of languages as organisms with a life of their own detached from those of their speakers. Enlightenment linguistic thought was now rejected for having approached language as a series of rational, and thus implicitly wilful, operations. Sign theory, being associated with this form of rationalist enquiry, was considered old-fashioned and unscientific by linguists.

In time, a few linguists came to think that the organic metaphor had become so powerful, particularly in the wake of Darwin, that people were forgetting it was a metaphor at all. Resuscitating sign theory was a way to combat it. Michel Bréal, who would be Saussure’s close associate in the 1880s, makes a statement precisely to this effect in his universally read Essai de sémantique (‘Essay on Semantics’), where the conception of words as signs is described as simple et honnête, a phrase with folksy connotations: ‘Our forefathers of the school of Condillac, those ideologists who for fifty years served as target to a certain school of criticism, were less far from the truth when they said, in simple and honest fashion, that words are signs. Where they went wrong was when they referred everything to a reasoning reason.’39

This suggests one route whereby the ancient semiotic heritage may have made its way to Saussure, but it was not the only one. His teachers at the Gymnase have already been mentioned. Philosophers and psychologists had never distanced themselves from sign theory to the extent linguists had done, and in their discussions of language it continued to figure prominently. Victor Egger’s 1881 study of ‘inner speech’ contains an extensive discussion of the linguistic sign conducted in terms that prefigure Saussure’s particularly closely. Saussure has left notes from his reading of Egger as well as of the psychological literature on types of aphasia.40 Possible philosophical sources have also been identified, but in truth the idea that language consists of signs was widespread in both fields, which is probably why Saussure saw no need to cite references.

One source does demand attention, however, because it was from within linguistics and we have Saussure’s own testimony of its impact on his thinking. Whitney’s Life and Growth of Language opens with two chapters in which consideration of language as a system of signs figures prominently. A note of 1894 shows that in his rereading of Whitney’s book at that time Saussure found the proof ‘that language is nothing more than a particular case of the sign’.41 Saussure’s debt to Whitney will be assessed in detail in later chapters.

THE VOWELS OF PRIMITIVE INDO-EUROPEAN

At the beginning of modern comparative-historical linguistics stands Grimm’s belief that the Indo-European mother language had three vowels, a, i, and u.42 Initially this had been hard for classicists to accept, used as they were to Latin and Greek with their five vowels a, e, i, o, and u, each with a short and a long variant. Grimm’s attention was, however, centred not on the classical languages but on the Germanic family. In the earliest Gothic texts, a, i, and u are the only short vowels which appear. What is more, these are also the only three short vowels of Sanskrit (which has five long vowels, with ē and ō counted as diphthongs, as noted in the last section), again making it look as though a, i, and u are the only proper and original Sanskrit vowels.43

The idea that a, i, and u were also the three original vowels of the Indo-European mother language seemed intuitively right in a time when Sanskrit and Zend were assumed to constitute the oldest attested branch of the family, hence the closest to the mother language, even if not identical with it. At the same time, the development from an original three to a later five vowels was supported by belief in a general pattern of cultural (and biological) evolution from simple to complex forms, which was gradually replacing the earlier ideology of an initial perfection that had subsequently degenerated. Or rather, modifying rather than replacing: Indo-European linguistics would long assume an initial period of progressive development in the prehistoric period, bringing the language to a state of perfection which then gradually declined in the historical period, as the Indo-European people broke up into separate groups and migrated to different areas.44

Besides comparing the distribution of vowels in related words across different Indo-European languages, linguists drew on two other basic types of evidence in constructing their theories and arguments. One of these involved sounds in related words within individual languages, the other the mechanics of sound production, now known as articulatory phonetics. The sounds a i u had been identified as the three vowels pronounced with the tongue in the most ‘extreme’ positions—a as low as possible in the mouth, i as high and forward as the tongue could go, and u equally high but with the tongue pulled maximally back. These three vowels form a ‘triangle’, to use the term first put forward by Grimm’s friend August Böckh.45 The phonetic considerations, combined with the comparative ones, left Grimm with no doubt that the Indo-European mother language had a i u, and that e and o had come about later, through the ‘breaking’ of i and u respectively.

Grimm’s schema would become the standard view among linguists for decades. Bopp, however, voiced doubts early on. The high vowels i and u showed a quite regular correspondence across the Indo-European family—Sanskrit imáḥ corresponding to Greek imen ‘go’; Sanskrit yugán to Greek zugón ‘yoke’. But with the non-high vowels, a, ē, and ō, the picture becomes much more complex. The accepted view for Sanskrit was, again, that ē and ō had come about from the relatively recent contraction of the diphthongs ai and au. In these diphthongs, the vowel proper is a, with the i and u functioning as a ‘semi-consonant’ (often transcribed as j and w). By implication, then, Sanskrit ē and ō had been ‘pulled up’ from an original a, not ‘pulled down’ from i and u.

Bopp suspected that the e and o of Greek and Latin too had developed out of the a of the mother language.46 Again, this seemed intuitively plausible given how frequent the vowel a is in Sanskrit, far outnumbering the other vowels. The more even distribution of vowels in Greek and Latin would be accounted for by the three-way split of a into a, e, and o. Moreover, plenty of cases could be cited of Greek and Latin words with e or o in which the cognate Sanskrit word had a. Thus, Greek phérō and Latin fero ‘I bear’ correspond to Sanskrit bhárani; while Greek óis and Latin ovis ‘sheep’ correspond to Sanskrit áviḥ

But Bopp’s knock-down argument came from the other category of evidence mentioned above: variation in sounds in related words within an individual language. In the morphology of the Greek verb, it is the three vowels a e o, and they alone, that alternate with one another to signal different tenses or aspects. For example, the verb derkomai ‘I see’ has the perfect form dedorka ‘I have seen’, and the aorist form edrakon ‘I saw’. This kind of alternation, called ablaut by Grimm, can be seen (with different vowel distribution) in English verbs such as sing–sang–sung, and the cognate noun song.

The derkomai example was the sort that convinced Bopp that e–o–a had originally been one single vowel. These forms of the same verb had to derive from a single root, apparently dark-. The present tense derkomai shows the most minimal change: the vowel a has become e. In the aorist, something has caused the -ar- of dark- to undergo metathesis (reversal) to -ra-, giving the drak- of edrakon. In the perfect tense form dedorka, the vowel a of dark- has changed to o, while the first syllable de- is a reduplication of the initial d- of the root, such reduplication being characteristic of the perfect.47

Over the following decades linguists struggled to sort out such details across the whole range of the Indo-European languages. Of particular importance was a paper by Georg Curtius of the University of Leipzig, which established a primordial vowel split between the Indo-European family’s Asian (or Indo-Iranian) branch, with Sanskrit, Avestan, and Old Persian as its principal ancient representatives, and its European branch, including Greek and Latin and the Celtic, Germanic, and Slavic languages.48 Curtius showed that the vowel e of the European branch corresponds regularly to an a in the Asian languages. The historical significance of this was great: it meant that, after the period when the Indo-Europeans had been a single people speaking a single language, there had followed not a general dispersion but a second period of division into two peoples with two languages.

In other words, drawing on the commonly used analogy, the primitive Indo-European people and their language had given birth to two daughters, one European, the other Asian, after the initial migratory split that separated the two groups. Each of these had subsequently given birth to daughters of her own, following a second period of splitting up. Thus the historically attested languages were not so much ‘daughters’ of primitive Indo-European as granddaughters. And while Greek and Latin were sisters to one another, they were first cousins to the Sanskrit and Old Persian. This was a revelation: previously a single break-up of the Indo-European family had been assumed, making all these languages sisters to one another. But Curtius argued convincingly that the possibility of all the languages of the European branch separately and individually changing a to e in all the same words defied belief. Different languages do not undergo the same changes in exact parallel with such regularity.

A bold attempt at rethinking the development of the Indo-European vowels was made in 1861 by August Schleicher, to whom Saussure accords a special place in his survey for being the first to attempt to codify the science founded by Bopp and to take a wider perspective. Nevertheless Saussure regarded Schleicher’s formulas as generally false, and in an uncharacteristically harsh manuscript note describes his efforts as ‘risible’ and ‘crumbling under the weight of their own ridiculousness’.49 Bopp had taken the Indo-European proto-language to have a simple structure that got complexified with subsequent evolution. By the time of Schleicher, the ideology had become more explicitly one in which every structural feature of every Indo-European language had to be traceable to features already present in the proto-language. The result was that the individual languages no longer appeared as complexifications of that original state, but simplifications from it, implying a very different evolutionary process.

In reconstructing the vowel system of primitive Indo-European, and in order to explain the ablaut patterns, Schleicher assumed a system of ‘gradations’ comparable to the one which Sanskrit grammarians taught as the basis for the vowel system of that language (the normal grade, the strengthened guṇa grade, and the even more strengthened vṛddhi grade, as explained in the previous section). Which of the three occurred in a particular form appeared to depend on a combination of phonological and morphological factors.
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For the rightmost column, Bopp had rejected the idea that ṛ rather than ar was the normal grade, treating it instead as a weakening that took place in a later period. Apart from that, Bopp analysed guṇa as the addition of an /a/ before the vowel. (The /a/ here indicates a unit of sound which has different realizations in orthography.) This left the vowel a itself unaffected, while changing i and u into the ‘diphthongs’ ē and ō. Vṛddhi added yet another /a/, lengthening a to ā and changing ē and ō to the proper diphthongs ai and au.

What Schleicher now proposed was to look past the changes peculiar to Sanskrit, and to see the primitive Indo-European vowel system as a purer form of Bopp’s analysis:
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Schleicher’s system is limited to a i u, plus a long ā in strengthened grades (though no long ī or ū) and proper diphthongs (without the Sanskrit ‘diphthongs’ ē and ō). The long vowels ī ū ē ō would represent later developments.

To illustrate the ablauts: the English verb forms speak–spoke represent base vowel a and increment ā (the vowels have of course undergone later changes); bit–bite represents i and ai; buy–bought represents u and au. Pedersen’s later judgement balances Schleicher’s strengths and weaknesses. After pointing out that ‘a great many other vowel alternations inherited from the parent language […] cannot be forced into Schleicher’s system’, Pedersen is quick to recognize that ‘Schleicher created a clear and precise method of expression for phonology in his reconstructed forms’.50

At his death Schleicher left linguists with the seemingly endless task of having to account for not only every attested word and form in every one of the ancient languages, but also the reconstructed forms of unattested words. Such patterns as the attested forms turned up were full of exceptions, so many that the patterns themselves, however compelling, were never invulnerable to attack.

Moreover, the patterns appeared to shift depending on what language one started from. For example, nearly all words which have the root vowel a in Latin also have a in their congeners (historically related words) in Greek, Celtic, Germanic, and Lithuanian, while the Sanskrit congeners sometimes have a but more often have i, and in Slavic the corresponding root vowel is always o. On the other hand, if one starts from Greek, Germanic, Lithuanian, or especially Sanskrit, one finds a much larger set of words with the root vowel a than Latin has. Where these languages have a, Latin often has o or u. It was a massive tangle, and it drew so many to it because solving the puzzle would unlock prehistory and reveal the language spoken by our first civilized ancestors, tens of thousands of years before they ever wrote anything down. The raw material was there, yet continued to resist the attempts of great minds to work out its secrets. The glory that awaited whoever succeeded in explaining the primitive vowel system of the Indo-European languages would be as brilliant and lasting as that achieved by any modern man of science.

The next series of breakthroughs in understanding the Indo-European vowel system would be triggered by a new analysis, not of the vowels, but of the consonants. In 1862, Carl Lottner catalogued and analysed the exceptions to the first consonant shift which had been established by Grimm.51 Lottner’s work narrowed down the list to a limited number of ‘true’ exceptions, and while he himself could find no way to account for them, he made it possible for others to do so.

One of them was Hermann Grassmann, a polymath who made important contributions to an extraordinary range of fields, including linguistics, mathematics, and optics.52 He turned his attention to linguistics, mathematics, optics, and other fields, making important contributions to several of them. Reading Lottner’s article, Grassmann noted that one subset of the exceptions could be explained perfectly if one isolated the examples from Sanskrit and Greek and applied to them a rather simple historical generalization: if a root contained two aspirated stop consonants, the first of them lost its aspiration.53 This meant that roots which figured in Lottner’s list as beginning with unaspirated b- or p- on the basis of their forms in Sanskrit and Greek should actually be reckoned to begin with aspirated bh- or ph-, if another aspirated consonant followed in the root.

This observation, which came to be known as ‘Grassmann’s Law’, made ‘the numerous exceptions to the first sound shift vanish almost without a trace’, as Grassmann himself put it at the end of his 1863 article. It was a watershed: the solution it offered was too powerful not to be accepted, and it brought with it two important implications. Even well-attested roots of Sanskrit and Greek, traditionally viewed as the most archaic of the Indo-European languages, had to be partially ‘reconstructed’ so that later sound changes would not contaminate the picture of the original mother language. Secondly, given that this change was restricted just to one Asian and one European language, it must have taken place independently in the two languages after the break-up of the Indo-European family, contradicting a basic assumption of historical linguistic methodology.

Grassmann, the outsider, had taught linguists not to assume that historically attested forms were ‘original’. In 1870, the Italian linguist Graziado Ascoli, inspired by Grassmann as all his contemporaries were, showed that certain apparently irregular consonantal developments could be accounted for if the two distinct series of ‘back’ consonants found in Sanskrit and Zend were taken not to be later developments, as was the custom, but an original feature of the Indo-European mother language.54

The Sanskrit velar consonants are pronounced with the back of the tongue touching the velum, or soft palate: voiceless k, voiced g, and voiced aspirated gh. With the palatal consonants, the tongue moves forwards to make contact with the hard palate, the ‘roof’ of the mouth: voiceless ç, voiced j, voiced aspirate jh. Only one of the Sanskrit palatals is written with a distinct letter, namely ç. Much as, in English, the letter s covers the /z/ of pleasant and the /zh/ of pleasure, a single Sanskrit letter is used to spell g and j, and another letter does double duty for gh and jh. There was no direct evidence for palatal consonants in the ancient European languages, and even in the Asian branch the fact that they were not generally marked orthographically suggested that they were not originally distinctive, but represented later phonetic variants of the velars. Still, the Sanskrit k ç distinction could not be ignored.

The Greek congeners of the Sanskrit words containing velars and palatals were sometimes velars (k g kh), but in other cases were labials (p b ph) and very occasionally dentals (t d th), with no apparent regularity in the correspondences. But what struck Ascoli was this: in no case where Greek showed a labial or dental did the corresponding Sanskrit or Zend word have anything other than a velar. Conversely, if ç or another of the palatals appeared in the Asian word, its Greek counterpart always had the velar, never the labial or dental.

This observation did not explain anything, but it suggested that two distinct groups of cases were in play: a first group in which Sanskrit and Zend always have a velar, while Greek has either a velar, a labial, or a dental; and a second group in which Sanskrit and Zend always have a palatal, while Greek always has a velar. What exactly the phonetic distinction was between the two series posed a problem: if the first series was originally velar and the second series palatal, as the Asian languages suggested, then why and how did the second series become uniformly velar in Greek? That defied logic, potentially casting doubt on the significance of the observation overall. To counter any such objection, Ascoli decided not to project the palatals back into the mother language. Instead he simply distinguished between the two series of velar consonants with a subscript numeral:

k1, g1, g1h—developed into Sanskrit k g gh, Greek k g kh / p b ph / t d th

k2, g2, g2h—developed into Sanskrit ç j jh, Greek k g kh

One further observation which Ascoli made was of essential importance. Although the Greek cases showing the dentals t d th were very few in number, there was a striking regularity between them and the cases showing the labials p b ph: the circumstances in which the one or the other appeared were effectively the same as those in which Sanskrit k g gh interchange with ç j jh. Again, Ascoli could offer no explanation for this, yet the observation was enough to suggest that the two series k1 g1 g1h and k2 g2 g2h were not simply phonetic variants of a single original sound in the mother language, but two entirely different sets of sounds, each capable of undergoing variation with independent results in the same phonetic environment.

Ascoli’s hypothesis had still more sweeping effects on the way in which linguists conceived of the Indo-European proto-language. The possibility that the Sanskrit palatals might be historically one with the Greek velars, while the Sanskrit velars were linked to a seeming hodge-podge of Greek labials and dentals, defied every principle a linguist was trained to follow. It demanded a complete conceptual and methodological reorientation. Hardly less iconoclastic was the admission that the palatals might represent an independent series in the mother language, in the face of their absence from the classical European languages and the orthographic evidence that they were a later derivation even in Sanskrit.

Ascoli’s method looked like a retrograde step, and his senior peers were reluctant to embrace it. It would take half a dozen years for the next generation of scholars to come of age, with some of them less fully conditioned against the new way of thinking. As they followed the leads Ascoli had provided about the conditions in which particular consonants occurred—the surrounding vowels and where the accent (stress) fell—bits of light began to shine from the darkness.

A year after Ascoli’s article another radical proposal was published that did not have the same immediate impact. A little-known linguist, Arthur Amelung, showed how the evidence from vowel correspondences, particularly ablaut, pointed towards the possibility that the European branch, after its split from the Asian, had e as its sole non-high vowel.55 Among the few things linguists had agreed on up to this time was that a was primordial, that the mid vowels e and o had come about at the same time and had the same status, and that the source of e and o was either a or a breaking of the high vowels i and u. Amelung’s proposal upset the economy of scholarly originality too abruptly. Most ignored it. It took several years before a new generation could begin to absorb it. When they did, it marked the start of a new period in the historical analysis of the Indo-European vowels.

One last earthquake reshaped the landscape of Indo-European linguistics just at the time Saussure began studying it. The Danish linguist Karl Verner was reading the article by Lottner that had helped Grassmann to resolve so many of the exceptions to Grimm’s Law. He had been working on the problem of accent (stress) in Danish and the Slavic languages, and this led him to see something that had eluded everyone else. The last remaining set of ‘true’ exceptions identified by Lottner were ones in which Proto-Indo-European p t k did not become f th h as per Grimm’s Law, but instead became b d g. These included the very basic words mother and father, which in Latin were mater and pater and should, by Grimm’s Law, be pronounced in English with the voiceless th of think, not the voiced th of this. The comparative evidence shows that, in Proto-Indo-European, these words had a long vowel in the second syllable: matēr, patēr. That meant that the stress accent fell on the second syllable, not on the first as in Latin and Germanic. Verner saw that in all such cases where a p, t, or k was preceded by an unstressed vowel and followed by a stressed one, the consonant was not subject to Grimm’s Law. They did not become fricative in Germanic, but voiced, appearing first as mōder, fadar. The change from d to the voiced ð in English, and to t in German, occurred in separate, later developments.

The publication of Verner’s Law in 1875 felt to historical linguists like a coming of age.56 The clearing up of the last serious residues of Grimm’s Law gave them the confidence to proclaim that what they were doing was really a science, on a par with chemistry and biology. The progress of the proceeding years meant too that it was a demanding science to study. Serious students would have to master evidence of at least five basic kinds:

comparison of forms from the whole range of Indo-European languages starting from their oldest attested texts,

phonetics and the information it brought about how processes of sound change took place from an articulatory perspective, and which changes were plausible, likely, ‘natural’, and so on,

ablaut and other types of distribution of strong and weak forms, including vowel length, within a particular language,

influence of neighbouring sounds on one another, as per Grassmann’s and Ascoli’s Laws,

influence of stress and related phenomena such as intonation, as per Verner’s Law.

They would need to be prepared at times to reject doctrines that appeared indisputable from the textual evidence, the Sanskrit grammatical tradition, or from modern phonetics, in other words from the very cornerstones of their science. Ascoli’s discovery had been made by ignoring phonetics and focusing instead simply on the distribution of sound units, their occurrence and surroundings. The sets of consonants which he determined in this way had a rather abstract, algebraic quality that was heightened by his decision to indicate them with subscript numerals.

It both made possible and demanded a new way of thinking, in which the mother language might be imagined in a form unattested in any of the daughters, the evidence was algebraic rather than textual, and the principles abstract and idealistic rather than grounded in observation. It was not a shift which most of the older, established linguists were capable of making. But it set off a sudden eruption of insights for a number of younger scholars. The epicentre was the University of Leipzig, and the year in which it occurred was 1876, precisely when the young Ferdinand de Saussure arrived there to undertake his first formal studies in linguistics.


PART II
EARLY YEARS TO THE MÉMOIRE
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1857–1873

BIRTH AND CHILDHOOD

THE year 1857 was one of turmoil across the world, this time including Switzerland. For Louise de Saussure, blissfully untouched by the destruction, it was a year of joy. The family celebrated the marriage of her twenty-year-old sister Countess Blanche-Sophie de Pourtalès to Gabriel Naville, a widower. In April, Neuchâtel, the Pourtalès family seat, became independent of Prussian rule. Though they had always ardently supported that rule and had benefited handsomely from their links to the Prussian royal court, Louise’s family came out of the fight with their reputation intact, indeed enhanced. Around that same time, Louise, not yet twenty, learned that she was pregnant with her first child.

She gave birth to her son on Thursday 26 November, in Geneva, probably in her mother-in-law’s apartment in the mansion on the Rue de la Cité. He was christened Ferdinand-Mongin, the second name being that of his long-ago ancestor Mongin Chouel. As noted in Chapter 1, there had been one or two other Ferdinand de Saussures in the family over the centuries, but it was not a common French name.1 Ferdinand’s godmother was his aunt Blanche Naville, who took her role seriously, remaining close to him throughout his life. Her husband Gabriel would die in 1864 at the age of thirty-eight, leaving Blanche to live on for another fifty-nine years of widowhood.

Henri would later recall of his first-born son that

As a child he was the most gracious little being imaginable. He smiled at everyone with an exceptional grace that I have never seen in any other child. But he always had a seriousness about him that struck everyone. People said that he was unlike any other, and some in the family found this worrisome.2

A year and a half after Ferdinand’s birth, Louise produced a second son, named Horace after the family’s most distinguished scion. Horace suffered all his life from Sydenham’s chorea, the motor disorder known traditionally as St Vitus’s dance.3 The two boys were constant playmates in their early years. Like many second children Horace grew up in his brother’s shadow, but he did not mind, since he himself tended to hero-worship Ferdinand. Even in their late teens Horace was ‘always ready to do anything’ for Ferdinand, who, in their father’s view, sometimes abused his brother’s good-heartedness.4

In these years the principal residence of Henri, Louise, and their children was the farm at La Charniaz,5 across the border in the Savoy, which in 1860 was annexed by France. It was an isolated environment, without other children to play with. They would spend time at Creux de Genthod, especially in the summer, with their grandmother Fanny, uncle Théodore, and aunt Adèle, and more rarely in Geneva, where much of the family mansion continued to be rented out for income. Henri did, however, keep an office on the first floor, below his mother’s large apartment on the second.6 At La Charniaz, the actual farming was done by a tenant named Schaerer, a Zurichois whose skills Henri greatly admired. Henri, with his Hofwyl training, continued to conduct observations and experiments on effective agriculture, applying his techniques with Schaerer’s help. Henri’s successes were recognized across the region, as he brought home a succession of prize ribbons from agricultural fairs that seem to have meant almost as much to him as international recognition for his ongoing publications on insect biology.

Fanny lived to see her first granddaughter, Albertine Adèle, born in August 1861, two years after Horace. Named for Henri’s aunt and sister-in-law, she was destined to be the great beauty of this generation of Saussures.7 Albertine would also be the sibling with whom Ferdinand had the warmest relationship throughout his life. When a glandular ailment sent Fanny into her final decline in the summer of 1862, she had the satisfaction of leaving behind a trio of young Saussures, two males and a female, the same as her husband’s generation.

She did not go quickly or quietly. Nursing her at La Charniaz, Louise found her own nerves frayed by her mother-in-law’s demands and caprices.8 In the summer of 1862 Fanny insisted on decamping to Creux de Genthod, where, by late October, she was bedridden with attacks of asphyxia. The death watch began, with Théodore spending nearly every night at her bedside, often joined by Henri.9 She asked constantly about the little ones. Two weeks before the end, Ferdinand, approaching his fifth birthday, was brought in and placed beside her on her deathbed, to her immense joy.10 In her final fortnight, however, her condition was so severe, Henri wrote, that when ‘She asked me as always for news of the children; I said that I was not bringing them for fear of tiring her.—Ah! How true, she cried.’ He nevertheless regretted not having brought Ferdinand for one last visit.

Fanny died in November 1862, aged sixty-six. Louise brought Ferdinand and Horace back from La Charniaz for the funeral. Henri wrote that

They were no doubt struck, a bit frightened by this solemn ritual but neither of them understood the fact. The news of the death of their grandmother made a bizarre impression on them; Ferdinand ran and hid; he was half frightened, half angry at his mother for giving him the news. I really regret that they were not shown the funeral convoy, which would have engraved itself on their memory better than the impression left by the ceremony.11

Henri was bitter at how few people attended the funeral, as had also been the case with his father—but all the more grateful to those who did come, among whom were his old travelling companion Henri Peyrot, and Peyrot’s father-in-law, Adolphe Pictet.12 It was agreed that Henri would take over Creux de Genthod, a place he had always loved, even if his mother’s irksome presence had at times made him prefer to avoid it. Seeing how little she left in the way of jewellery, Henri remarked, ‘Alas, she had not been spoiled’.

Just before the first anniversary of Fanny’s death, Louise gave birth to a second daughter, Elisabeth Théodora. Named for Louise’s grandmother Elisabeth Saladin and Henri’s brother Théodore, she was known throughout her life as Dora. In Henri’s eyes, it was almost a case of reincarnation: ‘She is the portrait of my mother, the resemblance is sometimes laughable even though she did not get her nose but had the bad taste to choose my crow’s beak.’13 Whereas Albertine had ‘some of the inertia’ of Louise and the Pourtalès family generally, ‘Dora has a more lively spirit. […] She is gay, enterprising, full of initiative, totally de Saussure.’ That, Henri was obliged to admit, also had its downside.

Dora had a more Romantic personality, unpredictable, very agitated, a gadfly. She never gave us a moment’s respite, no chance of reading in a room when she was in transit, coming every minute to show you her doll or this or that. She has always had exaggerated passions, she was very coquettish; this has calmed, but she is subject to jealousy, and above all to depression like my mother and me. She has had several difficult periods that bordered on hysteria. All this is sorting itself out as she grows.

Henri, who gave his children their early lessons, appreciated Albertine’s gift for writing easily and producing charming prose compositions, whereas Dora was ‘adroit with her fingers, making dresses, succeeding at all sorts of small practical things, less studious than Albertine but able to write charming verses with ease’.

These first four children, Ferdinand, Horace, Albertine, and Dora, formed a senior cohort, relating to one another as equals while treating the younger siblings in a semi-parental way. In Henri’s eyes, none of the others could compare intellectually with Ferdinand: ‘From a very young age he learned with extreme ease. He was endowed with a memory that allowed him to learn fables very rapidly. Giving him lessons was a pleasure.’14 Henri was beginning to worry, however, that the boy might be too intellectual. His much remarked upon seriousness was drifting towards introversion, and he was not particularly inclined toward physical activity. Henri appreciated Horace’s well-roundedness and open spirit, fearing that Ferdinand would suffer in the long term if his bookish tendencies were not tempered and his precocious maturity not held in check, so that he might enjoy a proper childhood.

Following the pattern established by Horace-Bénédict, the family’s life revolved around the two great houses built by their ancestor Lullin. The mansion in the Rue de la Cité was their residence from late October to early July, while the summer months were spent at the other mansion at Creux de Genthod on the north shore of Lake Geneva. Even there, Ferdinand always showed a

great aversion toward the ordinary amusements of childhood and anything smacking of gymnastic exercise.

The excess of intelligence had as its downside a singular physical laziness that has always worried me, and I have done all that I can to combat it, by giving him tasks to do and errands to run, trying to interest him in outdoor occupations.15

Even as a small boy Ferdinand liked to fish, and enjoyed being allowed to shoot his father’s rifle. Henri, who welcomed any activity that would lure his son outdoors, ascribed his love of shooting to the fact that ‘he has courage, and the ambition not to be inferior in anything’. In addition there were visits to the castles of the Pourtalès family, which stood in vast grounds where the children could lose themselves from morning to dusk, and where the boys, when they were old enough, could learn to hunt—Ferdinand’s one great non-intellectual pleasure through his adolescent years and on into his early adulthood.

A gap of two and a half years ensued before the birth in May 1866 of the next child, Léopold, named after Louise’s eldest brother. Placed right in the middle, with four older siblings and four younger ones, he would relate to them accordingly. Ferdinand treated him as a little brother into his twenties, as did his older sisters, until he began to distinguish himself in a military career and then as a writer and scholar. Ferdinand’s relationship with Léopold never went through the tensions he experienced with his other brothers, and in his later years the two of them would become especially close.

Less than four months after Léopold’s birth, the extended family suffered its first really tragic death since the previous century. It was that of Adèle de Saussure’s younger brother Charles Pictet, a student in the University of Edinburgh. After a weekend of heavy drinking,

he entered Messrs Rutherford & Co.’s public house, and seating himself in a box, ordered some refreshment and writing materials, which were supplied to him. A few minutes afterwards, the report of a pistol being heard from inside the box, the door was opened, and Pictet was found sitting at the table, his head, which was streaming with blood, resting on his hands. A small pistol and a box of percussion caps were found at his feet. It was apparent that he had shot himself, and the shot, which had been fired into the right temple and had passed into the brain, must have been instantaneously fatal.16

The newspaper account goes on to say that ‘The deceased’, although ‘well dressed and of a gentlemanly bearing’, was ‘apparently very poor. He had pawned his watch in the morning, it is supposed, to enable him to purchase the pistol and gunpowder.’ And another telling detail: ‘the note which he had partly written was apparently addressed to a lady, beginning “My dear Maggie.” or “Dear Mary;” but it was so blurred by the blood which had flowed upon it as to be quite illegible.’

That unusually high inclination for suicide among Genevese men had not diminished from the eighteenth century. Charles Pictet’s case reminds us that second sons of even well-off families had to make their own way financially, and that until they did, the young women they loved were unlikely to accept their proposals.

However common suicide may have been, this was the first one to have directly touched the young Ferdinand, almost nine at the time. His aunt Adèle was like a mother to him, and her brother Charles was his second cousin (once removed). For the Saussure children and their friends, Adèle was always the ‘gracious doyenne’ of the family, the one who devoted herself to ‘maintaining, with the traditions, the cult of the ancestors, Madame Necker de Saussure, N.-Théodore de Saussure, and above all this Horace-Bénédict de Saussure who was, at the end of the eighteenth century, the prince of Genevese science’.17 Two of these were her own direct ancestors, while only one was the direct ancestor of the Saussure children. From the late 1880s onwards, when their own mother no longer lived with the family, Adèle became their de facto mother, though they remained close to their maternal aunts, uncles, and cousins.

Sometime in this period an aborted suicide-murder occurred within Henri and Louise’s own household. Henri alludes to it only in passing in his diary a decade later. An English governess they had employed, Miss Mansfield, fell ill with a high fever, and in her delirium tried to jump from a window, taking Albertine with her.18 One has only to look at the height of the upper-storey windows in the Saussure mansion to see that the jump would certainly have been fatal.

Within the family, Ferdinand was treated as one of the grown-ups from an early age. His father wrote about him in 1870 that

He has always been a grave, reflective child, he has I think never done anything silly. From the age of nine or ten we thought he should be treated as an adult; he could be trusted completely. He never disobeyed and applied the greatest conscientiousness to everything. He never left a task unfinished; in this regard he reminds me of Théodore in his youth, but he is more open, more gay, more witty, more observing. Nothing escapes him. He is quick to seize on ridiculous things and milk them for laughs. He takes certain newspaper reports as themes on which he weaves innumerable witticisms. From the age of ten he has read his newspaper from one end to the other like an adult.19

Of course, for as long as he could remember he was constantly being reminded of his position as the eldest son and the responsibilities it entailed, which grew along with the family. Within two years of Léopold’s birth, Henri and Louise had their fourth son, René, in March 1868. With his christening, all three of the names of Henri’s elder brother Horace-René-Théodore had been given to one of the children, the last in the feminized version Théodora. If Léopold never quite entered the charmed circle of Ferdinand, Horace, Albertine, and Dora, he became, with René’s arrival, the senior partner in a new circle of their own. The two of them undertook the ultimate act of fraternal bonding: they created their own language. Unusually, it was not a coded version of French, and seems to have been their first language.

Léopold and René, when they were small, before they knew how to talk, had between them a certain argot that we did not understand at all, but that they understood perfectly well. In truth a language had formed between these children, by the mere fact of necessity and of contact. The words were very incomplete, understandably for these children who could not yet articulate well. From a psychological point of view this fact has a real importance and throws some light on the way in which a language is born. Ferdinand with his genius for linguistics did not fail to take note of the language of his little brothers and, though still a child himself, worked out its grammar.20

Although René would always be the little brother to the senior cohort, he still occupied a significant place in their world. But René was the last of the siblings of whom this can be said. The three who followed belonged practically to another generation. The gap was not just one of age. The third daughter, just a year and four months younger than René, was profoundly different from the rest.

Jeanne was born at seven months in a time when premature babies, if they survived, often suffered developmental problems. In Jeanne’s case, her health remained weak long after her birth, and it gradually became apparent that her hearing was severely deficient. Henri blamed this on the fact that his wife’s grandparents, William and Elizabeth Saladin de Crans, were first cousins. This may indeed have been a contributing factor, though he might have considered the inbreeding within his own family as well. Probably a more direct factor was the delay of several years by one of the family doctors, Victor Gautier, before performing a suppuration on Jeanne’s ears, by which time the damage had been done.21 There is no indication though that she was treated as a deaf person, taught to lip-read or use sign language. Although she became withdrawn, and was never part of the social or intellectual world of her brothers and sisters, she was much loved by them. ‘This little Jeanne attracts everyone’s admiration’, her father wrote.22‘She is the best behaved child imaginable. She has always been gentle, docile, so far as her state of health allowed her to be, and in this regard she is like Albertine.’

When a fifth son, Louis Octave, arrived in April 1871, the family was relieved, indeed overjoyed to find that he had no handicaps, indeed was an exceptionally bright and charming child. The name Octave was not an arbitrary choice—he was the eighth child—while Louis was the name shared by his mother Louise and his father Henri-Frédéric-Louis, as well as having a long history in the Pourtalès family. With all his older brothers and sisters treating him as their doll, it would be no surprise if he became a bit spoiled. Or that he would feel let down and detached when he reached adolescence and all the special attention ceased. For his father, it was as though, after many efforts, he had finally produced a perfect child.23 Ferdinand would amuse himself by teasing his little brother, sometimes driving him into what Henri called ‘blue rages’. Once when Louis ran headlong into Ferdinand, butting him at full force, Ferdinand reacted by giving his brother a light smack, described by their father as ‘a bit teacherly’ in character. The younger boy then became enraged and started hitting Ferdinand over and over, as hard as he could. The others present tried to hold Louis back, reminding him that he had struck the first blow. ‘Yes!’, he cried indignantly, ‘but two wrongs don’t make a right!’

The last son, Maximilien, was born in February 1873,24 when Ferdinand was already fifteen. His story belongs to a different phase of his brother’s adolescence, and will be told in the next chapter. For now, suffice it to say that the nine children Louise de Saussure produced in sixteen years ranked her with the great Genevese mothers of yore. Thanks to her, the Saussure line, which had seemed doomed to extinction not long before, was very secure indeed. But having nine children would take its toll on the strongest person in the world, and Louise had never been inordinately strong.

MONS-DJÉMILA AND HENRI DUNANT

Henri de Saussure’s marriage did not rescue him from the financial straits he had written to his brother about from Mexico. It may, however, have provided him with a capital sum to invest in a new project promising great returns, into which many of those in his coterie were putting substantial amounts. The story of this scheme and Saussure’s involvement with it is noteworthy because of the totally unexpected offshoots it would produce—the International Red Cross and the Geneva Convention—but also because its ultimate failure cast a long shadow over Ferdinand de Saussure’s childhood, when for at least two years it became the major concern in his father’s life, and his early career, when the family were still dealing with its fallout.

The scheme was the work of Henri’s friend Henri Dunant, who had begun his career in 1849 as an apprentice in the Lullin & Sautter bank. Dunant spent most of his hours away from the bank with evangelical Christian groups that were springing up in Geneva, partly in response to Harriet Beecher Stowe’s revelations about the human cost of the American slave trade. The official Reformed Church had financial interests in the American South that would be threatened by abolition, as did many among the Genevese elite.

In 1853 the French government granted Lullin & Sautter 20,000 hectares of land near Sétif in Algeria, to set up the Compagnie Genevoise des Colonies Suisses de Sétif.25 Dunant was sent to Sétif for two months, and there began propagandizing to attract settlers. In an article in the Journal de Genève of 3 November 1853 he described ‘a prosperous, healthy, fertile country where security reigns, with a cheap Arab workforce and French authorities attentive to the well-being of the colonists’.

Several convoys of colonists were persuaded to go immediately, even before houses for them were completed. It was a hasty and ill-planned beginning. No preparations had been made for the severe winters at Sétif, or for sanitary conditions that were nothing like as healthy as Dunant had depicted them. Cholera and typhoid epidemics broke out in the spring, and by July 1854, unprepared again for the desert sun that beat down upon them relentlessly, colonists were dying every day. As the news made its way back across the Mediterranean, no more Swiss colonists were forthcoming. Dunant, long since returned to Geneva, had to move his recruitment effort to the Savoy and Burgundy, where it met with considerable success.

When Dunant returned to Sétif in 1855, along with his younger brother Daniel, he realized how unduly positive his reports had been. The colonists could barely earn enough to cover their rent or mortgage payments to the Compagnie. They were also in increasing conflict with the local population, whose sheep-grazing rights had not been clearly delineated in the land grant. Nevertheless, the Compagnie was pressing ahead with building new villages, while also pressing the French government with requests for further land grants and rights. In the wake of the initial disasters and the Compagnie’s failure to complete the terms of its original grant, these were being turned down.

During his second, extended, stay in Sétif, Dunant on his own initiative bought a load of timber and sold it at a substantial profit, impressing the Lullin & Sautter directors in the process, and whetting his appetite for even bigger ventures.26 Sétif lay in the fertile high plateaux of Algeria, with excellent conditions for growing wheat, used throughout Northern Africa as the staple food semolina (couscous), as well as for bread and noodles. The elevation also meant plenty of water power for the running of mills. Dunant saw that the agricultural potential of this region, once the breadbasket of the Roman Empire, had barely been tapped.

In 1856 Dunant drew up plans for a large grain plantation and a mill—not as a Lullin & Sautter venture, but a personal one. He applied successfully for a personal land concession for an area known as Mons-Djémila, and began raising the capital needed to establish the farm, build a large mill, and divert water to run it. Dunant set up the Société Anonyme des Moulins des Mons-Djémila (Mons-Djémila Mills Corporation). Henri de Saussure was among the first of the many Genevese who enthusiastically bought shares. The scheme looked certain to succeed, and promised a return that would re-establish the Saussures among the wealthier families in their coterie. The mill was built—it stands to this day—but problems arose when the waterfall included in Dunant’s concession proved insufficient to run it. He sent repeated appeals to Napoleon III for a concession for a second waterfall, but they went unanswered.

With his backers receiving no dividends and beginning to lose patience, Dunant decided in June 1859 to pay the emperor a personal visit. France was at war with Austria, supporting the efforts of Garibaldi and Cavour to gain independence for Italy. Napoleon III was leading his troops, and Dunant caught up with them at Solferino.27 The human carnage left in the wake of the battle—the first he had ever seen—changed Dunant’s life irrevocably. The fate of Mons-Djémila seemed trivial when men lay dying in their thousands, waiting for primitive medical treatment. Most of the medics who had come with the army had been taken prisoner or killed outright. Dunant learned that, after any trading of prisoners of war by the two sides, it was traditional to kill those who remained. Dunant never saw the emperor, despite following him from Solferino to three other battles, where his horror only grew.

Dunant returned to Geneva and the business of Mons-Djémila, knowing that without the concession for the waterfall the enterprise was doomed. But he had spent the capital and was unable to pay back his shareholders. He strung them along for several years, remaining hopeful of a change of fortune, and increasingly haunted by what he had witnessed. In 1861 he wrote A Memory of Solferino and paid to have it printed. It had an immediate impact. Most of those who read it agreed at once with its proposals for drawing up a set of rules for the conduct of war, including the granting of neutral status to medical personnel, and the humane treatment of prisoners of war.

In 1863 Dunant, together with Gustave Moynier, convened the first organizational meeting of what would later come to be known as the International Committee of the Red Cross, followed by two meetings of representatives of governments from across the world in 1864 and 1868 to draft the First and Second Geneva Conventions. They not only continue to govern the conduct of war, but have furnished the point of departure for all of international law.

But already by 1865 the need for capital to keep the Mons-Djémila project from total collapse was leading Dunant to speculate dangerously. Held in high regard because of his humanitarian undertakings, he became a Director of the Crédit Genevois bank. This put him in a position to borrow from the bank with few restrictions, and he began playing the Paris stock market.28 When, a few months later, the Crédit Genevois collapsed, its Directors were ordered by the courts to make good the losses to its creditors. Dunant was left bankrupt, and although he was not alone among its Directors in abusing access to its funds, his high profile meant that the press and the public focused their wrath on him. He resigned from the International Committee of the Red Cross, left Geneva, and spent most of the next two decades travelling from one European capital to another as the guest of humanitarian admirers. He continued to beat the drum for the Geneva Conventions, and even for the Red Cross, which was now busy trying to write him out of its history.

The Société Anonyme des Moulins de Mons-Djémila continued a moribund half-life. Most of those who had sunk money into it concluded that their investments were lost, and withdrew, taking whatever fraction of the original capital they were able to get for their shares. Nevertheless, in 1867 Dunant still remained optimistic that one success in Algeria would put him in a position to pay off his debts and restore his name. He proposed to the remaining Genevese investors that the Corporation’s single most valuable asset, the Akfadou forest, could be developed into a hugely profitable venture using the remaining capital plus a modest infusion of new funds.29

A group of twelve investors were persuaded. Even now, after more than a decade of losses and debacles, they were prepared to channel another 100,000 francs into Dunant’s scheme. Henri de Saussure put in 10,000. The list of investors included no members of the Genevese banking families, whom experience had taught not to throw good money after bad. But Saussure was confident that they were blinding themselves to a great opportunity. He took an active role in the reactivated venture, travelling to Algeria in early June 1867 to assess the situation with his own eyes.30 From there he went to Paris, meeting with colonial officials whom he hoped to persuade to give the Corporation the further grants and concessions that were needed before the works could commence.31 Saussure left with reassurances that the requests would be granted.

On this basis the investors agreed to proceed with the scheme. Their first priority was to deal with Henri Dunant, now residing in Paris. A million francs of original corporation assets had disappeared over the preceding decade without being clearly accounted for.32 Dunant had no possessions they might seize, and they lacked the stomach to seek criminal prosecution of a fellow Genevese. The best recourse, they decided, was to make a new start without him. Among all the papers and correspondence concerning Henri Dunant in the archives of Henri de Saussure there is no mention of his humanitarian activities. Nor does Saussure ever condemn his old friend personally, though he is forthright about his frightful mismanagement of the company.

By the autumn of 1867, the Corporation, with Henri de Saussure as President of its reconstituted Administrative Council, was ready to press ahead with its plans. It hired an engineer and topographer named David Kaltbrunner to serve as its Director, and dispatched him to Algeria. Kaltbrunner found that the obstacles were as insurmountable as they had been a decade earlier. A year after arriving in Algeria, and six months after the Corporation’s reorganization received state approval, he returned to Switzerland so dispirited that he could not even face going to Geneva to meet with the investors. It was left to one of the bankers who handled the Corporation’s affairs to go to find Kaltbrunner in Friburg. He reported back to Saussure that ‘Mr Kaltbrunner is convinced that any new attempts at extracting anything from the forest would be fruitless, and that any money put into the project henceforth will be lost since what has already been invested is perhaps lost’.

So unwilling were Saussure and the others to admit that it had all been in vain that even now they did not wrap the company up and release the remaining capital. They hung on until 1871, by which time Saussure had been lured by another large investment opportunity, closer to home, through which he hoped to make up his own losses and those of the friends he had persuaded to persist in the forlorn attempt to rescue something from the Mons-Djémila disaster.

Saussure had been a newly married young man of twenty-seven when Dunant began his Algerian adventure. In 1871 he was forty-one and the father of eight. He did not have paid employment, now or ever in his life, but was determined to survive as a rentier, from the rents on his properties, dividends on his investments, and interest on his assets. The disappointments of La Charniaz and Mons-Djémila had not extinguished his faith that the next investment scheme would end his financial troubles. Inwardly he must have shared all the bitterness of his compatriots towards Dunant and the setbacks he had visited upon them, even if he was more reticent about venting it. One wonders how he would feel if he were alive today, and each time he took the short steep walk down the Rue de la Tertasse from his mansion to the Place Neuve, he encountered at its foot the heroic, larger-than-life bust of Henri Dunant, placed on a pedestal there in 1980.

In 1895 the newspaper Die Ostschweiz reported that Dunant, now sixty-seven, was living in obscurity in a poorly furnished single room in Heiden, a village in the northeast of Switzerland. The article was reprinted across the world and Dunant was ‘rediscovered’, with lavish tributes paid to him and honours heaped upon him. In 1901, the first Nobel Peace Prize was awarded jointly to Dunant and the even older Frédéric Passy, who in 1867 had founded the Permanent International League for Peace, which evolved into the French Society for Arbitration among Nations, institutional ancestor of the League of Nations and the United Nations.

HOFWYL

In 1864 Switzerland became one of the first countries to introduce compulsory education. The new law made the state school system even less attractive to the aristocrats, since their children would be outnumbered by their agemates from the middle and lower classes. The Hofwyl Institute that Théodore and Henri had attended, and that their grandfather Crud had earlier helped to oversee, had closed within a few years after the death of Emmanuel Fellenberg in 1844. But in 1855 it was reopened by Fellenberg’s brother-in-law, Dr Edouard-Ludwig-Gabriel Müller von Lanhof.33 This ‘second Hofwyl school’, as it is known, was presented by Müller as the direct heir of the original. In reality, the two schools had almost nothing in common apart from their location.

Müller was born and raised in Calcutta, where his father was an officer in the British East India Company.34 He married an Englishwoman named Flora Ackerly Grisdale, and the two of them ran their Hofwyl rather more as an international version of a British public school than on the Romantic lines of the Fellenberg–Pestalozzi ‘back to the land’ curriculum. Nevertheless, Henri had so enjoyed his Hofwyl years that it was an easy decision to send his sons there.

In the autumn of 1866 or 1867 Ferdinand was separated from his family for the first time, with his brother Horace joining him at Hofwyl the following year.35 Ferdinand so loathed the experience that thirty years on, when his sister Albertine wrote that she was planning to send their young cousin Horace de Pourtalès to an English public school, Ferdinand replied with deep misgivings.36 She had been a small child when he was at Hofwyl, and only now learned of how miserable he had been. Details of student life at Hofwyl have only recently become public knowledge, through the publication in 2004 of the memoirs of Saussure’s fellow student Jean-Élie David. Writing toward the end of his life, David recalled Hofwyl as a living hell in which he was bullied mercilessly by other students and treated coldly by the Müllers. One can never rely wholly on such a one-sided portrait, but the thrust of what David reports is supported by the diaries of Henri de Saussure and by the letter from Ferdinand to Albertine mentioned above.

For all his enduring bitterness over the experience, David did not hesitate to describe Müller’s own teaching as superb: ‘his history lessons were captivating; he brought out the underlying conflicts and described the battles from the point of view first of one side, then from that of the enemy.’37 But this only served to highlight how inferior the rest of the teaching staff was.

[M]ost of them were replaced at the start of each year. They were recruited from among the young PhDs of German universities who wanted to get a year’s teaching experience outside their home country. I only knew three stable ones during my three-year stay. The odious Kiesel and his parrot: he made us sing German national anthems. Good papa Küpfer, from Münchenbuchsee, a self-taught village encyclopaedia, taught physics, natural history, drawing and gymnastics, full of humour and good sense.

The third taught Italian, a subject Saussure did not take. ‘The others’, David writes, ‘were only at Hofwyl for two or at the most three semesters.’ One of them may have made a significant impression on Saussure: ‘Descombaz, the French master, very lively, made us read and explicated to us Buddha and his Religion (1860) by Jules Barthélemy-Saint-Hilaire.’38

But the teaching meant little when, outside class, the boys were enduring torture. Élie David was fourteen, two years older than Saussure, when he arrived at the school, yet it was the twelve-year-old who comforted him, rather than the other way round. David arrived just before ‘the odious Kiesel’ was to take him and ten or twelve other boys on a trek of several days on foot to Geneva and back. On the way, David fell ill with a high fever and terrible diarrhoea, nearly passing out. Kiesel would do nothing for him.

Happily I found, without seeking it, the complaisance of two brothers, Genevese like me, Ferdinand and Horace de Saussure. I do not know what drew them to me, but from the start they showed me a deep friendship that I returned to them with all my heart, by simple reciprocity at first, then because they had none of the rudeness, the vulgarity of some specimens of the boarding school. It is almost never the pick of the litter that parents confide to far-off educational establishments. Most often they are restive, spoiled, vulgar, even vicious children whom they no longer know how to deal with after fruitless attempts within the family circle or nearby. The Saussures kept their distance from such boys, three of whom in particular left me with a bitter memory.39

One was a Scot, another from an Irish family established in Brazil, the third an Italian. The Irish lad also had a younger brother who ‘was not bad, but enjoyed watching the torments inflicted on the younger boys’ by the Scot at his brother’s instigation. David and the Saussure brothers became

inseparable friends from the third day on. Horace, small and slender, had trouble carrying his sack; I helped him with it as often as I could, throwing it over my own. He took a childish pleasure in my jokes, laughing at them uproariously. The more reflective Ferdinand showed his precocious intelligence in the remarks he made concerning everything he happened to think about.

When the hikers reached Creux de Genthod, they were invited by the Saussures to dine at their magnificent mansion on the shore. The next day they reached Geneva, and Élie David’s mother invited them to their own much more modest home—after which the roughnecks teased David mercilessly about how poorly his family’s hospitality had measured up to that of the Saussures. The blow to his self-esteem hurt nearly as much as the brutality inflicted on him by the older boys on the sports fields and in the swimming pond, where they nearly drowned him.

Against these systematic persecutions, I had only the affection of Ferdinand de Saussure. While his brother Horace looked on the bright side of life, smiling at the passing clouds, Ferdinand was outraged by the mocking brutality and the vulgarity of certain of our comrades. He made me the confidant of his trouble, and listened with touching sympathy to the recital of my trials. We might have complained to our parents, but our parents had sent us to boarding school so that we could learn how to survive, and no doubt the tortures we underwent were part of the programme. Besides, we had read F. W. Farrar’s Saint Winifred, or the World of School (1862). This was the regime, and one had to submit to it.40

Home for the Easter holidays of 1869, Ferdinand must have felt relieved that he had just one more term to endure at Hofwyl, since that autumn he expected to begin school in Geneva, alongside the other boys of his family’s coterie. He did not know what was going through his father’s mind, however. Henri had begun a lifelong habit of invidiously comparing his two eldest sons and picking on whatever weakness either showed.

6 April 1869. We have Ferdinand and Horace back on holiday from Hofwyl (ages 11 and 9.) They look well and I am very pleased with both of them. Ferdinand continues to make great strides with the extraordinary gifts that mark him out, Horace has much less facility but he is much more agile and does well in physical exercises where F. just scrapes through. Ferdinand needs to be held back and Horace pushed. I remain fearful of when Ferdinand reaches puberty. His mind is too precocious and his body feels the effects. So I think it would be best to leave him another year at Hofwyl even though it will put him behind his friends here. He will know German thoroughly, English rather well, which will serve as compensation.41

Sending him back for another year was a mistake Henri would sorely regret. Something happened during Ferdinand’s last year at Hofwyl, something serious enough for his father suddenly to withdraw him from the school in the spring of 1870.42 Something unspeakable enough for Henri—rarely reticent even about physical matters that most of his contemporaries would have treated as taboo—to refer to only as ‘deplorable things’ when revisiting the events in his diary a few years later.43 Ferdinand may have already been enduring it in silence for some time, assuming like David that it was part of the programme.

It no doubt relates to Albertine’s assurances to him that Horace de Pourtalès would be lodging only with boys of his own age. If Hofwyl was modelled after the British public schools, its tradition was one in which younger boys were at the mercy of the older ones, whom they were made to serve as ‘fags’, performing all sorts of services for them including those that would give the term its later homosexual meaning. That something sexual was involved is suggested by a remark of David’s, still rather guarded, concerning the fact that the Müller’s parlour was in principle open to the boys in the evening, but that they were made to feel unwelcome by the daughters, who were in their twenties and with no interest in such young boys.

[T]his distancing deprived the boys of all feminine influence, and the result was, among a certain number of the boarders, secret habits which, fortunately, the director cut short with personal interviews which made a strong impression.44

Henri had evidently never experienced anything of the sort at the original Hofwyl, and although shocked enough to pull Ferdinand out at once, he retained enough faith in Müller, who represented his region on the national council, to send Horace back at the start of the following year. But in the spring he withdrew Horace as well, ‘for reasons no less grave’. Müller, he decided, was nothing but a fine talker, the sort he knew all too well from his experiences with Dunant.

At least, Henri consoled himself, the boys had learned German. Hofwyl was, after all, near Bern, in the German-speaking part of Switzerland, and German was the principal language used at the school in Henri’s day. But had he bothered to enquire, he would have learned that in fact French and English were the two languages in everyday use at the second Hofwyl school.45 David noted that his sister had learned German better in eighteen months as an au pair at Göppingen than he had done in three years at Hofwyl.46 As a natural linguist, Ferdinand may have profited more from the limited exposure to German. He had no difficulty understanding the German-language lectures at the University of Leipzig starting in 1876. But he opted to do his formal written work there in French, and reading the occasional letters which he wrote in German to his professors and others, one can see that his active use of the language was more bookish than idiomatic.47 Later he would note in an undated fragment that

I think I spoke of Leistungen [‘achievements’], and it would have been enough to speak of those who ‘etwas beigetragen haben, oder sich verdient gemacht haben’ [‘contributed something, or made themselves deserving’], but in any case I disavow any expression in German, it has been too long since I have stopped practising the language for me still to have the sense of synonyms.48

Whatever else he took away from his two years at Hofwyl is hard to pinpoint. Perhaps as part of putting the traumatic experience behind him, he never wrote about it except in the one letter to his sister. It may have strengthened his emotional bonds to his native place, in the way his father’s traumatic voyage to Mexico made him into an armchair entomologist—albeit an indefatigable one—who never again stayed away from home for long.

Two of Ferdinand’s school reports from Hofwyl, both signed by Müller, survive among the family papers. The first, dated 24 March 1869, shows that he was studying religion, Latin, German, English, French, mathematics, natural history, drawing, and writing. All his marks are ‘good’, though with some qualifications in religion, mathematics, drawing, and Latin. The second report, dated 23 December 1869, covers mostly the same subjects, but with the addition of Greek, history, geography, and physics, and dropping natural history and writing. This time most of the courses have qualified marks, including French and all the other languages except English.

Already the shades of his great-grandfather were impinging on Ferdinand’s life. Horace-Bénédict’s strong criticism of Genevese public education was why his own children were educated at home, and his two grandsons and first two great-grandsons at Hofwyl. Henri, admitting that ‘the experiment’ of sending his sons to Hofwyl ‘did not succeed’,49 set about preparing Ferdinand for entering the best of Geneva’s private schools in the autumn.50 The boy himself was overjoyed to return to the familiar environment of the mansions his great-grandfather had acquired.

Yet Henri was disturbed to find how introverted his son had become: ‘He was always very silent, very inward; you never knew what he was thinking. Replied little to questions.’51 The abuse Ferdinand endured at Hofwyl, which closed its doors in 1876, likely reinforced this inwardness, making him feel that even the people and institutions he was meant to trust might turn on him and betray him, and that his best protection was to build a wall around himself. At the same time, Henri noted, ‘This disposition was combined with the opposite excess, that of mad laughter and nervous excitation which manifested itself when amusing subjects were touched upon’. One might have expected Henri to take some comfort in this—indeed what would save Ferdinand from a lonely adolescence was his readiness to trust and form strong bonds with boys who shared his sense of humour. But Henri, increasingly given to finding everything a cause for worry, found this disposition distressful as well, because ‘it was a weakness’.52

Still, tutoring Ferdinand in the spring of 1870, Henri could not have been more impressed with the boy’s intellect: ‘What an unusually gifted boy is our Ferdinand. He learns with extreme ease, and he is not superficial as overly-gifted children too often are.’53 Even the more pessimistic Henri of six years later would recall that

As he grew, his faculties grew as well. He was always something of a man. From the age of twelve he read his newspaper regularly and took an interest in general politics. His tastes were not those of youth. He sought the company of adults; he read everything he could get his hands on.54

If it is true that up to this point Ferdinand did not like reading things written for boys, that was about to change, as his new set of schoolmates would rarely find him without his nose buried in an adventure story. More likely, though, he always enjoyed reading them, but with his father kept up the front of having wholly adult tastes. Nor was Henri interested in the other skill Ferdinand was beginning to develop: writing poetry. It would occupy him increasingly over the next few years.55 A paper from this period, dated 29 June 1870 and headed ‘Various little things’, contains a verse Ferdinand either composed or copied out:

Mon pêre dites-moi, qu’est-ce donc que la gloire?

La gloire mon enfant? De pénibles travaux

C’est le fruit si tardif qui croît sur les tombeaux

Et dont seule jouit l’immortelle Mémoire.

‘Tell me, father, what is glory?

Glory, son? Fruit of toil and worry

That comes so late it grows on the tomb

And immortal Memory enjoys it alone.’

In the case of young Ferdinand de Saussure, the premonition is so precise as to be poignant and chilling in equal measures.

THE FRANCO-PRUSSIAN WAR

The summer after Ferdinand’s abortive second year at Hofwyl was a cataclysmic one, with the outbreak of a war that would shape the Europe he inhabited for the rest of his life. For an avid newspaper reader interested in general politics as Ferdinand was, this was the story of the moment. Although neutral, the Swiss, like the French, were worried about growing Prussian power. In the event of war, the Swiss army would be called up to defend the borders. When war was declared on 19 July 1870, Ferdinand was in Savoy along with his parents, uncle, and aunt. In a memoir of the events set down in 1883, his uncle Théodore recalled that a few days earlier the five of them had set off ‘on the diligence to Chamounix. My brother had the idea of climbing Mont Blanc, while my wife and I were going to stop at the village of St Gervais.’56 Seated next to them was the wife of a French army officer, who told them that war was imminent.

Théodore dismissed this as idle rumour, and he and Adèle got off at St Gervais as planned. Two days later he received a telegram from Henri in Chamonix, saying that Schaerer, who farmed La Charniaz for him, had died. Henri was very attached to Schaerer, and felt obliged to return to make funeral arrangements. The telegram said that his carriage would pass by a few hours later. Henri left Ferdinand with Théodore, who took the boy for a hike on the Col du Tricot.57 Late the next day, the banker Ernest Pictet, who was also staying at St Gervais with his family, received a message that war had been declared, and the following afternoon Théodore got word via Henri that ‘my division (the Second) had been called up, and that I was under orders to go immediately to Bienne’.

The Pourtalès family was in a particularly difficult position. Their long tradition of loyalty to Prussia had continued even after the independence of Neuchâtel. Now Prussia claimed a natural right to take control of Alsace and Lorraine from France, largely on the grounds that the dialects spoken in Alsace and in the east of Lorraine were German, not French.58

The Counts and Countesses de Pourtalès were in the opposite situation. French was their language. They had not a drop of German blood in their veins,59 yet were loyal to the Prussian crown and served in its armed forces. Louise’s brothers fought on the Prussian side in the Franco-Prussian war, with one of them, Count Maximilien de Pourtalès, known as Max, becoming a hero, despite his troops having a hard time understanding the commands he gave in his broken German, spoken ‘with an accent that was more-than-French and barely comprehensible’.60 His great moment came on 2 January 1871, in the Battle of Bapaume, in the very northern tip of France, a battle in which the Prussian forces were outnumbered by almost two to one. It was witnessed by Prince Bernhard von Bülow, later to be Chancellor of Germany, who recounted in his memoirs how

Colonel von Loë formed a half-squadron […] and ordered Lieutenant Count Pourtalès to lead it to the heights east of Sapignies […]. Count Pourtalès did not delay a moment. ‘Forward to the attack! March!’ was his order, and the squadron threw itself pell-mill [sic] at the enemy, the officers well in front, and behind them the cheering hussars, fifty strong. Those Frenchmen who were not ridden down fled, panic-stricken. […] Two battalions, twelve guns, and fifty King’s hussars had repelled the attack of a whole division. Count Max Pourtalès was made of the same stuff Napoleon I used to choose when he created his marshals. Slim and supple, a smart and bristling black moustache, bold eyes and a smile playing around his mouth, he used to attract the glances of the women and girls in the streets of Amiens and Rouen just as he did in the Poppelsdorfer Allee in Bonn on the Rhine. Son of a Neuchatel father and a Genevese mother, he spoke German with a French accent, but his heart was Prussian through and through.61

Max remained a bachelor until his mid-sixties. During Ferdinand de Saussure’s years in Paris nothing delighted him more than an occasion to do the town at the side of uncle Max, just twelve years his senior, more an elder brother than a surrogate father.

Prussia’s overwhelming victory in the war put it in the position of engineering the creation of a new nation, Germany. It absorbed many smaller states that had previously been independent, or, as in the case of Alsace and Lorraine, under the rule of neighbouring powers. France was left weakened, not only economically and militarily but culturally, and would spend the following decades attempting to recover. Germany gained in cultural confidence, and was acknowledged throughout the world as the unparalleled centre of science, technology, and industry, as well as of a few less muscular pursuits, such as music and linguistics.

INSTITUTION MARTINE

In the autumn of 1870 Ferdinand was enrolled in a private Genevese school called the Institution (or École or Collège) Martine, on the Rue Beauregard. It had been the Institution Lecoultre until 1869, when Élie Lecoultre, its director since 1851, retired and was succeeded by Eugène Martine.62 Both men were among those thrown out of the state school system in the Revolution of 1846–8. The school produced ‘many scholars, especially historians and archaeologists, and many Genevese bankers’.63 It also produced the psycholinguist Auguste Lemaître,64 who was in Saussure’s class, along with Élie David, his fellow survivor of Hofwyl. David’s father taught in the school, and Saussure lived and boarded with the David family rather than commute into town from Genthod.65 Years later David would recall what an impressive figure Saussure cut as an adolescent, physically, intellectually, and in his personal character.

He was, at twelve years old, handsome as a young god. To see him, to speak to him, was to love him. Already in his look was the far-away distance of the reflective soul. He was not demonstrative. His reserve could pass for haughtiness among those unable to find the way to his very upright, sensitive heart, careful to give itself only to a reciprocal and sure affection. Yet beneath his distracted exterior, he was naturally and delicately attentive to the feelings of others.

Attentive too to all that happened and was said around him. But his measured nature held back any hasty reaction. He needed a bit of time; and then a deep connection surged forth, an ingenious idea, sometimes a burlesque whim announced with a hearty burst of laughter.

He was enchanted with everything joyful, beautiful, distinctive in form and substance, displaying nobility, physical and moral courage. Every problem fascinated him; he would turn it over, dig into it, not abandon it until he had formulated a solution that he enunciated to his friends with a surprising rigour of expression for the adolescent that he was then. After which he would opine that the truth might lie elsewhere, even with the opposite. For if he demanded rigour in expression, he had a still greater respect for truth, such that, the instant after he had affirmed something, one might have thought that he had intended merely to set up a straw man, the better to demonstrate its weakness.66

This accords well with the descriptions others would give of Saussure throughout his life. His character was formed early, and all that later years would temper was the exuberance and boisterousness, what David calls his ‘burlesque whims’. The air of distant dreaminess remained intact, along with the charm others felt in his presence, the sense of being graced by the attention of a genuinely superior being who was not condescending, but made others feel elevated.

Still, he was a boy, and he left behind a pile of cartoons and notes that he drew while in class and passed back and forth with his friends for their amusement. Some of the notes, dating from 1872–3, when he was fifteen, are in a Latin good enough to be a tribute to his Latin master at the Institution Martine, Ernest Pénard, who had earned a doctorate summa cum laude at the University of Heidelberg the year before.67 One such note contains a conversation between Saussure and his classmate Georges Lebet, referred to here in the Latinized form Lebes, who has tried and failed to solve a riddle posed by Saussure in an earlier note.68

[Saussure:] Cras si tu non solveris responsum tibi dabo

Sed ego spero posse id te soluturum amice.

[Lebet:] Tandem forte aenigma hoc num nunc solvere sphinx vult?

[Saussure:] At, dic mî, quae causa, Lebes, quae tanta morandi?

<sed> Quae tanta autem, dic, impatientia amice?

[Lebet?:] saussurreus Saussurreus d impatientia amice

‘[Saussure:] Tomorrow if you have not solved it I shall give you the answer

But I hope you are about to solve it, my friend.

[Lebet:] Perchance is the sphinx now at last willing to solve this riddle?

[Saussure:] But, tell me, what is the reason, Lebes, for all this delay?

<but> For all this impatience, moreover? Speak, my friend.

[Lebet?:] saussurreus Saussurreus d impatience my friend’

On the other side of this sheet is another conversation, which breaks off, because Saussure and Lebet were caught in the forbidden act of passing the note during the lesson. They were sent out, along with their benchmate Jules Cougnard, destined to become a celebrated poet and librettist,69 and were given the severe punishment of being excluded from receiving any academic prize for good marks that year. A brief poem that Saussure wrote for his friends in the aftermath of the incident is entitled ‘Le Prix de Bonnes Notes’, which is a double pun: prix means both ‘price’ and ‘prize’, notes means both ‘notes’ and ‘marks’ or ‘grades’, so the title means both ‘The Prize for Good Marks’ and ‘The Price of Good Notes’.

Dans le cours de l’année une <innocente> note

Comme <un> nuage noir m’<a> rempli de terreur

Autrefois en tournant un peu mon Hérodote

Hélas je fus noté. Plus de prix! Quelle aigreur!

‘In the course of the year an innocent note

Like a black cloud filled me with terror

Once when turning my Herodotus a bit

Alas, I was noted. No more prizes! How bitter!’

Another poem on the same theme refers to ‘bitter plums’, prune ‘plum’ being the school slang for a bad mark.70

Des prix peu je m’inquiète, et cette noire prune

Ne me gêne pas plus, qu’un diable dans la lune.

‘I care little for prizes, and this black prune

Bothers me less than a devil in the moon.’

This set off a whole series of poems and cartoons in which the note-passing incident metamorphoses into the theft of plums from a tree. The poems are clever, the cartoons amusing, but not the sort of thing most people would hang onto. Did they have a particular value for Saussure, connected to his claim not to be bothered about being excluded from academic prizes? The claim is repeated so often in these poems that it is hard to take at face value.

Tout triste et tout confus à la fin de l’année

Je suis car je n’ai point obtenu de prix φ∈ν!

Ma conduite hélas fut trop mal disciplinée

Et Péraponte ô ciel ne m’estime que peu

‘All sad and confused at the end of the year

Am I, for no prizes have I won, alas!

My conduct was too undisciplined I fear

And Péraponte, alas, thinks my merits are few’

‘Péraponte’ may be a code name for Pénard, the Latin master. All the teachers had established nicknames among the students. Charles Lecoultre, not to be confused with the school’s founder, Élie, was Loclo. The tall, thin Louis Rochat, principal of the Collège de Genève from 1871 until his death, was Tuyau ‘Pipe’.

But Saussure had his revenge, for separate from the prizes for good marks there was an awards competition which he was not barred from entering. The results for the two sets of honours show a glaring discrepancy. Lemaître took the first prize for good marks, but in the concours he won nothing. Saussure won first prize in the concours for Latin translation, Greek composition, history, and French composition; second prize for Latin composition and geography (both after Lebet), and Greek translation (denied him only because he had already won the Greek composition prize); and third prize for reading and recitation, and German (where again Lebet took first prize).71

That Saussure was an extremely able student is shown by a school report from his second year at the Institution Martine. Out of a possible total of 93 marks in his combined subjects, he scored 82.65, or 89 per cent, when the average score for the class was 73 per cent. His best subjects were Greek and arithmetic, followed by Latin, with less impressive (but still above average) scores in French, geography, and history. On the oral examinations he achieved perfect marks in every subject. Throughout his time at the Institution Martine he was at the top of the class.72

The Greek master at the Institution Martine was Jude Millenet, who died aged ninety-three only a year before Saussure himself.73 Saussure recorded that the Greek grammar book that ‘reigned supreme’ at the school was that by C. Haas, who himself had briefly been a master at the school in 1855, though it was not Greek that he taught.74 Millenet’s predecessor, Ami Bétant, prepared the revised second edition of this textbook.75 Years later, Saussure would write to Jules Lecoultre, son of the school’s founder:

I am greatly thankful for the teaching of Mr Millenet, which was teaching of an admirable precision, inculcating, as its first principle, to those willing to profit from it, the horror of the approximate and the instinct for exactitude, which will always be the fundamental basis for a study such as that of Greek.76

Millenet features prominently in a set of satirical, even mocking cartoons which the young Saussure drew on scraps of paper, along with another teacher nicknamed Botto (or Boton or Botton or Bottom), who is often shown wearing or carrying a bowler hat and using a walking stick. This was Aimé Bouvier, whose nickname was recalled in yet another variation—Bottot, ‘Shorty’—by David, who described him as of ‘minuscule size’ and with a barely audible, shrill voice.77 One of Saussure’s cartoon drawings shows a ‘medal struck in honour of Botton’, the reverse of which gives the name as ‘Iuda Melitophagus Busso’, and the edge as ‘Judas Milenopπagus sive Botto’,78 silly wordplay combining Jude Millenet with Greek melitophagus, ‘eater of honey’ (French miel).

Another typical scrap, headed ‘Improvisation’, begins with the rhyme of Boton and Cothon, the artificial harbour of ancient Carthage, then progresses to a pun on Cothon and coton (‘cotton’), while invoking Boton’s walking stick—canne in French, and in Greek, Σκηπτρον (Skēptron), which rhymes with Boton, at least when pronounced in the French way, with the stress on the last syllable.79

Hérodote nous dit qu’on vit jadis Bōton

(Devancier de Boton) du fond de sa cabane

<Sortir> comme un marchand du grand port de Cothon

Son coton … quel erreur: sa maman et sa canne.(1)

(1) canne de Boton

Σκηπτρον.

‘Herodotus tells us that once long ago Bōton

(Forerunner of Boton) was seen taking from the bottom of his hut

Like a merchant of the great port of Cothon

His cotton … what a mistake: his mama and his cane.(1)

(1) Boton’s cane

Σκηπτρον.’

The humour of schoolboy notes is meant to be opaque in case of detection. At a remove of nearly a century and a half it can be irretrievable. These notes may involve nothing more than perfectly innocent puns, though they do seem to suggest that Bōton/Boton/Bottom/Botto/Busso eats Jude Millenet and is removing his walking stick from the depths of his mother.

In later life David admitted that he and the other boys of the Institution Martine subjected poor Bouvier to ‘a foretaste of purgatory, if not of hell. We had perceived from the start that he possessed not even the shadow of authority.’80 Bouvier, however, went on to a career in the Department of Public Instruction, and some of the boys who taunted him may have regretted it when, as teachers or university professors, they found themselves having to answer to the authority of his office.

The boys satirized not only their teachers but one another, though more kindly. Saussure held onto a couple of poems written about him by his classmate and cousin Alfred Gautier,81 one of which tells us about Ferdinand’s literary tastes. He was a bookish boy, but one who, like the young Horace-Bénédict before he reformed his reading habits, loved to lose himself in a ripping yarn—normal adolescent fare such as Dumas’s Three Musketeers. He was bored by ‘proper’ literature such as Victor Hugo’s play Cromwell, famous mainly for its preface, in which Hugo lays out a manifesto for French Romanticism.82

Hélas! qu’arriva-t-il? Ferdinand de Saussure

Ne souffrit bientôt plus une bonne lecture

Et plonge tout le jour dans des romans <mal>sains

Il trouvait tout bon livre embêtant et bassin.

Ses amis le voyaient tous les jours en silence

D’Athos ou d’Aramis envier l’existence.

Gautier le voyant dans ces dispositions

Refuse de nourrir encor sa passion

Ne veut plus lui prêter aucun roman funeste

Aucun de ces romans bien pires que la peste

Infructueuse et boeufs immoraux graveleux,

Et lui donne Cromwell pour l’endormir un peu.

‘Alas! What has happened? Ferdinand de Saussure

Can no longer stand reading anything pure

Buried all day in tales unedifying

He finds every good book impossibly trying

His friends see him daily, a figure of pathos,

Envying the life of Aramis or Athos.

Gautier, after watching him sink in this fashion,

Refuses to help further nourish his passion

Will no longer lend him the poisonous pages

Of novels more deadly than pestilent rages

Unfruitful, time-wasting and morally cheap

And instead gives him Cromwell to put him to sleep.’

This rather reassuringly contradicts his father’s view, cited in an earlier section, that Ferdinand disdained the ordinary reading of youth. He just kept it out of sight when Henri was around.

Among the collection of assorted sheets and scraps which include all these poems, there is an item of a serious nature, again involving a popular novel. Saussure has copied out a passage from Picciola by X. B. Saintine (1836), and has written in the margin, ‘This is edifying’:

The pride of human science? yes. … yes; that’s it… Why does man enjoy destroying the elements of his happiness by wishing to deepen and analyse them?… Even if it is simply to a lie that he owes this happiness, why try to lift the veil, and run on his own ahead of disaster? Is truth so sweet to him? Does science then satisfy his ambitious desires? Nonsense!

If David was right about Saussure’s character being essentially formed by the age of twelve, it is likely that so fundamental a belief as this stayed with him throughout his life. He will reject any science that seeks to ‘deepen’ and ‘analyse’ beyond the linguistic intuitions available to all speakers of the language. It is a belief consonant with his Calvinist background, which the Institution Martine was devoted to reinforcing. Each schoolday began with a religious service, at which the top boy, frequently Saussure, did the reading from the New Testament.

One particular creed of the Institution seems to have made an impact on Saussure. Its founder, Élie Lecoultre, expressed it thus:

At bottom, the rules we think we possess instinctively take more effort to apply than is required in any other study. It takes effort to give an exact account of what one feels and to choose, from among several phrasings, several expressions, several intonations, the one which renders the desired nuance. It takes effort to rid oneself in some measure of this confused mass of errors and defects which fill our everyday language. It takes an effort to form the taste for balance, grace and harmony, and ultimately, the taste for the true and the beautiful. And it is this effort that we fear above all else.83

When we encounter drafts by the mature Saussure in which he tries over and over to express the same basic idea in different ways, we shall have to remember that what appears to be an obsessive, paralysing perfectionism was not just a personal idiosyncrasy. It is a practice that was basic to the schooling he received and the morality that underlay it.

Another fragment of a poetic parody by Gautier that Saussure kept tells of an assault against a palace, though not enough survives to give the whole context. It is of interest, however, because it mentions one of their classmates, Adolphe Tschumi, who although not of their coterie imposed himself on the attention of all through his vigorous intelligence and personality.

On emporte mourant Ferdinand de Saussure

Dont le sang coule a flots d’une large blessure.

Gautier fuit. Dubert suit. Même Adolphe Tschumi

Est forcé de céder devant cet ennemi.

‘Dying, Ferdinand de Saussure is taken away

Blood pouring from wounds that he got in the fray.

Gautier flees, then Dubert. Even Adolphe Tschumi

Is forced to retreat before this enemy.’84

As will be seen in a later chapter, eighteen years after Tschumi’s premature death the enduring effects of a book he wrote would shake Genevese education to its core, just weeks before the death of Saussure.

As he finished his second year at the Institution Martine in the summer of 1872, first among an impressive class, Saussure looked forward to the autumn, when he expected to enter the Gymnase de Genève. This was where those who planned to go on to the Académie would spend their last two years of secondary study. Normally boys would enter the Gymnase at fifteen or sixteen. Saussure would not be quite fifteen when the autumn term commenced, but for a boy of his unusual intellectual gifts, this should not be a worry. And the alternative—going first to the Collège de Genève for a year—was unthinkable. No Saussure had deigned to step through its doors since Horace-Bénédict passed haughtily out of them in 1754.

INFATUATION

By the spring and summer of 1872 the fourteen-and-a-half-year-old Ferdinand was producing poems that were no longer meant just for the amusement of other boys. Among his papers are brief verses about a girl named Denyse,85 a year older than he, whose father taught art at the École Municipale de Genève and the Institution Martine. Saussure did not study art and so would not have been one of his students.

Tes dessins, Frédéric, auraient bien plus d’attrait

Si tu nous remplaçais un dindon insipide

Et ces bouleterriers par le charmant portrait

De la fille, Gillet, cette douce Sylphide!

‘Thy drawings, Frédéric, would be more disarming

If those insipid turkeys and bulldogs of thine

Were replaced with the portrait, infinitely charming,

Of thy daughter, Gillet, that Sylphid divine!’

Frédéric Gillet was a talented artist whose paintings continue to be sold through major auction houses. His published works on the theory of drawing and perspective expound what is known as the ‘Beaux-Arts method’, developed and taught at the Geneva École des Beaux-Arts, notably by Barthélemy Menn, whose most famous student was Ferdinand Hodler.86

The brief poems are romantic expressions of adolescent ardour, apart from a couple which are blatantly silly, including one in the form of a bocusserie—a word not otherwise recorded, the first two syllables of which are homophonous with beau cul, ‘lovely arse’. The daughter of a painter–schoolmaster was never going to be courted seriously by the young scion of one of the ‘hundred families’. But behind the fatuousness, a few of the poems capture emotions that seem heartfelt.

Et jusqu’en mon sommeil ma brûlante pensée

Croit—ô divin bonheur!—te tenir embrassée

(ode à Denyse)

G. 12.7.72

‘And even in sleep the thoughts burn in my mind

Of—O heavenly bliss!—the two of us entwined

(ode to Denyse)

G. 12.7.72’

(‘G.’ presumably stands for Geneva.) Denise-Apolline Gillet was the sort of middle-class girl with whom young aristocrats enjoyed flirting, perhaps kissing, perhaps a bit more, though ending before it got serious. Denise went on to marry Serge Sarkissof and to teach drawing at Tblisi, Georgia, then from 1888 at the École des Beaux-Arts in Geneva, like both her father and mother before her.

Meanwhile, Saussure and other boys of his coterie found themselves now with an endless succession of balls to attend, along with girls they had known from childhood. All were well bred, charming, and related to them in one degree or another. Some were due to come into great fortunes, others into lesser ones. Even at fourteen all the boys knew that their future wives were either in the ballroom with them now, or still in the nursery, as the boys danced with their older sisters and cousins.

COLLÈGE DE GENÈVE

All his young life Saussure had heard the adults around him remark on the preternatural maturity of his personality, character, and intellect. He had left the Institution Martine at the top of his class and looked forward in the autumn of 1872 to beginning his studies at the Gymnase de Genève, which covered the last two years of secondary education, in preparation for entry into the Académie. Saussure would be a month or so short of his fifteenth birthday on entering the Gymnase, a few months older than Horace-Bénédict had been when he matriculated in the Académie proper.

It took all the maturity he could muster to react with equanimity when his father told him that he would not be enrolling in the Gymnase after all, because he was not mature enough. To add insult to injury, he would become the first Saussure in over a century to attend the Collège de Genève, that hopelessly fusty and anti-scientific grammar school in its sixteenth-century buildings near the cathedral of St-Pierre in the Upper Town, which it had become a family tradition to lament. A new education law adopted in October 1872 brought the first complete reorganization to the Collège in its long history, and with it a new hope for the institution’s future that no doubt contributed to Henri de Saussure’s willingness to send his son there. But for Ferdinand it did not soften the blow.

Nothing indicates that he raised an objection, or did anything other than dutifully obey. Inwardly, though, a bitterness arose that would never leave him. In later years he would always speak and write of this as the turning point in his life, the fatal decision that ever after prevented him from achieving his full potential.

I do not know why, but starting in the autumn of 1872 I entered the Collège de Genève, to waste a year there as completely as a year can be wasted. The pretext was that at fourteen and a half, in spite of my good examination results, I was too young to move from my private school to the Gymnase de Genève; and as some of my comrades were in the same situation, by the common decree of our parents we did a year together at the Collège public, preparatory to the Gymnase public, and remarkably useless for each and every one of us.87

Even though the decision had been made by the coterie for the whole group of his agemates, he knew his father well enough to be aware that in a group discussion, Henri was more likely to sway others than be swayed. Who had ended up taking control of the Mons-Djémila company into his own hands?

Indeed, just that autumn Henri had accepted an appointment as director in a grand new enterprise that promised to recoup his Algerian losses and yield much more besides. At Bellegarde, a village just across the French border to the southwest of Geneva, a hydroelectric plant was to be constructed, using the power of the rivers Rhône and Valsérine to run six energy-producing turbines. In addition, a paper factory and a phosphate works would be built to turn the power into profitable production, and a railway link put in place to move the paper and phosphate out.88 The founders of the undertaking, a Canadian and a German, had just sold the land and their other interests to a group of Scottish investors with their corporate seat in London. It was at this point that Henri, previously a simple shareholder, took on a directorial role. He understood nothing about English corporation law, which absolves company directors from personal responsibility for losses. At the time this was not the case in Continental countries, which have since moved closer to the English system.

So Ferdinand had little doubt where responsibility lay for the supposedly ‘corporate’ decision to send him and his comrades to the Collège. It seemed capricious, another betrayal to rank with his unfair punishment at the Institution Martine, or the still worse betrayal by the older boys at Hofwyl. The latter experience may have been at the back of Henri’s mind as he argued for holding Ferdinand and the others back from the Gymnase for a year.

If Ferdinand looked into his father’s diaries after his death in 1905, he may at last have gained some understanding of his motives. Ferdinand, and the friends who so admired and emulated him, acted and spoke like adults, yet their emotions and judgement remained those of adolescents. He and his classmates might no longer be vulnerable to the sort of thing that had happened at Hofwyl, but risked joining the long list of teenage aristocrats to impregnate a servant or some other unmarriageable girl. Entering the Gymnase with its sixteen- and seventeen-year-old students would put them in company where such risks were greater. Waiting a year would give their moral development a chance to catch up with their intellectual precocity.

Ferdinand himself, in a diary he was keeping the following year, shows us the sort of antics the Gymnase boys got up to. ‘Paedagogia’ was the most elite of the student societies, the one Ferdinand and most of his friends would belong to when they finally enrolled at the Gymnase the following autumn.89 Their amusements included hiring rooms in which to hold raucous parties, as Ferdinand heard from slightly older friends such as Henri Le Fort, a year above him in studies.

Friday, 9 May 1873. […] I go for a walk with Lefort who tells me stories about yesterday’s Paedagogia outing. They made such a racket in their hotel that the proprietress came up into one of their rooms, the one with the largest number of them in it, without even knocking. She found them virtually in the costume of Adam, and they were writhing so much while she was screaming and fussing with the duvets that they couldn’t say anything back to her.90

What exactly a bedful of nearly naked sixteen- and seventeen-year-old boys from aristocratic Calvinist families would have been up to in a Geneva hotel circa 1873 is the sort of thing history does not preserve, unless the police are called in. Since the poor hotel keeper vented her outrage at her young gentlemen guests privately, it is left to experience from a later age to fill in the blanks, always with risk of anachronism.

Ferdinand was now staying in a pension with the Frei family, rather than the Davids, but continued to see Élie every day at school and often afterwards.91 His friends were all from within his family’s coterie, and like him were following the Collège’s ‘golden route’ of classical and literary studies in preparation for university education. In 1868 the Gymnase had been divided into two sections, classical and industrial. The 1872 education law extended this division to the Collège, starting in the second year of its seven-year programme. From the age of eight or nine, boys would be put in one of two tracks, either the ‘golden’ classical one or else the commercial and industrial one. Those in the classical track were called latins or lapins (‘rabbits’), while their counterparts in the commercial and industrial track were français or franc-chiens (‘free-dogs’).92

The franc-chiens outnumbered the lapins, and it was hard to miss the fact that anyone bearing the name of one of the hundred families of the Upper Town was bound to be a lapin. As ever in Geneva, resentments rumbled. Ritual battles took place between franc-chiens and lapins that became engraved in local memory. Ferdinand and his friends could not know that some of the boys they walked past in the corridors of the Collège felt snubbed by them, when no snub was intended.

For all his later complaints about the uselessness of his year at the Collège, it gave him the opportunity to develop his talents for writing, and particularly for poetry, from being a mere amusement to the creative outlet in which he outshone all his peers, including Jules Cougnard. His work for the course in French composition appears to be all that he kept from this year. For each of the three compositions in verse he received the maximum possible mark of six.93 Only the first of his four prose compositions received a six, however.94 The second one, ‘Mon agenda pour 1873’ (‘My agenda for 1873’),95 was given only four and a half marks, with points deducted for, among other things, using the pretentious Latinate word colloquer (‘collocate’) in a phrase that hardly called for it (‘to collocate me on the Marseille train’). It is a lesson that stayed with Saussure: such affectations are absent from his mature writings. He will, with rare exceptions, stick to everyday words, even when jargon or neologisms would make it simpler to achieve the precision he is aiming for.96

His next prose composition received a mark of five, with the comment ‘original but incomplete’, while his final effort was given five and a half. He was on an upward trajectory.97 But the fact that his verse compositions all got full marks show how easily the formal side of producing poetry came to him. The qualities of a poem—the exploration of a particular image or situation or feeling—are what he had a gift for, as opposed to what his teachers valued in a prose composition, namely the telling of a story. Surprisingly for a boy who was so fond of an action-filled tale, his prose pieces are thematically more like poems than stories. With little plot and minimal characterization, they do indeed feel original but incomplete.

He studied the same range of subjects at the Collège as at the Institution Martine, including history, geography, French literature, and mathematics.98 He found even the instruction in classical languages—always the mainstay of the Collège, and taught in the final year by the director, André Oltramare99—to be at or below the level of his previous school. This lack of progress in his education frustrated him terribly, but it also focused his mind on the one thing that was new about the Greek he was being taught: the existence of dialect variants within the classical language. Students were and are routinely taught the Attic dialect, that of Plato and Aristotle and the other great thinkers of Athens, before moving on to texts by authors from other regions of Greece and their Asian colonies, where the forms are different. Saussure’s first such exposure came, he later recalled, from the historian Herodotus, who wrote in the Ionic dialect of the southwest coast of what is now Turkey. While reading Herodotus in Oltramare’s class, Saussure had a flash of insight that in later life he recounted orally to at least three close associates.

It was at the Collège, in the first year, in a class taught by Mr André Oltramare. At Martine’s, the Greek master, Millenet, was exclusively an Atticist; for the 3pl perfect passive of verbs with velars he taught us only the periphrastic form tetagménoi eisí. Thus, when reading Herodotus in a class of Mr Oltramare’s, we encountered the form (new to me) tetákhatai, I saw instantaneously that tetákhatai was for tetákhntai. I consulted Bopp, who did not mention the fact […]. I held onto my idea over the following years.100

It is hard to find an account of Saussure’s life in which this compelling story is not retold. In another version he gives more detail about his insight concerning tetákhatai and tetákhntai.

The moment I saw the form tetákhatai, my attention, in general extremely distracted, as was natural during this year of covering old ground, was suddenly seized in an extraordinary manner, for I made this mental analogy which is still vivid in my mind even now: legómetha: légontai, consequently tetágmetha: tetákhNtai, and consequently N = a.101

In Attic, the verb légō means ‘I say’. In the passive, légō has the form legómetha in the first-person plural (‘we are said’), and légontai in the third-person plural (‘they are said’). It looks therefore as though the passive stem of the verb is lego-, and that the endings are -metha in the first-person plural and -ntai in the third-person plural.

The verb táttō means ‘I array’. The corresponding form in the perfect aspect, which expresses completion of an action, was tétakha ‘I have arrayed’. The form tetágmetha which Saussure gives was the first-person plural passive, ‘we have been arrayed’. If his analysis of legómetha into lego- + -metha was right, then tetágmetha should consist of the same ending -metha attached to the stem tetag-. And, by analogy, one would expect the third-person form (‘they have been arrayed’) to be tetag- + -ntai. Yet *tetagntai is not found, presumably since it is impossible to pronounce three consonants, g, n, t all in a row with no vowels between them. This is why, normally, ‘they have been arrayed’ is expressed in Classical Greek not by a single inflected word, but by the phrase tetayménoi eisí, literally ‘having-been-arrayed they-are’. This is a syntactic solution to the phonetic problem posed by *tetagntai.

But the form tetákhatai represents a different solution to the problematic cluster of three consonants. It is a phonological solution, in two steps. The g of *tetagntai is weakened to kh, making it somewhat easier to pronounce before the following nt. This gives us the form which Saussure has denoted as tetákhNtai. Then the consonant n is transformed into the vowel a, eliminating the cluster altogether. But how? Sounds of entirely different classes do not just transform into one another.

I left the Collège wondering how n could have become a, and trying to make the sounds in a way that would answer the question. I conceived, in repeating these experiments, that it really was possible to pass from tetákhntai to tetákhatai, but naturally without marking this n with any special sign (such as ṇ or something else) even in my mind. Its characteristic was for me (which is physiologically right) its position between two consonants, which caused it to give rise to a Greek a, but it was an n like any other.

Recounting all this thirty years later, Saussure wrote that the incident ‘remained as though photographed in my memory’. When he saw the form tetákhatai, the analogy appeared to him as ‘a flash of lightning that I received instantaneously’. He does not seem, by this account, to have asked anyone about his insight, discussed it with anyone, or followed it up. Yet the frisson of that eureka moment remained with him, perhaps never again to be experienced with such unrestrained pleasure.

The significance of the story for Saussure is that he believed, for the rest of his life, that he had made the groundbreaking discovery that some of the nasals (n’s and m’s) of the Indo-European mother tongue were not consonants, but vowels. In English, n, m, and the sound spelled as ng (actually a single sound, called a velar nasal), routinely function as vowels, in which case they may be symbolized phonetically as ṇ ṃ[image: image]. In the word prism, the second syllable has m as its vowel. So too in prison, the second syllable has as its vowel not o (in which case it would sound like prizown), but ṇ. Neither French, nor Latin, nor Greek has any such sounds. Sanskrit was able to use ṛ and ḷ this way (as again can English, for instance in the final syllable of litter and little), indicating them in writing distinctively from the consonantal r and l.

The deduction that primitive Indo-European must have contained such vowels would be published by one of his professors at Leipzig just prior to Saussure’s arrival there. It furnished the starting point for Saussure’s first important work, his Mémoire on the primitive vowel system of the Indo-European languages. In the view of his teachers at Leipzig, he would not give them sufficient acknowledgement for this and other discoveries of theirs that he incorporated into his own work as though it were common knowledge. It was because this criticism stung him so badly that, at the age of forty-five, Saussure wrote out his recollection of the events.102 He had, he believed, given his professors due credit, even though he himself had actually made the discovery of the vocalic n as a student in the Collège de Genève reading Herodotus in 1873.

It is a good story, the plot of which would have pleased his French composition teachers at the Collège. Indeed it seems a shame to have to introduce elements of doubt. But it is hardly surprising if his memory was inaccurate so long after the event. First of all, the form tetákhatai is not actually found in Herodotus, but occurs in Thucydides (3.13) and Xenophon—both Athenians, though they did sometimes introduced Ionic forms into their Attic Greek.103

Secondly, the drafts of Saussure’s recollections—one of which was published in 1960, and will be referred to as his ‘Souvenirs’—are at variance on certain details, in one notable case placing a key event, the writing of his first essay on linguistics, two years before it actually took place (some of the drafts push it still further back). That essay will be examined in the next chapter. Casting his mind back in 1903, he recalled writing the essay in the summer of 1872, prior to his seeing the form tetákhatai and being struck by his insight about the a. However, a diary of his made public in 1996 shows that he wrote the essay in August 1874, when he was nearly seventeen and had completed his education at the Gymnase. If the tetákhatai insight really occurred after the writing of the essay, then it happened while he was studying not at the Collège, nor even the Gymnase, but at the Université de Genève. One of the drafts of his recollections gives a separate indication that this was so. On the other hand, most of the drafts reflect a clear memory of the insight coming to him while ‘on the benches of the Collège’, as he put it in a first, partial attempt at recounting this story in 1887.104

The third reason for questioning the accuracy of what Saussure wrote is the fact that, in the Grammar of the Greek Language, for the Use of High Schools and Colleges by Raphael Kühner, the most widely used textbook of Greek worldwide from the 1830s until well into the twentieth century, can be found the following:

§ 18. b. Liquids.

1. The Liquid n is sometimes changed into a. This takes place, e.g. […] in the third Pers. Pl. Perf. and Plup. Mid. and Pass. of mute and liquid verbs, which properly should end in -ntai and -nto […], e. g. […] tetákhatai […].105

Saussure owned a copy of the 1869 edition of this book.106 He has signed it with the date 1875, and it is marked up with his notes, which means that he studied it closely. It includes three pages, in small, close-set type, on such forms in the Lesbian, Doric, and Old and New Ionian dialects, where it is observed that:

In the Attic dialect, the III. P. Pl. Perf. & Plpr. of consonant-final stems, usually expressed periphrastically with the Pf. Participle and eisi(n), êsan, take the ancient forms of Ionian ătai, ăto, as: tetákhatai Thuc. 3, 13. […].107

These passages contain the specific example of tetákhatai, and refer to n as a ‘liquid’, meaning that it has the nature of a vowel. In other words, what Saussure later believed he had been the first person to intuit was already common enough knowledge to have been included in a school textbook—one which he himself used, though not until his year at the Université de Genève in 1875–6. But why did he pass over in silence what he read about tetákhatai in Kühner when he told the story to others and wrote it up for his ‘Souvenirs’? And how is it that textbooks of Greek had been saying for decades that n became a before it came to be hailed as a ‘discovery’ by scholars?

The answer is that there was a middle period in which the tightening up of etymological practice made it methodologically unacceptable to say that a given sound ‘changed into’ another sound, especially one belonging to a different category. Such metamorphoses, if allowed, would deprive etymology of rigour, making it possible for any word to be derived from any other on an ad hoc basis. The 1869 edition of Kühner which Saussure owned is cagier about the n–a relationship than are editions from earlier decades. It points to the correspondence and gives examples, including tetákhatai, without saying that the one became the other. This created a sort of institutional memory lapse, a window of ignorance making it possible to ‘discover’ that n became a, something everyone had known once but had learned to un-know.

Since 1960, when Saussure’s brief ‘Souvenirs’ were published, they have been the principal source of biographical knowledge about him. They remain an important source of information on his early life, but their contents, heretofore routinely reproduced as fact, need to be treated as claims or beliefs at best, and potentially as personal myths or self-deceptions. It must be stressed that the drafts were private papers that he never showed to anyone. We shall have to work through more of them before assessing how much the discrepancies between his memories and the documented facts represent flawed recall or a deliberate rewriting of his own history. In judging the veracity of particular claims and his motives for writing them, we open a window into the character, values, self-image, resentments, and regrets—into the soul—of Ferdinand de Saussure as a mature man.

On Monday 26 May 1873, the final-year students in the Collège were examined orally by external judges. Saussure’s diary entry for that day is filled with condescension toward the four examiners, grand old men who were having trouble staying awake even at nine a.m.108 The morning examinations involved translating classical authors, and Saussure, alone in his class, was awarded the maximum mark of six. In the afternoon, however, things did not go so well. The boys did not know in advance which of their non-classical subjects they would be examined on. For the second time in its history, the Saussure family was struck by the curse of Voltaire.

In the afternoon I would have easily got 6, if I had been called up for history, or even geography. Instead I was asked to summarize a letter of Voltaire (N. B. Oltramare had come to tell us at one o’clock that we would be examined on the French selections we had read and I had read it once a quarter of an hour before). […] In brief, I got 4 1/2, while many of those who were asked the kings of Rome or something of that calibre got 6 with no effort. Anyway I don’t give a damn about these oral exams!

Clearly, despite his denial, Saussure gave a damn. Just as when he was made ineligible for a prize at the Institution Martine, he resented the unfairness.

Still, he passed the examination, and to his father’s great satisfaction, his overall results made him first in the class. Of the three boys who sat the entry examination for the Gymnase before leaving the Collège, he was the only one to succeed.109 The others had to retake it in the autumn, along with most of their classmates. By then, the whole examination regime had changed, as higher education in Geneva was undergoing its most radical revision since the time of Calvin. As it turned out, Saussure was the last student to pass a competitive examination for the Gymnase de Genève. Starting in the autumn of 1873, candidates only had to reach a certain threshold rather than vie against one another, making entry much too easy, in Henri’s view. This does, though, make one wonder how realistic Ferdinand had been in his hope of entering the Gymnase directly from the Institution Martine, without first spending a year at the Collège.
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1873–1876

FIRST LOVE

BY 1873, Ferdinand’s knowledge of Greek was profound enough for him to produce a forty-page verse translation of Book XIV of the Odyssey in hopes of gaining the Collège prize for the year.1 It is in rhymed alexandrine couplets, competently done despite an occasional weak rhyme, such as rocher / porcher and embonpoint / point, or a neologism such as mnéstères which he has to gloss with a footnote: ‘Mνηστήρ [Mnēstēr] in Greek = wooer or suitor.’ But by the spring of that year his poetic talents were being channelled increasingly in the direction of romance.

At fifteen and a half, Ferdinand had come out of his shell. He was less bookish, and had a circle of close friends with whom he spent much of his time pursuing amusements typical of boys that age. In February 1873 Louise gave birth to her ninth child,2 a boy, christened Maximilien after her brother. Henri engaged the services of Pauline Fer, a 26-year-old Parisian with Pourtalès connections, to be the live-in governess for the younger children. She had been wounded and lost her home and family in the 1870 siege of Paris. She proved to be a gem, not only as a governess but in her unbounded devotion to Louise, who was prone to spells of nervous exhaustion that, at their worst, could last for extended periods. Pauline not only tended to her but took over her household duties during these spells, without fuss.3

Money was tight. The Bellegarde enterprise was not bringing in the revenue Henri had counted on. Worse, the Geneva investors were aghast to realize that their partners in London were more concerned with immediate payment of dividends than the longer-term success of the enterprise. To finance their dividends they simply issued more shares of stock, which the Genevese saw as a quick road to ruin.4

After his move to the Collège Ferdinand no longer saw Denise Gillet, and any infatuation with her was quite over by the start of 1873. His love of hunting was certainly unabated, though. A page torn from a notebook has a drawing by him of a man shooting an animal, and on the other side, a list of Ferdinand’s kills by the end of 1872, including a cat, a squirrel, and twenty-three birds of various species.5 But come the spring, his fancy turned to bigger quarry.

Thursday, 8 May 1873.—I decide to go with Pictet & not with Bourcart. So I go to the riding school (where Pictet is from 7 to 8) to tell him so. While waiting for him to come out at 8:15, I go for a walk down Westerweller way. Léonie is at her window.6

Léonie de Westerweller, the cousin of his schoolmate Henri Le Fort,7 was the new romantic passion in Ferdinand’s life, inspiring poems that have none of the jokiness of those about Denise Gillet. Instead they are the verses of a seriously love-struck youth.8

Vous seule êtes coupable, aimable Léonie,

Si, jaloux d’exprimer mes pensers les plus chers

Je me risque parfois à murmurer des vers:

C’est qu’en pensant à vous la charmante harmonie

Vient, qu’on l’appelle ou non, de mêler au soupir

Et que le coeur épris qui dans son souvenir

Entend chanter la voix de votre bouche rose

Le sent presque profane en vous parlant la prose.

‘There’s none but you to blame, dear Léonie,

If, silencing the wish that my heart nurses,

I sometimes risk murmuring these verses:

When I think of you, enchanting harmony

Comes unbidden, mixing with my tears

My love-struck heart in its memory hears

A song come from your sweet lips of rose;

It seems profane to speak to you in prose.’

The detailed diary which Ferdinand was keeping during the month of May 1873 is filled with days spent with family or with friends, taking the tram to see some athletic event that proves boring, stopping on the way to buy ‘some atrocious cigarettes’. These jaunts are interspersed with attempts to arrange ‘chance’ meetings with Léonie, or to pass by her window. She was charmed by his attentions, or so at least Ferdinand wanted to believe.

The following week one of the Gautiers arranged a dance for the boys and girls of the coterie, what Ferdinand refers to as a pince-cul, literally ‘pinch-arse’, a word first attested only in 1867, according to the Robert dictionary, for a party at which the guests behave naughtily. He attends, knowing that Léonie will be there. But she is not so friendly to him as he hopes: ‘Aubert says that he didn’t notice at Gautier’s dance that Léonie was acting very warm toward me. I don’t think so either; things don’t move so quickly with her.’9

Ferdinand’s love for Léonie is innocent and idealized. The poems that invoke her name are classical and chaste. He even addresses her with the formal vous—to Denise Gillet he had used the informal tu. There were, though, more advanced thoughts going through his mind, that turn up in another draft poem from this time.10

Déjà l’aurore a glissé curieuse

Un rayon rose au travers du rideau.

Sur ma poitrine <Contre mon sein> une tête amoureuse

Sommeille encor, tiède et charmant fardeau.

Un seul baiser qui frôlerait sa bouche

En l’éveillant rendrait <à un désir> ses transports à un amour

Sa voix, ses yeux, son amour, ses caresses

Ses brulantes caresses

et ses tendres étreintes

‘Curious, the dawn has slipped a rosy ray

Through the curtain, onto my bed

On my chest <Against my breast> I feel warmly weigh

The burden of my love’s still sleeping head

A single kiss brushed against her mouth

Would awaken her <to a desire> her ecstasies to a love

Her voice, her eyes, her love, her caress

Her burning caress

and her tender embrace’

Henri de Westerweller, Léonie’s father, managed the business affairs of Count Alexandre de Pourtalès, and it was he that Henri de Saussure blamed for cheating him and Louise out of their fair share of her father’s fortune.11 If Henri de Saussure had suspected anything about his son’s feelings for Léonie, he would have nipped them in the bud.

For whatever reason, Ferdinand’s ardour cooled. In the summer, part of which he spent in the French Alps,12 he stopped writing poems to Léonie. For her part, she appears never to have married.13 While many of Ferdinand’s later poems survive, none are addressed to love interests. There is a reason for this—another young woman to whom he gave some verses would respond with an ardour that had disastrous consequences. Yet poetry remained in his soul, and would resurface in later years to find a place in his teaching and research. In so far as poetry consists of discovering patterns and latent possibilities in language, his linguistic analysis is itself poetic at heart.

GYMNASE DE GENÈVE

The Gymnase was established as part of the settlement of the 1846–8 Revolution.14 It was modelled on the French lycée and German Gymnasium, and over the decades control of it shifted back and forth between the Collège and the Académie de Genève. Crucial to its character, however, was the fact that it was housed in the Bastions within the premises of the Académie,15 or, as it was permanently renamed in this year of 1873, the Université de Genève.

The location mattered because it emphasized the Gymnase’s goal of preparing young men for study in the Université, with its ethos of broad-based, modern education rooted as much in the natural sciences as in the humanities. Most importantly, students in the Gymnase had access to the resources of the Université, which far surpassed those of the Collège, particularly when it came to scientific equipment and the specialized books and journals in the libraries of the university faculties.

The law of October 1872 increased the number of sections in the Gymnase from two to five: classical, technical, commercial, classical paedagogy, and non-classical paedagogy.16 The classical section prepared scholars, the best of whom might aspire to teach in the Université, while the classical paedagogy section prepared secondary schoolteachers. It looked at the time like a liberalizing change, reducing the classical stream from being half the institution’s concern to just one-fifth, and shifting the centre of gravity toward more practical areas. But the perception came to be the reverse: the classical section was now the elite domain reserved for a very select few. Boys from the middle class with a talent for classical languages, who previously might have entered this section alongside their aristocratic counterparts, were now channelled instead into classical paedagogy and schoolteaching.

A further tension was introduced that would worsen for forty years before snapping. The programme of the Gymnase had always been designed as preparatory to the Université. But the Université offered no courses in commerce, a subject deemed too practical for teaching at the highest level. Anyone enrolled in the Gymnase’s commerce section was ineligible for entry into the Université, even if he wished to study in some other area.

On 16 September 1873 Ferdinand, now approaching his sixteenth birthday, was admitted into the student society Paedagogia,17 some of the antics of which were described in Chapter 4. The student societies had been modelled on the ‘corporations’ of students in German universities. Their members wore the society emblems daily, in discreet form when attending classes, and with extravagant regalia for special occasions. Paedagogia was the ‘chic’ society. Their sky-blue casquettes (peaked caps), emblazoned with the letter ‘P’ in silver thread, were the model of bon ton. Not a plain ‘P’, but one

with a great luxury of branches and superfluous strokes, plus a great Teutonic exclamation mark (the meaning of which, I imagine, was: here we are, this is how we do things; and if you don’t like it, who cares, or: what business is it of yours anyway, etc.). These graphic incantations are called Zirkels. You see them everywhere, pencilled on the walls or carved into tables. It is an obsession.18

The societies had their own ‘Teutonic’ lingo, including Zirkel, along with Bierzipfel, Wichs, and Flaus, other society-specific items of apparel worn only when outside the Gymnase.19 A member in his first year was a Fuchs, in his second year a Bursch.

The surviving documents from Ferdinand’s education include surprisingly few from the 1873–4 academic year, his first at the Gymnase. He kept a translation from Horace which he did that year, together with one from the Collège the year before.20 Being in the classical stream meant that his areas of study largely overlapped with what he had done at the Collège, so did not challenge him intellectually. And although the boys now received their first formal instruction in the natural sciences, it was far below what Ferdinand had absorbed from helping his father by taking dictation and pitching in with minor research tasks.

Insight into Ferdinand’s education at the Gymnase is afforded by course notes taken by his classmates Alexandre Claparède and Amé Pictet, and the memoirs of David and Lemaître. What struck Lemaître most was getting his first exposure to the natural sciences

in the form of very elementary notions of zoology and botany. As for the latter branch, our teacher, Philippe Privat, nicknamed Cotyledon, […] tried so hard to make his teaching interesting, whether by bringing in a sheep’s brain from the butcher’s, or breathing into a calf’s lung so as to demonstrate its functioning, or pulling from his vast botanical box several specimens of a plant that he would hand out to us to identity, that, despite his repetitions and monotonous drone, we could not help liking him.21

The boys were taught physics by a professor from the Université, the amiable Élie Wartmann, assisted by his demonstrator, Beaudroit. Wartmann’s teaching was based on experimental demonstration of weight, pressure, dilation of bodies, magnetism, electricity, and other principles. Whenever the professor was away and Beaudroit carried out the experiments, they succeeded on the first attempt. But if Wartmann was present, he always insisted on taking a hand, and the experiments failed. One might expect the professor to learn his lesson and leave the experiments to his underling, but he would not. ‘In this case of arrogance toward a subordinate’, Lemaître remarked, ‘could be seen a rather general flaw of the old guard.’22

History and geography were taught by Paul Chaix, nicknamed Chameau (‘Camel’) because of his long limbs and a trip in the Libyan desert that he loved to talk about.23 He was ‘an erudite scholar with a prodigious memory who, through his tall stature and the indefinable expression on his face, imposed respect on us’.24 Although he too was one of the old guard, he had a knack for recounting things in his lectures that would reduce his students to helpless laughter—except that laughter was not permitted in his lecture hall. The young men would struggle to restrain themselves, but at times their hilarity would get the better of them. Chaix would announce to those who could not stifle their laughs, ‘Monsieur X and Monsieur Y, take your hats!’, the signal for them to leave the hall. The students were quick to note that Chaix’s favourite word was turpitude, and waited for its appearance in each lecture, winking at each other with satisfaction on hearing it. They made sure as well to use it abundantly themselves in their oral examinations, where their marks were awarded in proportion as they reproduced exactly what Chaix had told them, without (as Lemaître saw it) any encouragement for original thinking. Yet Chaix was one of just three of Saussure’s teachers from this period to whom he later considered sending one of his publications.25

The boys were not entirely critical of the teaching they received. When it was inspired, they recognized it, and all the more so when it was in a subject they were not naturally drawn to. David Decrue, the mathematics professor, had received the nickname Q′ (‘Cuprime’), which had rude connotations because of the homophony of the letter ‘Q’ with the word cul ‘arse’.26 He would arrive in class ‘envelopped in a long black frock coat, hermetically buttoned’, practically running to the podium and immediately calling a student up to the blackboard to write out the formulas he would recite for his first algebraic demonstration. Between demonstrations, ‘he would cross his arms over his chest for a few moments, then would give us, with ineffable solemnity, a moralizing lecture, apparently meditated upon before he came to class. His gravity was such that we were tempted to laugh, and we would instinctively lower our heads so as not to writhe at the most thrilling moment.’ And yet, Decrue ‘was a very good teacher, who had the secret of inspiring us to work, well beyond what otherwise would have been our ambitions’.

The professor of German, Carl Krauss, ‘initiated us into the beauties of the German language, by having us translate Wilhelm Tell, Maria Stuart and Hermann und Dorothea’. After their first year in the Gymnase, Krauss was appointed to a chair in the Université, where, in addition to classical literature, he offered a course on the medieval Song of the Nibelungen, and from 1885 onward a course on the grammar of Middle High German. Both of these later developed into important areas of interest for Saussure.

Greek and Latin languages and antiquities were taught by Joseph Duvillard and Edouard Tavan, close friends despite being quite unlike one another: ‘Mr Duvillard was spontaneous and almost jumped about while teaching, whereas Mr Tavan moved with a sure and tranquil step, his right index finger fixed on his Horace or Cicero, and the left on his translation notebook.’ Tavan did not lack passion, but reserved it for a different occupation that he practised in the privacy of his office: ‘his admirable talent as a poète ciseleur’, the sort of poet who sculpts fine, exquisite verse with more concern for form than content. Still, Tavan was revered as an inspiration by three generations of his contemporaries and students, who compiled an album of poems in his honour.27 He and Duvillard were the other two Gymnase teachers, along with Chaix, to whom Saussure thought of sending one of his later works.

Of all the courses at the Gymnase, the one by its director, Antoine Verchère, may have had the most enduring impact on Saussure. Lemaître says of it that Verchère ‘gave us an enjoyable logic course of extreme simplicity’,28 whereas David says ‘I did not understand very much of it; the subject of his course was, I think, psychology’.29 In fact the title was ‘Philosophy’, and it was a comprehensive survey of philosophy and psychology from ancient to modern times. It is interesting that Lemaître remembered it as a course in Logic, which was one of the main subdivisions and which included the section on language. Claparède’s notes for this section open:

One of the great resources of the human species is the ability to communicate intellectually. These communications are carried out by different means which generally take the name of language [langage]. The material processes are called signs. But if one gives a sign to an absent person it no longer has any value. Every time a collection of conventional or natural signs is made, this is called a language [langage]. There are several systems of signs: thus the sounds of the voice or speech [parole], which is language par excellence (la langue) (παραβολα, comparison, then language [langage]).30

Show this paragraph to most linguists today and they are likely to identify the author as someone well acquainted with the work of Ferdinand de Saussure. Some of the principal ideas associated with Saussure’s name are here: the distinction of langage, langue, and parole, language as a collection of signs, value, conventional signs, language as a system of signs. Was Antoine Verchère then the true founder of modern linguistics? If not, whence did these terms and conceptions come to him? The answer to that lies a bit further on in the notes, where Verchère says that

When one does a study of the elements of which a language is composed, it is called general grammar. There are a small number of primordial facts that can be combined in innumerable ways.31

General grammar, la grammaire générale, is the tradition associated with Port-Royal in the seventeenth century. It endured into the early decades of the nineteenth century, at which point it was abandoned in France in favour of the new historical–comparative approach. But Genevese education was peculiar, on account of the events following the Revolution of 1846–8. Verchère had been one of those young men who had just begun a teaching career when the new administration led by James Fazy removed anyone from the classroom who had had an ecclesiastical education. He spent years teaching in private schools, including the Institution Martine, before being called back to the public sector to serve as director of the Gymnase. He had a simultaneous career in politics, culminating in the presidency of the Grand Council from 1868 to 1870. Amid such activity he did not have the opportunity or the motivation to renew his teaching so as to keep it in line with more recent developments elsewhere. He continued to teach in the mid-1870s what he himself had heard from his own teachers, such as Adolphe Pictet and Rodolphe Töppfer, thirty years before.32

Verchère was a living link back to the age of Condillac, and the student notes of his philosophy course solve the mystery of how concepts such as that of the linguistic sign made their way from Port-Royal and Condillac to Saussure. They explain too why Saussure never treated any of these aspects of his conception of language as novel. They had been taught to him as common-sense notions, and that is how he treated them. But he was presenting them to students whose education had been modernized, so that the old tradition of which Saussure caught the tail end appeared to them to be radically new.

Sign theory was not the only ‘Saussurean’ notion to be found in Verchère’s teaching. So was the idea of ‘difference’.

comparison (cum-par) is the operation through which ideas are brought close to one another two by two. But the real meaning of the word is broader than its etymological meaning; thus one can compare more than two things and dissimilar things. Comparison consists therefore of confronting ideas in order to highlight their relationships of re- or dis-semblance. Ideas which result from such comparison are comparative; all notions of size are comparative.33

In this same discussion Verchère gives a definition of abstraction that is rather different from the one found in dictionaries today, and that helps elucidate how Saussure uses the term: ‘Abstraction, a Latin word signifying separation, consists of envisaging <in isolation> through thought a single quality which is found in a whole.’ The term system is used frequently by Verchère in connection with aspects of language, for example in his discussion of the different systems of word order used in different languages.34 Under the heading ‘Methods in the physical and natural sciences’, he uses the term nomenclature to designate ‘a scientific language’.35 In his late lectures Saussure will emphasize the fact that ordinary languages are not nomenclatures, and that it is a common error to imagine that they are such.

Despite their adolescent acuity in pinpointing their teachers’ weaknesses, the young men had a certain affection for all of them—with one exception. The professor of rhetoric and French composition, John Braillard,36 inspired no warm feelings at all in David or Lemaître. Another veteran of the purge of 1848, he carried over into his classroom the rough-and-tumble of his service on the administrative council of Geneva, including two terms as mayor in 1866 and 1868. It seemed to his students that he used his French composition lessons as an opportunity to humiliate them.

How brusque was the change of scene when, after the class with Mr Privat, appeared before us the charmless silhouette of Mr Braillard, our teacher of rhetoric and composition. He […] brought to mind the worst traits of a Parisian of the boulevards (and we had known a few), with his haughty and self-satisfied tone, his sly and patronizing smile. He took pleasure in making our poor literary productions even more pathetic than they were and in dissecting them alive.37

The compositions of only one member of the class would merit praise from the terrible Braillard, indeed very high praise, as will be seen in a later section. A posthumous appraisal of Braillard said that

His jealously guarded independence isolated him. The weapons of irony and sarcasm, which he handled with a rare deftness, left too many wounds. […] Saddened perhaps by the vain and scattered use of his precious gifts, irritated at himself for not having stayed true to his vocation as a writer–critic and his artist’s instincts, devastated by his rapid and penetrating self-criticism, he showed little indulgence to his students.38

The same appraisal had things to say of Braillard which suggest that he and his student Saussure were temperamentally alike in certain respects.

Braillard could have authored that rare book, a good manual of rhetoric. His students might have had it in their hands and his lessons could have been devoted to showing its living application, as appealing as instructive, to the works of great writers. But, too severe toward himself and too quickly discouraged, he left no completed work.

The difference was that no one ever felt cruelty in the presence of Saussure. Later in life he may have felt just as embittered, just as irritated at himself for the ambitions unrealized, but he kept it inside. Occasionally a hint of it came out in a draft of something he was writing, but no one else was allowed to read it.

The young Saussure made a catalogue of the books he owned.39 It is still very much the library of a schoolboy, in which Latin authors figure most prominently (Caesar, Livy, Suetonius, Seneca, Cicero, Lucian). His dictionary collection included the Greek-French one by Alexandre, the Latin-French by Quicherat, the French dictionary of Nodier, the Latin etymological dictionary of Döderlein, and a French–Greek lexicon. His two dozen ‘Livres d’amusement etc.’ were all in French, except one: Ansichten der Natur by Alexander von Humboldt. The rest included stories by Théophile Gautier and Mérimée, the Thousand and One Nights (illustrated), the dramas of Shakespeare, eighteenth-century dramatic works (illustrated), the statutes of Paedagogia, How I Found Livingstone by Stanley (illustrated), the Causeries du Lundi and Nouveaux Lundis by Saint-Beuve, a book on chess, Scherer’s three-volumes of studies of contemporary French literature, Guizot’s two-volume history of France (illustrated), Helvetia by Geilfuss, and Les Alpes by Tschudi, and some popular stories and novels. He also included in the list his stamp albums, noting that his collection numbered around a thousand.

Besides stamp collecting, he was writing verses ‘obsessively’ in his father’s view, and giving Greek lessons to the family governess, Pauline Fer, at her request.40 But like his fellow members of Paedagogia and the other student societies, he was devoting most of his extramural energies to their social activities, which revolved around drinking beer, singing student songs, expeditions to the Alps, and parties in hotel rooms. The boys of Paedagogia also spent hours holding meetings of a mock debating society and writing up its satirical minutes; many pages in Ferdinand’s hand survive.41 Those who taught in the Gymnase often complained about the societies unduly distracting the students from their work.42 Parents too were prone to worry: ‘Their son goes out frequently and comes home late, sometimes tipsy. He carries on like an adult etc.’43

This, of course, is why Ferdinand’s and his friends’ parents had held them back from the Gymnase for a year. He resented it so much because, in later years, he convinced himself that if he had not been held back in his education, he might have got his discovery of the Indo-European sonant ṇ into print before anyone else. Yet an objective look at how he spent his first year in the Gymnase makes one wonder whether he would really have been so focused as he later imagined. Nor should he have been: bonding with his agemates in Paedagogia did wonders for his social development. For the rest of his life he would never want for friends in Geneva. By the same token, he would rarely be able to make friends with anyone from outside his family’s coterie, limiting himself almost entirely to Genevese company even when living in Leipzig and Paris.

In January 1874 the results for the first-semester examinations at the Gymnase were announced. For the first time, Saussure was not at the top of the class. Lebet, his old partner in crime from the Institution Martine, came first, while Ferdinand was aghast to find himself reduced to third best.44 The shock was enough to make him pull himself up by his bootstraps. In July, the results for the second semester were announced and prizes given for the year. This time it was Saussure at the top of the list with 100 1/2 marks out of 106, and Lebet third. Ferdinand savoured his revenge on his friend, made all the sweeter when he also took the prize for French composition, for a poem entitled Le fou rire (‘Uncontrolled laughter’).45

It was probably towards the end of his first year at the Gymnase that Saussure had his most profound intellectual experience to date. He read, for the first time, a work in linguistics. By the time he finished, he had found his vocation, though he did not yet quite know it.

ADOLPHE PICTET

The book that so marked the young Saussure was Pictet’s Les origines indo-européennes ou les Aryas primitifs (‘Indo-European origins or the Primitive Aryas’), published in two volumes in 1859 and 1863. It achieved widespread renown and is the work for which Pictet is best remembered. Looking back at the age of forty-five, Saussure saw his early fascination with the book as juvenile, yet Pictet’s work remained indelibly etched in his mind. Near the end of the Course in General Linguistics we read that it ‘has served as a model for many others; it is still the most engaging of all. […] His is the most important undertaking of its type.’46

Pictet’s links to the Saussure family, including his friendship with Albertine Necker de Saussure and his blood relationship to Ferdinand’s aunt Adèle, have been noted in earlier chapters.47 Born in 1799, he had by the 1830s earned the nickname ‘L’Universel’ on account of his range of interests, vast even by the standards of aristocratic Genevese scholars of his generation, from designing military explosives to proving that the Celtic languages form a branch of the Indo-European family.48 He has been described as ‘one of the tutelary gods of Saussure’s childhood’,49 and Saussure himself would write in his ‘Souvenirs’:

The venerable Adolphe Pictet, author of the Indo-European Origins, was my family’s neighbour in our country home for part of the year when I was 12 or 13. I would meet him often in his grounds at Malagny near Versoix, and although I did not dare interrogate the excellent old gentleman much, the admiration I secretly nourished for his book, several chapters of which I had studied seriously, was as deep as it was child-like. The idea that one could, with the help of one or two Sanskrit syllables,—for such was the idea of the book itself and of all the linguistics of the time—rediscover the life of vanished peoples enflamed me with an enthusiasm unparalleled in its naïveté; and I have no truer or more exquisite memories of linguistic pleasure than those which still today wisp into my mind of this childhood reading.50

Two things need correcting here. The age at which Saussure read Indo-European Origins has been pushed back, for reasons to be discussed further on. Also, whatever criticisms may be fairly levelled against Pictet’s book, it does not rely on ‘one or two Sanskrit syllables’ to rediscover the lives of vanished peoples. For every word of the lost Indo-European parent language that it attempts to reconstruct and derive historical information from, it carefully compares the words in all the known daughter languages, and brings to bear a detailed consideration of all the relevant linguistic literature from Bopp and Grimm onwards. It is true that Pictet looked to Sanskrit as the ‘control’ on his reconstructions much as the Romance linguists looked to Latin: ‘The Sanskrit word, if it exists, will serve as point of departure and as constant norm, representing, in all probability, the most ancient and pure form.’51 Pictet’s book provided Saussure with his first serious exposure to Sanskrit, through the hundreds of Sanskrit words it cites, but equally so for various ancient Celtic, Germanic, and Slavic tongues, as well as Albanian, Armenian, and others. The book begins with a substantial methodological preamble which says precisely that resemblances in words of one or two syllables are too likely to be coincidental to furnish a sound basis for comparative reconstruction. One must first of all establish the relationship between the languages as a whole.

The probability of a real relationship between similar words which designate the same object thus depends essentially on the degree of affinity of the languages to which they belong, and this affinity must be established in advance through a body of evidence that embraces the entire organism of these languages.52

Saussure will assert precisely this position throughout his career. The first volume of Pictet’s book focuses on ethnography, geography, and natural history, being largely concerned with establishing the location of the original homeland of the Indo-European peoples. He concluded that ‘The people of the Aryas, that is the excellent ones, those worthy of respect, the masters, the heroes (the name signifies all this), as they called themselves as opposed to the Barbarians, must have occupied a region of which Bactria can be considered the centre’.53

The second volume is concerned with material culture—herding, farming, wood and metal working, navigation, warfare, construction, and the building of cities—social arrangements, and intellectual and religious life, including ‘primitive psychology’. As Pictet progresses through these subjects, there is less and less evidence on offer from ethnography. It is ultimately only from comparative linguistics that can be derived a picture of how these ancient ancestors perceived their world. Study of the comparative vocabulary shows Pictet that ‘the ancient Aryas were essentially a herding people […]. The country was divided into pasturages, each the property of a community composed of several families, and united by common interests as well as by blood ties.’54

The most specific and unexpected finding of Pictet’s research was the extent to which the ancestral culture was run through with an almost worshipful respect for and adoration of the cow, a veneration still maintained in Hinduism.

From the cow are borrowed several names of plants and birds, as well as measures of various types. The principal moments of the day are designated by words for the departure and return of the herds. Owning cows constituted wealth and well-being, and the desire for owning them was a common motive for expeditions of war. The gift of a cow was a mark of honour reserved for particular occasions, such as the arrival of a guest, the celebration of a marriage; and, when death was approaching for a member of the family, it was again the cow that was given to him or her as a companion and guide in the other world, by sacrificing it on their pyre.

A striking example is furnished by the word daughter and its congeners in many Indo-European languages, including German Tochter, Russian duche, Greek thygatéra, and Sanskrit duhitṛ (written as duhitar by Pictet): ‘The etymology of duhitar is not in doubt. It is an agentive noun, like pitar (father), mâtar (mother), derived regularly from the root duh, to milk, and meaning she who milks.’55 Pictet concludes from this that in the primitive ancestral culture, milking the cows was an essential social role assigned to unmarried girls.

It is easy to understand the book’s appeal, not just to a young Saussure but to linguists, cultural anthropologists, historians, even theologians. Its message was readily absorbed by a still wider general audience across Europe that would never bother attending directly to Pictet’s hundreds of pages of etymological arguments. It was the ultimate Romantic dream: breaking through a wall to discover the lost world of our original and purer selves. The adolescent Saussure found in it the prehistoric equivalent of the swashbuckling adventure novels in which he would bury himself for days on end. By the time he closed the first volume, a linguist was born, and had been exposed, at second hand, to the work of all the comparative Indo-Europeanists from Bopp to Schleicher, Curtius and others writing on the subject up to the end of the 1850s.

As for the more speculative and controversial second volume, it is not clear that Saussure was deeply marked by its assertions about the ‘psychology’ of the Indo-European peoples.56 Against a background of assumptions that ‘primitive’ thinking was entirely concrete in nature, with abstract thought arising only in later, advanced stages of civilization, Pictet found something very different where the Indo-Europeans were concerned. The Aryas

offer the example, perhaps unique in languages, of a rather subtle distinction between the purely abstract being, and real and concrete existence. Here again are found the germs of this vigour of thought that made the Arian peoples the creators of philosophy, to the exclusion, it may be said, of almost all others. The unfettered search for truth has always been one of their predominant tendencies.57

The trouble begins with to the exclusion … of almost all others. A culturally charged and hotly contested debate was emerging over the ‘perfection’ of the Indo-European languages. The central religious culture of Europe—Christianity in its Orthodox and Western versions—was plainly not Indo-European but Semitic in origin.58 Jules Oppert, a specialist in Indo-Iranian languages and one of the founders of Assyrology, contested the claims of Indo-European linguistic superiority, arguing for instance that the Psalms of David are superior to the Vedic hymns.59 As a leading figure in both Indo-European and Semitic studies, Oppert was uniquely placed to judge such matters, though the fact that he himself was Jewish did not go unnoticed.

Pictet never directly says that the Aryas were superior to the Hebrews. His position is that each was exactly what they needed to be in order to fulfil their role in the divine plan. Yet in describing their characteristics he does not disguise where his own sympathies lie.

The contrast between the two races is as stark as can be. For the Hebrews the authority that conserves, for the Aryas the freedom that develops; for the one the intolerance that concentrates and isolates, for the other the receptivity that extends and assimilates; for the latter, energy directed toward a single goal, for the former, incessant activity carried in all directions; on the one hand a single compact nationality, on the other an immense extension of the race divided into a throng of different peoples: on both sides exactly what it took to accomplish their providential destiny. To see in this arrangement only a simple game of chance is willingly to close one’s eyes to the light.60

Born at the end of the eighteenth century, formed intellectually in the 1820s at the feet of Victor Cousin and in the salon of Coppet, Pictet was able to deploy the discourse of mid-century comparative-historical linguistics to ends that belonged to that earlier Romantic age, to which he was a spiritual throwback. In his mind, the Aryas and Hebrews of whom he wrote were historical ideals. The cultural attributes he described were choices influenced by the environment in which the peoples lived, with no suggestion that they were genetically determined or transmitted. In fact, his description of the Aryas and Hebrews better fit the modern contrast between Protestants and Roman Catholics, the contrast that really mattered to him as a Genevese Calvinist who had made a career in the wider, predominantly Catholic Europe. Would any Calvinist have seen ‘the unfettered search for truth’ as a predominant tendency of papists? In the traditional vocabulary of Geneva, ‘authority’ and ‘intolerance’ are terms associated first and foremost with Rome.

And yet, the audience that received Pictet’s book upon its publication belonged to a time when the public discourse was beginning to reflect dismay at the perceived disproportionate power of Jews in banking, the professions, sciences, arts, and politics. Jewish emancipation took place in Switzerland in 1866, and there, as elsewhere in Europe, people who had been sympathetic to Jews when they were denied full rights of citizenship began to fear and resent them almost as soon as those rights were granted. For some of these people, Pictet’s book appeared to offer scientific proof that the Aryan race was superior. Certainly Pictet could never have imagined what this would lead to in less than a hundred years’ time.

In his autobiographical memoir, Saussure says that he ‘did not dare interrogate the excellent old gentleman much’, implying that he did interrogate him a bit. A mentoring relationship of sorts developed between them, and Saussure would go on to read and admire all of Pictet’s books. His views on two of them will appear further on, in the context of a series of articles he wrote about Pictet and the importance of the Indo-European Origins, at a time when he was outgrowing Pictet’s linguistic method, though not necessarily his overarching vision.

‘ESSAY FOR REDUCING THE WORDS OF GREEK, LATIN & GERMAN TO A FEW ROOTS’

In July 1874, after completing his first year at the Gymnase, Saussure undertook his first effort in linguistics. It was not connected with his formal schooling, which continued to leave him uninspired apart from the compositions he wrote for Braillard’s rhetoric and French composition course. Entirely off his own bat, he set out to write an essay developing an insight that came to him during his reading of Pictet’s Origines indo-européennes. His insight, far more radical than anything Pictet ever suggests, was that the words of Greek, Latin, and German—representing the three branches of Indo-European in which Saussure could claim solid knowledge—could be historically systematized in such a way as to derive them all from just nine primitive roots. These roots embodied the perfectly economical use of three basic consonants, p, t, and k, and the single vowel a.

He started the Essay in July, then had to leave it aside in order to go off with his father and brother Horace for an excursion in the Romansch and Italian Alps.61 It was longer and more ambitious than their typical summer trip, but Henri needed to get away and clear his mind of the ever-increasing problems with the Bellegarde projects, which were now consuming him. The bad-faith dealings of the British partners were threatening the financial basis of the whole enterprise. Some months before, Henri had presented the investors with a plan to save the venture. They would have to forego dividends temporarily, and return the free shares they were given when new stock was issued to finance their earlier dividends. He led the way by sending back his own free shares, but to his shock and dismay, not one of the Scots followed suit.

By the spring a decision was taken to put the phosphate works into liquidation.62 Henri resigned his directorship of the company. In a long letter to the director in Britain, written in imperfect English, he denied doing this for his own convenience.

I can say that for 6 months I have entirely sacrificed myself to the Company, and that if any of the directors had done the half of the work I did at that time, our shares would have been sold and the position saved. […] I am perfectly knocked down and worren [sic] out, like a horse, which has been to [sic] long overworked.63

Louise was off with her parents at their properties in Bohemia, where they spent two to three months each summer. This year Ferdinand was invited to join them. Henri, not on speaking terms with his father-in-law, was hesitant to agree to the trip. Ferdinand was helping him with his work, taking dictation of letters and making copies of them for Henri to retain. Moreover, Henri was sure the old man was playing financial tricks on him and Louise, at the instigation of his business manager Westerweller. Ferdinand was surprised to find that he himself was not so keen to go. ‘I don’t know why this didn’t fill me with unbounded joy’, he wrote in his diary at the end of the year. ‘I would just as well have stayed peacefully at Genthod’, to work on his Essay.

No decision had been made about Bohemia when Henri set off with his two eldest sons for St Moritz. After a few days there, Henri announced that he had decided to let Ferdinand undertake the trip to his grandfather’s estate. Ferdinand kept his ambivalence to himself and, as ever, did not question his father’s decision. Leaving Horace at a resort in St Moritz to take a cure for the nervous tics of his Sydenham’s chorea,64 Henri took Ferdinand on 14 July to Lindau, where he boarded a train for Munich, and from there, following Henri’s detailed instructions, another train for the journey of some three hundred miles to the Pourtalès estate at Radowesnitz (now Radovesnice), near Kolin in Bohemia (now the Czech Republic). There he spent a very pleasant week with his grandparents and uncle Max.65 His mother was also present, though he never mentions her in writing of the trip in his diary at the end of the year. When the week was up, Max returned to Berlin, while Ferdinand accompanied his mother and grandparents back to Switzerland by way of the River Main, stopping to see his uncle and aunt Hermann de Wesdehlen. They then took Ferdinand back to Creux de Genthod, where he cannot have had more than three weeks to finish his Essay before sending it to Adolphe Pictet on 17 August 1874.

This ‘Essay for reducing the words of Greek, Latin & German to a few roots’ survives in the Houghton Library of Harvard University, along with Saussure’s covering letter to Pictet.66 In an early draft of his ‘Souvenirs’ from 1903, Saussure recalled that

Very struck by reading his books—notably the Indo-European Origins—I gave myself over at the age of 13 or 14 to a general theory, and a curiously childish one, of all possible roots, which I found at hand (through Greek-Lat.-Ger. Fr.) <and which I> distributed, as far as I recall, among a limited number of types, e.g.

PNK; πνίγω, funke,

&c.67

In the later draft that would be published in 1960, Saussure says that he wrote the Essay in 1872, when, as soon as he had ‘learned a few rudiments of Greek at school’,

I felt myself ready to sketch a general system of language, destined for Adolphe Pictet. This piece of juvenalia, so far as I recall it, consisted of a proof that all goes back, in all possible languages, to radicals immediately consituted of 3 consonants (more anciently still of 2 consonants).68

Saussure’s chronology here is multiply flawed. Not only did he get the year wrong, but it was not at the Collège de Genève or even the Institution Martine that he learned his ‘first rudiments of Greek’. His school reports from Hofwyl show that already in 1868–9, at the age of eleven, he was doing excellently in his study of the language. This was nearly six years before he actually wrote the Essay, and four years before he claimed to have written it in the ‘Souvenirs’.

Although the Essay was still in Saussure’s possession when he penned his memoir, his manuscript papers were innumerable, and had already reached a frightful state of disorganization by the time he was in his early twenties.69 If he had been able to locate it and refresh his memory, he would have seen that, overtly at least, it makes no claims concerning ‘all possible languages’, or a two-consonant stage. He was already careful to propose nothing he could not back up with examples from languages he knew well. He makes clear from the start that he is not so naive as to accept the commonplace idea that at its origins language was onomatopoeic. In order to be so, its first speakers would have had to command a wide palate of sounds, to reproduce the nuances of nature. Instead, Saussure assumes that ‘only through a slow education did they arrive at pronouncing all the sounds of which they are capable’.70 In the first stage of human language, words were still crude, made up of vowels alone, those ‘elementary sounds which are not even denied to the deaf’.

As noted above, Saussure’s Essay proposes that consonants emerged one by one. The first consonant, k, came from aspiration, a h sound made before vowels, at first accidentally, without any significance. ‘This was the dawn of consonants’—their origin was laryngeal, a view that, interestingly, aligned with the arguments of those who believed that the Semitic family represented the oldest strain of human languages, mainly (though not always) in support of the Biblical account.

After k, the next consonant must have been p, because its articulation is easiest. Up to this point neither the tongue nor the palate nor the teeth were used; the sound t is the first to emerge involving these organs, which makes it more complicated than k or p. So we have our three consonants, which combine with a vowel, either before or after it, to form syllables.

pa  ap  ka  ak  ta  at

In this second stage of language, the vowel is a ‘changeable element that takes on the hue of whatever sky it is travelling beneath, or vanishes completely’. Saussure is using the letter a algebraically, to indicate, not the sound [a] specifically, but ‘any vowel’ or the feature ‘vocalic’. The actual sound of the vowel does not matter. At this stage the vowels are too shifting to serve as a ‘sure index’ of meaning. Whatever the syllable pa meant, the meaning would be the same whether the sound was [pa] or [po] or [pe] or any other variant.

This algebraic approach to the vowel, abstracting it away from actual sound, is not characteristic of the linguistics of Saussure’s time. It is, however, an approach that will endure in his own work. We can see distinctive features of Saussurean linguistics already in the Essay, though the mature Saussure would not have left such a loose end untied as the youth does when he offers no explanation of how vowel differences that were significant in the first stage of language ceased to be so in the second.

Those differences remained insignificant as language shifted to its third stage, that of syllables containing two consonants with a vowel between them. The three consonants made possible nine combinations, each of which had a meaning, or at least a general significance that Saussure calls its ‘idea’.

pap  pat  pak  tap  tat  tak  kap  kat  kak

The idea of kap, for instance, is ‘anything that is hollow or curved’, while kat is ‘to hide, care for, cherish, safeguard, honour’. Each of these nine ‘roots’ becomes the basis of a ‘family of words’ in the three languages under consideration. ‘From this point on’, Saussure writes, ‘the root rests on two consonants which give it its distinctive character; it cannot be confused with another root.’

Here another enduring feature of Saussurean linguistics is emerging: the central place given to difference. What is real in language, for Saussure, is whatever serves to distinguish one meaningful element from another in the minds of speakers. This is not clearly the case in the most primitive stages, where people are still gaining physical mastery of sounds. But once the language is fully formed, all the sounds are under speakers’ control and no significant gap remains between ‘easy’ and ‘hard’ sounds. Now we are dealing with a system in the truest sense, one in which the identity of each element depends on its relationship to every other element, starting with the fact that each root ‘cannot be confused with another root’.

The next stage is the one in which the vowel timbre becomes distinctive. Now kep and kop each have a meaning related to kap, but not identical to it. The subsequent stages consist of progressive elaborations of the initial roots. Other labial consonants (b, m, f, v) emerge initially as variants of p, other dentals (d, n, s, z, l, r) from t, and so on. The first two-syllable roots are formed, sometimes with one of the vowels being dropped. Consonants are doubled. Then Saussure enters into the ‘complicated cases’, such as when one consonant replaces another belonging to a different type.

It is through these complex operations that he is able to reduce hundreds of words to a small number of roots. The root he examines in detail is tap, to which he assigns the general meaning ‘crushing, suffocating, deadening, flattening, all that is moderate, unaccentuated; what is low, humble, short, thick, heavy, dull, obtuse, torpid’. He derives Greek túptō ‘strike’ from this root, along with German tupfen ‘touch’. These might seem obvious enough. But other words require more work. Greek stémphō ‘stamp, press’ has at its centre the syllable tap, but its vowel has changed to e, its p has changed to m, its t has been strengthened by an s, and it has combined with another syllable (phō).

The problem with such an array of operations is that just about any word can be derived from any root. Linguists describe such operations as overly ‘powerful’. The young Saussure foresaw this accusation, and tried to ward it off: ‘I cannot be reproached for having made great leaps in the derivation of meaning, for here is for example [Latin] traho and [German] tragen (drag, carry) which are recognized as being Greek trékhō (run), yet which I have not managed to put under any idea, because their meanings seemed too far apart’. It is a weak defence: just because one has declined a leap in this or that case is no proof that one is not a leaper generally. But worth noting here is the distinction he makes between the meaning of a word and something he calls the ‘idea’, a more general category that links together many words of related meaning and distinguishes them from others.

I ordinarily classify the words of a root into ideas and I try to show the relationship of these ideas. But it must be borne in mind that I am not claiming to indicate by this the historical development that the root has followed; I do not discuss whether a particular idea has emerged from another or the reverse.

This will have echoes in later Saussurean thought, as will the distinction made here between the ‘historical development’ and the ‘relationships’ that exist at a given point in time—two approaches which Saussure will later term ‘diachronic’ and ‘synchronic’.

After giving a detailed account of three of his root-families, Saussure closes his Essay, explaining that its purpose has been simply to present his idea in summary form.

If I were sure that the rest were true, I would naturally study most especially all these difficult points. I would thus succeed, above all if I knew the Oriental languages, in dividing with certainty all the words into a dozen roots. But I see that I am losing myself in dreams, and that I must bear in mind the fable of the milkpot.

In La Fontaine’s ‘The Milkmaid and the Milkpot’, ‘the milkmaid’s grandiose schemes fall into the dust along with the milk, the sale of which would have provided the foundation for her dreams. The fable’s motif is generally classified by folklorists under the category of “Castles in the Air”’.71 Concerning the ‘Oriental languages’, he had certainly been exposed to them, particularly Sanskrit and Persian, in his reading of Pictet. But, to his credit, he is not prepared simply to glean words from someone else’s study of languages he himself does not know.

It took Pictet just three days to send Ferdinand his assessment of the Essay. At the end of 1874, recalling the events of that year, Ferdinand, now seventeen, wrote in his diary that Pictet ‘replied to me on 20 August with a letter one might call very discouraging. I have since understood the effect that my ideas must have had on him, by reading various things in linguistics’.72 In his ‘Souvenirs’ he recalled that

The excellent scholar had the particular kindness to give me a written response, in which he said among other things: My young friend, I see that you have taken the bull by the horns…, and he then doled out good words to me that were effective in definitively calming me on any universal system of language.73

Again, the Essay does not explicitly propose anything ‘universal’. Perhaps its speculations concerning language origins had this intent, and it is true that Saussure would never again engage in such speculations. The vision of the original human language in the Essay is more like a planned language than an organic evolution.

For all its overreaching naïveté, the Essay remains a remarkably well-organized and linguistically insightful work for someone three months short of his seventeenth birthday. The presence of so many characteristically Saussurean concepts, if only in germ, shows that his approach to language is deeply original. While rooted in his early education and experience, it does not derive from the linguistic literature which, beyond Pictet, he did not know. His vision will prove to be fundamentally consistent, whatever developments it would undergo, from his young manhood to his death.

Saussure himself did not see it that way, however. As on every previous occasion when he was dealt a setback, he reacted strongly and personally. Despite Pictet’s attempts to be encouraging, the message of his letter was clear, and Ferdinand, humiliated, was stopped in his tracks. By 1903, the Essay existed in his mind as a youthful folly, and its role in his personal mythology became that of a marker of his utter naïveté at the age of fourteen—perhaps even twelve, according to one draft of his memoir74—before he had the lightning flash of insight over the Greek work tetákhatai. According to the ‘Souvenirs’, ‘From this moment (1872), I was very ready to receive another doctrine, had I found one, but in fact I forgot linguistics for two years, rather disgusted with my failed essay’.75 Of all the memory lapses in his draft recollections, this one is the most extraordinary. He did not forget linguistics for two years. The ‘Souvenirs’ themselves claim that in the academic year that was about to begin, his second at the Gymnase, he began his serious independent study of the subject. But it was a year of traumas, including a period of life-threatening illness, so it is understandable if, looking back on it a quarter-century later, his chronology is flawed. The personal mythology he constructs may be his best attempt to make sense of events as he misremembered them.

If he had purposely set out to deceive, why would he have mentioned the Essay at all? Why not use it to show that that the characteristic features of Saussurean thought were already in place two years before his arrival at the University of Leipzig? He was, of course, labouring under the disadvantage of not knowing what Saussurean thought was. We who read the Essay a hundred years after his lectures on general linguistics can detect foreshadowings that escaped Saussure himself.

TRAGEDY AND TRIUMPH

As he started his second year at the Gymnase, Ferdinand continued to enjoy his social life with the Paedagogia set. With the thrill of their first taste of adult freedom behind them, he applied himself seriously to his studies, and his intellectual and literary gifts began to mature. In September 1874 a poem for Braillard’s French composition class caused even that hypercritical teacher to hail him as a genius. One might have expected his fellow students to be resentful, but as Lemaître later recalled, they too were moved by the poem and in awe of their classmate’s powers.

Mr Braillard had readily recognized good qualities in the prose and verse, always on attractive subjects, by our fellow student Ferdinand de Saussure. Mr Braillard would try to do justice to this prose and these verses by reading them out impeccably. He compared his student to Delille, finding Saussure superior.76

Jacques Delille, known as ‘the French Virgil’, was elected to the Académie Française at the unheard-of age of thirty-six, having been nominated by Voltaire. Today he is virtually forgotten, his poems on neo-classical subjects having become passé early in the twentieth century, when the 1870s became enshrined as the period of the decadent and modern, the age of Verlaine, Rimbaud, and Mallarmé—names perhaps whispered at the Gymnase de Genève, but certainly never studied.

Bearing that in mind helps one get a sense of what was so impressive about Saussure’s ‘Virgile enfant’ (‘The child Virgil’) in 1874. What makes it particularly worth attending to is that Virgil’s river Mincio is so obviously Lake Geneva, just as the child Virgil is Ferdinand de Saussure, as he existed in his own fantasy. It begins as follows.

Souvent Virgile enfant, le doux et blond Virgile

Ayant avec son père pétri l’argile

S’échappeait, l’oeil rêveur, dans les secrets sentiers

Qui <longaient> le Mincio, tout bordés d’églantiers;

Puis au-delà du pont, quittant la route étroite,

S’égarait dans les bois, courait à gauche, à droite

Partout où l’appelaient ses jeux et les oiseaux.

Il aimait les forêts avec leurs mille échos,

Avec leur demi-jour discret, leur dôme <front> antique,

Avec leur éternel & sublime cantique.

Ces bruits étaient pour lui pleins d’un trouble émouvant.

Il aimait les forêts! il aimait que le vent

Fît pleurer les vieux pins & craquer leurs branchages;

Car la voix des forêts, c’est la voix des vieux âges,

Et ce poète aimait les siècles oubliés.77

‘Often the child Virgil, Virgil the blond and sweet

After kneading the clay with his father

Ran off, dreamy-eyed, to the secret paths

Along the Mincio, bordered with wild roses;

Then over the bridge, leaving the straight path

He wandered in the woods, running left and right

Wherever his games and the birds summoned him.

He loved the forests with their thousand echoes,

With their discreet half-light, their antique dome

With their eternal and sublime canticle.

These sounds were for him deeply moving.

He loved the forests! he loved how the wind

Made the old pines cry and their branches crack;

For the voice of the forests is the voice of ages past

And this poet loved the forgotten centuries.’

Revisiting the poem the following summer, Saussure noted on the manuscript that

In writing these verses I was a pagan, much more pagan than Virgil. I spent several days believing myself transported to the time when aureus hanc vitam in terris Saturnus agebat [‘this was the life that golden Saturn led in our land’, Virgil, Georgics 2: 538]. In order to write the poem I ran through fields like a madman, I sat beneath the oaks above Genthod, and I combined into a delicious impression the feeling of nature and the perfume of antiquity. The Faun’s old beech tree, the ewe’s pasture, the spring in the forest, all this is up there on the hill and when I go back to visit them or when I reread this piece, I believe that I am evoking memories from 3000 years ago and not an episode from last year, so much does it seem to me that I lived all this.

‘Virgile enfant’ was written just weeks after Saussure finished his Essay destined for Pictet, in which he was imagining the primordial language spoken in Europe perhaps 3,000 years before. He was not simply deducing what it must have been like. In his powerful young imagination, informed and fired by Pictet’s Indo-European Origins, he was there.

Also like Ferdinand, Virgil knew the look of pride and wonder that parents give a son whose genius they recognize even though he is but a boy.

Quand il rentrait le soir au foyer domestique,

Sentant vibrer encor son âme poétique

Que ses parents surpris, tout en le regardant

Restaient silencieux. […]

‘When in the evening he returned home,

Still feeling his poetic soul vibrate

His surprised parents, watching him,

Remained silent. […]’

One expects that the young poet must have been insufferable, especially after his professor proclaimed him superior to one of the immortals of the French Academy. Not so. The natural grace and charm that could make people of any social rank feel that they were Saussure’s friend continued unabated, though, as Lemaître recalled, some were determined to resist.

We had for de Saussure a wholly justified admiration. He was genuinely our friend, but, curiously, a distant friend, probably because joined to our friendship was the deference for a recognized superiority that we were proud of. We would readily have taken him into our confidence, but he was of the band of the Gautiers and Pictets, which, in those days, ruled out any idea of a very great intimacy, while on their side they were probably not much bothered by it. It happened that two or three stupidly wanted to force the issue of this tacit rule, Tschumi called them grimpions [a Swiss-French word for those anxious to climb to the top].

Nevertheless, as I was saying, there existed not the shadow of an animosity between us, not the slightest feeling of envy or rancour toward a small distinguished coterie, and our relations, if a little distant, were not only correct, thanks to de Saussure they were cordial. Again a few years before his death, Ferdinand de Saussure, who had gained fame through his linguistic works, invited me to his apartment in the Rue de la Tertasse for an exchange of ideas on our schools and on the education of his sons.78

Almost fifty years after hearing it, Lemaître remembered ‘Virgile enfant’ as an exquisite poem and could even cite its first few lines, not quite as Saussure wrote them, but close. ‘One would like to reread these precocious productions of our late friend de Saussure,’ Lemaître wrote, ‘but he will not have dreamt of keeping them.’ He did not know his friend as well as he thought he did.

One weekend in November 1874, Ferdinand and Horace went out hunting on the lakeshore near Creux de Genthod.79 They were not dressed warmly enough for the season, and Ferdinand, whose lack of physical robustness had always worried his father, fell gravely ill with pleurisy. The left side of his chest cavity was so congested that the pressure was pushing his heart up to where it could be seen beating at the top of his right breast. Such severe pleurisy tended to be fatal in these years before antibiotic treatment.

Henri consulted Dr Lancelot of Versoix, whose treatment included applying leeches and painful plasters intended to irritate the skin and raise blisters, drawing fluid from the chest cavity. Henri was deeply troubled, worrying that such outmoded remedies would be ineffective. He felt instinctively that the treatment Ferdinand needed was to be wrapped in towels soaked in icy water. So he undertook this treatment in place of the daily plasters that the doctor had ordered.

When Lancelot learned of this the next day, he was understandably upset. But when he examined Ferdinand he found, to his astonishment, that the symptoms had abated. ‘Why don’t we always use this method?’ Dr Lancelot asked Henri, who replied: ‘Because medicine, like theology, is pure empiricism and yet we let ourselves be shackled by scholastic doctrine. That’s the answer: it’s a doctrine, an article of faith.’ What, after all, Henri philosophized in his diary, is medicine? The art of doing what one does not know. Fighting one disorder with another disorder, and necessarily risking a third disorder in the process.

By Christmas Ferdinand was well enough to take walks in Genthod, even when the weather was at its coldest. At last his heartbeat returned to his left side, and from that point on he rapidly regained weight and strength. He would be well enough to attend his classes at the Gymnase when they recommenced in January.

During his illness, Pauline Fer, the governess of his younger brothers and sisters, took to her own bed with a prolonged fever. In her delirium, she said things that confirmed what Louise had been suspecting for some time. Pauline had fallen hopelessly in love with Ferdinand. It had been going on for a year, since just after he turned sixteen. Louise informed Henri, who at once saw the truth of it. It made various aspects of her behaviour over the last years fall into place. ‘This poor person’, he wrote, ‘obviously has an hysterical obsession. […] It appears that she had already had to leave a job on account of becoming besotted with madame’s brother,—and here she becomes besotted with a sixteen-year-old boy.’

Henri wrung his hands. Poor Pauline had suffered terribly during the siege of Paris, being wounded by a bomb while tending to other victims. She had served the family well, especially during Louise’s nervous spells. There had been every expectation of her staying with them for years to come. Once Pauline’s fever passed, she went back to acting as if everything was perfectly all right. Through December the Saussures worried frightfully not just about Ferdinand’s pleurisy, but how to deal with his lover. According to Henri, the problem weighed especially heavily upon Louise, worsening her already fraught nerves.

A solution at last presented itself. Louise’s sister, the Countess de Wesdehlen, was spending the winter in Cannes. She agreed to take Pauline for the rest of the winter, provided the Saussures continued paying her salary. Fragile Louise broke the news to her, and, Henri wrote, ‘There were scenes’. They decided to send Ferdinand to spend a few days with his grandparents at Les Crénées, so that he would not witness Pauline’s departure. When Henri informed him, he ‘anticipated much sadness’, but in fact Ferdinand

galloped off to announce the news to his mother, he was floating on air, he was jubilant!

I then realized that it meant nothing to him, and that the whole intrigue existed only in the twisted imagination of Mlle Fer.

All this had begun a year before with the Greek lessons that Mlle Fer had Ferdinand give her and probably with intent. It appears that Ferdinand, who is obsessed with writing poems, wrote her a lovely one, and it went to her head; then her fervid imagination built an entire scaffolding.

She was deeply wounded by Ferdinand’s joy when he announced to her that he was leaving for Les Crénées. She let it be known loudly, calling him a heartless boy, etc.

If Ferdinand was unaware of the depths of Pauline’s passion for him, he cannot have remained so after this shouting incident. The only known poems of his from after this date are ones written for school, plus a later burlesque penned for a friend’s wedding celebration. No more love sonnets.

On 3 January the new governess, Mlle Krausman, arrived from Germany to replace Pauline. ‘Let us hope’, Henri wrote, recalling Miss Mansfield’s attempt to jump out the window with Albertine, ‘that this third one won’t be a nervous girl given to fever and delirium!’

Ferdinand was fine now, and returned to the Gymnase on the 4 January. Pauline too was better, physically at least. She would live on, unmarried, to the age of ninety-four.80 But the episode had claimed another victim: ‘My poor wife’, Henri wrote, ‘has been very shaken by this long tragedy, and now here she is once more suffering from her inner ills as a consequence of so much emotion and fatigue.’ This is, if anything, an understatement. Louise’s past breakdowns had been dreadful, but temporary, and not destructive to herself or those around her. Now, at thirty-seven, with nine children ranging in age from seventeen to under two, and all the household responsibilities that entailed, a husband embittered by financial disasters caused by the malfeasance of others, tensions with her own father, and entering middle age, she was one step from the brink.

For Henri, on the other hand, some breaks appeared in the clouds. After twenty years of neglect by the Genevese academic establishment, he found himself in demand from them. The academic career he had once dreamed of was at last within his grasp, or so he perceived it. But when one has spent so many years growing a thick hide as protection from hurt, being embraced feels peculiar.

Instead of trying to fight against this current of opposition I turned inward, closed myself in a shell, got used to working alone, […] and I fell outside that scientific-aristocratic coterie of Geneva.

[…] Today they need me and they are after me to enter the clan. It’s too late; it would be folly. The little time I can snatch from the battles of material life have to be saved for work and not wasted on more committees.81

He nonetheless agreed to give a series of four weekly lectures in January and early February 1875, on animal evolution during and after the Ice Age. It gave him a reason to put all his business worries aside and focus on something he enjoyed. The first and fourth lectures included the novelty of magic lantern projections with electric light—photographs of glaciers and paintings of animals of the period done on glass slides by Théodore.82 Henri also made use of paintings on canvas, designed by him and executed with the help of Ferdinand and especially Horace, whose skill did not escape the eye of his sometimes hypercritical father: ‘Horace with his artistic talent painted on canvas a very successful view of a glacier and a Tertiary Period landscape.’ The lectures were well attended from start to finish, with such eminences present as Ernest Naville and Henri’s old geology professor Alphonse Favre.

His achievements in agronomy—the prizes and the publications emanating from his innovations at La Charniaz, the heritage of his education at Hofwyl—were also being recognized. He was summoned by the Prefect of Annecy on Sunday 31 January 1875 to receive the Cross and Diploma of an Officer of the French Légion d’honneur.83 Pessimist that he was, Henri suspected that every silver lining had a cloud. Yet even he was unprepared for what was to befall his family next. In mid-February, little Max was hit by a bout of croup that would not quit, and was provoking inflammation of the throat. Henri used the icy-towel treatment, convinced that it was doing the child good. In fact it was having the opposite effect. In another poorly thought out move, Max was put in bed one morning with Louise, herself suffering from the flu, and he caught her fever.

On Friday 25 February he took a turn for the worse. The doctors, Gautier and Picot, and Adolphe d’Espine, the university’s professor of paediatrics, decided to perform an operation the next day. They let Henri know that they did not hold out much hope. Oddly for a man who expected the worst for himself, he never gave up hope for his child. The days that followed were a roller-coaster. Several times the boy appeared to have died, only to be revived after a body rub with rum by d’Espine, or a bath in warm wine administered by Henri, who at least had abandoned the icy-towel regimen. On 6 and 7 March, Max appeared finally to be out of danger.

But another reversal followed, and on 9 March the death agony began. At eleven p.m. Louise decided to leave Max’s room and go to her own bed, ‘wishing to keep the memory of the pretty look in the poor child’s blue eyes’. It is a rare mother who would not stay to cradle her son in her arms as he left this world, finding it a comfort rather than an addition to her own anguish. Had all eyes not been fixed on the dying child, someone might have realized that Louise was having a nervous breakdown.

The end came for Max at five a.m. on 10 March 1875, nineteen months to the day from his birth. Théodore, who had stayed on watch with his brother and the doctors, went to waken Adèle, while Henri roused Ferdinand and Horace. The others, including Louise, were not disturbed. The two boys ‘were deeply struck by the sight of their dead little brother, especially Horace who is so good-hearted’. Both Horace and Théodore fetched their sketchpads and did portraits of Max, but, in Henri’s judgement, ‘these sorts of drawings never come off well’. The news spread quickly through the Upper Town and soon the bier on which the little corpse was laid was surrounded with floral tributes. Henri, the most heartbroken he would be in his entire life, wrote that ‘Of all my children he was the most charming baby and that is really saying something’.

In the weeks that followed, Louise appeared to be recovering bit by bit from the blow. But then letters began arriving from Cannes, streams of them, filled with tears and gnashing of teeth. Pauline Fer was obstinately insisting on returning to them. As the letters piled up, Louise fell into a state of nervous collapse from which she would never really recover.

With so much personal anguish in this, his second year at the Gymnase, it is remarkable that Ferdinand made any intellectual progress. But according to the version of his ‘Souvenirs’ published in 1960, this was when he began studying Sanskrit, from the copy of Bopp’s Sanskrit Grammar in the Bibliothèque Publique et Universitaire.84 He says that he did this on his own, without the help of a teacher, but his father’s diary records that he often went in the evening to the home of ‘Mr Favre’ for help in learning Sanskrit. Léopold Favre,85 son of the geologist Alphonse, was a Latinist, and multiply related to Saussure through their shared descent from the Saladin and Fabri families. Looking back a year later, Henri wrote that Ferdinand ‘was also undertaking serious studies on Greek and in truth he was working too much, and I was concerned for his health. He was pale, and took no exercise, given his constant aversion to anything physically tiring.’86

The ‘Souvenirs’ say that at this time he also started reading the Principles of Greek Etymology by Georg Curtius, the doyen of comparative Indo-European linguistics, who taught at the University of Leipzig in eastern Germany.87 Bopp’s remarks on the vocalic ṛ in Sanskrit recalled to Saussure his earlier instinct concerning the vocalic ṇ in Greek, but he did not dare to pursue the question, the failure of his Essay for Pictet having left him with a ‘timorous imagination’. The experience had convinced him that he must follow established authorities rather than come up with original theories off his own bat. The ‘Souvenirs’ claim as well that he was struck by conflicting statements between the books by Bopp and Curtius.

But, once again, the chronology is wrong. Among his papers made public in 1996 is another version of his memoir in which he recalls very clearly that it was in 1875–6, during his year at the Université de Genève, that he studied Bopp and Curtius, with the help of a teacher.88 The notes he made on his linguistic readings in 1875–6 will be discussed in the next section.

Ferdinand’s two years at the Gymnase concluded with a great triumph. He not only received the baccalauréat ès lettres but again captured the first prize for poetry in the Literature Competition for 1875, as he had done the previous year.89 Among his papers, two poems are included in an envelope marked ‘first prize and comp. for baccalaureat’, without an indication of which won in which year. One of them, ‘Le combat de la vie’ (‘The combat of life’), is another poem in the classical vein. Twenty Roman gladiators have been fighting to the death in the Colosseum. The last survivor looks to Caesar to see whether he too must die or will be given clemency. He reads his death sentence in Caesar’s face.

Alors pris tout-à-coup d’une joie insensée

Il essuie en riant son glaive de la main.

Il n’a plus qu’un orgeuil et plus qu’une pensée:

Tomber avec noblesse et tomber en Romain.

Tels depuis cent mille ans dans leur lutte infinie

Tous les êtres vivants ont péri tout à tour.

Quel dieu prend donc plaisir à voir cette agonie,

Et, pour le voir défendre, à leur donner le jour?90

‘Then suddenly filled with overwhelming joy

He wipes, laughing, his sword with his hand.

He has only one pride and only one thought:

To fall nobly and to fall as a Roman.

So for a hundred thousand years in their infinite battle

All human beings have perished in turn.

What God then takes pleasure at seeing this agony,

And, to keep it going, has given them birth?’

Ferdinand could hardly have failed to think of the agonies his little brother Max suffered before his death just weeks before.

The bloody opening images of ‘Le combat de la vie’ were daring for the time, though the concluding sentiment does not rise above the banal. More original and impressive is the second poem, ‘Le feu sous la cendre’ (‘The fire beneath the ashes’), the portrait of a Huguenot family of the sixteenth century.

Seuls on voit éclairés d’une rouge lueur

Le père et ses deux fils devant la cheminée.

La lecture du soir vient d’être terminée

C’est la Bible qu’on lit; car le vieux huguenot

A bien besoin, ces jours, de regarder là-haut.91

‘Alone are seen illumined by a red glow

The father and his two sons before the fire.

The evening’s reading has just been finished

It is the Bible they read; for the old Huguenot

Has much need, these days, for looking to heaven.’

The trio recall something of Jean de Saussure and his sons Jean-Baptiste and Daniel, remembered as the founders of the Geneva and Lausanne branches of the family. And of course there are anachronistic shades of Horace-Bénédict and his two sons, of Alphonse and his, and of Henri and his eldest sons Ferdinand and Horace. We are not told what is troubling the old man, but as he and his sons look into the fire they have frightful premonitions, and hear sighs of anguish reminiscent of Dante’s Inferno. The poem concludes:

Et les voilà tous trois, rêveurs et sérieux

Cherchant dans ce chaos un sens mystérieux

Et si le destin sombre aussi leur fait attendre

Quelque vague malheur qui couve sous la cendre.

‘And there are all three of them, serious and dreaming

Searching in this chaos for a mysterious meaning

And whether sombre destiny has in store for them

Some vague misfortune that smoulders beneath the ashes.’

It is the first poem in which we see Saussure hold something back—a mysterious meaning that smoulders beneath the text—lending the poem a genuine literariness, at multiple levels. His other verses start with a transparent image or event or sentiment, and strive for literary effect on the surface, in their rhythm and rhyme and the occasional syntactic affectation.

Yet ‘Le feu sous la cendre’ and ‘Le combat de la vie’ are his last serious poems of which we currently have any record. It seems odd that he should have abandoned poetry just when his poetic talent matured and gained public recognition, being judged superior to the work of agemates like Cougnard who would go on to distinguished careers as versifiers. Perhaps the prize was enough to satisfy him that he had proved his worth in this domain and should quit while he was ahead. Perhaps he planned to return to writing poetry in the future, only to find that the muse had left him.

One clue is given by the annotations he made to his school poems during the summer of 1875. On the manuscript of ‘Virgile enfant’ he wrote: ‘(composition for the Gymnase. A lot of verses would need to be retouched especially a great number which I made up at the last minute so that my composition would be ready on time).’92 He sketches out in prose what the rest of the poem would have been about if he had had time to realize his original conception in full.

The poem which John Braillard had proclaimed superior to Delille, and which Lemaître remembered half a century later and yearned to reread, in its author’s mind remained unfinished. Its defects were such that he could in fact never ‘finish’ it, in the sense of making it the sublime poem he had originally imagined. It is the first occasion on which we glimpse Saussure’s perfectionism—the paralysing sort of perfectionism that makes it a struggle to commit anything to a definitive written form. The condition would worsen with time.

UNIVERSITÉ DE GENÈVE

In July 1875, as the summer vacation began, Saussure tried dipping into German writings on historical linguistics. On the notes which he took he later added the remark: ‘(Vacation between the Gymnase and the Académie; I was acquainting myself with Döderlein’s Handbook of Latin Etymology, and had read a bit of Curtius with no comprehension whatever)’.93 At one point he refers back to the ‘system’ propounded in his Essay for Pictet, casting doubt on his claim in later years to have abandoned it immediately in abject humiliation.

How could I not have thought of this? πόθος, ποθέω goes with παθ∈ω. I saw this in Falda, 248. In my system they were naturally under the same root, but I don’t think I saw their immediate relationship.94

That summer he was still thinking along the lines of the Essay, even if he took on board advice from Pictet to master and follow the established authorities. His linguistic notes on Greek focus on Homeric and dialectal forms, again sometimes with consideration of how they reflect back on the system of primitive roots proposed in the Essay.95 The Latin notes concern for example comparative and superlative forms, analysing where the stem ends and the ending starts96—a fundamental question with wide-ranging implications for the structure of language and its mental operations that would remain with him to the end of his life.

At this time Saussure suddenly developed an enthusiasm for chemical experiments, much to the surprise of his father, who wrote:

I have been greatly struck at seeing his desire, over the vacation, to start doing physics and chemistry! A wondrous event! He, usually so aristocratic, so inimical to any disturbance, so full of aversion for anything [illeg.] or demanding, he has been rummaging in the dust, of the attics; there he discovered the remains of vessels for chemistry that have been there since my uncle’s laboratory was dismantled, he has found the remains of acids, etc. and he has set to work. I have lost no time encouraging this unexpected zeal by paying for a battery for him and he has set himself up in the orangerie to do experiments!! It’s a bit like having the mustard served after dinner, but nevertheless it is one of the most extraordinary things I have seen in my life, Ferd. going to rummage in the attics, working out how to overcome [illeg.] difficulties, to—do chemistry!!97

As in earlier years the summer of 1875 included an excursion to the Alps with Henri, for two to three weeks in August.98 Horace—now an applicant to follow Ferdinand into membership of Paedagogia99—did not accompany them this time, having been on a trip in the Jura in July. Louise was taking a cure at Lavey along with Jeanne, just turned six, whose deafness was increasingly problematic.100 Henri ‘was very happy to get Ferdinand out in the open air. There is only one way to make him get exercise and that’s hunting.’101 Alas, all Ferdinand managed to bag was one black grouse.102

As summer drew to a close, family discussion naturally turned to what he would study in the Université. His literary prizes made clear where his talents and his heart lay. But the sudden interest in chemistry led Henri to believe that his son was leaving childish pursuits behind and turning to the fields in which the Saussures had once achieved real distinction.

On 28 August Ferdinand wrote a long letter to Amé Pictet, who had become one of his closest friends and who was on holiday in Heidelberg with his family. The letter mentioned that Ferdinand was under pressure from the family to abandon his literary pursuits in favour of the sciences. ‘I don’t in any case intend to do the sciences exclusively’, Saussure wrote. ‘But to what extent is there time to do both?’ Pictet was convinced, as were Saussure’s other friends, that he was destined to be a great writer. On 30 August 1875, Pictet wrote in his diary:

This morning I got two letters: a long one from de Saussure, a genuine hail-fellow-well-met letter and really very witty. What a being, this de Saussure!

‘It’s true that they want to push me toward the sciences’, he says calmly. That’s him—This sentence is his portrait. They push him, he lets himself be pushed and he totally misses his calling.

For my part I want nothing more than to have him with me, but it would really be a shame if he devoted himself to the sciences; anyway I hope that it will not be definitive and that later he will return to letters. He has to write. He will make a name for himself, that’s all I’m saying. But he must not let himself be pushed.103

His father tried hard: ‘It was impossible to get him to accept a complete programme of studies. All he could think of was literature. I would have liked him to do all the sciences.’104 In his ‘Souvenirs’, Ferdinand wrote that he took chemistry and physics courses during his year at the Université, ‘conforming to a sort of family tradition’ and, in his view, wasting yet another year, just as his time at the Collège de Genève had been wasted.105 Again, though, what he recalled was far from being the whole story. In a diary entry from 24 October, the day before the start of the semester, Amé Pictet noted that

De Saussure is taking an impossible load of courses, a little of everything, he is as much in Theology as in Law, as in Sciences; he takes second-year courses where he understands nothing, because he hasn’t had the first year. In short, he is doing things his own peculiar way.

I shall see him in Algebra, in Physics and in Vaucher.106

Vaucher was the professor of general and Swiss history. It is indeed an extraordinary range of courses. But there seem to have been still more. According to the curriculum vitae appended to Saussure’s doctoral thesis of 1880,

From 1875 to 1876 I studied at the Université de Genève and had there as my teachers Messrs Amiel (philosophy), Giraud-Teulon (history of art), Marignac (chemistry), L. Morel (Greek grammar), Nicole (Greek language and literature), Oltramare (Latin language and literature), Wartmann (physics).107

Henri-Frédéric Amiel is considered the greatest Genevese writer of the generation following that of Constant and Germaine de Staël. His fame beyond his native Republic came however entirely posthumously, with the publication of two volumes of his Journal intime starting in 1882. Saussure may have drawn inspiration from one of Amiel’s famous dicta: ‘The great artist is the simplifier.’ And when, in later years, he read Amiel’s journal, as all Geneva did, he may have found in its closing pages a foretaste of what he himself would feel as his own life drew to a close:

Is all my scribbling collected together—my correspondence, these thousands of pages, my lectures, my articles, my verses, my various memoranda—anything but a collection of dry leaves? To whom and for what have I been of use? And will my name live for even a day after me, and will it have any meaning to anyone? An insignificant, empty life! Vie nulle!

Ferdinand could count on Henri’s approval of the inorganic chemistry and experimental physics courses. Alexis Giraud-Teulon was a friend of Henri’s, so perhaps his course, though entitled ‘Aesthetics’, was not wholly objectionable. And Jules Nicole was a respected classicist, with a close professional connection to Saussure’s uncle-by-marriage Édouard Naville. Nicole was the only one of Saussure’s Geneva teachers or colleagues to whose Festschrift he would contribute an article. As for the Latin course, it is surprising that Saussure took it given how disappointed he had been with Oltramare’s teaching of the subject at the Collège.

Henri was livid at his son’s lack of focus. In his day, the Académie had required students to choose a stream of specialized courses. But with its reorganization into the Université, the streaming was replaced with the principle of freedom of studies—or as Henri saw it, anarchy.108 Disobedience to his parents’ wishes not being in Ferdinand’s character, he studied the sciences, but without abandoning older interests or resisting the exhilarating opportunity to explore new ones. His choices in the Faculty of Theology were from among theological history, dogmatics, practical theology, and other courses that would have had an obvious linguistic appeal for him: Hebrew and Old Testament exegesis, and philological interpretation and exegesis of the New Testament.

The offerings in Law are even more interesting from the point of view of his linguistic thought. The Law Faculty was the only one in the Université that had separate courses for the three years of the curriculum, and specifically for the second year there were two courses, one on political economy, taught by Henri Dameth, the other on comparative legislation, taught by Victor Schreyer. The occasional references to political economy in Saussure’s later courses on general linguistics have given rise to much speculation about various turn-of-the-century economists who may have influenced him, but in fact they may be a recollection of Dameth’s course. Student notes from the course as given in 1866–7 show that its contents included ‘Circulation—the science of exchange’, noting that exchange is based on value, not on price, and that value is based on utility, a functional criterion.109

Comparative legislation, or comparative jurisprudence, on the other hand, was not at all far from Saussure’s earlier interests; at the centre of it was work such as Pictet’s Indo-European Origins, reconstructing etymologically the pre-history of law and society. Giraud-Teulon was working in this same area, and would produce in 1884 a book on Indo-Aryan family structure to which Saussure contributed. His writings on the origins of marriage and the family, extending into the history of property rights, caught the attention of a wide range of figures, including Darwin and Engels. A few years later Saussure remarked to his sister that he was breaking off a letter to her ‘to attend Giraud-Teulon’s first <lecture>, I was going to say performance, at the Université’,110 insinuating that his style was overly theatrical.

As indicated earlier, in his year at the Université de Genève Saussure undertook the study of historical linguistics in earnest. All the courses named so far were on the regular curriculum, apart from ‘L. Morel (Greek grammar)’. As one of two Privatdozenten in the Faculté des Lettres, Morel had to be paid by the students directly. In the manuscript version of his ‘Souvenirs’ that accords best with his surviving notes of the time and other evidence Saussure wrote

I was studying three books on my own: Bopp’s comparative grammar; Bopp’s Sanskrit grammar, <Schleicher’s Compendium> and the Principles of Curtius. Moreover <a> Mr Louis Morel having announced a Privatdozent course on Greek grammar following comparative principles, I enrolled in this course. <The aforesaid Morel had just come back from Leipzig where he had heard the course of G. Curtius.> This course was <a> pure and simple reading of G. Curtius’s course which the aforesaid Morel had taken at Leipzig.111

Of interest here is the insertion of Schleicher as an afterthought, and the way Saussure distances himself from Morel, the first person to teach him linguistics.112 He first wrote ‘Mr Louis Morel’, then added the ‘a’ before Mr, signalling that Morel was not a person of any distinction or status. The further references to him with the legalistic ledit ‘aforesaid’ are unusual and connote a similar disdain. The published draft of the ‘Souvenirs’ is kinder to Morel, stating that ‘I must acknowledge his course’ despite its second-hand nature as an ‘absolutely literal reproduction’ of Curtius’s course.113 Saussure notes too that ‘Something more alive than the printed works came to me through L. Morel’. To what extent Saussure’s characterization of Morel’s course is a fair one cannot be judged in the absence of any independent evidence. Morel’s course was indeed announced as ‘Greek grammar’ for the first semester, but as ‘Elements of comparative linguistics applied to classical philology’ for the second.

Saussure claims too that his heavily charged course load left him little time to devote to any other studies. Some of the pursuits he might have wished to continue were taught by men who had already been his professors at the Gymnase, including German language and literature taught by Krauss, who in the second semester gave a course specifically on the Song of the Nibelungen. Saussure declined to take the course on the history of the French language offered by the philologist Eugène Ritter, and stayed away from the courses professed by Joseph Wertheimer, the Chief Rabbi of Geneva, which included philology and linguistics. Wertheimer had been professing these subjects since 1873, the year the Université was created.114 His linguistics course had a poor reputation, and indeed Lemaître, who attended it, does not hold back from expressing his disappointment. Yet there is independent evidence showing that Wertheimer was reading the most up-to-date sources, and was particularly impressed by the work of the American linguist William Dwight Whitney. Saussure would himself come across Whitney’s work the next year at Leipzig and his thinking would be deeply affected by it. So it is unclear whether his ignoring Wertheimer was the ‘good instinct’ described by De Mauro, or a missed opportunity to advance his understanding about language.

Nor is there any indication that Saussure attended any lectures in the course given in the first semester by the visiting Privatdozent Hippolyte Taine, who, far from being a young non-entity like Morel, was one of the most famous writers of his time. Taine laid out the premises of his book in press on the Ancien Régime and the Revolution, which appeared in December.115 This is significant because, a century later, a case would be put forward by the literary historian Hans Aarsleff that Taine anticipates ‘all [Saussure’s] methodological principles and linguistic conceptions […] tightly locked into a single, fully articulated system’.116 Aarsleff claims that a number of Taine’s books—though he does not count L’ancien régime among them117—already contain the Saussurean conceptions of the linguistic sign, value as something specific to a particular language system, and an insistence on system and structure, from which, Aarsleff says, follow the distinctions between langue and parole and synchrony and diachrony. As for the arbitrariness of the linguistic sign, Aarsleff remarks that it was something Taine ‘never had occasion to use, but he obviously took for granted’.118 He suggests too that Taine is the crucial link between Saussure and Condillac, for whom the arbitrariness of the sign is a basic doctrine.

The great difficulty for Aarsleff’s conjecture is that Saussure never cites anything by Taine, never gives any direct indication that he has read him or absorbed ideas associated with him. Aarsleff maintains that, nonetheless, such are the coincidences in their views and their terminology that ‘it would be implausible to argue that the young French-speaking Genevan did not know Taine’s work’; ‘I do not think that my analysis leaves room for doubt that Saussure […] was deeply indebted to Taine.’119

Aarsleff was unaware that Taine gave a course at the Université de Genève during Saussure’s first two months as a student there. Looking at its contents, however, it seems that, if anything of Taine’s had an impact on the young Saussure, this is unlikely to have been it. The treatment of French history leading up to the Revolution is highly original, imaginative, and ahead of its time. It positions the king as a player in a perpetual theatrical spectacle, trapped in a role from which he had no possibility of escape, hence ultimately without agency. Court and society are likewise analysed in terms of the positions they occupy in the spectacle, and the section on the French language during this, its ‘classical’ period, looks at how it was moulded to fulfil these ends. This leads Taine toward a contrast between Classical French and more ‘natural’ language based directly on ‘sensation’, that is, the input of the bodily senses. Here Taine invokes Condillac and Locke.

Already Locke had said that all our ideas have external or internal experience as their initial source. Condillac shows moreover that all perception, imagination, judgement, reasoning, knowledge, has as its actual elements immediate sensations or recalled sensations; our highest ideas have no other components; for they are made up of signs which are themselves sensations of a certain kind. Thus sensations are the substance of human intelligence as of animal intelligence; but the former infinitely surpasses the latter in that, through the creation of signs, it succeeds in isolating, extracting and noting fragments of its sensations, in other words in forming, combining and manipulating general notions.120

The primordial sensation develops into ‘a need, tendency or desire; then, thanks to a physiological mechanism, voluntary or involuntary movements’, including those through which signs are produced and understood. In Saussure’s later work, what smacks of Condillac is the conception of signs as being made up of something primordial, something that in itself is not sign-like but a kind of mental reaction, the nature of which is independent of the ‘content’ of any given sign. This is an idea that Saussure may already have encountered in his great-aunt Necker de Saussure’s chapter on language, and certainly knew from his reading of Du beau (‘On the Beautiful’) by her friend Adolphe Pictet, who died on 20 December 1875, as Taine was wrapping up his course.

If Saussure attended Taine’s lectures—in which case we might have expected some mention of the course in Amé Pictet’s diary or Saussure’s notes or correspondence of the time—one thing that might have made an impression was Taine’s call to his audience to consider whether the ‘elementary fact’ of the sensation–desire–movement, which continues to be as fundamental in the most developed beings as in the most primitive, is not ‘the wire that our whole mental screen is woven from, and whether the spontaneous unfolding which ties it mesh with mesh does not end up manufacturing the whole network of our thoughts and our passions’. The striking image would have reinforced the idea of the mind as a network of interconnected elements.

The claim that Taine exerted a unique and universal influence on Saussure’s conception of language is far too strong. Similar claims could be made for dozens of nineteenth-century writers whose ideas show certain affinities to Saussure’s. What cannot be determined, in the absence of any documentation that Saussure read them, is whether there was an ‘influence’ from them to him, or whether perhaps both they and he had drunk from the same trough—some common source, or ideas that were ‘in the air’ at the time.

The first or ‘winter’ semester at the Université de Genève ended in early February, with a break of a few weeks before the start of the second, ‘summer’ semester, lasting from March to July. The summer term of his year at the Université de Genève marks the period when Saussure began to mature as a linguist. A large notebook dating from April 1876 shows him gaining mastery of the subject by working through the linguistics journals and handbooks, including Curtius’s Principles of Greek Etymology, the book he had tried to read the previous summer but could not understand.121 Curtius’s writing is a model of clarity, and the book does not get caught up in technical intricacies, making it easier to follow than Bopp, for instance. What had eluded Saussure probably had to do with underlying epistemological and methodological issues which, though he was later loath to admit it, Morel could have helped him decode.

He was also studying the work of another scholar who does not get mentioned in his later reminiscences, Ernst Förstemann. Apart from Förstemann the references copied in Saussure’s notes come from Curtius’s book, and are to scholars such as Pott, Benfey, and Pictet.122 Towards the last Curtius maintains a respectful distance: ‘A rich mine of etymologies and interesting though at the same time often over bold deductions is to be found in Pictet’s suggestive work.’123 It was in effect the same criticism that Pictet had levelled against Saussure’s Essay a year and a half before. Twenty years later Saussure would effectively repeat Curtius’s judgement to his colleague Bernard Bouvier:

Today, observes Mr Ferdinand de Saussure, this reconstruction of things through words is no longer considered one of the capital tasks of linguistics. The method created by Ad. Pictet survives, it is true, in some works, but ones which reduce linguistics to just one of the sources consulted. Faith has weakened in the value of linguistic documentation for establishing what was the thing designated. Today’s linguists could not be asked to subscribe to all the etymologies contained in the Indo-European Origins, nor to believe, in principle, that the word can shed all the light that Pictet expected of it, at least not in the regular and almost infallible way that his method supposes.124

The opening pages of Curtius’s book expounded the importance for the modern science of language of two men whose names Saussure had come across before: Wilhelm von Humboldt, called by Curtius ‘the first founder of the general study of language’, and Friedrich Max Müller, whose Lectures on the Science of Language is placed in the first rank of ‘works combining special research with universality of view’.125 Another name perhaps came to Saussure’s attention for the first time, as the author of a book which Curtius considered fit to be placed alongside Max Müller’s: ‘the American William Dwight Whitney’s Language and the Study of Language, a work distinguished by severe sobriety of judgement.’ No other book is singled out by Curtius for such high and unqualified praise.

Since the 1960s, scholars have located linguistic ‘influences’ on Saussure in not only Taine but various historical linguists, including Georg von der Gabelentz, whose work, like Taine’s, Saussure never cites. Meanwhile, the publication of one version of Saussure’s ‘Souvenirs’ served to throw scholars off the scent. But his early notes made public in 1996 finally give us a clearer picture of how the various pieces of his conception of language fell into place. Following the initiation furnished by his reading of Pictet, his study of Curtius, with Morel’s guidance, propelled him forwards from a ‘palaeontological’ enquiry grounded in an old-fashioned yet still powerful desire to reanimate the culture of our distant ancestors, to one with a more modern and modest focus on languages in themselves and for themselves.

Still, if by early 1876 his ambitions were becoming more modest, his confidence in judging the work of others was gaining strength. Writing to Saussure in February 1877, Count Alexandre de Pourtalès expressed his happiness that his grandson had admitted being mistaken a year before when he insisted that ‘linguists have been on the wrong track’. The context of the letter makes clear that the particular linguist who Ferdinand decided had been on the wrong track was Pictet. Ferdinand seems to have thought that he and his grandfather agreed on this, but he was wrong. ‘I have always bowed before the science of Bopp etc etc which I have appreciated for nearly twenty years’, Alexandre wrote, adding that ‘Mr A. Pictet in his linguistic palaeontology stays on solid ground through a rational method, so that he does not draw conclusions that exceed what the premisses permit him.’126 Pourtalès goes on to compare Pictet’s achievements with Cuvier’s, and concludes with the advice

Study linguistics according to Bopp etc then apply this study to those of the ancient or modern languages that you wish to analyse (and Etruscan will give you the occasion to distinguish yourself if you manage to decipher it) but stay within your speciality insofar as other specialities are not perfectly familiar to you, in other words remain a linguist and philologist until this has led you to a result and if possible to an unpublished result (Etruscan) after which leave off lancing yourself into fogs of archaeological suppositions etc.

Saussure ignored the push toward Etruscan, but took to heart what his grandfather had to say about sticking to his speciality—something on which the Count spoke with authority, since his own failure to do so had left him, in his own words, ‘a simple dilettante’.127 One of the keys to understanding Saussure’s mature teaching is that he never strayed into other fields, such as psychology or sociology. He might nod toward them, indicating their relevance to the linguistic sign and the language system. But he never made any claims that went beyond what he, as a linguist, had the authority to pronounce on—sounds and words. Even then, he would venture to say nothing about the physical nature of sounds, which was the domain of acousticians and physiologists; or about the meanings of words in terms of their real-world referents, which was for psychologists and philosophers to deal with; or the structure of society, beyond insisting that a language is a ‘social fact’.
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1876–1878

SOCIÉTÉ DE LINGUISTIQUE DE PARIS

AT the same time as he was studying Curtius’s Principles in April 1876, Saussure was reading recent volumes of the Mémoires of the Société de Linguistique de Paris and less specialized periodicals such as the Revue critique d’histoire et de littérature, which, despite its title, was strongly oriented toward philology and linguistics.1 A particular milestone is reached when we find him for the first time privately questioning the value of work by a major contemporary scholar, the doyen of French linguistics, Michel Bréal, a man destined to play a pivotal role in his career.

What opinion should I have of Bréal? I haven’t read much by him; but here for example is an article of his on Latin aut (Mém. de la Soc. de Linguist. II. 188) where in the end he does nothing more than repeat what Bopp said, and it cannot be unwitting since he is the translator of Bopp’s Comparative Grammar. (It is in two different paragraphs in Vol. 4.)—In the same article he says in a note: we derive indiges from indu and ga ‘bring into the world’, an explanation given long hence by Curtius and cited as well in the Comp. Gram. of Bopp transl. by Bréal IV page 247 if I remember rightly.—Louis Morel tells me that Bréal went to Leipzig to hear Curtius’s course on Umbrian, that he borrowed a student notebook and made good use of it in what he published on the subject; ‘and yet’, says Morel, ‘Mr Bréal does not need to do this; I do not know whether it is quite proper.’2

A few pages further on Saussure directly casts aspersions on Bréal’s honesty over remarks in the Revue critique concerning a comparative etymological dictionary of the Indo-European languages.3

The young man’s hubris is obvious, but in fact his comments are deeply perceptive. Bréal’s strengths never lay in the working out of detailed problems of Indo-European linguistics, in spite of his dozens of brief talks to the Société attempting to do exactly that. Bréal was born to a Jewish family in a part of Alsace that became Bavarian in 1815, and had German as his first language.4 His father, Public Prosecutor for the Royal Bavarian Court, died when when Michel was five, and the family relocated to French Alsace. The boy’s intellectual gifts brought him success after success in the national education system, culminating with his admission to the prestigious École Normale Supérieure in Paris in 1852. There he was able to pursue his growing interest in comparative philology, taught at the École since 1839 by Émile Egger. In that same year of 1852 the 72-year-old Karl Benedikt Hase was appointed to a chair in comparative philology at the Sorbonne, and it was from Egger and Hase that Bréal received his initial training in linguistics.

In 1857 Bréal became qualified to teach at secondary level in the public education system, but applied for and was granted a two-year leave to go to Berlin to study under Bopp and others. After that, a series of lucky breaks, combined with his rare status as a young French scholar who had gone to study at first hand with the German masters, saw him appointed first as successor to Renan in overseeing the Oriental languages division of the Imperial Library, then as Hase’s successor after his death in 1864, at the moment when teaching in comparative philology was transferred from the Sorbonne to the Collège de France.

In 1866 Bréal burst onto the French intellectual scene as a leading figure in Indo-European studies, not through any discovery of his own, but as the translator of Bopp’s comparative grammar.5 In 1875 he published the work which gained him the most attention among the linguists in the German universities, a study of the Eugubine tables, seven well-preserved bronze tables probably from the fourth to third century BC, found in 1444 near Gubbio (ancient Eugubium), Italy, and containing inscriptions in Umbrian and Old Latin as well as Etruscan, the language that Saussure’s grandfather hoped he might decipher.6 An article by Bréal in the Revue des deux mondes summarizing the history and linguistic significance of the tablets aroused widespread interest in France and beyond.7 In Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, it is Bréal that Karenin sits down to read in Part III, Chapter 14, but finds that on this occasion ‘he could not awaken in himself the lively interest he had felt for the Eugubine Tables’.8

His ongoing project for an all-encompassing historical Latin dictionary kept Bréal anchored to questions of etymology, which lay at the interface of sound and meaning. While German scholars were introducing new rigour into the study of sound change, etymology continued to follow a relatively lax regime in which any connection of meaning might suffice to link words, so long as a plausible ad hoc explanation could be devised.9 Bréal set out to rectify the situation by pioneering a more rigorous methodology for those aspects of etymology concerned with word meaning, to which he would give the name ‘semantics’.

He remained responsible for the teaching of courses in Indo-European linguistics at the Collège de France and in the more recently created École des Hautes Études. But the subject was rapidly becoming more technical, demanding full-time attention to keep up with the articles and books that were appearing with breakneck speed. Because Bréal could not give it such attention, his work was not always as original as he thought it was, or as well founded. Perhaps realizing this, he tended increasingly to write criticisms of other people’s work rather than expose his original ideas to an often lukewarm reception. And he was in no hurry to offer a book on semantics to the world—though when he finally did, in 1897, at the age of sixty-five, it was a spectacular success, and the only work for which his name is widely remembered today.10

In that same month of April 1876, Saussure applied for membership in the Société de Linguistique de Paris, submitting with his application a paper he had written on the suffix -t- in the Indo-European languages. The paper was impressive enough not only for him to be made a member, but for the paper itself to be accepted for publication in the Société’s Mémoire, where it appeared in 1877.11 In the first sign of what would become a lifelong concern with issues of priority and citation, the first sentence of this, his first published paper, claims priority for an idea published by Bréal, before going on to correct Bréal’s version of it.

Mr Bréal, in his analysis of the suffix ant in volume II of these Mémoires (p. 188), has derived it from the suffix ta of the perfect passive participle. Such was also our conjecture, in the sense that the t seemed to us to be the only essential element of the suffix and its relatedness to ta extremely probable.

But it is in t, not in ta, that we had recognized the most primitive form.12

Saussure’s writing here is unlike anything he has produced before. He has absorbed a technical and elliptical style from reading articles produced by those in the in-group, who assume a great deal of shared knowledge. He then pushes this style beyond the limits observed by his elders—to show, it seems, that he is at least their equal. He makes no concessions to accessibility, but casually assumes a reader well versed in the current linguistic literature and as much at home in Sanskrit as in Greek and Latin, even though Saussure’s own acquaintance with Sanskrit was still just over a year old.

As with the Essay for Pictet, the orientation of ‘Le suffixe -t-’ is to reduce the Indo-European languages to primitive, minimal meaningful units. Saussure’s faith in an original language that is perfectly economical, and that can still be recovered beneath the layers of ‘exceptions’ created by historical accident, remains unshaken.

Saussure appears to have revisited his notes of April 1876 a few years later and added still more criticisms of Bréal for his ignorance of well-known etymologies. In one case, he insinuates that something of his own has been appropriated. An article by Bréal in the Société’s Mémoires relates Latin interpres etymologically to Greek perugmi, ‘which’, Saussure remarks, ‘is a commonplace; in particular it is found at the end of my study of the suffix t which had been read by Bréal some time before’.13 Saussure’s paper does not in fact mention perugmi, but makes a passing comment about pernēmi ‘I sell’, which is based on the same root.14 The young Saussure took it for granted that the most senior scholars would pay close attention to every detail of his paper, so it astonished him when even a tangential mention in a footnote escaped Bréal’s awareness. In the years that followed he would be gravely disillusioned on seeing even his central conclusions either blithely ignored or repeated without attribution, as though they were common knowledge. This was just a first taste.

At the next of the regular Saturday evening meetings of the Société, on 29 April, the name of ‘Monsieur Mongin-Ferdinand de Saussure’ of Geneva was put forward for membership by two senior scholars, the Sanskritist Abel Bergaigne and none other than Michel Bréal.15 That neither had met or had any direct contact with the young man they were nominating was not unusual. It did not hurt that he bore such a famous surname and came with high recommendations from Bergaigne’s friend Léopold Favre, Saussure’s kinsman who had also been his first tutor in Sanskrit.16

Saussure’s Christian names were recorded as ‘Mongin-Ferdinand’ in the Société’s Bulletin. This has led to considerable confusion over the years. In the nineteenth century, upper-class Genevese males were typically christened with two to four names, the order of which did not much matter. What name the child was called by was in part a question of distinctiveness—the same name would not usually be found in two adjoining generations. When listing all the given names, two basic traditions existed. One was to put the ‘calling name’ first, followed by the others, with or without hyphens, usually in alphabetical order though sometimes in chronological order of the ancestors who last bore them. The other was the same except with the calling name last. In general the Saussure family followed the first tradition, but it may have been Favre who sent in the nomination with the name Mongin-Ferdinand, an order Saussure himself never used and which is not found in other records.

His name was given in the same form when, a fortnight later, at the 13 May 1876 meeting, his nomination was approved and he was admitted to membership in the Société.17 At that meeting another Genevese was nominated for membership: Paul Oltramare, son of André, director of the Collège de Genève during Saussure’s two years there. Paul was now a student at the École des Hautes Études in Paris. Ferdinand, on the other hand, had never even been to Paris.

The acceptance of his paper for publication by the Société saved face at home, because his studies at the Université had ended disastrously. Henri continued to place most of the blame on the institution, for foolishly introducing the principle of free choice of courses. But his son could have chosen more wisely.

In short Ferd. did not apply himself in the sciences, and—something unheard of!—he missed the chemistry examination!

I was distraught. […] Ferd. could have had a good exam result, if he had wanted. But there is this matter of character. He has this unfortunate propensity to do only what he likes doing. He has accorded no importance to the sciences and this is how his fine career of studies, so brilliant for so many years, has ended up in a fiasco that has taken away his [illeg.] of an exceptional student. What a shame to finish thus, shipwrecked at the port!18

Henri’s disappointment was assuaged by the news that Ferdinand’s paper had caused a bit of a sensation in Paris and would be published in the most important French-language journal of linguistics. ‘This is a success which largely redeems the failure,’ wrote Henri, a man more capable of sympathy than of empathy, ‘but I would have preferred that the failure had not occurred.’ Still, the success reconciled Henri to the ‘literary’ path his son had chosen to follow.

Ferdinand would always harbour a certain resentment of his father for belittling the study of languages in attempting to steer him toward the sciences. In hindsight it is impossible not to take the son’s side and condemn Henri’s attitude as short-sighted, egotistical, and insensitive. But considering the matter from his point of view, the family was continuing to ride the crest of the fame achieved by his grandfather, Horace-Bénédict, nearly a century before. His uncle Théo’s achievements, though on a less grand scale, had at least marked him as a scientist of solidity and real importance in the modern era. His aunt Necker’s literary and educational contributions, substantial for a woman in that age, were not in the same league with her brother’s, let alone her father’s. In Henri’s generation, it was clear that Théodore was never going to be more than a local luminary, and of Henri’s shortcomings, no one was more aware than himself. Life had dealt him one bad hand after another—with one exception. It had given him a son whose intellectual gifts, Henri was proud to admit, were vastly superior to his own.

On the other hand, the one person in the family from whom Ferdinand could have inherited his interest in dead languages was Henri’s father-in-law, a man lacking all mental discipline so far as Henri could see, content to live for his own trivial pleasures. Not that Henri’s bloodline was free from such unfortunate traits—his own mother was a further source of them. And he found them all too apparent in Ferdinand. In May Henri wrote the extraordinary ten-page ‘portrait’ of his son that has been cited frequently in the last two chapters. It includes a full and forthright appraisal of Ferdinand’s character as his father saw it.

He is now 18 […]. This boy has transcendent gifts that must be brought to fruition even if it means making the greatest sacrifices. […]

He was always very silent, very inward; you never knew what he was thinking, as he replied little to questions. This disposition was combined with the opposite extreme, that of uncontrolled laughter and a nervous excitation which manifested itself when humourous subjects were touched upon. This always worried me, because this disposition was a weakness.

This inwardness has remained. We have tried to fight it in every way. We have spoken to him—his uncle, his aunt—and it is obvious that at times he makes great efforts to shake it off, but he succeeds only with a certain awkwardness. He always keeps you at such a distance that you do not know how to approach him and even my brother, while lamenting this state of affairs, never finds an occasion.

In the long run this is trying our patience and is irritating, but I have got over it. When you manage to pierce the ice, you perceive that this child is thinking much that he does not say and it is fundamentally excellent. He has always shown kindness to his younger brothers and sisters. He was as generous as a grown-up with their weaknesses; this is rare in youth.

In sum, he is filled with good feelings, but does not let them be seen. He is co-operative and my lessons have had the advantage of making him even attentive.

He reminds me a great deal of Théodore who also in his adolescence was a grown-up, never doing anything silly, living alone with his thoughts, perfectly mannered, enormously hard-working, caring nothing about the present moment, looking only to the future. It is true that the present moment held no attraction. The house was lamentable, whereas Ferd. has been brought up with all the conveniences of our day. Also his disposition is not exactly the same. He does not know how to take care of himself, he loves to shirk any duty, and tends to take advantage of his brother Horace who is always ready to do anything for him. Still, during these holidays Ferd. has changed noticeably; he does the watering on the terrace, —I am sure that this bores him to tears, but he knows that it makes me happy. I am astonished by this change.19

Ferdinand thought that, in pushing him toward the sciences, his father was putting family tradition above encouraging him on his own individual path. Henri could not tell him the fears he confided to his diary. Submitting himself to the discipline which the sciences required was the only way in which the mind of this young man of genius could be protected from a genetic heritage capable of ruining it. Part of it was an inability to see any task through to completion that did not give him immediate enjoyment or satisfaction. It was, in Henri’s eyes, an emotional, bodily weakness that could be combated with the sort of exercise Ferdinand was never motivated to do, unless there was some mental pleasure involved, as in hunting. His father-in-law had been rich enough that the weakness did not matter. But Ferdinand did not have his hands on a great fortune, and might turn out like other men with similar weaknesses who had let Henri down—men such as Müller von Lanhof, or worse, Henri Dunant.

Time would show these paternal fears to be partly well founded. Throughout his life, when faced with obstacles, Ferdinand would back away rather than stand and do battle. With every project he began, he foundered at the point when some serious logical obstacle raised its head. But Henri was wrong to imagine that this behaviour was due to a facile desire to avoid displeasure. On the contrary, it was connected to an intellectual integrity so absolute that it would brook no compromise—at least, not without inner anguish. Henri would have liked for his son—indeed Ferdinand would have liked for himself—to have that different kind of bravery that allows one to publish work knowing that it is imperfect and gives answers that are far from definitive. But then, the journals of the period are filled with the work of such brave men whose names and ideas are now of interest only to a few highly specialized historians.

TO LEIPZIG

Having reconciled himself to his son’s pursuit of linguistic studies, Henri characteristically decided where Ferdinand would do them. He had done his own studies in Paris, then taken his doctorate in Germany, and never had either the French degree or the academic career he hoped for. He determined that Ferdinand would do things the other way round: studies in Germany first, then to Paris for a doctorate in the École des Hautes Études.

In his ‘Souvenirs’, Ferdinand wrote that the choice of the University of Leipzig was made ‘by chance, simply because my Geneva friends were studying there … My parents preferred, since I was just 18½, a foreign city where I would be surrounded by compatriots’.20 But Henri would not have sent Ferdinand to Leipzig if it did not have a worldwide reputation in the study of linguistics—and more particularly as the centre of linguistic science, in which it far outshone Paris.

The compatriots in Leipzig included the Gautier brothers, Lucien and Raoul, their first cousin Edmond Gautier, and Edouard Favre, who would marry Edmond’s sister Mathilde. Also figuring in the ‘Leipzig Swiss colony’ was Henri Le Fort, Saussure’s friend since schooldays, when he was in love with Le Fort’s cousin Léonie de Westerweller. Edmond and Mathilde Gautier were Saussure’s second cousins, their maternal grandmothers having been sisters. No doubt the reassuring presence of these kinsmen figured in Henri’s calculations, as did the fact that the town of Leipzig offered no amusing distractions for young men of the upper class. Ferdinand’s accommodation too was modest—a room in the house of Frau H. Schlag at number 12 Hospitalstrasse.21 Later in his time at Leipzig he would lodge along with Edouard Favre in the house of Frau Schreck, Thalstrasse I/III.22

In October, Henri took Ferdinand to Leipzig, by way of Vienna.23 Although his son was now nearly nineteen, an age at which Henri had considered himself an independent adult, he stayed by Ferdinand’s side until he felt confident that all was in order. Having endured a debacle when he sent Ferdinand to study at Hofwyl ten years before, and more recently when he was allowed to choose his own courses at the Université de Genève, Henri was determined to make sure that his son was well set up, in both his living arrangements and his programme of studies. He even made sure that Ferdinand would get physical exercise, arranging horse-riding lessons for him at the best stable in Leipzig.24

On 21 October Ferdinand matriculated at the university.25 Four days later Henri wrote to Louise that ‘Our installation is complete: I think that Ferd. has everything he needs and in any case he has a good entourage and fine recommendations, so I can leave him without worry’.26 But Henri without worry would not have been Henri, and rather than abandon his son completely he spent a further month in Germany and Bohemia, first working ‘like a horse’ in German museums to complete his work on crickets, then touring the estates of various princes and noblemen to enjoy hunting parties.27

During this time Henri kept an eye on Ferdinand, and was content with what he saw, writing to Louise on 5 November for example that ‘Ferdinand is well satisfied with his university and indeed is very happy’.28 Ferdinand, meanwhile, had been looking over the university programme to choose his courses. One of the announcements which caught his attention was for a course on Old Persian offered privatissime—‘one-on-one’—by Heinrich Hübschmann, who just that year had been appointed professor of Iranian languages.29 He went to call upon Hübschmann at his home near the Augustusplatz, the square in which the university is located, and recalled in his ‘Souvenirs’ that he was warmly received by his jovial prospective tutor. During this visit there occurred the most dramatic and portentous moment in the young man’s account of his early years, when the professor brought up a recent article by Karl Brugman, a schoolteacher who had done a doctorate at Leipzig in 1871.30

He began almost at once to speak to me of Indo-European linguistics, and asked whether I had read Brugmann’s article on the sonant nasals, which had appeared during the vacation. I hadn’t even heard of Brugmann, which was venial at that time, especially for me, and that is when Hübschmann told me that an immense agitation had existed for several weeks over the question of whether certain cases of Greek a might have come from n, or whether certain cases of n might have produced a. Scarcely able to believe my ears, since in the first interview I had with a German scholar he presented to me as a scientific conquest something which for three and a half years I had considered as a kind of elementary truth which I had not dared to mention as it was probably too well known, I <said> timidly to Mr Hübschmann that this did not seem to me very extraordinary or new. Hübschmann then insisted on the importance accorded to it by the Germanicists, and revealed to me that Germanic linguistics—of which for my part I had no notion whatsoever—possessed a group -un- corresponding to Greek a. When I left, I bought a copy of the issue of the Studien which contained this ‘novelty’, but contrary to what one might think, I was not extremely impressed on reading it. I could not measure exactly at that moment31

Whatever we make of Saussure’s belief that he himself had made this discovery some time before, this story is a significant one. In his education thus far, he had tended to look down on his Genevese teachers as provincial second-raters, apart from those professors at the Université de Genève who were members of his family coterie and scholars of international renown. Where linguistics was concerned, he tolerated the mediocre Morel, not despite but because of the fact that he was parroting the course of the great Curtius—for the scholars of language whom Saussure revered were the authors who spoke to him from the pages of their authoritative books. Even Pictet, the one major figure in the field whom he knew personally, had been his guide more from his writings than their conversation.

Leipzig offered the chance to hear and work with some of the most renowned linguists in the world, including Curtius and the major emerging figures of the next generation. To Saussure they were towering eminences, so to discover on his first meeting that Hübschmann was a jolly little man who gave a warm welcome to a new student from another country was both a relief and a let-down. Similarly with the revelation that this scholarly community could recycle a long-known, perhaps even rather obvious, fact about Indo-European phonology into a new discovery of major importance. The disappointment was obvious; the accompanying relief is detectable in a passage crossed out from the manuscript of the published version of the ‘Souvenirs’:

it was from this moment that, having suddenly and definitively realized that my ideas were not worse than those I saw taken seriously around me, I would dare, even in the absence of any provisional knowledge of the Indo-European idioms, to study them from an analytical perspective by learning each idiom.32

It is far from true that he lacked ‘any provisional knowledge’ of the Indo-European languages. Even an earlier passage of this same document mentions his exposure to Sanskrit through his study of Bopp, as well as his long study of Latin and Greek—which perhaps is part of why he crossed out the passage just cited. It is true that, apart from these three, his knowledge of the oldest forms of the Indo-European languages was limited to words and forms encountered in the linguistic literature, and that he had not actually read extended texts in the Celtic or Slavic or Balto-Slavic languages, Old Persian or even the Germanic languages apart from Modern English and German. These lacunae he set out to remedy from the start of his time at Leipzig, and, through sheer assiduity combined with a power of linguistic memory that his students would still be remarking on decades later, he quickly succeeded.

Another version of his reaction to the first conversation with Hübschmann is important for a different reason. Here, when informed of the ‘effervescence’ among the circle of linguists in Leipzig attending Brugmann’s publication of the a–n correspondence, Saussure writes:

I cried within myself: oh Morel!33

This is crossed out, and replaced in the margin with:

I think of Morel! and

The immediateness and intensity of Saussure’s reaction are unmistakable. Yet nothing else in his notes links this particular point with Morel, leaving us to wonder about their interchange over the sonant nasals. Did Saussure raise the issue, perhaps as the possible subject of a paper for the Société de Linguistique de Paris, only to have it dismissed by Morel as obvious and uninteresting? The only clue comes further down on the same page of notes. Returning his attention to the previous year, 1875–6, he writes:

Same year.—The effect <of the Curtiana would have been good, because especially tatós; but the> [effect] of the reading of Bopp (either the Comp. Gramm. Or the Sansk. Gramm.) had been as disastrous as possible for

Notably on the point of extending the thing to r <for otherwise I could not explain the profound impression made on me by Bopp’s affirmation about phertós>

In the absolute absence of direction <or knowledge of received doctrine,> I did not in any case consent to abandoning so easily my idea that the a of34

Here the published ‘Souvenirs’ draft helpfully fills in the gaps, despite pushing the events back by a year and bringing in the dubious tetákhatai episode:

There was in my mind a conflict between Curtius and Bopp. I had in effect noted in Curtius a large number of cases such as tatós or memiōs, that Curtius derived from roots in -n.

And, recalling the tetákhatai of the Collège, I vaguely wondered whether this a might not be explained by the nasal. When, reading Bopp, I learned that Sanskrit possessed a vocalic r, I instantly had a vision of the truth, even greater than that of tetákhatai, by setting up mentally <bhar-, bhrtas>, thus perhaps tntas? Unfortunately I fell almost immediately upon a passage of Bopp, in his Sanskrit grammar or in his comparative grammar which I bought in 1876, which taught that no attention should be paid to the Sanskrit r, ‘and that phertós proved beyond a doubt the inanity of bhrtas’. I recall especially this phertós as being the form that, coming from the pen of Bopp, had such a powerful and unjustified effect on my timorous imagination.35

The form tatós, meaning ‘that can be stretched’, comes from the same root as Greek tanúō and Latin tendo ‘stretch’. The latter two forms demand an original root containing an n, where tatós has simply a.36 Since there is no particular phonetic relationship between n and a that could explain why just that particular consonant should be ‘suppressed’, Saussure wondered about a possible connexion with the a–n correspondence in tetákhatai. Learning that Sanskrit has a vocalic ṛ in its alphabet, he saw at once that the missing link for the Greek words was a vocalic ṇ. The consonant n, when placed between two other consonants, became this vowel, which later simplified to a in some cases, while in others it became an or en. But then Saussure found that, as was noted in Chapter 3, Bopp had dismissed the idea that the vocalic ṛ was original, insisting that it must be the degradation of an earlier er or ar.

The three broken-off sentences in the citation before last suggest what a hard time Saussure himself had recalling, understanding, and expressing how his learning of Indo-European linguistics veered back and forth between the views of Bopp and Curtius. He blames Bopp for sidetracking him from pursuing the question of the sonant nasals, where Curtius’s remarks on Greek tatós could have sent him in the right direction. An appreciation of more modern views on the vowel ṛ might have done the same, but he found himself persuaded by Bopp’s analysis of it as a reduction of what in the proto-language had been ar.

It is telling that Saussure remembered buying Bopp’s comparative grammar in 1876, within the version claiming that these events took place in 1874–5. Putting the puzzle pieces together, it seems that during his year at the Université de Genève, he undertook his first serious study of historical–comparative linguistics, with a heavy dose of Curtius, both from his Compendium and through Morel. In retrospect, Saussure regretted not having put more faith in Curtius on those points where he contradicted Bopp. But the latter’s name had been intoned to him as a supreme authority by his grandfather, in the work of Pictet, and in the general culture he inhabited. Having previously erred by allowing his imagination free rein, he now went too far in the other direction, bowing to an authority even when his instincts told him another explanation was the right one. In the ‘Souvenirs’ account, this mistake removed his last chance of claiming the sonant nasal as his discovery, immortalizing his name. Saussure points out that he discussed the idea with Morel:

L. Morel allows me to give a second date to my idea of the sonant nasal, and the importance I attached to it. For after the course, this memory is clear, I had conversations in the Promenade, bearing on precisely this question: What does Curtius say, since you have <heard> him?37

What his sigh of O Morel! allows us to infer is that his tutor had joined the ranks of those who had let him down, by failing to steer him in the right direction.

One further thing is striking in this version of Saussure’s reminiscences. The published ‘Souvenirs’ have Saussure buying the Studien after leaving Hübschmann’s house but not being particularly impressed on reading them. Here, however, they have a massive impact on him:

After this conversation I buy the Studien issue, and there, alongside the sonant nasal—which had been familiar to me for a lot longer than it had to Brugmann—I am especially interested by a1 and a2.—From this moment I work, willy-nilly, at working out the vocalism that obsesses me, and one of the results of this obsession is that at Leipzig I do no serious study, contrary to my programme.

What Brugmann meant by a1 and a2 will be explained in a later section. So instantly and obsessively did the problem of the vowel correspondences as laid out by Brugmann grab him that during his time at Leipzig he never seriously attended to his lectures, or coursework, or anything else but his own wholly isolated and individual working out of the vowel system of the Indo-European mother tongue. Admittedly, what constitutes ‘serious study’ is a subjective matter, and for someone with Saussure’s almost impossibly high standards, perhaps nothing less than total, intense focus counted, and then only if it resulted in the formulation and solution of some fundamental problem. But the fact is that Saussure’s student notebooks from Leipzig, made public in 1996, show him to have been assiduous in his attendance of lectures, which he copied down verbatim.

He did not return to Geneva for Christmas and New Year, but stayed at Leipzig to continue his studies, despite a bad cold. Happily, Mathilde Naville, his relative on both the Crud and Saladin sides and the sister-in-law of his godmother Blanche Naville, happened to be visiting Leipzig. She sent Ferdinand a note insisting that he let her know if he needed anything at all, and urging him to come to their hotel for dinner as soon as he felt up to it.38 Meanwhile, letters from home kept him abreast of what was happening in the family. His mother left to stay with his grandmother at Cannes, taking along ten-year-old Léopold and seven-year-old Jeanne, and travelling together with Henri Peyrot and his wife Alice, the daughter of Adolphe Pictet.39 Throughout his time at Leipzig he carried on a constant correspondence with friends back in Geneva or away at university elsewhere, his parents and grandparents, his aunt Adèle de Saussure and various aunts and cousins de Pourtalès, his brother Horace and his sisters Dora and especially Albertine, always his most faithful, cheeriest, and most prolific correspondent. Between the time he spent reading and replying to their letters, and enjoying the company of the other Genevese students at Leipzig, he scarcely noticed that he was in Germany. On the occasions when he did, what he saw, heard, or tasted did not please him: the unrefined food and conversation of the small-town bourgeoisie, the countless cultural differences he was unprepared for, or the mud that was everywhere in this isolated industrial town, at least until the winter snows froze it over. Even the view from his room depressed him.

If I still had to write compositions for Braillard, ‘what I see from my window’ would be the most infertile subject I could choose. A workshop and a half dozen factory chimneys are the outline of the picture. Between two of them is set the Hospitalstrasse. Unfortunately it is the road to the cemetery and all I see pass are lugubrious hearses. […]

Leipzig has one or two curiosities, but one quickly tires of them. For example: you are walking peacefully along the street: suddenly you see a tiny bit of coal lounging on the end of your nose. You want to get rid of it, it explodes on your finger, and after that all your efforts are useless: your nose is black. Where has this bit of coal come from? From the factories the city is full of and which vomit smoke from a hundred openings … so we don’t smoke, that would be too much, decidedly.40

Saussure was hardly alone in looking down on the town’s lack of sophistication. More than a quarter of a century later, The Gourmet’s Guide to Europe of 1903, by the perhaps appropriately named A. Bastard, would still say about the opportunities for dining that

Leipzig has one good restaurant, the Restaurant Päge on the Marktplatz,—at least it is the best in the town. The Hôtel Hauffe, in the Russplatz, is an old-established hotel, is well conducted, and has a restaurant where one can get quite a decent dinner if ordered beforehand. There is also another, Friedrichkrause, Katharinensbresse, No. 6, but with these three the culinary capabilities of Leipzig are practically at an end.41

It should be pointed out that Algernon Bastard was even more scathing about the restaurants of Geneva, but there of course the Saussures never needed to dine out. Luckily Ferdinand found salvation in an upmarket Leipzig shop selling delicacies from around Europe. His description of life in the town continues:

The water is undrinkable; and it is more hygienic not to bathe. A heavy beer is slowly but surely Germanizing us…! As for the cuisine, only the steaks are smokable (Leipzig expression). Fortunately there exists in the Universitätsstrasse a man, a man whose name commands respect, and who has fittingly received from us the title of ‘benefactor of the human race’, Gustave Markendorf, because one must call him by his name at a shop filled with Huntley biscuits, Suchard chocolate, potted game, corned beef, anchovy paste, peach jam … indeed everything precious that the great art of preservation can bring to a forsaken place such as Leipzig. Honour to Markendorf.—42

Local ignorance was such that even in the university, as impressive an institution as it was, they did not recognize the great scientific name of Saussure. Ferdinand noted wryly in a letter to Henri that in the visitor’s book for the start of the semester his name had been put down first as ‘Graf von Schuseier’, then discounted to ‘Herr von Schesire’.43

Some relief came via Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, whose mother, née Isabelle de Rougemont, was Louise de Saussure’s first cousin. Theobald, a law student at Leipzig, paid a call on Ferdinand shortly after his arrival.44 He and Ferdinand were close in age, and the bond between them helped secure Ferdinand an invitation to spend the Christmas holiday at the family’s estate at Hohen Finow in 1876, and to return for another stay in May 1877.45 Theobald was destined to become Chancellor of Germany from 1909 to 1917, and was, in certain respects at least, a force for moderation during the First World War, though his precise role in matters such as the treatment of Poles in conquered areas continues to be debated by historians.

In such company, Ferdinand felt at home in a way he never would feel in the university lecture halls. Unlike at Geneva, those who lectured in the University of Leipzig were not aristocrats engaging in a public service for a modest honorarium, but sons of the middle class working for a living. Little in Saussure’s background had prepared him for understanding them or dealing with them, so it is no wonder that his academic experience at Leipzig would prove to be one of isolation, estrangement, mistrust, misinterpretation of motives, and ultimately embitterment. Even so, he admitted to Amé Pictet after grumbling about the awfulness of Leipzig that ‘as far as the university is concerned, none of us would go back to the Université de Genève for all the gold in the world’.46

COURSES AT LEIPZIG

As noted above, Saussure’s notes from the courses he attended at Leipzig over four semesters are copious and careful. They include two notebooks plus a few loose sheets covering the course on Old Norse grammar given by Anton Philipp Edzardi,47 whose particular research interest lay in comparing the Song of the Nibelungen with its Old Norse counterparts, the Völsunga-saga and Ragnars-saga.48 The focus of his grammar course was on the contrast between Old Norse and Gothic forms. So again Saussure’s claim in the ‘Souvenirs’ that ‘I never set foot in a Sanskrit course apart from two sessions of an elementary course given by Osthoff, still less any course whatever on Gothic or Germanic grammar, though I attended Braune’s lectures on the history of the German language’,49 must be taken with a grain of salt. His studies with Hermann Osthoff will be considered further on. Oddly, his course notes include nothing from Wilhelm Braune, who, like Hübschmann, would leave Leipzig in 1877 to take up a chair elsewhere.50 Apparently, then, Saussure, whose first teaching appointment would be in Gothic and Germanic grammar, actually attended even more lectures than the many which are recorded.

He arrived in Edzardi’s course just when Edzardi was doing the research on the development of the Indo-European vowel system for which he is best remembered. In the 1840s Jacob Grimm and Adolf Holtzmann had suggested that breaking of i to e and of u to o might have occurred in stages rather than all at once.51 This idea was lost sight of in the later drive to simplify accounts of the primitive vowel system, until Edzardi revived it in an article of 1877 which, more generally, reintroduced the notion of periodization to a linguistics that had become fixated on the original state of the mother language.52

Again contrary to the recollection cited above, Saussure did attend Sanskrit courses, with one notebook devoted to a survey course on Sanskrit literature given jointly by Ernst Windisch and Erdmann,53 another to a more focused course given by Hübschmann on the Hymns of the Rig-Veda.54 Hübschmann’s teaching consisted of word-by-word analysis and commentary on the Vedic hymns, making it genuinely philological in nature. In 1877, when Saussure was studying with him, Hübschmann published his most important work, a demonstration that the Armenian language was not part of the Iranian branch of Indo-European but constituted a separate branch on its own. This brought the offer of a chair in comparative philology at Strassburg, which Hübschmann took up that same year, after just one year in his Leipzig chair.

Another fact unmentioned in the ‘Souvenirs’ is that in May 1877 Saussure took advantage of the opportunity to record the pronunciation of Sanskrit by a Bengali who had come to Leipzig to study linguistics, history, and philosophy. Nisi Kānta Chattopādhyūya would become, in 1882, the first Bengali to receive a PhD from a European university—though from Zurich, not Leipzig, because after one year the German university expelled him for atheism.55 A page of a large notebook is covered with Saussure’s observations on Nisi Kānta’s vowels, then his consonants.

Pronunciation of Nisi Kānta Chattopādhyūya

He is <from> Bengal. He pronounces Sanskrit and Bengali the same.

Consonants. The aspirates gh, dh, bh, are well pronounced; without the aspiration being very strongly marked.—As expected there is an irrational sound between the aspirate and an r for example which follows immediately (bhe ram-) […]

The linguals do not differ very noticeably from the dentals; many Englishmen pronounce t and d more palatally than Chattop. […]56

Nisi Kānta went on to become principal of Hyderabad College and professor of history in the Maharajah’s College, Mysore,57 publishing many articles and books, including at least one in a linguistics journal.58 Still wider fame would come to him under his pseudonym of ‘Koot Hoomi’, by which he was known to millions as one of the two Brahmin adepts who were the spiritual masters of Madame Blavatsky, founder of the Theosophical Society.59

In a letter to a friend, Saussure mentions Nisi Kānta in the context of joking about which Swiss chocolate is most popular in Leipzig.

With regard to Neuchâtel I have become convinced that Suchard is very famous here as well. I met a very nice student from Bengal named Chattopâdhyâya and wrote to him asking him to give me some lessons in Sanskrit. On his letter of reply I noticed chocolate-coloured fingerprints. My first visit to him only confirmed my suspicion. He responds with evasive sentences when I bring up the Indian phonetic system; his Sanskrit is indistinct; one often hears repeated the words kakao, superfin, cho-kola. In short I am watching him very closely, but I am convinced that he is a chocolate-stained Neuchâtelois.60

Needless to say, in such high burlesque it is impossible to know where reality ends and fantasy begins.

Although Saussure’s academic programme was much less wide-ranging than the previous year at Geneva, it did include, in his first term, a course on the history of classical art given by Johannes Overbeck.61 An obituary of Overbeck notes that his lectures ‘used to be attended and enthusiastically received not only by students of philology and archaeology, but also by students of law, medicine, theology and philosophy’.62 This may then have been the one course in which Saussure could share the company of his Genevese friends. His attention may have been especially drawn to Overbeck’s principles for the analysis of a work of art, which demanded that it be examined from three points of view: first historically, then from two non-historical perspectives, the subjective and the technical.63

Closer to Saussure’s core interests was the course on metrics by Adolph Fritzsche, a philologist of the old school.64 Here Saussure was drawn into in-depth study of archaic Greek and Latin poems, including the Saturnian, a pre-classical form of Latin verse which, Fritzsche believed, operated on the basis of word stress, like Old Germanic poetry, and not on syllable counting, as in classical and Romance poetry. These lectures had a delayed reaction—metrics would figure at the centre of Saussure’s linguistic interests starting in the second half of the 1880s, while the Saturnian would begin to haunt him another twenty years after that.

That brings us to the two Leipzig teachers from whom Saussure would later be accused of appropriating key ideas without due acknowledgment, prompting his drafting of the ‘Souvenirs’. Concerning Osthoff, he wrote, ‘I attended (1876?) the first lessons of a course given by Osthoff, on I no longer recall what. Osthoff left Leipzig rather soon after this.’65 For once his memory of a date was right. The course was the History of Modern Linguistics, and Saussure’s thirty-four pages of detailed notes are dated November 1876, his first term at Leipzig.66 Osthoff began by stating that only one book on the subject existed—Benfey’s Geschichte der Sprachwissenschaft—and criticizing its unevenness and superficiality.67 His own course, he announced, would have five ‘chapters’:

I. History of the knowledge of Sanskrit in Europe.

II. The comparative science of languages; Fr. Bopp.

III. The historical science of languages; J. Grimm.

IV. The philosophical science of languages; W. Humboldt.

V. The fusion of the first two disciplines.

Saussure’s notes cover only Chapter I and part of II. They begin with the Florentine merchant Filippo Sassetti, who travelled to India in 1583 and two years later sent a report back to Florence with details about the use and study of the archaic language which he referred to as Sanscruta, a word which in the language itself, he noted, means ‘perfected’.68 Saussure’s notes include ten pages on Schlegel’s book of 1808, followed by ten and a half on Bopp’s Sanskrit grammar. Many other figures are covered briefly. Finally, five pages on Bopp’s comparative grammar signal that Osthoff had segued into his course’s second ‘chapter’, but it seems to be at this point that Saussure stopped attending. He did not feel compelled to go back for the ‘philosophical’ part of the course, focusing on Humboldt, which suggests that he did not see this as part of his own orientation.

A second notebook headed ‘Osthoff. Lat. o-Deklination’ contains twelve pages dealing mostly with Old Latin and Old Italic (Oscan and Umbrian) forms. Many of the comments are reacting to Bréal. These notes do not seem to be connected to the history of linguistics course, but to another course of Osthoff’s that Saussure may have attended only once or twice.

Two things are significant about these notebooks. The first is that Saussure attended more lectures by Osthoff than the two sessions of an elementary Sanskrit course and the first lessons of a course in comparative grammar of which he had forgotten the specific subject in 1903. The second is that, when he himself came to survey the history of linguistics as part of his lectures on general linguistics starting in 1907, he adhered closely to what he had been taught by Osthoff thirty years before.

Another course appears to have been of such importance to Saussure that he took the trouble and expense to have his six separate soft-cover notebooks from it bound into a single volume of ninety-six pages, with a leather cover and with ‘Brugman. Griechische Grammatik’ (‘Greek grammar’) embossed in gold on the spine. Yet he recalled in 1903 that he had attended just ‘the first lectures’ of Brugmann’s course, before deciding to stop.69 Here again, and more squarely than ever, we are forced to confront the impetus behind the writing of the ‘Souvenirs’: to counter the persistent whisper that Saussure had taken ideas from his professors, particularly Brugmann and Osthoff, without adequately acknowledging them.

My attendance at the University of Leipzig ought to have been intense in order to learn everything I materially lacked. On the contrary it was vague. All I properly took were Leskien’s courses on Slavic and Lithuanian, Hübschmann’s on Old Persian and part of Windisch’s on Celtic.70

August Leskien had recently published an important book on Slavic-Lithuanian and Germanic morphology,71 and his particular concern with shifts of accent in the historical development of Lithuanian prompted a strong and abiding interest in the topic on Saussure’s part. Leskien had also published his translation of Whitney’s Life and Growth of Language in 1876.

However, Saussure’s claim to have only ‘vaguely’ attended his other courses falls apart in the face of the notes he took in Brugmann’s course. They include an extended section on the sonant liquids and nasals,72 as well as a detailed look at the vowels designated as a1 and a2 and their specific realizations in Sanskrit.73 On an occasion when Saussure missed one of Brugmann’s lectures, he got another student to fill him in on its contents so that he could plug the gap in his notes. That lecture introduced issues that would turn out to haunt Saussure for the rest of his life: ‘phonetic laws and analogy are the only factors that transform a language.—Phonetic laws can be physiological or psychological.’74

Brugmann’s next lecture, which Saussure did not fail to attend, pursued this matter in greater detail, raising questions about how linguistic change happens—how an innovation, initially perceived as an abnormality by most people and rejected by them, comes to have the force of a psychological ‘law’ that individuals do not resist because they cease to perceive it at all.

How can a phonetic tendency turn into a phonetic law? When an innovation takes place, it affects all cases, not particular ones. If in a given period the Greeks get used to pronouncing s as ch, every σ must be affected. It is a misconception that individual words can escape, as if words lived somewhere other than in the mouths of speakers.

A great number of the Indo-European phonetic laws are entirely exceptionless: for example the dissimilation in Greek from δτ and ττ to στ.

It must be that a great many people have at the same time a similar physiological or psychological tendency. This creates a large mass in the centre. Innovation by individuals is based in abnormality. Fellow speakers feel it as such and it does not spread.

But some changes occur only to a very limited extent because there are few words that provide the necessary conditions. Even just a single word. True exceptions thus do not exist. The reasons for exemption are mostly psychological. Not all the grounds for exceptions can yet be seen.75

Another aspect of the problem is that of the continuity of a linguistic sound over time. Sometimes what appears to be an exception is actually a sound that has undergone a change, followed by a second change that returned it to what appears to be its original state, but in fact is a new state.

σ σ1 σ2 σ3….. h …..σ

This has taken generations to try out. The only exception appears to be that ἔλνσα [élusa] has kept an σ, as shown in stage 4.

If ἔλνσα develops then it is a new σ; the original σ of ἔλνσα has undergone the phonetic law.76

Then there is the matter of the ‘psychological’ cause of apparent exceptions to sound laws. For the Neogrammarians it boiled down to one cause only: analogy, the rational process whereby speakers detect what appear to be logical patterns in language, and maintain these patterns in the face of phonetic changes that would disrupt them.

Effects of analogy.

All restructurings which are not sound changes

There can only be reshaping using the model of the older forms. Scherer first gave this principle due recognition. Leskien first has it right in terms of sound laws.—Paul Studies IV.

Not the same as mental sound laws.

[…]

Associative regeneration77

Raising problems that would prove endlessly fascinating to Saussure, Brugmann’s lectures should have been the high point of his entire educational career. They were not merely mechanical rehearsals of linguistic minutiae, but delved into the deep questions underlying how language operates in the mind and in society, what holds it together and how nevertheless it manages ceaselessly to change. But Saussure’s reaction was not what one would expect. It was idiosyncratic, though not uncharacteristic.

As he reported it in the ‘Souvenirs’, Saussure’s relationship with Brugmann was one of personal friendship, particularly precious for him as the only one he enjoyed with one of his Leipzig teachers. His social life was occupied almost entirely with his Genevese friends. He was on very good terms with some of his coursemates in Indo-European philology, including two Swiss students from Basel, Rudolf Thurneysen, destined to be a major figure in Celtic studies, and Wyss, possibly Arthur Franz Wilhelm Wyss, both of whose company he valued especially during what would be the very lonely summer of 1878.78 Yet only with two, both Germans, did he cultivate sufficient intimacy to count them as his friends in his later reminiscences. These were Rudolf Kögel and Johannes Baunack.79 In the ‘Souvenirs’ he ascribes his isolation to the stand-offishness of most of the German students toward a French-speaking foreigner. This may be true, but it needs to be set against the fact that the young Saussure and those with whom he generally kept company were an off-puttingly aristocratic set. Saussure acknowledged that

If I seldom frequented, indeed much too seldom, as I have more than once regretted since, the lecture halls of the University, neither did I have much to do with the circles, Kneiping or non-Kneiping, which grouped habitually around the young academic leaders of the Leipzig linguistic school.

A Kneipe is a pub, and the ‘non-Kneiping’ events may have included the social evenings arranged by Curtius for his younger colleagues, while the ‘Kneiping’ ones refer to the

circle of young linguists who met weekly at the Caffeebaum ale-house for a Kneipabend. These evenings were regularly attended by Karl Brugmann, Hermann Osthoff, August Leskien, Heinrich Hübschmann, and Wilhelm Braune. Karl Verner, who was occupying a post at the university library in Halle, came every week. Berthold Delbrück and Eduard Sievers were frequent guests from Jena […].80

Significantly, Saussure says not that he never attended the pub evenings, but that he ‘did not have much to do’ with them. Given the hyperbole of his claim to have seldom frequented the lecture halls of the university, it may be that he went to more of these evenings, especially in his first semester of study, than he later recalled. His account goes on to say that

Above all I personally knew Mr Brugmann, whose amiability I was going to recount, whereas I suddenly perceive that this text is being written in part to establish that I have never stolen anything from Mr Brugmann. He will certainly pardon me for it, knowing how things really stand.

My friendship with Mr Brugmann, although most precious to me, is not what I need to relate here.81

Instead, Saussure says, it is their ‘scientific relations’ that he will record, and that ‘they are perfectly characterized by three things that have left in my memory an absolutely precise recollection’.82 However, he then wrote out only one of the three in full, breaking off his ‘Souvenirs’ part-way through the second. The first one centres on his discovery of Brugmann’s faulty knowledge of some of what Saussure considered basic and obvious facts of Indo-European phonology and morphology.

1. When in 1877 I gave a paper in Curtius’s seminar on the fact that long and short a are in regular alternation, Mr Brugmann did not attend, but spotting me the next day in the second (grand) courtyard of the University, he came up to me and asked amicably about something that interested him (this is word-for-word from Brugmann) ‘whether perhaps there are other examples of this ablaut besides stātor: stătus and māter: păter’. <I am perhaps forgetting a third example.> When today one tells how Mr Brugmann asked if there were more than three examples of the ablaut ă: ā, the person telling it seems to be making up stories shamelessly. Now this proves only how little the present generation is capable of judging either the state of these questions in 1877, or exactly what each researcher deserves credit for.83

At the core of this narrative, which establishes Saussure’s independence from his teacher, we see Brugmann seeking him out, ‘boarding’ him in the French phrase. Brugmann’s own recollection of what established a distance between them is centred on an incident where the reverse occurred.

[H]e came to my home in the Königsstrasse and asked whether I would mind if he no longer continued to attend my lectures. Because he often hears new (unpublished) interpretations from me, which agree exactly with what he had imagined likewise on these matters, and he is now working on a book concerning Indo-Germanic vowel relations (I was hearing of it for the first time!), so he does not know whether he may speak of things as his discovery or not.84

Effectively the same story is related by Saussure in a manuscript fragment:

When in the autumn of 1877 I began to take a course of Mr Brugman’s, I paid a visit to Mr Brugman to declare to him that as I was starting to write something (Mémoire on the System of Vowels) in which it might seem as though I was partially using his ideas, I was giving up being one of his auditors, and would he please take note of my85

But whereas Saussure here makes it seem that this occurred right at the start of the course, in a later letter Brugmann says ‘It was probably in January 78 when he came and explained to me one evening that he no longer wanted to attend my lectures (for the reason I wrote you)’.86

If we take Saussure’s account at face value, it would seem that face is precisely what he was trying to save with his visit to Brugmann. Having lost respect for his friend on a scientific level, he was looking for a plausible way to withdraw from his course without giving offence. But can Saussure’s story be accepted without qualification, in view of his extensive surviving notes from Brugmann’s course? They tend instead to support Brugmann’s narrative as being the really substantial one. Brugmann was certainly lecturing on the issues that Saussure considered—and would consider all his life—to be the core ones for the study of language. That, though, poses another puzzle: most people would not withdraw from a course because they found the ideas being discussed too close to what they themselves were thinking about. Whereas, many might withdraw if the lecturer had lost their respect. But Ferdinand de Saussure was not like most people, and, in this case, it is conceivable that both stories are true.

FIRST PUBLICATIONS

Saussure’s paper on the suffix -t-, submitted to the Société de Linguistique de Paris when his name was proposed for membership, was the first of no fewer than six by him to appear in the Société’s Mémoire in 1877. Two of these were very short, just one or two pages in length. By November 1876 he was anxious about getting the proofs of his first article to correct. Perhaps he had been hoping to see it in print before his nineteenth birthday, the age at which Horace-Bénédict had his first publication. Told by the editor, Bergaigne, that the proofs would not arrive until near the end of the month, Ferdinand wrote to Henri:

So I suppose that this issue of the journal will not appear until around the end of the year; they do not work very expeditiously. In addition Mr Berg. will let me have 150 offprints. So all is well; but these delays are annoying, because the whole city of Geneva has had time to learn that I am going to be published and if the first person will be content to speak of a book in octavo, the second will naturally make it one in quarto. Then when people see the ten pages they will say: Is that all?87

One hundred and fifty is a very large number of offprints. It is unlikely that Ferdinand knew more than a handful of people with an interest in the suffix -t-. But he did have a large extended family and an even larger coterie of his friends and his father’s friends, and to many of them he wanted to give palpable evidence that their lifelong faith in him had been justified.

More of his work was being read out at the fortnightly meetings of the Société, with ‘a paper by Mr de Saussure, containing several etymologies’ read out over three meetings in January and early February.88 On 24 March there was a reading of his ‘On a class of Latin verbs in -eo’, the longest of the six published that year.89 This article concerns verbs of the fourth class in Sanskrit, which form their present ‘theme’ from the ‘characteristic’ ending -ja. One would expect their Latin congeners likewise to belong to a single verbal class, but in fact they are divided, some taking -io (capio, cupio), others -eo (torqueo, sedeo). Grassmann had proposed that it depended on the length of the root syllable: if it was short, the ending -io was taken, and if it was long (either containing a long vowel or a short vowel followed by two or more consonants), then -eo. This worked in quite a number of cases, but Grassmann himself was forced to concede exceptions, including sĕdeo (‘I sit’)—rather too many exceptions for his proposal to be convincing.

Saussure approaches the problem not just from a phonetic direction, but from a combination of phonetics and semantics.

Here is the hypothesis from which one should begin: the verbs of the class in -ja whose meaning was neutral originally have the accent on the characteristic. The verbs of the same class with an active meaning accentuated either the root or the characteristic, without a fixed rule.

By verbs of neutral meaning, we mean not only intransitive verbs, but also those transitive verbs which contain an idea of passivity or which indicate a state of mind, e.g. patior ‘I suffer’, cupio ‘I desire’.90

This would result in two exceptionless rules:

—all verbs of this class with a neutral meaning take the ending -io;

—all verbs of this class that take the ending -eo have an active meaning.

These two rules do not cover all the cases, because neither rule holds in reverse. That is, verbs which take -io may still have an active meaning, and verbs with an active meaning can take either -eo or -io, unpredictably. Still, Saussure’s solution appears on its face to be superior to Grassmann’s by virtue of the fact that it introduces a basic principle that Grassmann missed. And while Saussure does not claim to explain 100 per cent of the cases, his solution holds water in those cases where it does apply. Admittedly, Grassmann’s solution was simpler, depending as it did on vowel length alone. But in the economy of linguistic explanations, the elegance of a principle must be balanced against the residue of exceptions it leaves, and here Grassmann’s solution did not measure up, to judge from the unwillingness of others to accept it.

Besides explanatory economy, however, another ideology was in play here: the Neogrammarian principle of exceptionless phonetic laws. Grassmann’s appeal solely to syllable stress, an aspect of sound, aligned his solution with the Leipzig ideal. Saussure’s alternative implied that the meaning of a verb had a primary impact on its phonetic development. This looked from the Neogrammarian perspective like a retrograde step, since their whole defining project was precisely to move away from the sort of explanation that operated on a word-by-word basis towards one in which sounds pursued a developmental path of their own, oblivious to the meanings and functions of the words they happened to occur in. The data forced the Neogrammarians to admit exceptions, but as we saw in Saussure’s notes from Brugmann’s lectures, they denied that they were ‘true’ exceptions and explained them by psychological causes, particularly analogy. Only as a last resort were ad hoc causes meant to be admitted.

What Saussure was proposing in this article went much further still. For meaning to play a primary and regular role in the development of form challenged not only the Neogrammarian doctrine, but the entire ancient heritage of teaching that the linguistic sign is arbitrary—that there is no direct linkage between sound and meaning in a word, other than the simple convention that binds them together as a sign. For Saussure’s personal intellectual development, ‘On a class of Latin verbs in -eo’ represents a step beyond even the impulse to find the primitive meaningful units of the Indo-European languages that motivated his Essay for Pictet of two and a half years earlier, and still loomed large in his first published article, ‘Le suffixe -t-’. These three papers imagine a system in which the development of sound is ultimately rational, because driven by meaning and function.

One can begin to understand why, to his Leipzig teachers, this young aristocrat must have seemed like a visitor not simply from Geneva, but from eighteenth-century Geneva, more the reincarnation than the great-grandson of Frankenstein. The problem was not merely the hubris of a nineteen-year-old boy asserting his superiority over Grassmann. It was his inability or refusal to comprehend why, even if his solution to the problem at hand accounted for more of the data, Grassmann’s remained preferable. Methodologically, Grassmann was the one pushing linguistics forward, away from piecemeal accounts that relied on a link of sound and meaning that was ultimately inexplicable—even mystical—towards a modern approach to psychology and the physiology of sound production. Saussure’s backwardness, from their perspective, was that of ‘the French’ generally, above all Bréal, with his now outdated concern with lexicography and semantics.

The next three papers which Saussure sent to the Société were very brief, and referred to nothing outside phonology—a sign perhaps that the Neogrammarian atmosphere was having an effect. Absent too are the gratuitous swipes at his elders, a sign of increasing maturity.

One of the short papers proposed a change to the conventional wisdom that when -tt- changed to -ss- in Latin it passed through an intermediary stage of -st-. This ordering made good phonological sense, but left it impossible to explain why Latin words that had an -st- dating back to Indo-European did not also change to -ss- but kept -st-. Saussure argued that if the intermediary stage in the -tt- to -ss- change was instead -ts-, this would explain all the cases while still being perfectly credible phonologically. The paper carries an opening note from Bergaigne pointing out that it was sent by Saussure on 13 March 1877—the reason being that Friedrich Fröhde had published essentially the same proposal in another journal on 11 or 12 April.91 Yet again Saussure had been beaten to the punch. The editorial note did not establish his prior claim for the idea, but was meant only to absolve him of any charge of plagiarism.

Two other papers were briefer still, with ‘Exceptions to rhotacism’ taking up just half a page.92 Normally, words which in older forms of Latin and Greek had -s- or -ss- between two vowels saw them change to -r- in Latin, and disappear altogether in Greek. These two changes occurred roughly during the same period but independently of one another. Yet why is it, Saussure asks, that among the small number of exceptions to these rules, four (a large proportion) involve the same word in Greek and in Latin (e.g. Greek písos and Latin pisum, both meaning ‘pea’)? He does not propose an answer, but hints at one when he asks the further question of whether it is a coincidence that in another of the Latin exceptions, the -s- corresponds to the palatal sibilant -ç- in Sanskrit.

This paper was immediately followed by another, two pages long, entitled ‘I, U = ES, OS’, which likewise relates to a specific phonological change.93 In fact the change is even more precise than the title indicates, since it involves only cases of es changing to i and os changing to u before a voiced consonant and where the resulting vowel is short. A long vowel would be the expected result, because the loss of the s would normally be compensated for by lengthening the preceding vowel, so as to keep the rhythmic timing unchanged.

INDO-EUROPEAN a

In his first year at Leipzig, Saussure returned home only for the Easter holidays. Catching up with friends such as Amé and Guillaume Pictet, he discovered that, as his work became more and more specialized, it became harder to explain it in layman’s terms. Amé wrote in his diary:

De Saussure begins to explain Sanskrit etymologies to G[uillaume] and me, how Sanskrit, Greek and Latin are sons of one and the same father, Indo-Germanic, and brothers of almost all the languages of Europe, how it is this Indo-Germanic that they are trying to reconstitute synthetically although there is no documentation of it whatever. All of it supported by numerous examples until one o’clock in the morning. This brave de Saussure sallied through his barbarous words; one could see that he was in his element and the most comical thing was that I understood perfectly and that I began to admit, almost, that these philological studies might have a certain utility. In any event that of proving yet again that humanity is much older on this poor earth than it believes. It is curious how all the sciences, linguistics, geology, natural history, all arrive at this same result by a hundred different paths. And there is only this poor Genesis of Moses to battle against these conquests of the 19th century.94

Perhaps the struggle helped Saussure to put things in perspective as he worked on his next paper to be read at a meeting of the Société de Linguistique de Paris. It was first scheduled for the 23 June 1877 meeting, but repeatedly put off, presumably in favour of papers by members who were actually attending.95 Entitled ‘An attempt at distinguishing the different a’s of Indo-European’, it was finally read on 21 July.96 Its subject matter represents a step up from his earlier papers, all of which dealt with very specific subsets of forms, mainly in Latin and Greek, venturing occasionally into Sanskrit and only rarely beyond. This time he is taking on the entire vowel system of the Indo-European family, under the direct inspiration of Brugmann’s 1876 article on the sonant nasals.

Table 6.1 Four sets of vowel correspondences in the Indo-European languages (adapted from Pedersen, The Discovery of Language, p. 278)

[image: image]

Brugmann’s a1 and a2 can best be explained by returning to the discussion from Chapter 3 of how cognate words from the ancient languages fall into various sets with regard to how their root vowels align. When Curtius established the Asian–European split, whereby all cases of root vowel e in the European language correspond to an a in the Asian ones, it became clearer how these groups fell into semi-regular sets, as shown in Table 6.1.

Below are some examples from the first three sets. The disparate Set Four will be illustrated further on.

Set One: Sanskrit bh ar- / Greek ph erō / Latin ferō ‘to bear’

Set Two: Sanskrit dama- / Greek domos / Latin domus ‘house’

Set Three: Sanskrit pitṛ / Greek patēr / Latin pater ‘father’

Even after Curtius’s clarification, Set Four in the table remained a hotchpotch apart from the regularity seen in Greek, Gothic, and Lithuanian. And even that regularity remained masked by the seeming anarchy of Sanskrit and Latin. Moreover, it must be remembered that the recognition of the sets themselves was still emerging. Until a convincing explanation could be given of how such sets might have arisen historically, there would never be agreement on exactly which words belonged to which set.

Brugmann’s use of subscript numerals to distinguish between two different Proto-Indo-European a’s had a precedent in Ascoli’s 1870 analysis of the two series of back consonants. In both cases the subscripts indicate a phonetically non-committal distinction between sounds that, although written the same, would explain the development of the sounds adjoining them. In the wake of Ascoli, Vilhelm Thomsen of Copenhagen had a further insight. The Sanskrit and Zend syllables ka and ca, with velar /k/ and palatal /c/ respectively, were assumed to be primitive, since their shared vowel a did not allow for the usual explanation of a velar /k/ becoming palatalized to /c/ by the effect of a following front vowel. The Greek congeners of Asian words with ka and ca did not show palatalization—but, intriguingly, had kha where Sanskrit had ka, and khe where Sanskrit had ca. In other words, Greek showed the front vowel e that would explain the Asian palatalization of /k/ to /c/, though the Asian languages themselves did not show the e.

Applying Ascoli’s logic, Thomsen considered whether what was written as a in Sanskrit and Zend might only in some cases have been pronounced /a/, as in English father, and in others a slightly fronted variant of the vowel, like the /æ/ of English hat. Even in present-day English these two sounds are written with the same letter a, making it easy enough to believe that ancient writers did likewise. The implication was that the split of Indo-European a into the two vowels a and e had already occurred in primitive Indo-European, but was masked by the practice of Sanskrit and Zend writers of indicating both the ‘real’ /a/ and the ‘e-coloured’ /æ/ by the same letter a. This practice had misled Curtius into seeing an Asian–European divide in Set One of Table 6.1.

Brugmann’s a1 is the ‘e-coloured’ vowel of the proto-language that gave rise to the correspondences in Set One. For the precise phonetic quality of this vowel in its primitive state there is no evidence; it likely was not pronounced so far forward as the later Indo-European /e/.97 His a2 is that other colouring of the vowel which is the source of Set Two. It too is written a in Sanskrit and Zend, and is the source of most of the a’s of Greek, the Germanic languages and Lithuanian, though the Latin, Celtic, and Slavic congeners of these words have instead the back vowel o (or occasionally the high back u in Latin and Celtic). Brugmann reasoned that, if a1 was a fronted vowel, ‘e-coloured’ enough to account for European e but not so distinctive as to require a separate letter in the Asian writing systems, then a2 could be conceived of in a symmetrical way as a slightly backed vowel, ‘o-coloured’. This would explain why it continued to be perceived and written as a in the Asian languages and Greek, even while evolving to o and u in the more western and northern European languages.

Set Two of Table 6.1 took a long time to recognize because the o–a correspondence which defines it is not so large, basic, or regular as the e–a correspondence that defines Set One. Its effects are largely to be found in ablaut, which takes language-specific forms, rather than in correspondences across languages. By the methodological tenets of historical linguistics, all this suggested that Set Two was not on a historical par with Set One, but a later development out of it, since any change that takes place within one language only has to have followed the splitting off of that language from its sisters—otherwise they should show the same change in essentially the same form.

If Brugmann had stopped here, it would already have been enough to bring serious attention to the 27-year-old schoolmaster. But his article held the still greater surprise of proposing that the mother language had contained sonant nasals. In laying the ground for this proposal, he took up the possibility raised by several linguists over the preceding decades, most recently by Osthoff in 1876, that the Sanskrit ṛ did not result from a weakening of ar as Bopp had insisted, but was actually part of the inventory of the mother language, even though that would make Sanskrit the only one of the ancient languages to have retained it.98 The evidence for its being one of four original Indo-European vowels, along with a, i, and u, came principally from two facts. One was that Sanskrit ṛ has both a short and a long variant, whereas, as explained in Chapter 3, it was the lack of a long e and o in Sanskrit that had persuaded Bopp that these vowels had not been part of the language in its earliest form. The other was that, in Sanskrit, the ṛ works exactly like i and u: ‘In certain circumstances, within the inflection of a single word, noun or verb, the simple vowels i, u alternate with the diphthongs ai, au; in exactly the same circumstances, the simple vowel r alternates with the syllable ar.’99 Starting from this observation, Brugmann took the point a step further, and showed that Sanskrit ṇ and ṃ also pattern in precisely the same way as i, u, and ṛ, and therefore have the same right as ṛ to be recognized as part of the original Sanskrit vowel inventory.

Again, all this would have been explosive enough on its own. But having established the hypothesis that the Indo-European proto-language had sonant nasals, Brugmann turned next to how this could account for the most intractable and heterogeneous set of Indo-European vowel correspondences, those labelled as Set Four in Table 6.1. This was a large set of words and morphemes, covering the whole spectrum of vowels. Brugmann showed that the set had developed perfectly regularly if one posited ṇ as the original vocalic element that was replaced by a vowel proper in all the daughter languages, though not until after they had split off from one another. Thus, for example, the proto-language had a negative prefix ṇ- which could be added to adjectives, verbs, or nouns to make them into their opposite. Through regular phonological change this produced the Greek negative prefix a- (as in asexual), the Latin in- (inanimate), the Germanic un- (uncanny) and so on.

In truth, such clarity as is embodied in Table 6.1 was only possible after Brugmann’s article. Thinking back to Bopp’s analysis of the Greek e/o/a ablaut in derkomai / dedorka / edrakon, with the unexplained metathesis of -ar- to -ra- in the last of these, it was now evident that Bopp had succumbed to an illusion. The proto-form of the root on which these words were based was not dark- as Bopp assumed, but da1rk-, which is to say derk-. The e of this root had two graded variants: the o that appears in the perfect de-dork-a, and ‘zero’. The zero-grade is equivalent to saying that the vowel disappears. It is familiar enough to students of Greek from verbs such as leipō ‘I leave’, in the aorist of which the e shifts to the zero-grade, giving elipon ‘I left’; pheugō ‘I flee’, aorist ephugon ‘I fled’; petomai ‘I steal’, aorist eptomēn (the initial e- of these words is an aorist prefix with no direct relation to the e of the present tense). With derkomai, the perfect had begun as *dederka, then the vowel changed to the o-grade, giving dedorka. The aorist edrakon had begun as *ederkon, with the e then changing to the zero-grade, giving *edṛkon, where the ṛ serves as vowel for the syllable that lost its original vowel e.

At some later stage, the ṛ of *edṛkon expanded to ra. This means that the a of edrakon actually has no direct historical relation to either the e of derkomai or the o of dedorka. That is important because it makes clear that only the vowels e and o originally participated in ablaut, not a. Again, other Greek verbs bear out this e–o ablaut relationship: leipō ‘I leave’ has as its perfect leloipa ‘I have left’. For Bopp, the illusory a–e–o ablaut had been the foundation of his argument that these were originally one single vowel in the mother language; now, by this same criterion, only e and o—the genuine ablaut variants—could originally have been one vowel.

In a complete reversal of the traditional view, it now appeared that the a’s of the classical languages were not original, but later developments! The original a of the mother language had split in two—Brugmann’s a1 (e) and a2 (o)—giving a four vowel system, i e o u, plus three additional vocalic sonants, ṛ ṇ ṃ.100 The a’s of Set Two developed from earlier o’s, while the a’s of Set Four developed from sonant nasals. That still left the a’s of the comparatively small Set Three as a mystery—but again, the collection of words represented here was only just starting to be recognized as a unified set, rather than apparent exceptions from among the other sets.

Brugmann’s article did not offer a complete solution, but a new starting point. Many of the vowels in the attested Indo-European languages do not come from the original vowels of the parent tongue at all, but from sonant nasals that could function as the vocalic element of a syllable, and that only at a later stage developed into vowels proper. This radically altered the data base. Hundreds of words which had previously been assumed to contain an a (or possibly another vowel) in Indo-European could now be recategorized as having a syllabic ṇ ṃ or ṛ. Yet, surprisingly in view of his later insistence that the sonant nasals had been his independent discovery, Saussure’s 1877 article ignores them, preferring instead to stick with the traditional analysis of a vowel preceding the nasal consonant, rather than the nasal itself functioning as the vocalic element of the syllable.

Saussure’s article begins by making clear his support for Brugmann’s view that the split of a into e and o occurred before the break-up of Indo-European into distinct daughter languages, rather than after, as per Bopp and Schleicher. He goes on to pursue the question of what the i and u of the Asian languages, particularly Sanskrit, reveal about the primitive mother language. He notes that many Sanskrit words which show an i or an u before a liquid consonant (l or r) have a Greek or Latin counterpart in which the corresponding vowel is a or o—but never e (with a very few exceptions in Latin that can be explained as later developments). He concludes from this—quite abruptly—that there is a special type of Indo-European a that shows up before liquids as i or u in Sanskrit and as a or o in Greek and Latin, and that it has to be a different vowel from the Indo-European a that comes out as e in Greek and Latin. The latter is Brugmann’s a1, but the other a which Saussure is setting up in contrast to it is not quite Brugmann’s a2. Looking back to Table 6.1, it includes not just Set Two but also some words from Sets Three and Four, plus the vowels that precede r—since, again, Saussure here declines to follow Brugmann in recognizing ṛ as an original vowel.

At the same time, Saussure notes, in the European languages e and o often stand in a very close connection with one another, so that for example a particular verb will shift between e and o in its different forms (he gives the example of Greek gegona ‘I have been born’ / genesthai ‘to have been born’, Latin toga ‘garment (toga)’ / tego ‘I cover’). ‘This type of o’, he reasons, ‘cannot be the same as the one we have just seen interchanging with a’ before liquids, since in that case the e never appears.

So in addition to the different types of a we have been discussing, we are dealing with two different types of o. One of them interchanges historically with a in the European languages, while the other interchanges with e. Saussure designates the first of these as o1, and the second as o2. So, for instance, we know that the o of the Greek word gegona is o2, because another form of the same word contains e in its place. Whereas, the o of Greek polis ‘city’ is o1, because its Sanskrit counterpart, purī, shows the u that is the regular Asian reflex of a before a liquid consonant, and no forms of polis contain an e in the first syllable.

Saussure maintains that, when o2 turns up as e, this gradation serves to distinguish a weak form of the verb from its strong form, in the same way as a short/long vowel distinction can signal a weak/strong form distinction. He acknowledges that any of these vowel sounds can appear in a word root without such a weak/strong distinction being implied: thus, in Greek and Latin the word for father (Greek patēr, Latin pater) has the ‘weak’ short a, and the word for mother (Doric Greek mātēr, Latin māter) has its ‘strong’ gradation, the long ā.101 But these two words are not in a weak/strong relationship relative to one another. Something else must explain the difference in the vowel length.

Saussure makes clear that while o2 can pass through the gradation of e, o1 cannot (as illustrated above with gego2na versus po1lis). But o1 does have a strong gradation of its own, a lengthening to ō. Because this is exactly in parallel with the gradation-through-lengthening of a to ā, Saussure concludes that there is a particular, primitive bond between o1 and a. Their gradation behaviour establishes that they are of ‘the same rank’. In order to express formulaically the unity of o1 and a, Saussure introduces the symbol A to represent the hypothetical single Indo-European sound to which these two vowels can be traced back. Thus, Greek polis and Sanskrit purī come from an older form of which the first syllable was pA-. This pA- later split into the po1- of Greek and the pa- of primitive Sanskrit, with a still later Sanskrit shift changing a to u before a following liquid consonant.

To maintain consistency in the representation of the various vowels, Saussure introduces A2 to designate the ‘strong’ lengthened form of A. So for example the first syllable of the Greek word nosphi ‘with one’s back turned’ is no1-, with the weak form of the vowel, while that of the related word nōton ‘the back’ is nō1-, with the strong form; and these Saussure would trace back respectively to nA- and nA2-. Ultimately both would go back to a still more primitive nA- before the introduction of the gradation.

Here the influence of Edzardi’s periodization of the mother language can be felt. What makes the discussion so complex is that Saussure is constantly shifting, often tacitly, between different historical epochs—in reverse order:

1. that of the attested texts of Greek and Latin, where we are dealing initially with a, e, and o (plus ā and ō);

2. the immediately preceding stage, in which some cases of o (labelled o1) group together with a, others (labelled o2) with e;

3. an earlier stage in which a and o1 have not yet separated from one another, but are a single sound (labelled A), with the strong gradation A2 (giving rise to later ā and ō1); at this same stage, o2 and e are strong and weak gradations of another vowel that stands in contrast to A;

4. a more primitive stage, before the introduction of gradation, in which there was a single contrast, that between A and the second non-high vowel which later developed the strong and weak gradation forms o2 and e.

This fourth, most primitive stage, in which Indo-European had just two distinct non-high vowels, is the one on which Saussure focuses his attention. (The high vowels, i and u, are simply left out of consideration.) Again, of these two vowels, A is the source of later a and o1, and of much later developments such as the Sanskrit i and u before liquids; while its strong gradation A2 will give rise to ā and ō. The second vowel—the source of later o2 and e—had presumably started off as a as well. For this historical reason, Saussure explains, he will henceforth designate this vowel as a.

In summary, then, he posits that there were originally two Indo-European non-high vowels:

A | α

Each had a strong gradation form, which, for consistency, he will represent in both cases with a subscript 2, making the full system as follows:

A/A2 | α/α2

These four vowels develop in the European branch as follows:

A becomes a and o1

A2 becomes ā and ō

a becomes e

a2 becomes o2

In Sanskrit, the picture is less clear, but Saussure finds that, at the end of a root, A consistently becomes i or ī, while A2 consistently becomes ā. Hence the word for ‘father’, which in pre-Proto-Indo-European had the first syllable pA-, is pitar in Sanskrit, alongside Greek patēr, Latin pater, and English father.

As if the details of the evolution were not themselves confusing enough, it takes a great deal of attention to remember that the prehistoric vowel which Saussure is calling a (as opposed to A) does not correspond to a in Greek or Latin or the other European languages. Nor did it necessarily have the sound /a/. As used by Saussure, a and A are more like algebraic than phonetic symbols. In this Saussure was following the lead of Ascoli and Brugmann, whose use of superscripts liberated Saussure’s mind to imagine how these units might have functioned as a system, with the phonetic details then falling into place to suit the needs of the system rather than the other way round.

More confusing still for the linguists of the time was the fact that Brugmann had recently established a distinction similar to, but less complicated than, the one Saussure was making here, and had used many of the same labels but applied them to different entities. Saussure explains why, in his view, his own system is more rational, and he seems to take for granted, rather naively, that there will be no confusion because henceforth every discussion of the topic will simply abandon Brugmann’s scheme and adopt his own reformulation.

After concisely laying out the original system as he conceived it, Saussure moves on to give detailed evidence for the assertions made in the opening pages. First, however, comes a remark that foreshadows his mature teaching. Noting that Sanskrit a goes back to an original Indo-European a only in those words whose European congeners show e, he comments that ‘The character of this a in Sanskrit is entirely negative: it never weakens to i or u’. It is that readiness to locate linguistic value in what an element of the system does not do—its negative character—that is distinctively Saussurean.

The article closes with a hypothesis, added almost as an afterthought, but which in fact would prove to be its longest-lasting contribution. It concerns the sort of phonetic detail that has so far been put aside in the article, specifically the k2 that is part of the second series of back consonants posited by Ascoli in 1870.

After having divided the different a’s in the way just shown, […] the idea came to me, after completing the system, of seeing whether the Aryan split of k2 into k and c might be related to the type of a that followed the velar consonant. I found that every time k2 was followed by A or A2 it remained velar, but that if it was followed by a or a2 it became palatalized.

Saussure’s observation—effectively the same as Thomsen’s of a couple of years earlier, which Saussure seems not to have known of—implied that A was a non-front vowel while a was a front vowel. This accords perfectly with his equation of A with later /a/ and of a with later /e/. Although he has formulated his system without tying it down to phonetic details, ‘It is this confirmation’, he writes, ‘that persuaded me that the theory presented here at least would not be accused of artificiality, and that convinced me to propose it, despite the denials that the comparison of a greater number of languages will undoubtedly inflict upon it at many points.’

This was the only one of Saussure’s published writings of which he would ever retract an aspect. And yet it was the one that set him on course to his destiny. Reconstructing the vowel system of the Indo-European languages is the topic that would consume him for the next year and a half, ending in the work with which his name would be most strongly associated for the rest of his life.

The same day that Saussure’s paper was read to the Société, Osthoff, now professor at Heidelberg, wrote to Brugmann commenting on it, noting particularly that Saussure’s A encompassed Brugmann’s a1 and a2.102 This is not so; Brugmann’s a1 is equivalent to Saussure’s a, while his A combines Brugmann’s a2 with other vowels that Brugmann accounted for differently. In a parenthesis Osthoff asks Brugmann to extend his best regards to Saussure, and to tell him that he used him as an authority on French Sprachgefühl, native-speaker intuition. From this one can infer that Osthoff and Saussure were not in direct contact with one another, but that Saussure had given Brugmann a copy of the paper (hand-copied, of course), which Brugmann sent on to Osthoff. The letter shows clearly that there was no bad blood between Saussure and his two German elders at this stage. Rather, we see every sign of the friendship with Brugmann that Saussure would recall in his ‘Souvenirs’, and on Osthoff’s part, warmth and respect—though not real understanding of his article.

FAMILY MATTERS AND MILITARY SERVICE

Ten days after his paper on Indo-European a was read to the Société de Linguistique de Paris, Saussure began his one duty as a citizen of the Swiss Confederation: serving as a member of the military reserve until the age of forty-five. The country’s neutrality meant there was no danger of being called into battle on foreign soil, but the need to defend the borders was still keenly felt just sixty-two years after the end of the Napoleonic occupation. Men, regardless of social standing, underwent intensive initial training followed by week-long annual courses at a military camp. They were also subject to a regular ‘inspection of arms’ throughout the year, from which, for a specified payment, they could be given exemption if out of the country, as Saussure was to be for most of the next twelve years.

From 31 July to 15 September 1877 Saussure attended Military Recruit School No. VI at Colombier in the canton of Neuchâtel. Given his dislike of physical exercise, one might not expect him to look forward to it, but on the other hand rifle practice figured prominently in the training, and his love of hunting was undiminished.103 He acquitted himself well, being awarded the rank of Fusilier on 18 August and of Carabinier on 16 September.

In another summer, he might have resented the six weeks away from his family, after having been absent from Geneva for most of the year. But these were his father’s most difficult times, and it was a relief to be spared his groans. Many of Henri’s long-nurtured dreams were now coming to an end, and much of what he held dear was taken from him. Yet it could have been worse.

The Bellegarde enterprise, which back in 1872 looked like a risk-free investment that would recuperate the losses of Mons-Djémila, ended up in receivership. It had been crippled by delays in the work, then doomed by the creation of extra shares by the British investors and the hostility this provoked among their Genevese counterparts. The bankruptcy judges at Nantua, the nearest French city to Bellegarde, came down firmly on the side of the British partners, declaring the Genevese liable for the losses incurred by their refusal to cooperate in the recapitalizing measures which, the British argued, would have saved the corporation and allowed the works to be completed. The Genevese investors launched a costly appeal in the higher court of Lyons, which came down equally firmly on their behalf. Henri confided to his diary that he had gone personally ‘to see the Lyons judges including Gl., a relative of Giraud-Teulon. I had a word with him, presenting myself as a friend of Emperor Napoleon […]. In short I won the case on appeal—and won it spectacularly’.104

Henri was thus saved from total financial ruin. But his dreams of restoring the family’s financial standing were over. With Mons-Djémila, Geneva had accepted that Henri’s judgement was less to blame than his good Christian nature in believing the promises of the very persuasive Dunant. With Bellegarde, the Lyons court spared him the humiliation of bankruptcy and, perhaps more importantly, gave him a moral victory. But he learned his lesson. After Bellegarde he never again became involved in a large development scheme.

The losses were still enough to force him to sell his beloved farm at La Charniaz, where Ferdinand and Horace had spent their early years. It had been maintained for more than a decade by tenant farmers under Henri’s supervision, but without ever making a profit or even covering the expenses of its upkeep. Théodore, who had bought the farm jointly with his brother in 1853, opposed the sale, earning a sharp rebuke in Henri’s diary for ‘being always under the thumb of his sentiments, and not having a practical spirit’.105 Théodore finally relented, and after long negotations a price of 85,000 francs was reached for the sale of the farm to a Mr Descombes. ‘I had to note’, Henri told his diary, ‘that I had refused 240,000 from the Prince de Lucinge ten years ago because I attached sentiment to it. […] Sentiment is the ruin of families.’106

But even the loss of La Charniaz was not the highest cost of the Bellegarde affair, and certainly not the one that would have the greatest personal impact on Ferdinand and his siblings. Henri’s diary records that

I spent a deplorable winter, very unwell, utterly tormented, moping every night. My health suffered from the moral ill I did myself in ruminating over my troubles. My God! I’ve had my share of them over the last decade. I ended up by abdicating in order to have peace in the house. Since then things have been going better, and as I have an absolute need for distraction, if I’m not to end up driven to the madhouse by moping, I’ve decided to leave home as often as possible and perhaps even to go to Brazil.107

His ‘abdication’ presumably involved giving up the traditional responsibilities and rights of the head of the household. On the side of responsibilities, ceasing to oversee Louise’s running of the house and family, leaving her more independence in these matters. On the side of rights, apparently the end of intimate relations with his wife: by the middle of 1878 he is complaining of the torment of nightly ‘priapism’, erections that will not go away. He had recourse to his favourite cure-all:

Finally I have tried rubbing myself morning and evening with a wet towel and there is a pronounced improvement. I scarcely arise more than 3–4 times a night, and with wet compresses I obtain a slackening of the thigh, and go to sleep. Fencing and horseback riding have also contributed to the improvement.108

The idea of leaving his family and emigrating to Brazil was not just a pipe dream. When in August 1877 the Emperor of Brazil, Pedro II, visited Geneva, a newspaper reported that he ‘visited the Musée Rath and the Museum of Natural History, where he was accompanied by Mr H. de Saussure and by the conservator, Mr Lunel’.109 The following spring Henri wrote in his diary that

For years I have been so miserable, on account of so many complications of life and of things that I have never wanted to write about, that out of despair I for a moment decided to leave for Brazil, where the Emperor would have given me a suitable position, either to explore the country, or to organize the Museum of Rio.110

Although, he ‘finally decided to renounce this extreme step’, he admitted that ‘the idea continues to pursue me’. For all his self-pitying hypochondria, these entries make clear that his torment was real. Part of his tragedy was his inability to see what he had accomplished, even if it represented only a shadow of his dreams, or to feel the great affection in which he was held by his children and others around him, even those who privately derided his self-importance and histrionics. For another sort of man this would compensate for much of what had gone wrong in his marriage and his academic and business pursuits, but Henri took every success for granted, and let his failures eat away at him.

The Leipzig academic year carried through to the end of July 1877, obliging Ferdinand to go directly from there to Colombier for his military training. While there, he received a letter from his friend Edouard Favre, studying in Göttingen, who had heard ‘that Hübschmann was leaving Leipzig, I am very sorry about it for you but I hope that this changes none of your plans for next semester’.111 Hübschmann’s early kindness had touched Saussure, and his departure was a blow. If, as Favre anticipated, Saussure was contemplating a change of plans, this would shed light on his correspondence with Paul Oltramare in early October, after his return to Geneva. Oltramare was in Paris studying Sanskrit, and Saussure was intent on finding out all he could about the linguistic scene there, where he had already staked out his main academic claim with his articles in the Bulletin of the Société de Linguistique. Oltramare wrote in a very formal tone, addressing Saussure as vous, which he would not have done were they close friends. He reported among other things that Bréal appeared to have given up on his vast Latin etymological dictionary, adding

one of his Parisian friends was telling me that his election to the Institute had achieved the most ambitious of his goals, and that, ever since, he had given up any large-scale projects; besides which the far niente would seem to be more or less in his nature. Moreover, you know that the Société de Linguistique has entrusted to Mr L. Havet the publication of a colossal Latin dictionary, that [illeg.] all new; it is possible that the work of Mr Bréal has been melded into the collective work of his colleagues.112

Oltramare’s perception of Bréal as more of an academic politician and socialite than a serious scholar was (and remains) widely shared. What is interesting is that Saussure, for whom Bréal and Havet were at this point merely names, was in a sense having them spied on. If Saussure was contemplating a move to Paris for his training at this stage, the information supplied by Oltramare helped persuade him to stay at Leipzig, despite the absence of Hübschmann.

Saussure’s duties in the Swiss militia now meant that he had to request permission to be out of the country, since he would otherwise be required to present himself regularly for inspection of arms. The record of these requests helps to establish the dates of his comings and goings over the next decade. On 20 October 1877 he began a one-year authorized absence for his return to Leipzig.113 His studies during the next two semesters at Leipzig have already been discussed, in tandem with those of the previous year. Again, being away spared him from his father’s complaints. Nor did Ferdinand have to endure the carping between Henri and Louise, when they could not avoid one another, between Louise and the children, who were growing more independent though hardly less raucous, and from Henri towards the universe.

With Ferdinand away, it was the nineteen-year-old Horace who bore the brunt of it. In the spring of 1878, he vanished for a fortnight without a word to anyone. Horace, though no doubt of well above average intelligence, could not escape being constantly compared to his elder brother, implicitly if not explicitly. He withdrew from academic pursuits and become ever more inclined towards art, where his gifts as a painter were duly recognized. Recalling how resistant Henri had been to Ferdinand’s pursuit of a ‘literary’ path, one can easily imagine how he felt about Horace. Nor did it help that Théodore, whose artistic nature and pursuits Henri had always disdained, was enchanted by his nephew’s wish to become a painter. Horace’s brief disappearance succeeded in shaking up Henri, who concluded that his son must be suffering from a nervous condition, and that ‘He has to be left to do what he wants—paint […]. There can be no thought of studies with his infirmity that reacts on the brain.’114

Henri yielded only on the condition that Horace undertake formal, classical, academic training. This he did, yet one has only to look at paintings such as his portrait of Ferdinand to see that his vision was a contemporary rather than a classical one. In the classicizing works which he produced for academic competitions, one must look hard for some original expression of the artist’s inner life, just as with Ferdinand’s neo-classical poems. They were created less to express than to impress, following criteria that were covered in dust everywhere but in academic enclaves.

The one ray of sunshine for Henri at this time was a rapprochement with his father-in-law. This is surprising in view of the diary pages he filled with vitriol over how the Count had short-changed him and Louise by giving them an overvalued property in lieu of part of the 100,000 francs he was distributing to his children as an advance on their eventual inheritance, the second time he had done this. Only Louise and her sister Marguerite were given a property in place of some of the cash, and just at the time when Henri was so strapped for funds. Henri put this down to the fact that both daughters had married Genevese men, Marguerite having wed Édouard Naville, an up-and-coming Egyptologist, in 1873: ‘Since he detests the Genevese, and becomes angry with everyone he sees near him, Naville and I had to suffer the effects of this aversion.’115

Henri again blamed Henri de Westerweller for devising the scheme to get rid of Count Alexandre’s unwanted properties by foisting them on the disfavoured daughters. Still, it upset him to see his father-in-law manipulated by such people, indeed by anyone who was prepared to flatter him. In Henri’s long and sole diary entry for 1878, their reconciliation is the one piece of unmitigated good news: ‘As an important event must be noted our resumption of relations with my father-in-law. My wife and I took advantage of a trip to Neuchâtel to visit him, and this was a great success. He was affectionate.’116 The old man was alone now, since his wife had set up her own residence in Cannes at the start of the decade, returning to be with him only in the summers. Perhaps Henri, after his own ‘abdication’, could see how much he and Alexandre had in common.

REMEMBERING PICTET

In January 1878 a series of etymologies by Ferdinand was read out at a meeting of the Société de Linguistique de Paris, just as had been done the previous January. It was the last thing he would send to the Société during the period of his studies in Germany. The early burst of activity that had produced his initial publications in the Société’s Mémoires had been possible so long as he was happy to produce a paper on a focused problem, involving a limited amount of data. That was what papers in the Mémoires normally did—and so, by and large, they failed to earn the respect of the German academicians, whose papers in their own specialized journals took aim at more far-reaching problems, brought in forms from all the Indo-European languages, and were less content to sweep apparent exceptions under the rug. Saussure came to realize that to get recognition from them, he would need to pursue a problem of central importance and to do so in far greater depth than anything he had attempted up to that point.

Besides the January etymology paper, he produced one publication in the first part of 1878. Two years after Adolphe Pictet’s death a second edition appeared of Les origines indo-européennes, and the occasion was marked with a series of three articles by Saussure, now twenty years old, in the Journal de Genève in April 1878. The wealth of details supplied on the life and career of a man whom Saussure describes as possessing a ‘supple and brilliant intelligence’, and the descriptions he gives of all his major writings, testify to his intimate knowledge of Pictet and his work.117

The first of the articles discusses some of Pictet’s books other than the Origines indo-européennes. Among them, the one which offers the most striking clues to Saussure’s intellectual formation is not a linguistic study as such, but Du beau (‘On the beautiful’), which Pictet wrote in 1856.118 The book recognizes, starting from its title, that aesthetics has its starting point in a single word: beauty. The beautiful constitutes a category of things and beings, just as words like tool or mammal do. But whereas functionality is a defining feature of tools, and live birth, suckling, and so on for mammals, there are two fundamentally opposed views on what, if anything, defines beauty. Is there a general and invariable principle comparable to functionality behind it, or does it exist in the impression received by an observer? Pictet begins by juxtaposing these two views and stating that each poses difficulties taken on its own.

Beautiful is not unique among words that pose this problem of where their meaning is to be located. The mature Saussure would maintain in his lectures that all words, in effect, are like beautiful in this respect. A section of Du beau dealing with beauty in poetry gives Pictet occasion to turn his attention to language directly, and among his first concerns is to establish its semiotic and indeed its arbitrary nature.

Language […] is in itself nothing more than an arbitrary and variable sign.119

Sound, in effect, no longer has, in language, any immediate sense; it has been reduced to the role of an arbitrary sign, the meaning of which varies infinitely following the diversity of languages. It is through being combined with articulation that the simple vocal sound becomes susceptible to serving as a sign to thought, and of bending itself to all its needs. This profoundly artificial character of language makes it, without question, the least material form that can be employed for the manifestation of the mind […].120

The point about the non-materiality of language will be insisted upon repeatedly by Saussure throughout his career. That ‘language is a form and not a substance’ is a truth that ‘could not be overstressed’, says the Course in General Linguistics,121 and this truth culminates in the radical view that ‘the linguistic signifier […] is not phonic but incorporeal—constituted not by its material substance but by the differences that separate its sound-image from all others’.122

Pictet draws a key distinction between figurative and ordinary language that, surprisingly, ties the former more directly to objective reality than the latter. Of the figurative language of poetry, Du beau says it ‘must always remain in the intermediate region which reunites and reconciles the two extremes’ of material reality and abstract rational thought.123 How does it do this?

The objects it causes to pass before our eyes cannot present themselves either in the accidental form of brute reality, or in that of reflective thought; but must, in a single viewing, make us see them in their idea and in their sensible form, in their abstract notion and in the fullness of their real existence. This double problem is resolved by the use of the image […].

The proper effect of the image is to force the mind to reproduce in itself the sensible appearance of the object, and thus to prevent it from being seized directly by thought alone.

In ordinary language, on the other hand,

words are addressed to the intelligence without any intermediary, even when they designate real things, because the thought goes straight to its goal, and dismisses the sensible appearance of its object as merely accessory.

These statements by Pictet help elucidate one of the mysteries of Saussure’s later thought, namely, the nature of the ‘signified’, the part of the linguistic sign variously described as a concept, a thought-pattern, or an idea, and illustrated as a written word or an image. If we read the passage from Pictet as a gloss on his protégé, it suggests that the normal condition of language is one in which the signified is pure thought, divorced from any visual image—like Saussure’s conception of it as ‘pure difference’. What makes poetic and other figurative language special is precisely that it calls up the visual image so directly as to trump the ordinary ‘pure’ operation. This is not a point Saussure would have made, given his determination to leave such questions to psychologists, in whose domain they properly lay. But neither does he dissociate himself from it, and it gives us a way of reading his various depictions of the signified as not necessarily contradictory.

Pictet’s aesthetic views were formed under Cousin’s tutelage in Paris in the early 1820s. They crystallized during a week in August 1835 which he spent travelling incognito in the French Alps in the company of George Sand, Franz Liszt, and Liszt’s lover, Countess Marie d’Agoult, who came from the Bethmann-Hollweg family.124 This became the basis of Pictet’s ‘fantastic story’ Une course à Chamounix, published in 1838.125 Saussure’s article deems the story ‘a minor masterpiece’ and, after resuming its contents in detail, noted that ‘Today this exquisite little volume happily finds more readers capable of appreciating it than in the time when it appeared under the veil of anonymity’.126 It consists mainly of impassioned discussion of various philosophical and aesthetic topics by four characters named Franz, George, Countess Arabella, and The Major (which happens to have been Pictet’s rank in the Swiss federal artillery). Franz is convinced that ‘art is a language’. He explains: ‘Language is a manifestation of ideas in a sensible form; can art be anything else? Only art must seek its means of expression in beauty, for that is its domain. I shall thus complete my definition by saying that art is the language of the beautiful.’127

The week of fervent conversation with these arch-Romantics won Pictet over to the unfettered freedom of the imagination to create whatever illusions it likes, without their being distinguishable from the real. ‘Who knows’, asks George in Pictet’s story, ‘if the truth of natural beings is anything other than an illusion of this sort?’128 George’s question is right at the heart of Du beau. Saussure himself asserts in his article that Pictet’s aesthetics and linguistics were of a piece.129 Together, Une course à Chamounix and Du beau form a link between, on the one hand, the Romantic liberation of the imagination from the shackles of classicism, and on the other, Saussure’s conception of the linguistic signified as purely mental, unshackled by things in the material world.

Saussure’s articles on Pictet represent one of just two occasions when he wrote for a newspaper, in both cases the Journal de Genève. The second would not come until thirty years later. In the Pictet articles he is still the young poet, combining sensitivity of expression with a literary tone that does not come off as entirely genuine. The articles offer a glimpse of what he might have produced had he followed the path of becoming a Genevese Bréal, writing for a wide audience that would not tolerate logical paradoxes, terminological niceties, or masses of data defying easy categorization. The next project he undertook definitively ended any such ambition.


7
THE MéMOIRE ON THE ORIGINAL VOWEL SYSTEM OF THE INDO-EUROPEAN LANGUAGES

GETTING THERE FIRST

HAVING had his time with his family cut short for military training the summer before, in 1878 Saussure hardly took a holiday at all. During the 1877–8 academic year, while still attending lectures at Leipzig, he had begun work on a major study of the Indo-European vowel system, far beyond the considerations taken up in his paper on the vowel a for the Société de Linguistique de Paris. Henri’s diary records that the family decamped to Creux de Genthod on 2 July, ‘after seeing the absurd celebrations of the centenary of the death of Rousseau’.1 They expected Ferdinand to join them at the end of the month. But ‘he had to stay at Leipzig to finish his Mémoire, seeing as someone else was working on the same subject and that it was a matter of getting there first’. The family waited seven weeks for his return. He was supposed to report for the troop assembly of the Swiss militia on 3 September,2 but even this obligation had to be put off by special dispensation.

The problem was that the study he had undertaken grew and grew as he worked on it. ‘He thought he was going to write 60 pages,’ his father noted. ‘He has done 300.’3 This, of course, meant 300 pages of handwritten manuscript, being printed up in instalments by the Leipzig publisher–printer–bookseller B. G. Teubner. On 17 August he wrote to Édouard Favre that ‘Since you left I have printed 68 pages’—seventeen quarto sheets, the first four fascicles of the first edition, including the front matter and pages 1 to 64 of the text proper.4 Before leaving Leipzig he had to finish the manuscript while correcting proofs, then prepare the indexes and the closing list of additions and corrections. The book appeared in print in December 1878.

Printing portions of the work as he produced them meant that there was no going back for corrections, or revising the preface to give a fuller view of what the conclusions would be. Never having attempted a project of anything like such a length, he was learning by the mistakes he made. At one point he is obliged to announce a change of mind from a statement he had made a hundred pages earlier.5 Shortly after, at the start of the chapter on the ‘Grammatical role of the different types of a’, he attempts to rationalize what readers might take to be mere sloppiness of composition on his part.

If the subject of this brief work had been limited to the theme of the present chapter, the general plan would no doubt have profited from it. But we had to assure ourselves of the existence of several phonemes before defining their role in the grammatical organism, and in these conditions it was very difficult not to sacrifice something of the rational ordering of topics.6

At this point he was still anticipating it being a brief work (opuscule). What undoes its brevity are the long series of examples given in order to establish whether or not a particular phoneme was unitary in the ‘pro-ethnic’ period, that is, before the break-up of the Indo-European family into distinct peoples and languages. Still, the book might have been rearranged so that these proofs came in appendices, or at least after the theoretical argument got under way. As it stands, the purpose of the examples only becomes clear halfway through the book.

The way in which the Mémoire was produced helps explain why it is so difficult to read, even for people with a background in Indo-European linguistics. The first half is establishing a conclusion that was only becoming definitive in its author’s mind as he wrote it. For readers without such a background, it is impenetrable. It was found to be so even by someone as well versed in Bopp as Saussure’s grandfather Count Alexandre de Pourtalès. Scholars who had followed the development of the relevant theories issue-by-issue in the leading journals, on the other hand, were generally able to follow the argument and appreciate the elegance of the reasoning, even when they did not accept the conclusions. But Louis Havet himself admitted to Henri de Saussure that it would never be possible to explain it to a general audience.7

A young man in less of a hurry might have gone back and rebegun the work from scratch. But Saussure was too concerned with getting his conclusion into print before anyone else anticipated it. On that particular score he need not have worried: even Brugmann was taken aback by Saussure’s system, which went in a markedly different direction from his own. In any case, the expense and wastage of starting over once the work was in press would have been hard for a Calvinist to bear, the more so when his family was rather down-at-heel.

Those summer months of writing, stretching into autumn, were a long and lonely time. He had the company of a few friends, including the Swiss students Thurneysen and Wyss, with whom he would take time out at the Café Mercure—rather than the Kaffeebaum, the regular pub of Brugmann and the other Neogrammarians.8 When Ferdinand finally returned home in the last week of September, Henri was aghast to see how the intense effort he had poured into his Mémoire had taken its toll.

I am very anxious to see Ferdinand arrive, and to become acquainted with his study, an enormous work for his age! But I am much tormented over his health. The sedentary life, the distancing from anything exhausting and anything bothersome is a grave infirmity in him, and very disturbing. […] This is all the more disquieting because it is one of the Pourtalès family infirmities. Louis de P. ended up unable to get out of his nightgown. […] In my wife, inertia again, which has finally worn me out entirely. Repeating 500 times the same thing,—useless.—the good will is there, but it fails in the execution.

Ferdinand really needs a cure of cold water and hunting exercise, but how can I take him, now that he has only five weeks of holiday.9

But once Henri opened up the manuscript his son had written, all previous worries about his son’s inertia dissolved in the face of a study, not just of enormous erudition, but of a complexity that Henri, as a scientist, never imagined might make a mere ‘literary’ work quite unfathomable to him.

The holiday was enough to refresh Ferdinand, and in due course he and his father broached the subject of a doctoral thesis. Just as Henri had done the work for his Giessen doctorate while in Paris, the possibility was raised that Ferdinand might go elsewhere to seek tutoring from specialists. It was decided that the Friedrich-Wilhelms University of Berlin was the place. There he could study Sanskrit with Hermann Oldenberg and Celtic with Heinrich Zimmer,10 both of whom had received their doctorates earlier that year, from Leipzig and Berlin respectively. In Berlin he could also make use of the Pourtalès family connections to give him a more varied social life than at Leipzig. He would not have the company of his Genevese friends—and it marks a milestone in Henri’s confidence in his son’s maturity that he was now prepared to let him go off on his own. On 12 November 1878 Ferdinand was granted a year’s authorized absence from the ‘inspection of arms’ that was his Swiss military obligation, and on 21 November he enrolled at the university in Berlin.11 The following month, his Mémoire sur le système primitif des voyelles dans les langues indo-européennes appeared in print, bearing the next year’s date (1879), and a legend was born.

But who was the other person working on the same problem, forcing Ferdinand to write so frantically in order, as his father put it, to ‘get there first’? Probably the man whose name pops up more often than any other in the Mémoire, Karl Brugmann, or alternatively, Brugmann’s friend and collaborator Osthoff. For his part, Brugmann does not appear to have perceived that he and Saussure were in any sort of race. Hence he could not understand the young student’s odd explanation for why he no longer wished to attend Brugmann’s lectures, or the awkwardness with which he acknowledged his published ideas, when indeed he acknowledged them at all.

Early on, when he expected the Mémoire to be a sixty-page paper, Saussure might well have submitted it to one of the German linguistic journals, or the Société de Linguistique de Paris. But he took the extraordinary step of arranging to publish it himself. He had already experienced the delays in publication that are beyond an author’s control once he turns his work over to others—recall the editorial note that had to be added to his published paper on ‘The suffix -t-’ the year before, explaining why he should not be thought to be plagiarizing from Fröhde. While the Germans operated more efficiently than the Parisians, there was still the risk of exposing his discoveries to the eyes of others before publication. Experience had taught him to play his cards close to his chest.

B. G. Teubner agreed to print the Mémoire and sell it in their bookshop, but not to risk their capital on an author who did not yet have a university degree. This is why the original edition does not give Teubner as the publisher, but says on its title page ‘for sale at B. G. Teubner’s bookshop’, and on the inside title page ‘printed by B. G. Teubner’. The ‘publisher’ was actually Henri de Saussure.12 With no financial risk to them, Teubner did not need to send the manuscript to an expert for academic review—and that suited Saussure perfectly, eliminating any delay and any worry that the reviewer might turn it down, or demand complicated changes, or fail to keep its contents confidential.

In contemporary terms, the Mémoire was the equivalent of a ‘vanity publication’. Paying the production costs was not unusual even for senior scholars to do at the time, and it has become the norm again today in the hard sciences. Henri de Saussure paid the costs of many of his own publications, though they always appeared with the imprimatur of a learned society such as Geneva’s Society of Natural History. Ferdinand sought no imprimatur. His goal was the immediate one of laying his claim to his ideas by getting them into print before anyone else managed to. It was short-sighted thinking. Had the book been done in less of a rush, Saussure might have profited from the advice of people he trusted, such as Léopold Favre, to identify and rectify weaknesses, make it easier to comprehend, give credit where it was due, and express criticism of other scholars’ work diplomatically. Then, perhaps, the Mémoire might have been appreciated by a wider public, its reception might have been more consistently positive, and the career of its author more steadily brilliant than it turned out to be.

THE NEOGRAMMARIAN MANIFESTO

If Saussure had not distanced himself from his Leipzig lecturers, he might have realized that they had shifted their focus somewhat. In June 1878, as Saussure was immersed in the writing of his Mémoire, Brugmann and Osthoff launched their new journal, Morphologische Untersuchungen (‘Morphological Investigations’). The journal was unusual in that Brugmann and Osthoff authored all of its contents, at a time when it was becoming conventional for editors to publish their own work rarely.

Usually when young Turks start a new journal of their own, it is from frustration with the conservatism of the senior generation who control the existing journals. In this case, one might say that it was the older generation that had broken away. In 1876, Curtius had made Brugmann co-editor of his journal Studien zur griechischen und lateinischen Grammatik (‘Studies on Greek and Latin Grammar’). The first issue for which Brugmann shared responsibility went to press while Curtius was away. Without consulting him, Brugmann decided to include his own article on the sonant nasals—the one that everyone was talking about in Leipzig when Saussure arrived there. When Curtius saw the printed issue and read Brugmann’s article for the first time, he was displeased, to put it mildly. He added a note at the end of the volume explaining why he had not had a chance to vet Brugmann’s article, so that ‘I must therefore leave to him alone the responsibility for his far-reaching conclusions’. After one further volume of the journal, Curtius put it to death.13

Given Curtius’s clout, Brugmann was left with little choice but to publish his work himself. The first issue of Morphologische Untersuchungen opened with a preface co-signed by Osthoff and Brugmann,14 though drafted single-handedly by Brugmann. It has become lastingly famous as the manifesto of the group for whom Brugmann coined the term junggrammatische Richtung—‘the Neogrammarian order’—basing it light-heartedly on a term of abuse that had sometimes been hurled at him and others who shared his methodological scruples. Their creed as Brugmann formulated it would redefine the science of language for decades to come: ‘Every sound change takes place according to laws that admit no exception.’

It was one of those ideas that crystallizes at just the right moment and exerts an extraordinary power on the imagination not just of linguists but of a wider public. Since the start of the century the notion of an unconscious mind had steadily been diffusing from philosophy into more general cultural awareness. It was that part of the mind that controlled mechanical activities such as breathing and heartbeat, which carry on even during sleep, are shared even with lower animal species—but are also continuous with conscious mental activity, including aesthetic reaction and artistic production. Language had always seemed to belong fully to the conscious domain, indeed the ability to articulate mental experience is precisely what defines the conscious as opposed to the unconscious. It was also recognized as the great divide between humans and other animals, and as such an obstacle to any theory that we, animals with souls, might have evolved from dumb brutes. But if it could be shown that language itself was subject to evolutionary laws of an unconscious nature that were so absolute that humans could not even introduce exceptions to them, the chasm separating us from other species might be bridged.

In truth, Brugmann did not claim as much as is traditionally credited to him. What he wrote was:

The two most important principles of the ‘neogrammarian’ movement are the following:

First, every sound change, inasmuch as it occurs mechanically, takes place according to laws that admit no exception.

The ‘inasmuch as it occurs mechanically’ clearly implies that all sound change is not mechanical, but has non-mechanical aspects that do not follow exceptionless laws. The statement goes on to specify further cases in which the principle would not apply.

That is, the direction of the sound shift is always the same for all the members of a linguistic community except where a split into dialects occurs; and all words in which the sound subjected to the change appears in the same relationship are affected by the change without exception.

The first part refers not to the mechanics of sound change but to people, the speakers of the language in question. It is entirely possible for part of a linguistic community ‘exceptionally’ to resist a sound change that is happening in the rest of the community—but if so, the result is that their way of speaking comes to define a separate dialect, with sound laws of its own. The second part of the sentence has the escape clause ‘in the same relationship’. Here the focus shifts from the speakers and back to the sounds themselves. The relationship in question is with the other sounds that surround it, what today would be called the phonological environment: whether the sound in question occurs at the beginning or end of a syllable, or between two vowels, or whether the syllable is stressed or unstressed, and so on. A sound law may apply only in some environments, but there it will apply to all words, without regard to their meaning or function.

The Neogrammarians appeared to be asserting a strong anti-psychologism in which there was no room for analysing the ‘motives’ speakers might have that caused their language to change, or some bits of it to change while others did not. This again is an inaccurate characterization. They assigned the central role in ad hoc changes to the process of analogy, which is grounded in a psychological principle that associates similarity in form with similarity in meaning or function.

Second, since it is clear that form association, that is, the creation of new linguistic forms by analogy, plays a very important role in the life of the more recent languages, this type of linguistic innovation is to be recognized without hesitation for older periods too, and even for the oldest.

Examples of analogy in language are abundant. The child (or adult) who spontaneously says I brang as the past of I bring, even though perhaps never having heard anyone else say brang, is operating the principle of analogy based on other English verbs such as ring–rang, drink–drank. The sound laws which, through their regular application, yielded the form brought, are broken because of the speaker’s awareness, however dim an awareness it may be, of a meaning or function of pastness, and of a pattern whereby pastness is signalled formally by ablaut of the vowel i of the present tense to a.

Many words have historically had their forms changed by this process. English kine, once the plural of cow, was ‘levelled out’ by analogy with the majority of nouns, which form their plurals with -s. But suppose a historian of English were determined to explain the change of kine to cows without recourse to analogy. He or she would have to create an ad hoc phonological law changing -ine to -ows in the semantic environment [+bovine]. Absurd as it seems, some of the Neogrammarians’ opponents were attempting just this sort of thing, and their extremism is one of the things targeted by Brugmann.

The Neogrammarian principle was intended not as psychological or evolutionary dogma, but as the methodology that would protect historical linguistics from arbitrary explanations. In order to be credible, sound laws had to be postulated in a form that made them as generally applicable as possible. Brugmann’s manifesto promised ‘only to take recourse to analogy when the sound laws compel us to’, adding, however, that even ‘the boldest assumption of the operation of analogy always has more claim to be “believed” than arbitrary evasions of the mechanical sound laws’. This punctiliousness raised German historical linguistics, and Leipzig in particular, to global recognition as the centre of the science of language, a position it would maintain until the First World War, which is to say for the rest of Saussure’s life.

In his first linguistic essay in 1874, Saussure had tried to reconstruct the source language behind the actual languages he knew. He imagined that proto-language as maximally simple, having just one vowel. By 1877, he had fallen into line with the more progressive elements of mainstream scholarship, according to which the vowel system of the proto-language was already quite complex. Yet nearly two decades had passed since Darwin’s Origin of Species had propelled the idea of evolution from avant-garde theory to master narrative for the history of all living organisms, including human cultures and languages. To reject the traditional conception of linguistic history as progress from the simple to the complex now went against the grain of the general cultural discourse. For Saussure, who had grown up listening to and even taking dictation of articles from a father who saw himself as working at the forefront of evolutionary biology, a father who would in fact correspond with Darwin in 1881,15 the idea of starting from complexity would not remain satisfactory for long.

RECLAIMING SIMPLICITY, RELOCATING COMPLEXITY: a1 AND THE SONANT COEFFICIENTS

Methodologically, given the choice between a simple, elegant explanation, and a complex, messy one, the analyst prefers the former. This is the principle known as Occam’s razor: all other things being equal, the simplest explanation of a phenomenon is the correct one. With the Indo-European vowel system, however, the problem lay with the phenomena themselves. One was not dealing with a small number of forms, but every word in every text from a period when texts were not dated, nor writing standardized. Changes could not be pinned down either phonetically or temporally.

When, in the early months of 1878, Saussure began applying himself single-mindedly to a new analysis of the original vowel system of the Indo-European languages, it was not with the intention of reconciling the complexity of his article on a of the previous year with something like the simplicity of his essay of 1874. But the solution he arrived at did just that. It reclaimed simplicity by reasserting the idea that the Indo-European source language originally had just one vowel. This explains something that can confuse first-time readers of his study: the fact that a book on the system of vowels in the Indo-European languages makes clear from its opening paragraph that it is focused on the single vowel a.

To study the multiple forms in which what is called Indo-European a is manifested, that is the immediate object of this short work: the rest of the vowels will be considered only insofar as the phenomena relating to a furnish the occasion. But if, having reached the end of the field thus defined, the table of Indo-European vocalism has been modified bit by bit before our eyes and if we saw it grouped entirely around a, to take a new attitude toward it, it is clear that in fact it is the system of vowels in its entirety that will have entered into the scope of our observation, and that its name must be inscribed on the title page.16

Yet in fact, Saussure asserts in his brief preface, what linguists have always referred to as Indo-European a is an illusion, ‘an aggregate with no organic unity’.17 It masks a diversity of vowels—three, according to Brugmann, who divided it into a1, a2, and ā. Saussure indicates that his own intention is to add one more:

Our task will be to bring to light the fact that we are actually dealing with four different terms, and not three […]. These four types of a that we shall try to discover at the base of the European vowel system, we shall then pursue further back into the past, and we shall arrive at the conclusion that they already belonged to the mother language from which issued the languages of both the East and the West.

His 1877 paper had likewise posited four a’s in the primitive language, but now it is a different set of four a’s that he is arguing for. His new notation is superficially closer to Brugmann’s in that it includes an a1, a2, and ā. While to some extent the symbols cover the same ground in the two men’s analyses, they are not identical. In particular, the fourth a that Saussure announces his intention to identify will occur in cases which Brugmann analysed as part of his a1 or a2, which means that each of these, as a set, will have to be substantially reconfigured.

There is a partial disjuncture between what is announced in the preface and the vowel system eventually established in the Mémoire. The preface says that the conclusion the work is going to arrive at is the existence of an additional a in the mother language—in effect the a at the origin of Set Three in Table 6.1 from the last chapter. Identifying Set Three appears to have been the original goal of the Mémoire, and indeed it was an extraordinarily important contribution. Yet as the work developed, other aspects of Saussure’s analysis of the Proto-Indo-European vowel system emerged, one of which, the existence of unattested ‘sonant coefficients’—not mentioned in the Preface—is now better remembered than the establishing of the additional a.

Almost exactly at the middle of the Mémoire Saussure announces that the original Indo-European mother language had one single vowel. He no longer reckoned this vowel to have been a, as in his essay of 1874, but more or less what Brugmann called a1, in other words, e.

The phoneme a1 is the radical vowel of all roots. It can form the vocalic element of the root by itself, or it can be followed by a second sonant which we have termed the sonant coefficient.18

This was the most innovative—or was it retrograde?—proposal made in modern historical–comparative linguistics by someone who was not obviously a crackpot. The first half of this book built steadily toward this proposal. Early in the Mémoire Saussure had adopted the view put forward in 1871 by Amelung that the European branch of the family, after its split from the Asian, had e as its sole non-high vowel.19 Saussure also introduced ‘sonant coefficient’ as a cover term for the semi-vowels (i, u) and the sonant consonants (m, n, r) that could follow this e. And he suggested that, for the European languages, later weakening of the e could have left an i or u standing on its own as the root vowel. Now, in the middle of the book, he proposes that this was the structure not just of the European branch but of the original mother language—that all Indo-European roots, including those with the high vowels i and u, originally had e as their vowel. Everything back to Bopp, in other words, had to be rewritten. Even Curtius’s revelation that the development of e came after the separation of the European from the Asian branch of the Indo-European family, but before any break-up within the European branch, had to be reversed. The Mémoire would restore to the pro-ethnic mother language much of what linguists had pushed forwards to follow the break-up of the Indo-European family.

‘The phoneme a1 is the radical vowel of all roots’ encapsulates the particular genius of Saussure’s account of the Indo-European vowel system. It reclaims the simplicity of a proto-language with a single vowel in all its roots. The second sentence then rescues all the complexity, relocating it to what follows that single vowel. As Saussure says, it can be nothing, or it can be a sonant coefficient, a term which connotes two things. First, readers should not think of the unit in question as a sound so much as a hypothetical unit that operates in tandem with the vowel (hence ‘co-efficient’). Secondly, its one essential quality as a sound is that it must be a sonant, like n or r—vowel-like in its capacity to form the nucleus of a syllable, but also able to begin or end a syllable as a consonant can.

Following Saussure’s own suggestion in the Mémoire, in the rest of this chapter a1 will be indicated as e, and its gradation a2 as o. Thus the next sentence in Saussure’s account actually begins ‘In certain conditions which are not understood, a1 is replaced by a2’, but is more easily read in the form given below.

In certain conditions which are not understood, e is replaced by o; in others, better understood, it is dropped.

When e is dropped, the root remains without a vowel if it contains no sonant coefficient. If it does contain one, then the sonant coefficient appears by itself […] and becomes the vowel of the root.20

A root from which e has been dropped is termed the ‘reduced’ form. Saying that the conditions for e being replaced by o ‘are not understood’ was a direct challenge to Brugmann, who maintained that e and o were in a strong–weak gradation triggered by accentuation.21 Saussure contended that his evidence proved that, whatever the origin of o may have been, once it had arisen the two vowels were independent of one another.22 Furthermore, he argued, we actually have no idea of what determines the place of the accent23—hence Brugmann’s account, even if it stood up to the data, could still be circular.

Ever since Bopp, evidence from Greek ablaut sets had been the backbone of Indo-European vowel reconstruction within and across languages, and naturally Saussure had devoted much of his analysis to sorting these sets out. He was drawn to the fact that in ablaut pairs such as peíthō : épithon and leípō : élipon, a vowel e in the first form has been dropped in the second, and an i that looks like being part of a diphthong in the first form has become the sole vowel in the second. In other sets, the distinction was not between a diphthong and a single vowel, but between a long and a short vowel: for example, hístāmi: statós.24 And in still others, it was between a short vowel and nothing at all: (s)ékhō: éskhon, where the vowel e that came between s and k in the first form has dropped out in the second (the e at the start of éskhon is the same addition as at the start of épithon and élipon). These sets seemed to require three separate explanatory rules—

1. diphthongs lose their vowel

2. long vowels shorten

3. short vowels drop out

Table 7.1. The vowel [+sonant] combinations of pro-ethnic Indo-European
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—for one single morphological process, the formation of the aorist. That was the sort of puzzle that drew Saussure to look for a unified explanation covering all the cases. The first and the third rules are actually the same: the diphthongs lose their vowel precisely by having a short vowel drop out. But the shortening of the long vowel as in hístāmi: statós appeared quite different in kind.

Or was there a way to equate the two? It would mean deriving the a of statós from a semi-consonant. Saussure let himself imagine the unimaginable: a sort of semi-consonantal equivalent of the vowel a, which he symbolized as a. Then hístāmi would derive from an earlier histeami, and statós from an earlier steatos. If the e is reduced to its zero grade, then the a must function as the vowel of the syllable, just as happened with the semi-consonant i in épithon and élipon: hence statós, with short a. If the e is not reduced, then we can assume that when a was lost from the system, it left traces, so that the ea became a long ā: hence hístāmi.

Taking account of the subsequent change of some e’s to o, Saussure gives a table (Table 7.1) showing all the possible combinations of vowel + sonant coefficient in the primitive Indo-European roots.25

One of the many remarkable things about this system is that, unlike Brugmann’s 1876 treatment or Saussure’s of 1877, it accounts even for the origin of the Proto-Indo-European high vowels i and u. Rather than assume that they are primitive, this system traces them back to roots in which the vowel was originally e or o, with i or u as the following sonant coefficient, and which were then reduced, so that the e or o was lost and what had been a sonant coefficient became the root’s vowel.

Saussure is concerned not to have his readers attach too much importance to the sound quality of the sonant coefficients. The reason is that, while most of them correspond to actual sounds familiar from the attested Indo-European languages, two have no attested reflex. Indicated as a and o̬, their prehistoric existence is simply deduced by Saussure from the putative effect they had on the preceding vowel: ‘contracting’ with it to form a long vowel. Thus,

ea contracted to ē or ā

eo̬, oa and oo̬ contracted to ō.26

It was not accepted procedure to propose the existence of elements in the proto-language that could not be found in any of the daughter languages. The door had been opened by Ascoli and Brugmann with their subscript annotations, but these still indicated the parent forms of sound units that could be found in all the daughter languages. Having pushed the door a bit further open with A and A2 in his 1877 article, Saussure now took it off its hinges. In so doing he established what would become known in the twentieth century as the method of ‘internal reconstruction’.27 Once more Saussure was jettisoning a basic doctrine going all the way back to Bopp, by denying that long vowels were part of the primitive proto-language, and maintaining instead that they were all derived by contraction of a short vowel with another short vowel or a sonant coefficient.

Table 7.1 shows the entire inventory of the Indo-European vowel system as Saussure reconstructed it, apart from one item. Turning back to Table 6.1 in the previous chapter, Set One are the vowels derived from Proto-Indo-European e, Set Two those derived from o, and Set Four those derived from a sonant coefficient that has come to function as a vowel after the reduction of an e to its zero grade. But that left Set Three—that relatively small set that nevertheless included a few items of high frequency, in particular the Indo-European words for ‘father’—Sanskrit pitṛ versus Greek patēr and Latin pater. It was a curious case, first because it reversed the usual rule which gave the Asian languages an a where the European languages had another vowel, and secondly because it uniquely involved a high vowel and a low vowel, with no mid vowel intervening.

In Saussure’s system, Sanskrit pitṛ might presumably have come from a root peit-, which reduced to pit-. But then Greek and Latin should have pit- as the root as well. Instead, the agreement of the European languages on a here argued strongly for some sort of a as the origin of this set. Looking for a ‘cost-free’ way to explain cases like pitṛ using resources already included in his system, Saussure saw that he had posited a special type of a which was not derived from e, and so could naturally have undergone a different evolutionary path. The sound in question was the sonant coefficient a. In so far as it was semi-vocalic in nature, yet, like the other sonant coefficients, original to the system rather than derived from e, it would be logical to expect it, like e, to have a reduced form. Saussure hypothesized that a did indeed have such a reduced form that occurred only in unstressed syllables, and that, unlike the reduced form of e, it was not a ‘zero’ grade, but a weakened sound which he symbolized asA. ThisA was not a sonant coefficient but a vowel, the fourth a announced in the Preface, along with a1, a2, and ā.

We are thus led to conclude the diversity, if not completely original, at least proethnic, of the phoneme a and the vowel that gave rise to Indo-Iranian ĭ. […] We shall designate the indeterminate vowel by anA placed above the line.28

Its effect on a preceding vowel was entirely different from that of the sonant coefficient a. Whereas e + a contracted to ē or ā, e +A raised to i in the Asian branch. In the European branch, theA sometimes disappeared, sometimes became confused with a or o̬, and sometimes survived, with various outcomes depending on the language and whether it occurred in the first or second syllable of a word. In Latin, eA normally gave a when in a word’s first syllable, e when in the second. Thus the root of ‘father’ would have had the form peA-, giving Indo-Iranian pi- and Latin pa- (the latter also being the Greek form in this instance, though in general the Greek outcomes ofA were less predictable than the Latin).

Saussure saw that, for perfect consistency in his system, o̬ too should have a reduced form. Yet the need for simplicity demanded that no element be hypothesized that did not actually pay its way by explaining forms systematically that otherwise would demand an ad hoc accounting. He suggested therefore thatA was the reduced form of both a and o̬. Unusually, given his tendency to avoid phonetic specifications, he added:

We believe that this vowel was a type of mute e, deriving from an alteration of the phonemes a and o̬.

The mute e is the French sound, symbolized phonetically as /œ/, which occurs for example in the de of Ferdinand de Saussure.29 Surprisingly, he describes the origin ofA as a dégénérescence, a degeneration, the sort of term that linguists had abandoned since Schleicher, and that Saussure himself otherwise avoids.

[T]his indeterminate vowel was a degeneration of the vowels a and o̬—we add by hypothesis: only from these vowels—and not, as might be thought, a phoneme originally distinct from every other […].

To recap: somewhere back in a prehistory so irrecoverable as to be of no scientific interest, there existed a set of syllables all with a single vowel, perhaps originally a as maintained by tradition. Following the lead of his teacher Edzardi, Saussure introduced a covert periodization of the pre-historic Indo-European mother tongue. The word ‘primitive’ in the title of his study carried ideological baggage: as Antoine Meillet would later put it, ‘it implied that comparative grammar allowed access to an “organic” period in which the language was being constituted or its form established’.30 It harked back as well to ‘The primitive Aryas’, the second title of Pictet’s Indo-European Origins, the book that first sparked Saussure’s interest in linguistics. The Mémoire tracks the single vowel of the mother language from its earliest ‘primitive’ stage to the last ‘pro-ethnic’ one before its speakers ceased to form a unified community:

[image: image]

The pro-ethnic stage must be further divided into an initial period when the ‘colouring’ o did not signal any difference in meaning or function, and a later period when it did.

So the primitive syllables pa ta ka that Saussure had imagined in his essay of 1874 had not been abandoned, just tacitly relegated to the most primitive phase. By the pro-ethnic period pa would correspond to two colourings, or grades, pe and po, normally followed by one of the seven sonant coefficients. This was still for a phase well before the break-up of the Indo-European family. In a later, but still pro-ethnic, phase the vowel e or o could drop out from any of these syllables, again initially without affecting meaning, and often turning a following sonant coefficient into a vowel. In addition, at some point the sonants-turned-vowels a and o̬ gave rise to the ‘degenerate’ vowel a.

Before the end of the pro-ethnic period, a sound change brought about the loss of the sonant coefficients a and o̬. They left a trace, however, when they followed a vowel or sonant; the two sounds contracted to form a long vowel or sonant. When a sonant coefficient a or o̬ preceded a vowel, on the other hand, it was simply elided. Hence, as vowels, a and o̬ did not have a long variant. Indeed, it could be posited that as vowels they never even occurred in a stressed syllable.

When some of these variants started to be used to signal secondary modifications to the root meaning of a syllable—verb tense, singular or plural of nouns, and so on—it was the start of ablaut. It is not the case, in Saussure’s scenario, that the functional need came first and motivated the sound changes. The vowel variants developed first, purely through the phonological processes which linguists express as sound laws, and only later took on the ablaut function. This was a reversal of the doctrine that had developed over the preceding decades, picking up on views of the Sanskrit grammarians, according to which semantic–functional needs motivated the system of vowel gradation.

The repertoire of syllables in Saussure’s system is larger than the number found in any of the attested Indo-European languages. That is one of the relocated complexities which allow Saussure to explain the distribution of the vowels in the daughter languages in a relatively simple way. It is thus that the many cases where Greek has an a, while the other European languages have a different vowel, are explained by positing that here the proto-language had the sonant coefficient ṇ. We need to have one proto-vowel from which to derive those Greek a’s occurring in words where the other Indo-European languages also have a, and another proto-vowel (or sonant coefficient) from which to derive those Greek a’s occurring in words where the other Indo-European languages have something else. Following the same logic for all the apparently exceptional or anomalous cases in all the daughter languages, we are led to expand the repertoire of the mother language accordingly. Presumably, if the mother language had had a smaller repertoire, the daughter languages would show less diversity, since there would be fewer choices from which to inherit.

PHONEMES

Besides ‘sonant coefficient’, another novel term adopted by Saussure was not his own creation, but the precise use he made of it was, and it was mainly through the influence of the Mémoire that it became part of the modern linguistic lexicon. The word phonème had been introduced by Antoni Dufriche-Desgenettes in a paper to the Société de Linguistique de Paris in 1873.31 Havet became the first to use the word in print, initially in a brief account of Dufriche’s paper in the Revue critique,32 then in an article of his own in 1874.33 Dufriche and Havet had used ‘phoneme’ to indicate a unit of sound occurring regularly in a language—the phonetic equivalent of ‘letter’.

For Saussure, however, it took on a different value. He uses it almost from the beginning of the Mémoire, whenever he is talking about a. The reason is that it allows him to delay any discussion of what exactly a is until he is ready to introduce the notion of the sonant coefficient. The reader therefore quite naturally assumes that a is a vowel, a version of a, like the A of Saussure’s 1877 article. He might have chosen son ‘sound’ as his neutral term to cover a, but he wanted to designate very precisely what it represented to him: a ‘coefficient’ corresponding to no known Indo-European sound, having as its essential function to co-effect the evolution of the vowel system from the original e. ‘Phoneme’ filled the bill because, apart from apparently having something to do with sound, no one was quite sure what it meant. Dufriche-Desgenettes had not provided a definition, and neither did Saussure.

In the Mémoire, the phoneme is not conceived as a sound as such, but a unit within a system. Phonemes will find their material substance in sound, but that is not their essence. The essential thing is how they function relative to the other units in the same system. Whatever their exact sound happens to be is accidental, contingent. This again is a way of reclaiming simplicity.

It was from the Mémoire that the term ‘phoneme’ was picked up by the Polish linguist Jan Baudouin de Courtenay, professor at the Imperial Russian University of Kazan. As his name suggests, Baudouin de Courtenay was the descendant of French aristocrats who had moved to Poland in the early eighteenth century. That gave him and Saussure more than a little in common, and they would get to know each other personally in Paris in 1881. Together with his student Mikołai Kruszewski, who since 1875 had been working with him on the analysis of sound alternations, Baudouin de Courtenay gave the concept of the phoneme its modern form, as the smallest unit of sound capable of being used to distinguish units of meaning in a language. Although just described as a ‘unit of sound’, again what is essential to the phoneme is not sound but how it functions. It is first of all a psychological and functional unit, having to do with what speakers recognize as meaningfully different. Although the phoneme is not defined in the Mémoire, this is effectively how it works in Saussure’s analysis, and it provided Baudouin de Courtenay and Kruszewski with a crucial conceptual leap. In turn, their work would later help Saussure to refine his own understanding of phonology.

Saussure’s impact on twentieth-century linguistics would include the simplification brought about by this reorientation away from sound as such, and toward systems and the units that compose them. This would be the basis for the movement known as structuralism. Saussure’s Mémoire is a cardinal moment in the history of that movement—though not its invention out of the blue, for it took trends that were already happening and advanced them a step further. The simplicity reclaimed by the phoneme was not recompensed by complexity being introduced anywhere else in the language system. Rather, phonetic detail was swept aside, or at least relegated to secondary status. The reality of language, Saussure would insist, lay not in sound, not in the muscular movements needed to create sound, not in the vibratory acoustics of their transmission and perception—but in form, understood as mental patterns, ultimately cerebral traces, socially shared, that made it possible to produce and recognize substance as meaningful language. This would become the basis for linguistics in the twentieth century. Yet its development across that century would be largely about the tension created by pushing down a substance that stubbornly refused to go away.

DISYLLABIC ROOTS

Another innovation introduced in the Mémoire proved widely influential. One of the unquestioned assumptions in nineteenth-century ‘evolutionary’ linguistics was that the earliest forms of Indo-European consisted of words of one syllable—a maximally simple, logical structure still visible in many of the world’s languages, including Chinese. Saussure’s essay for Pictet is founded on the assumption of monosyllabic roots, which goes unchallenged even in the early parts of the Mémoire. The alternative—that the mother language had a more complex root structure that later simplified—suggested the sort of ‘decay’ that Schleicher had banished to the wastebin of pre-modern conceptions.

But that alternative imposed itself on Saussure as he struggled with one particular problem. Infixes are an addition to a root that work like a prefix or suffix, indicating some nuance such as the case of a noun or the tense of a verb, but occur inside the root rather than before or after it. In Latin, a number of verbs have an -n- infix in the present tense that does not appear in other tense forms or in related words: vinco ‘I conquer’, as opposed to vici ‘I have conquered’; scindo ‘I cut’ (present) versus scidi ‘I have cut’; jungo ‘I join’, compared to the related nouns jugum ‘yoke’ and conjugem ‘consort’. The original roots are vik, skid, iug, and in each case the -n- appears to have been infixed before the final sound of the root.

In Sanskrit, too, the infix -n- is common. There the root iug, the source of Latin jungo/jugum, appears as yuj, and the -n- occurs in present tense forms such as yunjmas ‘we join’ and yunjanti ‘they join’. In certain other forms, however, we find a different form of the infix: -na-, as in yunajmi ‘I join’, ayunajam ‘I was joining’, and yunakti ‘he joins’ (where the j of the root has changed to k for phonological reasons). The a cannot have appeared from nowhere; the present tense endings -mi ‘I’ and -mas ‘we’ are phonologically similar, and cannot explain the different forms of the infix. The form with the vowel seems to have become a mark of the singular (‘I’, ‘he’), whereas the form without the vowel marks the plural (‘we’, ‘they’). By Saussure’s account, where all vowels started off as e, the original form would have been -ne-. In most cases this e reduced to the zero grade, including every instance of the infix in Latin. But in Sanskrit forms like yunajmi it was retained, undergoing the usual Asian change of e to a.

So far, so good. But both Greek and Sanskrit appeared to contain another group of roots which used n(e) in a similar way functionally, however, not as an infix, but suffixed to the root. The full ne form attaches to the end of the Greek root per in pernēmi (contracted from an earlier perneami) ‘I sell’, while the reduced form n is seen in the plural pernamen ‘we sell’. This is exactly parallel to the Sanskrit singular–plural distinction yunajmi ‘I join’ / yunjmas ‘we join’, except that what is a suffix in the Greek case is an infix in the Sanskrit case. Yet the history of the Indo-European languages does not show other instances of the same element appearing sometimes within words, sometimes at the end of them. It would be a huge irregularity, inexplicable by analogy.

Saussure’s insight was this: suppose the root of the Greek verb for ‘sell’ was not the monosyllabic per, but instead per^, in two syllables. Then the n(e) could be analysed as a perfectly regular infix, inserted between the r and theA—in other words before the final sound of the root, just as in all the other cases examined above. Greek pernamen ‘we sell’ would then be, not per- + n + -amen, but per^- → per-n-^- + -men; and pernēmi would be, not per- + ne + -ami, but per^- → per-ne-^- + mi. ‘Suddenly,’ Havet would comment in his review, ‘the most perfect regularity was established.’

Disyllabic roots such as pera cleared up a large number of further anomalies. For example, it had previously been impossible to explain why in Greek the future corresponding to the supposed root per was perasō, rather than *persō, given that the future of the root leip was leipsō. If, however, the root was actually pera, there ceased to be a problem—its future form was completely regular. With Sanskrit verbs, too, many complications vanished with the positing of the disyllabic root. Most dramatically, two of the verb classes established by the Hindu grammarians could now be reduced to one.

Since all the disyllabic roots hadA in the second syllable, the existence of such roots falls out from that vowel.34 ‘The rules’, Havet commented on the upshot of Saussure’s hypothesis, ‘diminish in number and gain in generality.’ He breaks off his review at this point to impress upon its readers the profundity of what might have seemed to them trivial and obvious.

I ask the reader to stop a moment and reflect on the singular circumstances that present themselves here. Never has any linguist managed to see the root pera in the future perasō, where it is glaringly obvious. Mr de Saussure, with an extraordinary sagacity, discovers it in pernēmi, where theA has been obscured by a contraction, and where the root is broken up by the infix. He then looks about simply to see whether there might be any confirmations of his subtle and learned hypothesis, and he finds explained, for the first time, forms the analysis of which is of a childish simplicity. […] Mr de Saussure makes discoveries of the sort that second-rate linguists do not make; and this is one of the most original that has ever been made.

It has been an enduring discovery as well. Most Indo-Europeanists still work on the basis that the proto-language contained roots of one, two, and occasionally three syllables. Some have been determined to break down the disyllabic and trisyllabic roots into monosyllabic units, but without denying that those units had fused during the pro-ethnic period of Indo-European.

Again, though, Saussure does not signal the hypothesis of disyllabic roots as a discovery, but simply notes that ‘a large number of roots and suffixes […] are disyllabic’35—as though this were a received idea. In general, Saussure rarely flags up his innovations, and even when he does, as with the hypothesis that e was the original vowel of all Indo-European roots, it is in the middle of a chapter filled with detailed data. A more ‘reader-friendly’ author might have managed the information in a way that helped readers see how the manifold threads are woven together—and helped himself by planting clearer flags on his crucial innovations.

LAWS AND DOGMA

About two-thirds of the way through the Mémoire Saussure begins formulating ‘laws’. After observing that ‘One does not find roots ending in a vowel and of which the vowel consists solely of e, such as ste or pe’, he states what he will call ‘the fundamental law of roots’ in Proto-Indo-European:

Let us call Z any phoneme other than e and o. This law can be posited: every root contains the group e + Z.36

His formula e + Z defines what he will henceforth call the ‘cell’ of every root and suffix:

If the term syllable were not here more or less consecrated by usage, we should much prefer that of cell or morphological unit, for a great number of roots and suffixes […] are disyllabic. Let us therefore define clearly what we understand by ‘syllable’ or cell: a group of phonemes having, in the unweakened state, the same e as their natural centre.

In equating the cell with ‘morphological unit’, he is making clear that its existence cannot be abstracted away from its function. He proposes in fact that cells develop differently as roots than they do as suffixes: ‘The proethnic variations of the vowel system, in sum, are composed of: 1) cases where the e of the root is expelled or transformed to o; 2) cases where the e of the suffix is expelled or transformed to o.’ He then introduces some further precision. Any root that is not followed by a suffix actually behaves like a suffix, so falls under type (2). So the two types should really be called:

1. presuffixal (roots followed by a suffix)

2. predesinential (suffixes, plus roots not followed by a suffix)

‘Predesinential’ means preceding the ending which shows the person and number of a verb, or the case and number of a noun. So, for example, the Latin verb sum ‘I am’ consists of a predesinential cell su- (root without a suffix), with the -m being the desinence of the first-person singular. The imperfect form eram ‘I was’ includes the presuffixal cell e- and the predesinential cell -ra-, again with -m as the desinence.

The other set of laws which Saussure enunciates have to do with how accent shift affects vowel quality, a subject recently addressed by Brugmann and Osthoff, as the Mémoire notes. These laws concern just the predesinential cells, and apply equally to nouns and to verbs. Later commentators on the Mémoire and its impact do not pick out this part of the analysis as having been of particular importance, and the distinction between presuffixal and predesinential morphemes has not endured. Nor indeed have the laws articulated in the work gone on to be enshrined as such. There would in time be a Saussure’s Law that is still recognized as valid, but as will be seen when it is discussed in a later chapter, it is not one of those put forward in the Mémoire.

The recognition of a sound law with one’s name attached to it was in this period the ultimate achievement for a linguist and his guarantee of immortality. The almost mystical weight that it carried is reflected in the fact that no linguist is remembered for more than one sound law—it is a sort of communal rationing of genius. The young Saussure believed that he had discovered four of them, and again this could only have struck his elders in Leipzig as hubristic. They brought him back to earth by simply ignoring his putative laws altogether.

As the end of the work approaches, Saussure signals that ‘the group sonant +A’ has been the ‘special object’ of the study, and that two ‘rules’—not laws—fall out from it:

1. The group sonant +A preceded by a vowel rejects A if it is followed by a second vowel and remains the same before consonants.

2. The group sonant +A, preceded by a consonant or placed at the start of a word, changes into a long sonant, whatever phoneme follows.37

He adds a further comment that again stresses what for him has been the major thrust of the work.

Here more than anywhere else it is indispensable not to lose sight of the principle that we have striven to illustrate in the preceding chapters. Apart from certain special, indeed dubious cases, every proethnic weakening, every degradation, every alternation of strong and weak forms invariably consists, whatever appearance it takes on, of the expulsion of e. It is this principle that required us to take as the morphological unit not the syllable, but the group or cell depending on the same e (p. 174). When the accent shifts, it moves not from one syllable to another, but from one cell to another, more exactly from one e to another. The e is the procurer and the moderator of all the circumscription of which it forms the centre.

The references here to degradations and weakenings remind us that the Mémoire did not simply add laws and rules to the repertoire of Indo-European historical–comparative linguistics. It cut the legs out from under putative laws that had never previously been questioned, including explanations inherited from the Sanskrit grammarians about guṇa and vṛddhi, the semantic and functional rules supposedly governing the development of strong and weak forms. One of the most sweeping effects of the Mémoire was to show that guṇa and vṛddhi were not even adequate to account for the phonological facts of Sanskrit, let alone any related language, and not only could be left out of consideration, but had to be. The Mémoire was not always recognized as the source of this development, but when it was, even linguists who did not accept the main points of Saussure’s analysis remained grateful to him for what they experienced as a liberation from dogma.

THE BOOK’S RECEPTION

The Mémoire opens with a ‘Review of different opinions put forward on the system of a’s’, briefly tracing the history from Bopp, to Curtius and Fick, to Schleicher. It warns its readers that ‘No subject is more controversial; opinions are almost infinitely divided, and the various authors have rarely given a perfectly rigorous application of their ideas’.38

Here on its very first page the Mémoire caused mouths to gape in Leipzig. One of the ‘various authors’ whose rigour was being questioned was the university’s senior professor of comparative linguistics. Even Brugmann and Osthoff would never have dreamed of affronting the great Curtius in this way, yet here he was being openly criticized, along with his most illustrious predecessors, by a student who, however gifted and charming he might be, was still a foreign youth with only a Gymnase degree. The reverse side of his charm was an aristocratic aloofness, intensified by the disdain which he and the circle of Genevese aristocrats with whom he socialized held for a milieu they considered quite wretched, and by his distrust of anyone who might steal his ideas.

If some thought the Mémoire, whatever its impertinences and imperfections, to be a work of genius, that was all the more reason for Saussure’s elders in Leipzig neither to embrace him nor to reject him overtly. Rather, like lions into whose pride a strong young male has penetrated, they cast a cold and wary eye on him, knowing that a potential rival or enemy is better kept within than without.

Entirely different was the reaction of French linguists, led, as we have seen, by Havet. On 8 February, Louis Havet wrote to Henri de Saussure that he had finished his article on the Mémoire and sent it to Jacques Adert, director of the Journal de Genève.39 The letter expresses Havet’s admiration and wonder at the work, while also opining that, although it would never be possible to popularize its findings, they would spread through being incorporated in Saussure’s future work. Havet’s article, which appeared on 25 February, closed with the sentence ‘Ferdinand de Saussure is twenty-one years old’. It makes an effective ending, for even if most readers of the Journal de Genève may well either have known Saussure or recalled his glittering prizes of five years earlier, it encapsulates the promise that lay ahead for him.

The day after the article appeared, Henri wrote to thank Havet, adding that ‘I have read and reread your article […] and it is only by reading it that I have learned all that my son’s work contains that is new and interesting’.40 Henri implicitly apologizes for the style of the Mémoire, which Havet described as forcing the reader ‘to sweat water and blood’, explaining that ‘This book would have had to become massive if my son had not imposed on himself a wholly algebraic conciseness. The printing costs are so enormous that he backed away from developments which would have made it less laborious to read.’

Henri mentions ‘our boy, whom I shall send to Paris as soon as he has taken his doctorate’. That is what transpired, although it is not clear whether Henri thought that Ferdinand would receive the doctorate for the Mémoire or would have to write a separate thesis.

Ferdinand, by now in Berlin, had to wait a couple of days to receive his copy of the Journal de Genève. He wrote to Havet on 28 February thanking him and picking up on a couple of points for discussion.41 Havet’s letter of reply was long and effusive.42 It opened: ‘Dear sir, or rather dear teacher, for it is to your book that I owe half of what I know about phonetics.’ After developing a number of technical points at length, Havet closed with the sort of encomium that perhaps no young man of genius should ever hear, lest it set him up to meet expectations from which anyone would be bound to fall short.

You thank me for the time I have spent in writing about your book. I shall tell you frankly that I had originally counted on spending less. Mr Adert told me: Write one or two columns. For my part I said to myself: Here is a collection of phonetic minutiae that cannot interest the general public: I’ll dash off a brief recommendation of the book, with a few commonplaces as sauce for the subscribers to use.—Then I read you, and I see that I am dealing with a work of the first order, which it would have been totally out of place to expedite lightly. [… I]n a few years, when you have been recognized as one of the three or four scholars that there are in Europe, I shall still have the pleasure of knowing that I was your first apostle.

And indeed Havet became the first to spread the gospel according to Ferdinand to the academic establishment of Paris, where the analysis put forward in the Mémoire would maintain a strong foothold well into the twentieth century.

As Saussure’s teachers in Germany read the Mémoire, however, what struck them was not its daring originality, but its lack of originality, in the sense that they found in its pages what they took to be their own ideas, insights, and hypotheses, with insufficient attribution of their sources. In most instances, no credit was given at all. The ‘Additions and Corrections’ appended to the book contain two references to the first issue of Morphologische Untersuchungen, each of which stresses that it appeared ‘during the printing of the present Mémoire’.43 In the first of these, Saussure writes:

Mr Osthoff appears to us to recognize the existence of the vowel that we have called A, for which moreover he adopts the same designation as we do. The idea that Mr Osthoff has concerning the morphological role of this vowel as well as its relationship with the long ā is none other than the one which we thought it necessary to warn the reader to guard against, p. 127ff.

In the second, Saussure contrasts Brugmann’s explanation of the au of Sanskrit dadhaú with his own, adding that ‘On p. 226, Mr Osthoff […] presents observations on the dadhaú type that partly accord with our own’. But it is obviously the first of these references that matters most, concerning as it does the vowel A, which stands at the very heart of the Mémoire. In a crucial sense, Saussure did not fulfil his goal of ‘getting there first’. Osthoff won the race to get his account into print by some five or six months. Superficially, given the shared innovation of a vowel designated as A, it is easy to see how those who knew Osthoff’s paper—and given the éclat that surrounded the appearance of the Morphologische Untersuchungen, that included just about everyone—perceived Saussure’s book of half a year later as a reworking of what Osthoff had proposed.

But on many other points as well, those who had taught Saussure in Leipzig felt that their ideas had been appropriated. This is a highly contentious matter, and it is hard to judge the validity of their grievances. Scholars put ideas forward in the hope that eventually they will be accepted as common knowledge. The point at which that happens is as nebulous as the point at which an individual’s linguistic innovation becomes part of ‘the language’. Meanwhile the scholars experience acceptance without acknowledgment as infringement of their intellectual property.

Because of how the Mémoire grew uncontrollably as he wrote it, Saussure had to cut anything that did not directly impact on his argument. Few of the linguistic examples have their sources cited, and although he did an enormous amount of work collecting original examples from dictionaries and other texts, he also took many from the linguistic literature. The ownership an author may claim over a particularly telling example he has found in an earlier text and used in his work is, again, nebulous.

It is in some ways unfortunate that no one in Leipzig brought a legal case against Saussure, because this would have given him a public forum in which to defend himself. Instead, they subjected him to a whispering campaign, effectively condemning him of plagiarism without a trial. It was a harsh irony, given that what had impelled him to work so feverishly was the fear of being denied credit for his own discoveries. On the whole, he succeeded in his aim; the Mémoire was widely recognized outside Leipzig as a work of immense originality. The charges of plagiarism did not spread beyond the circle of his present and former teachers in the university—but that was still a wide circle, and it included most of the pre-eminent linguists of the day.

Although intellectually more mature, Saussure was inwardly not much changed from the sensitive young poet of four years earlier. He was deeply wounded, and permanently scarred, by the rumours that reached his ears. In one version of the ‘Souvenirs’ he set down twenty-five years later he wrote:

It is natural <for every> person who sees that a study on the Indo-European vowels was <published> in Leipzig in 1878 (Dec.), and that its author was a student of Leipzig enrolled in that university since October 1876, <to> suppose that this book, whatever its degree of originality, is <genetically> attached to the general thrust and represents <above all> a product of the Leipzig tree.

<In reality> this conclusion proves to be <false, inaccurate> as can be seen by reading this manuscript […]44

Another draft says that

No one can know whether one day <with the distance of time> in a historical treatment of the development of       , my work will not be presented as that of a curious plagiarist. <This hurts me more. I want to renounce all my claims, but not to pass on the other hand for having impinged on those of others. I have the right to defend myself. There will <no doubt> be at least the entire theory of disyllabic roots that will protest, since no theory has been more completely despised by the Leipzig circle, but that in itself could be turned around, for I have seen sufficiently, <not without> astonishment, how much this totally original theory tended to become itself an annex of things said by those who argued against it.

That there has been no critique of the theory of disyllabic roots, a silence45

What startled and disoriented Saussure above all was the incongruity of the reactions. People from whom he supposedly pillaged ideas either ignored his work or attacked it—even though, by their own account, it was their own ideas they were attacking. And in the process they actually absorbed many of the key ideas of the Mémoire without acknowledging their source. To the insult of being accused of plagiarism was added the injury of being plagiarized.

But as with so much in Saussure’s life, indeed in any life, the truth is hard to get at. Certainly the reactions to the Mémoire were polarized. It was received very positively by linguists in French-, English-, and Slavic-speaking countries, and in Denmark, and eventually even by some in Germany, despite their initial dismissiveness. Yet the reaction from Leipzig was not so black-and-white as it appeared to Saussure. What he experienced as personal hostility was not that. The correspondence of Brugmann and others at the time and in later years shows that their affection and benevolence for one of their most talented and hard-working students did not turn to hatred or malevolence when he disappointed them by hastily publishing a book that, by their lights, was immature. If they felt offended that Saussure had not availed himself of their guidance, they could scarcely forget that only two and a half years had passed since Brugmann had been in the same position vis-à-vis Curtius.

And although we have become used to conjoining the names of Brugmann and Osthoff as though they were two men of a single mind, their ways of dealing with the disappointment were different. Brugmann’s way was to avoid conflict by saying as little as possible about the Mémoire, as though it had never existed. Osthoff’s was to try to provide Saussure with the guidance he should have sought in the first place, by explaining why his system was not viable—now not just for Saussure’s sake, but for readers of his Mémoire as well. Osthoff’s remarks were sometimes extremely harsh, causing Saussure both to take offence and to infer that Osthoff had become his enemy. But Osthoff was abrupt and plain-spoken even in his published criticisms of Brugmann’s work in the period when they were collaborating most closely. His reaction to the Mémoire as he reported it in the Morphologische Untersuchungen in 1879, was caustic, but sincere, aimed at being balanced, and in no way personal.

I must however judge Saussure’s whole principle of positing the sound e (a1) in all roots, without differentiation, to be misguided. Although I recognize the great acumen in its preparation and implementation, I find its manufacture of consistency a bit too inclined toward rigidity.46

And yet it is easy enough to see why Saussure read Osthoff’s intent as he did. At twenty-one, this was his first experience of having his work torn apart. In the past, when a chance of anything less than glowing success loomed, he had sought a way out. This may explain the missed chemistry examination that so shocked his father. It may also be why, when he did achieve a great success, he tended to abandon the sphere of activity in which he had won it, as in the case of poetry after taking the top prizes in his Gymnase year. On the other hand, faced with the humiliation of the gentlest of criticisms from Adolphe Pictet, he launched himself relentlessly into work that would allow him to redeem himself. But in that case it had been clear that only benevolence was intended—Saussure and Pictet spoke the same language, aristocratic Genevese, the language their families had been speaking to one another for the previous three centuries. From Osthoff, Saussure was separated by differences of culture and personality that led to misunderstanding. To Saussure’s mind, Osthoff’s reasoning was so patently weak, and the alternative system he continued to champion was so inferior to his own, that his rejection of the Mémoire appeared to be motivated by personal animus, and perhaps dishonesty.

While there has been much misunderstanding of the Mémoire, plenty of serious students of Indo-European did understand it, and rejected Saussure’s proposed solution on genuine intellectual or methodological grounds. The strength of the Mémoire—the number of seemingly disparate problems that it showed could be tied together and solved with the positing of a fourth a (Saussure’s a)—was also its weakness. No single one of the solutions was perfect; it was the whole nexus of not-quite-perfect solutions that gave credibility to the proposal. But a chain is only as strong as its weakest link, and Saussure’s system was a chain in which each link had already been the subject of much study by linguists, who had little trouble identifying the gaps and contradictions.

Osthoff’s criticisms were levelled jointly at Saussure and the Danish linguist Möller, discussed in the next section. In general the German reactions were muted because scholars preferred to ignore the Mémoire rather than repeat the rumours that were circulating about its plagiarism. But Germany was still the scientific centre of the universe, certainly where linguistics was concerned, and the prospect of leaving there without a doctorate was not one that Saussure appears to have entertained. For Henri de Saussure, after the great triumph of his son’s success as reported in Havet’s article in the Journal de Genève, redeeming so much else that had gone wrong in Henri’s own life, such a debacle would have been too much to bear.

MÖLLER AND LARYNGEALS

The story is often recounted of how the phonemes hypothesized in Saussure’s Mémoire were confirmed in 1927 when the Polish linguist Jerzy Kuryłowicz showed how they correspond to the distribution of certain consonants in Hittite, an archaic Indo-European language not deciphered until 1911. In reality what Kuryłowicz was confirming were the primitive Indo-European ‘laryngeal’ consonants—Hermann Möller’s reinterpretation of Saussure’s sonant coefficients as part of his project to prove the original unity of the Indo-European and Hamito-Semitic families.

Möller was particularly struck by how Saussure’s hypothetical sonant coefficients joined with a preceding vowel to produce a long vowel. He had very recently pointed to the fact that Semitic writing does not indicate vowels except when they are long, in which case the letter written is the corresponding semi-consonant. Thus, a long /i/ is written as y (ي) and a long /u/ as w (و). For the third vowel, /a/, the long equivalent is ا (alef), the glottal stop—a laryngeal consonant comparable to, perhaps even identical with, the Indo-European smooth breathing. He hypothesized the existence of three laryngeal consonants in Proto-Hamito-Semitic, and had hinted at the possibility that they were even part of the Proto-Hamito-Semitic-Indo-European he hoped to establish. Reading the Mémoire soon after its publications, he seized upon Saussure’s sonant coefficients and ventured that they were in fact identical with his laryngeals.47

Saussure and Möller struck up a friendship through their correspondence, finding a particular bond in the hiding they had jointly received from Osthoff. Möller too was hugely disappointed at the hostile reaction to his work from the German linguistics establishment. According to a later report, they jointly contemplated abandoning linguistics and undertaking study of the Nibelungenlied, which remained an enduring interest of Saussure’s.48

Saussure never showed an interest in ‘macro-reconstruction’ beyond the limits of Indo-European, but unwittingly contributed to the belief that this family and the Semitic might be one, and not just through the laryngeals. It was Brugmann who suggested that Saussure’sA might be an Indo-European schwa, a term from Hebrew grammar for the sign placed under a consonant letter to show that what follows is either no vowel or, in some positions, the neutral /ə/. Again, Saussure clearly never intended or envisaged this, but unpublished notes dated March 1885, probably for a course he was giving at the time, indicate that he was not hostile to the idea. He tips his hat to Möller, but then crosses out his name.

The Semitic correlation between aleph and the vowel a presents itself naturally <involuntarily> to the mind, and the idea that has often come to me and that Mr Möller has expressed, and M. just like <as well as an> idea that <very> has often tempted me and <naturally seductive> <indicated by the whole ensemble of phenomena>, namely thatA would fundamentally be only a laryngeal consonant.49

In fact, the crossed-out lines imply that Saussure thought of the laryngeal theory independently of Möller. Nowhere else does he make this claim, a hard one to sustain, given that the Mémoire presentsA as a vowel. Possibly he was thinking of his Essay for Pictet, which proposed that consonants originated when vowels were aspirated, at first accidentally and without significance, then eventually with the aspiration developing into a guttural.50 His sense of the methodological need to stay within the limits of what he knew was already strong, and he had never studied Semitic linguistics—though among his papers are found an undated notebook headed ‘Hebrew verses’, which includes two pages of Hebrew words with comments on their possible relationship to Indo-European.51

From the 1930s onwards a steady confusion developed among linguists concerning what Saussure and Möller had separately hypothesized, to the point that it is still common to read that Saussure proposed the existence of laryngeals in the Mémoire.52 He did not. As against Saussure’s two hypothetical sonant coefficients, Möller had predicted three laryngeals, and that was the number found in Hittite. The Hittite consonants which Kuryłowicz pointed to were a rather indirect confirmation of what Saussure had proposed Already in his 1874 Essay, and in later talks and notes, Saussure admitted the possibility that on the way to disappearing, a and o̬ were devoiced and whispered, with a laryngeal element, and he did not reject Möller’s hypothesis outright. Yet because it rested on the inherent consonant–vowel distinction that Saussure rejected, the ‘laryngeal hypothesis’ as credited to him is not something he could have accepted. Nevertheless, the locations of Saussure’s a and o̬ align so well with the distribution of two of the Hittite laryngeals that it is right to give him part of the credit for the discovery.

Saussure himself was more intrigued by a different lead towards a confirmation of his system, one that lay within the Indo-European family. It involved the curious pitch accents of Lithuanian. The lead had come from an article he had read by a Russian scholar, who did not see all the implications Saussure did. But the information available on Lithuanian accentuation was sparse, scattered, and contradictory, and would take more time to pull together than he could afford at the moment. He mentally filed this lead away for future reference.
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BERLIN AND WHITNEY

SAUSSURE spent four and a half months in Berlin, from mid-November 1878 to early April 1879.1 His move there may have been connected to the lack of trust he felt towards those in Leipzig against whom he was racing for a claim on his ideas. There was also the fact that his parents, shocked by the exhausted state in which he had returned to them at the end of the summer, wanted him in a place where older family members might keep watch over his health. In Berlin he would have access to high-level tuition and library resources, and after devoting his days to linguistic study, could spend evenings and weekends in the company of his three Pourtalès uncles, all stationed in Berlin. Gallant and glamorous uncle Max, now semi-retired from the military, spent his days riding and his evenings at the theatre with friends.2 His less flamboyant brothers Hermann and Léopold could be relied on to steady the ship.3

Saussure’s full social life did not hamper his assiduous studies with the young Privatdozenten Hermann Oldenberg and Heinrich Zimmer. He did not pursue comparative linguistics in Berlin,4 but language-specific study. The two tutors were chosen with different ends in view. Saussure’s knowledge of Sanskrit was already advanced, as even a cursory look at the Mémoire makes apparent. But the Sanskrit forms in that work are drawn in the main from reference works, notably the St-Petersburg dictionary and studies by other linguists. The research he was undertaking for his doctorate required him to go back to full original texts, and that required the much more thorough and nuanced understanding of the language, which he sought from Oldenberg.

His study of Celtic with Zimmer, though not directly linked to the doctoral thesis he was now researching, was important for rounding out his knowledge in the longer term. As with many Indo-Europeanists, apart from the few who chose to specialize in Celtic, this branch of the family remained at the fringes of Saussure’s horizon. Zimmer himself was no Celtic specialist, but primarily a Sanskritist. Still, even Saussure’s fellow Leipzig student Thurneysen, destined to become a leading Celtologist, went to Berlin for further study in Celtic with Zimmer.5

Besides doing private teaching, Zimmer was engaged in preparing the German translation of the Sanskrit Grammar that William Dwight Whitney was writing. The English and German versions of Whitney’s grammar were to be issued simultaneously.6 In July 1878, Whitney came to Europe with his family for a stay of fourteen months, to consult with various specialists while completing the Sanskrit grammar. He particularly wanted to discuss Sanskrit syntax with the foremost specialist in that area, Berthold Delbrück of the University of Jena. The stay would also permit him to oversee Zimmer’s translation and the correction of proofs.

During this time Saussure wrote to his grandfather trying to explain in his own words the gist of the Mémoire. Count Alexandre replied, ‘Your book has reached me in good time and although I have read it with interest I did not understand very much. It is thanks to what you detailed to me in your last letter that I am beginning to understand.’7 He goes on to make comments which show how deeply confusing the Mémoire was even to its most sympathetic readers. But no less remarkably, he recognizes that the sonant coefficients represent ‘a simple theoretical value’—something no one, including Saussure, put quite so clearly for a long time to come.

Saussure’s period of matriculation in the Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität of Berlin ended on Thursday 27 March 1879, and the next day he paid a farewell visit to Zimmer. While he was there, another visitor arrived—none other than Whitney.8 The great American linguist had read the Mémoire and had made notes concerning it, which he offered to give to Saussure along with copies of some of his own work. But something then happened which required Saussure to return quickly to Geneva, from where he wrote to Whitney a week later:

You were so obliging as to tell me a few days ago, in Berlin, that I would receive from you one of your writings along with some notes concerning my dissertation on the vowels. To my great regret I was unable to present myself in person to get them, prevented as I was by an indisposition which subsequently forced me to return abruptly to Geneva. I attach great value to these documents coming from you, Sir, and if I dared ask you to have them sent to me at my present address, I would be infinitely grateful to you for it.9

The letter is dated three days after the Whitney family’s departure from Berlin.10 Whether Saussure ever received Whitney’s notes on the Mémoire is unknown. The letter, like the meeting, goes unmentioned in Whitney’s diary, which is generally restricted to short entries about social events, the weather, and Whitney’s progress in his work.

Also uncertain is how much Saussure knew of Whitney’s work at this time. Through Zimmer he was aware of the Sanskrit grammar project. But no less significant for Saussure were Whitney’s writings on general linguistics. In 1917 Albert Sechehaye would state that during Saussure’s student days at Leipzig, ‘one book had no doubt already exerted a profound influence on his thinking and pointed him in the right direction: we mean the work of the American Sanskritist Whitney, The Life and Growth of Language (1875)’.11 Saussure’s concerns with general issues of language and the epistemological problems raised by its analysis do indeed go back to that time. They are apparent from the notes he took in Brugmann’s course on Greek grammar, and other manuscript notes raising general issues that he kept having to defer, but that are never far below the surface in the Mémoire.

From his chair at Yale, Whitney exerted a unique authority in his native land. His fame was due less to his books than to his universally reported polemics with Friedrich Max Müller, which made them both household names throughout the world. Against Müller’s insistence on the ‘naturalness’ of language, Whitney maintains its fundamental arbitrariness:

[E]ach word […] was learned by every person who employs it from some other person who had employed it before him. He adopted it as the sign of a certain idea, because it was already in use by others as such. Inner and essential connection between idea and word, whereby the mind which conceives the one at once apprehends and produces the other, there is none, in any language upon earth. Every existing form of human speech is a body of arbitrary and conventional signs for thought, handed down by tradition from one generation to another […].

Referring to Max Müller as ‘a recent popular writer’, Whitney cites a passage from his book as representative of a fundamental error in thinking about language.12 In the offending passage, Müller had written that ‘although there is a continuous change in language, it is not in the power of man either to produce or to prevent it’.13 For Müller, linguistic study was a physical science. Whitney, who considered it a historical science, strikes a blow for conventionalism and human volition:

Language […] is made up of separate articulated signs of thought, each of which is attached by a mental association to the idea it represents, is uttered by voluntary effort, and has its value and currency only by the agreement of speakers and hearers. It is in their power, subject to their will; as it is kept up, so is it modified and altered, so may it be abandoned, by their joint and consenting action, and in no other way whatsoever.14

Here and in his shorter 1875 book The Life and Growth of Language Whitney articulates a radically functionalist view of language as an institution, existing for the ultimate purpose of communication. This cuts him off from the Enlightenment and Romantic traditions and places him at the head of a Modernist line that will continue into the next century.

In making communication the starting point of his approach to language, he gives it a totally democratic basis. For if Max Müller was right about language being directly bound up with the formulation of thought—as in his famous dictum, ‘No thought without language, no language without thought’—then it belongs most fully to the great thinkers, both in the Humboldtian sense of the nations that have made the greatest intellectual contributions and the more usual sense of the great philosophers within those nations. But if, as Whitney insists, thought exists prior to and separately from language, and language exists purely for the purpose of communication, then it belongs equally to everyone who can communicate.

Whitney, like Darwin, believed that human vocal language developed, not as an evolutionary end in itself, as Max Müller contended, but as a by-product of the evolution of the buccal and laryngeal organs for the purposes of breathing and ingesting food and drink. The accidentalist position appealed to Whitney not just because it ran counter to that of his most famous enemy, but because it appeared to reinforce his own fundamental position that language arose and operates as a conventional institution rather than a natural growth.

If Saussure failed to make much of a personal impression on Whitney—whose nature was by all reports benevolent and generous, but who after all was very pressed to complete his work despite recurring bouts of illness—it is perhaps more surprising that Saussure nowhere recorded their meeting, for instance in his notes for a paper for the Whitney Memorial Meeting which will be discussed in Chapter 13. His ‘Souvenirs’ end just too early, in 1878. Nevertheless, Saussure’s letter to Whitney helps confirm that the American’s impact upon Saussure dates from his student days, and was heightened by the occasion of their personal contact.

RETREAT TO GENEVA, RETURN TO LEIPZIG

The ‘indisposition’ which Saussure told Whitney ‘forced me to return abruptly to Geneva’ on or about Thursday 3 April 1879 is likely to have been family-related. His uncle Théodore and aunt Adèle had gone or were about to go on a holiday to Italy, taking along his sisters Albertine and Dora. Louise was once again in decline; a few months later Adèle would write to Ferdinand that ‘Your mother’s health leaves much to be desired: she has ample patience yet she suffers from being tired as soon as she does anything whatever.’15 That left Adèle, Albertine, and Dora to do all that had to be done in the household, and with the three of them away, a crisis was all but inevitable.

Saussure would later describe this period as ‘an interruption in my studies <to have> a prolonged stay <of some time> in Switzerland’.16 He enjoyed reinserting himself into the household and the social life of the Upper Town.17 It was not, however, the case that he put his studies aside. The months he spent in Geneva from April 1879 until the start of the autumn term were largely occupied with research for his doctoral thesis, the subject of which could hardly have been more different from the Mémoire. It was centred on very fine distinctions of meaning in a particular Sanskrit noun form, the genitive absolute. His archives include hundreds of pages of notes taken from the Sanskrit texts he was poring carefully over—very carefully in fact, because this time it was not just a matter of picking out individual words based on the sounds they contained. Sorting through these distinctions required consideration of the context in which the words appeared, sometimes just the sentence they were in, but frequently more.

One may well ask why he did not submit the Mémoire as his doctoral thesis; he could have done so, despite its having already been published. The likely reason was fear that the Leipzig professors, given their less than favourable reaction to it, would either fail it or demand substantial changes. It had, after all, been deliberately written with no effort to consult any of them. Having already paid out a large amount of money to print the book, Saussure would then be in the position of effectively having to disown or withdraw it. The way to forestall any such obstacle was to switch to a topic for his doctoral thesis that did not impinge on the subject matter of the Mémoire.

In late June he saw Brugmann’s brief review of the Mémoire in the Literarisches Centralblatt, and wrote him a letter of thanks for ‘handling me in a very friendly way’.18 The letter says that while in Berlin Saussure ‘left the comparative completely aside and got to hear very little about linguists and linguistic research’. He asks ‘whether possibly anything new is happening’, and expresses his hope that the second volume of the Morphologische Untersuchungen will be out soon.

Had he known what Osthoff would have to say about the Mémoire in that second volume, Saussure might not have been so eager to see it. It was in this period that he and Hermann Möller reportedly contemplated giving up linguistics in favour of the study of the Germanic epic poems that had furnished such memorable texts for the operas of Wagner.19 Saussure decided, however, to stay the course towards a doctorate in linguistics.

In his June letter to Brugmann he announced that ‘I intend to travel directly to Leipzig at the beginning of the winter semester and attain a doctorate there, without however staying longer.’ In fact he would go back a semester sooner. He lodged with Frau Schreck alongside Édouard Favre, who would later recall a story that has since become part of Saussurean lore. Doctoral candidates were required to pay a visit to all the professors of the faculty to discuss their thesis plans. ‘The story is told’, writes Favre, ‘that during one of these visits, a professor seeing this handsome adolescent arrive at his door asked him if he was related to the famous Ferdinand de Saussure.’20 Another article published at the time of Saussure’s death identifies the professor in question as ‘the famous Delitzch’,21 Franz Delitzch, renowned Hebraist and professor of Lutheran theology. A follow-up article elaborates the scene, complete with dialogue:

When the great German philologist saw the very young Genevese student arrive—he was not yet 21 years old—he said to him: ‘Would you by any chance be related to the famous de Saussure?’ Incapable, in his modesty, of thinking that it might be himself, Ferdinand replied: ‘Yes, Monsieur, I am his great-grandson.’—‘His great-grandson! You must be joking! Only last year he published his admirable Mémoire sur le système primitif des voyelles indo-europénnes!’ And our stupefied student stammered: ‘But … it is I who wrote it…!’ All Saussure and all his destiny in this little scene.22

If the story is true, then at least one Leipzig professor expressed admiration of the Mémoire. But not being an Indo-Europeanist, Delitzch’s opinion was of marginal importance.

Sometime in the latter part of 1879, Saussure left Leipzig for a stay of unknown length in Paris. It seems to have been his first time in the city.23 It was a working stay, and part of his doctoral thesis was researched or written while he was there. He may have foreseen the possibility that the Leipzig professors would reject even this new thesis, and was exploring whether a submission to the Paris faculty might then be an option.

His stay was agreeable enough for him to return there the following autumn to continue his studies. Although possessing his doctorate by then, he would still be just twenty-two years old. Given his disillusionment with the German linguistics scene, Paris was the logical place for him to set his sights in career terms. But he was not French, in terms of citizenship, identity, or education—and this was the Third Republic, when the Revolutionary vision of France as a country open to all had been superseded by one in which institutions, especially educational ones, were seen as the key to creating, instilling, and maintaining national identity. Enrolling for a second, Parisian doctorate was an astute way of gaining French credentials.

First, however, there was the German doctorate to complete. It may have been during this stay in Paris that Saussure first worked side-by-side with another young Genevese of his coterie, Francis Decrue, who was writing a thesis in history. Years later, Decrue would recall that ‘It was a privilege, at the age of twenty to thirty, to form one’s character at his side, working in Paris in the same study, amidst piles and piles of paper, no doubt, but with what drive!’24

In December he returned to Leipzig, where he would complete his thesis and submit it before the end of January 1880. A letter he wrote on 2 January to Albertine, who was staying with their grandmother in Cannes, relates that at the end of the year he had the ‘great joy’ of ‘a hunt near Leipzig on the Hohenthal estate. I returned on the 31st, and since then I have scarcely seen anyone except Mother Schreck who woke me up yesterday morning with cries of Prosit Neujahr!’25 In the same letter he asks his sister, ‘Besides the family you must be meeting quite a few of our acquaintances, such as the Marcets and, even more delightfully, the de Valcourts?’ The balance of Albertine’s delight would shift, for three and a half years later she married Alexander Marcet.

By the end of January Saussure was in another race against time like the one he had experienced with the Mémoire a year and a half before. He apologizes to Albertine for a hastily written note, pleading that ‘I have rather a lot to edit and copy these days in order to finish my thesis which the binder awaits’.26 The thesis was not growing out of control this time. It would end up being little more than a quarter the length of the Mémoire, in other words about the size he had originally foreseen for the earlier work. The problem lay elsewhere. The plan that had been approved by the Leipzig faculty foresaw three sections. The first two addressed the data and their analysis directly, and these Saussure had completed to his satisfaction. But the third section, which was meant to give an account of the origin of the genitive absolute in Sanskrit, was posing difficulties.

This last section was the theoretical contribution, the part that would make the thesis stand on a par with the Mémoire, if not surpass it. At least Saussure was not having to deal with the vicissitudes and expense of printing, just with binding his handwritten copies. But the very fact that the letter mentions editing as occupying his time is a significant new development. With the Mémoire, editing does not seem to have entered his thoughts, which were occupied solely with getting his ideas into print as quickly as possible. Throughout his education his writing had been praised for its effortless clarity. Nothing had prepared him for the reaction to the style of the Mémoire, which A. H. Sayce of Oxford described in a letter to Whitney with cold-blooded succinctness as ‘exceedingly jejune’,27 and which Havet admitted would make readers sweat water and blood.

That Saussure took the criticism to heart can be seen in how much easier his doctoral thesis is to follow. The editing cost him time, but achieved its aim, and the lesson made a lasting impact on him. To say anything clearly about language requires care at least as great as poets give to their work. Never again would linguistic ideas flow easily from Saussure’s pen. Or, more precisely, they would flow, then be crossed out, then flow again in another version, only to be struck through once more, and so on for five, ten, twenty revisions.

This condition seems to have set in when Saussure was drafting the third, historical section of his thesis, the one dealing with theory rather than data. As the deadline loomed for getting the copies to the bindery, and the pile of rejected drafts grew ever higher, he saw what he had to do. The final section was jettisoned. The examiners would know that it had been dropped, because they had seen and approved the plan which included it. This, combined with the general chill he felt in Leipzig, made Saussure not at all confident of success when he submitted the thesis in February to Ernst Windisch, his former lecturer in Old Irish, who was to make the first decision as to whether it was acceptable for oral defence.28

THE SANSKRIT GENITIVE ABSOLUTE

The subject of Saussure’s doctoral thesis was so far on the other end of the spectrum from the Mémoire that one suspects he chose it for just this reason. Where the earlier work was a phonological study of vast comparative scope, aimed at reconstructing the entire vowel system of the proto-language, the new thesis would be a morphological and syntactic investigation of one construction peculiar to a single language. The Mémoire took on the hot topic of the day, putting Saussure in competition with men of much greater experience and so driving him to complete his study at a feverish pace. The Sanskrit genitive absolute was chosen because no one had shown sufficient interest in it. As Saussure explained, ‘One can say that this construction is known only by hearsay and by the very laconic remarks of the grammarians of India, so difficult is it to find any precise indication of it in European works. A monograph on this subject may therefore be of some use.’29

An absolute construction is a clause combining a noun phrase with a participle, but lacking a verb:

That said, I wish you well.

Her work finished, she went home.

That said and Her work finished are self-contained predicates, linked to the next clause only by virtue of sitting next to it and, sometimes, implicitly sharing the same notional subject (That said = I said that, Her work finished = She finished her work).30

In languages where nouns are marked for case, absolute constructions must be case-marked, since they contain a noun. Case normally functions to show how words relate to other words within the same clause. Here, on the other hand, what case does is to make the absolute clause stand out from the rest of the sentence. The best-known example is the Latin ablative absolute—Deo volente ‘God willing’, with both Deus ‘God’ and volens ‘willing’ taking the ablative ending. They take it ‘absolutely’, which is to say without regard to anything else in the sentence: Vicimus Deo volente ‘We won, God willing’, Deo volente non pluit ‘God willing, it won’t rain’.

The ablative absolute is peculiar to Latin. The corresponding construction in Greek is in the genitive, the case which normally marks possession (and the only case for which English nouns continue to be marked, by a final s, as in men’s room). In Sanskrit the absolute is normally formed with the locative case, which, as its name suggests, indicates location or situation. There is also a relatively uncommon Sanskrit variant that, like Greek, uses the genitive. An example from the Rāmāyaṇa:31

divam̊     jagāma     munīnām̊     paçyatām̊           tadā

To-heaven  He-went   ascetics (GEN)   Looking-on (GEN)   then

‘Then he went to heaven, the ascetics looking on.’

The genitive absolute does not have anything directly to do with possession, and yet a linguist’s first instinct is to assume that this was its origin. Thus Whitney, in his one-paragraph treatment of the construction in his Sanskrit Grammar, writes that:

A genitive, originally of possession, passing over into one of general concernment, comes in the later language (the construction is unknown earlier) to be used absolutely, with an agreeing participle, or quite rarely an adjective […] by increasing independence of the genitive […].32

Whitney notes what Pāṇini and his commentators had to say about the different connotations of the genitive and locative absolutes, but does not accept that it generally holds: ‘The construction is said by the Hindu grammarians to convey an implication of disregard or despite; and such is often to be recognized in it, though not prevailingly.’ Earlier European commentators had similarly downplayed Pāṇini’s explanation, in favour of a view which Saussure believed to have originated with Adolf Stenzler. It held that the locative absolute connoted the passage of time in the action, while the genitive absolute expressed unexpectedness or contrast, translatable as ‘however’ or ‘even though’.

Saussure’s thesis begins with a look at the few brief remarks on the genitive absolute in the existing linguistic literature, including Whitney. The corpus of Sanskrit texts which he ‘scoured thoroughly’33 for examples of the genitive absolute was sizeable, and focused on texts such as the Pańćatantra (‘Five Principles’) that had been less well-studied by previous scholars, making them that much harder to comprehend in their nuances.34 His examples also cover the Rig-vēda, Mahā-bhārata (‘Great Story of the Bhārata Tribe’), Harivam~ça (‘Lineage of Hari/Vishnu’), and Bhāgavata-purāṇa (‘Purāṇa of the God of All Gods’), though he does not claim to have gone through these in their entirety. They were more fully analysed in earlier studies, and better represented in the chrestomathies from which Saussure also drew.35 For many of the examples his manuscript notes contain French translations by Burnouf, but only rarely are translations supplied in the thesis itself.

The first remarkable thing about the study is that he was able to turn up so many examples—496, to be precise—of a construction which, according to all the authorities, ‘passes for a syntactic rarity. It would be more accurate to say that it is rarely found outside a certain number of formulae, some of which are however rather widespread.’36 He remarks that he has found the genre to be a significant factor in the occurrence of the construction.

In Classical Sanskrit there is hardly a text of any length that does not offer examples of the genitive absolute, provided that the literary genre lends itself to it. Works of the narrative genre, principally the epics and the Purāṇa, but also the prose of the Pańćatantra, admit its use most easily.

He has also run up against a problem rarely faced when working on European languages: determining which texts are ancient and which are modern. It is generally possible to tell if a Latin or Greek text was written in the archaic, classical, medieval, or Renaissance period. Besides the language itself, the content, information about the manuscript, its mode of production, where it was discovered or kept, help fit it into one of these broad chronological categories. Hindu culture, however, was more stable from the fifth century bc to modern times than any of its European counterparts. It placed a higher value on new texts which harked back to the language and contents of the archaic period than on novelty and originality. Nineteenth-century linguists sometimes based their analyses of the ‘ancient’ language on texts less than a hundred years old. Careful examination could often show how, despite the modern author’s best efforts, the language was not quite the same as that of his ancient predecessors.

As for the writings of the later period, insofar as we have managed to observe, their learned and artificial language can no longer make use of a construction which had never been very commonplace. This however concerns only the Sanskrit of the purists, for genitive absolutes are found in texts written more freely, such as the post-fifteenth century Pańćadaṇḍaćhattraprabandha. This is no doubt connected to the fact that the construction remained alive in popular speech, as it can be judged from Pāli.37

Here was a real quandary. In one sense, all these texts were in the same language, Sanskrit, regardless of when they were composed. On the other hand, the earlier the text, the closer it was to a time when Sanskrit was the mother tongue of those who wrote in it, rather than ‘learned and artificial’. For an eighteenth-century author, no matter how supreme his scholarship, Sanskrit did not have the same psychological reality as for someone who spoke it from the cradle.

If he could have been certain about the age of the various Sanskrit texts, Saussure might have restricted himself to ones written prior to a particular date. As it was, the best he could do was to set aside those which everyone agreed were of modern origin. But he could not chase the problem from his mind. This was the first occasion on which he was forced to address the question of how a language exists in time. The planned third part of the thesis, on the construction’s origin, would have forced him to draw conclusions based upon a temporal ordering of the texts, which, given the problems of dating them, could only have been spurious.

After deep study of his corpus of Sanskrit examples, Saussure was able to make a number of observations that both extended and reconciled the earlier attempts at analysis from Pāṇini onwards. A crucial fact had gone unnoticed: the use of the genitive absolute was somewhat formulaic in character, and tended to occur with a limited set of participles.

[T]he construction which we are studying is never absolutely obligatory, since all of its uses are equally open to the locative. However the participles of certain verbs show a strong preference for the genitive: misaṇt-, practically never found with the locative absolute, paçyant- and çṛṇvant-, also rare in the locative absolute, at least in the language of the epic.38

The verb paçyant- ‘look on’ is the one from which the genitive participle paçyatā̊ଁ was formed in the example given earlier in this section; misaṇt- ‘opening the eyes’ and çṛṇvant- ‘hearing’ belong to the same semantic family, namely sense perception.

Having made this observation, Saussure proceeds to separate his examples into two major divisions.

In Group A, the genitive absolute marks a situation within which the principal action unfolds, and it does not noticeably modify the idea.

Group B is composed simply of all the other cases, in other words of rather disparate elements [with the] common feature […] that the words in the genitive modify the principal action in a direct way, contrary to what takes place in the other group.39

Only Group B is of real interest for Saussure. Group A is also surveyed, so that the second part of the thesis can claim to be a complete catalogue. But the fact that these are self-standing constructions, with no impact on the rest of the sentence in which they occur, means that their descriptions are like the dry lists of the physical features of some cricket from one of his father’s books. Henri de Saussure’s work included more stimulating observations about insects’ social behaviour, where the physical features come to mean something by virtue of the uses to which they are put. The genitive absolutes in Group B are of interest precisely because of how they behave ‘socially’ vis-à-vis the rest of the sentence, and how they colour its meaning.

In describing Group B, Saussure starts from the premise that Pāṇini—who was describing his mother tongue—was essentially right, though his rough formulation requires refinement. The attitude of anādara ‘disdain’, which Pāṇini says the construction expresses, is not always there, ‘nor is it even predominant, yet one would be hard pressed to find in Group B another salient application of the genitive absolute showing even the slightest consistency’.40 That is enough for the anādara cases to be the ones principally needing description, and here

the genitive absolute is equivalent to a subordinate proposition introduced by although or even though, of the type we call concessive in having the narrator’s viewpoint intervene, and which it would be more correct to call adversative since it puts the narrator in the viewpoint of the subject of the subordinate proposition. The term anādara used by Pāṇini is borrowed from a third fact: the attitude of the principal agent toward the subordinate action. The meaning of anādara can be expressed as: ‘when account is not taken, when there is indifference, disregard, overriding’.41

Saussure’s most significant insight is that anādara actually has no direct connection to the use of the genitive case.

It would however be mistaken to think that the genitive absolute enjoys a faculty specifically for expressing the idea of although. This idea has to emerge more or less clearly from the words themselves, and in these conditions the Indian locative absolute, like the Latin ablative absolute and the Greek genitive absolute, discharges the same function perfectly well.42

And yet, the thesis goes on to state, in very rare cases, the locative absolute would be insufficient to render the idea of although unambiguously. Here the genitive absolute, through its frequent association with cases of anādara, must be said to carry this sense in itself.

This brings him back to the tendency for the genitive absolute to occur with a small set of perception verbs, where someone is ‘looking on’ or the like. Saussure believes that here what is expressed is that the action of the main clause is taking place despite the presence of a hostile agent.43 He points out that this mitigated or half anādara can be found in other languages where one says in the presence of with the implicit sense of ‘despite the presence of’: He stripped naked in the presence of Sister Immaculata. Or She buried him while he was still alive, implying ‘although he was still alive’ (my examples, not Saussure’s).

What had made the Mémoire impressive was Saussure’s marshalling of so many phonetic data and the originality of a system that broke so many of the rules of the day. What made the thesis impressive—though it has never commanded anything like the respect accorded to the earlier book—was the deep textual study of Sanskrit combined with a new way of looking at familiar structures. Windisch submitted his report on the thesis, the title of which was Du génitif absolu en sanscrit (‘On the Genitive Absolute in Sanskrit’) to the Faculty on 15 February 1880.44 It read:

Mr F. de Saussure has already proved his brilliant scientific talent through other work, particularly his book Mémoire sur le système primitif des voyelles dans les langues indo-européennes (1879), published by Teubner, which here goes completely unmentioned. In the present treatise he shows again, with reference to another area, with what sharpness he is able to grasp scientific questions, and with what clarity he is able to present them. His past productions were focussed on the area of comparative phonology, but he has preferred to submit as his thesis the discussion of an interesting syntactic phenomenon of Sanskrit, on which the position he took in the earlier area can in no way be applied. The genitive absolute construction in Sanskrit has never before been the subject of a specialized treatment, neither to what extent it occurs, nor how far its use agrees with what Pāṇini noted concerning its meaning. The rich collection of examples of these constructions, (over 400, demonstrated from p. 46 on in very useful applications that make the formal use of this idiom immediately striking), which actually are rather rare, the fine manner in which is brought to light what really matters, and on which the characteristic of the genitive absolute vis-à-vis the usual locative absolute and the variation of its meaning within certain limits depends, all this one may regard as icing on the cake. One reluctantly misses the 3rd Part, which was to treat the origin of the genitive absolute, but still the treatise is in itself final and extensive enough. […] I take the liberty to propose the following:

1) That Mr de Saussure be certified for oral examination on the basis of this paper, and

2) that this thesis be awarded the mention of egregia (outstanding).45

Does Windisch’s surprise that Saussure has not submitted the Mémoire as his doctoral thesis mean that its author’s fears were misplaced? Not necessarily, because a second examiner still had to confirm Windisch’s verdict—and the person chosen was the senior professor, Curtius, the man who had coldly banished Brugmann to the hinterland on account of a single article which he thought too bold. Curtius submitted his report two days after Windisch:

For the correctness and sufficiency of the facts here demonstrated about the usage of the Indic languages I must defer to my colleague Windisch. But with regard to clarity of presentation, the clear arrangement and the perfection with which the crucial points are discussed, I can attach myself with full conviction to his laudatory judgement. It is however regrettable that the projected third part on the origin of the construction has not been executed. This would surely have a high interest for comparative syntax. However what was required is splendid, and when one adds in de Saussure’s other writings, one is astonished at the gifts, the knowledge and the industry of this young man of just 23 years, who from pure love for science—he seems to live in brilliant financial circumstances—has delved into such problems so young with so much success. An oral examination is actually redundant in this case. However I would like to request no precedent for setting it aside and am convinced that the Candidate himself would much rather go through the regular process.

Thus likewise for permission and the mention egregia.46

Saussure, who in fact would not turn twenty-three for another nine months, never saw these reports. That is unfortunate, for they might have persuaded him that his work was not so miserably received in Leipzig as he assumed. He might have been amused to read of his ‘brilliant financial circumstances’, having never had any money beyond a meagre allowance from his father. Of course, even a down-at-heel aristocrat inhabits a different economy from the poor scholar, even one whose books sell as well as Curtius’s. More importantly, however, the indications from these reports is that he would have received the doctorate for the Mémoire had he submitted it. Indeed, perhaps the mention egregia was given as much for the Mémoire as for the comparatively modest thesis on the Sanskrit genitive absolute.

The oral defence was held on 28 February, and Édouard Favre, who attended this public event, would later remark that ‘You can guess how he passed his examinations; had he not been so modest, the roles could have been reversed: the young examinee could have put his learned examiners’ feet to the fire.’47 The examiners unanimously awarded him a pass summa cum laude for the oral defence, in addition to the egregia for the written thesis.48

That evening, perhaps uniquely during his time in Leipzig, he invited two of his fellow linguists to the sort of dinner he was accustomed to in aristocratic homes, though not in restaurants on his modest allowance. It made such an impression on one of his guests, Brugmann, that he recalled it in detail nearly forty years later:

The evening of the day of his doctoral oral exam, Johann Baunack and I were invited by him to a most exquisite supper—just us three—at the Hotel Hauffe: there was very fine red wine and I especially remember the phenomenally thick asparagus we had.49

We saw in Chapter 6 that A. Bastard’s Gourmet’s Guide to Europe of 1903 rated the Hotel Hauffe the second best place to eat in Leipzig, and Bastard’s first choice perhaps had not yet opened in 1880. Brugmann must have thought that any ill feeling on Saussure’s part was now behind them, and that he could look forward to the friendship and support of a young man whose genius he plainly never doubted.

But it was not to be. A year and a half later, Brugmann had heard nothing further from Saussure. He still considered the bond between them strong enough to make the very personal gesture of inviting Saussure to his wedding. Saussure, who was at the military camp at Colombier at the time, replied warmly.

It makes me very happy that you have not forgotten me among the friends to whom you have announced your engagement. Please know that I wholly share your happiness, and that it will be a pleasant honour for me, if I come sometime to Leipzig, to be introduced to the future Mrs Brugmann. That the two of you may live in good fortune is my sincere and heartfelt wish.50

Saussure never saw Brugmann again, however. In 1914 Brugmann wrote that

It remains strange nevertheless that, after he left Leipzig behind him, he broke off all contact (written, I mean, of course) with Osthoff and me. Obviously he did not want under any circumstances to appear as made in Germany […].51

Clearly there were hurt feelings on both sides, and no comprehension of why the other felt as he did.

In the light of the stellar results awarded to him and the unrequited gestures of friendship that Brugmann continued to make, one cannot help wondering why Saussure felt so victimized. When an eminently rational person behaves in a way that looks irrational—and Saussure’s distrust of his Leipzig teachers borders on the paranoid—one must look for an underlying logic. In this case, one place to look might be Hofwyl. It was the first educational institution to which Saussure was entrusted, the first place he was sent to live on his own, away from his family. But the teachers who were meant to care for him failed to protect him from the ‘deplorable things’ done to him by the older boys. This may have left him with the feeling that the very people who are meant to take care of you are the ones you need to be wariest of. Unless they are part of your family or its extended coterie, being in their care leaves you vulnerable.

Awarding the highest honours to Saussure testifies to the honesty, impartiality and keen discernment of the Leipzig professors who examined him. Yet the regret they expressed over the third part of his thesis shows that they had little clue as to what it would have contained. Saussure’s surviving notes for it show that its ambitions extended far beyond what he could realistically have achieved in a few dozen pages.52 Another note shows him arriving finally at the decision not to write Part III.

One could not demand of a thesis that has as its subject the use of the genitive absolute in Sanskrit, that it enter into a discussion of the possible origins of this grammatical construction. In order <to put to obtain on this point sufficient> light, it would be necessary to extend the research <well> beyond the limits of a single language.53

This explains the change of title from the thesis (On the Genitive Absolute in Sanskrit) to the published book (On the Use of the Genitive Absolute in Sanskrit). The word ‘use’ absolved him of the need to explain the construction’s origin.

Looking back from today’s perspective it seems obvious that part III could only have been a speculative expansion on the sort of inference made by Whitney about the genitive passing from possession to ‘general concernment’. It would have failed the test Saussure himself had set on the opening page of the Mémoire, where he called for, ‘not speculations of a transcendent order, but the search for elementary data, without which everything floats, everything is arbitrariness and uncertainty’. Yet explanations like Whitney’s were the bread and butter of his Leipzig professors. In Saussure’s analysis, in so far as the genitive absolute differed in meaning from the locative absolute, all that ultimately mattered about its case marking was that it was not locative. Any other case would have done just as well—difference was the key.

Saussure’s archives include substantial material that appears to have been part of the process of revising the thesis for publication, which took him more than a year. After the Mémoire, anything he produced was bound to be an anticlimax. There was little reaction to the thesis; oblivion was almost immediate. He was twenty-three when it appeared, and it was the last book which he would complete, despite undertaking several more over the following decades. His retreat into professional silence began, not after the thesis, but during it, with its laconicity and, above all, its phantom Part III.

VOYAGE TO LITHUANIA

Following his successful doctoral defence, Saussure returned to Geneva, arriving there on 4 March 1880.54 His six weeks back home were intended to be pure holiday. The thesis experience had been nowhere near so traumatic as completing the Mémoire, but that summer of 1878 had badly shaken his constitution, and even the moderate exertions of this last year required some recuperation. Apart from family visits, there were hunting parties, afternoons of playing croquet with sixteen-year-old Dora, and evenings spent with friends in the reconstituted ‘Manila Club’, young men of the coterie who in earlier days had indulged in games of chance, but now confined themselves to whist.55 Other evenings were given over to concerts, including one by Camilo Savori, the only pupil of Paganini; readings at the Athénée, such as that given by the poet and playwright Jean Aicard, whom Saussure saw at party after party on the evenings before the event; and lectures at the Université, including one by Giraud-Teulon on 9 April.56

The only work he was doing was a filial obligation. Since the age of about fifteen he had spent part of his Sundays taking dictation of correspondence from his father. Now Henri, pleading ill health, was calling on him to do this on weekdays as well. Besides correspondence, Henri was dictating newspaper articles as part of a polemic concerning the water level of Lake Geneva.57 Ferdinand would continue to do this service for his father for years to come. It was perhaps something that bonded them to one another, despite Ferdinand’s occasional annoyance.

His military record shows 19 April as the start of a six-month authorized absence from inspection of arms, indicating that he would be in Germany. So it was around that date that he returned to Leipzig,58 for two reasons: to receive his doctoral diploma, awarded on 13 May; and to consult texts for revisions to his thesis. He went painstakingly through the manuscript, page by page, writing additions and corrections in a large ledger, each page of which corresponded to a page of the thesis manuscript. He was still in Leipzig at the start of June,59 and appears to have remained there through June and July, working on the revisions. Although he had not yet officially attended a meeting of the Société de Linguistique de Paris, the record of its 12 June meeting shows him nominating (by correspondence) his friend Johann Baunack as a member of the Société, with Louis Havet as co-nominator.60

In July Saussure decided to travel to Lithuania with the intention of doing dialect research.61 Voyages to Lithuania were by no means unusual for Indo-Europeanists in this period.62 Like so many others, Saussure felt uniquely drawn to Lithuanian as being the Galapagos of linguistic evolution, where, for whatever reasons, the pressures that had driven the modernization of the other languages of the family had not applied—at least, not in those parts of the country where contact with Polish and other neighbouring languages had not levelled out ancient features in recent times. Even though the earliest records of Lithuanian were less than 400 years old, they seemed to give a more direct view into the primitive Indo-European mother language than did any of the other daughters.

The course on Lithuanian which Saussure had taken at Leipzig under Leskien, author of a recent book on Slavic-Lithuanian and Germanic morphology,63 was one of the few courses that he later acknowledged attending to seriously.64 Leskien’s concern with shifts of accent in the historical development of Lithuanian prompted a strong and abiding interest in the topic on Saussure’s part. Lithuanian and the rest of the Baltic branch share many features with Slavic, but it is immediately noticeable on comparing Lithuanian verb conjugations or noun declensions with their Slavic counterparts that the accent does not fall on the same syllable. Sometimes it does, but in many cases it falls a syllable earlier in what looks to be a random pattern.

Besides the place of the accent, Lithuanian differs from neighbouring languages in marking it not just by stress (increased volume), but by intonation (change in pitch). Fridrichas Kuršaitis, a Prussian of Lithuanian descent known to Saussure by his Germanicized name Friedrich Kurschat, began in 1849 to publish studies describing the intonations.65 He extended these descriptions in his Lithuanian grammar of 1876, Saussure’s main source of information on the language in preparing his Mémoire.66 Kurschat described how most Lithuanian words have one syllable (or part of one) spoken at a higher pitch than the rest of the word. This pitch accent takes one of three forms:

1. the voice rises quickly when it begins to utter the syllable, and straight afterwards it falls quickly and thus brings the syllable to an end; such a syllable has its vowel marked in writing with the grave accent (`);

2. the voice rises slowly and gradually until it reaches the end of the syllable, then falls quickly; this vowel is marked with the circumflex accent (^ or~);

3. the voice rises sharply at the start of the syllable, then falls gradually until it reaches the end of the syllable; this vowel is marked with the acute accent (´).67

These three accents were not distributed equally: (1) occurred only on short vowels, and (2) and (3) only on long vowels. But just how the circumflex and acute were distributed among the long vowels presented a puzzle.

It seemed natural for Kurschat to adopt the accent marks of ancient Greek, which had a pitch accent system of its own, but it had the effect of inclining linguists to imagine that the two systems might be identical and a direct survival of the primitive Indo-European pitch accent.68 One of those so swayed was the Russian linguist who first discerned a pattern in the distribution of the two long-vowel accents. F. F. Fortunatov realized whilse reading Kurschat that, in Lithuanian, ir, il, im, and in had the acute intonation when they corresponded to historically related Sanskrit words containing a long vowel (īr īl īm īn, or after certain preceding sounds, ūr ūl ūm ūn), but the circumflex intonation when their Sanskrit counterparts had the short vowel a or just the sonant ṛḷ ṃ ṇ on its own.69 The correspondence was too regular for this to be a coincidence. More significantly still, the set with the Lithuanian acutes and the Sanskrit longs corresponded regularly with Greek long ō and Latin long ā. Seeing these correspondences extend across four branches of the Indo-European family, Asian as well as European, and perceiving Lithuanian intonation as pro-ethnic, Fortunatov concluded that in the mother tongue these two sets of words were distinguished by tone, but that outside Lithuania this distinction had been lost, apart from the trace it left in the length of the vowel.

Careful comparison of the data would show soon enough that this was unlikely to be so, and that hearing Lithuanian tones was not like listening to a phonograph cylinder from several thousand years ago. But Saussure saw that Fortunatov’s insight was correct on a crucial point which he later described as ‘totally new and of an unexpected kind’.70 Lithuanian accentuation might not continue ancient intonations directly, yet neither had it arisen ex nihilo. The distinctions among Lithuanian accents did continue features of the Indo-European mother language, just not intonational ones.

Saussure’s Proto-Indo-European vowel system included, at a late stage, long sonants as well as short ones—an ṝ as well as an ṛ. Saussure interpreted Fortunatov’s correspondences as follows:

[image: image]

From looking just at Sanskrit, it was not evident that the two sets went back to a single minimal difference, namely the absence or presence ofA. It is the Lithuanian reflexes, with their own minimal distinction in intonation, that make this apparent. With these sets established, the second set offered the proof Saussure needed of his posited pro-ethnic long ṝ and primitiveA. Fortunatov had thus given independent support for Saussure’s daring hypotheses, and had unintentionally revealed to Saussure how the Lithuanian acute intonation was the living relic of his primitive Indo-EuropeanA.71

There remained the question of how the vowelA might develop into the feature that distinguishes the acute from the circumflex intonation. Apparently before he had read Fortunatov, Saussure had noticed an anomaly in the distribution of the Lithuanian accents over long vowels within internal (not initial or final) syllables. The general pattern was that the circumflex fell on those that came from an inherited short vowel, or from a diphthong starting with a short vowel. The acute fell on inherited long vowels (in Saussure’s system, originally short vowels followed byA). In addition, however, there was a set of words with syllable-internal diphthongs where the circumflex would be expected, but instead the acute was found. At least some of these, Saussure saw, had corresponding words in other languages which indicated that in the original system these diphthongs too had been followed by anA. When thisA was lost, it would have left the intonational effect as its trace.

The link betweenA and the acute tone thus seemed reasonably well established. Yet Kurschat’s work was full of anomalies and inconsistencies where accentuation was concerned, and this was probably the main lacuna which Saussure hoped to fill with his fieldwork in Lithuania.

In July 1880, he set off from Leipzig to Memel (now Klaipéda), the northernmost city of the German Empire. The distance from Leipzig to Memel is almost precisely that from Leipzig to Geneva, about 450 miles as the crow flies. Memel lay at the top of the narrow corridor of Lithuanian Baltic Sea coast which had been Prussia’s since 1815. The rest of Lithuania belonged to the Russian Empire. With good rail links via Berlin, travelling to Memel should not have taken more than a full day, though Saussure may have stopped in Berlin to stay with relatives along the way.

On 5 August 1880 an official request for a Prussian passport for Saussure to enter Russian Lithuania was issued by the Ambassador, Ziegler; it is stamped ‘Amt Paskalwen / Kreis Rágnit’.72 The actual passport, issued on 7 August at Memel, says that ‘Presenter of this, the Prussian subject Dr. Philos. Saussure from Geneva, is travelling to Krottingen in Russia’. It describes him as twenty-two years old, five feet seven inches tall, with blond hair, blue eyes, and cleanshaven.73 It is surprising to see him described as a Prussian subject; presumably he was entitled to this through his mother’s status as a bourgeoise of Neuchâtel, even though its rule by the King of Prussia ended seven months before Saussure himself was born. This was likely a matter of administrative convenience, with the Prussian rather than the Swiss government taking responsibility for his well-being and his activities while in Lithuania.

Saussure used the verso of the passport to record some field notes. The right half of it is covered with pencilled Lithuanian words, and a note: ‘but all this is from a chap coming from the bottom of the Haff’. The Curisches Haff, or Curonian Lagoon, is the gulf that forms the western coast of Lithuania and is separated from the Baltic Sea to the west by a very long and narrow spit of land. The Samland Peninsula at the bottom (to the south) of the Haff was part of East Prussia, and had been the last area where Old Prussian was still spoken before dying out at the end of the eighteenth century—hence not a traditionally Lithuanian-speaking area.

The ‘26 1880’ stamped on the verso indicates that he left Russian Lithuania on 26 August.74 This accords with his military record, which puts his return from Germany at 27 August. On 31 August he had to be at the military camp in Colombier for two and a half weeks of training, at the end of which he was promoted to the rank of Caporal. He then returned to Geneva.

His field experience in Lithuania was not fruitful. Notes survive, but none of them find their way into any of his later work on the language. The reason emerges from some of his undated manuscripts.

There is in effect no foreign observer capable of discovering Lithuanian accentuation: one can, after being informed about it, cross-check it, rectify it <as much as one likes;>—one cannot carry the first axe into this virgin forest, without having been born Lithuanian.75

I leave aside all the difficulty that a foreign ear has in grasping this accent; I am supposing a perfect and ideal <ear>: even then, the observer would find it impossible to obtain a general idea of the accent; because one would in effect have to command <[illegible]> the totality of the words, <[illeg.]> of their inflectional forms in order <to hazard> a single word of this accentuation. The foreigner <who is reduced to asking someone else about it instead of interrogating himself> will never obtain anything more than a fragmentary image of the confused [illeg.] of this accent.76

As his father would put it in a letter, Lithuania is not a place one goes to twice. Lithuanian would continue to figure at the centre of Saussure’s research interests for the next decade and a half, but, as mentioned above, the linguistic forms he worked with continued to be drawn from the published literature rather than from his brief visit.77

TO PAIRS

After his return from Colombier to Geneva in mid-September Saussure was in no rush to be in Paris when the academic year began. He spent two months enjoying the familiar atmosphere of his native city. On 24 November 1880 his one-year authorized absence from the inspection of arms began, and by the end of the month he was installed in Paris.78 He was continuing to work on the revisions to his thesis, while also attending lectures at the École des Hautes Études, where Bréal was in charge, the Faculté des Lettres of the Sorbonne, and the Collège de France, where Bréal also held a chair.79 In addition he was attending Havet’s course on Latin phonology, Arsène Darmesteter’s on Romance phonology, and Bergaigne’s on Sanskrit, all at the Hautes Études, plus Gaston Paris’s on Old French at the Collège de France.

Once again, as in his studies at Geneva and Leipzig, he was also doing courses outside linguistics. One was on its cusp: an epigraphy course given by the historian Ernest Desjardins.80 But he was also attending courses by Albert Reville, a theologian and the leading figure in liberal Protestantism,81 and by the philosopher and literary historian Elme Caro, whose lectures he was keen enough to hear that he attended despite a partial clash with Michel Bréal’s course on Mondays.

Caro is of special interest as one of the missing links in the development of Saussure’s linguistic thought. He was one of the ‘immortals’ of the Académie Française, elected in 1874 over the rival candidate Taine, who would have to wait four more years for election to another vacant chair. As a philosopher Caro was associated with the ‘spiritualist’ or Christian opposition to positivism, and was seen as an intellectual heir of Victor Cousin, the mentor of Adolphe Pictet. As a literary historian, two of his particular interests were George Sand and Germaine de Staël.82 His research on Staël took him to Coppet, where he may have been introduced to Saussure by Staël’s descendant and literary heir Gabriel Othenin de Cléron, Count d’Haussonville, who was himself working on a study of the literary salon of Albertine Necker de Saussure.83 But it was one of Caro’s philosophical writings that provided his most direct intellectual link to Saussure: a lengthy review of Victor Egger’s 1881 book on inner speech. As the review itself did not appear until the following year, it will be saved for the next chapter.

Saussure is finally recorded as attending his first meeting of the Société de Linguistique on 4 December 1880. These meetings, which would be a regular feature of his life for the next decade, took place every second Saturday evening from 8:30 to 10 p.m., sometimes to 10:15. He hit the ground running, giving a talk on the etymology of Agamemnōn, and was even appointed to the three-man Commission for verifying the Société’s accounts.84 When, however, the Commission’s report—written by Saussure as its secretary—was read at the next meeting on 18 December, he was not present.85

His very brief paper on Agamemnōn was published in the Société’s Mémoires for 1881.86 It is quite unlike anything he published before, being about the origin of a single word. But, as mentioned in Chapter 6, he had sent a paper containing several etymologies to the Société four years earlier, which was read out over three meetings early in 1877. The paper suggests that the last two syllables of the name must originally have been -menmōn, relating it to a group of possessive compound nouns ending in -mōn. By a Greek sound law, one would have expected -menmōn to become -memmōn, but before this could happen, the difficulty of articulating MeNMoN caused ‘the medial n and the m to switch their places in order to come closer to the sound articulated by the same organ, which attracted them’. The change from nm to mn meant that the sound law nm → mm did not apply to this word. It is a good explanation, yet runs contrary to the spirit of his Mémoire in its special pleading for an ad hoc contradiction to a sound law based not on analogy but on articulatory phonetic detail. If Saussure sensed that it was something the Société would find congenial, he was right. A talk pitched at the level of complexity of the Mémoire might have undercut his aim of fitting into the Parisian linguistics scene.

In January 1881 two people who would later prove significant in Saussure’s personal and professional life appeared on the horizon. At the meeting of the Société on 8 January, ‘Mr Henry, librarian of the city of Lille’ (actually of its law faculty) was nominated for membership.87 This was Victor Henry, who had a degree in law, but whose heart lay with the linguistics he pursued as an amateur. Apart from his strong background in the classical languages, he was self-taught. Seven years older than Saussure and lacking the younger man’s precocity, he is not someone Saussure would have imagined emerging as his professional rival.

That same month Saussure received an invitation to visit the home of Arthur Mallet, a wealthy Genevese-Parisian banker whose wife Anna, née de Rougemont, was Louise de Saussure’s first cousin. The Mallets, whom Saussure did not know well, lived in a grand chateau in Jouy-en-Josas, on the southern edge of Paris.88 On the appointed day, 20 January, the weather was freezing, so he made sure of leaving in plenty of time for the trip out to Jouy-en-Josas by horse-drawn omnibus. It was a trip of three-quarters of an hour, though today, because of traffic, it can take nearly twice that long. He turned up at the appointed hour. At the entrance gate, the concierge looked surprised at his arrival, and at the door, the butler’s eyes positively widened at the sight of Saussure’s formal white cravat. He informed the young man that the Mallets were having a quiet dinner and not expecting any visitors that day, nor the next, nor on any of the following days.

Saussure was baffled and upset by the treatment meted out to him. In Geneva, no matter what the circumstances, he would have been greeted warmly and ushered to the dining room to join his cousins in their meal, or at the very least Monsieur or Madame Mallet would have come down to speak to him. On his return home he looked again at the invitation: ‘I read very clearly: Monsieur and Madame Arthur Mallet request etc. for Thursday 20 January. I poke myself to see whether I am actually awake! I was, and I went to bed without an explanation of the mystery.’

Two evenings later was the Saturday meeting of the Société. Henry was elected to membership, and Saussure gave a talk on the Vedic accusative panthám ‘the path’ and the root it derives from, with comments following by Léger and Havet. Saussure in turn commented on the etymological talks by Havet and Bréal.89

Meanwhile, Saussure discovered what had happened with the Mallets. Between receiving the invitation and the day of the visit, he had moved from his first, temporary accommodation to take up residence at 33, rue Gay-Lussac, where he would live for the next year and a half. The Mallets knew this, but had in the interim sent to his old address

a note saying that the dinner had been postponed <by a week>. They had lost my new address […]. Very convenient for me. This evening I have to restart the whole system; I would happily pass it up if it were possible.

It felt like a slap in the face, reminiscent of Horace-Bénédict’s first invitation to the salon of Suzanne Necker, which did not extend to his wife and the rest of their ‘provincial’ party. But noblesse oblige, and Thursday 27 January saw him duly return to Jouy-en-Josas for the postponed dinner party. He was glad to have persevered. Madame Mallet was not just a cousin. She and her husband were people who could provide him with an entrée into Parisian high society. And, on a more personal level, Saussure was charmed by their family circle, not least by their fourteen-year-old daughter Noémi.

Although still busy with the revisions to his thesis, attending courses and preparing papers of his own for the Société, Saussure prepared a résumé of a paper by his Leipzig friend Baunack on the Indo-European personal pronouns. He read this to the Société on 5 February,90 and it was well enough received for him to undertake a full French translation of the paper, on which he ended up spending at least three months.91

On 15 February Saussure enrolled as a student in the École des Hautes Études. He took a seminar taught by Havet, in which, according to Havet’s end-of-year report to the Faculty, Saussure gave many exposés ‘in the most distinguished fashion’.92 He also attended lectures by James Darmesteter, a protégé of Renan and the most eminent French Orientalist of his generation.93 Besides taking copious notes on the contents of the lectures, Saussure wrote down things that struck him in the French that the Parisians spoke. For example:

damné (‘damned’). J. Darmesteter pronounces it dāné (with a approaching a close o)

drogue (‘drug’). J. Darmesteter pronounces it with a very long and raised o.

[…] L. Havet pronounces appendice (‘appendix’) as appẽdice and not (Standard French) appãdice.94

At the 5 March meeting of the Société, Bergaigne gave a paper which included some consideration of disyllabic roots. Saussure offered comments, which he followed up at the next meeting on the 19th with a more formal set of remarks.95 This was a significant event for him. One of the Mémoire’s main proposals was being taken up in work by a leading member of the Parisian professoriate. Saussure’s appointment to the finance committee in December already showed that he was being treated differently from other younger members, and this was confirmed on 2 April when he was delegated, along with three others, to represent the Société at the annual meeting of learned societies at the Sorbonne, at the invitation of the Minister of Public Education.96

Back in Geneva, his father too was basking in glory, exchanging letters with Charles Darwin, to whom he had sent some samples and a copy of one of his books.97 Henri came to Paris to stay with Ferdinand, bringing along Léopold, now nearly fifteen. At the age of twelve Léopold had decided on a naval career, and at sixteen he would enter the Borda, the Naval Academy at Brest in Brittany.98 His career in the navy required him to take French citizenship. This was forgivable, according to his necrology in the Journal de Genève, since he was a born sailor, and one of the few things Switzerland does not have is a navy. Ferdinand was happy to find Henri’s health improved from the year before, and spent as much time as he could manage with his father and brother.99

Through the spring and summer Ferdinand pursued this routine of classes and meetings of the Société while completing the substantial revisions to his thesis.100 If he tried to interest one of the Paris publishers in it, he was not successful. It was printed by Jules-Guillaume Fick of Geneva, again with Saussure bearing the costs. It seems to have been around April that it was going through the press, to judge from a mention in his correspondence of being ‘pressed by the printer’.101 He also submitted it to the Faculty of Letters of the University of Geneva for the conferral of the degree of docteur ès lettres, which it granted him in 1881.102

His social calendar continued to be very full, and again, as in Leipzig, almost exclusively with the representatives of his family’s Genevese coterie who resided in Paris or were passing through. Only rarely did he spend evenings in the company of his fellow linguists, apart from the fortnightly Saturday meetings of the Société. He wrote regularly to Albertine and other family members—though, perhaps without realizing it, less often to his mother, whose nervous state was unchanged. She rebuked him for letters that simply reported what he did. It is true that his much more personal letters to Albertine expressed his feelings and personality in a way that those to Louise did not. Obviously their relationship was different, but he did an admirable job of reassuring her.

Dear mama

It’s true that our correspondence slowed while papa and Léopold were here; I was rather pressed at that time by the printer and besides I wanted to spend as much time as possible with them. […]

Last Sunday we had a great deal of fun going to see the horse races at Longchamp for the modest sum of one franc.—But here <I> go writing you a load of nonsense, as you mildly reproach me for doing in your letter. What do you expect? One has to put down one’s little daily chronicle. Do you imagine that my life, like everyone’s, is so full and so active that I must be keeping something from you when I don’t report anything? My occupations? But I would rarely find any of them worth communicating to you. When Horace writes: I am starting my portrait, I am working on a landscape, I have noticed something about the Ruysdaël procedures, this means something to everyone. Unfortunately if I say to you: I have devoted these last few weeks to an in-depth study of the disyllabic roots in -êvi, or rather that I haven’t managed to do anything lately because I’ve had to translate an article of Mr Baunack’s into French, I dare say this would all be rather indifferent to you. I don’t know why you suppose that you aren’t in my thoughts, that I forget what I owe you, that I worry little about the family, whereas on the contrary amid the black ideas in which I’m steeped, all of you are a continual ray of sunshine.103

What Ferdinand’s ‘black ideas’ involved, we do not know, but can assume that his mother had a good sense of it, since both she and her husband were prone to depression. Part of it, no doubt, was his bitter disappointment over the continued dismissal of his work by the German linguists, apart from Baunack, to whom he was all the more devoted on that account. At the meeting of the Société on 14 May he read part of his translation of Baunack’s paper on the Indo-European personal pronouns,104 and on 28 May he gave the talk mentioned in his letter to his mother, on a class of ‘Aryo-European’ roots in eiua (or -êvi), a brief résumé of which was printed in the Bulletin.105

He stayed in Paris to the end of July, returning to Geneva on 3 August, according to his military record. A week later he had to report to Colombier for the third stage of the School for Recruits plus the Officers’ course, which continued until 1 October. Then it was directly back to Paris. It meant that 1881 was the first year of his life in which he spent no significant stretch of time in Geneva. But it was an important matter that took him back early to Paris. Michel Bréal had offered him his first academic appointment, as maître de conférences (‘lecturer’) at the École des Hautes Études.

THE ECOLE PRATIQUE DES HAUTES ETUDES

Founded in 1868, the École Pratique des Hautes Études was Napoléon III’s attempt to put French universities back on a par with their counterparts in Germany. It is a university sans murs, a ‘virtual’ institution without its own campus, contained within the Sorbonne, the medieval University of Paris. Each great historical period had seen its own overlay onto the original structure: in the Renaissance, the Collège de France, created in 1530 by François I; in the Revolutionary age, the Écoles Polytechniques, founded by Napoléon. Each of these has carried on as further layers of university and postgraduate structure have been added. It is still a chair in the Collège de France that commands the greatest prestige, and that top academics aspire to as an honour which, unlike a seat in the Académie Française, mere mortals can attain.

The École was originally made up of four sections, the first devoted to mathematics, the second to physics and chemistry, the third to natural sciences, and the fourth to history and philology. The last is still today known as ‘Section IV’, even though it is one of just three sections still in the École, the first two having been hived off after the Second World War, and a new section on religious sciences added.

Bréal was a prominent public figure with appointments in both the École and the Collège. He was at least as devoted to his career as an academic politician as to his teaching and scholarship. His appointment in 1879 as Inspector General of Higher Education gave him great power, but was also a full-time responsibility that meant he would be relieved from his duties lecturing on comparative grammar at the École des Hautes Études. These were the duties he chose Saussure to fulfil. A process of nomination and approval by the Council of Section IV had to be gone through, though in view of Bréal’s position it was hardly likely that his personal choice might be rejected.

There were, however, three difficulties. One was Saussure’s age. He was still twenty-three, and while Horace-Bénédict had been a year younger when appointed to a chair in the Académie de Genève, this was not 1762. It was Paris in the Third Republic, the product of the humiliating defeat of 1870–1, founded on a strong sense of nationalism—and Saussure was not a French citizen. There was a legal obstacle to employing non-citizens in public institutions, though for a relatively low-level post such as maître de conférences, the bureaucrats could be persuaded to turn a blind eye given reasonable justification for the appointment. For any more prominent honour or post, taking French citizenship was a formal requirement. It was in 1881 that the only Swiss-born immortal, Victor Cherbuliez, was elected to the Académie Française, a year after his naturalization.

The third complicating factor was that Bréal’s proposal was not exactly to have Saussure replace him in his lectures on comparative grammar, but to have those lectures replaced by a course on Old High German and Gothic, the oldest attested language of the Germanic family, which Saussure would teach. It was not the most obvious subject area for him, after a doctoral thesis on Sanskrit; nor did the Germanic languages feature especially prominently in the Mémoire. He had more experience in Greek and Latin and a deeper interest in the Balto-Slavic languages, above all Lithuanian. The only indication of a particular interest in the Old Germanic languages is his being drawn to the Nibelungen epics. Nor was there great student demand. The main consideration may have been to show that Saussure could fill a gap that none of the existing lecturers or professors could cover, simply in order to justify hiring him.

The École had a chair of Sanskrit, occupied by the aged and relatively undistinguished Eugène Louis Hauvette-Besnault. Comparative grammar was the field not just of Bréal but of Abel Bergaigne at the Sorbonne, who also lectured on Sanskrit there. The classical languages were covered at the École by Louis Havet. Romance linguistics belonged to Gaston Paris and Paul Meyer. Celtic, Slavic, and Balto-Slavic were perhaps beyond Saussure’s reach, given that he did not actually speak any language of these branches, however good his philological knowledge. German he did speak and write well, thanks to Hofwyl and Leipzig, and his English was passable. It was rather scandalous that Paris had so little presence in Germanic linguistics, when Germany was so strong in Romance studies. Saussure’s students came predominantly from Germany, Austria, and Alsace–Lorraine.106

Bréal’s proposal was taken up by the Council of Section IV at its meeting of 30 October 1881.107 Havet spoke in its favour. The Council accepted it unanimously, and Léon Renier, president of the Section, sent their recommendation up to the Ministry with the remark that ‘Mr de Saussure, although still young, [is] already very famous and highly esteemed in the scholarly world’.108 Regarding his nationality, Renier assured the Ministry that ‘being born in Geneva of French refugees, he would simply have to make a declaration at the Mairie (City Hall) to recover his French nationality’, adding that he had a brother serving in the French navy. The Ministry accepted the Council’s recommendation, and the appointment became official on 5 November.109

Saussure had to ask his sister Albertine had to rummage through his papers to find his diplomas and send them to him in Paris, as they were needed for the appointment process. There were only two, his Geneva baccalaureate and his Leipzig doctorate, or three if he also included the Geneva doctorate. But already his papers had reached a parlous state.

There will indeed be a good job to be done on the drawers full of papers you mention, but until next summer they can sleep in peace without bother. I accept your offer to put them in order and I am very sensitive to it, but we shall do this together during my vacation, because it is necessary that I be there in order to categorize things as I understand them and to know what the different papers relate to, although I have every confidence, as you know, in the care that you would take.110

This is portentous. Saussure would never in fact get around to arranging his papers. The result would be that a large part of them would be hidden away for decades, with endless confusion ensuing after his death about what was written when.

His Genevese–Swiss patriotism was strong enough that he could not blithely change citizenship. That patriotism was shared by his uncle Théodore, whereas Henri, eternally frustrated over his failures, blamed those around him and was embittered towards his native Republic. His best hope for revenge and atonement lay with his son becoming the brightest star in the intellectual firmament, not of Geneva, but of Paris. Nothing must stand in the way of that—certainly not mere nationalist sentiment. Louise did not feel differently. Her own parents had been snubbed by the Genevese aristocracy, and her family had been well served by a centuries-long tradition of unsentimentally transferring their citizenship and allegiance for practical advantage.

The one person in whom Ferdinand felt able to confide was his aunt Adèle, whose ability to subordinate her own emotions and act as peacemaker had made her de facto head of the family. She replied to her nephew with characteristic sympathy and sense.

My dear child,

[…] Have no fear whatever—I shall not speak to your parents—on this subject which is rather painful for your uncle and me, but I understand that our way of seeing it can only complicate and sadden things for all of you […]. I have allowed myself to mention it to you so that you will not in any case make a decision lightly. You are no longer a child—and certainly preferences, as you put it, must not be heeded at the expense of serious considerations. But then you are old enough to have feelings about your country of nationality that may be weak or strong, and detached from other considerations. […]

There is no hurry—if France needs you, you can give her your services and take up a post without immediately giving up your nationality to her.—Time will shed light on your questions and thoughts—you must not rush headlong into things and what frightens me a little is that your father is at this moment in a phase of great irritation and discouragement over Switzerland and Geneva—and, well, I should not wish that what is only a state of impressions in him should influence decisions which may have an impact on your entire life. You understand me I am sure—and I ask you to keep to yourself what I am writing you.—

Always count on my love and rest assured that I shall always try to calm everyone’s emotions and help you on the path that you believe you have to take.111

Ferdinand followed his aunt’s advice. He never changed his nationality. This meant that, within the École, his status had to be left ambiguous. Although he is called maître de conférences in Section IV’s published reports and certain official documents, as far as the accounting office was concerned, he did not have a post but was only carrying out specified functions for which he received, not a salary, but an ‘indemnity’.112 It was 2,000 francs per annum in his first year, equal to the starting salary for the higher rank of director of studies, an indication of how much the young man was valued. On the other hand, it was inadequate for the clothing and other expenses of someone frequenting the salons and parties of the aristocracy.

The November appointment left Saussure just six weeks to prepare for his first experience of teaching. There was much to do.
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FIRST COURSES

IN his first year as lecturer at the École des Hautes Études Saussure taught a course on Gothic grammar, and another on the fourth-century translation of the Bible attributed to Bishop Wulfila, the principal text from which the Gothic language is known. His teaching began on Wednesday 14 December 1881,1 and consisted of three hours weekly. On Wednesdays at one he lectured on ‘phonology (graphic system, vowel system, consonant system, from both the physiological and the historical point of view)’. On Saturdays at one he devoted half the period to morphology and the other half to explicating Wulfila. In his annual report for the year Saussure described the contents of the courses:

The first lectures were taken up with an introduction to the Gothic nation, the life of Wulfila and the fixing of dates relating to his life, and the origin, probably post-Wulfilan, of the Scripture translation of which we possess fragments. Over the two semesters the lecturer then simultaneously attacked, leading from the front, phonology, morphology and textual interpretation, the auditors for the most part having no previous knowledge of the Old Germanic dialects.

[…] In both the practical exercises and the theoretical exposition, the lecturer strove to let the distinctive features of Gothic within the Germanic family emerge through showing the constrasts among dialects. He thus pushed his comparisons beyond Germanic, when the usefulness of doing so made itself felt, without however forgetting the true object of his teaching.2

‘Letting the distinctive features emerge’—leaving it to the students to discover them inductively, rather than simply telling them what they are—would be the hallmark of Saussure’s teaching. He was surprised to discover that more work is required than is apparent, remarking in a letter to Albertine that ‘these lectures, especially the first ones, are very long to prepare. They run to about thirty pages each, which means that just the work of copying them out takes several hours.’3

Material related to the Wednesday lectures has survived, in the form of five notebooks containing a total of 177 manuscript pages.4 The first notebook appears to contain his opening lecture, since it is introducing Indo-European phonology and is exactly thirty pages long. As he had only given one lecture before his letter to Albertine, chances are that this is it.5 The first notebook includes a plan for what is to follow, organized into ‘chapters’. This has misled some into supposing that the manuscript was being written as a book, separate from the courses Saussure was teaching. But in the nineteenth century it was normal for a course of lectures to be organized in this way. Saussure’s teachers at Leipzig had presented their courses in this format, and he would continue to use it throughout his career.

The lecture opens with a question: ‘What distribution of roles do we find established among the different Aryo-European phonemes with regard to the opposition between consonant and sonant?’6 The answer is a three-way division, but not the standard one of consonants, vowels, and semi-consonants. Rather, Saussure divides the phonemes into those which are

1. constantly sonant: e o

2. constantly consonantal: g1 g2 d b k1 k2 t p g1h g2h dh bh z s

3. sometimes sonant and sometimes consonantal: i u r l n m

For convenience he will call these sets e–o, g–s, and i–m. He notes that for the time being he is leaving aside his hypothetical a from the set i–m, on account of various complications it presents. He does not mention o̬ orA. Otherwise this is the system of the Mémoire, but dropping the term ‘sonant coefficient’ for set i–m, along with ‘vowel’ and ‘consonant’ as inherent properties of phonemes. His three sets constitute, not types, but ‘roles’. In making clear that ‘Our intention here is to record the historical fact and only the historical fact’, he means that he will have nothing to say about any ‘natural’ qualities of the phonemes—how resonant they are, for instance—that may have led them to fill these roles.

To this day it is usual to think of a sonant r l m n as originally and inherently a consonant, which the dropping of a vowel or some other phonetic accident has forced to take on the role of syllable nucleus. Similarly, j (i) and w (u) are thought of as originally vowels which, on account of being positioned before or after another vowel, have taken on the role of semi-consonant. And yet, Saussure is asking, why make these assumptions, when there is no direct historical evidence for them? If the vowels i and u originated as sonant coefficients, why should we implicitly assign them to a different type, based on what they became later?

This new way of thinking about the sounds of Indo-European is modernist in its readiness to set aside traditional labels and concepts. One can imagine the initial reaction of the students. Saussure assumes either that they know the Mémoire and accept its basic arguments, or can be plunged in medias res without difficulty. The result was predictable: two-thirds of the audience vanished. The remaining third, the best prepared, were inspired by Saussure’s teaching and became his devotees, returning to his course the following year and in some cases for several more years to come.

The first notebook goes on to explain that the proposed reconception offers the only hope of avoiding the logical circularity that linguists have introduced in basing the difference between sonant and consonant on their position within the syllable.

The essential thing is not to let the question of the syllabic division intervene in any way; it has always sown a hopeless confusion within the question of the sonant. Thus, to mention just one point, we usually speak not of the consonants and sonants of a word, but of the sonant of each syllable, all the syllable’s other phonemes being consonants. This is begging half the question we are trying to answer. If with regard to two phonemes rn one asks which will be the sonant of the syllable, one is excluding from the start the alternations ṛ ṇ (two syllables) and rn (zero syllable) so as arbitrarily to choose the dilemma7

Saussure proposes a set of three rules that determine the phonological roles:

1. The effect of the phonemes of set e–o on those of set i–m is to turn them into consonants, whether they precede or follow them.

2. When phonemes of set g–s follow those of set i–m, they turn them into sonants, provided that rule 1 does not apply. A pause (word boundary) acts like a phoneme of set g–s.

3. The effect of the phonemes of set i–m on those of the same group can be determined only after the application of rules 1 and 2: a phoneme of set i–m that has been turned into a consonant (by rule 1) acts like a phoneme of set g–s; one that has been turned into a sonant (by rule 2) acts like a phoneme of set e–o.8

Thus, for example, in *deiuom, a reconstructed primitive Indo-European word for ‘god’, rule 1 applies to the e and the o, turning the phonemes before and after them into consonants. This means that the word is pronounced dej wom, in two syllables. The related word *dieum ‘sky, day’, however, is more complicated. First, rule 1 applies to the e, making consonants of both the i that precedes it and the u that follows it. Then rule 2 applies to the pause, which is to say the final boundary of the word, causing it to turn the m which precedes the pause into a sonant. (This did not happen with the m of deiuom, because rule 1 had already made it consonantal.) Contrary to what one might expect, then, dieum is pronounced in two syllables: djew ṃ.

Also running counter to expectations is *urt. The confusion introduced through assumptions based on known historical languages leads one to anticipate that the word would be pronounced with an initial vowel, u, followed by the consonant cluster rt, or alternatively in two syllables, u ṛt. But Saussure’s rules give what he believes to have been the actual pronunciation. As the word contains neither an e nor an o, rule 1 does not apply. Rule 2 applies to the t, causing it to turn the r into a sonant. Rule 3 then applies to the r, causing it to turn the preceding u into a consonant. The word is therefore pronounced wṛt, more or less as a West Country Englishman or Midwestern American would pronounce wert.

Saussure describes these rules as ‘infallible in practice, valueless in theory’.9 His intention is now ‘to find a rational basis to account for the facts of sonantism’. Central to this account is determining what makes a phoneme appear in one or the other of two forms, which he calls ‘fixations’ and ‘explosions’, following the terminology of Eduard Sievers in his introduction to phonetics for students of Indo-European linguistics, which the notebook follows in its basic lines.10 These involve what are known in English terminology as plosives or stops, consonants such as /t/ where there is a complete closure of the air stream by the tongue or lips. They are usually released, which is to say that the air stream is opened again, in which case they are what Saussure is calling explosions. In some cases, however, the air flow is stopped without such a release occurring, and these are the fixations. For example, the /t/ of smart in the phrase smart tailor, or the first /t/ in an Italian geminate such as spaghetti, is unreleased—it ends with the tongue fixed in the position of closure that produces the consonant. The /t/ of tailor and the second /t/ of spaghetti are, on the contrary, released, with an explosion that is accompanied by a puff of breath in the English case, though not in the Italian.

The subsequent phonology notebooks present various complexities and will be discussed in a later section. But the first notebook suffices to show how much Saussure was demanding of his students, and of himself. It was well beyond the norm in the Parisian universities at the time. He was obliged to report at the end of the academic year that, while fifteen attended his lectures in the first semester, ‘The audience in the second semester reduced to a core of students and auditors whose assiduity was great throughout the whole year’.

The hardest-working and most impressive of all was a Swiss, Henri Meylan, born in Lausanne, where he would return after taking his degree in 1882 to teach in the Collège Gaillard, before being appointed to a chair of Greek language and literature in the Université de Lausanne in 1899.11 At twenty-one, he alone of the ‘hard core’ was younger than Saussure himself. But he was not the one among the group who would make a real name for himself in linguistics. That was Joseph Loth, born in Brittany and a specialist in Breton and Celtic languages generally. He was preparing for the agrégation in grammar, an examination qualifying one to teach in the state school system, and would begin teaching the following year at the renowned Collège Stanislas. In 1883 he would return to Brittany, becoming professor of Celtic languages and eventually dean of the Faculty of Letters at Rennes. In 1910 he was appointed to a chair in the Collège de France. Nine of his works, dating from 1870 to 1909, were in Saussure’s personal library, mostly offprints that Loth had sent to his old teacher.12

Among the other faithful was a Parisian, René David, the only native of central France in the hard core. David held an engineering degree as well as one earned from the École in 1879. The Alsatian Albert Lange had published both of his doctoral theses from the Faculté des Lettres, which still required both a French-language and a Latin-language study even from a Germanist.13 He would be appointed maître de conférences, the same rank as Saussure, at the Faculté des Lettres the following year. Meanwhile he was completing a licence and would later teach at the prestigious Collège Rollin and Lycée Louis-le-Grand. His fellow Alsatian Alfred Bauer had earned certification as a schoolteacher of German and, in 1869, a bachelier ès lettres in comparative grammar and Romance philology. Bauer had in 1870 translated the study of Old Romance glossaries by Friedrich Diez, the founder of modern Romance linguistics.14 Finally, Johann Kirste, from Graz in Austria, was working for a degree in comparative grammar and Zend. Kirste would return to his native city to take up a chair of Oriental philology, and would make a certain mark for himself with studies of Sanskrit texts and Sanskrit phonology,15 six of which figured in Saussure’s personal library.16 He would remain a member of the Société de Linguistique from 1893 until his death.

So devoted was this group to Saussure’s teaching that every one of them returned to the course the following year, apart from Meylan, who was doing a much wider range of courses than any of the others. David would come back for two further years, in 1884–5, while Bauer proved to be the most dedicated of them all, attending Saussure’s courses for all but one of the years that he taught at the École.

Among those who came in the first semester but jumped ship for the second, the best known was Émile Ernault, like Loth a Celticist from Brittany.17 He would make his mark as a specialist in Old and Middle Breton at the Faculté des Lettres in Poitiers, and, as ‘Emil Ernod’, as a leader of the Breton revival movement.18 A quarter-century later he sent Saussure a copy of his book on French orthography, adding ‘former student’ after his signature in case his old teacher had forgotten him.19 Ernault had already begun calling for study of the living Celtic dialects in the 1870s. Loth, within a few years of his studies with Saussure, took up the call in more strident terms. He directly criticized linguists for having done so little on the existing dialects, preferring to rely on the very partial information supplied by medieval texts.20

For Saussure in the second semester of his lecturing in 1882, balanced against the loss of two-thirds of his audience was the fact that the Wednesday lectures were regularly attended by Arsène Darmesteter, one of the most highly regarded linguists of Paris. A still more senior figure, Louis Léger, professor of Russian at the School of Oriental Languages and in the Collège de France, and a member of the Institut, also put in frequent appearances. This was more than a personal honour for Saussure; he mentions it in his annual report because it conferred on him academic capital of the sort a young lecturer needs, in addition to publications, in order to make his way upwards through the ranks, and ultimately to a chair.

INNER SPEECH AND LINGUISTIC SIGNS

A set of notes from this period record Saussure’s reaction to reading La parole intérieure (‘Inner Speech’), the doctoral thesis of Victor Egger, published late in 1881.21 His father, Émile Egger, one of France’s most eminent classicists, had himself recently published a study of children’s language development.22 La parole intérieure was widely reviewed, including by Elme Caro, whose lectures Saussure attended in his first semester at Paris.23

Saussure’s notes are undated, so we do not know exactly when he first read Egger. The notes only cover the first twenty-six pages of the book, so it may be that he gave up reading it at that point, though that would be uncharacteristic. More likely he went on reading without taking notes, which was his normal practice. What gives the notes particular interest is that Egger is frequently and glowingly cited in Antinomies linguistiques (‘Linguistic Antinomies’), a book of 1896 by Victor Henry that, uniquely in this whole period, raises some of the same epistemological questions about linguistics that Saussure does in his unpublished notes and his courses in general linguistics. One might therefore expect a meeting of minds between Egger and Saussure—but in fact Saussure’s initial reaction was critical. Egger begins his book by asserting that

At every moment, the mind is speaking its thought internally. […T]he series of inner words forms an almost continual series, in parallel with other series of psychic facts; it thus constitutes a considerable part of our consciousness.

This inner, silent, secret speech that we alone hear, is especially evident when we read: to read is, in effect, to translate writing into speech, and silent reading is to translate it into inner speech. In general, we read silently. The same is true when we write: there is no writing without speech; speech dictates, the hand obeys […].24

Saussure strongly disagreed:

Egger. La Parole intérieure. To judge by the opening pages the whole book is going to rest on this error an imprecision of observation: on the insufficient distinction between the passage from the idea to the word and the passage from the word to the idea.

Thus page 1: ‘this inner speec … is especially evident when we read’

Page 2. ‘The same is true when we write’ Yes, but when we write, <we can write> only after having translated our thought into inner speech <as we cannot speak otherwise>. But we nevertheless thought without the accompaniment of inner speech.25

These rapidly jotted comments by Saussure are not altogether apposite. It is not even clear that he and Egger are in disagreement on any of these points—including the last one, where Saussure is not denying the existence of all inner speech, just claiming that sometimes we think without it, in a purely visual or sensual way. Yet Saussure is plainly agitated. Egger’s assertions have released a torrent of ideas that flow faster than Saussure can organize them. Soon the critical comments stop, and he is quoting statements he approves of, implicitly in most cases, but sometimes adding très bien, ‘very well said’. He makes a note to himself to reread page sixteen, where Egger introduces ‘the term vocal images. “distinguish the image from the sound sensation”’.

From Egger’s survey of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century remarks on inner speech Saussure copies out references to Locke and Leibniz, Rousseau and Bonald. In response to Bonald’s belief that ‘man thinks his speech before speaking his thought’, Saussure writes: ‘I would say: man thinks his speech before speaking it.’

On the page of the notebook facing these remarks are two paragraphs which articulate for the first time one of the leading ideas of Saussurean linguistics.

Convention, false idea of psychologists. Words do not apply to objects and phenomena in themselves <are not signs of things <i. e. signs of the idea of things>, but motors of ideas, just as things are motors of ideas>; they apply to concepts, and provoke them <in each language> according to particular laws which are the result of a historical evolution. We have not learned by tradition that a horse <the sun> is called horse; we were born <and grew up> in a milieu so well prepared by the historical series of facts of language that the idea of a horse is excited in us by the word sound horse; we are people among whom.

Tradition takes place independently of the object designated; there is thus no <or at least there is no longer, from the first moment of language> convention <agreement> made on the <the basis> agreement of the object, but one and invariable, there is perpetual education there is through force of habit correspondence and alliance <through a [illeg.] historical chain> between a word and an idea, whatever the relationship of the idea <itself> with things.26

The reference to ‘psychologists’ alludes to Egger’s subtitle, Essay in Descriptive Psychology. In this passage several themes are struggling with one another: words refer not to things but to concepts; they are not taught and learned but acquired by habit; languages consist not of conventional agreements but of historical laws produced by historical evolution, even on the level of meaning; the relationship between, on the one hand, the concepts indicated by words, and on the other, whatever things in the world might be covered by those concepts, is not of interest to linguistics, because language operates in the same way regardless of any differences in the nature of that relationship.

These ideas seem to have come to Saussure all at once, giving him the impression that they are logically bound together, though in time he would find it more fruitful to treat them separately. Each is recognizable as part of his legacy to modern linguistics. His rejection of a simple ‘conventionalism’ will be what divides him from his main inspiration, Whitney. The belief that words refer to concepts rather than things is central to Saussure, though he does not claim it as an original idea, here or in his later lectures. He recognized it as part of the common heritage of European thought, and was taken aback to find that supposedly learned people had managed to forget it.

Throughout his life he will insist that the linguist’s competence ends with the verbal concept. It does not extend to the relationship between the concept and things in the world, which falls into the domain of psychologists or philosophers. This may seem like intellectual insularity, but here we see the deeper rationale: language exists at the juncture between concept and sound, which is unaffected by the nature of the concept per se. Whatever position one takes on the relationship between concepts and things will not change the core fact for the linguist: that the link between the verbal concept and the sounds that signify it is the arbitrary product of a historical process guided by unconscious laws of phonetic evolution.

Presuming that Saussure read on in Egger, he found much that aligned with his own views and afforded him new ways of thinking about language that would stick with him. Egger’s fundamental outlook was that of the sensationalism associated with British psychology, in opposition to the idealism of the Germans. La parole intérieure includes a long and complex discussion of signs that prefigures later Saussurean thought more directly than any other such discussion of this period. ‘Only, the sound horse’, Egger says, and not the visible form of the animal, its whinnying etc.,

is bound arbitrarily, by a simple convention, to the group of which it seems to be a part; that is what distinguishes it from other images; that is what makes it a sign; the specific property of a convention is to be able to be either modified in certain details, or abrogated and replaced by another […].27

For Egger, the relationship between a motivated sign and an arbitrary one is that of an evolutionary progress.

In effect, the convention which attaches a word to an idea can be, not arbitrary, but motivated by a relationship, close or distant, between the two terms associated; […] it is incontestable that a sign, at the same time as it is a sign, can also be a part of the idea it expresses: […] crack and cracking do not cease to be words of the language because they are imitations of the phenomena they represent; […] symbolic onomatopoeias, like the crack of a whip, they were part of the accessory group. […] But we maintain that languages have been perfected by losing bit by bit their onomatopoeias and their symbols; those are provisional signs and of mediocre value; the sign properly speaking, the perfect sign, is the one which is a sign and nothing else, the one having no relation with the thing signified except through the arbitrary will of those who use it.

This corresponds perfectly to Saussure’s later thought, whereas other ideas of Egger’s are rejected. Saussure’s notes on the early pages of La parole intérieure show this same ambivalence. They are important indicators of how his thinking about language came to take the direction that it did in this period, and how the general ideas implicit in his earlier work took shape in an overt theory of linguistic signs.

LEARNING TO TEACH

In his second year at the École, 1882–3, Saussure continued giving two lectures a week, Wednesdays and Saturdays. In the first semester the number of students and auditors was back up to fourteen, one short of what it had been the previous year, including five returnees from 1881–2: Bauer, David, Lange, Loth, and Kirste. Saussure learned a lesson from the year before, and did not attempt to cover so much ground in the Saturday phonology component, limiting it to the consonant system, studied historically.28 As far as student retention was concerned, it worked: only one, a Russian, dropped out in the second term, because of a conflict with a course essential to his programme.29

The rest stayed faithful. The nine new students this year included, besides the Russian, three Germans, two Frenchmen, and a Hungarian.30 And there were two Swiss students, Adrien Taverney from Jongny and Jakob Zimmerli from Aarbourg. In the 1890s Zimmerli would produce a ground-breaking three-volume study of the German–French language border in Switzerland.31 Of these nine, only Taverney would return the following year, but in his end-of-year report Saussure declared himself very satisfied with their devotion to their work.

Again the Wednesday lectures were on Old High German, though instead of Wulfila, Saussure used the chrestomathy by Wilhelm Braune,32 whose lectures he had attended during his first year at Leipzig. Saussure did not have the class work through all the texts it contained, but rather spent almost the entire year just on the poem of Otfrid. He explained the reason for this in his report, in terms surprisingly close to those of the ‘reform method’ of language teaching that was beginning to gain currency at the time. One of its principles—which would be rediscovered and become the professional consensus among language teachers a century later—was that, ideally, students should discover the grammar of a language on their own, inductively, rather than having it presented to them overtly.

For beginning students the multiplicity of dialects would effectively pose all the greater difficulty given that there still does not exist an elementary grammar intended to guide them through the continual fluctuation of the language and the orthography. What is more, the resemblance of these dialects with one another and with Modern German conceals a danger: the meanings of sentences can be easily enough guessed that the grammatical particularities escape attention; whence too often a confused idea of the forms and rules. Chrestomathies and grammars are, for these reasons, of little help; beginners must compose their own grammar based on a particular text which they must make it a rule not to go beyond. […] Only at the end of the year, after being familiarized with the grammar of Otfrid, were the students exposed to the texts of Tatian and Isidore, and invited to point out every divergence from the dialect known to them.33

David, Lange, Kirste, Taverney, and Zimmerli each took turns explaining the texts and pointing out the dialect differences. Saussure declared himself satisfied with the results. One of the German contingent, Emil Hausknecht, may have taken away something crucial from the experience. From his work in Middle English and French philology, he moved on to a significant career in English language teaching and general pedagogy, and in 1894 he produced a textbook of English that would dominate the ‘progressive’ end of the German market.34 Its modus operandi has been described in terms which will sound familiar: ‘grammatically relevant phenomena were pointed out, but not explained or put in rules. The learners were then given various tasks connected with this survey and with the preceding text.’35 The last twenty years of Hausknecht’s life were spent in Switzerland, as professor at the Université de Lausanne,36 where Taverney joined him in 1916.37

The Saturday course on Gothic, for which the new students again came with no prior knowledge of the language, consisted almost entirely of Saussure lecturing, punctuated by his occasionally asking the students to respond to questions. He began with an introduction to the textual sources, alphabets, and principal ancient Germanic dialects—Gothic, Scandinavian, Old High German, Old Low Franconian, Old Saxon, Frisian, and Anglo-Saxon—after which, as noted earlier, he limited his lectures to the development of the consonants.38

In Saussure’s third year of lecturing, 1883–4, the number of his students and auditors rose to nineteen, with only three hangers-on from the previous year (Bauer, David, and Taverney). Nine of the sixteen newcomers were French, still displaced Alsatians in the main. One of them, the young Parisian Sylvain Lévi, was to become an Indianist of major importance, the earliest of Saussure’s auditors whose name is still widely recognized today, apart from the already established Darmesteter. As a specialist in Sanskrit, however, Lévi did not look to Saussure as one of his major teachers, but simply as someone whose teaching of Germanic linguistics could help widen Lévi’s comparativist berth. His mentor was Bergaigne, the professor of Sanskrit and comparative linguistics, whom Renan called ‘this teacher of genius, who had no students’.39 The gifted Lévi, not yet twenty, became Bergaigne’s protégé and assistant.40

Neither Lévi nor anyone else specializing in Sanskrit in Paris at this time could devote his attention purely to linguistics. He had to have a serious interest in the relevant literature, culture, history, even archaeology, and a broader commitment to Orientalism generally. The Société Asiatique was the centre of gravity for Sanskritists, some of whom were also active members of the Société de Linguistique. Perhaps it was fear of risking his credentials as a Germanicist that kept Saussure from joining the Société Asiatique, even though his doctoral thesis had been on Sanskrit. Or maybe, having been immediately pressed into service by the Société de Linguistique, he did not want to take on another regular commitment. Whatever the reason, the distance he kept from the Société Asiatique meant that a Sanskritist like Lévi would not think of him as a potential doctoral supervisor.

Another member of the class of 1883–4 is less well remembered than Lévi among linguists, but was more widely famous in the 1890s and the decades that followed. The Alsatian Henri Lichtenberger was the most celebrated Germanist to have taken one of Saussure’s courses in Paris. As lecturer at the Sorbonne, Lichtenberger was a key figure in the reception of Nietzsche and Wagner in France during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. He published numerous interpretations of their work in the Revue critique and as self-standing books, and was Nietzsche’s French translator. An 1894 article of his on the Nibelungenlied is of particular interest, given Saussure’s enduring fascination with the text, which resurfaced around the time of Lichtenberger’s article.41

Another of the French students, Léon Pineau, became a leading figure in modern folklore studies. Warsaw-born Émile Lombard had already earned a PhD from Leipzig, and became a teacher at the Lycée Michelet.42 Few or no scholarly traces were left by the other French students,43 apart from the one discussed in the next paragraph, or the three German students.44 The two members of the Dutch contingent, however, both went on to distinguished careers: Anton Gerardus van Hamel as professor at the University of Groeningen, where he established the first school of Romance philology in the Netherlands, and Gédéon Busken Huet as an archivist-palaeographer-librarian in the Bibliothèque Nationale and Adjunct Secretary of the Société des Anciens Textes Français, in which capacities he edited and published dozens of Old French texts.45

The other new French student recorded for this year was as much a prodigy as Saussure himself. His name was Meyer Schwob, though like many other middle-class French Jews of his generation with aspirations to be part of genteel society, he went by the Gentile-sounding Marcel. Born in 1867, he was just sixteen when he began his studies at the École in the autumn of 1883.46 The young man was well connected, being the nephew of David Léon Cahun, a prolific and respected writer of travel accounts and Oriental history. Schwob would make a significant contribution to linguistics before leaving the field for a literary career, in which, at the time of his premature death in 1905, he established himself in the first rank of young writers. But this was a period in which truly great reputations were reserved for novelists or poets, and because Schwob fit neither category, he never attained the canonical status of a Proust or a Gide. He always had a devoted following, though, and his work has enjoyed a steady growth of readership and critical attention in the last two decades. He is best remembered for his stories in a symbolist and Orientalist vein, and writings connected to his travels in the South Seas, inspired by his literary hero Robert Louis Stevenson, with whom he corresponded. As a writer he drew his principal inspiration from English-language authors, including Stevenson and the Americans Walt Whitman and Edgar Allan Poe, the great idol of the first-generation French symbolists, led by Baudelaire. Schwob took a leading role in the revival of interest in the medieval French poet François Villon, and this allowed him to keep a foothold in the academic world, which was still some decades away from allotting any place to contemporary literature.

Schwob’s link to Saussure would run much deeper than the one course he took. He became one of the most active student members of the Société de Linguistique during the years in which Saussure was the most directly involved in its affairs. And towards the end of the decade, as will be seen, Schwob became the collaborator and intimate companion of another young student of Saussure’s, the only one with whom Saussure let down his patrician guard and developed something like a mentor–protégé relationship.

The large jump in the size of Saussure’s audience might appear to have made 1883–4 his most successful teaching year to date. In addition, the École was sufficiently satisfied with his performance to raise his pay by 25 per cent, from 2,000 to 2,500 francs per annum. But his annual report to the École is the first one to reflect real disappointment in the students, and to lack a sense of intellectual excitement in the work.

Saussure states that the Wednesday lectures were devoted to ‘continuing and terminating the phonology course begun the year before’. Since the previous year’s course had been limited to consonants, this time he covered the vowels of the Old Germanic dialects, following a similar plan but limiting himself to ‘the languages most accessible to the students, Gothic and Old High German’. He does not seem particularly concerned about these limitations, because the Wednesday lectures were aimed at understanding the big picture, the common features of the Germanic family, rather than the precise details of individual languages.

The details were reserved for the Saturday lectures on Old High German, and it was here that he felt the students let him down. For Saussure this close textual study was the nuts and bolts of linguistics, without which the theories expounded on Wednesdays were meaningless. Attendance at the Wednesday lectures was excellent throughout the year, but, as he wrote in his report,

The lecturer regrets that the same was not true for the Saturday lectures, at least during the second semester. The fact that these lectures were more elementary should only have made them more indispensable to the students. The first eight Saturday lectures were devoted to Old High German grammar. The members of the class then took it in turn to interpret Old High German texts taken from Braune’s Chrestomathie (Tatian, Hildebrand’s song and a series of shorter selections). The importance of a good knowledge of the dialects for understanding the forms of Old High German was always the main thing stressed to the students.47

He singled out David, van Hamel, and Pineau for taking a particularly active part in the reading and grammar exercises, and noted Pineau’s intention to specialize in Germanic studies. Saussure seems to have taken satisfaction from having inspired his first declared convert. Pineau, who lived to 104, would make significant contributions to the study of Scandinavian folklore, but in the long run his folkloric interests would be as much about his native Poitou and other parts of the world as the Germanic realm.

Saussure’s disappointment in his students is ironic in view of his own later claims to have been so careless towards attending lectures at Leipzig. Like any novice teacher, he was torn between blaming them for not doing better, and himself for failing to inspire them. In his reports we see him face up to the failure, adjusting his programme and expectations to ensure that students will learn as much as possible within their limitations. We can also sense his soul withering slightly as he does so.

DISMANTLING THE PHONEME

Following on from the first of Saussure’s five undated notebooks on phonology, which appears to be from December 1881, the other four notebooks give indications of dating from 1883–5.48 They develop issues raised in the first notebook, probably for an article intended for the Mémoires of the Société.49 All critically examine Sievers’s approach to Indo-European phonology. The essential problem, as Saussure states it in the second notebook, is that

Sievers has studied, on the one hand, the physiological phoneme, and on the other, the phonetic chain, but very little the phoneme in the phonetic chain.

The study of the phoneme in the PHONETIC CHAIN. By this we mean the regime to which phonemes are submitted by the fact that they have to link themselves <group themselves> to one another.50

Here Saussure articulates for the first time one of the cardinal principles of his understanding of language, what in his late lectures on general linguistics he will call linearity. In the first phonology notebook he was working towards it when asking what makes the same phoneme appear as a fixation or an explosion. The answer lies in what precedes or follows it.

The never-completed article which the second and following notebooks aim towards would have articulated linearity as a general fact of language and unfolded its implications, which amount to a complete recasting of phonological analysis. The second notebook says on its second page:51

The present article was originally no more than an explanatory note intended for a study on the Indo-European syllable.

The introduction, having become longer than <the principal work> itself, had to take the form of a separate work. This circumstance needs to be mentioned, because it is our only excuse for daring to take on such a fundamental question, at once so vast and so difficult. Whatever value this essay may have, it is not inspired by confidence in our abilities, but by the feeling that all historical research is doomed to float in the void so long

What Saussure says here about confidence in his abilities is not false modesty, if only to judge from what has been called the ‘tortured’ composition of this very passage.52 The context makes it easy enough to complete his final sentence: all historical research is doomed to float in the void so long as it is conducted outside the framework of a full understanding of the role played by every element of the system in relation to every other, in terms of both their function within the system and their linkage to one another in the ‘phonetic chain’.

The idea that ‘consonant’ and ‘vowel’ are not classes of sounds, but functions that any sound can fulfil, is redeveloped from the ground up. True, one group of sounds function as consonants and another as vowels most of the time, with a third set filling either role with roughly equal frequency. Yet it is a mistake to imagine that a sound’s most frequent function defines its essential nature. Nor should the set of vowels be limited, as in Sievers, to sounds meeting some arbitrary threshold of physiological sonority. Saussure rejects Sievers’s contention that in any cluster of sonorants occurring ‘in the same syllable, the physiologically most fully sonorant one becomes a consonant. Absolutely no Skt wṛ, yu and wi.’53

Following on from his earlier insight into the circularity of basing the analysis of sonants and syllables on one another, Saussure concluded that all these terms are analytical artefacts created by linguists, with no independent existence as far as speakers are concerned.54 The plan set out in the second notebook is for a reconfiguring of phonology based, not on a classification of sounds (‘“phonemes” as we know them’), but on the ‘times or moments’ of implosion and explosion, the relative closure and opening of the vocal passage.55 In this he is developing the programme envisaged by Whitney in The Life and Growth of Language, cited by Saussure from its French translation, La vie du langage:56

Our scheme is to be valued, especially, as putting in a true light the relations of vowel and consonant: which, though their distinction is of the highest importance in phonetics, are by no means separate and independent systems, but only poles, as it were, in one continuous unitary series, and with a doubtful or neutral territory between them: they are simply the opener and closer sounds of the alphabetic system. Upon their alternation and antithesis depends the syllabic or ‘articulate’ character of human speech: the stream of utterance is broken into articuli, ‘joints,’ by the intervention of the closer sounds between the opener, connecting the latter at the same time that they separate them, giving distinctness and flexibility, and the power of endlessly variable combination.57

Saussure perceived a relationship between Whitney’s assertion and a particular problem that Havet had raised a few years earlier with regard to the consonant l.58 When one says /l/, the beginning and the end of the sound are akin to those of a plosive consonant, but between them there is nothing consonantal. Havet rejected the received view that /l/ was a fricative, like /v/. The Danish philologist Julius Hoffory, professor at Berlin, reviewed Havet’s article with disdain, insisting that it was obvious that /l/ was a fricative consonant.59 Saussure realized that the fricative question was a red herring: /l/ could optionally be pronounced with friction between its implosion and explosion, and Havet was wrong to deny that this was so, but it did not matter. Hoffory had fallen victim to an illusion: the fact that we speak of /l/ as a (unitary) phoneme and transcribe it with a single letter leads people to perceive it as a single, unitary sound.

Though Saussure disagreed with much of Havet’s article, he believed it was right on the crucial point about /l/ being made up of different ‘times’ or ‘moments’. Combining this with what Whitney had written, Saussure hypothesized that all sounds are in fact so composed when they occur in continuous speech. When we refer to the phoneme /p/, we think we are referring to an articulatory unit. In fact, /p/ ambiguously covers three quite different articulatory acts:

1. a state in which the lips are closed and immobile, blocking the passage of air and with no acoustic effect (stasis),

2. the moment when the closure of the lips creates that state, producing a particular sound (implosion)

3. the moment when the lips open, allowing the flow of air to resume with a different particular sound (explosion).60

He drops the term ‘fixation’ from the first notebook, which failed to distinguish between 1 and 2, and draws the following conclusion about the nature of the phoneme:

There are two possibilities: either p means the successive and real pronunciation of the three distinct moments, in which case it must mean that the phoneme is always a composite of three articulations, so that the plosive p is no longer a phoneme—or else p is a generic name either for each of the three articulations indicated, or for the three brought together in pronunciation. The last is in effect the usage adopted. But then the unit called p, the phoneme in general, becomes an abstract unit, it is no longer an individual: it is a more or less artificial type that we create, and we no longer have a designation for and it is <inadmissible> to make use of it for the practical description of the sounds that make up a word

It is surprising to see Saussure attempt to deconstruct the phoneme in this way, given that he is one of the people primarily credited with establishing the concept. For him, calling the phoneme abstract and artificial is equivalent to reducing it to a figment of linguists’ imaginations. Further on in the second notebook he starts a new section with the heading ‘The unit of the phoneme is without application in the theory of speech’.61 No one was more surprised by the apparent doing away with the phoneme than Saussure himself, and he struggles repeatedly to salvage a place for it.62 As he does so, we see something crucial developing in his thought.

In the foregoing we have tried to establish where the legitimate application of the term phoneme commonly ends. The phoneme is not a formative unit of the chain, it is a term of physiological classification. The idea of the phoneme, thus conceived, has no less a role to play in the question of the phonetic chain. To the specific nature of the articulation or to the phoneme are bound in effect highly variable properties where clusters are concerned. It is therefore far from being indifferent to know the phonetic quality of each unit of the chain, and viewed from this perspective this unit will be a phoneme.63

It is as though two distinct yet interdependent levels of reality are needed in order for the production of language to be understood. This notebook began by urging ‘The study of the phoneme in the PHONETIC CHAIN’. It ends by denying that the phoneme is ‘a formative unit of the chain’. Rather, it asserts, each unit of the chain, if viewed outside its chain-formative character and in terms of its phonetic quality, is a phoneme. It is the place and manner of articulation, considered separately from the speech chain. The phoneme represents another reality, neither more nor less real than the series of implosions, stases, and explosions that constitutes the speech chain, but separate and of a distinct order.

An implosion is a phoneme, an explosion is a phoneme, a stasis is a phoneme, provided that I do not consider them <absolutely> as parts of the chain, which would put all the implosions on an equal footing, but with regard to their specific differences.

The reality inhabited by phonemes is one defined by their ‘specific differences’ from each other, something altogether distinct from what happens when they come together in continuous speech.

Saussure has just laid out for the first time the fundamental outlook on language that he would hold for the rest of his life, and would not articulate publicly until his courses on general linguistics.64 Phonemes as pure differences inhabit what he will call another ‘axis’ from the one on which they come to be juxtaposed with one another. Through the remaining notebooks he explores what this view implies about the nature of language and its component parts and the historical development of the Indo-European sound system.

DIFFERENCE AND INTENTIONALITY

Early on, the third notebook states that

Differences alone are the object of our research; groupings of similar phonemes are not. The table

[image: image]

must not in any way indicate an acoustically or mechanically related group but, given the acoustic non-identity, must display the mechanical difference which separates them.

Identity or non identity unity or plurality but the degree of difference or resemblance is indifferent.

Difference awkward term! because it allows for degrees.65

Saussure insists on difference alone, not degrees of difference, because that is how he believes language works. Acoustically and in articulatory terms, the consonants /p/ and /b/, both labial plosives, differ from one another much less than either does from /r/, for example—and yet the words pest and best are no closer to one another in meaning or function than either is to rest. Their ability to signify rests on being different, not on how different. This leads Saussure to conclude that classifying phonemes by their features will not in itself account for their functional make-up.

The difference between phonemes rests in part on negative factors.

And as the difference between phoneme and silence is based on the same principle, one can say that the phoneme not only as a type but as a <substance> entity <not only in its opposition to other facts of phonation but in its opposition to aphony> is formed partially by negative factors.

Negative being either: not physiologically active

or: <with no influence on the acoustic phenomenon>66

Still agonizing over how to reconcile the need to classify sounds with the fact that, functionally, it is only difference that matters, he returns to his little table of consonants p b m and voiceless m, remarking:

Must indicate differences only. Yet the class also has its importance; <it is good to> remember that p b m are phonemes of the same oral articulation but only in the interest of the physiological mechanism and without attaching to this group the value of an acoustic class.

Pursuing the physiological analysis, however, leads back circularly to the question of what makes a sound a phoneme or not a phoneme, what makes it a separate link in a speech chain as opposed to a feature of some other link. For example, /b/ is physiologically a /p/ with voicing (vibration of the vocal cords) added, and /m/ is a /b/ with the addition of nasality (lowering of the velum to allow passage of air through the nose). Voicing and nasality are distinct physiological actions, yet do not count as separate links in the speech chain. Why not?

Saussure sums up his long rumination in a list of the various ways in which a phoneme can be—must be—conceived, a list noteworthy for the appearance of two terms that will figure prominently in his mature thought: acoustic opposition, another way of saying ‘difference’, and semiology, here meaning the ability to signify.

phoneme = always possibility of a semiological value

phoneme = Acoustic oppositions

phoneme = Indivision of the sound in time—resulting from relative resemblance

phoneme = Totality of the sound perceived from moment to moment

phoneme = Impression capable of directing the will (where what is controlled is not the sonority as such, but the sonority as having to concur with a particular phoneme).

Fraction of a phoneme in time and component part of an effect.

Language is composed of a system of acoustic oppositions and even the prolongation of an element is not there in order to help characterize an ensemble of sounds, a word, but to provide an additional element of opposition. (On this score a and ā would be semiologically yes two phonemes)

Not founded on diversity of sound.

Delimitation in the name of the semiology of the phoneme (negative only) and coming only after the acoustic delimitation.67

None of these ideas sketched out circa 1883 would be developed in any of Saussure’s published work in his lifetime.68 In retrospect, they were already implicit in the Mémoire of five years earlier, when questions of articulation and acoustics were set aside in order to focus exclusively on the distribution of phonemes as signifying units. Here, in the third notebook, we see them becoming explicit, as he struggles to put them into a form that is logical and all-encompassing on the one hand, clear and readily communicable on the other. It is not a struggle he would win—hence his silence about these issues in print.

Perhaps the single most difficult obstacle was the one posed by time. Saussure asks himself:

Can the phoneme be considered <outside of time> […]

Without confusing phoneme with element of a phoneme?

Thus the noise that is in z is the same one that is in s.

If you consider outside of time, it will be found that phoneme s = element of another phoneme.69

The third notebook goes on to explore a range of ideas. Often Saussure will start a section of connected prose, only to break off into a series of observations or shorthand ideas, exploring them briefly before letting them drop, sometimes to be picked up again further on. One such idea is the ‘circuit’, which he identifies as the ‘natural direction’:70
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To this ‘acoustico-psychological cycle’ he relates another idea, that of value:

In the acoustic chain we determine the single moments, the homogeneous units (duration irrelevant) papa, pa would be divisible. different value71

semiotic phonology

is concerned with <sounds and series of sounds existing in each idiom> inasmuch as they have a value for the idea (acoustico-psychological cycle)72

Value, like semiology, will come to figure as a key aspect of his mature thought, but makes its first appearance in this unfinished manuscript from his mid-twenties.

Much of the final part of the third notebook is devoted to working out the nature of intentionality in the production of speech sounds. This is bound up with the definition of the phoneme as a ‘meaningful’ unit, which implies that the speaker intends to signal some meaning. And yet, as speakers we know how totally unaware we are most of the time of the muscular movements that produce the meaningful sounds of our utterances, let alone the variants that do not produce a change of meaning. Saussure tries out various schemas for capturing this paradox. One is a tripartite division of directing intention, act, and effect, so that, for example, the production of an /s/ is described as:

directing intention: immediate production of S

act: lingual-palatal constriction

effect: conforms to intention73

The format—descriptive at best, tautological at worst—explains nothing, and Saussure drops it, but it puts into focus the question of what it is that ‘directs’ the precise movement of the vocal organs. Saussure now introduces the term ‘directing image’, which might be understood as a mental image of the sounds to be produced that precedes and directs the nervous impulses and muscular movements. But Saussure resists describing it so straightforwardly.

The will transmitted to the muscles must be separated from the intention of producing this or that feature of the image.

[image: image]

The term acoustic image introduced in the last passage recalls Egger’s ‘vocal image’, noted down by Saussure during his reading of La parole intérieure, along with the comment ‘distinguish the image from the sound sensation’. This is a strong clue, along with the considerations of semiological value, that the long and complex third notebook follows shortly upon Saussure’s reflections on Egger. The acoustic image will endure in Saussure’s thinking, resurfacing in his lectures on general linguistics as one of the two halves of the linguistic sign, the other being what he calls here the ‘meaning’, but will later specify as being a mental concept. The acoustic image finally provides the best solution he can find to the problem of what the ‘will’ of the speaker is where the production of sounds is concerned:

To say that an effect is willed means present <foreseen> in the image to be reproduced. To say of a movement that it is willed means ordered by the presence of a certain element in the image.

Solicited and soliciting movement

And the antinomy is that a willed movement, that is solicited by some part of the image, can bring forward an acoustic element that is not willed.74

The appearance of the word antinomy is intriguing, given that, some thirteen years later, it would appear in the title of Henry’s Antinomies linguistiques, mentioned earlier as taking much of its inspiration from Egger. The unconscious lowering of the palate by a speaker who wants to pronounce n is a case of the antinomy Saussure is referring to here. But what exactly is it that the speaker ‘wants’? Presumably to reproduce the internal image of a sound, but again, the speaker has no idea how this is done physiologically. He or she is aware simply of ‘distinct sensations’. Saussure writes:

The willed image contains only oppositions.

‘Units are willed insofar as they are distinct in sensation.’75

The quotation marks written by Saussure around the last sentence suggest that it has a source, but no reference is given. The possibilities are many, stretching from Condillac and Maine de Biran in the eighteenth century, to Herbert Spencer and Alexander Bain in the mid-nineteenth, to the emerging French psychology that was building on the British ‘associationism’ of which Bain was seen as founder. But it was only at the end of the 1880s that this will–sensation link would become prominent in France, in the writings of Alfred Fouillée and, above all, Henri Bergson.

From these pages it is clear that already in the first half of the 1880s Saussure was not only aware of the principles of associationism but was building his own understanding of language upon them. To ‘will’ something is not necessarily to have an explicit desire for it that one can articulate. It is enough to have a larger purpose in view of which the particular action is a part, together with an implicit, if tacit awareness in the form of distinctive sensation, which could take the form of knowing that bit and knit are two different words, whereas bit and bh it are not.

Saussure now tries to tie these considerations back to the earlier ones concerning the different ‘moments’ in the pronunciation of a phoneme.

What is, in the comparison of abstract phonemes, difference beween presence or absence of nasality etc. is represented concretely by entry or cessation of a given factor. What is ‘difference’ between two articulations is represented concretely by ‘passage to’ a starting position.

In the chain: The entry or cessation, the passage to starting position <are what create> a time with a quality other than the one preceding.

In abstraction: The difference between competition and non-competition between this or that play of articulation are what constitute the types, subtypes (in their essential value).76

This leads to a crucial realization concerning how to relate the two seemingly intractable existential planes, that of the speech chain as it unfolds in time and that of phonemes as types considered outside time.

In speaking of a phonetic chain one always has a concrete thing in view. In speaking of an isolated phoneme, one can understand it in a concrete way or in an abstract way. Concrete if it is conceived as occupying an extent of time. Abstract if one is speaking only of its distinctive characteristics, and if one classifies it.77

The much shorter fourth notebook begins by taking up the difference between sonants and consonants in the development of the primitive Indo-European syllable. The term value is now fully incorporated into the discussion, to mean the use of a sound to fulfil a particular function, or more precisely its capacity to be so used. Saussure takes pains to explain that using the term in this way does not mean that he has made up his mind about one of the basic issues he has set out to investigate.

One can speak of sonantal and consonantal value without examining whether each of them is proper to certain phonemes, or whether any phoneme can have the two values in turn, or finally whether only certain phonemes can have both values.78

This points to a further development of Saussure’s thinking from what is found in the third notebook. On the other hand, he here reverts to the terminology of ‘explosions and fixations’ that seemed to have been superseded already in the second notebook. While most of the fourth consists of disjointed fragments of ideas already familiar from the other notebooks, there is one paragraph on la phonétique générale, ‘general phonology’, that gives a sense of what Saussure was setting out to achieve. After remarking that ‘this area has been taken on as if one were undertaking geometry with the method of zoologists’, he states that

The theory of the combinations of phonemes can be nothing other than a discussion of possibility and impossibility; the observation and description of existing combinations gives only a limited perspective.

For the mind to be satisfied, it must be shown in each case the conditions of existence of a combination, the limit of what combinations are possible, and what would happen if this limit were transgressed. Otherwise the principle of the facts remains hidden.

The fifth notebook investigates specific examples from the history of the Indo-European language family, based on the theoretical groundwork laid in the preceding four. It returns to proposals made by Havet and others, and contests particularly Osthoff’s claim that relative inherent sonance of two adjoining sounds determined which would be the vowel in a given primitive Indo-European syllable. Towards the end it offers general reflections, again of the sort associated with the ‘late’ rather than the ‘early’ Saussure.

Nevertheless everything in language which is a fact of consciousness, that is to say the relationship between the sound and the idea, the semiological value of the phoneme, can and must be studied outside of all historical preoccupation: the study on the same plane of a state of the language is perfectly justified (and even necessary although neglected and misunderstood) when it has to do with semiological facts.79

Here we find most of Saussurean linguistics in a single sentence from circa 1883: the linguistic sign (the relationship between the sound and the idea), semiology, value, the phoneme, the need to study a single ‘state of the language’ (état de langue) outside historical considerations. Still, he is adamant that only historical evidence—that is, data—can validate a theoretical proposition: ‘The rule of syllabification would be justified only if it were historical. We can take it only in its result.’ And yet,

It is legitimate to say that the divergence between y and i was for the Ario-Europeans without semiological value, without examining the origin of this phonological divergence.

Saussure’s conception of semiological value, along with all the other general linguistic considerations just outlined, took shape in his questioning of what is a consonant and what is a vowel in primitive Indo-European.

ADJUNCT SECRETARY

Saussure is not recorded as present at the first two meetings of the Société de Linguistique for the autumn of 1881. Yet Jan Baudouin de Courtenay, who did attend, wrote to a friend that Saussure was at the second meeting, on 19 November.80 They were both certainly present at the 3 December meeting, at which Baudouin was elected to membership. He presented the Société with copies of several works by himself and his student Kruszewski, with whom, as noted in Chapter 7, he was working out the concept of the phoneme as a psychological sound unit, for which they had drawn inspiration from Saussure’s Mémoire.

Baudouin must have looked forward with much anticipation to the paper Saussure read to the Société on 3 December—and been surprised to find that it was not about Indo-European phonology, but the phonetics of the Swiss-French dialect of the Vaud, around Fribourg. This was the brief published résumé of the talk:

French ch et j represented by ts, dz. S by š. Latin c before e i perhaps by θ. L preceded by a consonant softens and finally gives y. The cluster mn has produced nn. Latin a persists, except after palatal consonants. Final o, where it is not dropped, gives u (ou).

This was Saussure’s first analysis of a living language for public presentation. His interest in such analysis was not new: we saw in Chapter 4 how, as a boy, he had worked out the grammatical system of the private code devised by his little brothers Léopold and René, and there had been the trip to Lithuania in 1880. He would continue doing this sort of detailed analysis for years to come, though without ever again presenting or publishing any of it.

At the 17 December meeting, and at the following one on 7 January 1882, Baudouin de Courtenay and Saussure were once more both present, though this seems to have ended their personal acquaintance. At each of the meetings Baudouin presented several more of his works to the Société. Any parts of Saussure’s phonology manuscripts that date from this time may reflect discussions between the two of them and Saussure’s reading of Baudouin’s and Kruszewski’s work—but there are no citations.

Another important development occurred at the 17 December 1881 meeting. As it was the last of the year, it included an election for officers for 1882. Bréal was re-elected as president and Havet as Adjunct Secretary, which effectively meant running the Société, since the presidency was largely an honorary position. But Havet was finding the work overwhelming. The Société voted to establish a second Adjunct Secretary post, and in order that the workload could be shared out at once, Saussure was ‘delegated in the functions of Adjunct Secretary’. He was, moreover, appointed to the Committee on Publications, along with Bergaigne, Paris, Renan, and the Celticist Henri Gaidoz. This put him in the most august of company, even if, as Adjunct Secretary delegate, he alone would be doing all the hard work of editing the Société’s Bulletin and Mémoires, assisted by his student Émile Ernault, appointed as Administrator of the Société in 1882.81

This was a lot for Saussure to take on in the same week as his first lectures at the École Pratique des Hautes Études. It is not as though he was still the youth blissfully unaware of his limits who produced the Mémoire. More likely, he approached his work for the Société in the same spirit as the dictation he took for his father—a duty. One is left to wonder whether, had he not taken it on, he might have been able to bring the article on phonology to completion, in which case his career and life might have taken a very different course.

At the 4 February 1882 meeting Saussure read the rest of his paper on the Fribourg patois, consisting of a résumé of its sound system and some unusual features in its grammar.82 A month later he gave a talk on the etymologies of Slavonic lobŭzati ‘kiss’ and Greek katērēs ‘furnished’. A paper on the Greek negative prefix nē- on 24 June was his last for the year, but he frequently offered comments on the talks given by others. He knew too when to hold his tongue. After de Charencey’s talk on Basque phonetics and etymology on 29 April he offered his views, but following the same aristocrat-scholar’s attempt on 10 June to connect Basque with Algonquian, he said nothing.

Saussure performed his delegated role capably. When the time came for the next election of officers, in December 1882, Bréal proposed that he be made Adjunct Secretary, rather than simply delegate. Havet would be bumped up to the position of vice-president, formally an honour but, as everyone knew, functionless—so in practical terms, a demotion. Word got round to Havet that it was at Saussure’s instigation that Bréal had proposed the change. Saussure had indeed let it be known that, unless he were elected Adjunct Secretary in Havet’s place, he was not willing to go on doing the work for him.

It was a reasonable position to take. At the same time, it amounted to announcing that over the last year he had not simply been relieving Havet of some of his excessive burden, but was effectively doing his job. Saussure had sent subtle signals to Havet, for instance with a postcard in March 1882 apologizing for being late with his contribution for the memorial volume which Havet was editing for the late Charles Graux, a Greek specialist and their fellow lecturer at the École.83 Saussure blamed himself for the large number of corrections and additions needed to the proofs, calling it ‘absolutely indecent’, and offering to pay any costs the printer might claim. If he expected Havet to infer that perhaps he had had to rush the composition of the article because he was doing Havet’s duties as well as his own, the message did not get through.

Hence the December announcement seemed like a coup d’état. For Havet, who had done more than anyone to proclaim the importance of the Mémoire and help Saussure get established on the Parisian academic scene, it felt like a stab in the back.

Was there perhaps something to this? Already at Leipzig Saussure was making notes to himself such as ‘Refute Havet Mém. Soc. Ling. II 326’,84 and early in his time in Paris he took notes on Havet’s non-standard pronunciations. In the previous section we saw how critical he was in 1883 of another article of Havet’s, on the pronunciation of l. By the end of 1884 he was writing that ‘Latin phonology’—the name of Havet’s course at the École des Hautes Études, which Saussure had attended three years earlier—rests on ‘a foundation of old false ideas’.85 None of this was directed against Havet personally, nor was any of it published. Still, one can see how Havet might have felt insecure, and more than a little patronized, by Saussure’s air of being too aristocratically polite to let on how aware he was of his intellectual superiority.

Saussure wrote to Havet, addressing him for the first time as ‘Mon cher ami’ rather than ‘Cher Monsieur’, though continuing to use the formal vous.

No need to tell you that I would not dream for an instant of having myself nominated against your wishes to a post which the Société benefits so greatly from having you occupy, and I am not in the least obsessed with desire to be part of the publications committee. My intention, which I have allowed myself to express to a few members of the Société, is merely to stop being part of the committee rather than to go on being part of it in the present conditions. I reckon in effect that the usefulness of my post as ‘delegated to the functions etc.’ is out of proportion with the burden it imposes on its holder, since any member at all can replace the secretary when the latter is prevented from attending a meeting. There you have my point of view. You see that it has to do with my personal convenience, which I do not try to hide, but that I am not raising any claim. After this explanation I know that you will not attribute to my intervention the ulterior motives which this question might suggest. If you are disposed to quit your functions, I would certainly be happy to fill them. But my acceptance is dependent on your agreement. All that matters to me is no longer to be delegated.86

At the next meeting of the Société, on 16 December 1882, Havet announced his wish not to stand, and Saussure was elected Adjunct Secretary for 1883.87 This made him officially the chief editor of the Société’s Mémoires,88 which he had effectively been editing since the start of 1882. The following week, Saussure wrote to Havet asking his advice about reorganizing the printed catalogue of the Société’s library, and the handling of page proofs for its Mémoires.89 For months to come, Saussure was still treading delicately around Havet’s feelings. When the publication of Bulletin 23 was announced at the 12 May 1883 meeting of the Société, Saussure proudly pointed out the much overdue updating of the list of members which it contained—then hastened to give credit for this to the previous Adjunct Secretary, Havet.90

In 1883, Saussure read two short papers to the Société. The first, on 20 January, concerned the etymology of Greek hygiēs ‘health’. His student Kirste was among those commenting on it, and at the same meeting Saussure offered comments on a paper by Loth on the Breton prefix to-. The second was on 17 March, the meeting at which his student Taverney was elected to membership, and dealt with the etymology of German Hexe ‘witch’. In between, on 3 February, there occurred one of the Société’s more unconventional sessions, at which Jules Lefort demonstrated ‘his phonetic machine, capable of producing all the French vowels except the nasals’.

In 1884 Saussure gave three talks to the Société. On 29 March he spoke on the diphthongs eo and iu in Old High German, and a fortnight later he presented ‘a conjecture on the subject of the Greek name of the eel, ímbēris, used in Methymne according to Hesychius. This word appears to be of the same origin as éngkhelys and its r relates it to the Lithuanian ungurỷs.’ In July he spoke about Old High German wirdar for widar, and the adjective murgi ‘short’. This meeting was sparsely attended, because many members had left early for their summer holidays, but comments on Saussure’s paper were offered by his faithful student Bauer.

Over the next years Saussure would be extremely active in the Société, presenting many papers and commenting on countless others. The published accounts of meetings for these years, although anonymous, are principally from his pen, just as the volumes of Mémoires are the product of his tacit and devoted editorship. Those who presented papers were instructed to give Saussure a full résumé of their talk within a fortnight. If they failed to do so, they would receive only a summary report, which Saussure would have to write or designate someone else to write if he was away.91 This needs to be borne in mind when one wonders why the young man who dashed off the 300 pages of the Mémoire in a matter of months published so little during his years in Paris.

A dramatic event for the Société occurred on 7 September 1884, while Saussure was still at a three-week military training camp at Colombiers. The president of the Société, Stanislas Guyard, committed suicide.92 The motive is unknown. He was thirty-eight years old and had recently been appointed to the chair of Arabic language and literature in the Collège de France. James Darmesteter presided at the autumn meetings, with Charencey being elected president for the following year in December. Saussure was re-elected as Adjunct Secretary.

His inability to complete his phonology project was certainly not the result of indolence. If anything, a drive to produce constantly—very like his father’s, and impossible to disconnect from their Calvinist heritage—led Saussure to channel so much of his intellectual and physical energies into minute tasks that not enough was left for him to bring his larger ambitions to fruition. Under these circumstances, his very full social calendar did not help matters.

WEDDINGS

During his years in Paris, Saussure’s social life continued to revolve almost entirely around people from his family’s Genevese coterie. In Leipzig, they had formed a very small circle, but this was not the case in Paris. Some of the banking families, such as the Mallets, were permanently settled in the French capital, never letting go of their Genevese homestead, though preferring the splendour and gaiety of the world’s greatest city at its historical peak. And almost everyone from upper-class Geneva made the pilgrimage from time to time, for reasons from fashion and shopping to artistic and intellectual pursuits.

Saussure’s neighbour and closest companion was Francis Decrue. Élie David was also residing in Paris, and he and Saussure occasionally dined together. In July of 1884 his brother Léopold was living next door while undertaking some of his naval officer training in the capital.93 As for his fellow linguists, besides those he saw at the École, he spent every second Saturday evening with them at the Société, and much of his week was given over to corresponding with those preparing work for publication in the Mémoires. Again, as in Leipzig, they inhabited social worlds that did not overlap, with very few exceptions. Bréal sometimes appeared in the literary salons of high society, which a decade later would fall beneath the spell of his young cousin Marcel Proust. Saussure was sometimes invited to dinner at the Bréals’, and at the home of the other aristocratic senior linguist, Arbois de Jubainville.94 The invitations were not entirely welcome, since they cut deeply into Saussure’s time, more than was immediately obvious. Before going to the dinner, he was obliged to pay a ‘preparatory’ call on Madame, and another (jocularly called the ‘digestive’) after the dinner to express his gratitude. Writing about this to Albertine—with his fellow Genevese ‘recluse’ Francis Decrue by his side, writing to his own family—he added:

But there is more: the wives of these gentlemen each has her fixed day for receiving visitors, so you cannot stop in at one after the other. You have to take time off successively on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, Thursdays, in the middle of the afternoon; life is no longer possible. […] Again this evening I am abstaining from a party to which a member of the Société de Linguistique has invited me.95

The one Parisian linguist of his own generation with whom Saussure cultivated a personal friendship was the half-Greek, half-French Jean Psichari, who in the winter of 1882 married the daughter of Ernest Renan. The Renan connection opened all doors to Psichari. Nominally, Saussure and Renan served together on the publications committee of the Société, but Renan never actually attended its meetings. Saussure met him for the first time in early February 1883, when invited to dine at Psichari’s home. He found Renan charming and full of bonhomie.96

In one case Saussure’s family and linguistic circles did overlap. The young Max van Berchem, his second cousin on his mother’s side, was doing Arabic studies in Paris, and in March 1883 Saussure nominated him for membership in the Société.97 Saussure would remain close to van Berchem and his brothers throughout his life.

On 3 June 1883 Saussure’s grandfather, Count Alexandre de Pourtalès, died in Geneva at the age of seventy-two. Ferdinand had been close to him as a boy, looking up to him as an intellectual inspiration. He excused himself from the next two meetings of the Société to return home for the funeral. For Henri de Saussure, who had been so relieved by the reconciliation with his father-in-law a few years before, it was a sad loss, but the prospect of an inheritance promised some long-needed relief from his financial slide. Still, it would take more than a year to settle the estate.

The prospect was all the more welcome given that Albertine and Dora were both about to be married. In August 1883 the 21-year-old Albertine exchanged vows with Alexander Marcet, of a well-known family of Genevese-English medical scholars. In 1880, Alexander’s elder sister Daisy had married Count Hermann de Pourtalès, Louise’s brother, and the following year they had their first child, Count Guy de Pourtalès, destined to become one of the great writers of his generation. With the families already linked in this way, Albertine’s marriage to Alex was an especially joyful occasion.

The previous year, Blanche Odier, Louise de Saussure’s close friend from girlhood, had tried to arrange a match between her son Gabriel and Albertine. Ferdinand was mortified when Blanche wrote to him enclosing a picture of Gabriel, apparently confident that Ferdinand would persuade his sister.98 Marrying into the Lombard-Odier banking family would have propelled Albertine high up the Genevese financial and social scale. So she clearly married for love, with the added attraction of Alex’s cosmopolitan character and life. He had been educated at Marlborough College and the University of London, then took a position as engineer with George Forrester & Company of Liverpool, manufacturers of large marine engines.99 In 1883, the year of his marriage, he moved back to London to take charge of the production of hydraulic machinery for the East Ferry engineering works at Millwall Docks. None of this sounds very glamorous, but it saved Albertine from a life of playing nurse-maid to her parents, which would have been her fate as an Odier and a pillar of Genevese society.

She was, however, deeply devoted to her mother and father, so to spend half the year in London, with the rest divided between the Marcet family homes in Cannes and Geneva, suited her perfectly. She could be with her own family during the summers at Creux de Genthod, when they were at their best. As the years progressed, the increasing demands of Alex’s career sometimes prevented them from going down for the summer. This was hard on Albertine, but luckily members of her family, including Ferdinand, were always happy to come up for a short or an extended stay at their home near London.

Dora’s wedding followed Albertine’s by just three and a half months. On 26 November 1883, the day before Ferdinand’s twenty-sixth birthday, Dora, aged twenty, married Edmond Agénor de la Rive. Edmond was sixteen years her senior, and belonged to another of the old hundred families—indeed that of Horace-Bénédict de Saussure’s mother, née Renée de la Rive. The two of them would stay settled in Geneva through their married life, providing an anchor point for Dora’s siblings. She would inevitably carry a large share of the burden for looking after their parents, but the fact that she and Edmond never had children at least left her with more time and energy for this than might have been the case otherwise.

Ferdinand’s correspondence with his mother during these years continued to show signs of a strain in their relationship. Earlier it was she complaining about the infrequency and superficiality of his letters. In September of 1884, home for the summer, he was the one feeling abandoned by her, as she had left to stay with Albertine in London.100 Louise remained there through October and into November, but on her return journey stopped off in Paris to meet Ferdinand.101 She was now forty-seven years old. Her two eldest daughters were married. Ferdinand, nearly twenty-seven, had made a name for himself and was established in a career. Horace, twenty-five, artistic and a dreamer like her, was a promising young painter who seemed to be making his way step by step toward a recognized reputation. Léopold, eighteen, was fulfilling his ambitions for a naval career, while René, sixteen, was following in Ferdinand’s footsteps by gathering up school prizes, though in mathematical and scientific rather than poetic pursuits. Jeanne, fifteen, was partially deaf, with an introversion that made her tend to get lost in the shuffle. The youngest son, Louis, was now thirteen, which meant that Louise no longer had small children totally dependent on her.

The recent death of her father, however sad it was, had also freed her from the family tensions to which his difficult personality gave rise, not least with his own wife. And the promise of an inheritance would relieve some of the practical concerns that had been a black cloud over the Saussure household since the failure of Henri’s large investment schemes nearly fifteen years before. There was every reason to think that the nervous depression that had assailed Louise for so long might begin, at long last, to loosen its grip.

PUBLICATIONS

Besides his anonymous editorial contributions to the Société’s publications, Saussure had one review in the Revue critique in 1883, of a book in Swedish on Swedish phonology by Axel Kock, which fell within his competence as a lecturer in Germanic languages. This review, his first contribution to a scholarly journal not published by the Société, hints at questions raised in the phonology notebooks concerning the relationship between consonants and sonants, going so far as to state that physiological factors are irrelevant to an account of the phonological system. This arises in the context of how the ch in late medieval Swedish texts, which later became k, relates to the ch occurring in some modern-day dialects, which occurs in different words and has another source. Kock treats them as a unitary group, leading Saussure to comment that ‘a historical link is conceivable only between two forms, or between two phonemes as constituent elements of forms. The acoustic identity of phonemes, as well as their diversity, is in itself of no significance for history.’102

Saussure’s publications for 1884 included three brief notes in the Société’s Mémoires. One proposes a link between Vedic Sanskrit líbuǵā- ‘ivy’ and Old Slavic lobŭzati ‘kiss’. Saussure admits that this seems unlikely, not only because of the semantic mismatch but because líbuúǵā- does not look like an original Sanskrit word, which it would have to be for an Old Slavic congener to be credible. Yet, he points out, ‘The mother language must, like every language, have admitted some exceptions to the usual types, some words of bizarre manufacture born through onomatopoeia, borrowings from neighbouring languages, etc.’103 Another examines the etymology of the Latin verb sūdo ‘sweat’, which Saussure says must come from an unattested Indo-European *svoido, with the v dropped as in other primitive Latin words beginning with sv-, and the oi becoming ū.104 The third is on Old High German murg, murgi ‘short’, which occurs as an independent word only once, in Notker’s translation of Boethius, wherein are also found most of the few attestations of the compound murgfāri ‘for a short time’. Saussure rejects Grimm’s suggestion of a link to Middle High German murc ‘putrid, murky’, relating it instead to Gothic gemaúrgjan ‘shorten’. This presumes a Gothic adjective *maúrgus that corresponds etymologically to Greek brakhýs, both being derived from Indo-European *mṛghús.105

In addition, his paper for the Mélanges honouring Charles Graux, ‘A Rhythmic Law of the Greek Language’, appeared in 1884.106 The most common ancient Greek poetic metre was the hexameter, made up mostly of dactyls (a long vowel followed by two short ones), interspersed with spondees (two long vowels). This meant that in hexametric verse no word containing more than two short vowels in sequence can be used, unless one of them is made long ‘by position’, putting it before a consonant cluster or at the end of the verse (where it was reckoned to combine with the following silence to form a long syllable). Saussure applies this metric fact to the seeming patternlessness that characterizes vowel length in a large number of Greek words, where one finds a long ā, ē, or ō where etymologically a short a, e, or o would be expected. He hypothesizes that in an archaic stage of Greek the rhythmic avoidance of three short vowels in succession caused these vowels to lengthen.107

This putative law had a large residue of exceptions to account for. By restricting its application to the archaic period, Saussure could exempt the hundreds of new formations in classical Greek that tolerate unlimited sequences of short vowels. He believed that a ‘slow revolution in the rhythm of the Greek sentence’ occurred between the two periods.108 When it comes to a basic word such as thugatéra ‘daughter’ that must have existed in the archaic period yet has four short vowels in sequence, he invokes analogy—in this case a morphological analogy with mētéra ‘mother’ that prevented a change to *thugatēra, for example: ‘When the rigorous execution of the law came at the price of the natural symmetry of a system of forms, the language sacrificed harmony of sound to morphological harmony.’109

The paper is of interest as Saussure’s only published grappling with the question of how the language of poets relates to everyday language. He says early on concerning the archaic period of Greek that

The current and everyday language took offence at a succession of three short syllables, and the question needs to be asked whether the most ancient poetic rhythm of Greek was not to some degree dictated in advance by this natural cadence of their speech.110

His interest in poetic metre and poetry generally had lain dormant since his turn to linguistics, and this is an early sign of its reawakening. The article is also his first attempt to declare a phonetic ‘law’ since the Mémoire. His proposal concerning Greek had the simplicity and general applicability expected of a phonetic law, but left too many exceptions to be satisfactory. The proposal was widely taken up, and is referred to in many subsequent studies of the development of Greek vowels. But in later years even one of Saussure’s most ardent champions, Robert Gauthiot, would have to acknowledge that, while Saussure’s paper was the first to point out the variations in quantity, it was another Swiss linguist, Jakob Wackernagel from Basel, who worked out the crucial details.111

Saussure’s other publication of 1884 is a long extract from a letter which he wrote to Alexis Giraud-Teulon, mentioned in an earlier chapter as a family friend and professor of ethnology at the Université de Genève. Included as an appendix to Giraud-Teulon’s book on the origins of marriage and the family,112 it was Saussure’s first non-technical publication since the three-part article on Pictet for the Journal de Genève in 1878, and, as it happens, the only scholarly reference in the letter is to Pictet. He probably did not foresee that Giraud-Teulon would publish the letter, which simply relates received views on the etymology of the words for basic family relations, referring principally to Greek and Latin, with other Indo-European branches brought in where they differ from the classical languages. Saussure stresses that his remarks are limited to facts that have an incontestable basis in the linguistic evidence. He was sceptical of the further extrapolations that had been made, sometimes on just partial evidence, about Indo-European society as a whole. At the end, he offers his personal evaluation of what the data show, particularly on the question, central to Giraud-Teulon’s enquiry, of whether female rather than male roles were at the centre of how family relations were conceived and organized.

Drawing from what is contained in these linguistic data, and nothing more, we must certainly conclude that the father and husband held as wide a place in the Indo-European family as the wife did. […]—The names that the Aryas used to designate the husband and wife were probably potis and potuî. The fundamental meaning of potis is ‘master’, but this title, as Pictet rightly points out, must not be taken to imply that the wife was a slave, since for its part the title potuî means ‘mistress’. It is in relation to the rest of the family that the husband and wife were master and mistress, lord and dame. It seems to me that these terms suggest a patriarchal state, in which not only the children, but an entire familia or clan was grouped around the potis and the potuí. No doubt it was only in the eminent families that the husband and wife bore these names. They are curious in that they present as associated ideas, on the one hand marriage, and on the other, a patriarchal community living under the aegis and authority of a chief.113

The remark about ‘eminent families’ is grounded in no linguistic evidence, but reflects Saussure’s instinctive sense of how societies are organized. His instincts also made it ‘curious’ to him that marriage might be associated with the authority of a male chief. Looking at his own family, one can see why. On the Pourtalès side, his grandmother Augusta’s separate court at Cannes was the true family foyer, while grandfather Alexandre played with his boats. On the Saussure side, the real power lay with aunt Adèle; the dilettante Théodore and feckless Henri had merely titular authority. Still, the responsibility for being the next clan chieftain fell upon the shoulders of Ferdinand himself. Adèle, keeper of the family traditions, would in her subtle way make sure that no one forgot it. And it was hardly in Ferdinand’s pious nature, when the time came, to renounce the role of potis to those who loved and counted on him.
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1884–1888

‘THEORETICAL EXPLANATIONS’ AND ‘GENERALITIES ABOUT LINGUISTIC METHOD AND THE LIFE OF LANGUAGE’

DISSATISFIED with the previous year’s results, Saussure changed his teaching programme for 1884–5, adding a Friday afternoon session and so increasing his lecturing duties by half, from three hours per week to four and a half. This was by his own choice. The work of covering Gothic and Old High German grammar and text interpretation (Wulfila and Tatian) was done on Wednesdays and Fridays, with a new course on Saturdays devoted to Old Norse. The new arrangment prevented students from getting just the big picture without the nuts and bolts. His annual report says that

Each chapter of Gothic grammar was followed by the corresponding chapter of German grammar; then, before passing to a new topic, the same chapter was studied again from the historical and comparative point of view. This order appeared the most favourable both for the work of memorization and for making theoretical explanations interesting.1

Yet from the height of nineteen students in 1883–4, Saussure’s audience dropped to nine in 1884–5, the lowest enrolment of his Paris teaching years. Four of the nine dropped out before the year was over. Each had a reason—something more pressing elsewhere—but it did not leave the impression that the new arrangement had been a success. The Saturday lectures on Old Norse drew just three, including Bauer and David, now in their fourth year of attendance. By the end it was just the two of them. Even so, they were unable to get through the whole grammar and had to forego their planned reading of the Snorra-Edda.

For the other courses, Eugène Proust returned after a year away, leaving six new faces. One young man of exceptional talent, Louis Duvau, was singled out for praise in Saussure’s report. Duvau was ‘well prepared for the subject through his knowledge of comparative grammar’, and he ‘took part in the work of the class right to the end and with great zeal’.2

In the institutional memory of the École, as recorded by Robert Gauthiot, adjunct director of Section IV at the time of Saussure’s death, 1884–5 was the year in which Saussure’s course ceased to ‘attract listeners, but not students’.3 The presence of Duvau, who became a notable member of the Section IV teaching staff, is all that Gauthiot cites in support of this statement, which does a disservice to some of the very devoted members of Saussure’s audience in the earlier years. But it records how things were seen and remembered in Paris: the fourth year of Saussure’s teaching was when he hit his stride and things became, as Gauthiot put it, ‘noteworthy’.4

A set of notes dated ‘December 84’ and ‘March 85’ is found in the same large-format notebook which contains, seventy pages earlier, Saussure’s notes on Egger’s book on inner speech. They refer prominently to Gothic, an indication that they are notes for the course, in particular for the ‘theoretical explanations’ alluded to in Saussure’s report. In the following year, 1885–6, his report mentions ‘a few lessons devoted to generalities about linguistic method and the life of language’, and these again likely connect to the same notes, which pick up on ideas concerning signs first sketched earlier in the notebook and apparently sparked by reading Egger. Not that Saussure took over Egger’s treatment as it stood—he incorporated his own revisions, integrating them into a discussion of what historical linguistic enquiry is about.

The December 1884 notes would be for the start of the course. They address the fundamental question of what the study of Gothic phonology is really about. Traditionally, such a course would trace the development of sounds from the oldest attested stage of the language down to its modern descendants. But, Saussure points out, that is not really phonology. Phonology should inventory and describe the full range of sounds in a particular language, rather than automatically attaching them to some earlier historical stage. In the notes we see Saussure struggling to articulate his radical critique of the subject he is teaching.

‘Latin phonology’, ‘Gothic phonology’ etc. are terms based on false and outdated ideas. These terms, and the subject divisions they imply, are in an insoluble contradiction with our knowledge of the facts of language.

[…] All we can say about the different phonemes after having noted their presence, is to compare them either a certain earlier state or the whole series of accessible earlier states, to explain the process which has given rise to each of them.5

The idea that he has been working towards now emerges. Phonology is the study of the ensemble of sounds in a language at a particular state, a given moment of its development that Saussure calls an état linguistique. Historical study should take the form of comparing two such states, two such ensembles, rather than looking at how a given sound is transformed across the centuries.

In sum, as soon as we are dealing with phonological transformation we are considering <a movement, and by extension> a space of time bounded between 2 terms <& 2> more or less distant linguistic states>. The description of a language is on the contrary <corresponds> <concerns on the contrary>, at least ideally, an <immobile> ensemble of simultaneous facts a given point in time and an immobile ensemble of facts.

This is the key Saussurean conception of synchrony and diachrony, without those labels but otherwise fully articulated. The separation of the two is already implicit in the Mémoire, which is his attempt to reconstruct the successive états linguistiques of Indo-European vowels. Again in the phonology notebooks of the early 1880s, without expressly saying so, he discusses the phonemes of a particular state of Indo-European, while wondering occasionally whether it is possible to consider them ‘outside of time’.

At this point in the December 1884 notes he finds it important to introduce a term which he says ‘has already been proposed by Mr Kruszewski in his very estimable brochure’,6 that of phonological divergence from etymological and related forms. The advantage of this term over the usual ‘change’ or ‘evolution’ or ‘development’ is that divergence (Lautwechsel, usually translated as ‘sound alternation’) does not necessarily imply the passage of time. Two roads can diverge at a single moment in time, for example. Nor does it connote that the two forms are somehow ‘the same’ historically, despite showing both phonological and functional divergence between them.

It is therefore precise to say that the <scientific> description of a language at a given moment has nothing to do <with what concerns> any kind of phonological changes. […] On the other hand the results of phonological changes when     they affect the form of phonological divergences of related sounds can and must be included in such a description.

The last sentence seems to be saying (not altogether clearly) that the kind of analysis of divergent sounds that Saussure is calling for will inevitably incorporate the results of any changes that have taken place between historical stages. A description of a language system is implicitly historical, and is scientific in a way that direct accounts of change are not.

It remains the case that ‘<The divergences the people are consciously aware of> are <those which have> become significative of the idea>’. Saussure always rejected as nothing more than a linguist’s abstract fantasy any putative structure that does not correspond to what speakers experience mentally. Here he connects such experience to meaning. When primitive Indo-European had just one vowel phoneme, and signalled all differences in meaning through contrasts of consonants, the vowel could diverge into e-coloured or o-coloured versions without speakers initially perceiving the difference. As soon as the colourings came to be used to signify different ideas, however, people were consciously aware of the divergence. That was the start of a second linguistic stage with a two-vowel system, where the first stage had only one—even though, objectively speaking, the same two vowel sounds were being produced by speakers. They were, in effect, not being heard.

With the start of the second semester in March 1885, Saussure returned to the question of speakers’ awareness, which brought him closer to the concerns of Egger. In a passage reminiscent of his criticism of Egger’s ‘insufficient distinction between the passage from the idea to the word and the passage from the word to the idea’, Saussure tries to clarify the distinction by putting it into the context of analogy.

In general the minds of speakers go from the idea to the sign, and if the sign is not forthcoming, they create a new one from <by combining> elements furnished by memory.

But in a large number of cases, the opposite takes place: a sign is present to the mind, but the idea that it represents is forgotten and one creates an analogical signification, or interprets the sign, from

This fact does not seems extraordinary at first, because the work of language is done only in speaking. Now in order to speak it is necessary for the idea to pre-exist the sign <the expression>. One does not normally pronounce a word the meaning of which one does not know. But the phenomenon is not accomplished on isolated words: it is accomplished first on the word incorporated in the sentence; the entire formula one knows the meaning of the sentence, but misanalyses the relations which exist between its different terms.7

Saussure gives the example of o-coloured a’s in French—a non-standard or what he calls a ‘vicious’ pronunciation—to show how a phonological law operates, without, initially at least, speakers being aware of it.

When a person is incapable of pronouncing a pure a and says bogoge for baggage, molode for malade, […] either one does not perceive it, or one will say that this person is changing the sounds, […] not […] the words, the forms, which however is necessarily the consequence of the change that has taken place within the elements of the words.

Although he does not point it out explicitly, this is the same process by which the e- and o-coloured vowels of primitive Indo-European arose. Saussure adopts the metaphor of a battle to explain how a change moves from being a vice, or abuse of the system, to part of the system.

Now, let the vice of pronunciation go a little further and pass a certain limit, difficult to fix, and let the person say for example l for r: polte for porte, galçon for garçon, lage for rage, one is immediately surprised, <these are> words <which appear> changed: that is thus conscious awareness of the normal form is at the same time of the idea signified, is awakened; two different words <is awakened>; the conscious awareness of the particular word intervenes each time this divergent pronunciation recurs.

So long as speakers are not conscious of the change, as with the o-coloured a’s, the conditions are those of a phonological law. But

if one part of the community begins saying polte, galçon etc.; there will be 2 rival forms present in for every word containing r, because this change cannot insinuate itself without evoking the conscious awareness of the affected word. […] The battle is transported onto the semiological terrain.

The appearance of ‘signified’ and ‘semiological’ again shows that Saussure’s mature conception of language was present in most of its key aspects in his lectures of 1884–5. Here the link between, on the one hand, synchrony and diachrony, and on the other, semiology, is clearer than in his later teaching as reflected in the Course in General Linguistics. A different linguistic stage is reached when divergences in sounds reach the semiological terrain, in other words when they begin to signify different meanings. Then are we dealing with a new system that is psychologically real.

The semiological function of sounds is Saussure’s criterion for saying that speakers have ‘conscious awareness’ of them. Such awareness does not depend on speakers being able to say explicitly how they understand the sounds of their language. If they are using sounds to signify different ideas, that is the one basis on which a linguist can decide that they are ‘conscious’ of them.

There follow fourteen pages of notes on Sanskrit forms, showing that Saussure still expected his students of Germanic languages to be fully versed in Indo-European linguistics. He then returns to the question of semiology, introducing, then crossing out, a reference to the system of signalling flags used in the navy, which he will pick up in the next decade, then develop memorably in his lectures of 1907. The mention of them here, in his lectures of March 1885, brings to mind the fact that his brother Léopold, who recently began service as a ship’s ensign,8 had been living next door to him the previous July while studying to be a naval officer. But whereas in his 1907 lectures he will use the analogy in a positive way, to draw out facts about the nature of language from the system of maritime flags, in 1885 he maintains that the two systems should not be seen as comparable.

The figuration of ideas through words must not be compared to a system <however perfected it may be> of signs: for example to the language of the signals in use in the navy <whatever they may be, they evoke ideas only indirectly <and through abstraction>, whereas speech being reserved for this use exclusively> in effect hearing the word horse evokes in us the idea of horse, in a way totally analogous to the sight of a horse <living or painted>. If we <try to> conceive of exterior objects <and phenomena> as <being> the signs of our ideas, instead <of being their prototypes,> we will have the analogy of what are <spoken> nouns and verbs are to our ideas. The same Words such as beauty idem.9

Saussure’s reference to the word beauty links back to his reading of Pictet’s Du beau, which he had written about eight years earlier. That book dealt directly with this question of how exterior objects relate to ideas, and ideas to language. Du beau and Egger’s La parole intérieure are the two works on linguistic signs and their relation to thought on which we have Saussure’s own testimony of his knowledge and reflection.

The notes on the reverse of this page introduce a new way of picturing the relationship between the idea and the word: as the conjunction of idea and sound, bound vertically to one another. It came to him from an unexpected source, James Darmesteter’s lectures on Old Persian, which Saussure had attended in 1881. Darmesteter was discussing the role of analogy in reshaping the morphology of nouns. Saussure replaces Darmesteter’s examples with forms of French verbs, so that his students, who were expected to know Sanskrit but not Old Persian, would see the effect of analogy in generating new forms.

Mr J. Darmesteter has shown how the ancient genitive of plurals of Old Persian gave the general form of the plural.

[image: image]

In this figure, both the idea and the sound are implicitly divided into a primary root (A or B) and a secondary inflection (a orb). The identity ofa andb on the level of the idea, together with the partial identity of Aa and A′a on the level of sound, brings about an analogical change whereby Ab and A′b manifest this same partial identity. At this point in his lecture, the important thing is not the analogical change as such, but what it reveals concerning the link between historical change and the operation of a system of linguistic signs at a given point in time. In those dialects of English where brung has replaced brought as the part participle of bring, this has happened because speakers expect sounds to relate to one another, and words to relate to one another, in a way that is essentially systematic. A few pages further on in the notes is a remark that effectively summarizes the key point:

Description of the significative Elements <forms and processes> in a given epoch = true morphology.

Basis <for proving the individual existence of a form>: the idea contained

including: synonomy

syntax

structure <reduction> of words <forms> which where the mind senses more than one idea contain more than one idea to those which contain only one.10

Saussure is critical of Hermann Paul for failing to see the link between historical development and the operation of language at a given period. He stresses that he is in perfect agreement with Paul’s overall conception of language, but cannot understand why the author of the most influential textbook of historical linguistics of the time ‘seems to oppose descriptive and comparative grammar to historical grammar, as if the latter did not rest equally on description within comparison’.11 This leads Saussure to wonder whether ‘historical’ is really the right term for the enterprise which goes by that name, remarking that ‘until descriptive grammar has been redone rebuilt on its new basis, I think it is very difficult to have <more than> a superficial view of historical development’.

The notes return to the linguistic sign, picking up in mid-sentence from something that was broken off earlier. Saussure is making the point that the ultimate reality of language cannot consist of linguistic elements, which a speaker puts together to form a whole. Thought comes to us as a whole—hence the primary reality of language is the sentence, which corresponds to that whole. The signs that constitute the sentence are the secondary result of its mental analysis. Saussure explores the idea that this analysis is achieved through a sort of search through the signs already in the speaker’s memory. Analysis ends when we reach the word, which is the sign that corresponds to the idea.

What then are The ideas elements of ideas above <on> of which analysis ceases to operate      ?      It is thus those which are thus those to which memory offers a corresponding sign. This limit, it can be seen, is entirely relative. If one has begun, though very frequent usage, the memory of a phrase <very complex sign> such as ‘all-is-ready’, ‘break-rank!’ <‘against the law’ ‘nineteenth-century’>, which gives the thought exactly in its totality, no analysis <of the thought> is not produced; there is only analysis of the ensemble of the known phrases <signs retained> to find the sign desired.

The invocation of memory and complex signs echoes Egger, who used these terms in a closely related context though not in quite the same way as Saussure. For Egger, ‘Words are not memories, they are instruments of work, they are the tools of intelligence’.12 This is part of his argument against a ‘historical’ focus on how individuals acquire language, in favour of a concern with their ability to use it once it is fully formed—an argument directly connected with Saussure’s stress here on what he would later call synchrony. Egger asks, ‘Once one has learned to use words, what difference does it make when and how they entered into our mind? What difference does their history make?’ But, he adds, when we inwardly repeat to ourselves phrases we have heard or read, or remember a word that had been on the tip of our tongue, ‘this is an entirely different case: these utterances, these sentences, these words are memories’.13

In Saussure’s view, all the elements of language seem to qualify as memories, not just those which have come into the spotlight of our attention. We saw Saussure attempt to define the word as the sign which, when located, ends our analysis of ideas. He finds a more elegant formulation—only to end up crossing through the whole passage: ‘Words are what we call the signs, simple or complex, corresponding to the units of ideas which above the <at> which analysis stops for in the generality of individuals and for [illeg.] time.’14

Once again Saussure reintegrates this semiological and psychological investigation with the question of linguistic change or divergence.

<Rigorously,> What is created <gets created> de novo is not <only> <created> in order to replace what existed, since a condition for it to be created is that the old <existing neighbouring> form not present itself to the mind, either through failure of memory or because the idea to be expressed is not <is> such that it does not evoke this the sign in question, or because the memory, which should be able to evoke it, by accident has not found it. The so-called ‘replaced’ is precisely the last <only one> that the speaker has in any case not thought of.

If the preceding is right, the mass <the number> of ling innovations produced <over a certain time> in the languages of diverse peoples is proportional to their capacity <faculty> for analysing and in inverse proportion to their capacity for memory. […]

Speakers <can> analyse signs only with the help of <and in proportion to> the idea which is attached to these signs, by discussing the concordances and divergences15

This is an original approach to the perennial problem of why language changes. The middle paragraph sounds more Humboldtian than Saussurean in the way it invokes the mental capacities of different peoples, and the third is reminiscent of Condillac in its linkage of the development of language and the analysis of thought. Equally atypical for Saussure is a reference within these pages to Renan’s depiction of the first speakers in his On the Origin of Language.16 Renan laid out Heymann Steinthal’s view of how the initial development of language needs to be understood psychologically, rather than logically. ‘The laws of psychology act without consciousness, but not without purpose,’ wrote Renan, adding that ‘since languages belong to peoples, they are the work of society and not of an individual.’ Renan described his differences from Steinthal as subtle, and centred on Steinthal’s Leibnizian view of language and thought having no categories imposed on them from without. Renan, on the other hand, believed that the structure of the world around us, which language represents, constitutes a ‘pre-existing logical mould which determines this or that form’, while denying however that these are ‘innate ideas’ in the Lockean sense.

In the context of the notebook in which it appears, Egger seems to have triggered this discussion. Since Saussure believed that language and thought mutually constitute one another, it is no surprise that the contradictory idea of a ‘pre-existing logical mould’ that precedes and shapes language will not endure into his later thought, whereas most of the other ideas laid out in these notes will. That includes the following remark on how something which is concrete in terms of phonic substance can be abstract in linguistic analysis, and vice versa—syntax, for example.

<In language> Everything that can <is capable of being> triggered by speakers’ (unconscious) analysis is concrete, everything that it cannot trigger <we trigger outside this analysis> is abstract. These words have no other meaning faced with <concerning> facts of language. <Thus,> we shall see in a moment that the concrete elements in the sense just defined include pure abstractions in the sense <in> logic, for example the fact of indicating certain ideas by means of their position, <by a sign> in relation to other signs. Speakers in effect know how to analyse this characteristic of the sign, and henceforth this characteristic, wholly abstract as it is, becomes <a> concrete <fact> in linguistics <this abstraction> has <necessarily> for the linguist the value of a concrete fact. And on the other hand a concrete fact <in logic> such as the art various phonemes which serv whose articulation serves to compose signs, are abstractions in linguistics, because the analysis by speakers does not reach as far as phonemes.

This analysis is done by speakers only by virtue of meaning17

In order to be concrete, in other words, a linguistic unit has to be part of the analysis carried out by ordinary speakers. That is, it must correspond to a sign, with its own semiological function. Anything that does not signify is abstract. For an example of a concrete syntactic ‘abstraction’ Saussure returns to the subject of his thesis of four years earlier, the Sanskrit genitive absolute. He points out how its implicit connotation of ‘although’ or ‘in spite of’ arises of its own accord, through the semantics of the construction rather than as a syntactic process.18

Comparing these notes for Saussure’s lectures of 1884–5 with those of 1881–3 discussed in the preceding chapter, we find the basic themes maintained but considerably developed. The idea of semiology, raised in the 1883 notes in connection with the function of the phoneme, takes on a much more central role in explaining not just the psychological workings of language, but how the linguist can account for it as a system at a given point in time even though it is evident that it is continually changing. The reality of anything in language lies in its semiological functioning—that alone demonstrates its concrete existence in speakers’ awareness. An understanding of language as mental signs is necessary for understanding the mechanism of language change as well.

THÉODORE DE SAUSSURE’S BOOK ON THE FRENCH LANGUAGE

In the late spring of 1880 Ferdinand’s uncle Théodore gave a talk on ‘linguistics’—specifically, problems with the French accent marks—to the Société des Arts of Geneva.19 He continued to develop his thoughts on the subject, and in 1885 published a book entitled étude de la langue française (‘Study of the French Language’).20 The difficulty of finding it today indicates how few copies were sold when it was published. But at least some people who picked it up in 1885 were, like those of us who take it down from library shelves now, motivated to do so by the author’s surname. It is, of course, nothing like a book that Ferdinand might have written on the same subject. Yet Théodore’s idiosyncratic take on the linguistic problems he discusses links up with Ferdinand’s views on language in surprising ways.

The book’s subject is spelled out in its subtitle: ‘On the spelling of proper names and foreign words introduced into the language.’ Its core concern—a familiar one—is that the integrity of the language is under threat from invasion by foreign words that are destroying its natural character. The influx is out of control because of recent progress in communications technology, notably the telegraph, and unprecedented movement of people by rail and steamship. These changes also create an inevitable impetus for reducing variation in language: ‘Newspapers, railways, the postal service and the telegraph demand a uniform orthography.’21 Hence the urgent need, as Théodore perceives it, for the spelling of foreign words to be established from the start in a form that does not violate the spirit of the French language.

Théodore is not proposing to keep foreign words out, the usual puristic response to the perception of an invasion. They are welcome, so long as they are ‘naturalized’—pronounced and spelled in such a way as to make them French, following the same processes by which words were borrowed in earlier centuries. The problem was the fashionable trend for keeping their foreign spelling intact, while deforming them in speech by the French habit of always putting the stress on the final syllable.

So, for example, the name of Queen Victoria (following Théodore’s use of boldface to indicate the stressed vowel) is (mis) pronounced in French as Victoria, which is not her name, nor has it ever been anyone’s name. It is an artificial creation brought about by an unnatural tendency to start from the written form and derive the pronunciation from it. The natural way of language is to move in the opposite direction. Théodore regrets that, at the time of her accession to the throne, a decision was not made by French newspaper publishers and other arbiters of le bon usage to call her La Reine Victoire.22

This matters so much to Théodore because he believes that the stress patterns of a language, which determine its rhythm and hence the form of its poetry, are its very essence. His views are obviously connected with the research he had been doing on Rousseau, whose Essay on the Origin of Language, discussed in Chapter 3, postulated that language began with song. French gives equal weight to every syllable in an utterance except the last, which is lengthened, whereas English and other European languages make a strong distinction between stressed and unstressed syllables. The overall stress pattern of French was under no threat, since all borrowed words were made to conform to it. The problem is that new words are no longer coming into the language through the natural medium of speech, but through the artificial medium of writing, where there is no indication of where the stress lies. It is thus that the name of Geneva itself was denaturalized in French—it was Genava or Geneva to the Romans, whence its German name Genf. Théodore blames a decision by the chancellery of the Republic to alter the spelling to ‘Geneve’, while it was still pronounced Geneve or Gennve, for misleading French speakers into pronouncing it Genève.23

The solution Théodore proposes is to naturalize borrowings along the lines of the Victoria–Victoire example.

It is for this reason that I have put forward the theory of transforming the spelling of foreign words introduced into our language. This theory is aimed at preserving the stress and the proper character of these words, and consists in subjecting them to the same operation that Latin words underwent in becoming French words.

As I have, moreover, tried to make clear, this is not an innovation or a new theory. It is not even a theory. It was in former times a constant usage, led unconsciously by an instinctive, natural and fundamentally rational feeling.

Modern cosmopolitanism tends to do away with this usage. It imposes a fashion contrary to nature. It violates the language through the letter. Exactitude of the letter produces inexactitude of sound and works toward the opposite end from the goal that we should actually want to attain.24

Again, it is impossible to imagine Ferdinand sharing his uncle’s concern for language reform. He was typical of modern linguists in believing that languages follow a course of development that is not alterable by the conscious will of individual speakers. If such an alteration were to be imposed it would be unnatural and could not endure. On the other hand, he would have agreed wholeheartedly with the last two sentences in the above quotation. His statements in his lectures on general linguistics about the violence that writing does to language are as strong as what his uncle wrote here.

As he entered his sixties, Théodore spent a good deal of time confiding his thoughts and memories to his journal, a practice he continued until the end of his life. As his health declined, he recorded his ‘attacks’, their exact nature unspecified. The first occurred in December 1893 at the Athénée, a large hall in Geneva used for exhibitions and performances, the second at Bern in the spring of 1896, in the middle of the night, the third and most serious while on a train between Fribourg and Bern in the spring of 1899.25 It was after this last attack that the state forced him to step down as mayor of Genthod, after five decades of service.

He also kept notes of his and his wife’s net worth. One of these, probably from the end of 1899, notes that she has 493,000 francs in the Ernest Pictet bank, while he has 395,000. The combined total of 888,000 francs was enough to pay the salary of a professor at the Université de Genève for 350 years. Théodore was generous in giving and lending money to his nephews, whose requests to their father were usually turned down. Yet he was Calvinistically careful not to give them so much as to remove from them any motivation to earn their own keep.

Where things really came to a head between Théodore and Henri was over Horace. He was Théodore’s favourite, because his skills as a painter held the promise of the artistic glory Théodore himself had dreamed of but never attained. Early on Horace won a prize in a Genevese exhibition, and from that point on he dedicated himself to his art—though never, in his father’s view, with enough commitment to improving his skills. Henri berated his son for preferring a ‘facile’ style over classical craftsmanship.26 Yet in an appreciation of Horace’s work published in 1919, Henri de Ziegler wrote that what was most distinctive in it was the hard intellectual work that preceded every aspect of his search for a style that appeared easy.27 This, however, he did not achieve until late in his career, according to Ziegler.

Horace was constantly in need of money until well into middle age. His uncle had to be careful not to give in to all his demands, lest he alienate his own brother, create jealousies among his nephews, and enable Horace to abandon his genuine ambitions and become, like Théodore himself, a dilettante.

TEACHING

In 1885–6, Saussure’s fifth year of teaching at the École, the number attending his courses rose to twelve. From the small group that began the previous year, four carried on, including the brilliant Duvau.28 The continuity allowed Saussure, in the words of his annual report, ‘to pursue Gothic grammar much further’.29 Among the seven new students were some who would make a mark in linguistics, though just one, Paul Passy, a Frenchman, would achieve enduring renown. The others included two Belgians, Léon Parmentier and Georges Möhl. Parmentier would later be professor of Latin and Greek at the Universities of Ghent and Liège.

Another of the French students, Théophile Cart, would in later years become a major figure in the Esperanto movement. Some labelled him the ‘second father’ of Esperanto, after Dr Zamenhof, the language’s creator. When the development of a reformed version called Ido threatened to split the movement in 1907, Cart led the defence of Esperanto in its original form, or at least in a form excluding planned changes, while allowing those that had come about spontaneously as the language was put to daily use by the hundreds of thousands who had learned it. One of the arguments for Ido was that Esperanto, as a planned language, could not undergo ‘natural’ evolution, so whatever changes were required to keep it simple yet fully expressive required central control. Cart maintained, on the contrary, that having different origins from other languages could not prevent Esperanto from undergoing the same processes of development as they did. This position echoes what Cart had been taught by Saussure about the need to keep the synchronic function of elements separate from their diachronic heritage. In turn, Saussure, in his first series of general linguistics lectures in 1907, repeated Cart’s view that artificial languages would undergo linguistic change over time and that it was a mistake to imagine otherwise.

Another new member of Saussure’s class in 1885–6 was Ernest Muret, a young man from Geneva. He did not hail from one of the hundred families of the Upper Town, but was a son of the middle class. This imposed a natural distance between him and Saussure that continued even when, in the following decade, the two became colleagues in the Université de Genève. But events would eventually bring them closer together, so much so that, at the end of Saussure’s life, Muret was one of the few from outside the family coterie whom he really trusted, and it was he who was given the monumental task of writing Saussure’s obituary for the Journal de Genève.

Despite the poor results of the previous year, Saussure stuck to the format of three lectures per week, though giving up on Saturdays in favour of a Monday–Wednesday–Friday schedule. His report for 1885–6 is shorter but more positive than that of the year before: ‘Since most of the students had already attended last year’s lectures, it was possible to pursue Gothic grammar much further than usual and in a more scientific direction.’ This included the ‘generalities about linguistic method and the life of language’ discussed in the opening section of this chapter, which, together with analysis of Wulfila, ‘filled the whole first semester and part of the second’. Starting from the end of May, Saussure lectured on the vowel system of Anglo-Saxon, the first time he shifted the focus from Old High German. It took longer than planned, and his one disappointment was that ‘The interpretation of Anglo-Saxon texts (Sweet’s textbook) could not begin until the final week of the year’.

He was pleased with the seriousness shown by all the students, particularly Duvau, Parmentier, Sénéchal, Muret, Möhl, and Cart. Interestingly, he did not single out Passy for praise, either this year or the next. But then, Passy was destined to become the leading figure not in linguistics proper, but in phonetics, the physical study of the sounds of language, which Saussure always relegated to a secondary place.

Something else happened at the start of the 1885–6 academic year that would have later repercussions for Saussure. The École had two chairs of Sanskrit. The original one was occupied by Hauvette-Besnault, who had produced no hugely significant work of his own but had trained the great scholars of the next generation, including Bergaigne, who held the second chair. In the autumn of 1885 Hauvette-Besnault turned over his teaching to Bergaigne’s young protégé Sylvain Lévi, who had also studied with Saussure. The arrangement was the same as the one whereby Bréal had hired Saussure to cover his lecturing at the École four years earlier. If it occurred to Saussure that a day would come when Hauvette-Besnault’s chair would need to be filled, he now knew who was the chosen successor.30

In 1886–7 the audience for Saussure’s lectures grew to sixteen, returning it to the size of his first years at the École. For the first time, Bauer was not among his students, who were nearly all rank beginners. Saussure shifted attention from Anglo-Saxon to Old High German, with the result that even the returnees from the year before had no exposure to the language and had to be taught it at an elementary level. Saussure’s annual report does not hide how let down this made him feel.

Among the new members of the 1886–7 class were no names widely remembered today, but some who contributed significantly to linguistics and related areas.31 Georges Dottin became another prominent Celticist, alongside Loth and Ernault.32 Jean Mongin, whose surname Saussure would certainly have found striking, went on to play a part in the dialect geography movement.33 Three other students from this year made important contributions to literature. Léon Dorez became a leading expert on illuminations, incunabula, and early printing, and his personal collection of a thousand volumes forms the backbone of the impressive Renaissance holdings of the University of Kansas, which purchased it in 1957. Pierre Quillard was a student at the École des Chartes, which he later left to pursue a career as a poet and journalist. He was a notable figure in the Symbolist movement, alongside Mallarmé, Huysmans, and later Proust. While his literary work is read less today than Marcel Schwob’s, Quillard is the principal bridge between Saussure’s conception of language and the linguistic writings of Mallarmé, Remy de Gourmont, and other Symbolists whose Saussurean affinities have long been noted. Finally, the Alsatian Philipp Becker would become the leading scholar of Old French literature of his generation. He is said by his student Leo Spitzer to have spoken only of literature, never of language,34 so he did not pass on any Saussurean concepts of language directly. Becker was though one of the students picked out for particular mention by Saussure in his very brief annual report for 1886–7, along with Dottin and Mongin.

Perhaps to compensate for the dissatisfaction he expressed at having to teach at an elementary level, Saussure was rewarded with a new challenge in 1887–8. For the first time his wider abilities were officially recognized by giving him a course in the comparative grammar of Greek and Latin. He lectured on this subject two hours a week, Wednesdays and Saturdays, and on ‘old Germanic languages’ for another two hours, Tuesdays and Fridays, all at one p.m. His relief and delight at no longer being restricted to the basics of Germanic grammar and ‘forced to stop with Old High German, the literary interest of which is virtually nil’, comes through clearly in his annual report.35

The number of students was down a bit but still healthy at thirteen, including the returning Dottin and the faithful Bauer, whose absence the previous year would not be repeated during the rest of Saussure’s time in Paris. Among the new students who would attain renown were Paul Boyer, who in 1891 would be appointed to the first chair of Russian language in the École des langues orientales vivantes (‘School of Modern Oriental Languages’), and Paul Desfeuilles, who together with his father would write a widely used study of the language of Molière.36

Finally, two other young men who began their studies with Saussure in 1887–8 would have a serious impact on his life. Antoine Meillet did not become Saussure’s confidant at once; it took a few years, and their relationship was mainly epistolary. The most important French linguist of the first half of the twentieth century, Meillet always proclaimed himself to be Saussure’s disciple. The other new student, Georges Guieysse, was just eighteen, the same age as Saussure’s younger brother René. In Guieysse, Saussure found not so much a friend as a protégé, and a mirror of his younger, prodigal self. Yet their personalities were very different. Something about Guieysse, some combination of intellectual intensity and Romantic melancholy, drew others close to him. Saussure, who inspired awe and made others feel at their best in his presence, kept them nevertheless at a safe distance. It is a measure of Guieysse’s charm that Saussure let down his guard. Saussure and Bréal proposed Guieysse for membership in the Société de Linguistique in January 1888. The nomination was approved at the next meeting, and Guieysse gave his first paper, on Pali, at the final meeting of that semester, on 30 June, with Saussure commenting afterwards.

If Guieysse looked to Saussure as a mentor, he found a friend in someone close to his own age, Saussure’s former student Marcel Schwob. Although Schwob and Saussure were often in each other’s company at the Société, there is no indication that they were particularly close. But now each was closer to Guieysse than to anyone else, though, as will be seen, in different ways.

FAMILY CRISIS

The fortunes of Henri de Saussure and his family had reached their ebb in the mid-1870s, with the death of little Max, the failure of the Mons-Djémila and Bellegarde ventures, Louise’s near nervous collapse over Pauline Fer’s infatuation with Ferdinand, and the first serious difficulties with Horace. The following ten years were, in contrast, relatively good ones. Ferdinand had been hailed, in some quarters at least, as a genius for his Mémoire, and had established himself in an academic career in Paris. Dora and Albertine had made good marriages. Léopold was on his way to a brilliant career as a naval officer, and René was taking prize after prize in his studies. Even Horace was applying himself to the academic study of painting, under the guidance of uncle Théodore. Louise’s condition had stabilized somewhat, with the help of lengthy stays at her mother’s home in Cannes. If her father’s death had been a sad occasion, it had at least left her on a sounder financial footing than previously.

With the mid-1880s, however, the clouds began to gather once more. On 10 May 1885 Saussure’s last surviving grandparent, Augusta de Pourtalès, died in her home at Cannes. Her own family was taken aback by the outpouring of grief in the town for this pious Methodist woman who was revered as something of a saint. She left a great fortune to her children, having inherited half her husband’s estate in addition to her own wealth. This ought to have meant an end to some of the tensions between Louise and Henri, but things turned out quite otherwise. And it certainly did not help Ferdinand’s situation: in November 1885 he still had to borrow 650 francs from Théodore, which he promised to repay in increments by post.37

Augusta had been the calming influence in Louise’s life. Two years after her mother’s death, Louise suffered a complete nervous collapse. It had been coming on for over a decade. Now her children were gone from the nest, apart from Jeanne, who would never be able to leave, and Louis, who at sixteen would be leaving all too soon. There was little left to cushion her from Henri’s petty obsessions and his impatience with what he perceived as her unreasonableness. Sometime between mid-May and mid-July 1887 Louise was sent to an asylum near Lausanne.

Henri himself was feeling so unwell that he left to get specialized medical treatment in Zurich, staying in the east of Switzerland until the autumn, with occasional ventures into Germany.38 He managed a few visits to his wife, writing to his brother after seeing her in October that ‘I found Louise extremely well; she has since my last visit made enormous progress and truly could be called completely recovered’.39 She was still in the asylum at the start of January 1888, however, when Ferdinand received a New Year’s letter from his aunt and godmother Blanche Naville that contains a great deal of information about what was happening in the family at this time.

The year 1887 will certainly stay marked in our memories. It has been very fertile in emotions and in preoccupations for all of us, and for you in particular, and God willing, 1888 will be happier and calmer! Still it is with vivid gratitude to Him that we begin this new year, for your dear mother is truly as well as we could hope.40

When Louise was well enough to leave the asylum, she did not return home, but went for a stay of several months in St Aubin, a port village on Lake Neuchâtel.41 Accompanied by Jeanne, she stayed in a small retreat belonging to her younger sister Cécile Élisabeth and her husband Count Hermann de Wesdehlen, whose main home was not far to the east in Neuchâtel. Here Louise could enjoy quiet and calm, while still having loved ones near at hand. She would come back to the family home the following year, while making periodic getaways to St Aubin. But the events of the summer of 1887 took their toll on everyone in the family. Henri wrote to Théodore that

I have too many things in my head and my nerves are too exhausted. The successive departures had left me very depressed, and on leaving Ferdinand I had a dose of it for the trip. I had a very satisfying conversation with him. So we must not say anything to him. He is working on a study. So we have to leave him in peace at the moment. It is going slowly, but it is going.

This painful summer is finally over. I am very upset at having given you so much trouble. If I had not been so ill, I would have arranged things differently.42

The trouble which Henri regretted giving Théodore included leaving him to deal with his two youngest children, Jeanne and Louis. In June 1887 Théodore took Louis to England to board with a family named Robertson in Colesville, England, in preparation for attending college there in the autumn.43 The arrangements had been set up by Albertine. Louis and Jeanne had been bearing the brunt of all the turmoil at home, and in reaction, or perhaps just to make their presence felt, the two of them together undertook an act of rebellion. Not just any act, but one that to their family must have seemed designed expressly as a repudiation of their whole history and identity. Led by Louis, the two of them made known their attraction to Roman Catholicism.

Rome was enjoying a surge of self-confidence in the wake of the papacy of Pius IX, who pushed through the doctrines of immaculate conception and papal infallibility. If the pope’s judgement on doctrinal issues is divinely inspired, then Calvin was condemned to the lowest circle of Hell, with the other departed souls of the Upper Town not far above. This became Henri’s new obsession, as Albertine wrote to Théodore: ‘Papa appears to me from his letters to be very agitated and I beg you to prevent him from doing nothing but speak of these stories of Catholicism. Only silence can calm things down since Louis is out of reach.’44 In the next decade Albertine herself would become drawn to Christian Science, a new American sect with Calvinist roots. Louis would follow her into the movement.

The fashionable flirtation with Catholicism also extended to the Mallets, the wealthy Parisian banking family related to the Saussure and Pourtalès clans, and to whose mansion in Jouy-en-Josas Ferdinand accepted invitations. In her 1888 New Year’s letter to Ferdinand, Blanche Naville mentioned that

Albert de R[ougemont] tells me that his sister Mallet is going to spend the winter in Italy with her daughter, between us, he is a bit disturbed at seeing them beat a path to Rome, in view of their slightly Catholic tendencies. As time goes on, the recrudescence of those ideas is an undeniable fact. Which serious minds should worry about. I think that Jeanne is cured of these tendencies for the moment—but I wonder how it stands with Louis?45

That Madame Mallet and her daughter Noémi might have ‘Catholic tendencies’ was not just a random piece of news. Ferdinand’s godmother knew, whether he had told her directly or whether she had simply got wind of it from Paris, that he had set his sights on marrying Noémi.

She was an adolescent girl when he first met her, after the embarrassing incident when he had shown up at Jouy-en-Josas at the original rather than the corrected date of his invitation. Now she was twenty-two, and Ferdinand, at thirty, was well aware of the older generation’s eagerness for the next generation of Saussures to appear. If his career was to be in Paris, Noémi would be a perfect match. The Mallets were wealthier than any family the Saussures had married into since Horace-Bénédict wed the heiress to the Lullin and Boissier fortunes. Blanche Naville was not blind to Ferdinand’s financial difficulties in keeping up an aristocratic lifestyle on a lecturer’s salary, since she was sending him ‘advances’ of money that she assured him he must not worry about paying back.

But she was also aware of Henri’s obsession with his own youngest children’s leanings towards Rome. If he had heard similar rumours concerning the Mallets, that would explain his distinctly cool reaction when Ferdinand told him in the autumn of 1887 of his wish to marry Noémi.46 Henri declared himself neutral on the matter, and would not oppose the marriage, whatever his own feelings. All this is in the background of the roundabout but still pointed remark in Blanche’s letter to Ferdinand about Catholic tendencies being something that ‘serious minds should worry about’.

The letters from Henri to Théodore and from Blanche to Ferdinand hint at some particularly troubling difficulty that Henri wants to spare his son knowing about, but that Ferdinand seems to have learned of and had dealt with before the year was out. Such were the problems in the family at this time that there is much to choose from. It did not involve his two married daughters, both of whom were in good circumstances, apart from being childless. 1887 was a year of great success for Albertine’s husband Alex Marcet. He was lured away from Liverpool by his old friend from college and university, Everard Hesketh, now the director of J. & E. Hall, Britain’s principal manufacturer of refrigeration equipment.47 The industry was undergoing tremendous growth with a series of new technical developments. In the 1870s Raoul Pictet, one of the Genevese Pictets, had discovered that ammonia was an effective refrigerant, but it was highly poisonous, hence dangerous to work with. Alex was one of several engineers experimenting at the time with the non-poisonous carbon dioxide, which soon became the refrigerant of choice. His work secured Hall’s dominant position in the industry in Britain, which it has never relinquished. They were particularly central in the development of refrigerated shipping, making it possible to transport meat and other foodstuffs across oceans. Alex was made a partner in the prospering firm, and it meant that he and Albertine were by far the wealthiest couple in their generation of the Saussure and Marcet families. They bought a large house at Greenhithe, in Kent, not far from the Hall factory near Dartford and a short train ride from London. They were rarely without family guests, and their census forms show that they employed several live-in servants.

Nor was René a cause for concern. He came to Paris in 1887 for two years of study at the École Polytechnique, and was continuing to succeed brilliantly in his studies as he had always done. Horace, though, was no longer a promising young painter but a man approaching thirty with little in the way of artistic success or achievement and no desire to take up another career. Léopold had the opposite problem. Having started on his career path as a naval officer from early adolescence, he was now rebelling, perhaps envying Horace’s freedom. In 1887 he requested leave from his naval service to undertake study at the École des langues orientales in Paris, the first French naval officer ever to have made such a request.48 Léopold took advantage of what Paris offered, including absinthe, and rather than hiding these indulgences from his father, taunted him with them, claiming that absinthe was harmful only if drunk continually.49 This led to a mild falling out between Léopold and Ferdinand, the reparation of which is alluded to by Blanche Naville in her already cited letter to Ferdinand: ‘Léopold joined us for our little family New Year’s dinner. I am delighted for you and for him at this rapprochement, which must be very agreeable.’50 Still, a few months later Henri was writing to Ferdinand complaining bitterly about Léopold’s spendthrift ways and weak character.51

Another seriously upsetting problem was that, with his family now almost completely dispersed, Henri saw an opportunity to raise some needed cash by renting out the house at Creux de Genthod. For his children, this was almost as cruel a blow as the absence of their mother—though at least her recent sanatorium stay appeared to be effecting a recovery. Creux de Genthod had been the home of their hearts, where their happiest, most idyllic times had been spent from childhood on. Albertine wrote to Théodore from London in torment.

You understand how great is my upset and how deeply I am hurt, as are each of my brothers and sisters, by this closure of the fraternal home. I cannot comprehend what papa is thinking of and what he expects to happen for after all how can he leave all his children without hearth or home and then mama who is recovering so well and who naturally would be <returning> next summer to the Creux, her life differently organized no doubt but who after all would be going there to be surrounded by her children.

[…] I know that you have done all you can to stop papa and that you have been unable and at times I wonder how far this dismemberment of the family will go! It seems that papa is trying to separate us all more and more and to forget that he is head of the family and that he has a wife and children. It is horribly sad and it is worrisome because seeing how much each year it is more difficult to get along or anything with papa, it makes you wonder whether he is perfectly well.52

There seems to have been just one bright occasion to dispel the family’s misery—the marriage in 1888 of Paul van Berchem, Ferdinand’s second cousin on the Pourtalès side, with Alice Necker, also his second cousin (once removed), on his father’s side. He had always been close to the van Berchem brothers, who along with Léopold and René were the most academically inclined and gifted members of the family. As one of the most eligible bachelors at the wedding, not to mention the handsomest and most celebrated, Ferdinand was certainly being eyed up by the marriageable young women and their parents—though his own thoughts were directed elsewhere, to Paris and Noémi Mallet. They were however distracted, momentarily at least, by one very lovely twenty-year-old, the bride’s first cousin, Marie Eugénie Faesch.

The Faesch (or Vaesch or Fesch) family had its roots in Freiburg im Breisgau, Germany, and had become bourgeois of Basle as early as 1409. They embraced Protestantism in 1530. By the mid-seventeenth century they were the richest family in Basle. It was only in the first part of the nineteenth century that a Genevese branch was begun, when Alphonse Faesch became a judge in the criminal courts. Marie’s father, Jules Faesch, had invented a new type of hydroelectric turbine, which led to his involvement with Henri de Saussure in the Bellegarde project. Her mother, born Amélie de Senarclens Vufflens, was the heiress to the Château de Vufflens, a storybook castle to the east of Genthod, as well as to the rest of the fortune of her grandfather, the last lord of Senarclens.53

The women in whom Ferdinand de Saussure took a romantic interest were never strangers. A few generations back, Théodore de Saussure, the grandfather of Horace-Bénédict, had been the only man in Ferdinand’s ancestral line to marry twice. His first wife was Marie Mallet. Within five months of her death in 1741, he remarried with Judith Rigot, a descendant of whom would be the partner in Rigot & Westerweller, along with the father of Ferdinand’s first love, Léonie. Théodore and Judith’s daughter, also named Judith, married a cousin, Georges de Saussure. Roughly a century later their great-great-grandson, Jules Du Pan, married Marie Faesch—not the one who was twenty at the time of the van Berchem–Necker wedding, but her aunt. The Du Pans and the Saussures were part of the same inner circle of their coterie when Ferdinand was growing up, so he had always known the younger Marie, though with an age gap of nearly ten years between them, she had belonged to the junior set of Léopold and René, rather than the senior contingent of Ferdinand, Horace, Albertine, and Dora.

LEAN YEARS

At the start of the 1880s, any suggestion that Ferdinand de Saussure would develop the reputation of an unproductive scholar, resting on the laurels of his first book, would have provoked laughter. No linguist in modern times had produced a work of such magnitude at such a young age, and he had gone on to complete a doctorate just over a year after it appeared. Moving to Paris for further study, he was soon appointed lecturer, and on top of that, handed responsibility for the publications of the Société de Linguistique. Even so, in the first half of the decade he managed to give a large number of talks to the Société and to publish several articles in its Mémoires, along with several other small publications.

At the same time, he was struggling to complete one or more bigger, more significant projects, in particular an article refounding the study of phonology from the ground up, epistemologically and methodologically. His professional and social obligations did not leave him the time he needed to bring any large project to fruition, particularly given his punctiliousness about getting every word, every sentence exactly right. And he was spending his leisure hours on recreation that he found stimulating, but may have been pursuing to excess. Shortly after his arrival in Paris he had written to both his sister and mother about an enjoyable Saturday afternoon spent at the horse races at Longchamp. Now, six years later, he was going there every other night on average, and losing badly. He kept his gambling accounts in Greek letters, which is why they are filed in his archives among papers on ‘Comparative grammar’ rather than personalia. An account of his racing wins and losses for one period, 17 April to 26 July, probably in 1887, has entries for twenty-six evenings in this period of less than two months. His losses mounted, and by the end of the period he was 1,391 francs in the red.54

This would have put him into serious financial difficulty, were it not for the fact that he was more than making up for his racing losses with his wins at poker, which he was playing nearly every night with members of his Genevese coterie who were living in or visiting Paris.55 Here again his accounts in Greek letters show a clear picture of his activities. The entry for one day is so unusual as to merit an exclamation mark: ‘24 April: didn’t play!’56 One set of accounts, showing πωκ∈ρ (‘poker’) on the left and τνρφ (‘turf’) on the right, has entries for both columns for the same day, which means that the poker games took place late in the night, after the races or, on alternate Saturdays, after meetings of the Société de Linguistique.57 Given that the poker entries are often marked with the date and ‘mat.’ (matin, ‘morning’), they appear to have lasted into the wee hours—perfectly normal for men’s poker games. This double account sheet opens on 12 April with Saussure at +915.50 francs for poker, –132 francs for turf. It closes on 25 May, with his position at +2,125 francs for poker, –676 francs for turf. In a month he had earned nearly a lecturer’s annual salary playing poker, though giving almost a third of it back at Longchamp. So the gambling was not adding to his financial worries—quite the opposite. While there is much to be said for recreation, especially when lucrative, all the evenings out and the late nights that followed were not conducive to completing a major linguistic study, when one’s days were already overfilled with professional and social obligations.

He continued nevertheless to write and write. He did not give talks to the Société about what he was writing. Experience had taught him the danger of discussing ideas that were not yet fully formed with people who might incorporate them into their own publications, opening him up to eventual charges of plagiarism. He was, however, generous with his original thoughts in his lectures to his students. He toiled away at his writing in isolation, the piles of manuscripts mounting. It does not yet seem to have occurred to him that he might not ever finish them.

By mid-decade, the drought in his publication record was becoming hard to ignore. In 1885, he published half a dozen notes of less than a page each on individual Greek and Latin words in the Société’s Mémoires.58 He gave another half a dozen very brief exposés to the Société, the first of which, ironically, was on the Greek and Old Norse words for ‘silent’. In 1886, he published just three short notes,59 and read only a single brief etymological exposé to the Société. The records of its meetings show that he frequently offered comments on the papers read by others, though the precise nature of the comments is rarely noted. But there was a further reason—and a good one—for his reluctance to spend his time on small papers. He had decided to submit an entry for the Prix Volney awarded by the Institut de France, long the most prestigious prize in linguistics, and carrying substantial monetary awards for works deemed by the prize committee to be of real quality. Pictet’s Origines indo-européennes had received a Volney prize in 1859. In 1884, Saussure’s student Joseph Loth had won for his Old Breton vocabulary,60 as had Victor Henry for a study on analogy.61

Saussure’s entry was an essay entitled ‘études sur la phonétique germanique. – Le vieux haut-allemand’ (‘Studies on Germanic Phonology: Old High German), bringing together the fruits of his detailed research for the courses he had been giving for the last five years. It was one of ten submissions for the Prix Volney in 1886. The first prize went to a dictionary of the Nahuatl language of Mexico, on which its author, Rémi Siméon, had worked for twenty years.62 As for Saussure’s essay, the prize committee’s records state that, ‘being incomplete, it was withdrawn from the competition by its author’.63

The fair-copy manuscript of the paper in the Geneva archives starts with page 40, headed with the title as given above.64 It appears that Saussure planned to add a first section that he estimated would take up thirty-nine pages. This may be the separate ten-page fair copy manuscript headed ‘Système phonétique du vieux haut-allemand’ (‘Phonetic System of Old High German’), also incomplete.65 It appears that the essay was going to be a survey, first of the Old High German phonetic system from a synchronic point of view, then of the historical development, first of individual vowels and consonants, then of the accentual system. On the last point, Saussure was developing a counter-argument to the prevailing views, in particular Sievers’s reformulations of Lachmann’s law,66 as modified by Paul.67 However, he does not get to this before the manuscript breaks off.

The next year, 1887, was when personal calamity struck, with Louise’s breakdown and separation from the family. This, added to his father’s problems of nerves and character, Horace’s difficulty in finding his way, and the responsibility for the two youngest children, placed on his shoulders the heavy burden of the eldest son. His uncle Théodore was now sixty-four, and Ferdinand about to reach his thirtieth birthday. He felt his family duty keenly, yet it was nearly impossible to carry it out from Paris, where he was also expected to lecture, edit the publications, and manage the other affairs of the Société, while still trying to complete the major work that would finally set linguistics on the right track.

Two papers by Saussure did see print in 1887, one as part of another volume honouring a recently deceased colleague in the École des Hautes Études, Léon Renier, president of Section IV. The paper, on some rare Germanic comparatives and superlatives comparable in form to their Latin counterparts, did not break any significant ground.68 The other, ‘On a point of the phonetics of consonants in Indo-European’,69 is a curious piece which sets out to solve a puzzle, solves it, then in a postscript decides that, actually, the puzzle was the wrong one to begin with and should be ignored—but that nevertheless the solution still holds! That opening problem concerned the development of feather and its Germanic congeners meaning ‘feather’ or ‘wing’, which, together with forms such as Greek pterón (familiar from pterodactyl), presuppose a Proto-Indo-European *petro-. This could in principle be decomposed into pet + ro-, but how can one resist, Saussure asks, seeing in the word for the organ of flight the usual suffix for an instrumental noun, -tro? The problem is that, according to all the textbooks of Indo-European historical phonology, pet + tro would have given festro in Germanic (hence something like fester rather than feather in English) and péstron in Greek. Saussure therefore formulates a hypothesis: that before a consonant (r, l, y, w, m, n), tt gives the same result as t.

He then admits that, actually, his example of *pettro- is of no use for proving the hypothesis, since it could, after all, actually be *petro-, with no double consonant involved at all. He then looks at a series of other examples where a better argument can be made, based on Germanic, Greek, or Sanskrit evidence, that a particular word originally had a tt rather than a t before r, l, y, w, m, or n. In the postscript he writes:

P. S.—It would have been preferable to leave aside completely the form petrom (?) ‘wing’ which we made the mistake of choosing as the text and point of departure for this study. […] Indo-European could have formed neither *pet-tro nor pet-ro, but only *péta-tro-, *péta-ro, or with the loss of the root e, pta-tro, pta-ro.70

It was one thing to have disowned in the Mémoire the analysis of Indo-European a which he had published two years earlier. But here we have a disowning of an analysis within the article itself. Actually a double disowning, since he first rejects his opening example on the grounds that its tt is too hypothetical, before admitting that in fact the form of the root was completely wrong. We have by now become accustomed to seeing Saussure change his mind and rework ideas in unpublished drafts, but here, uncharacteristically, he allowed his wavering to make it into print.

His three talks to the Société in 1887 were on the histories of particular words either in the Germanic languages or in Greek. The first of them, on 8 January, notably focused on how the case at hand was ‘justified by considerations of general phonetics’—the only time issues of a ‘general’ nature are recorded as figuring prominently in one of his papers to the Société. In 1888 he again gave three talks, two of them in May on the histories of particular words in Germanic, Greek, and Latin. At the third, on 16 June, he presented ‘some of the results of the book on Runic Writing (second edition in German), by our eminent colleague Mr Wimmer’. Another two short notes appeared in the fascicle of the Société’s Mémoires for that year.71

Of greater importance to Saussure was the fact that the first edition of what remained his magnum opus, the Mémoire, which he had published at his own expense in Leipzig, had now sold out, and the Parisian publisher F. Vieweg, who published the journals of the Société, agreed to issue a second edition. As Adjunct Secretary of the Société, Saussure had worked closely with Vieweg for some five years now. A new edition of a work that had been so hailed in France, even if largely ignored or criticized in Germany, promised to benefit both author and publisher greatly. It helped that in 1885 a book by Hübschmann had not only proclaimed the great importance of the Mémoire’s central hypotheses but gave an unusually clear summary of them.72

For Saussure, it was a chance to set the record straight about the question of his supposed plagiarisms from his Leipzig lecturers, the shadow of which would never stop haunting him. He could also incorporate the further developments of his ideas that Möller had proposed, in particular the possibility that the hypothetical sonant coefficients of primitive Indo-European were laryngeal consonants, as Saussure had been discussing in his Paris lectures.

It offered an opportunity to rewrite the work that Havet had said made readers sweat water and blood, and to raise explicitly the issues that had come to the forefront of his thinking in the intervening years, starting with the need to understand the whole ensemble of vowels as a semiological system at a given moment in time, rather than imagining that its individual elements had some continuous existence across the centuries. In a sense, all his unpublished notes of the last several years, extending back to the aborted Part Three of the thesis on the Sanskrit genitive absolute, were revisions to the Mémoire. But Saussure had enough stacks of partial drafts lying about to realize that any attempt to rewrite the book would be fruitless.

He decided instead to leave the body of the book intact but to add to it a substantial new introduction, focused on locating his work within the context of Brugmann’s and Osthoff’s ideas and on answering Osthoff’s criticisms. Several draft attempts at this introduction exist among his papers. In addition to the problem of getting everything exactly right conceptually and terminologically, he had to deal with sensitive academic politics, particularly where Brugmann was concerned. They had parted as friends, and neither of them wished to change that. Yet each had ambivalent feelings towards the other. Brugmann had been wounded by Saussure’s failure to acknowledge the full extent of his influence on the Mémoire. As for Saussure, he had not even come to terms with being robbed of his glory for discovering the sonant nasals, let alone for having solved the great fundamental problem of linguistics by discovering the sound system of primitive Indo-European, only to have his solution shunted aside and even attacked by Brugmann’s ally Osthoff, who plainly did not understand it. Insult was added to injury in 1886 when Brugmann published the first volume of his magnum opus on Indo-European linguistics, in which key discoveries of the Mémoire were treated as common knowledge, without attribution.73

Yet it was not in Saussure’s nature or upbringing to publish anything that might directly offend another scholar, regardless of how brutal that scholar may have been in his own criticisms. He was applying himself to this diplomatically complex task just when the great crisis in his family erupted, forcing him to take a hiatus from Paris and return to Geneva in the spring of 1887. Ultimately, when the time came to deliver his manuscript to Vieweg, he was nowhere near completing the new introduction. Without it, the publisher could expect no sales to individuals or libraries that already owned the original edition, which is to say the bulk of the potential audience. There would be future sales, at a slow pace, but no immediate rush that would allow Vieweg to recoup the expenses of printing and binding.

Rather than abandon the project entirely, Vieweg agreed to produce the book through the relatively cheap means of photo-mechanical reproduction—an early and surprisingly high-quality form of photocopying.74 The 1887 Paris version of the Mémoire says on its title page ‘Reproduction, authorized by the author, of the edition of 1879’. It contains only one new page, a preface, which explains that it is not a new edition and apologizes for two ‘inadvertent errors’ that are reproduced intact, including ‘an imaginary trāho (in reality trăho)’, which had been pointed out by Havet in his Journal de Genève review. If the work had been properly reprinted, the type could have been reset; but in that case ‘I should not have been content merely with correcting these material errors, and the form, the contents, the very plan of the work would have undergone notable modifications’.

At the bottom of the page is a footnote stating that the Mémoire ‘appeared in 1878, although bearing the date of the following year’. This is of course more than a bibliographical detail. It is all that remains of Saussure’s hope to clear his name of any suspicion of plagiarism vis-à-vis his Leipzig lecturers—and in the long run it has proven surprisingly effective. For decades it was the only widely available source of the information that the Mémoire was indeed completed in 1878, which is crucial in evaluating its originality.

The reissuing of the Mémoire was timely for other reasons. It served to remind Bréal and Paris that the man they had let get boxed into teaching Old High German grammar at an elementary level was the greatest French-language Indo-Europeanist of his generation, perhaps of any language or any generation. His relative youth had led them to overlook him when appointments were being made to higher posts, preferring older men who had achieved nothing like the Mémoire and had not given their all on behalf of the Société. It got their attention enough for him to be rewarded with the course in comparative Greek and Latin grammar, and after 1887–8 he would be relieved of lecturing on Germanic languages entirely. In addition, at the last meeting of the Société for 1887, Bréal moved to spend up to 500 francs annually to hire someone to ‘take charge of all the material needs relating to the administration of the Society’s affairs’, the printing of the Mémoires and Bulletin, the mailing of publications to members, keeping the list of members up to date, verifying the regular receipt of exchange periodicals—all work that Saussure had been doing, with the help of Psichari, who had taken over from Ernault as Administrator in May 1884.75 Neither Saussure nor Psichari was remunerated for the work. With so many pressures on him, personal and professional, making it impossible for him to complete a large project, Saussure had made it clear to Bréal that something had to give. The new post of ‘factotum’ went to Saussure’s student Georges Möhl.

In fact a much higher prize was at stake. Chairs for linguists were few even in the vast and multilayered Parisian university system. When the one in Sanskrit at the École Pratique des Hautes Études fell vacant with the death in 1888 of Hauvette-Besnault, it was inevitable that Sylvain Lévi should succeed to it. Then, in July, something totally unexpected happened. Abel Bergaigne lost his footing and fell to his death on a mountaineering holiday in the French Alps. At forty-nine, he had been expected to occupy his chair of Sanskrit and Comparative Grammar of the Indo-European Languages in the Faculté des Lettres of Paris into the next century.

Among those between Bergaigne’s age and Saussure’s, the scholars of merit such as Havet had already been appointed to chairs in recent years. Who was better qualified to succeed Bergaigne than the thirty-year-old senior lecturer at the École who, despite having published little in the last few years, was the author of a doctoral thesis on the Sanskrit genitive absolute as well as of the magisterial Mémoire? The publicity surrounding its reissue did not come amiss.
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COURTSHIP

IN the autumn of 1888 Saussure left Creux de Genthod in mid-October, several weeks earlier than usual. He hoped to stay with Albertine and Alex at their home in England.1 Before his departure, his mother, in a much-improved state after her year away, planned to come home from St Aubin with Jeanne in the first week of October to spend some time with him. She kept sending notes postponing her arrival, however, and when on 12 October a message came saying that she would be staying another two days in St Aubin, Ferdinand decided that he had better go there to see her rather than risk any further delay. Louise did finally come home; by late November she was back in the Rue de la Cité, where she and Henri entertained the visiting explorer Sir Richard Burton and his wife Lady Isobel at lunch.2

The wasted week meant that, while he would still make a visit to London, he had no time for a stay with the Marcets at Greenhithe. There was important business to be seen to in Paris that would affect the whole future course of his life: a chair in Sanskrit and comparative grammar of the Indo-European languages to be filled, for which he was an obvious candidate, and a proposal of marriage to be made, about which he felt less confident.

The two were connected. For the wealthy Mallets, there would be a significant difference between marrying their daughter to a professor as opposed to a lecturer who was not even officially appointed. During 1888–9 Saussure would, for the first time, not lecture on a Germanic language, instead giving a course on the comparative grammar of Greek and Latin and an introduction to Lithuanian. According to his report for the year, the Lithuanian course was launched at the request of five of his students, but it was a request Saussure welcomed as an opportunity not just to focus on a language that had long interested him, but also to confirm his credentials in comparative Indo-European.

The increase in salary which a chair would bring would be welcome as well, though still a pittance by Mallet standards. The family had been bankers in Paris for four generations, starting with Arthur’s great-grandfather Jacques, whose father Isaac had laid the ground with the Mallet bank in Geneva. Arthur’s father James Mallet had served as Regent of the Banque de France.

The immediate reason for Saussure’s early return to Paris was his invitation to a ball being given by the Mallets at their home on the evening of Wednesday 7 November.3 This would give him his opportunity to propose to Noémi. Ferdinand had no doubts about what a tricky business this was. He knew where to turn to advice—the real motive for his detour to England was to talk things over with uncle Max de Pourtalès, who was visiting the Marcets. Max seemed the perfect choice on several counts. He was a 43-year-old bachelor, but that was out of choice, not from any lack of savoir faire. He too was the Mallets’ cousin, and, belonging to the parents’ generation, understood what they expected from a son-in-law. Richer and more glamorous than any of the Saussures, Max had an instinct for what appealed to young women, and his reputation as a military strategist was legendary. This was nothing if not a campaign—Saussure will write of his progress with the engagement in terms of ‘ground gained’, and of any action that might impede it as ‘treason’. If anyone knew how to defeat a powerful French force against the odds, it was Max.

In this battle appearances were everything. Max took Ferdinand off to London’s Savile Row, to be measured for two new outfits by the world’s most prestigious tailors, Henry Poole & Co., Court Tailors to Her Majesty the Queen and with twenty other royal warrants from around the world.4 It was Poole & Co. who established Savile Row as the centre of sartorial elegance, and who designed the modern dinner jacket or tuxedo. The receipt for the clothing shows that on 6 November 1888 ‘Ferdinand de Saussure Esq.’ collected and paid for—perhaps with an ‘advance’ from Max—‘a black dress Cheviot dress coat’ and a ‘fancy checked milled Cheviot short lounging coat’, each silk-lined and with a matching waistcoat and trousers.5 The cost of eighteen pounds sterling, five shillings and sixpence (after a 15 per cent discount for cash) was a year’s salary for a servant at the time. This was not the attire of a lecturer, nor even of a professor unless he was of the social stature of a Renan or a Bréal. Saussure was now going to dress the part which he hoped to assume, that of a renowned cosmopolitan academic married to the daughter of a major international banker.

He left directly for Paris to prepare for the Mallets’ ball the next evening. The invitation from Madame Mallet had included detailed instructions for getting to their chateau on time: ‘Depart the Gare Saint-Lazare at 8:45 pm. Arrive at Jouy en Josas at 9:46. (Change trains at Versailles-Chantier.) Return by omnibus.’ Still today, one cannot return to Paris by train from the suburbs after 11 p.m., and there are no longer all-night buses as there were in 1888, when they were not yet motorized, but pulled by horses. It was one of those horse-drawn vehicles that, like the wing of a butterfly in chaos theory, altered Saussure’s fate by the merest chance.

He recounted what happened in a letter to his father a fortnight later: ‘I was prevented from going to the ball by the most incredible accident, the lash of a whip in the eye by chance while passing along the Rue de la Paix.’6 Although it had to have been incredibly painful, he does not complain—indeed throughout his life one never finds anything but stoicism in the face of his sufferings. In this he was the exact opposite of his father. Still, one can hear the crack of that whip that struck his eye in a famous lecture of two decades later in which he talks about whether the French word for ‘whip’, fouet, is onomatopoeic.7

Four days later Saussure was not yet in a condition to attend the Saturday meeting of the Société. By the next week he had recovered sufficiently to pay a call on the Mallets and offer his apologies for missing their soirée dansante. To his regret, he told his father afterwards, he did not get a chance to speak with Noémi alone, only with others present. Still, he but found ‘nothing discouraging in her attitude’. In trying to read such subtle signs he was perhaps seeing only what he wished to see, and ignoring the fact that Noémi or her parents would have engineered an opportunity for the two of them to be alone if they had meant to encourage a romance.

The next weekend Saussure was invited to a hunt at the estate of another relation, Adèle Anna Hagerman de Pourtalès. Her late husband Count Robert had been the first cousin of Ferdinand’s grandfather Count Alexandre. Also present were one of Noémi’s two brothers and her cousin, who Saussure found were ‘perfectly kind to me’.8 Again he read into this that the family were not ill-disposed to the prospective engagement. On 23 November Ferdinand wrote to his father that the Mallets had been away and that

I am awaiting the family’s imminent return to Paris. Until then, things can be considered as going as well as possible. Above all I implore you and I am counting on you absolutely, not a word to anyone in Geneva; and even if people should be talking about it already, all the more reason. I would consider any other behaviour as treason.

You will perhaps have thought, out of solicitude for me, to take some steps, for example with regard to Albert de Rougemont. I hasten to tell you that nothing could be more fatal to my interests [… I]f you were here in Paris, you would realize that it is not on account of having relatives from Switzerland that I have the slightest prospect of success, but that on the contrary one must present oneself as having a property in Paris however small it may be.

[…] My uncle Max, who is still here and who judges things perfectly, shares my opinion exactly. I do not hide from you moreover that it is to him that I owe all the ground gained, and that any imprudent step which might compromise the current situation, would amount for me and for him to an irremediable misfortune, with incalculable consequences.9

Obviously, this is an extraordinary letter. Ferdinand addresses Henri as if his father were an unreliable child, and a provincial bumpkin with no understanding of how things work in the great capital. Anything he might say to Albert de Rougemont, Madame Mallet’s brother, would be fatal. The rhetoric of ‘treason’, ‘irremediable misfortune’ and ‘incalculable consequences’ shows how seriously Ferdinand took the matter, though these exaggerated expressions were above all meant to impress on his father the need for keeping shtum.

FRIENDS AND RIVALS

In Leipzig Saussure made few friendships with his fellow students, preferring the company of those with whom he had multiple blood links going back three centuries. The same was true of his social life during his decade in Paris. In all his correspondence with other lecturers the formal vous is never dropped, not even with Psichari, the colleague with whom he was on most intimate terms. The two worked together closely in the Société office from Psichari’s appointment as its Administrator in 1884 until Saussure left Paris.

And they had other things in common. As Renan’s son-in-law, Psichari was part of the French intellectual aristocracy just as Saussure, through Horace-Bénédict, belonged to its Swiss-French counterpart. Psichari’s literary sensibilities were no less keen than Saussure’s, and more adventurous, embracing the poètes décadents. In 1888 Psichari gave a paper to the Société on the suppression of final r and l in spoken French, and in the following discussion ‘Mr Ploix and Mr de Saussure say that the dropping of l r is only a consequence of the non-pronunciation of mute e, and that the question thus becomes much more vast’. This was a revelation to Psichari, who later declared that ‘all revolutions in literature are accomplished in the name of grammar’, and characterized the decadent movement as the ‘Revolution of the mute e’.10

As mentioned in the last chapter, Saussure also became close to Georges Guieysse, his student in 1887–8, while Guieysse formed an even closer bond with Marcel Schwob, from Saussure’s class of 1883–4. Although Schwob never delved seriously into Indo-European linguistics as Guieysse did, the two young men shared an interest in the study of slang and argot. Schwob’s was centred on its historical development in French, for which the evidence was scant. Guieysse’s extended beyond French, as shown by a paper he read to the Société on the English patois of the blacks of Missouri as recorded by ‘Mr Twaine’.11 Saussure offered comments.

Whereas Psichari merely wrote about the decadent poets’ verse, Schwob was mingling with them, embracing their lifestyle. It is not surprising therefore that the austere Saussure kept his distance. But it again shows Guieysse’s rare breadth of spirit that he drew close to him two men who in some ways were polar opposites.

The end of 1888 brought another loss to a Parisian linguistic establishment still coming to grips with the death of Bergaigne. At the meeting of the Société on 24 November it was announced that Arsène Darmesteter had died. After Havet and Bréal, it was Darmesteter who had helped cement Saussure’s status by being the first senior linguist to attend his lectures regularly during his first year of teaching. That was around the same time as Darmesteter was writing the book that would earn him wide and enduring fame, La vie des mots (‘The Life of Words’).12 It has sometimes been looked to as a possible source for aspects of Saussure’s conception of language, yet it may be that any resonances are of things Darmesteter picked up from Saussure, rather than the other way round. We have seen too that the lectures by Darmesteter’s brother James that Saussure attended in 1881 included material on analogy that were the seedbed for his model of the linguistic sign.

Any ambitions Saussure may have harboured for succeeding Bergaigne at the Sorbonne were strengthened by how the academic politics were playing out. In October, Victor Henry was appointed to cover Bergaigne’s comparative grammar lectures for the autumn semester, while Sylvain Lévi, now in Hauvette-Besnault’s chair, took on the extra Sanskrit lectures. That made Henry look the favourite to succeed Bergaigne—causing another candidate for the chair, Paul Regnaud, to undertake a furious campaign against him.13 Regnaud, professor of Sanskrit and comparative grammar at Lyons, had been publishing polemics against the Neogrammarians and their allies since 1885. He portrayed Bréal, Saussure, and Henry as the unholy trio spreading the German faith in infallible sound laws and unattested hypothetical phonemes. Regnaud argued instead for a return to the Bopp–Curtius a–i–u vocalic system of primitive Indo-European, without sonants. The effect of his attacks and lobbying was to split the Faculty, ensuring that neither he nor Henry would be appointed to the chair. That potentially left a clear path for Saussure, presuming he could count on the backing of his powerful allies Bréal and Gaston Paris, perhaps with others, including Renan and Saussure’s former student Lévi, adding their support.

It did not happen. The Faculty vote in December was tied, ten for Henry, ten for Regnaud. Henry had a partial victory, in that he was named to continue in the function he had been assigned in October, though not as holder of a chair. He had published a great deal of work, all solid though not particularly impressive to Saussure. Although Henry had won the Prix Volney in 1884, no great philological breakthrough was associated with his name.

Then, just a week after the vote at the Sorbonne, a death occurred in Saussure’s family that was a particular shock because, at thirty-one, Daisy Marcet de Pourtalès, Alex Marcet’s sister and the wife of Saussure’s uncle Hermann, was just six months older than Ferdinand. She died giving birth to her sixth child.14 The young family she left behind included her seven-year-old son Count Guy de Pourtalès, whose heartbreak at the loss is always close to the surface of his semi-autobiographical novels. On 22 December Saussure left Paris for Geneva to attend the funeral in the cemetery at Genthod, which would provide the opening scene of Guy’s La pêche miraculeuse. The newborn son, christened Horace, was taken into the care of Alex and Albertine, themselves childless.

On the 27th Saussure was obliged to send Gaston Paris a note explaining that he would have to miss the banquet marking the twentieth anniversary of the founding of the École, which he had planned to attend.15 Saussure stayed in Geneva through the New Year holiday, and was not present at the meeting of the Société on 12 January 1889, where the announcement was made of Henry’s appointment to lecture on comparative grammar at the Sorbonne.16

In no known document does Saussure directly express disappointment over not being appointed to a chair which—it is as obvious to us now as it was to him then—ought to have gone to him. What we do know is that, by mid-year, he would have a tense confrontation with Bréal over his continuing low status, after which he decided not to return to the École the following autumn. As will be seen, an offer from Bréal to improve his status was not enough to change his mind. He was holding out for a chair with exactly the description of the one that Henry was filling in for. To create a chair, however, was not within the gift even of Bréal. It was a matter for the central government.

In retrospect, one sees how Saussure made himself ineligible for a chair in Sanskrit and comparative grammar in Paris. The scholars who occupied those chairs gave their primary allegiance not to the Société de Linguistique, but to the Société Asiatique. Bréal was the ruling force in the former, with Renan as a background figure, while the reverse was true in the Société Asiatique, the orientation of which was toward textual philology rather than historical linguistic analysis. Léopold Favre and Lucien Gautier were life members of the Société Asiatique, as was Saussure’s cousin Max van Berchem. Other members included Saussure’s students Kirste and Guieysse, Lévi of course, and Henry, but not Saussure.

As far as he was concerned, Regnaud was beneath contempt, his polemics a disgrace, subjecting all that he and Bréal had worked for to incessant reactionary attack. That Regnaud should lump Henry in with the two of them just added to the absurdity. If the state of Parisian academia was such that the Sorbonne chair was being contested by an aggressive ignoramus and a passive mediocrity, who would willingly be a part of it, if he had a choice?

The timing suggests that the filling of Bergaigne’s chair played a part in Saussure’s decision to leave Paris. Among other things, it showed that his status within the academic community was not as stellar as he had believed, and as le tout Genève had been led to believe since Havet’s article on the Mémoire. This may have helped seal the fate of his courtship of Noémi Mallet. Her family might have agreed to a marriage based on social status in spite of the disparity in wealth. But to marry a senior lecturer who had been passed over for the only chairs in his field likely to fall vacant in Paris for a good long time did not offer so much in recompense. The record simply falls silent at this point where the courtship is concerned.

A year later, in February 1890, Noémi Mallet married Baron Robert de Renusson d’Hauteville, lieutenant in the 3rd Cuirassiers.17 Ferdinand had written to his father that he would need to have a ‘surface’ in Paris before proposing marriage; there is a section of Paris called the Cité d’Hauteville, which is quite a surface.

Saussure in early 1889 found his plans and hopes for both his professional career and his personal life in tatters. His social world had been centred on the Paris–Geneva circle in which the Mallets were so prominent; now it would be awkward to accept invitations, if any were forthcoming. He could at least take comfort in having two students such as Meillet and Guieysse, both highly gifted and devoted to him. He continued too to focus intensely on the latest in his series of research projects.

He undertook what today would be called a ‘quantitative’ study of Homeric versification. Among his papers are dozens of pages analysing variation among the Homeric hymns and individual books of the Odyssey, doing statistical analysis of rhythms, caesurae, diaeresis, and, in some cases, how their occurrence might have been affected by the presence of a vanished digamma (Ƒ), the w sound of archaic Greek. It was perhaps inspired in part by the line of thinking which Psichari was developing about how poetic practice connects to grammatical structure and change. Saussure gave a paper on the subject to the Société on 26 January 1889, in which he maintained that

a value ought to be recognized for the word ending. In effect, the third foot contains a word ending 99 times out of 100, which cannot be due to chance […]. On the other hand, the bizarre fact is noted that the number of verses in which the first foot finishes with a word is in each hymn in inverse proportion to those in which the fourth foot finishes thus. When the first figure surpasses 52 ½%, the other falls below 61 ½%, and reciprocally without exception.

No paper like this had ever been presented to the Société; the closest precedent was one in which statistical measures were used in the analysis of linguistic forms. If Saussure expected to stimulate a lively debate by opening a new avenue into the understanding of one of the foundational works of European culture, he was disappointed. Bréal alone offered a comment.

For Saussure, this began a new line of research which he would pursue, almost obsessively at times, for the next twenty years—the quest for hidden patterns in poetry. The January 1889 paper to the Société was the one and only time he would put any of it before the public, to a chilly reception.18 He had been cautious in the years since the carefree daring of the Mémoire. From now on he would take even fewer risks, both in oral presentations and in print.

At that same 26 January meeting, Schwob was proposed for membership in the Société, with Guieysse and Bréal as sponsors. He was duly elected at the next session, where Saussure presented another, much more traditional paper, on the variation between the Greek words pollós and polús. Its only link to his previous study was the involvement of the digamma, and he brought in comparison of the Lithuanian and Gothic congeners. At that point, however, he vanished, turning up at no meeting for nearly three months.

He may have returned to Geneva over the Easter break between semesters. He had done something similar two years before, when his mother’s apparent nervous collapse had made his presence in Geneva necessary. This time it seems to have been his own well-being that was at risk. He let his family know that, with things as they stood, it would be difficult for him to stay on in Paris. Yet he cannot have been out of Paris for this whole period on account of the teaching he was obliged to do. On some Saturday evenings he was simply staying away from the Société—another step in his disengagement from the Parisian academic scene. The fact that during the first half of 1889 he was rarely present at a meeting which Henry attended, and vice versa, is perhaps only coincidental. But when Henry died in 1907, Saussure wrote frostily to Meillet that he was ‘never particularly tied to him’. Henry is unlikely to have been insensitive to the disdain; in 1894 he suffered a severe depression, which has been linked to criticisms of his work as insufficiently solid or original.19

With the recent deaths of Bergaigne, Arsène Darmesteter, and Hauvette-Besnault, professors seemed to be dropping like flies. During Saussure’s period of withdrawal from the Société, another academic death occurred, this time in Geneva. Carl Krauss, professor of German literature in the Université, had been Saussure’s teacher. He was the first to offer courses in philology and comparative linguistics at the Académie, from 1869 until they were taken over by Rabbi Wertheimer in 1873. To Saussure’s family and friends it seemed as though providence was offering him the perfect opportunity. Germanic had after all been his field in Paris for the past decade, and his enduring interest in German epic literature awaited development. When the Faculty Senate voted to redesignate the chair as Germanic languages and literatures, any remaining obstacle to Saussure’s candidacy for it was removed.

But he was not tempted. Trying to persuade him to apply, his old friend Decrue found him ‘cold’ on the question.20 Given that Saussure felt unable to carry on in Paris, and that Geneva was his home, this is surprising. Yet having only just this academic year managed to extend his teaching beyond Germanic languages for the first time, he would not want to be boxed in again. And although, in career terms, appointment to a chair would balance out the status gap between Paris and Geneva, unless the field were broadened the world would see the move as Saussure’s admission that his decade in Paris had been a failure—no appointment to a chair there, not a single publication of importance, no brilliant marriage, but a return home with his tail between his legs.

As the Faculty considered the succession to Krauss, his teaching for the next semester was taken over by Bernard Bouvier. He had done his studies in Paris, where he received an agrégation, worked two years as a French lecturer at the University of Berlin and then returned to Geneva to teach at the secondary school for girls. Having nothing like Saussure’s credentials, Bouvier would not have presented serious competition if Saussure had been a candidate for the chair.

Saussure next attended a meeting of the Société on 27 April. Henry was also there, the first time the two of them were both present since Henry’s appointment to substitute for Bergaigne. Guieysse and Schwob were away, however. Back in February, Schwob had given a paper to the Société critiquing the methods used up to that point in research on argot. This was followed up at the next meeting, on 9 March, by a paper on argot written in collaboration with Guieysse. It created enough of a stir for discussion of it to be resumed a fortnight later, when Schwob was questioned particularly about the term à tire-larigot ‘a lot’, a slang term first attested in 1536 with a literal meaning connected with blowing a rustic flute. This then led Schwob and Guieysse to collaborate further, preparing a letter concerning tire-larigot which was read out at the meeting of 6 April. By then, however, Schwob and Guieysse had gone off for the Easter break. We do not know whether they went together, but it seems likely, given that they continued their joint work on the question of argot, completing a manuscript about five weeks later that was substantial enough to be published as a book.

Sometime in April, before the manuscript was complete, Guieysse set off for England, spending his time in London and Manchester. He took along with him a copy of Saussure’s Mémoire, which he was reading through carefully, writing twenty-four pages of notes together with a detailed outline.21 He was preparing himself for the autumn, having been appointed as maître de conférences in Sanskrit at the École, replacing Lévi.22

By 11 May, Schwob was back in Paris for the meeting of the Société. Guieysse, who may still have been in England, did not attend. His notebooks are marked ‘London–Manchester, April–May 1889’; if he was not back in Paris by the 11th, it must have been soon after, because he and Schwob completed their book on argot within days after that. Then, on Friday 17 May, Georges Guieysse, barely twenty years old, committed suicide by shooting himself through the heart.

The linguists of Paris had endured many losses in the previous year, but the death of Guieysse hit them hard. With Bergaigne, though he should have had many productive years ahead of him, the obituaries and funeral addresses focus on what he accomplished. With Guieysse, there could only be bitter regret at the promise that had been extinguished, and confusion about where to direct that regret. He had, after all, ended his own life. For Saussure, it echoed the suicide, when he was eleven, of his cousin Charles Pictet, which also came at the end of a sojourn in Britain. In Pictet’s case, an unfinished suicide note showed that a love affair was at the bottom of it.

If the same was true in Guieysse’s case, we have no direct evidence of it. Still, twenty-year-olds did not commit suicide without some compelling motive. With Guieysse there was no obvious depression, no financial difficulty, and certainly no bleakness with regard to his future. His brilliant situation should have compensated for any motive that did not involve some sense of honour. He had been about to undertake the editing of an index of proper names in ancient Indian inscriptions, under the direction of Auguste Barth and Émile Senart, which would have been a major reference work for historians and linguists alike.23 Beyond that, his dream was to go to Indo-China to study at first hand the development of Indian civilization as it had been transplanted there.

That leaves the standard, even conventional, reasons for youthful suicide at the time: unrequited love, insurmountable obstacles to a marriage, or guilt over some act regarded as irremediably shameful. King George V, when told that someone he knew was homosexual, famously said ‘I thought that men like that shot themselves’.24 The United Kingdom did not finally bring all its laws on homosexual and heterosexual acts into line with one another in its four constituent nations until April 2008. France abolished its anti-sodomy laws in 1791, which is why Oscar Wilde famously moved to Paris after his release from Reading Gaol in 1897. Among the intimates in Wilde’s Parisian circle was Marcel Schwob, who, in the 1890s, adopted all the trappings of the lifestyle associated with the decadent movement, including, most memorably, a Chinese manservant who did the shopping dressed in an elegant chang pao. In his thirties, Schwob married an older woman, an actress, but seems not to have lived with her. He died at thirty-seven, of tuberculosis according to his official biographies. However…

[C]ases in which physical injury results from the act of buggery are very rare. But it has been known to happen, occasionally with fatal results. For instance, Wilde’s friend Marcel Schwob, the French essayist and short story writer, to whom Wilde dedicated The Sphinx ‘in friendship and admiration’, died from the effects of a syphilitic tumour in the rectum, which he acquired as the result of anal intercourse with an infected youth.25

The author of this passage, Montgomery Hyde, knew and interviewed the surviving friends of Wilde in the 1940s and after.26 His book does not brook unfounded rumours or tittle-tattle, nor does it repeat information from serious studies for which he cannot find supporting evidence.27 Readers can make their own judgements about what Hyde reports. It does not directly affect the biography of Saussure, who was never especially close to Schwob when they were both in Paris and had no further contact with him after 1891. It does, however, point to a plausible explanation for Guieysse’s suicide. He had become very close to Schwob, a young man who felt bound to disrupt the conventional morality of the day by breaking its taboos. One does not even need to suppose that there was physical contact between Schwob and Guieysse. Attraction or desire alone, or a pass that was rebuffed, might have sufficed to bring on a feeling of shame or self-loathing in the context of the time.

For the sensitive Saussure, the loss of Guieysse, the mirror of his younger self, was tragic. One can only imagine his feelings when Guieysse’s bereaved mother sent him the notes her son had made on the Mémoire during his voyage to England. Coming as it did after all the other blows that had been dealt him recently, it pushed him close to the edge.

He continued attending meetings of the Société, even presenting a paper on 8 June concerning Lithuanian accentuation, a subject which he had let lie dormant since his disappointing trip to Lithuania. Now the course he was giving on the language forced him to focus on the complexities in the stress patterns in its conjugations and declensions. With his interest reawakened, Lithuanian accentuation would become the dominant topic of his work over the next several years.28 He began his paper by pointing out his clearest finding:

1. the grave accent occurred only on Lithuanian short vowels, and

2. the circumflex and acute occurred only on long vowels.

He noted his own surprise that such a basic fact, one that seems obvious once it has been pointed out, had escaped the notice of so devoted a scholar as Kurschat. Two important consequences fell out from it. First, it showed that the intonation does not depend on the stress. Kurschat had assumed that the intonation was part and parcel of the stress, and others followed him in the assumption. Saussure perceived that it is in fact a quality proper to the vowel, and independent of stress. The accent makes the intonation evident, but does not create it.29 Secondly, it meant that the short vowels with grave accents could be set aside; what remained to be explained was the distribution of circumflex and acute accents among the long vowels.

Kurschat had given a very complex picture of the stress patterns in conjugations and declensions of the language, positing no fewer than four separate classes of nouns just to account for why, for example, the noun laîkýti had its stress (shown by boldface) on the second syllable while the otherwise similar ráižyti had its stress on the first. Saussure’s realization enabled him to detect a purely phonological pattern linking intonation with stress in a regular, law-like fashion. First, though, he would have to go through all the available data. In addition to Kurschat’s, which reflected what Saussure called the ‘classical Lithuanian of Prussia’, there were the often conflicting data collected further east by Antanas Baranauskas, a Roman Catholic bishop and poet known to Saussure by his Polish name Baranowski.30

This entailed more than he could do in time for the June paper, so he deferred it. He was still very much aware that Lithuanian accentuation might offer the proof that the controversial vowel system put forward in the Mémoire was correct. It would take a great deal of work to put together the demonstration that this was so, and Saussure could do little more than lay out the problem in his talk to the Société. It was well enough received for him to pin his hopes on its being his long-awaited breakthrough project. He was determined to develop it properly, and so declined to publish his paper immediately in the Société’s Mémoires. He would instead work on it over the summer while back home in Geneva.

The summer break would give Saussure a much needed opportunity to get away and recover his equilibrium in his beloved Creux de Genthod, whatever the ongoing family tensions and fragile nervous state of both his parents. Then on 22 July came a letter ordering him to delay his departure from Paris and attend the inauguration of the new buildings of the Sorbonne by the French président, Sadi Carnot. The ceremony had more than the ordinary symbolic importance. In July 1889 France narrowly avoided a new revolution on the centenary of the first one, when the boulangistes, the right-wing supporters of General Boulanger, were defeated in the elections. A show of support for the Third Republic and what it had done for higher learning in France would help the government re-establish its authority and heal wounds from the popular demonstrations in favour of Boulanger that had been disrupting Paris for months.

Not being a French citizen, and feeling shabbily treated by the academic administration, Saussure had no loyalty to demonstrate. It is not clear whether he stayed to attend the inauguration of the new buildings, but it is on record that, before he left on his summer break, he had the confrontation with Michel Bréal alluded to earlier. What triggered it may have been the order to delay his departure, since he would have to inform Bréal that he intended to ignore it, and Bréal would have to explain this to the higher authorities. In the course of their confrontation Saussure made known his unhappiness with his position and his failure to be promoted. Bréal, taken aback at hearing harsh words from someone who had always been a model of patrician courtesy and sang froid, was not able to respond satisfactorily. Saussure—seemingly impetuously, though in fact he had been debating this long and hard with himself and trusted Genevese intimates—gave notice of his resignation.

LEAVE

Back in February 1889, Saussure’s friends, knowing of his dissatisfaction with his situation in Paris, advised him to apply for the chair left vacant in Geneva by the death of Krauss. He did not. Six months later, with his personal and professional situation only worsening, and shaken by Guieysse’s suicide, he wanted nothing more than to quit Paris and return home. Decrue, who was himself now professing history in the Université de Genève, wrote to him on 6 September:

I deeply regret not having pushed you more to accept the succession to Krauss—since, for you, to have solicited it and accepted it would have been one and the same. The Department [of Public Instruction] has renamed the chair, which I did not then know: chair of Germanic languages and literatures. […]

You appeared to me to be cold on this question: I should perhaps have pressed you and with both of us taking measures we would have succeeded. I confess to you that I reproach myself seriously for my inertia: I did not try hard enough <for this place> to see it from your point of view. Paris seems to me much more your centre of activity. Then I lost sight of the matter somewhat. But perhaps you have reasons for returning to Geneva? In short, my conscience as your friend and as a scholar is troubled and only a clear signal from you can put it at ease.

I know that the applications are closed. But if you repented of your abstention, I would move heaven and earth. […]31

The letter does not mention the political situation around the Department of Public Instruction, which for years had been increasingly dominated by men from the middle class who might have opposed Saussure’s appointment on purely anti-aristocratic grounds. The opportunity for a chair might not last forever. Certainly Saussure was ambivalent, but what he wanted was a chair with the description of the one that had gone to Henry, in Sanskrit and comparative grammar. This gave scope for investigating and teaching about the full range of Indo-European languages.

In 1883 Adolphe Tschumi, once Saussure’s fellow student at the Collège de Genève and now a botanist, published Routine et progrès, an indictment of Genevese education as being anachronistically rooted in books and the study of dead languages.32 Much had changed in the half century since Madame Necker de Saussure’s L’Education progressive. For Tschumi, influenced by views he encountered while tutoring in Germany after completing his education in Geneva—where, despite his origins, he had followed the classical rather than the teacher-training curriculum—the ‘routine’ education focusing on humanistic studies favoured children growing up in aristocratic families with generations of familiarity with such studies. He returned from Germany convinced that social ‘progress’ demanded a new form of education with practical scientific studies at its core, preparing children from ordinary families for careers. Routine et progrès convinced many others that he was right.

Just three years later the government passed a Law on Public Instruction, led by Tschumi, and with another contemporary from the Collège de Genève, William Rosier, taking part in its final formulation.33 The agenda of those leading the reform was to make education ‘real’, practical and politically active, moving the university away from being an ivory tower for the privileged. Comparative linguistics did not have direct practical value. If a chair were established in it, the Department of Public Instruction knew that it would be for a few elite students. To have it taught by an aristocrat from the Upper Town with a ‘de’ in his name would only highlight the situation.

But at the end of the 1880s one of those political pendulum swings took place that gave the conservative forces the upper hand in Public Instruction. No one imagined that the shift would be permanent. But for the moment Saussure did not need to fear being rejected out of hand on social grounds if he had asked Decrue to put his name in for Krauss’s chair even though the deadline had passed. As it turned out, the applicants who did present themselves were not strong, and no appointment was made in 1889. Finally in 1890 the chair went to Bouvier, who had replaced Krauss in his teaching. He was an able man who, like Decrue, would rise to the rank of Rector of the Université. Though from a non-aristocratic background, he understood how to deal with the aristocrats, and found ways to engage them in modernizing the university and broadening access to it, aims which, when pushed by less sympathetic hands, the old guard instinctively resisted. He was not, however, a serious Germanic scholar. When the chair of French literature fell vacant after the resignation of Edouard Rod, who took a chair in Paris in 1893, Bouvier took it over, quitting the Germanic chair.

As the autumn approached, Saussure agonized over what to do. He could not bring himself to return to Paris. In principle, it would have been a good move to lock himself away in a study at Creux de Genthod, eliminating all the obstacles that had kept him from bringing off any of his projects of the last decade to his own satisfaction. A year of solid work—those half-finished manuscripts completed—his reputation established at the top of his field. But what if it did not happen that way? What if it turned out that the true obstacles were not external, but internal ones?

On 10 October 1889 Bréal wrote Saussure a long and friendly letter dealing with a number of points of Société business. Saussure had asked to have an entire issue of the Société’s Mémoires devoted to Lithuanian. Bréal said that there was no obstacle; they would simply need to insert a couple of lines explaining the motive to readers. He also mentioned, without comment, a letter which Saussure had sent to the Société’s factotum, Georges Möhl, asking whether Gaston Paris was at the École at the moment. In fact Möhl himself was away, and the letter was forwarded to Bréal, who feared that Saussure might be about to send his resignation to Paris, president of the École’s Section IV. Bréal wrote:

I hope that the rest of the holidays has corrected the unfortunate misapprehensions which you found yourself under when we last met. With your talent and character, I do not doubt that you are appreciated everywhere. But you will certainly not be more appreciated than in Paris. While waiting until circumstances permit doing something else, the Minister, acting on the proposition of Mr G. Paris and Mr Liard, wishes to give you a mark of his esteem by conferring on you the title of Director of Studies. This title will be more in accordance with your merit and your role at the École than that of lecturer. It will perhaps help you to wait. No need to tell you that as far as I am concerned, I would greatly regret seeing you leave France, and that after the losses we have endured this would be a further misfortune.34

The letter went some way toward mollifying Saussure, though it did not have the full effect Bréal had hoped for. Saussure returned to Paris before writing to Gaston Paris on 5 November, and when he wrote it was not to resign, but to request a year’s leave of absence without pay. Three drafts of the letter are among Saussure’s papers, the most complete of which says that ‘A set of diverse reasons, family circumstances and personal circumstances, <lead me>, against my will, <to> take this step’.35

It was not quite such a simple matter, though. A small, fixed set of categories permitted a sympathetic administrator to grant a leave such as the one Saussure was requesting. One of these was leave for health reasons, and that was what Saussure finally applied for, probably on the advice of Gaston Paris, who approved the request. Arrangements were made for Saussure’s lectures—actually Bréal’s lectures—to be covered by his student Meillet.

Saussure left Paris for Geneva between 5 and 9 November. As word got around that he would not be teaching at the École in 1889–90, but had returned home on medical leave, various reactions ensued. Psichari sent him a card on 9 November which is unlike any other correspondence Saussure ever received from someone outside his family and circle of intimate Genevese friends, and even they did not write so intimately after reaching adulthood. Psichari expressed, as Francis Decrue had done, his belief that Paris was where Saussure really belonged. He acknowledged too what Saussure was telling his friends privately was the main motivation for his retreat to Geneva: ‘the desire to work more freely.’ But along with real grief at losing his companionship, Psichari expresses a very prescient fear that the work Saussure hoped to accomplish might end up, like so many of its predecessors, never advancing beyond ‘the state of a project’.

The news of your departure grieves me. For nearly ten years I have known you and loved you; I have let myself get used to the idea of having you in Paris always. What is more, you have done too much honour to the École for me to be happy about this leave. In the past you have confided to me your scruples and this is what authorizes me to speak to you about them. If they are what have swung the balance in your decision, I regret it greatly. Even admitting that your scruples are legitimate, there would have been a way to work things out, by creating, for example, a new course especially for you. What it will take is, over the next year, for you to give me permission to talk about this project, which as you can see is my suggestion and no one can accuse you of having formed it. I have decided to do all I can, starting first of all with you, to tear you away from Geneva and to bring you back within these walls. Let me for the moment form a vow: you were leaving, you said, to work more freely… (Euh! euh! I see you going hunting; I do not see you doing phonetics on the shores of the lake.) But, I beg you, do not let this work remain in the state of a project. Someone with your intelligence has a duty to life. And life, for you, is science. Your faculties will reach their maximum of intensity there; and life is lived only when one has arrived at the total sensation of this intensity. I am speaking to you as a sage; I am speaking to you as a friend; I am speaking to you as a philologist infatuated with the progress of our science. You cannot refuse to listen to me. Discouragement is forbidden to you. Create—and you can do it—a fine book which takes off at once like a [illegible and torn]36

Psichari’s card, together with the earlier letter from Decrue, leave little doubt that the leave for health reasons was effectively a pretext, the box that had to be ticked for the request not to blocked as it made its way through the bureaucratic channels. If certification was required from a physician, it would not have been hard to obtain. Psychiatric textbooks of the time were surprisingly quick to recognize all manner of conditions believed to stem simply from the stress of modern urban life, and temporary removal from the metropolitan jungle was the standard treatment. Given that Saussure’s parents were both prone to depression, believed to be a hereditary disposition, and that he genuinely had been through a traumatic year, it would be a callous doctor indeed who would have refused to endorse his request for a year to recover his equilibrium, even if his condition was nowhere near critical.

But as the news of Saussure’s departure on health grounds spread, speculation began to take the place of fact. Hence the extraordinary letter which Brugmann received from his younger colleague Wilhelm Streitberg at the end of 1889:

A message, which might interest you certainly, I have recently received from a student of de Saussure, namely that he has recently suffered an incurable mental disorder. It would be too unfortunate if this message should be confirmed. His brother-in-law, whom I recently got to know in Geneva, denied any illness on de Saussure’s part; but such a denial does not mean much.37

The brother-in-law could only have been Edmond de la Rive, since Alex Marcet was in London. In spite of this rumour being spread by one of Saussure’s students, the Société de Linguistique de Paris, on the same day that Streitberg wrote his letter, re-elected Saussure as Adjunct Secretary,38 despite his absence from all the meetings of the 1889–90 academic year. He was very much present in the Société’s Bulletin, however. Perhaps as a way of clearing his desk before leaving for Geneva, he published no fewer than eighteen brief notes in the 1889 fascicle of the Mémoires.39

The project Saussure was working on during his retreat to Geneva in 1889–90 was an extensive treatment of Lithuanian accentuation and intonation, expanding on the paper he had read to the Société in June, and laying out the link to the sonant coefficients of the mother language.40 Just as Psichari had feared, Saussure produced nothing. When he finally published his original paper in the Société’s Mémoires in 1894, it was in the same form in which he had originally given it, apart from a few appended paragraphs which he managed to put into shape only late in 1893.

His only firmly datable composition from this period is a poem he wrote for the wedding banquet of Émile Odier. Of the four sons of James Odier, Émile was the one destined to succeed him at the helm of the family bank. The eldest son, Gabriel, whom his mother had hoped to marry to Albertine, was the closest in age to Ferdinand. The youngest, Henri Agénor, himself a budding poet, will reappear in a significant supporting role in a later chapter. The long poem is much lighter in tone than anything from Saussure’s younger days. This sample says of Émile:

Je l’ai connu petit: c’était un enfant sage,

Tout juste, j’en conviens. Je crois que le ménage

Aurait fort mal marché dans ce temps-là, je veu

Madame, vous eu faire ouvertement l’aveu.

Car vous n’étiez pas là pour surveiller les farces

Du jeune homme, et les      et les vitres Éparses

Cassées à coup de fronde et les punitions

Qui s’abattaient sur lui, parfois par légions.41

‘I knew him as a lad: he was well behaved

Just barely, I admit. I doubt that the marriage

would have worked out then, I wish

Madame, to admit it to you openly.

For you were not there to observe the farces

Of the young man, and the      and the windows

Broken with slingshots and the punishments

Which rained down on him, sometimes by legions.

Another wedding two months later was not the cause for such joyful celebration. Ferdinand’s own younger brother, Horace, still an impoverished artist, became the first Saussure to marry outside the circle of aristocratic Calvinist families. And whereas most of the Saussure men took brides a decade or more younger than themselves, the woman Horace married, Anna Schwer from Heligoland, Germany, was forty-one, ten years his senior. They remained childless during the sixteen years before Horace achieved another record, by becoming the first Saussure in recorded history to divorce.

Also in 1890 there occurred a death within the Saussures’ extended family. Henriette Macaire de Senarclens Vufflens was the widow of the last lord of Senarclens Vufflens. Their two sons had died young, and the title could not pass to their daughters. As was noted in the preceding chapter, the elder daughter, Amélie, was married to Jules Faesch, and she and her sister Hortense now inherited the magnificent Château de Vufflens, to the west of Lausanne. Marie’s elder brother Albert would be the principal heir of their generation, and might be expected, following the norm, eventually to buy out his two sisters’ interest in the château. But around this time, Albert did something nearly as unconventional as his cousin Horace de Saussure had done in marrying Anna Schwer. Albert apparently fathered a child out of wedlock, and acknowledged the daughter, but did not marry her mother.42

Jules Faesch and Henri de Saussure arrived at the same solution for dealing with their sons: shipping them off to America. Despite his sterling academic record, René was the first to go, in 1890, after completing his degree at the École Polytechnique in Paris.43 Henri was convinced that he had been thoroughly corrupted by Léopold during the time both of them were studying in Paris. Léopold himself remained a problem, but at least had shipped off on his own steam, or rather the French navy’s steam, since in 1888 he began three years of service on the gunship Aspic in the Far East.44

Meanwhile, a project began to take shape concerning Jules’s and Henri’s favourite children. At twenty-two, Marie Faesch was ten years younger than Ferdinand de Saussure. Albertine had married at twenty-one, Dora at twenty. As for Ferdinand, his worry-prone father, increasingly alarmed after the affairs of Horace, Albert Faesch, and others, had not lost trust in him, but in such a close social circle, rumours about gambling could hardly have escaped his ears, along with, perhaps, other less well-founded rumours. Both the Saussures and the Faeschs had every reason to make sure that their children saw a good deal of each other during Ferdinand’s year of leave.

The more pressing problem, though, was what to do about Albert Faesch, and how to free Henri of the burden of supporting Horace and his wife. In 1892 they all set sail for the United States.45 As for young Louis, who had been sent to England in 1887, even he was shipped off now to South America, to stay on a ranch owned by an émigré from the Saussures’ Genevese coterie. Henri would not have been up to organizing all this on his own. Ferdinand’s presence in Geneva during this year made it possible for all these plans to be developed and carried through. The practical arrangements were considerable, and a further distraction from the academic work he was meant to spend the year doing.

By July, it was clear to him that his goals would not be reached. As the academic year wound up, Gaston Paris wrote to him on 5 July 1890 asking about his intentions for the next year. Saussure replied from Genthod five days later, ‘I hasten to declare, as I ought to have done long since, that my intention is still, with your agreement and that of my colleagues, to return and take up my post at the École des Hautes Études this coming November’.46 He did not say whether he intended to return permanently. People read into such elisions what they hope to be true, and Paris assumed that Saussure was returning to stay.

But Saussure was still wavering. With nothing definite in hand, it would hardly be a good example to his brothers if Ferdinand remained without a post, living entirely off family largesse. Reluctantly, he began to prepare for a return to Paris in the autumn of 1890.

RENÉ DE SAUSSURE AND DIFFERENCE

As shown in Chapter 9, the idea that the signifier, the acoustic side of the sign, is purely oppositional appears in Saussure’s unpublished manuscripts as far back as 1881–3, when he was in Paris and working on a never completed book on Indo-European phonology. He wrote that language ‘is composed <of a system> of acoustic oppositions’, with, however, no suggestion that meaning too is oppositional in nature. As for ‘semiological value’ and the relationship of sound to idea, at that stage all that was at issue was the phoneme.47 When he returns to general issues of the nature of language in December 1891, in manuscripts to be discussed in the next chapter, the oppositional nature of both sound and meaning figures at the heart of his concerns.

Saussure’s interest in these questions of relationship and difference were reawakened and extended by work being done by his brother René. Whatever Henri might have thought about his supposed corruption by Léopold, René’s ambitions were high, and he was prepared to work hard to establish and support himself. After landing in New York in the early months of 1890 he tried to find an academic position, something which ought to have been easy enough. He was a strikingly handsome young man of twenty-two with outstanding qualifications, and at least adequate English for the heteroglossic metropolis.

Though jobless, he did not while away his time aimlessly, but set about writing a series of papers on multidimensional geometry, which circa 1890 was an extraordinarily vibrant area of enquiry. It straddled the border of geometry and physics, and was catching up with the great advances made a quarter-century before by the German mathematician Bernhard Riemann.48 The ‘dimensions’ involved were unlimited, including not only spatial dimensions, but time, mass, and energy. It was this line of thought that was leading directly to the philosophy of Henri Bergson, and a few years later, the theory of relativity of another Swiss, Albert Einstein, which is precisely about how the geometry of space changes radically in its multidimensional relationship with time. E = mc2 is a formulation of the geometry of space (mass) and time (speed) relative to energy. In retrospect, the solidity and importance of the work René was undertaking is evident. But at the time, such a radical departure from classical mechanics struck the Genevese academic establishment as frivolous speculation at best.

In March 1890 René completed a manuscript which he later sent to Ferdinand, who read the paper carefully and sent it back with a long critical commentary. René’s response, dated 11 August, is testy, though still good-humoured, and only gently hints that perhaps his elder brother is out of his depth: ‘This morning I received your letter or your volume if you prefer. […] You tell me that a mathematical plane formed by matter is situated outside all imaginable reality. Agreed, but I never said that the two-dimensional space I am dealing with was a mathematical plane.’49 Taken aback by his eldest brother’s strong reaction, René appears to have rewritten this manuscript, excising material that was perhaps over-reaching, but conceptually bold and innovative. The revised version was published at the start of 1891, in the journal of the Genevese society for the physical and natural sciences.50 The paper imagines the nature of physical reactions, then of geometry, in spaces of zero, one, two, three, and four dimensions. Zero and four dimensions obviously stretch the ‘physical’ to realms that can only be imagined—that are purely conceptual.51

The only work René cites in the 1891 paper is La matière et la physique moderne, translated from The Concepts and Theories of Modern Physics (1882) by J. B. Stallo, a German-born academic who had settled in Cincinnati, Ohio.52 Stallo’s book is also the principal influence in another, longer and still more daring manuscript on ‘Metageometry’ that René would send to Ferdinand in 1892. It is likely that this manuscript includes and develops some of the material which René excised from the paper he sent his brother in 1890. In the second chapter of the 1892 manuscript, René makes clear that the philosophical basis for his own hypothesis lies with Stallo’s strong critique of Riemann’s hypothesis of 1858, which first laid out the idea of a metageometrical space.53 René’s second chapter also includes a seventeen-page résumé of Stallo’s book,54 which would have given Ferdinand significant exposure to it.

The passages from Stallo which René cites and comments on involve abstraction, linearity, time, and sense perception.55 Stallo’s view that seemingly physical phenomena like mass and duration are concepts, abstractions, not actually perceptible to the senses, goes further than the related ideas in Ferdinand’s notes of the first half of the decade, and point towards what he will write and say about duration, time, linearity, and abstractness in his manuscripts from late 1891 to late 1894, and again in his later courses on general linguistics.

René himself writes that ‘nothing means only something that has no value’,56 and that ‘we affirm the relativity not only of the qualities perceived by our senses, but of the notions conceived by our mind’.57 These are ideas that many people today assume were first articulated by Ferdinand. Even more directly ‘Saussurean’ material is found elsewhere in Stallo’s book, which Ferdinand, taking such a meticulous interest in his brother’s work, is unlikely not to have read. In the section entitled ‘The Relation of Thoughts to Things’ Stallo makes many statements along the following lines:

Thought, in its most comprehensive sense, is the establishment or recognition of relations between phenomena. Foremost among these relations—the foundation, in fact, of all others, such as those of exclusion and inclusion, coexistence and sequence, cause and effect, means and end—are the relations of identity and difference. The difference between phenomena is a primary datum of sensation. The very act of sensation is based upon it. It is one of the many acute observations of Hobbes that ‘it is all one to be always sensible of the same thing and not to be sensible of anything.’ ‘We only know anything,’ says J. S. Mill, ‘by knowing it as distinguished from something else; all consciousness is of difference; two objects are the smallest number required to constitute consciousness; a thing is only seen to be what it is by contrast with what it is not.’58

Stallo affirms that ‘Thought deals, not with things as they are, or are supposed to be, in themselves, but with our mental representations of them. Its elements are, not pure objects, but their intellectual counterparts’;59 and that ‘Objects are known only through their relations to other objects’. Again, thinking ahead a quarter century to Einstein helps us to appreciate the rapidly rising tension between a Newtonian physics based on empirical observation and the new physics that starts by imagining the universe differently from what our senses suggest, and only afterwards looks for ways of confirming it empirically.

This had been Ferdinand’s modus operandi when systematizing the primitive Indo-European vowel system in his Mémoire. He imagined vanished sounds not attested in any of the historical Indo-European languages, which, if distributed in a particular way, made possible a perfectly regular account of phenomena previously relegated to the limbo of the exceptional. Faced a decade later with his younger brother’s attempts to apply the same thought process to geometry and physics, areas in which he claimed no expertise, he seems to have reacted with a knee-jerk conservatism not unlike that of the critics of his own early work.

What is original to Ferdinand does not include the view that linguistic meaning or any other form of conceptual knowledge is generated purely by difference of one element from another within a system of values. Nor of course does it include the idea that the link between a linguistic meaning and the sounds which signify it is arbitrary—that is an ancient heritage. His original contribution was to imagine sounds and concepts as being perfectly alike in their nature and mental operation, with the two orders of difference held together by a force that is essentially social, namely, the immutability of linguistic signs, the impossibility for anyone to change them without creating a wholly new language, a new system of values. For if all consciousness is of difference, then we can only speak of ‘a language’ where all differences have already been conventionalized, and are shared. Or as Saussure put it in conversation with his student Léopold Gautier in 1911, as his third and last course on general linguistics was drawing towards a close, ‘For now, general linguistics appears to me as a system of geometry’.60

There is a further story to be told about how those other sciences which knew about opposition and difference in the nineteenth century forgot it in the twentieth, so that, in time, it would come to be thought of as Saussure’s invention. The most direct indication that René’s work reawakened Saussure’s interest in the differential nature of the sign comes from the testimony of Albert Sechehaye, who says of Saussure that in the early 1890s one idea ‘preoccupied him ceaselessly and which he made the cornerstone of his thought where the organization and functioning of languages is concerned, namely that what matters are not so much the signs themselves as the differences between the signs which constitute a play of oppositive values’.61

At the end of August 1890 Ferdinand took part in a two-week assembly of his military division, though he obtained leave from the refresher course he was meant to attend. He was in Geneva late in September when his father headed a delegation of the Geographical Society to receive Henry Morton Stanley and his wife on their arrival in the city.62 As noted in Chapter 5, Stanley’s How I Found Livingstone had been part of Ferdinand’s boyhood library.

With the autumn looming, Ferdinand found himself dreading his return to Paris. It was too late to back out, especially since Meillet, who had replaced him during his leave, was away with a research group on an expedition to the Caucasus. He was studying the Armenian language, still scarcely known to linguists, and would not be in a position to replace Saussure again. At least Saussure made up his mind about his longer-term plans, and informed his family that this would be his last year at the École. Léopold wrote him on 16 October from on board the Aspic that ‘the last mail delivery has informed me of your decision to quit Paris. I can well understand the difficulties you have there, and that you would continue to have. Are you counting on finding a chair in Geneva? I have not been told anything about that.’63 Nor, it seems, had Ferdinand’s colleagues in Paris. He kept his decision to leave a secret until the start of the second semester.

RETURN AND ADIEU TO PARIS

Less is known about Saussure’s teaching during his final year at the École des Hautes Études because the system of publishing annual reports had been abolished the year before. One of his courses was on Gothic, and we have the names of his twenty-two students, the same number as in 1888–9. They include some familiar ones: Boyer, Dottin, Quillard. Among the new faces were two who would become pre-eminent in their generation, the linguist Maurice Grammont and the historian Ferdinand Lot.64

Refreshed after his year away, and knowing that these would be his last months in the French capital, Saussure took a very active hand in the affairs of the Société de Linguistique in 1890–1. He was re-elected as Adjunct Secretary in December. Along with Henry and Bréal he was always ready with comments and questions on the papers given. He and Henry regularly sparred with one another, mainly on linguistic matters but also, on 6 December 1890, over whether authors of articles in the Société’s Mémoires should be paid a fee, out of which they would pay for their own changes to proofs, or not paid at all and simply given offprints of their article. Still, their relations remained cordial, with Henry continuing to send copies of his work with personal dedications to Saussure for several years to come. The two of them, together with Schwob, were delegated by the Société to represent it at the Annual Congress of Learned Societies held at the Sorbonne the following spring, at which Meillet gave an address.

The winter of 1890–1 was extraordinarily cold throughout Europe, breaking all records. Saussure escaped for a visit to the Marcets in temperate England at the start of the new year.65 Soon after his return he gave the first of his three talks to the Société for 1891. On 10 January he spoke on the German name of the River Vistula, Weichsel, proposing *Wīstlā as the prototype that would explain the Lithuanian form Vyksla as well.66 At the meeting of 23 May he returned to a topic he had spoken on eight years earlier, the etymology of German Hexe ‘witch’, deriving it from ‘the very ancient perfect participle of the lost strong verb corresponding to the noun haz “hatred”’.67 On 6 June, Saussure gave his final paper to the Société. It was an unusual return to his beginnings, a paper on the question of whether the consonant system of primitive Indo-European included voiceless aspirates, as Brugmann insisted, or had only voiced ones. Only a very few words in the daughter languages required recourse to them, and Saussure’s paper was aimed at reducing the number further by eliminating the need for a th. He proposed doing this by invoking the link between theA of the Mémoire (which he now indicates as ə, following Brugmann) and the smooth breathing of Greek, a type of aspiration—an idea he first sketched out in his notes of the mid-1880s in connection with Möller’s laryngeal hypothesis. Saussure now suggested that ‘certain th’s in roots and suffixes […] would come from Indo-European t followed by the phoneme ə regularly elided before a vowel; thus the masculine prthús “wide” would represent an Indo-European *pretə-ús, which became *prt’ús after the fall of the unstressed e of the root’.68 Only the summary of this paper was published, and it is still frequently cited, because the controversy over the voiceless aspirates has never been settled.

On the same day as he gave this talk, Saussure wrote to Gaston Paris, ‘Mr Bréal asks me to postpone by a week the submission of my written and definitive resignation from my functions at the École’.69 Paris replied at once that the meeting of the Section to approve the plans for the following year would in that case have to be postponed, and Saussure wrote again the next day to apologize for the inconvenience, emphasizing that he was asking this at Bréal’s express request. Bergaigne’s chair at the Sorbonne remained vacant. Was Bréal working behind the scenes to get Saussure appointed to it, or to have a new chair created to persuade him to stay? Had it happened, would he have turned down a Parisian chair?

The answer to the last question is probably yes, though the decision would have tormented him. But no such offer was forthcoming, and he knew by now that in Geneva it had been agreed for him to be appointed extraordinary professor—that is, on a non-permanent basis and at a third of the salary of an ordinary professor—of the history and comparison of the Indo-European languages. He went ahead as planned, sending Gaston Paris his letter of resignation on 14 June.

At the start of the year, foreseeing that I would probably have to take a decision that would distance me from Paris for the future, I made sure to inform you of my intention to withdraw from the functions which have been entrusted to me at the École des Hautes Études at the end of the semester which is currently ending. I now, Monsieur and cher Maître, confirm my decision to you, and ask you to treat these lines as officially establishing my resignation.

The circumstances which have led to my decision are, as you know, entirely personal.70

Saussure attended his last-ever meeting of the Société de Linguistique de Paris on 20 June 1891. He commented on Möhl’s talk on a topic in Slavic linguistics, then bade farewell with a subtle parting shot at Victor Henry. Naively, Henry made a point about ‘Indo-European e’—meaning mute e, theA of the Mémoire—referring not to Saussure but to one of his former students. The irony of Saussure’s response would not have been lost on many of those present.

Mr V. Henry reports an opinion emitted by Mr Paul Passy at his thesis defence on the subject of the loss of Indo-European e, an opinion which appeared to him original and interesting. The e, before disappearing, would have been devoiced; moreover, it would have been whispered because, for the Aryan organ, this vowel was not pronouncable below a certain vocal register.—Some observations are made by Mr de Saussure who recalls having in the past expressed a similar conjecture before the Société.71

The two men never met again. Nor, after his departure from the École in July, would Saussure ever again see Gaston Paris, Schwob, and many others of his former students and colleagues. He would pass through the French capital again, often on his way to visit Albertine in England. But he never stayed long. The city held too many ghosts of dreams and projects unrealized. He had arrived there as a young man just about to turn twenty-three, who had written a stunning book and had limitless promise. He left as a 33-year-old with no further significant accomplishments, just a trunk weighed down with unfinished manuscripts.

A parting gesture remained. Saussure was named a Chevalier of the French Légion d’honneur in recognition of his contribution to education, at the instigation of Bréal and Paris.72 It may represent their reluctant acceptance of his decision to go, combined with a hope that when—as seemed inevitable to them—he came to regret leaving, he would consider the door open for a possible return. The honour, which his father had also received for agronomy in 1875, and which would go as well to his brother Léopold in 1898 for his military service, meant a great deal to Ferdinand. The title would be included after his name in appropriate formal circumstances for the rest of his life, and on the notices of his death.

He had, though, made up his mind. If a mediocre career was the lot to which he seemed increasingly resigned, it might as well be in the place where he belonged, surrounded by those he loved and trusted. No chair in Paris, but one prepared for him by his friends in Geneva. No brilliant marriage to his city cousin Noémi Mallet—now the Countess d’Hauteville—but one now taking shape, helped along by his family, with his country cousin Marie Faesch, daughter of the Châtelaine of Vufflens. Their wedding would take place within a year.

Socially, he had never left Geneva even during his years in Germany and France. Intellectually, however, he had grown through his constant interaction with the linguists of Paris. He was not being insincere when he wrote to Gaston Paris at the end of 1891 about his years there that

[T]he great advantage is effectively in the privilege of certain conversations, of having enjoyed for a moment this community of spirit and inspiration, so cordial and so fertile, which is established as if by magic under your hospitable presidency. The unforgettable evenings, to which one enjoys being carried back in thought each time one wishes to inform someone of an idea that may be interesting, discussable, a subject worthy of criticism.73

No one can leave such an environment without some regret. But all the evidence indicates that those he left behind were rather more regretful than he was.
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INAUGURAL LECTURES

ON 13 October 1891 the Université de Genève appointed Ferdinand de Saussure to undertake the teaching in the Indo-European languages for which the Department of Public Instruction had approved an extraordinary chair. Later that month, Albert Sechehaye, a young man who had just earned his teaching licence, saw an announcement posted for Saussure’s course in Greek and Latin phonology, to start in November.1 Although he had done no previous study of linguistics, Sechehaye registered for the course, as well as for the other one Saussure was giving, on Sanskrit.2 The language had never been formally taught in Geneva, nor, for that matter, had Saussure ever taught it.

The Greek and Latin phonology course was expected to draw the many students doing classical studies, and so was scheduled in the large room that would later become the Senate hall. Turning up for it, Sechehaye found himself part of a sparse audience. The plain room had as furniture only a few scattered chairs and a blackboard mounted on an easel.3 Among the ten or so people in the room was just one other student, Virgile Tojetti. The others present were relatives and friends of Saussure’s.4 Only later in the semester would Charles Bally, a teacher at the Collège de Genève, begin attending the lectures, without ever registering as Saussure’s student.

More than twenty years afterwards, Sechehaye still vividly recalled how

The professor entered, and we were immediately captivated by his person. He hardly seemed ‘professorial’! He looked so young, so ordinary in his bearing, yet at the same time his air of exquisite distinction and finesse, with that slightly dreamy and distant look in his clear blue eyes, gave us a foretaste of his power and originality as a thinker.

Standing beside the blackboard, he gave a lecture with a succinct introductory preamble.

The three lectures that opened the course were not pitched at so high a level as his Paris teaching.5 Saussure knew that in Geneva his students’ linguistic knowledge would be limited to Latin and Greek, French grammar, and perhaps some German or another modern European language. Phonology would have to be introduced from the ground up, and comparison with other ancient Indo-European languages would be limited until he could get any interested students started on Sanskrit. The Sanskrit course too consisted of just Sechehaye and Tojetti, again probably with Bally attending unofficially from later in the semester.

Besides being elementary, Saussure’s first Geneva lectures are local in orientation. He was reinserting himself into Genevese culture, and defining a tradition of study to which he was the natural heir. Already the second sentence of his first lecture invokes ‘<the> Genevese name, of which we are still proud for other reasons, of Adolphe Pictet’, calling him ‘the first to conceive <methodologically of what> can be drawn from language as witness to prehistoric ages’.6 He admits that Pictet trusted ‘perhaps too much—<as is inevitable with the first enthusiast who suddenly reveals an unsuspected world>—[in] <the truth, the absolute value> of the indications language can [give]’. Nevertheless, Pictet stands as ‘the founder of a <serious> branch of research still cultivated today by an uninterrupted series of scholars’.

No other Genevese linguist is named by Saussure. He does not even say the name of Wertheimer, incumbent of the linguistics chair, when talking directly about him.

The Université de Genève has made sure, from its inception, and quite rightly, to give a place to the science of language; it did so by creating a course in Linguistics and thus brought together under a very appropriate rubric the ensemble of studies relating to human speaking. It almost goes without saying that this teaching, given for fifteen years, with an erudition, an experience that you must not for a moment expect to find in my lectures,—that this teaching has never <had anything in its programme that might exclude> some particular body of studies such as that relating to the Romance languages, the Germanic languages, the Indo-European languages or the Semitic languages, etc. On the contrary, it pulls together these specialized studies, and I am pleased to report that the new course in Indo-European languages has been created by the Department of Public Instruction with the full agreement of the eminent holder of the chair of linguistics.7

Knowing that Saussure had avoided Wertheimer’s course when he was a student in the Université, and would never collaborate with him in the years ahead, it is tempting to read a certain sarcasm into these remarks. But this was not the intent. Despite understandable concern about how the new chair might limit the domain of his own lectures, Wertheimer had given his support. Questions remained as to whether there were really enough students with an interest in Sanskrit or comparative linguistics to justify spending public funds on a new chair, but establishing it on extraordinary terms gave the Department of Public Instruction a chance to see how things went before making a permanent commitment. Looking out at his audience at his first lecture, Saussure cannot have felt terribly hopeful about the long-term prospects, but his gratitude to the Rabbi had every reason to be sincere.

The mention of Pictet arose in connection with the usefulness of linguistics for ethnology. Were it not for the analysis of their languages, it is unlikely that anyone would ever have suspected the historical affinity between the Magyars of Hungary and the Finns. And yet, Saussure asks, does linguistics really need to justify its existence by showing its usefulness to related fields? He does not think so. Implicit here is a distancing of his position from that of the Paris ‘naturalists’, followers of Schleicher and Max Müller, who saw their linguistics as branching naturally into ethnology. Their leaders included Hovelacque and Regnaud, discussed in the last chapter for his attacks on Saussure as a Neogrammarian sympathizer. In 1891 Regnaud published his twenty-nine-page Critical Observations on Mr de Saussure’s System, the first opuscule directly targeting Saussure by name, and the only one he would experience in his lifetime.8 Strategically limiting himself to just three pages of the Mémoire, Regnaud undertook a minute examination of Saussure’s list of Greek and Latin examples intended to illustrate a particular point about the hypothetical vowelA. Regnaud claimed that half the examples were flawed, and that, taking this into account, the evidence no longer supported Saussure’sA being originally a different vowel from his a1.9 Saussure’s inaugural lecture does not even stoop to naming Regnaud, but those from whom he distances himself are associates of the naturalists, including Friedrich Müller of the University of Vienna (no relation to Max Müller), who contributed six articles to their Revue de linguistique et de philologie comparée.

Saussure passes in review the names of those who have each added their stone to the edifice of the study of language: among Romanists, Gaston Paris, Paul Meyer, and Hugo Schuchardt; among Slavicists, Baudouin de Courtenay and Kruszewski; among Germanists, Hermann Paul alone. In the rest of this lecture and the two that follow, the only other linguists cited by name are Psichari in connection with the study of Modern Greek, Havet for a particular way of formulating analogy—and Hovelacque for a statement on the ‘life’ of language that Saussure rejects completely. Not a single Sanskritist is named, nor any leading light of the Société de Linguistique de Paris, including Bréal and Henry. Above all, not a single one of his teachers from Leipzig, the men generally reputed to be the greatest living practitioners of the science of linguistics. Saussure does not attack them, but airbrushes them out of existence, just as he felt they had done to him.

The old controversy raised by Schleicher and Max Müller was over whether linguistics is a natural science that belongs in a Faculty of (Social) Sciences, or a historical one belonging in a Faculty of Letters. Saussure asks whether the question needs to be revived, then answers it in a trenchant way: ‘[T]his debate is closed and well closed. As we have come progressively to a fuller understanding of the true nature of <the facts of> language, […] it has become more evident that the science of language is a historical science and nothing but a historical science.’ Within this question Saussure locates the whole of linguistics, because

the more one studies language [langue], the more one is struck by the fact that everything in language is history, that is, an object <of> historical, not abstract <analysis>, that it is made up of facts, and not of laws, and that everything that seems organic in language [langage] is in reality contingent and completely accidental.10

Again, the ‘abstract’ pertains to objects of analysis, rather than observation. Phonetic laws cannot be observed directly, but must be deduced from the concrete facts available to the eyes and ears. The same for what appears ‘organic’ in language, its life and death and other features that make it comparable to a living being. Saussure does not deny that these appearances are there, but insists that they are created abstractly from accidental facts about the histories of the people who spoke the languages, and the transmission of the texts through which we know them.

Saussure identifies two ways of approaching the ‘historical’ study of language. One can be called ‘language in history’. It starts from the relatively superficial observation that a people cannot be completely understood without understanding its language, and ‘that the language is an important part of the baggage of nations and contributes to characterizing an epoch, a society’. Facts about the survival of the Celtic languages for centuries after Roman conquest, for example, are of crucial importance to historians, but they are not the life of the languages themselves. That is what the second approach studies—and here Saussure introduces a metaphor that reminds his audience of who they are, where they are, and especially who he is.

Every language presents, like the great moraines seen at the edges of our glaciers, the picture of a prodigious mass of things carted across the centuries, but things which have a date, and very different dates, such that one can recognize in the <glacial> deposits that a given piece of granite came from several leagues away <from the highest summits of the chain>, while a given block <of quartz> goes back just to the first spurs … Thus a language has a history, this is a constant feature.

In his Paris lectures, the metaphor would have been comprehended, but would not have evoked familiar experience. The word moraine—a mound of debris carried by a moving glacier—is part of the everyday vocabulary of anyone who grew up walking among Alpine glaciers. In Geneva such excursions were associated with one name above all. With his first lecture, the great-grandson of Horace-Bénédict de Saussure had come well and truly home.

Continuity and transformation (or mutability) of languages across time is the theme for the remainder of the first lecture, and for the second and third lectures, the drafts for which are shorter. Echoing Gaston Paris, Saussure decries the mistake of saying that French ‘comes from’ Latin, or that French chanter ‘sing’ descends from Latin cantare. In reality, chanter is the word cantare, and French is Latin. The people of France did not awake one day saying bonjour to one another, where the day before they had said sero. Mutability blends into continuity, much as—switching the optic from time to space—the divergences among Romance dialects from village to village blend into their essential continuity, without clear boundaries. The two forces, continuity and mutability/divergence, are not contradictory but coexist in a necessary balance.

[T]here is in reality never a <permanent, stable> equilibrium in any language. We thus pose the principle of the incessant transformation of languages as absolute. The case of an idiom which finds itself in a state of rest and equilibrium cannot be found.11

This raises a paradox. If languages are in endless flux, without ever occupying a steady state, how can they constitute an object of knowledge, let alone scientific knowledge? Philologists do not face this problem, since they deal not with languages but texts, which stand conveniently still in time. Linguists can infer the structure of ‘dead’ languages from these texts, just because they are no longer in flux. But a language so inferred is not really Sanskrit or Latin or Gothic, just a simulacrum of them projected from some embalmed remains.

The courses on Greek and Latin phonology and Sanskrit continued through the winter semester and resumed in the summer semester, which started in late March. In a long and frank letter of 30 December 1891 to Gaston Paris, Saussure says he is pleased that both Meillet and Duvau have been appointed to posts at the École des Hautes Études, and admits to some disappointment at not finding students of a comparable calibre at Geneva. He at least has his former student Ernest Muret as a colleague, teaching Romance linguistics.

I have started a small course at the Université de Genève with three or four students who appear serious. One hopes that in time, thanks to Muret’s course, a regular flow of German or Swiss German students will be established. The Bulgarian element is at the moment a disastrous clientèle for this university. Drawn by the bait of the licence in social sciences, instituted within the Faculty of Letters, they risk crowding out another clientèle, closer and more natural to this Faculty, and who would pursue something more substantial than sociology. The pure language and literature courses have been deserted while the courses in pedagogy etc … attract forty students.12

Saussure is, however, careful not to create any illusion that he is considering a return. Although politeness requires him to tiptoe around the reason, it is clear that he felt taken for granted and undervalued at the École: ‘you are the only one who has made me feel that I need to take personal attachments into account, among all those in Paris to whom I am genuinely grateful, and so I can tell you that I do not regret returning to my country.’13 The silence is deafening: he felt no personal obligation to Bréal. A letter he wrote to Paul Boyer a year later points out the irony that many of the ‘charming relations’ he now enjoyed with Parisian colleagues ‘were formed almost at the moment of my leaving you’.14

DOUBLE ESSENCE

The final months of 1891, when Saussure was giving his inaugural lectures at the Université de Genève, was also when he wrote the first of a set of manuscripts with the title ‘On the Double Essence’. Their contents were not entirely new, but harked back to the manuscript on phonology he wrote in Paris a decade before. Questions of phonology are still there alongside more general issues of signification and the status of signs across time, but the new manuscript shifts the balance away from technicalities of phonological change toward bigger philosophical and methodological questions. Avoiding jargon where he can, Saussure finally manages to find a mature style, a way of writing about language that does not require enormous deviation from everyday French. Yet the price is at times a compromise on precision that, in the end, he could not accept. Like all Saussure’s attempts at writing about the general nature of language, the project remained abortive.

The Saussurean scholar Rudolf Engler assembled 254 of these pages to form a document published in 2003 under the title ‘On the Double Essence of Language’. Engler believed that the manuscript was planned as a book,15 but it refers to itself at one point as an opuscule,16 which in this period usually meant a paper-bound brochure, the contents of which might also appear in a periodical. The citation of many Sanskrit forms shows that at least some of the ‘Double Essence’ was formulated in conjunction with his first courses at the Université starting in late 1891. The one manuscript page which is dated—6 December 1891—concerns the analysis of verbal morphology in Greek, suggesting that this section, and possibly others, followed on from the inaugural lectures, which, however, gave little hint of the iconoclasm and originality on display in the ‘Double Essence’.17

If the inaugural lectures were his retort to the ‘naturalists’ in the wake of Regnaud’s opuscule aimed at the Mémoire, the ‘Double Essence’ may have been intended as a less direct, more considered and fuller response. It would show how little Regnaud & Co. understood the enterprise they claimed to be engaged in. Another immediate inspiration, particularly for the historical aspects, was a new critical edition of extracts from the Chanson de Roland by Gaston Paris, who sent Saussure a copy in the last week of November 1891. Paris’s introduction contains a long section of ‘Grammatical observations’, on the phonetics, morphology, and syntax of the Old French in which the text was written. On 30 December, five weeks after receiving it, Saussure wrote Paris a long letter of acknowledgement from Neuchâtel, where he was probably staying with his aunt Cécile de Wesdehlen in order to spend some time with his mother during one of her retreats to St Aubin. The letter explains what he was aiming toward in the ‘Double Essence’:

The Chanson de Roland, which I buried myself in for many hours reading your illuminating linguistic commentary, really opened up many insights which I greatly needed on the progress of Latin–French, while giving me a new impetus to get on with the work which, for better or for worse, I am undertaking. I hardly dare submit the fundamental thought to you: it is that I believe that there is no historical morphology (or grammar), and that reciprocally there is no momentaneous phonetics. The link between successive states of the language [états de langue], when examined thoroughly, boils down to the phonetic link; and inversely, the link between elements in a given state to the morphological link, even if it appears to be a matter of phonemes without significative value. There would be a primordial opposition, and an incompatibility, between the phonetic view of the language, which presupposes ‘succession’ and ‘total abstraction away from meaning’—and the morphological (grammatical) view, which supposes ‘unity of epoch’ and ‘taking into consideration meaning, value, use’.18

Implicit in Saussure’s comments is a criticism of Paris’s decision to include phonetics under the heading ‘grammatical observations’. Saussure’s parentheses gently remind Paris that grammar properly begins with morphology. But that is a minor point. The real thrust is that, as soon as sounds become meaningful—as soon as they enter into language proper—they cease to have an existence across time, because their value is determined by the system they are part of, as it stands at any given moment. Less evident is the corollary assertion, that the phonetic, disconnected from meaning, exists only across time. Only when sounds become distinctive, functioning as phonemes, do they take on a ‘momentaneous’ existence. The underlying reasoning seems to be that, until then, they have no psychological reality, so are part of no system. In Saussure’s later terminology, they have no existence in langue, only in parole. Parole exists only in time, whereas langue stands apart from time.

The ‘double essence’ of the title refers to how the elements of language function simultaneously as distinctive sounds and as meaningful sounds, or signs. This, Saussure says, is entirely different from opposing form and meaning, as linguists usually do, but which he considers both illogical and impracticable. No linguistic form can exist apart from meaning, nor linguistic meaning apart from form. The ‘linguistic unit’ is their conjunction, and this makes language unique. The doubleness is there from the moment of inception, and while it is possible to think of the elements as separated into two component parts, these are not concrete entities, just abstractions created by an analyst’s imagination.

What makes a linguistic unit concrete for Saussure has nothing to do either with the things in the world to which the sign refers, or with physical sounds. As a linguistic sign, democratic or unicorn is no more or less concrete than kill or finger. The disconnection of language from sensible objects in the world means that linguistics cannot be an empirical enterprise in the way that other sciences must be.

A series of vocal sounds, such as mer (m + e + r), may be a phenomenon in the field of acoustics or physiology; in this form it is not at all a linguistic phenomenon.

A language exists if an idea is attached to m + e + r.19

This is, he says, ‘an entirely banal observation’, yet the principles which fall out from it are ones that linguists have crucially failed to grasp.

Saussure describes a range of perspectives on language that echoes a passage in his phonology manuscript of a decade earlier, but with substantial changes. He believes that four points of view can be considered valid:

• a particular moment: the state of the language (état de langue) as a system of signs, in its dual essence, at a given point in time;

• across time: sound changes, as ‘transversal identities’ of ‘vocal figures’ detached from their signifying function;20

• the anachronic view: the ‘artificial, deliberate and purely didactic point of view PROJECTING one morphology or one former language state onto another morphology (or onto another later state of the language)’; to which he adds the retrospective anachronic point of view, also called the etymological;

• the historical view: ‘establishing two successive états de langue, each initially considered in its own right and without one being subordinated to the other, followed by an explanation’.

Saussure believes that only the second and third of these perspectives have been attended to in linguistics, and that a ‘deplorable confusion’ among the four has prevailed ‘even in works claiming to be highly scientific’. This is a damning verdict on the field. Saussure cannot point to a single work that has avoided this fundamental confusion, and that genuinely deserves to be considered scientific. What he calls transversal identities were the stock-in-trade of historical phonology. His anachronic mode is that in which historical morphology and semantics are carried out—for instance, when the two-case system of Old French nouns is analysed in terms of the Latin six-case system, disregarding the fact that the meaning or value of a case is not directly comparable between two such systems.

Saussure’s impact on twentieth-century linguistics would include a reorientation away from the second and third perspectives and towards the first and fourth, to which he now begins applying a new pair of terms: synchronic and diachronic. From this point on he will apply ‘historical’ to the second rather than the fourth approach, the difference being that the diachronic view takes account of the inherent duality of language, while the second does not. ‘In the end’, he says, ‘it will be necessary to bring everything down theoretically to the four valid points of view that we have justified, which in turn rest on the two necessary points of view of the synchronic and diachronic.’21

The discussion is confusing because of the complexity of what Saussure is trying to do: compress into a single four-way schema two fundamental dichotomies, that between the synchronic and diachronic on the one hand, and on the other, that between the merely phonetic and the linguistic—morphological–semiological, in its essential duality as both ‘vocal figure’ and signifying sound. He insists that all four of the approaches he is laying out are valid, yet it is clear that transversal identities and anachrony describe linguistics as actually practised, whereas he is projecting the synchronic and diachronic study of états de langue as how it should be practised.

Even while drafting the manuscript Saussure began to despair of rectifying the primordial errors embodied in two of the four perspectives. Although not yet ready to concede that the two dichotomies are too unlike in nature to be combined as he is proposing, he admits that ‘nevertheless we are in some doubt about whether it will ever be possible to establish precisely the fourfold or even twofold terminology that this requires’.

The progression of ideas in the ‘Double Essence’ was left at such a preliminary state that, rather than treat it as a coherent text, we can approach it more realistically as a working out of key ideas. One of these is value, a term already used in the context of linguistic signs in the schools Saussure attended, notably by Verchère. Here it arises in connection with the oppositional nature of phonemes.22 A ‘sound has no value except by contrast with other sounds that are present’.23 Saussure calls this ‘the undeveloped but already indisputable principle of OPPOSITIONS or RECIPROCAL VALUES or RELATIVE NEGATIVE WEIGHTS, which create an état de langue’. Even when two phonemes are correlated with meanings, he asserts, their relationship is ‘still simply their reciprocal value. Here one can begin to see that meaning and value are the same.’

He will go further: ‘We do not find any significant difference between the terms value, meaning, signification, function or use of a form, nor even with the idea as content of a form: these terms are synonymous.’24 A form without a use is simply a vocal figure.25 In his later teaching he will partly rethink this terminological collapse, making value, the product of difference, into the essential term, and the only proper component of the language system. Here, though, he is clear on a point that is obscure in the Cours de linguistique générale: even on the level of the vocal figure, value is not simply a matter of sound, but of sound as capable of signalling difference in meaning. So too on the level of the concept: value is not generated by differences between pure ideas detached from sound, but between a given meaning-conjoined-with-sound and other meanings-conjoined-with-sound. In other words, values are not determined in advance of the ‘double essence’ of the linguistic sign. Language does not come into existence in order to denote meanings—language itself is what creates meanings.

Another recurrent theme is the paradoxical relationship between difference and identity. They are two sides of the same coin, in the sense that neither can exist without the other. Elements of language can be recognized as different only if other elements are recognizable as the same, and vice versa. And yet, at a microscopic level, no two utterances are ever identical—at the very least, minute differences are always detectable on a sound spectrogram. Identity depends not just on sound but on use–value–meaning. ‘When I open my mouth twice, three times, or five hundred times to say aka,’ Saussure writes, ‘what I say has to be analysed before we can judge whether all these utterances are identical or not.’ Because such identity is purely the product of analysis, it is for Saussure ‘a completely abstract reality’. Speech phenomena become ‘acoustic entities’ only through what Saussure calls the ‘abstract sameness’ of signifying units in their duality.

To imagine that it is possible in linguistics to manage without this sound mathematical logic, on the pretext that langue is a concrete thing which ‘becomes’, and not an abstract thing which ‘is’, is in my opinion a serious mistake, inspired initially by the innate tendencies of the Germanic way of thinking.26

The remark about l’esprit germanique, ‘the Germanic way of thinking’, recalls Saussure’s tense relationship with the German linguistics establishment. It is hard to imagine him publishing it without naming some exceptions: Paul and Schuchardt, both singled out for praise in his inaugural lectures, and of course Whitney, since germanique includes les Anglo-Saxons.

What most distinguishes the ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts from Saussure’s later thought is that the two essences do not have equal ontological status. Rather, the second, complex one involving meaning is derived from the first, simple one of the pure vocal figure. Yet an inevitable contradiction arises. In the following formulation, ‘sign’ and ‘meaning’ are used for vocal figure and concept respectively.

(1) A sign exists only by virtue of its meaning; (2) a meaning exists only by virtue of its sign; (3) signs and meanings exist only by virtue of the difference between signs.

That third step, by omitting ‘and meanings’ at the end, undoes the symmetry of (1) and (2). It makes the purely phonetic difference between ‘signs’ primordial—and in so doing, creates a quandary. How can A exist only by virtue of B, if B exists only by virtue of the difference between As? As an illustration he imagines someone with no prior knowledge of English trying to analyse the verb spoke. How would one determine ‘whether spoke is a past form comparable to broke’, rather than, say, a present tense like smoke, ‘without immediately referring to the meaning?’27 And yet,

where did we derive this meaning of past, which we have just shown to be essential to our formal classification? Purely and solely from the forms themselves. It would be impossible to identify a single idea which might be referred to as past if the form itself did not feature something specific.

Now […] this specificity of forms does not consist in anything other than the fact, which is absolutely as negative as possible, of the opposition to or difference from other forms […].

We are always led back to the four irreducible terms and the three irreducible relationships between them, which add up to a whole in the mind: (a sign/its meaning) = (a sign/and another sign) and furthermore = (a meaning/another meaning).

The illustration shows why Saussure cannot help seeing the vocal figure as coming first: the methodology of linguists should be to start from forms and let them ‘tell us’ what they mean, rather than to assume meaning a priori.

This asymmetry is hard to reconcile with Saussure’s simultaneous insistence that form and meaning are inseparable. But there is a further reason for the asymmetry. Giving meaning co-priority would open the door to the idea that words come into existence in order to denote meanings that already exist in advance. In his later teaching Saussure will refer to this as nomenclaturism, and explicitly reject it as the most basic and widespread of linguistic fallacies.

Having explained why he believes that ‘form is the same thing as meaning’—because they simply denote two aspects of the same ‘thing’ that is the linguistic sign—Saussure says he will sketch out ‘what we refer to as semiology, i.e. a sign system as it exists in the minds of speaking subjects’,28 but the manuscript breaks off at that point. In another fragment, the term ‘semiology’ is applied specifically to the ‘linguistic domain of the vocal sign’, that is, ‘Semiology = morphology, grammar, syntax, synonymy, rhetoric, stylistics, lexicology etc., all of which are inseparable’. In yet another he equates semiology with langue.29

This is not the familiar Saussurean definition of semiology as the study of any system of signs. It is specifically linguistic. The ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts do include consideration of maritime signal flags, though here, unlike with the discussion of signal flags in his first course in general linguistics, it is introduced as a ‘comparison’ with the semiological system that is language, rather than as another such system:30

A pennant fluttering on the … mast amidst many others can be said to exist in two ways: firstly, as a piece of red or blue fabric, and secondly, as a sign or object, taken to be invested with a meaning by those who perceive it. Let us look at the three basic features of this second existence:

1. It depends wholly on the thought attached to it.

2. As a maritime signal, whatever the red or blue flag represents for the mind comes not from what it is, nor from what we are prepared to associate with it, but exclusively from two things: (1) its difference from the other signs displayed at the same time, (2) its difference from the signs which might have taken its place, and the place of the accompanying signs. These are two negative elements; in what, then, does the sign have a positive existence? It is perfectly clear that it has no such thing, and that these…

Signal flags may have been a subject of discussion with his brother Léopold, but what Ferdinand writes does not show much familiarity with the system.31 Nothing so simple as a ‘red or blue flag’ was used—all flags were multicoloured, and their meaning was based on patterns, shape, and deployment both singly and in combination. What is more, the system of maritime signal flags, which had been standardized in 1857 and adjusted several times since, was largely alphabetical, and varied from language to language. It was actually less like a language than like a writing system.

Similarly disorienting for those familiar with Saussure’s later teaching is his use of parole to mean, not the speech of an individual in opposition to langue as the socially shared language system, but any combination of signs, potential or actual. Potential parole (or ‘parallelism’) is ‘a group of elements created and associated in the mind, or the system within which an element has an abstract existence among other potential elements’.32 It is what he will later call the associative axis of langue, and what structuralists after him will call the paradigmatic axis. ‘Actualized’ parole is ‘either the combination of elements contained in a segment of real speech’—parole in the familiar sense—‘or the system within which elements are linked together by what precedes and follows them’, his later syntagmatic axis of langue.

The ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts contain nothing not already familiar from earlier or later manuscripts by Saussure. Yet they do show a significant step forward in synthesizing the conception of language and linguistics that had occupied his thinking since he began the Mémoire some fifteen years earlier. Ultimately, Saussure was dissatisfied with the new attempt, and abandoned it.

Still, some of the implications of the purely negative and differential nature of linguistic signs are more fully fleshed out here than anywhere else. And it contains his most direct attempt at confronting the belief that at least some words, sun and moon for example, have a perfectly evident positive referential meaning. He argues that, if a word’s meaning were determined by any material object, it could refer to nothing other than that object. Any extended sense would be impossible, such as moon to mean ‘moonlight’ rather than just ‘the satellite’, let alone more metaphorical extensions such as to moon over someone. For Saussure, ‘There is no difference between the literal and figurative meaning of words ([…]), because their meaning is fundamentally negative’.33‘[T]he “literal” meaning becomes merely one of the manifold manifestations of the general meaning. In turn, this general meaning is simply a fortuitous boundary born of the simultaneous presence of other terms’—sun, stars, constellation, darkness, light, and so on.34 Were this not so, it would be impossible for words to change meaning, and yet they do: ‘Langue is ever on the move, pressed forward by an imposing machinery of negative categorization, wholly free of materiality, and thus perfectly prepared to assimilate any idea that may join those that have preceded it.’

If he had seen this argument through, rather than leaving it half developed, some later objections to the purely differential nature of signification might have been pre-empted. As it stands, it is unlikely to change the mind of anyone who believes that moon means ‘the moon’, full stop.

MARRIAGE AND FAMILY

Not many of Henri de Saussure’s schemes were successful. In 1891 he at long last published a facsimile of the copy he had secretly made in Mexico in 1855 of the manuscript belonging to ‘the damned Cardozo’.35 Entitled The manuscript of the Cacique (‘tribal chief’), it was preceded by a brief introduction relating a false story about how Henri had been given permission to make the copy by its owner, Don Pascual Almazan, a fictional creation described by Henri as a lawyer of ‘highly elevated mind and distinguished in the sciences’. The publication would be criticized in harsh terms: ‘Its critical apparatus is missing. One wonders how the author could have published his facsimile without looking for terms of comparison in already-known documents of the same genre; one wonders, above all, how someone so perspicacious could have accepted, uncritically, the unlikely tradition of the “Cacique” named “Sar-ho” of “Tindu”, and his wife “Con-huyo”’.36 Another scholar would point out Saussure’s failure to mention that at the International Congress of Americanists held in Berlin in 1888, the original manuscript had already been exhibited by the man once described by Henri as ‘the charming, the excellent Mr Becker’, his host in Puebla, who had purchased the manuscript and brought it back with him when he returned home to Darmstadt.37 Henri had published his book with the title Mexican Antiquities, Fascicule I, signalling that a whole series was to follow, but the negative reception put him off any further volumes.

One of Henri’s schemes that did bear fruit was his conspiracy with Jules Faesch to encourage a romance between their children. On Wednesday 16 March 1892 Ferdinand de Saussure, thirty-four, and Marie-Eugénie Faesch, twenty-four, had their civil marriage in Geneva.38 The nuptial benediction took place the next day, Thursday the 17th, at 12:30 p.m., in the Temple of St Pierre, the great cathedral of the Upper Town that has been the spiritual centre of Calvinism since the decades when Calvin himself was its senior presbyter.39 The day after that, in a more modest quarter of Geneva, a woman named Élise Müller began manifesting unusual psychic abilities—of which Saussure knew nothing at the time, though in due course their stories would become entwined.

The extended family recognized that, given the precarious nervous state of both Henri and Louise, the young couple had little chance of getting their marriage off to an idyllic start if they made their home at either the Rue de la Cité or Creux de Genthod. An apartment was prepared for them in the Pourtalès family mansion at Malagny, just east of Genthod and above the lake-port village of Versoix. Installed in other apartments were Pourtalès and Naville uncles and aunts and van Berchem cousins. With uncle Théodore and aunt Adèle de Saussure nearby, Ferdinand was surrounded by the members of his family to whom he had always been closest, giving him and Marie plenty of support as they started their life together, while also bearing the burden of responsibility for his parents, his brothers, and his sister Jeanne.

René at least was managing well in America, and settling down—in fact he would get married just two months after Ferdinand. Léopold, never the rake his father imagined him to be, received the medal of Chevalier of the Royal Order of Cambodia in 1891, and was promoted to ship’s lieutenant the following year.40 In 1893 he took part in the great military expedition of Dahomey in Africa, receiving another medal for his service in this campaign. But Horace was in constant need of money, Louis was studying fine arts in Zurich, and later in Paris, and Jeanne was still being taken from doctor to doctor for her poor hearing, apparently accompanied by what would now be called autism.

Ferdinand got straight to work where his family obligations were concerned. Nine months and four days after the wedding, on 21 December, Marie gave birth to a boy, christened Jacques-Alexandre-Bénédict, at their home at Malagny. The importance of Jacques’s birth for the family’s sense of continuity was all the greater given the death earlier in 1892 of a cousin from the Vaud, Victor de Saussure, bringing an end to the last male Saussure line apart from Théodore and Henri and his sons, and their American cousins. Knowing this was inevitable, Victor willed to Henri his collection of family papers, going back to 1504.41

A unique window into Ferdinand and Marie’s family life at the start of their marriage is afforded by Marie’s household accounts. The one for the second half of November 1892 shows how carefully she managed the house. The income for the period is given as 406.05 francs, of which 75c was for bottles returned to the cooperative. The expenses were 334.85, leaving a surplus of 71.20. Every purchase is recorded: 101.20 went to the butcher, 57.80 for lighting and heating, 37.20 to the dairy, 22.60 to the bakery, 15.75 at the markets, a Calvinistically modest 60c for wines and liqueurs.

Less than a quarter of the family income of 400 francs per fortnight (plus a small dividend from the cooperative and change for returned bottles) derived from Ferdinand’s salary. Ordinary professors were paid 2,000 francs per year, or 167 francs per month. As extraordinary professor, Ferdinand earned less, and even with money for extra duties at the Université, his earned income barely reached 100 francs per fortnight—the amount of Marie’s butcher’s bill. As during his Paris years, he was being subsidized by the family. Marie’s accounts show how careful she was with the money, yet the household was costing some 8,000 francs per year to run.

By 1892, René, now twenty-four, had given up on an academic career, and become partners with an architect, William Church Noland, whom he met in New York. When Noland returned to his native Roanoke, Virginia, René went with him to set up their own architectural firm there. The manuscript which René calls the second part of his thesis on ‘metageometry’, described in the previous chapter, took him more than two years to prepare. He told Ferdinand in December 1892 that he was rewriting the whole manuscript and would send it when it was ready;42 late in 1895 René tells Ferdinand that he has moved on to another subject.43 That is tragic, for with encouragement, René might have come, if not to the theory of relativity, then at least to the philosophical innovations about the interrelationship of energy, mass, space, and time that would be credited a decade or two later to Henri Bergson.

But René was not prepared to end his metaphysical system at the border of science and religion. The ‘absolute’ of energy, space, and time is to be equated with the ‘One’ in mathematics, and can also be conceived of as God. This view is characteristic of modern Calvinism, and comparable to its Unitarian offshoot on key points. The equation of absolute time and energy with God is not absent from Bergson, but is kept at a safe distance, whereas René’s 1892 manuscript foregrounds it. When René finally published a version of his metageometry thesis in 1921,44 he reduced the role of God to a minor one.

René’s marriage to Jeanne Davin took place in Baltimore, Maryland, in May 1892.45 Little is known about her. Her father, Captain Henri Davin, ran the Roanoke Transfer Company.46 René informed his family of the marriage only after the fact, for an obvious reason: in order for the marriage to be performed, he was obliged to become Roman Catholic. This was the first Saussure marriage outside the Protestant confession since the Reformation. It did not help matters that René also decided to take American citizenship. His aunt Adèle’s diaries leave no doubt about the family’s distress, though when they met Jeanne on the couple’s visit to Geneva in June 1895, they were enchanted.47

At least Horace’s wife, Anna Schwer, came from a Protestant family—but it is not in fact clear whether they were married at all. It was René who questioned the status of his brother’s union in the same letter home in which he announced his own marriage. Horace had come to Roanoke to work with René in Noland & de Saussure, Architects, but the relationship between the brothers was made tense by the presence of Anna, who plainly was from a lower social rank. René explained to his uncle that ‘as soon as I learned of his marriage and especially since I saw with my own eyes his wife or what he calls his wife, I knew that all my plans were destined to crumble’.48 It may be that René was applying the rigid standards of his caste to a perfectly normal middle-class woman, and that, like Ferdinand, he was sensitive when he feared any slight to the family honour.

At the end of the year Horace was still with the business. Its letterhead from this period includes the names of both René and Horace as partners.49 They had enjoyed at least one great success, a commission to design Roanoke’s new Academy of Music, built at a cost of $95,000. René took a particular interest in the optical aspects of the auditorium, and published an article on the subject in 1893.50 The building was demolished in the 1950s, though a substantial private residence in eastern Maryland designed by Noland & de Saussure still stands. But, for whatever reason, the partnership did not endure.51

Back in Geneva, the family situation had worsened since the spring, when there had been signs of progress on Louise’s part. A public performance of one of her compositions took place on the evening of Wednesday 5 May 1892, by the Musique du Landwehr, a marching and concert band, the captain of which was Jules Lecoultre, son of the founder of the Lecoultre/Martine school. The band’s conductor had recently died, and in his memory the programme included a Marche funèbre composed by Louise some years before. After attending rehearsals in early April, Louise sent the new conductor a gently critical note.

If the rehearsal two days ago left me hoping for better from the ensemble for the concert, I must say that I did however notice yesterday great progress with several passages that had to be studied afresh but if your musicians are not accustomed to this sort of music & lacked the funereal note, you cannot be blamed and I can only congratulate them while also thanking you.

I am working at this moment on another march which prevents me from getting involved in other musical efforts and I shall let you know a bit later what I decide to do.52

That Louise was actively composing seems a positive thing—an outlet for her creativity, with public recognition—yet her concern that the band did not sound ‘funereal’ enough may reflect her own ongoing depression. It did not help that the anonymous reviewer of the concert for Le Genevois, while presenting it on the whole as a great success, managed to target Louise precisely on her most vulnerable point, the derivative character of her compositions: ‘a Marche funèbre by Mme H. de Saussure, of great character, but which at moments recalls the one by Chopin, perhaps by the coincidence of being in the same key.’53

The oddest thing is the silence about Louise’s musical life in the family correspondence, as though her compositions went completely unnoticed by those closest to her. The novels of her nephew Guy de Pourtalès would immortalize her brothers’ home performances of Beethoven, Chopin, and Liszt as the source of his own deep musical sensitivities. But already in Guy’s boyhood Louise was being treated as the woman in the attic.

On 26 June Henri entertained a group of visitors at Creux de Genthod, among them Henriette Bréal, the wife of Michel. Her thank-you note for the visit is addressed solely to Henri and makes no mention of Louise, unthinkable had she been present.54 Thus it was probably in May or June that Louise sank back into her deeply depressed and agitated state of five years earlier, and was admitted to La Métairie, a clinic near Nyon, some ten miles up the lake coast from Genthod and Malagny.55 The clinic is still in operation, caring for convalescents and psychiatric patients. It appears that Louise may have had outbursts of violence, though precisely of what sort is not known.56 When she was eventually released from La Métairie, it was to return not to Geneva or Creux de Genthod, but to her retreat in St Aubin. Her mental condition was now too precarious for her to return to live with her family in Geneva. For the remaining fourteen years of her life it would be they who visited her. Under the circumstances it is surprising, touching, and tragic to read her letters to Henri during these years, which are invariably affectionate, even loving.

COLOURED HEARING

For Ferdinand, his mother’s removal from the family circle was bound to be an emotional blow, but it had been happening periodically for the previous five years. In 1892 he and Marie were in the blissful state of expecting their first child, ensconced in the bosom of Ferdinand’s extended family at Malagny. The Université was no more than an hour away by train and tram. It was the seat of Ferdinand’s professional life, but not his social life, which continued to revolve around his family and their coterie. He was still slow to form bonds with anyone he had not been on intimate terms with since childhood.

Adrien Naville and Francis De Crue were among the small number of his colleagues at the Université who fell into this category. Another nearly did. Théodore Flournoy had attended the Collège, Gymnase, and Université de Genève, and had gone on to study at Leipzig, but he was three years older than Saussure, so they were never in the same classes. His mother’s family, the Claparèdes, had achieved academic distinction, and counted, like the Flournoys, among the hundred families of the Upper Town. This inevitably meant that Flournoy and Saussure were cousins at a few generations’ remove. They also had a close personal link in Élie David, who was Flournoy’s best friend through their adolescent years.

At Leipzig, Flournoy completed degrees in medicine and the history and philosophy of science under Wilhelm Wundt. He returned to teach at the Université de Genève some years before being appointed to a chair there in 1891, the same year Saussure was appointed. Saussure was professionally the more famous, but in the years that followed, the up-and-coming Flournoy was destined to be as celebrated for his publications as Saussure would be embarrassed by his lack of them. Over the next few years the two of them came to be close, which is significant because Flournoy was in regular correspondence with the great Harvard psychologist–philosopher William James,57 and James was intimately connected to Charles Sanders Peirce, who took the name Santiago (‘Saint James’) in his honour. Peirce is, along with Saussure, the leading modern theoretician of the linguistic sign. Through the James–Flournoy link, mediated by Saussure’s family friend and Flournoy’s sometime student Agénor Odier, Saussure encountered Peirce’s sign theory—though how much he learned about it remains unknown.

In 1893, Flournoy published a book on ‘synopsia’ or ‘coloured hearing’,58 a type of synaesthesia, the association of input from different senses. Reviewing the book, James was struck by the vast range of individual peculiarities it catalogued. ‘Sometimes’, noted James, ‘it makes a difference how one imagines the sound to be written. The photism, e.g., of French ou may differ from the same individual’s photism of German u, though the sounds are the same.’59Photism (from Greek phot- ‘light’) was a word James himself had been the first to use in English. It appeared in the subtitle of Flournoy’s book, where just one of the 700 anonymous subjects reported that it made a difference to him how a sound was written, and that he experienced French and German /u/ differently. His name, unknown to James, was Ferdinand de Saussure.

In May 1892, Flournoy had his young cousin and research assistant Édouard Claparède collect Saussure’s reply to his questionnaire on coloured hearing. Research in this area had begun in earnest in Germany a decade earlier,60 and Flournoy had taken it up in his newly established psychology laboratory at the Université in 1890, before his appointment to the chair.61 In retrospect it is easy to imagine scientific interest in the topic being inspired by the poem Voyelles, written in late 1871 or early 1872 by the seventeen-year-old Arthur Rimbaud, especially with the renewed attention to Rimbaud’s writing that followed news of his death in 1891. But the studies of synaesthesia from this period do not mention Rimbaud, who with his fellow poètes maudits lay beyond the pale of polite academic discussion.62

To Flournoy’s questionnaire about coloured hearing, Saussure gave an extraordinarily detailed 650-word reply. Flournoy published it in its entirety, presenting it as the ultimate illustration of how idiosyncratic synaesthetic responses can be. Attributing it to the ‘eminent linguist, Mr X’,63 Flournoy foregrounds Saussure’s reply to explain why he has excluded it from the quantitative analysis performed on the other 700 responses. Only Saussure associates colours neither with letters nor with sounds, but with the combination of the two.

I do not think that I can answer the question (on the colour of vowels) in the terms in which it has been put. Here is the situation as I see it:

In French we write the same vowel four different ways in terrain, plein, matin, chien. Now when this vowel is written ain, I see it in pale yellow like an incompletely baked brick; when it is written ein, it strikes me as a network of purplish veins; when it is written in, I no longer know at all what colour sensation it evokes in my mind, and am inclined to think that it does not evoke any; finally if it is written en (which only happens after a preceding i), the whole of the group ien recalls for me a tangle of hemp ropes that are still fresh, not having yet taken on the off-white tint of used rope.

This paragraph about the sound /∈~/ in its various spellings is textually striking in a way that appears to explain more than perhaps it actually does. When he reports seeing ain as ‘pale yellow like an incompletely baked brick’, it is hard not to think of the prototypical baked good, and one of the two most common French words to contain ain. Although Saussure does not mention pain ‘bread’, which is also a sort of pale yellow when incompletely baked, its presence seems palpable. When he says that ein ‘strikes me as a network of purplish veins’, the word used to identify the visual association is present—veines—and it contains the letters ein. Yet in this word they are not pronounced /∈~/; veines is /v∈n/, without the nasal vowel. Nevertheless, the visual element ein is there in the purplish veins.

As for his being inclined to think that in ‘does not evoke any’ colour sensation, is it a coincidence that in- functions as a negative prefix? It seems appropriate that the sensation it should evoke in his mind is nothing. And while it may be a conjecture too far, in is also the stressed vowel of his given name Mongin, which he never used. He offers his own analysis of his synaesthesia:

So it does not seem to be the vowel as such—as it exists for the ear, that is—that calls forth a certain corresponding visual sensation. On the other hand, neither is it seeing a certain letter or group of letters that calls forth this sensation. Rather it is the vowel as it is contained in this written expression, it is the imaginary being formed by this first association of ideas which, through another association, appears to me as endowed with a certain consistency and a certain colour, sometimes also a certain shape and a certain smell.

These colour attributes and others do not attach, in other words, to acoustic values, but to orthographic values, which I unwittingly make into substances.

He goes into further detail about how a is off-white, approaching yellow, and has the consistency of a broken eggshell that can be further cracked by pressing on it. In contrast, ou (phonetically /u/) is a grey velour; while with the same sound in German, written with the Gothic letter ‘, ‘the feeling is basically the same, but incomparably less strong’.

Unconscious associations were becoming a standard form of explanation in the 1890s, but their being based on personal, private experiences prevented investigation by methods developed for recording and analysing objective phenomena. For Saussure, the key was that his synaesthesia was grounded in the link between the acoustic form of the vowel and the graphic form. These two together make up an ‘imaginary being’—an entity having a psychological existence in his imagination—through a first association of the ‘ideas’ they represent. Although Saussure does not point it out, these imaginary beings, already half acoustic and half visual—hence crossing the sense boundaries—are intrinsically synaesthestic. It thus seems less of a logical leap that it should be they, rather than sounds alone or letters alone, that enter into further associations of a sensory nature, calling up the mental images of particular consistencies, colours, shapes, and smells.

The terms association, sensation, and correlation which figure in Saussure’s discussion were all prominent in the British-derived associationism which dominated French-language psychology in the last decades of the nineteenth century. Saussure deploys the vocabulary in a casual and comfortable way that suggests no deep study of the subject, but the sort of familiarity acquired from reading articles addressed to the general public, and discussions in the salon.64 He makes no pretence of analysing his own reactions psychologically, but simply records them in detail, and offers analytical remarks only on the relationship of the spoken sound–idea with its written counterpart, and the imaginary being they jointly compose.

The one markedly ‘Saussurean’ term in the text is ‘value’. Synaesthetic associations, he says, attach to orthographic values, not to acoustic ones. The ‘orthographic value’ appears to mean the same thing as ‘the vowel as it is contained in this written expression’—in other words, the imaginary being. The fact that the ideas which make up Saussure’s imaginary beings operate solely on the level of the ‘vocal figure’, the signifier, distinguishes his analysis of his synaesthesia from what Flournoy has to say about it. Discussing the vagueness of synaesthetic associations, Flournoy draws an analogy to word meaning.

One may think of the usual mode of existence of word meanings in reading, conversation, inner speech. These words are understood, their value is grasped by the mind, in the absence of adequate corresponding images.65

The phrase ‘inner speech’ echoes Egger’s book of 1881, which was central to psychological understanding of language in the French-speaking world in the last two decades of the nineteenth century and seems to have set Saussure’s linguistic thinking in a new direction. Flournoy’s use of value may have been inspired by Saussure’s own use of it in his response to the questionnaire.

Continuing with his analysis, Flournoy states the principle of the arbitrariness of the linguistic sign that will generally be credited to Saussure’s later lectures, though, as shown in earlier chapters, it was still taught as part of the grammaire générale tradition in Genevese education in Flournoy’s and Saussure’s day.

The word is arbitrary, conventional, and gets attached to the idea only through the direct but purely superficial and (if I may use the term) cortical link that repetition ends up creating between the corresponding centres or plexuses; the connection of the sign and the thing signified is artificial and results from habitual association. On the other hand the relationship of photism to the auditory phenomenon is natural, being essentially founded on […] the identical psychological effects that they have in the depths of the organism […].66

Characterizing photisms as ‘natural’ in contrast with linguistic signs begs the question of why people do not show more agreement about them than they do. Flournoy’s answer is that agreement is a mere effect of repetition, based on no profound psychological link ‘in the depths of the organism’, as synaesthetic associations are. From his perspective, the diversity of associations from person to person has no impact on their ‘naturalness’, but merely shows that they have not been conventionalized.

Whatever Saussure thought of Flournoy’s analysis, he never pronounced publicly on psychological questions. His remarks on his personal synaesthesia were made in his capacity as an object of study rather than as an expert, and reported anonymously. At no time does he make the slightest suggestion that anyone else shares his way of seeing. That being so, language—a social fact—is not implicated. If anything in Saussure’s reply to Flournoy’s questionnaire is surprising, it is the status he accords to the written sign. No hint here of his later remarks about spelling pronunciations being tératologiques ‘anomalous’, even ‘monstrous’,67 suggesting that it is unnatural for the visual image of a sound to affect the spoken image it is meant to represent. In his synaesthesia, the two images occupy a much more equal plane, with neither outweighing the other in its contribution to the imaginary being that evokes synaesthetic sensations.

Here, though, it is not the linguist, but the poet speaking. In Flournoy’s questionnaire, for the only time in his adult life, responding directly to a question put to him and protected by the veil of anonymity, Saussure felt able to give free rein to his private poetic sensibilities in a public context.

‘THE IMMENSITY OF THE WORK’

At the end of 1892 Saussure, previously a prolific writer of letters, began to complain of a ‘laziness’ that had prevented him from being a good correspondent since his marriage. He apologized to Paul Boyer for not having replied sooner to wedding congratulations sent in March: ‘Blame only an invincible laziness toward taking up the pen for the simplest note; without this infirmity my life would be happy.’68 Most of us base such apologies on our being too busy, not lazy; Saussure though does not even mention that he became a father for the first time nine days earlier, or that in the last nine months he had also to deal with his mother’s breakdown, his brother’s manuscripts, his courses, and much else besides.

Nor does the apologist normally go so far as to blame his laziness for his general unhappiness—unless he has a strong Calvinist streak. He says the same thing even more pointedly the next day, in an apology to Gaston Paris: ‘it seems to me that the fatal epistolary laziness which has struck me almost like a disease will gradually cost me everything I hold dear on many fronts.’69

He had recently turned thirty-five, the age at which Dante found himself lost in a dark forest. A year before Saussure had still been a bachelor; now he was a paterfamilias with all the responsibilities that entails. A year ago his mother was at home and doing well; now she had left the family circle. The vision expressed in his inaugural lectures had given way to the hard graft of taking beginning students through Sanskrit. The ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts he had been scribbling at semi-hopefully were set aside as his increasing university duties filled up the mental space needed to work through the puzzles.

Now a further responsibility appeared on the horizon, which would consume much of his time and energy over the next two years—and would cure his epistolophobia at least temporarily, because it left him with no choice but to write dozens of letters. At the closing session of the Ninth International Congress of Orientalists, held in London in September 1892 under the presidency of Max Müller, it was decided to accept the invitation from Édouard Naville to hold the Tenth Congress in Geneva in 1894.70 Naville of course had no intention of doing all the hard organizational work; the presidents never did. That was the job of the secretaries, a role which fell to younger colleagues, in this case Saussure, with whom Naville shared the great house at Malagny, and Paul Oltramare, now a professeur-suppléant in the Université, whose work in the history of religions involved him with Sanskrit texts.

Saussure had always kept his distance from Orientalist circles. But many of the linguists he most respected classed themselves as Orientalists, including Whitney, Ascoli, and James Darmesteter. The latter two had attended the London Congress. None of the Leipzig Neogrammarians were there—in part perhaps because of the friction that broke out between the German and French Orientalists at the previous Congress, in Stockholm, as a result of which the French supported the English bid over a rival German one.71 The dispute did not end there, however, because after the success of the London bid, made by the relatively obscure Anglo-Hungarian Gottfried Leitner, founder of an Oriental Institute in Woking, a schismatic group of leading English Orientalists convened a rump meeting in the British Museum, at which they voted to dump Leitner and appoint Max Müller in his place. It was this group that organized the 1892 London Congress. But Leitner went ahead with his own plans, and held the ‘official’ London Congress in 1891, and his allies, although less academically powerful than the group around Max Müller, denied that the 1892 meeting had any authority to decide where the next Congress would be held. Everyone was aware of all this because the international press got hold of the story, but the Geneva Committee saw it as inconsequential silliness that could be safely ignored.

The idea began to take shape in Saussure’s mind that the Geneva Congress might be the occasion to make the big breakthrough he had been aiming at for more than a decade: the proof of the correctness of the sound system he had hypothesized in the Mémoire, based upon the evidence from Lithuanian accentuation. Around this time, he came across a reference to a recent article by Adalbert Bezzenberger containing observations about Lithuanian intonation that Saussure judged to be ‘half true, half false’.72 This convinced him of the urgency of getting his own, better understanding of the matter into print.

Returning to his Lithuanian notes now, with the added imperative for new publications when he came up for an ordinary post in the Université, he decided first of all to finish up the paper on Lithuanian accentuation which he had given to the Société in 1889, rather than hold on to it any longer. He promised Louis Duvau, his former student who had taken over from him as editor of the Société’s publications, that he would receive it shortly.73

In fact he kept Duvau waiting for more than a year, before in the end sending him what was in effect the original draft he had written in 1889, with the addition of just a paragraph about a relatively minor point, and an announcement at the end that a second part would follow.74 The big revision could still come in time for the Congress. Saussure hoped to persuade other important Parisian linguists besides Darmesteter to attend—the success of the Congress generally, and his own contribution in particular, might finally justify his decision to return to Geneva in their eyes.

In October 1892 the second year of Saussure’s teaching at Geneva began, not long after his mother’s institutionalization and only weeks after another sad milestone: the death of Renan on 12 October, coincidentally the 400th anniversary of the discovery of America. For 1892–3 Saussure’s courses were Greek and Latin phonetics, History of the Indo-European verb, and Elements of the Sanskrit language. Sechehaye, who was a student in all three,75 later recalled that the lessons in Sanskrit grammar were kept in strict parallel with the other courses.76 Tojetti and three other students were also registered for one or two of the courses,77 and by now Bally was probably attending regularly as well. The summer semester would, however, be Sechehaye’s last, as he left in the autumn to undertake studies at Leipzig, as Saussure himself had done.

The hope which Saussure had expressed to Gaston Paris, that his classes would grow thanks to a stream of German and Swiss German students coming from the courses given by Muret, began to be realized in his third year of teaching, 1893–4. Three German students joined Tojetti on the Sanskrit course, which extended over both semesters.78 By now the organizational work for the International Congress of Orientalists was reaching its peak. Saussure persuaded his old friend Émile Odier to serve as Treasurer. Also serving on the Organizing Committee were many familiar names: Léopold Favre, Lucien Gautier, Jules Nicole, Saussure’s cousin Max von Berchem, and two more distant cousins, Alfred Boissier and François Turrettini, both members of the Société Asiatique de Paris. And the university’s professor of linguistics, Joseph Wertheimer. With so much personal support on the Committee, Saussure felt sure that he could achieve his goal of reorienting the Congress so that, as he told Antoine Meillet, among the specialized fields represented, ‘That of the Indo-European languages will be very strongly represented compared to the preceding Congresses’.79

Unfortunately for Saussure, some of the Parisian linguists he most hoped would attend were sending their apologies, including Gaston Paris.80 No less depressing for him was finding that his attempts at writing about the Lithuanian accent system in a precise and consistent way were meeting with the same obstacles as all his other major projects since the abandoned third part of his doctoral thesis. The epistolophobia of the previous year was metamorphosing into a general ‘disgust’ with writing. He expressed this to Meillet in a letter which, by its very forthrightness, shows the high level of trust he had come to feel in his former student.

But I am well and truly disgusted with all this, and with the general difficulty of writing even ten lines of common sense about facts of language. Having been so long preoccupied with logically classifying these facts and the points of view from which we address them, I see more and more the immensity of the work that it would take to show the linguist what he is doing; in reducing each operation to its preordained category; and at the same time the great vanity of everything that can finally be done in linguistics.

In the final analysis, it is only the picturesque side of a language, the one that makes it differ from all others as belonging to a certain people having certain origins, it is this almost ethnographic side that holds an interest for me: and yet I no longer have the pleasure of giving myself to this study without second thoughts, just enjoying the particular fact belonging to a particular context.

Unceasingly the absolute ineptitude of current terminology, the necessity of reforming it so as to show what kind of object a language is in general, comes to spoil my historical pleasure, though I have no dearer wish than not to have to deal with language in general.

It will finish in spite of myself with a book in which, without enthusiasm or passion, I shall explain why not a single term used in linguistics has any meaning whatever. And only after this shall I be able to take up my work at the point where I left off.

There you have an explanation, stupid perhaps, to give Duvau for why I have let drag out more than a year the publication of an article which presented no substantial difficulties—without nevertheless managing to avoid logically odious expressions, because to do that would require a decidedly radical reform.81

This did not bode well for the new paper he was planning to relaunch his career with in nine months’ time. The radical reform had eluded him through his whole adult life, and he now realized that he could do nothing more until he carried it out.

The months leading up to the Congress would be fraught with complications. After slow progress over the previous year, his mother had a devastating setback, with a crisis described by her sister Blanche Naville as ‘lasting longer in its intensity than the preceding ones’.82 But there were happier complications: early in 1894 Marie learned that she was pregnant once again. Their second son was born on 2 August, at home in Malagny. He was christened Raymond-Maximilien-Théodore, the last two names in honour of Ferdinand’s favourite uncles. Raymond, on the other hand, was a break with tradition—a medieval name that had again become popular in recent years, as part of the neo-Gothic revival.
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THE INTERNATIONAL CONGRESS OF ORIENTALISTS

METICULOUS preparations went into ensuring that the delegates to the International Congress of Orientalists would be treated like academic royalty. No expense was spared. They were meant to leave Geneva impressed with its world-class achievements and aspirations in Oriental studies, and with a quality of life at least the equal of any of the great European capitals. Throughout the day on Monday 3 September the delegates arrived by rail, including those who had first crossed sea or ocean then boarded a train at Marseilles or Le Havre. Even that relatively short leg took the better part of a day, so no events could be scheduled for the opening day of the conference apart from an evening tea at the Hôtel National.

Among those attending were Ascoli, whom Saussure had so long admired but never met. Bréal and Meillet came down from Paris, as did a number of senior members of the Société Asiatique, including Regnaud. Unfortunately the Orientalist whom Saussure revered most, Whitney, had died on 7 June after a long illness.

No amount of preparation can eliminate all chance of catastrophe, and the Congress had more than its share. Everything that went wrong was reported with a certain glee by the radical newspaper Le Genevois, which sneered with its trademark class hatred at the princely luxury lavished on every aspect of the Congress, while at the same time taking pride in Geneva’s hosting of this international event.

The first disaster began unfolding well before the opening day. It was a hangover from the farcical schism that had turned the Ninth Congress at London—or rather, the two Ninth Congresses at London—into an international laughing stock. The ‘official’ Congress in 1891 had awarded the Tenth Congress to Lisbon, where a rival event to Geneva’s was duly organized for 1893. But it had to be cancelled at the last minute on account of a cholera epidemic, and was never rescheduled. That ought to have removed any obstacle to the Geneva Congress being recognized as the official one, healing the split that had begun in the runup to London.

However, from Paris, Baron Textor de Ravisi, President of the Permanent Committee of the International Congress of Orientalists, sent a protest to Édouard Naville against Geneva’s claim to be the Tenth Congress in the series, announcing that he would initiate proceedings in accordance with Swiss intellectual property law.1 He also proposed a way out: the Genevese meeting could call itself the International Oriental Congress of Geneva, or any other name that indicated no connection with the series begun in 1873.

Naville, Saussure, and the others planning the meeting had never taken the dispute seriously. The fact that the London Congress of 1892 had been the academically potent one left its rivals of 1891 looking silly. Now the Geneva committee chose to ignore Textor de Ravisi, even if the press did not. The dispute was, however, a distraction from the grand impression Saussure had hoped to make.

The other thing which Congress organizers can never control is the weather. The opening evening’s tea at the Hôtel National was marked by a dramatic storm, and in the judgement of Le Genevois ‘did not have all the success that had been hoped for’. That was just the beginning. Day after day the skies opened. Le Genevois struck a sarcastic note:

The Orientalists meeting in Geneva may well have erred by persisting in calling their assembly the Xth International Congress, ignoring the protests of the very high and powerful lord Baron Textor de Ravisi. The latter, seeing that no account was being taken of his warning letter—far from it, that never had a Congress had higher attendance—took vengeance by securing the aid of an available Buddha to open up the locks of heaven onto the ‘schismatics’. Thus did Margared and Karnac unleash the Ocean on the unfortunate city of Ys.2

Taking the podium for the opening, Naville pointed out that ‘Switzerland and Geneva have no great claims to glory in the Oriental sciences; we must, to speak only of the dead, go back to Calvin, and continue through Jean Humbert, who was professor of Arabic, Frédéric Soret, numismatist and philologist, Adolphe Pictet, scholar of Aryan languages’.3 One of the meetings that day, 4 September, was of the Transcription Commission. It had been established with the aim of standardizing the system for putting Asiatic writing systems into Roman script. Given Saussure’s clear-headed views on the subject, it was natural for Naville to appoint him to the Commission. That was, however, to forget about the disciplinary distance between linguists and Orientalists, who did not recognize Saussure as one of their own.

On entering the first meeting Saussure was unaware that his appointment had greatly offended the other members of the Commission, who considered it their right, not the Congress President’s, to choose their colleagues. One of the members, Johann Georg Bühler, a Sanskritist closely associated with Max Müller, had no intention of disguising his objections. Saussure’s candid notes of the meetings survive.

Transcription Commission

(Confidential)      First meeting      4 Sept.

—Tuesday 4 September.—The attitude of the members of the Commission indicates that not only do they not consider themselves bound to display any courtesy toward a member of the Organizing Committee, but that they probably deem it necessary to make him feel that he is an intruder, as is particularly apparent in the words of Mr Bühler: ‘Here,—if this interests you’ to which he immediately received the reply (word-for-word): ‘I should think so,—since I am a member of the Commission!’—which he pocketed, trying to excuse himself through I don’t know what.4

After a full day of meetings and presentation of papers, the conference participants were treated that evening to a reception, concert, and gala banquet.5 Again the event was pummelled by waves of rain. At an international congress today participants can typically expect one banquet, for which they must pay. At the Congress of Orientalists in Geneva a sumptuous banquet with entertainment was put on almost every evening at the expense either of some government body or of one of the organizers. On the third evening, Wednesday, the host was Naville, and the event was une garden-party—English manners were as fashionable in Geneva in 1894 as they had been in the days of Horace-Bénédict de Saussure—in the grounds of the château at Malagny which Naville shared with Saussure and Max van Berchem. The weather did not let up.

Earlier that day the Transcription Commission had held its second meeting. The Commission’s mood, like the weather, had started off bad and progressively deteriorated. Saussure had decided to give way, but on his own terms. Unfortunately only three of the other members turned up for the meeting, his old teacher Windisch, Bühler, and the Parisian Sanskritist Senart, with whom Guieysse had been about to undertake a project at the time of his suicide.

Second meeting: 5 Sept.

Since by three o’clock, despite the meeting having been called for 2:30, there was only Messrs Bühler, Senart and Windisch, and since I was absolutely determined to specify two things by formal declaration from the meeting of Wednesday the 5th, viz.

a) that I was a member of the Commission, and that in this capacity I was deposing in writing one of the desiderata of the highest importance for Indo-European linguistics

b) that after that I was withdrawing from the Commission

it was necessary for me to read out in the presence of these three members the attached declaration, which on the one hand was becoming necessarily familiar in tone, but which remained very formal since I was declaring the intention to read and I was effectively reading before these gentlemen the four sheets attached—(without any change).6

What Saussure read to them was a statement of his strong objection to the German contingent’s proposed transcription of the Sanskrit vocalic r l m and n. It would put a dot beneath the r and l, and nothing beneath the m or n. The symbols ṃ and ṇ were to be used for other variants. To Saussure’s mind the inconsistency was intolerable, and would only lead to confusion over what kind of m and n was actually being transcribed. Part of his statement was included in the published Report of the Transcription Commission:

It is desirable, in the interest of Indo-European linguistics, and apart from any personal conception of the question, for the notation ṛ ḷ to prevail over the notation ṛ ḷ, because, in the analysis of any Indo-European language, including Sanskrit, the vowels ṃ ṇ occupy a place equal in every respect to that of the vowels ṛ ḷ; consequently, if ṛ ḷ is adopted, linguists will be forced to write ṃ ṇ; and consequently, a confusion will be established—for ṃ with certain notations of the Anusvâra,—for ṇ with the retroflex consonant ṇ.7

The retroflex is pronounced with the tip of the tongue curled back to touch the palate. Despite his denial of any ‘personal’ concern, Saussure had always transcribed all four sounds with circles rather than dots beneath, for exactly the reasons outlined here.

The Commission recognized Saussure’s objection but decided his proposal would be impractical and self-defeating. They noted that the German contingent had deliberated over these very questions, and had independently come up with the same solution put forward by the British. Would it be prudent to reopen the debate, Senart asked in his report? Moreover, he stressed the importance, ‘for the system’s truly wide and general diffusion, that in so far as possible it should offer to the eyes, even of the profane, only signs which do not disorient or startle them’.8 Saussure’s proposal was among the ‘desiderata (perfectly legitimate in themselves) of linguistics’ which ‘must however be renounced, since the pretension of introducing them would condemn the enterprise in advance to an unfortunate sterility’.

This was a brusque rebuke to one of the co-organizers of the Congress. But the question was caught up in tensions between Orientalists and linguists and among the various national contingents. In spite of all this, the system established by the Transcription Commission at Geneva in 1894 has remained to this day the agreed international system for transcribing Sanskrit.

Saussure’s notes relate what happened at the Commission meeting after he explained his objection to the use of ṛ and ḷ.

After this reading, I had a friendly conversation on the subject with these gentlemen for nearly three quarters of an hour, and I must say that they listened attentively to all that I was saying and discussed it seriously. But at bottom, it was with difficulty that Mr Senart, through purely formal politeness, emitted the idea that I might nevertheless continue to accept a role in the commission. The word ‘resign’ which I pronounced raised not the slightest protestation, not even through deference for the Organizing Committee and for the President who had nominated the members.

I must say moreover that this Commission is in the most complete anarchy; there is neither a chairman nor any office whatever. […] I was obviously the suspect member whom the Commission would not accept, and moreover I had no right to chair a commission composed almost exclusively of Orientalist grandees.

[…] Let us wait and see however whether once the Commission meets with more members present, anyone will deign to take note of my departure.9

This was one of several occasions in his life when we see Saussure piqued over a perceived insult to his standing. He was not overly proud, but neither did he gladly suffer slights from those less gifted yet more powerful than himself. In Paris, he had not fought for a chair in the way Regnaud did, but resigned, and ignored those who tried to stop him. At the Congress, he fought Bühler a bit—then resigned, and felt hurt when no one tried to stop him. If he had hoped that this Congress would bring him wide recognition and set him on the route to the international career he deserved, he hoped that no longer. But there was still his own paper to give a few days hence, and for that his ambitions remained high.

The meetings were ending early on these mid-week afternoons. The whole of Thursday was meant to be given over to a cruise on Lake Geneva, but bad weather forced a cancellation. Instead the participants were offered a shorter cruise preceded by an improvised picnic. Max van Berchem gave a witty speech that did a great deal to keep up spirits, not least the organizers’.

In inviting you to this modest repast, under the sky of the Orient which favours us today, the reception committee, pushed by its conscience, feels the need to make a confession to you. […] This lake, its praises sung by all the poets, from Rousseau to Baedeker, this lake is only a mirage obtained by secret processes. This admirable Mont Blanc, conquered by de Saussure and duly engraved by all Englishmen, this Mont Blanc is only a painted backdrop. These eagles, gliding down from the highest peaks, are nothing but ducks.

[…] As you all know, Switzerland is a desert inhabited by innkeepers. To live in this desert, these innkeepers have built inns, they have organized themselves into a vast association called the ‘Corporation for the rigging of Switzerland’. This company, in which Rousseau and Byron had massive investments, is headquartered in Geneva.

Here, we are all shareholders: it is the only business which is still in operation. Now, last year, we had to face up to some considerable expenses. […] At that critical moment, Mr Édouard Naville, long entrusted by our company with the surveillance of the cardboard temples of the Nile Valley, Mr Naville had the happy idea of turning to the Orientalists. He knew them to be people of imagination, quick to ignite with poetic description, inclined to see things in the past … How to put it? Things … which perhaps did not always exist.10

It would be interesting indeed to know who did and did not laugh at that last remark. On Saturday 8 September, Saussure read his paper on ‘The Accentuation of the Lithuanian Language’ to the Congress. It went back to points raised in the paper he had read to the Société de Linguistique de Paris in 1889 and recently published in its journal. The core question was how the three intonational contours of Lithuanian accentuation—grave in short vowels, circumflex or acute in long vowels—interacted with where the stress fell in the word. Looking at many corresponding pairs such as laîkýti and ráižyti, Saussure noticed that the ones with the stress on the second syllable had something in common: their tones. Specifically,

1. Whenever the second syllable was stressed, it had an acute vowel, and

2. the unstressed syllable preceding it had a grave or circumflex.

Conversely,

3. Whenever the first syllable was stressed, this tonal pattern never occurred.

This suggested that these words had not originally belonged to separate morphological classes, as Kurschat assumed, but to the same one. At an earlier, prehistoric stage of the language,11 the stress always fell on the earlier syllable:

*laîkýti    ráižyti

By the stage of the language for which the first written texts are available, the interaction between tone and stress had taken effect. The stress was attracted away from a syllable with a grave or circumflex vowel onto the next syllable, if the latter had an acute vowel:

*laîkýti → laîkýti

The result was that in this later state of the language there appeared to be two different classes of words:

*laîkýti    ráižyti

But in reality they were one, their identity being disguised by a change that was merely phonological, not connected with any difference in meaning. This seems at first glance like a rather trivial technicality in a little-known language, but Saussure recognized its potential importance. It greatly simplified Lithuanian grammar, by reducing Kurschat’s four noun classes to two (one in which the movement of stress took place, another in which the stress stayed put).

What is more, Saussure was prepared to suggest that the Lithuanian acute and grave intonations were themselves the surviving reflex of the sonant coefficients which he had posited in his Mémoire, while the circumflex intonation reflected early contractions and the lengthened grade.12

Charles Bally, who had not planned to attend the meeting until Saussure urged him to,13 was greatly impressed by his presentation. Years later he recalled seeing in it flashes of Saussure the poet.

This scholar, so impersonal on the surface, was an artist down to the marrow. In his youth he was very strongly drawn toward literature, and his intimates knew some beautiful verses from his pen. He brought this artistic sense over into his scientific constructions. When, at the 1894 Congress of Orientalists in Geneva, F. de Saussure communicated his discoveries on Lithuanian intonations, which caused such a great stir, seeing him trace his schemata on the blackboard gave the impression of a mathematician demonstrating a theorem, and yet, through their sober elegance, his demonstrations produced an almost aesthetic sensation.14

It is extraordinary to realize that this was the first and last paper that Saussure would ever present at an international conference. It was more uncomfortable for him than Bally perceived, and perhaps only the imperative of an upcoming decision over whether he would be appointed to a permanent chair ensured that he saw it through. The résumé of his paper in the proceedings reads as follows:

The place of the accent has regularly shifted by one syllable when the accent fell on a circumflex syllable which was itself followed by an acute syllable, and in this case the accent has moved to the acute syllable. The law can be formulated: ‘Stressed circumflex + unstressed acute gives unstressed circumflex + stressed acute’. This makes all the schemata of declension and conjugation which until now have appeared fantastical become suddenly simple. Mr de Saussure demonstrates this with the declension of [image: image], with its four tonic paradigms, all the forms of which he reduces to two paradigms, one mobile, the other immobile.15

At long last, he had a linguistic law to his credit. The textbooks of Indo-European still include Saussure’s Law, as formulated in that résumé. As the careers of nineteenth-century linguists went, this is what made him a success—the one enduring insight, independently verifiable by examining the grammar of Lithuanian, and creating a bit more order where before there had been less, in just the way a law was meant to do. The Mémoire had created far greater order out of far greater chaos, but the system proposed there was not empirically verifiable. Much had to be taken on faith, not just the hypothetical sonant coefficients but the belief that all the facts left unresolved would eventually be resolved. Such faith was not widespread. Although accounts of Saussure’s life present the Mémoire as a great and enduring achievement, the fact is that it has been decades since the consensus of Indo-Europeanists has accepted its basic proposals. Saussure’s Law, on the other hand, remains on the books, and probably always will.

On Saturday evening another princely reception was held at the van Berchem family’s château at Crans.16 Predictably, the rains returned around six p.m., becoming torrential. The following Monday saw yet another garden party, this time hosted by Saussure’s kinsman Agénor Boissier and his wife at their château in Chougny. Their son Alfred was a budding Orientalist who had recently accompanied Ernest Chantre on an expedition to central Anatolia that will be discussed in a later section. This time, finally, the weather was superb.17

And all ended well on Tuesday evening with the closing formal banquet for the official delegates of each participating country.18 The head table included several members of the Conseil d’état and the Grand Conseil, the Grand Rabbi Wertheimer, Naville and the presidents of each section of the Congress, and the national delegates, including Maspéro and Jules Oppert from France. Saussure certainly attended this banquet, though not seated at the head table given his relatively junior status. Naville showered thanks and praise upon the authorities of the canton and the city for their generous sponsorship and particularly for the receptions which they hosted.

Then one of the participants, amongst the most distinguished present though not seated at the head table because not an official delegate, offered another toast. Bréal saluted the work of Ferdinand de Saussure, describing him as ‘the founder of a Genevese school of linguistics’. Years later Bally, reminding Saussure of the event, said, ‘I recall that your modesty received these words with a smiling scepticism’.19 The scepticism was undoubtedly there, not unmixed with some embarrassment, since those present from his own Université knew that, if a ‘school’ could be said to be forming, it had almost no students.

PRO AND CONTRA WHITNEY

Three members of the American Oriental Society attended the Geneva Congress, including its vice-president, C. Howell Toy.20 Their presence helps to explain why, on 10 November 1894, Saussure received a letter from Herbert Weir Smith of Bryn Mawr College, the secretary of the American Philological Association, inviting him to contribute a paper for the Whitney Memorial Meeting scheduled for 28 December at the University of Pennsylvania in Philadelphia. It would be a joint meeting of Orientalists and philologists, together with the Modern Language Association and four other related organizations.21 Whitney had been the first president of the American Philological Association when it split off from the American Oriental Society in 1869,22 three years after the Société de Linguistique de Paris had undertaken a comparable split from the Société Asiatique.

An initial invitation to take part was likely made to Saussure by the Americans at the Congress of Orientalists when he told them of his great appreciation of Whitney’s work. Teaching and family obligations ruled out his sailing over, but he could send a paper to be read out at the meeting and published in the planned memorial volume.

Toy needed approval for Saussure’s participation from Charles Rockwell Lanman, Whitney’s protégé, who was organizing the Memorial Meeting—hence the formal letter of invitation, dated 29 October. To Saussure’s surprise, it asked specifically for an assessment of Whitney as a comparative philologist. Saussure was by no means the obvious choice to provide this. His one notable work in comparative philology had appeared fifteen years before and had scarcely mentioned Whitney, nor had any of his other published pieces engaged significantly with Whitney’s work. Their one brief meeting had not led to sustained correspondence.

Moreover, Saussure did not consider Whitney a comparative philologist.23 Saussure had probably begun sketching out his paper before receiving the letter, leaving him in an awkward situation.24 He could start over and try to fulfil the brief, or he could pursue his original idea and explain as politely as possible to the American learned societies why, if they considered Whitney a comparative philologist, they did not really understand their greatest figure.

Saussure’s notes show that he attempted the latter—but time was short. His teaching included three courses rather than the usual two, and each was taking him in a new direction, requiring much preparation. He continued dividing his teaching between Sanskrit on the one hand and the classical languages on the other. Instead of elementary Sanskrit he was giving a more advanced course called Readings of Vedic Hymns, and he was putting Latin aside in favour of a course on Greek declension and another, quite new, on archaic Greek inscriptions.

Three year-long courses—for a grand total of three students. Tojetti was the only one to take all the courses Saussure offered in 1894–5. The decision to focus on Greek was determined by Tojetti’s particular interests. A German student joined him for archaic Greek inscriptions, and a Bulgarian for Sanskrit, possibly just for one of the two semesters. Tojetti alone was enrolled in the Greek declension course. Although it would take many years for it to come out publicly, the low enrolments in Saussure’s courses did not go unnoticed by the Department of Public Instruction, which was responsible for getting good value for the money it paid to university professors. Nor was the Department unaware of his slender research profile. It helped that he was serving as librarian of the Faculty of Letters, giving him a daily workload of deciding which books to order, managing the budget, dealing with students who did not return books, and much else besides. What the Department could not see was the intense care he gave to these duties and to preparing his courses, whether for one student or for many.

The notes for the paper on Whitney suggest that Saussure may have returned to his ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts of a few years before, given the recurrence here of the idea that language is ‘fundamentally double’ and linguistics is a ‘twofold science’ with a ‘fundamental duality’.25 For Saussure, Whitney was the one linguist of his time to see that a language is a human institution, the purpose of which is to bridge the essential duality between difference in sound and conceptual difference. It does not institute a particular set of sounds or a particular set of concepts; the focus on those misleads linguists into supposing that whatever may be ‘natural’ about language is essential to it, rather than accidental. The institution of language exists to align whatever sets of sounds and concepts happen to exist at a given point in time. Saussure wrote,

Certain visionaries said: ‘Language is something entirely extra-human and self-organized, like a parasitic vegetation spread across the surface of our species’. Others: ‘Language is something human, but like a natural function’. Whitney said: ‘Language is a human institution’. This shifted the axis of linguistics.26

The ‘visionaries’ are the naturalists, from Schleicher and Max Müller to Regnaud. In proclaiming language to be ‘self-organized’, they mean that it is organized by its past. In the Romantic view, where the entire history of a language or a people is contained in embryo at its origin and unfolds inexorably over the centuries, time is actually trivial—perhaps even an illusion. If, on the other hand, language is neither extra-human nor entirely self-organized, it is a historical product, with the emphasis as much on ‘product’ as on ‘historical’.27 Indeed, Saussure makes a distinction here that he will not make in the same terms elsewhere, between the ‘science of language’, which, like language itself, is ‘possible only if one leaves out what has gone before’, and ‘linguistics’, which ‘can only be […] if the exact opposite is true’.28

Saussure agreed with Max Müller that the meanings of words are brought into existence when the word is created and not before. But he held with Whitney, against Müller, that the creation of a word is nothing more than the establishment of an arbitrary institutional link between a sound pattern and a meaning. The second fact, Whitney’s insight, trumps the first, without the first being wrong.

But what is the nature of that ‘institutional link’? Saussure found the answer to this crucial question in the eighth chapter of The Life and Growth of Language, where Whitney gives his rationale for the creation of language. He bases it on two very modern concepts, communication and association, and a modern scientific criterion, simplicity of explanation, which carried particular value in the post-Darwinian context.

Virtually, the object aimed at is to find a sign which may henceforth be linked by association closely to the conception, and used to represent it in communication and in the processes of mental action. To attempt more than this would be useless indeed, when the tie by which each individual holds and uses his whole body of expression is only this same one of association.29

As noted in Chapter 9, ‘association’ played a central role in the work of Bain, the main figure in English-language psychology of the mid-to-late nineteenth century. In Bain’s theory, association is the primary mechanism by which the mind operates. The simplicity of the theory was perhaps its main attraction. Among other things, it explained how the human mind could have evolved from the animal. A further appeal for Whitney was that a mind that works by association can readily be conceived of as pre-linguistic. When Whitney comments that ‘To attempt more than this would be useless indeed’, he means that association, as opposed to deeper Max Müller-style rationalization, is all the explanation that the scientific psychology of the day required.

Associationism descended directly from Mill’s conception of all consciousness being a matter of difference alone, which Saussure encountered through his brother René’s work. In his notes for the paper on Whitney, Saussure wrote:

The ultimate law of language is, we make so bold as to say, that nothing can ever be said to exist in one term (since quite simply linguistic symbols have no link with what they are meant to refer to), a cannot refer to anything without the help of b, and the same goes for this term without the help of a; either both are validated by their reciprocal difference, or neither is valid […] outside this complex of eternally negative differences. Surprising. But how in fact could it be any different? […]

While not immediately obvious, it becomes very clear on reflection that the terms a and b per se are fundamentally incapable of reaching the realms of consciousness, since consciousness will always perceive the difference a/b only […].30

Whitney pointed out that the processes of language-making and language change are not carried out in a fully ‘conscious’ way. He used ‘conscious’ in a sense already slightly old-fashioned in his day, referring to actions carried out for a specific intended purpose, rather than in the more modern sense of being available for introspection.31 Even if language is directed towards the general function of communicating and getting things done, no word is created or altered with a more particular aim than that in mind.

For all the importance Saussure gives to Whitney’s institutionalist view of language, he is inclined to temper what it suggests about naturalness. Other institutions apart from language ‘are to various degrees all based on NATURAL relationships […]. For instance, a nation’s laws, or political system, or even fashion, even its whimsical sartorial fashions, which can never ignore the given [proportions] of the human body’.32 The comparison may mislead people into thinking that innovations in language follow some principle found in the depths of the human mind.

Saussure had another fundamental disagreement with Whitney that he did not articulate until fourteen years later, but must have sensed already in 1894. In doing away with the role of the conscious mind, Whitney does not replace it with an unconscious that is more systematic. In 1908 Saussure would lament in draft notes that

The American Whitney whom I revere never said a single word on these subjects that was not right but, like all the others, he never imagines that a language demands systematicity.33

The quest for systematicity is characteristically Saussurean, and is behind those aspects of his thought that would give rise to twentieth-century structuralism. Whitney’s early modernism drew Saussure to him; Saussure’s later modernism drove his disagreements with Whitney.34

Even when he rebuked Whitney for failing to follow his insight through to its logical conclusion, however, Saussure acknowledged that it was the American’s framing of the issue that made further progress possible. In Whitney, he found the one linguist who shared his fundamental vision of the language system as a social institution made up of arbitrary signs, belonging to the community rather than to the individual, who only partakes of it.

GRIEF AND GRIEVANCES

By the time he turned thirty-seven in the autumn of 1894, Saussure had suffered a string of crippling professional reversals, partly the fault of others who failed to understand his work, but mostly down to the perfectionism that made it impossible for him to defend and extend his ideas in writing in a form that met his own standards. His personal life also had its difficulties, particularly with the severe nervous and emotional problems that led to his mother’s separation from the family. His failed hopes of a brilliant Parisian marriage had, however, been compensated for by the happy and supportive home he enjoyed with Marie and their two sons, in the warm extended family setting at Malagny. That autumn Marie would become pregnant once more, the third time in the less than three years they had been married.

His father was somewhat more settled now that Louise was away. René and Horace had given up their interests in the architectural firm in Roanoke, after which René decided to spend several months of 1894–5 on a ranch in South America, presumably leaving his wife Jeanne behind with her family in Baltimore.35 It may have been at this time as well that Louis, now twenty-three, went to live on a ranch in the province of Buenos Aires, Argentina, called La Bella Suiza, owned by a Swiss named Francesco Riat. Louis liked Riat, who was preparing to appoint him as major-domo of one of his plantations after a few months of learning the ropes. He wrote to Théodore saying that, although the conditions were basic and the work intense, he was enjoying himself and making the most of the opportunities offered.36 As for Horace, at least he was married, more or less, which provided some stability in his life.

Ferdinand was so taken up with the preparations for the Congress that he had few occasions to go and see his father during this period. His aunt Blanche Naville sent notes telling him how Henri was doing. In particular she mentioned how a visit home from Léopold in June 1894 was enough to leave Henri in a bad state.37 Although his son was thriving in his naval career, the tension between the two of them persisted, and Léopold took an impish delight in winding his father up. After the Congress was over, baby Raymond safely delivered and Henri reinstalled in Geneva from Creux de Genthod, Ferdinand paid more frequent visits to his father with his wife and children.

At this time Henri began developing a new obsession. The case of Captain Alfred Dreyfus had not attracted enormous attention when he was first charged with treason, convicted and sent to Devil’s Island. Only gradually did it become a cause célèbre, and it was then that Dreyfus’s Jewishness became a major issue. On 9 November 1894, the right-wing, fervently Catholic newspaper La libre parole, edited by Édouard Drumont, declared that all of Jewry was behind the traitor Dreyfus. An article in the edition of 24 November referred in particular to France being invaded by ‘Judaeo-German hordes’, and this seems to be what provoked a draft letter addressed to the editor of La libre parole which is contained in the notebook in which Saussure was sketching out his ideas for the planned Whitney memorial volume article.38 It reads:

To the Editor of La libre parole. Paris.

Sir

Of the two principal errors which have pervaded all of France with regard to the Jews, Drumont has destroyed the first. He has established that there is no Jew (apart from some ten Portuguese Jews) whose right to French citizenship goes back beyond 1792 at the earliest; and that in general it is much more recently, for example around 1830, that these swarms of parasites left Frankfurt to come descend on Paris.

There remains the other error, spread in all seriousness by our Jews, that if they have come to encumber the Western nations, it is because the Emperor Titus, son of Vespasian, caused them trouble in Judea around the year 68. That consequently we, as heirs of Rome, have nothing to complain about, but should begin to see the eternal consequences of the iniquity committed toward the people of God of Israel 1800 years ago.

This would make perfect sense if one were persuaded that it is because Titus waged a war in Judea that there are Jews in the world today. The truth is that long before Titus, the Jews had populated the Empire with colonies of usurers,39

The draft, which breaks off at this point, does not appear to have been completed, let alone sent. It did not appear in La libre parole, which did not print letters to the editor in any case.40 Nevertheless, the presence of this discarded draft in Saussure’s notebook has resulted in accusations of anti-Semitism being levelled at him.

The physical layout of the draft letter is odd, although this has not been apparent to most of its readers, who know it only from the photocopy which the Bibliothèque de Genève normally shows to those who request it. The original is in a thick notebook, the first twenty-nine sheets of which contain notes, written recto and verso, for the aborted article about Whitney. Sheets 30 and 31, which contain the draft fragment of the letter, are written in a different direction, with the notebook rotated clockwise one half-turn, so that the direction of the letter is downwards towards the binding. It is also unique in that the verso is not used; the draft goes directly from 30 recto to 31 recto. After this the notebook resumes its normal direction, with both sides of the sheet used. This was not Saussure’s typical practice when shifting subjects in a notebook or folio. He would either draw a line and continue on the same page, or go to the next page, but not change direction.

It is not only the physical layout that is odd. The sentiments expressed have no parallel anywhere else in the thousands of pages written by Saussure. It is not his rhetoric or his politics that we find here. When he sometimes gets worked up about a political issue, as in a draft letter on the Venezuelan border dispute from 23 December 1895,41 or later drafts relating to British policy in the Boer War, or to reported mistreatment of imperial subjects in India or Africa, his wrath is always directed against a powerful government that is treading on the rights of helpless individuals, of whatever race. Nor can one ignore another draft from about three years later, when the Dreyfus affair was at its height, in which Ferdinand declares himself to be a ‘Dreyfusiste convaincu’, a convinced Dreyfusard.42 At no point does he ever remark on the Jewish identity of some of those with whom he worked closely, including Bréal, who would come out as a prominent supporter of Dreyfus, alongside Dreyfus’s two most ardent public champions, Louis Havet and Gaston Paris, again men with whom Saussure remained close in spirit. Paris’s clout increased considerably with his election to the Académie Française in 1896.

There were, however, two men in Saussure’s immediate family with a history of just this sort of racist rhetoric: his father and his brother Léopold. In Chapter 8 we found Ferdinand, back home in Geneva in 1880, taking dictation of articles and letters from his father—indeed he breaks off a letter to Albertine saying that ‘I must leave you for a moment, since Papa has to dictate his correspondence to me’.43 In the 1890s, Henri’s eyesight was starting to give out, finally leaving him unable to read or write until an operation in 1903 restored his vision for the remaining two years of his life. During this period he required more than ever the help of his children to take dictation of his correspondence. From Chapter 2 will be recalled the unabashedly racist letters Henri sent home during his voyage to the Antilles and Mexico. And Henri’s obsession with the Dreyfus case is evidenced by his massive collection of newspaper articles on the affair, now held by the Bibliothèque de Genève. Yet his handwritten comments on newspaper clippings concerning the affair show that he too was a ‘Dreyfusiste convaincu’.44 So if he did indeed dictate the letter to Ferdinand in 1894, he changed his position afterwards, perhaps as more evidence became available that Dreyfus was being framed.

As for Léopold, his self-proclaimed racist doctrines will be discussed in the next chapter. His name has recently been raised in connection with the draft fragment, though only to suggest why Ferdinand would have been interested in the matter.

Saussure had a brother in the French armed forces, Léopold, who […] was engaged in the theatre that was being reported on almost daily by La Libre Parole in its ‘chronique militaire.’ Attention was focused on the Sino-Japanese War, a subject on which Saussure formulated his thoughts in the same notebook in which the draft letter appears.45

Actually, though, Léopold was not off in the Pacific. He was at home, and writing a series of articles on the Sino-Japanese War for the Journal de Genève.46 The two brothers’ handwriting is very similar, and it is entirely possible that the passage in the notebook referred to above is by Léopold. The views it expresses are perfectly compatible with those in his newspaper articles. And there is something remarkable about these eight articles: every time they raise the subject of French colonialism in Southeast Asia—the subject of Léopold’s 1899 book to be discussed below—the word essaim ‘swarm’ appears, just as in the draft letter to La libre parole.

Protestants like the Saussures were, for La libre parole, no less dangerous enemies of the French state than the Jews with whom they were supposedly allied. Drumont railed particularly against the Calvinists of Geneva, most memorably in an 1898 issue of the paper headed ‘Calvin in the Tents of Shem’.47 For Léopold, who had transferred his allegiances to France, this would have mattered less than for others in the family.

Albert Reville, whose lectures at the Collège de France Ferdinand had attended in 1880, observed in his journal that ‘it was particularly among army officers that “La libre parole” was read assiduously’.48 Presumably naval officers did so as well, which at least explains how La libre parole, which was not widely distributed, got into the Saussure household, and, along with the stylistic tic of ‘swarm’, points to Léopold as likely author of the draft letter.

Knowing that he took dictation of his father’s letters makes it ultimately impossible to prove or disprove Ferdinand’s authorship of the draft, but it is sufficiently questionable to make it unsafe to treat the fragment as revealing some deep, hidden anti-Semitism on the part of a man who stands out strongly within his family milieu as siding with the liberal, anti-racist Geneva of Henri Dunant, rather than with his own father and brother, who saw race as essential to human character in precisely the way Ferdinand in his later teaching explicitly denied that it was.

A period of serious personal losses had begun for the Saussure family. In August 1894, while Louise was still in the throes of her relapse of earlier in the year, Jeanne, now twenty-five, began showing disturbing signs of deterioration. She had always been withdrawn. Blanche Naville had her examined by Dr Widemer, an old family friend in whose care Louise had been placed. Blanche wrote to Ferdinand with news about Jeanne just a week before the start of the International Congress of Orientalists. Her letter points out that Widemer ‘specializes fundamentally in nervous illnesses, not mental illnesses’, and says that ‘I can assure you that it is not a question here of imaginary illness, nor of hypochondria’.49

In March 1895, Jules Faesch fell gravely ill at his winter home, the Villa Noël in Menton on the Côte d’Azur. As it was the break between university terms, Ferdinand was able to go with Marie to be with her father when he died.50 It was the first death of one of their parents. It also raised the question of inheritance of his property, and of whether his widow would wish to stay on alone in the Château of Vufflens. The eldest son Albert was still in America, and gave no indication of intending to return. Marie received a considerable cash legacy from her father, as a result of which the careful budgeting of her early married years was no longer necessary. Where her account books of 1892 detailed the price of every egg she bought, those of 1895 simply give a total amount for ‘household’, with separate (and rather higher) amounts listed for clothing, millinery, and furs. The domestic scrimping which Ferdinand had become used to since his father’s long-ago financial reversals was finally at an end.

The month of May saw the wedding at Genthod of Léopold, now twenty-nine, to Germaine Duval, ten years his junior. It was a particularly happy event in that, unlike Horace or René, his wife was from the family coterie. In fact, in 1903 her younger brother Maurice would marry Bettine Faesch, Marie’s first cousin. But in this year of 1895 a new loss seemed to follow hot on the heels of each happy recompense. Edmond Gautier, Ferdinand’s second cousin, who had been among his circle of bosom companions at Leipzig, died at the age of forty—the sort of early loss which makes one’s surviving friends painfully aware that their life is probably more than half over.

On 10 August Marie had her baby at home in Malagny. It was another boy, and he was christened André Victor. It was looking as though Ferdinand and Marie might outdo even Henri and Louise in fecundity. Certainly any worry that the Saussure name would become extinct in Geneva now seemed remote. In 1895, medical care had made great strides since Ferdinand’s boyhood, when Henri’s ice-water treatments could pass as brilliant interventions. Infant mortality was no longer so common and, as a result, parents were not as emotionally prepared for it as they had once been. Even when it became clear that André was quite seriously ill, no one really expected the worst. He made it through the critical first month, and then the second month, past the time of maximum vulnerability. Yet by late October, as the new semester got under way and Ferdinand had to begin the daily commute to Geneva, the doctors were looking grimmer.

André died of cholera on 5 November, aged not quite three months. He was with the family long enough for them to become deeply attached to him, and to be devastated by the loss. For Ferdinand it brought back cruel memories of the death of little Max twenty years before. Just as his parents had no more children after that loss, Ferdinand and Marie never had another child. It is a common experience—an instinctive self-protection against the worst grief anyone can suffer.

André’s death occurred soon after the start of the semester, and it did not help Ferdinand’s situation that 1895–6 was the lowest ebb of his teaching career in terms of numbers of students. This time there was the ever-faithful Tojetti, and no one else. Tojetti was one of the luckiest students of language who ever lived. Not only did he experience most of the Genevese teaching of Ferdinand de Saussure, but for one year he had him all to himself, in courses tailored precisely to his interests. In the view of the highly politicized Department of Public Instruction, however, the ordinary folk of Geneva were paying far too dearly for his privilege.

The year 1896 would bring more ups and downs. In March, Léopold and Germaine had their first child, a girl they named Yvonne. She was born in Ajaccio, Corsica, where Léopold was stationed. The following month Henri and Ferdinand travelled there to visit them.51 The counterbalancing tragedy came on 25 November, the day before Ferdinand’s thirty-ninth birthday, when René’s wife, Jeanne, died in Baltimore. René had returned from South America the year before to take up a post as associate professor of pure and applied mathematics at the Catholic University of America in Washington, DC.52 He and Jeanne had been married nearly five years. In August Jeanne had contracted ‘puerpural mania’ after a labour which the child, their first, did not survive. As her condition deteriorated, Albertine sailed over from England to lend support, but arrived just after her sister-in-law succumbed.53

On the professional side, Ferdinand had at least a small increase in the number of his students in 1896–7. The Sanskrit course attracted, besides Tojetti, two brothers, Henri and Eugène Duchosal. All three stayed with the course over both semesters. Saussure had announced the Sanskrit as an ‘elementary or more advanced course, depending on the students’ wishes and degree of preparation’, and he ended up giving both, teaching the basics to the Duchosals while doing specialized work with Tojetti. More than half a century later Henri Duchosal would write his recollection of Saussure’s courses.

In one of his Sanskrit courses, I was the only student, accompanied by a single auditor. But that did not discourage him. Chalk in hand from his arrival, always standing, never relying on notes, he covered large blackboards with all sorts of vocables, with astonishing scholia and, without stopping, without turning around, his gaze sometimes lost in the sky through the high window, gave his explications in a soft and monochord voice.

Following him was not always easy. With a dizzying erudition—he was reputed to have a deep knowledge of more than twenty languages—he demonstrated without the slightest apparent difficulty the innumerable influences of the sacred language of the Brahmans on the means of expression of the Indo-European, strolling through the most diverse idioms as if in a boundless garden where with delight he plucked flowers and fruits galore. He warned his students that, to save time, he assumed that they already knew Greek, Latin, French, German, English and Italian—which, not surprisingly, often did not fail to make them lose their footing. (Never, in fact, did my licence ès lettres, recently acquired, seem to me such a modest baggage.)

To ensure that we were following him, as well as to oblige us to put in serious effort, he required written work between lessons, ‘homework’ that we sent to him by post, at his home, where he examined it with admirable care. (Last year, at a meeting where many memories were evoked, the members of the Société genevoise de linguistique were able to examine more than four pages of comments in the professor’s handwriting on one of my exercises of just a single page.) He returned the corrected exercises to us by post so that we could review them carefully before the next lesson.

At the Université, he asked us sometimes, with his enigmatic smile, to read out the Sanskrit exercises that we had written in the original characters (devanâgari) and was amused to see us stand helpless, mouths agape, before our own work, before these complex signs, then, at our request, taking in hand our notebooks, he read them aloud with the same ease as if they had been presented to him in Roman script.

Nothing could be less banal than his way of appreciating our work. When he noticed some special difficulty avoided, he was generous with his praise despite an abundance of errors, but the reverse also occurred, for certain errors had the capacity to exasperate him. One day, after having told me—something very rare—that I had made only one mistake on a long page, he announced to me in a saddened tone that he had however given me a mark of zero because, in an inadmissible case, I had confused a short a with a long a!54

For Greek, Saussure gave a course with a focus unusual for him: the lexicon of Heschyius, with studies of the important forms for Greek grammar and dialectology. Here Tojetti was joined by a German and a Rumanian, Cécile Mizzea, the first female student Saussure ever taught.

Also announced was a course on Gothic grammar and the interpretation of Wulfila, returning Saussure to the subject matter of his Paris years and potentially drawing in students of the Germanic languages. Saussure had never ventured into this area in the years when the chair of Germanic languages—the one he himself had been urged to take—was occupied by Bernard Bouvier. But in 1895 Bouvier had vacated it for the chair of French literature. From this point on Saussure’s teaching would usually include a course on Old High German or another Germanic subject. But in this first year, 1896–7, no students are recorded for the Gothic grammar and interpretation of Wulfila. It appears that instead Saussure doubled the hours of the Greek course for its three takers.

INDOGERMANISCHE FORSCHUNGEN ARTICLES AND OTHER WRITINGS

The end of Saussure’s extraordinary professorship was drawing near. Yet he could not even complete a written version of his Congress paper for its proceedings. It would be humiliating not just for him and his family but for all who had supported him in the Université if he were not given an ordinary chair. He abandoned the planned second part announced at the end of his Lithuanian accentuation article in the journal of the Société, and instead focused his attention on two articles for the Indogermanische Forschungen, generally regarded as the most prestigious journal in the field. It was also the journal of the Neogrammarians, whom he resented for their failure to appreciate his early work; but now he was prepared to play the game their way. These were the only two articles he ever published in a scholarly journal, apart from those of the Société de Linguistique de Paris. Each takes up just twelve pages in the 1922 collection of Saussure’s publications.

The two articles were both on Lithuanian, though only one dealt with accentuation. The first appeared in the 1894 volume of the journal, which was dedicated to Leskien, his first teacher of Lithuanian.55 Here Saussure focused on the declensional system, motivated perhaps by the desire to show the Université that the work he was doing had at least a morphological as well as a phonological direction. It is directed against the journal’s co-editor, Brugmann, who in Lithuanian Folksongs and Tales mentioned in a note that the nominative plural and genitive singular ending -ens was an ancient feature of the language going back to the ‘ante-dialectal’ period.56 During this period, Brugmann stated, it already gave way to a further development in which the n disappeared from the ending, leaving the preceding vowel nasalized. Saussure shows that, with or without the nasalization, the ending -ens was ‘absolutely impossible’ in proto-Lithuanian, and that its original full form -eněs is attested in texts of the sixteenth and even the seventeenth century.57

Early on Saussure acknowledges the difficulties of knowing what is authentic in the texts and what was tampered with to make it look more ancient—a practice among some editors comparable to the manufacture of pseudo-antique furniture. He proposes that the solution lies in considering forms not in isolation, but as part of a textual whole: ‘The value of a form is entirely in the text from which it is drawn, that is in the totality of morphological, phonetic and orthographic circumstances that surround it and shed light on it.’58

The discussion that follows displays an encyclopaedic knowledge of the Lithuanian dialect material published up to that time. Here there is much more to draw on than in the accentuation research, since the endings are always indicated whereas the intonations are not. His critical remarks about particular texts, including even the first known text in Lithuanian, the Catechismusa prasty szadei (‘Plain Words of Catechism’, 1547) of Martynas Mazvydas, being ‘unfortunately written in the sad dialect of Memel’, leave no doubt about his pessimism over the possibility of establishing anything firmly in the phonological history of Lithuanian.

The second article, of 1896, states Saussure’s law in the clearest possible terms and stakes his claim to authorial priority for it.59 Again he was struggling to get in under the wire: the article includes a postscript beginning, ‘When preparing these lines I did not know of Hirt’s recent book on Indo-Germanic Accent’. Hermann Hirt stated, with no attribution to Saussure, that ‘the acute endings have attracted to them the accent of a circumflex root’.60 Fearful that he was about to lose his law, Saussure pulled out every stop in asserting his prior claim. He insisted that Hirt did not really understand the phenomenon, and that he himself had already stated the law in print several times, starting with his paper to the Société, given orally in 1889 and published in 1894. But the focus of that paper lay elsewhere, on the putative relationship between the Lithuanian tones and the Sanskrit vocalic ṛ, and the relevant statement—in its entirety: ‘it results from the law developed further on (Accentuation) that the accent could not fall on nê- if the following syllable was acute’—is buried within a remark about the participial infix.61

He had a better claim in the printed abstract of his paper which appeared in one of the fascicles of proceedings from the Congress of Orientalists in 1895, but these were not widely distributed, and the full proceedings (again including just his abstract, not the full paper) would not reach print until 1897. In his claim against Hirt it looked as though he was grasping at straws. But, for one of the few times in his professional life, fate smiled upon him. Time established the law as his, tempered only by the earlier date of Fortunatov’s observations and the fact that they embraced the Slavic languages as well, so that in its broader Balto-Slavic form it is referred to as the Saussure-Fortunatov law.

Still, Saussure’s real aim with the research on Lithuanian accentuation—to devise a proof of the system hypothesized in his Mémoire—remained out of reach, by the measure of his own exacting standards. The evidence proved elusive. The more sources of data he sought, the more confusion he encountered. It was obvious that the linguists who had transcribed Lithuanian data over the decades had understandings of the intonation system that were partial in both senses of the word: incomplete, and inclined to record what they expected to hear, ignoring nuances that they assumed were meaningless. In the worst cases, they heard only those features which supported their hypotheses and none which challenged them. Concerning the source most attuned to the intonations, Saussure writes with evident frustration that Baranowski

does not hide the fact that the state he is sketching is a sort of ideal norm from which many dialects are far removed, and he is not afraid to admit that none corresponds to it completely. One could desire more details on the way in which this interdialectal average has been deduced.62

Another of Saussure’s long-cherished dreams was in its death throes.

During the same time as he was composing the Lithuanian accentuation article, Saussure was preparing a review of Johannes Schmidt’s Kritik der Sonantentheorie (‘Critique of the Theory of Sonants’), also for the Indogermanische Forschungen.63 Draft sections of the article and the review are sometimes interlaced on the same manuscript pages.64 Some 174 manuscript pages were boiled down to just three printed pages.65 The result was arguably the best piece of writing Saussure ever published. Even his two non-technical pieces for the Journal de Genève, from the beginning and end of his career, are flabby and journalistic by comparison. Here he develops an argument in a critique that is devastating without being mean-spirited. He backs up everything he says with evidence, without for once clogging up his own argumentative flow.

The review begins by admitting that it will not give a fair analysis of the book, and ends by explaining why: ‘It is composed in effect of completely disconnected arguments in which refutations are regularly mixed in with a certain proportion of positive and personal theories, forming a whole that is very difficult to analyse and critique other than page by page.’ Hence, a choice of focus had to be made, and Saussure chose a ‘very general and peripheral question’: whether Schmidt was right to treat the ‘theory of sonants’ in his book (or rather ‘his polemic’, Saussure interjects) as being ‘an object perfectly defined in advance, like a doctrine that can be combatted or defended’. In fact, Schmidt never says what this ‘theory’ is.

Saussure runs through the possibilities. It could ‘consist purely and simply in claiming the existence in Indo-European of the four sounds *ṛ ḷ ṃ ṇ; but admitting this brute fact cannot constitute any sort of point of view or theory’. A ‘sonantist’ would surely maintain, for instance, that Greek tatós was not originally *tentós with the same vowel as in pente ‘five’. But one could take this position even without admitting the existence of ṛ ḷ ṃ ṇ.

A theory could only start when ṛ ḷ ṃ ṇ are given a meaning, which requires opposing them to something else. This is the first direct statement in print of Saussure’s concept of meaning being generated by difference. The sounds to which they might be opposed are er el em en, or a weakererelemen. That, Saussure says, is indeed an important debate, one too often mistakenly dismissed as trivial by analysts who forget that ṛ ḷ ṃ ṇ equally imply re le me ne.

It is of the highest interest, involving completely opposed perspectives, to know whether perk- and prek- weakened identically to *pṛk or differently to perk- and prek-. […] It does not however relate to the liquid, but entirely to the loss of an e in Indo-European—indeed it applies equally to ket- (ket-, kt-), to ed- (ed-, d-) and many other cases.

Finally, what if the theory of sonants is about the relationship between sonant ṛ ḷ ṃ ṇ and consonant r l m n? This leads Saussure to make his most direct statements in print about the phonological research he had been pursuing for the last decade and a half, and to invoke the distinction between synchrony and diachrony that was bound up with it.

[W]hen a genuine theory of language is formulated for the first time, one of the very first principles to be inscribed in it will be that never, in any circumstances, can a rule which moves in a state of language (= between 2 contemporary terms), and not in a phonetic event (= 2 successive terms), have more than a random validity.

This is surprising, since it appears to be arguing against synchronic analysis, describing its rules as un-law-like. The real point however is that synchrony and diachrony must not be mixed together in an analysis, as Schmidt has done. Each has its own appropriate domain of application.

Finally Saussure comes to what he supposes Schmidt most likely means by ‘theory of sonants’, since he ‘cites it here and there: it is the idea of constant parallelism between r l m n and i u. “Everything that happens to i u happens to r l m n”. This may give the illusion of clarity. But it is not difficult to show that we have here perhaps an empirical formula, but absolutely no principle.’ Saussure shows the absurdity of assuming that the question of whether *prek- weakened to *pṛk- or *prek- involves any necessary symmetry with *wed- > *ud-, or that any light would be shed by invoking such a symmetry.

The review ends with a tip of the hat to ‘the eminent professor from Berlin’ who authored the book, but beneath it, an extended footnote gives the detailed analysis of one chapter, in which, without any need for further commentary from Saussure, one can easily see the lack of coherence in the argumentative structure. Without a single impolite word, Saussure delivers the most stinging criticism he made of anyone in print. His review lays out the problems clearly and succinctly, and the fact of being a review absolved him from the crippling need for a concluding solution.

One other minor publication belongs to this period. From sometime in 1894 to late 1895 Saussure was helping the explorer Ernest Chantre to decipher texts which Chantre, working with Saussure’s kinsman Alfred Boissier, had discovered in 1893 in Euyrek, near Bogazköy in central Anatolia. These were the ‘easy’ texts of the discovery, since they were recognizably in an archaic version of the Greek alphabet. Others were in an undeciphered writing system made up mainly of wedges placed in various positions, termed ‘cuneiform’.66 When in 1915, after Saussure’s death, it was announced that the Czech linguist Bedřich Hrozný had deciphered these texts and determined that the language they were written in was demonstrably Indo-European, the impact on linguistics was massive.

The alphabetic texts found by Chantre were on two stones, which had been cut from their original setting and used in the construction of a house. In 1894 Chantre returned to the area, accompanied by Boissier, and arranged with the Ottoman authorities to have the two stones removed to the museum in Constantinople. The texts were photographed and plaster casts made of them, and it was from these that Saussure worked to decipher the inscriptions. The archaic Phrygian dialect they were written in still had the letter digamma and other old forms of Greek letters very like their Phoenician sources.

Saussure’s long commentary on the text aims to establish the identity of each engraved letter, with a degree of precision and detail that borders on the excessive. He goes off on digressions at every opportunity, perhaps as a smokescreen for his reluctance to hazard a guess as to what all but a small fragment of the texts might mean. The exceptions were sequences of letters of which he could cite occurrences in other inscriptions. This allows him to posit that at the start of Inscription 1, FASOUSIMANMEKAS, the FASOUS is the name of an individual, and SIMAN (the S would not necessarily be written twice in inscriptions of this period) a clan name. In a footnote he hints at the possibility that this line might mean ‘VASOUS MADE THIS MONUMENT’, which he says would be a ‘rather brilliant result’, but it would require an elision of n which Phrygian does not admit as easily as other dialects of Greek.

A surprising conservatism, timidity even, in someone who once had been so bold as to infer the existence of an unattested vowel and sonant coefficients in primitive Indo-European. But look where that had led. Even his attempt at influencing the Transcription Commission of the Orientalist Congress had been beaten back. These experiences seemed to confirm the wisdom of what he had been taught from childhood at school and at home: commit nothing to print until you are entirely sure of its truth and have expressed it perfectly. This does not rescue his comments on the Phrygian inscriptions from being sad and absurd, the sort of scholarly commentary ridiculed by Nabokov in Pale Fire. And yet, whatever their hollowness, at least Saussure’s comments are true. He is saying what he can say that is not fantastic.

On 23 October 1896, Saussure learned that he had at last achieved a serious academic success. He was appointed ordinary professor of Sanskrit and Indo-European languages in the Université de Genève.

THE SPIRIT WORLD

The name of Auguste Lemaître has surfaced repeatedly in these chapters. He was the boy who grew up in the house next to the Saussure mansion, who later became Ferdinand’s classmate in the Collège de Genève, and took the prize for good marks in the year when Ferdinand was made ineligible after being caught passing notes in Latin. Lemaître went on to a career teaching in the Collège, while pursuing original research on how language develops in the child’s mind, in tandem with the work of Flournoy’s psychological laboratory in the Université. One of Flournoy’s research strands was religious and spiritual phenomena, an interest shared with his friend William James. Certain of these phenomena, such as the trances of shamans, mediums, somnambulists, and glossolalics, offered a window into the unconscious mind, the more revealing because it opened spontaneously, rather than through the intervention of a hypnotist.67

In the spring of 1894 Lemaître heard about a Genevese shop clerk in her early thirties named Catherine-Élise Müller, who was attracting attention for her abilities as a medium. After attending her first séances in February 1892, she had begun ‘automatic writing’, of which only a few words were decipherable.68 In April she went into a trance during a séance and began to speak in masculine voices, including that of the poet and novelist Victor Hugo, who identified himself as Élise’s protector and guide in the spirit world. He reappeared sporadically in the following sessions.

Then in August 1892 a new, more dominant male figure took possession of Élise’s voice. Calling himself Léopold, he spoke with an Italian accent and, according to the notes of someone present at the time, ‘he appears to be about thirty-five years of age, and is clothed altogether in black’.69 For more than a year a power struggle would ensue between Léopold and Victor Hugo for control of Élise, until Léopold got the upper hand.70 From that point on Léopold would remain permanently as Élise’s spirit protector and, in his words, her master.

At the start of 1894 Élise began manifesting the presence of another, female, spirit alongside Léopold. At a séance on 30 January Léopold revealed to those present that this was the late French queen Marie-Antoinette, and that Élise was her reincarnation.71 So began a long ‘royal cycle’, as Flournoy later dubbed it, continuing over many years, in which she would speak and write in an affected eighteenth-century style and with a foreign accent, like the historical Marie-Antoinette, who was Austrian.72 It later transpired that Léopold was actually Joseph Balsamo, also known as Count Alexander of Cagliostro, an eighteenth-century Sicilian adventurer (hence his accent) whose legend had been kept alive in two novels by Alexandre Dumas.

It was in March 1894, not long after the first appearance of Marie-Antoinette, that Lemaître made Élise’s acquaintance and began attending her séances, which ran for three hours or more.73 It took half an hour to an hour for Elise to drift gradually into a trance. From that point on what happened followed no set pattern, though it was typical for Léopold to appear first as the dominant spirit. He would transmit messages either orally, or in writing, or by movements of Élise’s little finger over an alphabet board.

Lemaître first organized a séance in his own home on 28 October 1894.74 Among those he invited was Madame Mégevand, a relative of Saussure’s one-time Privatdozent Louis Morel. She was grieving for her son Aléxis, a student of Lemaître’s at the Collège who had died three years earlier at the age of seventeen.75 During the séance, Élise had a vision of a young man who, when she described him, was easily recognized as the deceased Aléxis. She heard him speak words of affection for his mother, but the vision was brief. Madame Mégevand returned for the next séance on 25 November. This time things got off to a dramatic start. Lemaître recorded everything in his notes, later published by Flournoy, with Élise given the pseudonym ‘Hélène Smith’.

Hélène feels that she is ascending; then the table gives, by raps: ‘Lemaître, that which you have so long desired!’ Mlle. Smith, who had been ill at ease, finds herself feeling better; she distinguishes three enormous globes, one of them very beautiful. ‘On what am I walking?’ she asks. And the table replies: ‘On a world—Mars.’76

She saw cars without horses or wheels, leaving a trail of sparks as they glided along, and other marvels. She saw as well Aléxis Mégevand, who, through Élise’s rapping on the table, was able to have a consoling conversation with his mother.

Lemaître invited Flournoy to attend the next séance, on 9 December 1894.77 Flournoy was taken aback by Élise, whose appearance and demeanour defied all his expectations of the stereotypical medium: ‘Her physical strength is marvellous, as shown by the fact that she bears up under the strain of a business which demands nearly eleven hours of her time each day, nearly all of which she is compelled to stand on her feet […] She is very intelligent and highly gifted.’78

In the book which he published about her at the end of the decade, From India to the Planet Mars, Flournoy wrote that his presence had a profound impact on Élise.79 For one thing, the ‘Martian cycle’ went into remission for nearly fifteen months, as Élise’s early oriental visions crystallized into a new ‘Hindu cycle’. Like the original royal cycle, which was still ongoing, the Hindu cycle was interactive. Flournoy himself was central to the drama, and others present—eventually including Saussure—also figured as reincarnations of ancient deities. Over the first six months of 1895 it emerged that Élise was being transported in her trances to the palace of Chandragiri in the southern Indian region of Kanara, in 1401. She became the Arabic Princess Simandini, wife of Prince Sivrouka Nayaca, who was incarnated in the person of Flournoy.80

During the séance of 6 March 1895, she uttered a phrase which Lemaître transcribed as atiêya ganapatinâmâ. The others present appealed to Léopold for a translation, but he replied that he did not know Sanskrit. Afterwards Flournoy turned for enlightenment to his two main Sanskritist colleagues, Paul Oltramare and Saussure. He also consulted Auguste Glardon, a former missionary who could speak Hindustani and was familiar with the ancient vernacular idioms known as the Prakrits, as well as having an interest in the psychology of spiritualism.81 None of the three could make sense of atiêya, though Oltramare ventured that it ‘might perhaps be atreya, which, it seems, serves as a designation for women who have suffered an abortion, an explication which, however, I do not guarantee’.82 And while they all recognized ganapatinâmâ as a compound of the well-known divinity Ganapati with the word for ‘name’, Oltramare interpreted it as ‘who bears the name of Ganapati’, Glardon as ‘named by Ganapati’.

Saussure declined to translate the phrase, noting only that the two words ‘are constructed together, in some inexplicable manner, but not necessarily false’. What struck him most was how it had been pronounced: ‘It is quite curious that this fragment, which is mixed up with the name of a god, may be properly pronounced with a kind of solemn emphasis and a gesture of religious benediction. This denotes, indeed, an intelligent and intentional use.’ But Élise Müller had not the least notion of the Sanskrit language. After much interrogation of her, the sceptical Flournoy was convinced that at least she had no conscious memory of having been exposed to Sanskrit in spoken or written form at any time in her life.

At the séance of 15 September 1895, Flournoy witnessed the next ‘outbreak of Hindoo’, as he put it.

ou mama priva (prira/priya?)—mama radisivou—mama sadiou sivrouka—apa tava va signa damasa—simia damasa bagda sivrouka83

Flournoy asked for a translation from Léopold, who was possessing Élise’s right arm while Simandini had the rest of her. Léopold again protested that he did not know Sanskrit, but after repeated pleas he agreed to give the general sense, which he could do by interpreting Élise’s intimate feelings.

My good, my excellent, my dearly loved Sivrouka, without thee where to find happiness?

It was a fervent declaration of love to Flournoy’s avatar—and perhaps expressed Élise’s feelings towards Flournoy himself.84

From this time forward the involvement of Oltramare receded. Glardon continued to look for parallels with modern Indian languages, but it was above all Saussure who assisted Flournoy with careful analyses. With Élise he had become gripped by another in the series of linguistic puzzles that would draw his attention at various points in his life. Were the utterances really Sanskrit? Saussure assured Flournoy that

there are certainly in this text some Sanskrit fragments answering more or less to the interpretation of Leopold. The most clear are mama priya, which signifies my dear, my dearly loved, and mama sadiou (corrected to sâdhô), my good, my excellent. The rest of the phrase is less satisfactory in its present condition; tava could well be of thee, but apa tava is a pure barbarism, if it is intended for far from thee. In the same way the syllable bag in bagda seems to mean, independently of the translation of Leopold, bhâga, happiness, but is surrounded by incomprehensible syllables.85

Further such texts were forthcoming at the séance of 1 December, when Simandini was playing with her pet monkey Mitidja. After addressing some tender words to him, she said

Adaprati tava sivrouka … nô simyô sinonyedô…on yediô sivrouka

Here Saussure thought that the sequence sinonyedô…on yediô might, with some goodwill,

make us think of the word anyediuh, the following day, or, another day, repeated twice; and, on the other hand, the first word might be transformed into adya-prabhrti, starting from to-day; which, combined with other syllables, themselves conventionally triturated, might give something like: adya-pra-bhrti tava, sivruka … yôshin … na anyediuh, anyediuh: from to-day, of thee, Sivrouka, (that I am)…wife … not another day, another day—which, besides (if it has any meaning at all!) has scarcely any connection with the scene.

Saussure has here taken a step beyond his previous analyses, by looking past the word breaks as recorded by Flournoy, allowing him to read a putative word yôshin within Flournoy’s simyô sinonyedô. He follows a similar strategy with the last of this set of utterances:

Mama plia … mama naximi (naxmi?) sivrouka … aô laos mi sivrouka

The mama plia was, he pointed out, the same expression as the earlier mama priya ‘my beloved’, and naxmi could be lakshmî ‘beauty and fortune’, with the slippage between n and l that is typical of many Asian languages. But making any sense of the aô laos mi again required ignoring the recorded word breaks, to conjecture that this sequence ‘might contain asmi, I am’. Saussure was, in effect, looking at the utterances ‘translexically’, as well as allowing for the possibility that what was heard as an o might be what was written in Sanskrit as an a. He warned Flournoy: ‘But it must be borne in mind that any semblance of continuous meaning, where I have amused myself by searching for it, is for the moment simply a game.’86

No one who witnessed Élise’s trances was left with any suspicion that they might be deliberately contrived performances. The physical aspects alone, including a decrease of her heart rate to barely survivable levels, appeared to rule this out. Still, supernatural explanations were not the only possible ones. Her audience divided neatly into those convinced, as Élise herself was, that a spirit was taking possession of her, and those like Lemaître and Flournoy, who believed they were witnessing a psychological phenomenon. Even then it could be one of several types: deeply buried memories of things she had half-consciously heard or glimpsed long ago; manifestations of atavism, physical traces of memory inherited from an ancient ancestor; telepathic messages she was receiving from some other living person, perhaps someone present at the séances who knew some Sanskrit.

Saussure attended some four séances,87 including one on 20 June 1897 at which he took down Élise/Simandini’s utterances directly. His attitude towards them evolved over the five years in which he assisted Flournoy in this endeavour. At the beginning, Saussure, like Flournoy, took what he himself would later regard as a somewhat credulous stance. With all agreed that Élise could not have been exposed to any Sanskrit previously, no explanation seemed totally irrational. One should bear in mind as well that 1895, when Saussure became deepy involved with the Sanskrit texts of Élise Müller, was the year in which his son André was born and died. The last of the texts discussed above was uttered three and a half weeks after the unfortunate child left this world. It was grief for a lost son that had brought Madame Mégevand to the séance organized by Lemaître. The same was not true of Saussure, and yet, thoughts of André may have been lingering as he sought for meaning in those utterances purportedly from another dimension.

The next twist in the saga of Élise Müller began at the séance of 2 February 1896, which lasted more than two and a half hours, with Madame Mégevand in attendance. After more than a year dominated by the Hindu cycle, Élise’s trance took her back to Mars. Flournoy recorded the scene in detail, using the pseudonym Mirbel in place of Mégevand.

Hélène arose, left the table, and held a long conversation with an imaginary woman who […] after having at first spoken to her in French, now persisted in speaking in an unintelligible tongue, like Chinese. Leopold revealed to us by the little finger that it was the language of the planet Mars, that this woman is the mother of Alexis Mirbel, reincarnated on that planet, and that Hélène herself will speak Martian. Presently Hélène begins to recite with increasing volubility an incomprehensible jargon, the beginning of which is as follows (according to notes taken by M. Lemaître at the time, as accurately as possible): ‘Mitchma mitchmon mimini tchouainem mimatchineg masichinof mézavi patelki abrésinad navette naven navette mitchichénid naken chinoutoufiche’…88

In a note to his book Flournoy suggests that readers ‘Compare the case of Mlle. Anna O., understanding her German entourage, but speaking only English without realizing it’, in a little known work of 1895 by two Viennese psychiatrists named Breuer and Freud.89 It was the critical moment in the development of psychoanalysis. The difference was, of course, that English was a terrestrial language, and did not need to be deciphered. Martian did, so Flournoy took this opportunity to get what information he could from Élise: ‘By questioning her concerning a visit which she had made a few days before to M. C., […] we succeed in identifying the four following Martian words: Métiche S., Monsieur S.; Médache C., Madame C.; Métaganiche Smith, Mademoiselle Smith; kin’t’che, four.’ This was, needless to say, a sensational séance. Those present were hearing spoken, presumably for the first time in earthly history, the language of another planet.

A few weeks later, Élise’s health gave out, and no more séances were held for many months. Not until September was she was transported back to Mars, and from then on she had spontaneous Martian visions frequently, sometimes daily. After pleas from Flournoy to Léopold, on the evening of 22 October Élise ‘traced rapidly, in the characteristic handwriting of Leopold and with his signature, a beautiful epistle of eighteen Alexandrine lines’ addressed to Flournoy, ending with the advice that he might obtain some enlightenment if he placed his hand very gently on Élise’s forehead and softly pronounced the name ‘Ésenale’. The name meant nothing to Flournoy, but at the next séance, on Monday, 2 November 1896, he tried the method prescribed when Léopold indicated to him that the moment was right.

I place my hand on Hélène’s forehead, and utter the name of Esenale, to which Hélène replies in a soft, feeble, somewhat melancholy, voice: ‘Esenale has gone away … he has left me alone … but he will return,…he will soon return…. He has taken me by the hand and made me enter the house. … I do not know where Esenale is leading me, but he has said to me, “Dodé né ci haudan té méche métiche Astané ké dé mé véche,” but I did not understand;…dodé, this; né, is; ci, the; haudan, house; te, of the; méche, great; métiche, man; Astané, Astané; ké, whom; dé, thou; mé, hast; véche, seen. … This is the house of the great man Astané, whom thou hast seen. … Esenale has told me that. … Esenale has gone away. … He will return … he will soon return … he will teach me to speak . . and Astané will teach me to write.’

This text was the Rosetta Stone of the Martian language. The moment when the translation begins, just after Élise says ‘I did not understand’, is when her voice gives way to that of Ésenale, who would remain with her for the next few years as her guide to the Martian world. At a séance in November 1896, Léopold revealed that Ésenale was in fact the Martian reincarnation of Aléxis Mégevand.90 This was another evening when Madame Mégevand was present.

Over the next seven months Élise mentioned repeatedly in her trances that the great man Astané was teaching her to write, and that soon she would produce texts in the Martian language.91 This finally began on 18 June 1897, and yielded written messages in a consistent alphabet, not identical to any known alphabet though with the shape of the characters reminiscent of the Sanskrit devanagari, minus the top bar used to connect the letters in that writing system. In combined spoken and written production Élise produced forty texts in Martian, with translations supplied by Ésenale, beginning at the 20 June 1897 séance which, as mentioned earlier, Saussure attended.

On that evening of 20 June Élise began to chant, in a beautiful melody, ending her phrases with long extended vowels, held as long as fourteen seconds in one instance. She was seated on the floor, with Saussure next to her, carefully transcribing her chant phonetically.92

Gâya gaya naïa ia miya gayâ briti … gaya vayayâni pritiya kriya gayâni i gâya mamata gaya mama nara mama patii si gaya dandaryô gâya ityâmi vasanta … gaya gayayâmi gaya priti gaya priya gâya patisi…

Afterwards, both Ésenale and Léopold did honour to the ‘rather exceptional presence of Mr de Saussure’. Ésenale gave a translation of the Martian text which Élise had uttered two evenings before.93 Towards the end of the séance, Ésenale gave way to Léopold, who offered his interpretation of the Hindu chant Saussure had recorded, curiously including some names that were not in the original.

Sing, bird, let us sing! Gaya! Adèl, Sivrouka, sing of the spring-time! Day and night I am happy! Let us sing! Spring-time bird, happiness! ityâmi mamanara priti, let us sing! let us love! my king! Miousa, Adèl!

The new names were of figures whose reincarnations were present in the room. Adèl, an Arab slave, was Paul Seippel, a writer of some importance on history and literature, who would be the first champion of Romain Rolland. Miousa was Ferdinand de Saussure. This episode has long fascinated those interested in Saussure, and understandably so. It is a frightfully romantic moment: the scholar of Sanskrit transported out of his own time and into the medieval India of 1401, out of his own body and into that of his avatar Miousa.

But Saussure was having none of it. This séance was a turning point for him in his involvement with Élise. The remarks he later sent Flournoy concerning her chant shift from the sceptical fascination he had displayed up to now, to a cold and rather cynical dismissiveness. Concerning the utterances which he himself transcribed, he wonders whether it has not all been a game of chance.

As to the question of ascertaining whether all this really represents Sanskrit, it is evidently necessary to answer, No. One can only say:

First: That it is a medley of syllables, in the midst of which there are, incontestably, some series of eight to ten syllables, constituting a fragment of a sentence which has a meaning (especially exclamatory phrases—e.g., mama priya, mon bien-aimé (‘my well-beloved’); mama soukha, mes délices (‘my delight’).

Secondly: That the other syllables, of unintelligible aspect, never have an anti-Sanskrit character—i.e., do not present groups materially contrary or in opposition to the general figure of the Sanskrit words.

Thirdly and finally: That the value of this latter observation is, on the other hand, quite considerably diminished by the fact that Mlle. Smith seldom launches out into complicated forms of syllables, and greatly affects the vowel a; but Sanskrit is a language in which the proportion of the a’s to the other vowels is almost four to one, so that in uttering three or four syllables in a, one could hardly avoid vaguely encountering a Sanskrit word.94

Saussure went further still. In what Flournoy characterized as ‘ingenious conjectures’, Saussure suggested that the same basic process was behind the Martian of Ésenale and the ‘Sivroukian’ utterances—he was no longer prepared to call them Sanskrit, even when the words corresponded to Sanskrit. This is consistent with what he had always maintained about a language being a complete system. Individual words not generated by such a system could not be considered part of the language.

Flournoy was ‘not convinced that the general process, so well described by Mr de Saussure, of replacing word for word the French terms by terms of Oriental aspect, which is certainly the process employed in the fabrication of the Martian, has been made use of in the case of Hélène’s Oriental words’.95 He suspected that the latter had a visual origin—that at some point, later forgotten, she had come across some Sanskrit texts transcribed into Roman letters. His evidence for this had in fact been supplied by Saussure, who pointed out her frequent use of the genuinely Sanskrit word bahu ‘much’—but pronounced not with a final /u/ (‘oo’), as in Sanskrit, but with the peculiarly French front-rounded /y/.96 If Élise had learned her Sanskrit words aurally, she would have said /bahu/ and written it, à la française, as bahou. Only by encountering the word bahu visually would a French speaker mispronounce it as /bahy/.

In the autumn of 1899, more than two years after his last analysis of Élise’s utterances, Flournoy sent Saussure the proof pages of From India to the Planet Mars containing his comments, and inviting him to make corrections. Saussure was about to leave for a holiday in England with the Marcets, so he took the proofs along with him, planning to post the corrections back to Flournoy. He did nothing with them during his stay, however. During his return voyage he prepared several pages of notes, which he posted to Flournoy from Amsterdam.97 Two days later he wrote to Flournoy from Cologne, apologizing for not returning the proofs, and pleading that ‘It is hard to imagine the impossibility of devoting even two hours to work in this English vacation life; the whole organization of time and of hospitality itself is inconceivable’.98 He offered to come to Flournoy’s house at the end of the week.

Saussure’s new insights on Élise’s utterances were significant enough for Flournoy to insert a four-page addition to his text, which meant considerable expense to him with the book already in proof stage: ‘The preceding pages were already in press when Mr de Saussure had an idea as kind as it is ingenious.’99 To give readers who knew no Sanskrit a sense of what Élise’s ‘Hindu’ was like, Saussure composed a text in cod Latin, ‘as close as possible to the language of Livy or Cicero as Simandini’s Sanskrit is to that of the Brahmans’:

Suppose the following words are pronounced in a ‘Roman’ instead of a ‘Hindu’ somnambulic scene:—Meâte domina mea sorôre forinda inde deo inde sîni godio deo primo nomine … obera mine … loca suave tibi ofisio et ogario … et olo romano sua dinata perano die nono colo desimo … ridêre pavêre … nove…—here are the observations to which this singular passage would probably give rise, and which are identical to those aroused by the Hindu texts of Mlle Smith.

1. No general meaning graspable if one seeks a sentence. From time to time however some words forming a rather good sequence, a section of a sentence.—2. Each taken in isolation, like a collection of vocabulary items drawn from a dictionary, some words are irreproachable (such as domina); others half correct (ogurio, etc.); still others lacking any evident identity with a Latin word (dinata, etc.).—3. The text is totally impoverished on the particular matter of grammatical endings. […]—4. The same sentiment seems to manifest itself beyond the endings in the fact of using only words that are extremely simple in their consonantal frame, such as do-mi-na, while avoiding any form that would offer a complication, such as octo, somnus, semper, culmen.

Saussure pointed out as well that his text—his only piece of ‘creative writing’ to reach print in his lifetime, unless one counts his anonymous remarks on his synaesthesia in Flournoy’s earlier book—was not a mixture of two languages, and that it ‘offers a precise value by the fact of not presenting anything contrary to Latin’, again a characteristically Saussurean view of how value of a positive sort can be generated by negative content. That was also the nature of his final comment on Élise’s Sanskrit:

[T]his Sanskrit never contains the consonant f. This fact is considerable, although negative. The f is effectively foreign to Sanskrit; now, in a free invention, the odds would have been twenty to one of creating Sanskrit words lacking f, this consonant seeming as legitimate as any other if one has not been forewarned.

Flournoy had not noticed the absence of f in Élise’s utterances and was clearly taken aback when Saussure pointed it out to him. It added to his conviction that Élise had acquired her notions of Sanskrit through some transliterated text, from which she could have intuited the absence of this consonant, though not the fact that u was pronounced differently than in French.

Meanwhile, while perusing books on the history of India in search of information concerning the characters in Élise’s Hindu cycle, Flournoy had stumbled upon a passage in a book of 1828 by the obscure Jacques Lacroix de Marlès: ‘Tchandraguiri, which signifies Mountain of the Moon, is a vast fortress constructed, in 1401, by the rajah Sivrouka Nayaca.’100 Saussure had put Flournoy in contact with many prominent European Indologists, none of whom had ever heard of Sivrouka or Simandini. So it was with genuine excitement that Flournoy realized that his own avatar was no invention of Élise’s subconscious. He assumed that she must at some time have come into contact with Marlès’s history or one of the sources he had drawn on. It could be as little as her eyes quickly scanning a page as she dusted a desk on which an open book lay.101 But at least he was not wasting his time with mere fairy tales.

When it came to the Martian cycle, however, he was less confident, after Saussure showed him the simplistic way in which French sentences were being coded into Martian. Feeling that he had reached a point of diminishing returns with Élise, Flournoy decided to try an experiment. During a séance, he explained to Léopold why he was convinced that the Martian texts were of ‘terrestrial fabrication’.102 Léopold denied this. A few months later, Flournoy tried the same tack with Élise directly, while she was awake. She insisted absolutely that he was wrong on every point.

Yet his objections made an impression, for, some time later, the Martian cycle took a new direction, metamorphosing into an ‘ultra-Martian’ cycle, with additional characters and taking place ‘on some indeterminate planet further than Mars’.103 This led Flournoy to the conclusion that ‘The whole Martian cycle, with its special language and its ultra-Martian appendix, is only, at bottom, a vast product of occasional suggestions’, authored by ‘a former, infantine, less evolved state of Hélène’s individuality, which has again come to light, renewed its life, and once more become active in her Martian somnambulisms’.104 The cycle itself he judged to be ‘childish, puerile, insignificant in all aspects’—but he did not shrink from including it in the sensational title of the book that made his name internationally.

From India to the Planet Mars sold vast numbers of copies in both French and English. The reaction to it was predictably mixed, with many, including the reviewer for the Journal de Genève, reading it as an exposé of a fraudulent medium. Flournoy was quick to reply to the paper that this was not his intention. Nevertheless, his relationship with Élise cooled,105 and she accused him of cheating her out of royalties.106 He wrote to her explaining about the expenses having to be covered, without mentioning how much Saussure had added to them by delaying his final remarks until the proof stage. Flournoy advanced Élise a significant sum as a sign of his goodwill; but she seems to have interpreted it instead as an admission of guilt.

LECTURES ON THE SYLLABLE

In 1897 Saussure was asked to contribute lectures to a summer vacation course,107 an innovation introduced by Bernard Bouvier to make it possible for teachers of French to undertake study in the Université after their own teaching semesters had ended. This was another step in the modernization of the institution. Saussure did not look down on the change, but welcomed the opportunity it offered for extending his student audience.

Although French was his mother tongue, he had never attempted any linguistic analysis of it. He had, however, spent the last twenty years thinking about the syllable and its components. Among his notes was ample material for a general theory of the syllable that could be useful for students of any language. He expanded on these in a way that makes it hard to separate what he wrote specifically for these lectures from earlier material. But some passages were clearly written for oral presentation, and refer to research he has been doing for the ‘past fifteen years’,108 the right amount of time between the phonology manuscript of the early 1880s and the 1897 lectures on the syllable. These notes say as well that his remarks on i and u ‘are no more than simple extracts from a complete theory of the syllable which we have long intended to publish’.109

As in the 1880s manuscripts, Saussure believes that the solution will depend on a combination of ‘the APERTURE of various phonological types’ and the ‘IMPLOSIVE or EXPLOSIVE forms that individual phonological types may always have, whatever their degree of aperture’:110‘Only i u currently have an alphabetic notation distinguishing implosive forms (i u) from explosive forms (j w). [… W]e propose to extend it to all types, using capitals for implosive T, N, R etc.’ For consistency, the usual i u are replaced with I U, and—confusingly—the usual j w with i u. As for aperture, all sounds are assigned to a place on a six-point scale:

[image: image]

Saussure bases his theory of the syllable on the effects produced by particular combinations of explosives. First of all, any explosive can be joined to an implosive without consideration of the aperture. But if explosives are to be combined, it matters whether the sequence involves increasing or decreasing aperture. If decreasing, some combinations may be impossible without the explosive changing to an implosive. Actually, Saussure avoids saying that anything is impossible, or even that a particular sequence might be more difficult or more natural than another. He strives to keep the discussion to one of ‘effects’—articulatory, expiratory, or acoustic—being the same or different.

Let us imagine that we propose articulating two or more consecutive explosions stipulating that they must produce a single, uninterrupted effect on the ear. However we may try, we will find this impossible if any one of the explosions corresponds to a lesser aperture than the preceding one. It might thus be ‘possible’ to pronounce ksrj, tlm, but not to pronounce these elements and produce a single effect on the ear. That is because the aperture is 0.2.1.3.111

This sounds promising—yet once again, as fifteen years before, the notes begin breaking off and finally lead nowhere, apart from whatever ideas he was able to put across from them orally in his lectures.

In the last years of the century the courses he offered continued to be a rotation of Sanskrit, at a level appropriate to the students’ prior knowledge; one of the ancient Germanic languages (Old High German, Old Saxon, or Old English); and the comparative grammar of Greek and Latin. In October 1897 Saussure travelled on his own to Greece, just a month after an armistice was signed ending the Thirty Day War between Greece and the Ottoman Empire. He returned for the start of the 1897–8 academic year, in which four students did Sanskrit, including Tojetti, and two did Old High German, again including Tojetti, but there were no takers for the comparative grammar of the classical languages. At this point things came to a head: his low student numbers were causing murmurs in the Department of Public Instruction.

To alleviate the situation he added yet another course to his annual rotation, one for students in the Seminar on Modern French, another of Bouvier’s innovations, aimed at foreign students coming to the Université to improve their French while studying the language and its literature. Saussure’s course on French phonetics attracted half a dozen students in 1898–9, all native speakers of German or English. Meanwhile, the same year saw an increase in enrolments in his other courses, with six students each doing Old High German and comparative Greek and Latin grammar, and four doing Sanskrit. For the first time Tojetti did not enrol in all his courses, just Old High German. Also in one or two of the courses was Saussure’s young cousin Aloys Gautier, whose father Lucien had been part of the ‘Leipzig Swiss colony’ in Saussure’s student days.

Extraordinarily, Saussure agreed to do what was likely a directed reading course on ‘French authors’ for just one student, Jean Debrit, during the summer term of 1898. Debrit’s main subject was geography, taught by Saussure’s long-ago schoolmate William Rosier. Perhaps Saussure recognized in Debrit a kindred spirit to his younger self, drawn to the study of literature but choosing to follow a different path, or, in Saussure’s case, having it chosen for him. Debrit’s gratitude endured; he will return to play a sympathetic walk-on part in the final chapter of Saussure’s life, in which Rosier will be the principal antagonist.
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LÉOPOLD DE SAUSSURE’S COLONIAL LINGUISTICS

AS the nineteenth century was drawing to a close, the tide of public opinion turned in favour of Dreyfus. In January 1898, his accuser, Esterhazy, earlier revealed to have been a German spy, was tried and summarily acquitted by a court martial, prompting Émile Zola to publish his famous article ‘J’accuse’ in L’Aurore. No one could be neutral on this question; it foregrounded the issue of race and national identity and polarized positions on it in an unprecedented way. Within the Saussure family it widened the political gulf between the liberal Ferdinand and his brother Léopold, who as a French military officer is likely to have seen the affair in terms of support for collective national institutions outweighing possible injustice towards one individual.

It was also in 1897 that Léopold and Germaine had their second daughter, Hélène. As their young family grew it was ever harder to say goodbye to Léopold each time he returned to Indo-China to serve in the colonial administration. Both his parents continued their long, sad decline. Henri was losing both his digestion and his eyesight.1 Dr Widemer, who had been tending to Louise, accepted a post elsewhere, and in a letter to Ferdinand of January 1898 Albertine wonders whether their mother might not be better off without him.

I am very sad that the news about mama isn’t better. I have hardly any details. Do you think she is happier since Widemer’s departure. Is she pleased to see you and does she still believe those absent to be dead? Has she realized upon seeing Léopold that she was mistaken. I wrote her a little note for the New Year but it is always hard to know what to say.2

Her worry about their father, she says, is lessened by knowing that he has Ferdinand near at hand.

Later that year the family would have a happy event to celebrate, as René, now a widower of thirty, returned home to remarry a young woman of the Genevese aristocracy. Catherine Amélie Maurice, aged twenty-three, was the daughter of Baron Frédéric-Alexandre Maurice and Mathilde-Camille Guebhard. The wedding took place at Genthod in June. By the autumn Catherine was pregnant, and she and René sailed back to the United States in time for the start of the academic year at the Catholic University. Their son Jean-Albert was born on 11 April 1899. But the birth was a difficult one, and although the baby survived, the mother did not. Catherine died on 13 April, leaving René a widower for the second time. He resigned his university post and returned to Geneva the next day with the corpse and baby Jean,3 who would be raised by Catherine’s sister.

In September the French president, Émile Loubet, issued a pardon for Dreyfus. It was a triumph for those who had led the charge in his defence, none more so than Louis Havet and Gaston Paris.4 It was, however, taken as a defeat by the French armed forces, and disillusionment may have contributed to Léopold’s decision to retire from the navy, aged just thirty-three. The official reason was ‘family circumstances’,5 and certainly these were genuine, with a wife and two children at home. Léopold returned to Geneva with the plan of making a literary career out of various aspects of his East Asian experiences.

His views on colonialism caught the mood of the day, as France was having grave doubts about whether her presence in Indo-China was worth the expense. The policy of leaving local native organizational structures intact rather than imposing central authority appeared to be working effectively. But it ran counter to France’s relentlessly centralizing domestic policy, and something had to change if only to reassure public opinion that the administrative costs would not just keep spiralling upwards. Paul Doumer, later briefly to be French president before his assassination, was appointed governor-general in 1897 with the mission of pushing Indo-China forward into civilization, by replacing the native systems with French law and a centralized bureaucracy. In his five years in post, the sense of disorder only increased, however, as the Indo-Chinese began to feel like slaves to an export economy that benefited France more than them. The way was cleared to the conflict and upheaval that peaked in the second half of the twentieth century.6

Doumer’s radical reform and the reaction to it impelled Léopold to write his Psychologie de la colonisation française (‘Psychology of French Colonization’), published in Paris in 1899. He argued that things would have been better if the indigenous administrative structures had been respectfully left in place. ‘A civilized nation can exert (and it is its duty to do so) a salutary direction over the indigenous societies submitted to its domination,’ Léopold believed, ‘But this direction must be inspired by a deep understanding of their social state and must conform to their needs and inclinations.’7

France clung to the Enlightenment ideal of égalité and everyone’s human right to be a full member of a democratic republic, which entailed the right to be educated in the language of the Republic. Although Léopold had retaken the French citizenship which his family had renounced when they left Lorraine in 1550, and had served in the French navy and colonial administration, he remained detached enough to see this ideology as outmoded. Modern science had confirmed that human equality was never anything but a dream, he wrote, transformed into an unrealistic political dogma. Evolutionism and, indeed, linguistics, had provided a framework for understanding why the very different levels of cultural achievement of the white, black, and yellow races were no mere accident.

From the perspective of the mid to late nineteenth-century, an old-fashioned, dogmatic belief in human equality led ‘assimilationists’ to assume naively that people of all races can be taught to be good Europeans.8 By contrast, the modern ‘associationist’ view, informed by developments in the natural sciences, recognized that racial differences impose cultural Rubicons which we should not attempt to cross because in fact they cannot be crossed. As Léopold put it, referring to a fable of La Fontaine, ‘No matter how hard he tries, the frog cannot become the equal of the ox’.9 Hence the institutions developed by colonized peoples should be respected and left intact.

Léopold argues that all people should be allowed to speak their indigenous tongues in the way that is natural to them, without having a colonial language imposed upon them. The mental attributes of races differ so greatly that only superficial assimilation is possible anyway. Léopold introduces the concept of ‘psychological races’ based on inherited mental characteristics, taking his inspiration from the ‘historical races’ of Gustave Le Bon:10‘[T]he elements of a civilization are merely manifestations of the character of a race. The acquisition of a foreign civilization is therefore subordinate to the acquisition of certain mental characteristics.’11 It follows that teaching French to the Indo-Chinese will not ‘civilize’ them, even if it should become the first language of future generations. The French language is a cultural manifestation of French mental character. The Indo-Chinese mental character is totally different, and cannot be changed by a superficial cultural imposition. Assimilation is a utopian notion.12

During his studies in Paris at the École des langues orientales, his travels through East and Southeast Asia on board the Aspic, and his later service as an administrator in Indo-China, Léopold had gained considerable linguistic proficiency. His kinsman Horace Micheli would write in his necrology that ‘In the Far East he learned Chinese and the different Annamite dialects, and this knowledge, rare among naval officers, allowed him to render eminent services to his adopted homeland in the interior of the country’. The eighth chapter of Psychology of French Colonization, entitled ‘Assimilation by Language’, lays out Léopold’s own theory of colonial linguistics. Like much of the writing on language of the mid to late nineteenth century, it perpetuates the Romantic linkage between language structure and national mentality as synthesized most forcefully by Humboldt.13

[T]he language is bound to the mentality of the race, to its surroundings and its needs. Transported from one race to another, it inevitably undergoes a deformation proportional to the degree of difference between the mental constitutions of the two races.14

In 1899 few people would have looked upon this statement as anything other than obvious. The thought of the French language undergoing deformation in the mouths of Southeast Asians is enough to fill cultural conservatives with horror even today. In portraying such deformation as only natural, Léopold is countering the idea that strong interventionism will make Indo-China into a nation of perfect French speakers, with French hearts and minds. He warns anyone who may encounter a colonial subject who appears to speak good French:

The language of a civilized nation implanted in the colonies soon becomes unrecognizable. It can, no doubt, be spoken correctly by a certain number of educated individuals, but it would be a mistake to draw a general conclusion from this fact […]. [T]he aboriginal who speaks a European language reflects, not the mentality of his race, but that of the civilized milieu to which he must conform by an effort of attention and memory. It is by necessity a very limited phenomenon of imitation […].

The notion of non-Europeans speaking European languages only through mechanical use of attention and memory, like circus animals performing tricks, accords with what Le Bon says about the illusion of apparently assimilated aboriginals.15 Léopold, however, is a pragmatist, and unconcerned about any deformation that French may undergo:

Despite this inevitable alteration, the diffusion of our language in the colonies is useful and desirable. It creates a new bond between conquerors and conquered; it dissipates hatred and misunderstanding; it cuts costs by assuring the recruitment of native officials. This is a very considerable result, but entirely relative and essentially different from that which the ‘assimilators’ are pursuing.16

The ‘assimilators’, Léopold’s opponents, believe that learning the language and other institutions of their masters will transform the colonial subjects into civilized Europeans. The main obstacles to assimilation are the native languages and institutions, and so they are bent on eradicating them:

In this they are very logical with their principles: according to their conception of human kind, racial differences consist solely in differences of institutions, beliefs, and languages. Since they do not admit any intimate relationship between these elements of civilization and race, they see no difficulty in suppressing them and replacing them with others. The transformation of the colonized races is accomplished, they believe, with this substitution of civilized language and institutions for indigenous ones.

Little wonder, then, that the assimilators attach such great importance to the destruction of indigenous languages.

Léopold’s argument for a colonial politics of cultural and linguistic diversity is grounded in ‘scientific’ evidence showing that assimilation is impossible. He refers back to Humboldt’s typology of languages: Vietnamese is isolating, French inflecting. Léopold says, as Humboldt never quite did, that this difference makes it impossible for speakers of one type to understand the thought of the other:

The monosyllabic form is retained only by the Chinese and the Annamites… Only those who have been in contact with these populations and have tried to penetrate their thought can comprehend how much distance separates it from our own.

[…] Only the Aryan race has arisen, from its dawn, to the complete form of inflection which constitutes the indefinitely perfectible vehicle par excellence of thought […].

This linguistic form of inflection, peculiar to the Aryan races, is naturally inconceivable to other races; and the French which they learn is immediately returned […] to the monosyllabic form.17

It is because the French do not see that this chasm can never be breached that their colonial exploits are failing. The same is true of the Spanish; Léopold is writing in the aftermath of the 1898 Treaty of Paris that ended the Spanish–American War by practically dissolving Spain’s empire. But even failures such as these are determined by the French and Spanish ‘national character’, which

is nothing other than inherited and hereditary mentality, which means that it is susceptible only to slow modifications and consequently that it imposes upon the nation a virtually ineluctable destiny.18

It is what guarantees both that France will never be able to assimilate its colonies to its own culture, and that the French will never perceive or understand this inability. The English do realize it, he says; being racists rather than universalists accounts for why they are so much more successful than the French or Spanish at maintaining colonies. Having no illusion that they are going to turn Indians into proper Englishmen, they manage to control a vast population with a relatively small number of men. The French, with nearly the same number of men, cannot control an Algerian population less than a seventh the size of India’s.19

As indicated in the discussion of his manuscript on Whitney (Chapter 13), for Ferdinand, history is not predetermined. In his later lectures on general linguistics he will make clear that ethnicity and language are the product of long series of arbitrary accidents that are only contingently linked. The binding social force is such that no individual can choose to change them, and yet, Ferdinand believes, historically anything can happen in any language or ethnicity (and a fortiori in any race), because of their basic arbitrariness. Léopold, like Le Bon, believes that the history of a race or its language is strictly constrained by its essential nature. As a result, once one gets past their disclaimers about race being an artificial construct, their writings read like typical racist tracts, while Ferdinand, like Darwin, comes off as far more modernist.20

Following on from his book, Léopold gave a paper on the morals of indigenous peoples to the International Congress of Colonial Sociology that met in Paris in 1900, and in 1901 he started and edited a ‘scientific’ periodical entitled Les milieux et les races (‘Environment and Race’) which had a run of five issues. For unknown reasons, he used the nom de plume ‘L. de Morrens’ for this editorial work, which was not exactly a fictitious name, since, as mentioned in Chapter 1, the Saussures had been seigneurs of Morrens in the Vaud.21 This was the culmination of his career as a writer on race and colonial politics. He continued to author articles on related subjects in the Journal de Genève, but his interests gradually moved in a historical direction.

FIN DE SIÈCLE

The numbers of Ferdinand’s students remained high in 1899–1900, with all the courses again running, and for the first time some Americans in the classes.22 One of the new Genevese students, Lucien Marti, had leave from his teaching post to undertake studies at the Université. In 1963, Marti, who lived to 103, wrote to Léopold Gautier, the son of Lucien and brother of Aloys, with his ‘utterly vivid’ recollection of the first day of his Sanskrit course with Saussure.

One gray, cold autumn day, I entered the lecture hall of the ‘Maître’ at the Université. It was full and I could only find half a seat at the end of a row.

At the precise sound of the hour, Mr Ferdinand de Saussure entered. I saw him for the first time. The entire room arose as one. In a great silence, his face impassive, he directed himself toward the podium. How young he appeared to me! With a quick gesture, he invited us to be seated. He remained standing, looked at us with the indifference of a gentleman presiding over a public meeting. Then, with a choppy voice, he said: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, there has certainly been an error. This is the course on Sanskrit, which must not be confused with an enjoyable relaxation. I thank you for your presence, but, without my desiring it, I am sure that your ranks will soon become sparse. (He gave a little dry cough.) Having said that, I shall begin.’

And over the slightly chilled heads he scattered, like a planter, the fecund seed of his magisterial opening lecture.

I left as if in a dream.23

But as Saussure foresaw, based on much prior experience, most of the other students left as if in a nightmare, and did not return.

At the second lecture, there were only some twenty of us; at the third, three; at the fourth, I found myself alone with a Bulgarian woman. Taking refuge in the Université’s smallest lecture hall, we worked before the large blackboard. As soon as he arrived the Maître seized the white chalk and, as he wrote without raising his arm, I had to twist myself on my seat in order to see and copy the bizarre designs of a new alphabet. He did not turn around again until the end of the lesson, when he pulled from his pocket a bundle of sheets covered with his large handwriting and gave them back to us saying: ‘Try to do as many of these exercises as possible’. I quickly realized that this small gesture would fill up most of my evenings of study.

When he gave me back my corrected work, the pages were covered with remarks written in red, in green, in blue. The corrections, heavily underlined, filled me with confusion, to the point that I soon no longer dared look at them in his presence. Yet an indiscreet glance at my classmate’s sheets reassured me a little: they were decorated with the same colours.

The other student enrolled in Saussure’s course was Mme Kama Fairbanks, a mother-tongue speaker of Russian. She contributed two articles to the first volume of Flournoy’s Archives de psychologie, founded in 1901, and was described by him a decade later as ‘one of the most distinguished members of our university’, with an ‘impartial curiosity in the problems of supernormal psychology’.24 It may have been her interest in the case of ‘Hélène Smith’ that brought her to the course.

Marti’s recollections reveal the reason for the low enrolments in Saussure’s courses: his uncompromising standards. The large number present at the opening lecture shows that Saussure could have had ample student numbers had he been willing to adjust the course to what average beginners were capable of. Although unwilling to compromise standards, Saussure was ready to do whatever it took to help talented and hard-working students meet them. Dissatisfied with the available textbooks, he prepared original Sanskrit materials and exercises and, in years with larger enrolments, had them printed up for his students at his own expense.25 To those few brave students such as Marti who strove to meet him halfway, his generosity was limitless.

Later, when the ice was broken and we conversed before taking our leave, I said one day to this cold and distant Maître, ‘Please excuse me, Professor, for you must find the pitiful result of the work that I hand in to you discouraging. 223 mistakes! I’m ashamed of being such a bad pupil; I hoped for better from myself’. He looked at me with astonishment, and for the first time tried out a real smile. ‘Yes, these are mistakes I am trying to draw your attention to with this exaggerated notation. But rest assured, they are “interesting” mistakes, the kind that someone of your intelligence does not repeat and, forgive me, mistakes that I expected. But I can tell you that your work is remarkable, yes, truly excellent’. And for the first time he held out his hand to me. Was it the compliment? Was it the gesture? My heart was beating with joy.

Alas! After a year and a half of hard work, a terrible case of peritonitis confined me to my bed for several months. It left me dangerously thin. My savings were used up, so I had to return to my teaching post (my living) at the same time as my studies and this left me with a worrisome nervous depression … and Mr De Saussure had only one student left!

He wrote me a comforting letter expressing his regret in such affectionate terms that only then did I realize that this man with such a prodigious brain had a timid heart.

What Marti did not know was how often that heart had been broken—not least by the first student to whom he let himself become close, Guieysse, whose own ‘worrisome nervous depression’ did not become apparent until too late. Marti went on to a long career as Latin master and dean of the Collège Calvin, the classical wing of the Collège de Genève after it was broken up into separate institutions.

For Saussure, nervous depression was never far from home, though not at Malagny in these happy years. His tenderness as a father is touchingly displayed in a letter he wrote to his two sons during one of his visits to Albertine and Alex in England, probably in 1899.26 It includes cartoon sketches of Albertine’s dog and her new horse and riding carriage. Saussure’s increasing prosperity is shown by a letter of 28 April 1898 from Edouard Cramer, his financial adviser, reviewing his international investments.27 The last years of the decade even saw the situation of his parents stabilize, not happily, but tolerably, with Louise staying at St Aubin and being looked after by her sister in Neuchâtel, with occasional visits from her children. But the condition of the youngest daughter, Jeanne, never wholly improved after she started needing psychiatric care in 1894. A crisis came in March 1900, and Jeanne had to be sent to Villa Sismondi, a sanatorium run by a Dr Kohler in Chêne-Bougerie, a southern suburb of Geneva. Three months later Dr Kohler wrote to Henri assuring him that Jeanne was ‘making wonderful progress; from today she is staying in the principal house, where she occupies a very quiet room. She has wanted the move for a long time, but it has not been possible before today due to lack of space.’28

But one month after that reassuring letter, Jeanne’s condition was such that she needed a full-time attendant. Another month later, on 21 August 1900, she died, aged thirty-one. Albertine had come from England to be by her side.29 It was a blow to the family certainly, and at the same time a relief, since her life seems always to have been something of a torture. As the youngest of the girls, and never married, she received the brunt of the tensions between her father and mother and suffered most from their separation. Henri himself was still recovering from cataract surgery he had undergone in July, and just days before Jeanne’s death he was trying to ease his suffering with injections of camphorated oil, generally used to stimulate respiration. But he attended to all the necessary duties, including buying a new dress for Jeanne’s corpse and organizing the funeral and the burial in the cemetery at Genthod.

One detail about the funeral says a great deal about Henri de Saussure, a man whose foibles have dominated these chapters because of their impact on his eldest son. It was mentioned earlier that Jeanne and Louis had taken an interest in Catholicism, much to Henri’s instinctive Calvinist horror. It is a sign of his love and respect for his daughter that he had the Catholic Funeral Service conduct her burial. This could not have been easy for him. Like Ferdinand’s offering his hand to his student Lucien Marti, it was a small gesture showing such generosity of spirit that much else can be forgiven him.

FRENCH VERSIFICATION

Apart from Australia, where 1 January 1901 marked the founding of the Federation, the start of the twentieth century was not accompanied by a widespread sense of renewal or epochal change. In Britain, Victoria still held the throne as she had done for over sixty-three years, although in three weeks’ time death would end her reign. That was felt as the end of an era, though the presence of Franz Joseph, Emperor of Austria-Hungary since 1848, still provided a sense of deep historical continuity that would not be broken until 1916.

Saussure’s teaching continued its basic pattern of the previous decade. In 1900–1 he offered not one but two Germanic linguistics courses, on Anglo-Saxon and Gothic, though only the Gothic course finally ran. There was also the usual Sanskrit course, and for the classicists, ‘the Homeric dialect and the principal questions attached to it’. The linguistics courses attracted some ten enrolments, a welcome upward trend. The most fundamental, enduring, and consequential change he would undertake was, however, of the phonology course for the Seminar on Modern French, which henceforth would focus on ‘French versification, a study of its laws from the XVIth Century to the present’. In its first year this attracted a further ten students, almost all of them mother-tongue speakers of German. He continued offering this course every year until 1909.30

For Saussure it was a return to poetry, the great love of his youth. He could now respond to it in a richer way, in terms of content and linguistic form. And a freer way, not having to worry about conforming to the tastes of his teachers, though the limits of his poetic horizons remained conservative. Nothing that smacks of decadence ever got a look in. Nor is there any indication that Saussure was aware of Stéphane Mallarmé, despite the sometimes striking similarities in their views of language.31 He did not maintain contact with his former students Marcel Schwob and Pierre Quillard, who had become well established in the Parisian literary world.

The fullest of Saussure’s notebooks on French versification contains fifty-eight pages. It was among the papers that Bally and Sechehaye had at their disposal when assembling the published Course after Saussure’s death, and was one of the manuscripts on which Bally sought the advice of the Université’s Privatdozent Jules Ronjat.32 On the first page of Saussure’s French versification notebook, Ronjat wrote: ‘very curious as it contains the germ of Roudet’s law (expressive displacement of accent) & of many things elucidated by Grammont in French Verse, but not far enough advanced in the editing to be published, apart from the very interesting note on the bottom of the page which begins with Forgotten by most’.33 In a 1907 article on the displacement of the accent in Modern French, Léonce Roudet suggested that there are two types of such displacement, one driven by rhythm, the other by the need for emphasis.34 What came to be known as his ‘law’ is the observation that, in the latter case, the stress, which generally falls on the last syllable of a French word, is moved to the first syllable if the word begins with a consonant, and to the second syllable if the word begins with a vowel. The note of Saussure’s which Ronjat singled out reads:

[…] Forgotten by most

Metrics is in part a double count <and the clarity of the metric depends solely on the consistency with which this truth is observed>.—There is a metrical scheme to be realized, <something abstract>, and there are on the other hand concrete words more or less preparing themselves to enter into this scheme. The question is <from the outset> knowing in what position the words occur relative to the verse; for if this question did not arise, it would prove that in aligning words in any way whatever one always falls upon a metrical scheme, and that there is thus neither any difficulty in making a verse nor any interest35

Perhaps what Ronjat found most significant is the question of whether words might automatically align themselves into a metrical scheme, so that verse is not really an art, or even a phenomenon properly speaking. The worry that in his linguistic research he might be chasing shadows had haunted Saussure ever since so many readers of the Mémoire had rejected the sonant coefficients and vowelA as chimerical. Early in the notes Saussure writes that ‘My system is […] to admit only rational schemes, and to check very carefully whether the poetic authors have followed these rational schemes or have not followed them’.36

He says as well that his system has nothing to do with his admiration for a poem, insisting that he is a critical analyst and not a commentator. Yet his notes do not bear this out, for he is constantly giving his judgement on the artistic quality of the poems he analyses.

Rhyme is a method of the highest order when it is alternating. Not alternating, it exhibits no harmonic virtue. Non-alternating rhyme is a series of assonances, a boring way to end verses between the XIth and XIVth centuries that was maintained through servility. On the contrary, alternating rhyme proceeds from a principle totally independent of the historical roots of assonance, and aesthetically approvable37

[…] <the> nullity of a mind like Bossuet […] The nothingness of Bossuet should have been confirmed to me by Brunetière’s hoarding of him. It is always the abyss that calleth unto the abyss, and above all in literature.38

However open-minded Saussure may have been, his judgement on Bishop Bossuet is not surprising given the clamour that arose when Ferdinand Brunetière, editor of the Revue des deux mondes and member of the Académie Française, converted to Roman Catholicism after studying Bossuet’s sermons. At the end of this notebook are found some remarks on the ‘disjunctures between verse and pronunciation (in general)’:

This question can be asked: is there a moment in any language when the pronunciation <of verse> coincides exactly with <everyday> pronunciation? This question <can become> very real and very serious, for example when we see in Greek that39

In general the pronunciation of verse rests <from moment to moment> on an earlier state of general pronunciation, and this becomes immediately clear in French for example on seeing that in verse dénouer ‘untie’ makes 3 syllables, whereas in conversation40

In conversation, dénouer is pronounced as just two syllables (/de nwe/). The gap between ordinary spoken language and verse is very evident in French, where every ‘mute e’ counts as a syllable and must be pronounced in verse. Thus, for example, je ne me lave guère ‘I hardly ever wash’ would come out in everyday conversation as three syllables (/žœ mlav g∈r/ or /žm lav g∈r/), but as seven syllables in verse (/žœ nœ mœ la vœ g∈ rœ/), as in the ordinary spoken French of earlier centuries (and still in southern dialects). If this reflects a universal principle of verse, it has serious implications for the use of poetic texts as linguistic evidence. It was, after all, primarily from verse that knowledge of accentual and intonational patterns in the ancient Indo-European languages had been deduced. Might they in fact be the product of an artificial pattern?

Saussure seems to suspect as much. He believes too that the ‘natural’ rhythm of French, as reflected in its earliest poetry, was disfigured by the ‘artificial’ imported norms of the classical period, particularly the alexandrine, a twelve-syllable verse with a caesura in the middle. ‘[N]ormal French verse, since the Chanson de Roland (around 1,100), is found to be a verse of 10 syllables (4 + 6) […]. That is French epic verse: 4 + 6, which admirably suits the character of the language, alert and without pretension of magnificent effect<s>.’41 His disdain for the rhythm of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century poetry leads him to make iconoclastic remarks about two literary giants: ‘It is a pity to see a genius such as Racine do battle with laws which he considered unbreakable, when a single flight of the muse might perhaps have broken the mould, and given us something else.’ Another passage refers to ‘all the cold output of the 18th century, among which I place the collected tragedies of Voltaire in the first rank’. One might expect Saussure to find his hopes fulfilled with Romantic poetry, but even here he refers to a ‘second opportunity for modifying French verse’ that was, it seems, missed.

So what poetry did Saussure approve of? Another notebook focuses on ‘the poetics of Parny’. Erariste-Désiré de Forges de Parny is not widely remembered today, except for his Chansons madécasses, prose poems set to music by Ravel in 1925. But in the nineteenth century he was revered by no less a figure than Pushkin as his poetic master. Besides being a pioneer of the prose poem, Parny used a wide variety of forms and metres. In Saussure’s notebook all the vowels of a poem each by Voltaire and Parny have been laid out and counted, in a striking prefiguration of the sort of structuralist analysis that would become popular in the 1960s and 1970s.42 Still, Saussure could not ignore the fact that Parny’s most famous work was his volume of Poèmes érotiques, followed by his four-volume satire of the English, entitled Goddam! At the start of ‘Poétique de Parny’ Saussure alerts his students:

Note: I perhaps shall not recommend Parny’s poems to you from the point of view of their moral content, although even on this point certain things have been said to be misunderstood; many parts of Alfred de Musset are more immoral than all of Parny.43

The French versification course inaugurated a renewal of Saussure’s poetic interests that in the decade ahead would include study of the Nibelungenlied and other Germanic verse legends, as well as of Latin Saturnians, to be described in later sections.

DIALECT RESEARCH AND LOCAL PLACE NAMES

Like most linguists, Saussure was forever recording interesting linguistic phenomena that he heard around him. Few of them found a place in his published work, though he sometimes used one to illustrate a point in his teaching. A note from July 1900 records that at the start of the 1890s, coinciding with the series of personal crises that led to the shift in his career path, he contemplated shifting his research as well, to cover contemporary phenomena as much as historical ones.

A decade ago I drew up a table of French quantities, as they are heard in Geneva, and three months ago I <proposed> to myself to redo this table without consulting, <forbidding myself to [illeg.]> my earlier lists, in order to have two series of observations which would act as cross-checks upon one another.44

This note signals the start of a period of several years in which Saussure’s attention would be redirected to his immediate environment. A letter of November 1901 says that he is working on ‘a complete coverage’ of the Swiss-Romance dialect area, including its immediate extensions across the French border.45 He mentions too that he has been doing this sort of dialect research ‘for years, either in the canton of Vaud or in the Haute-Savoie’.

Among Saussure’s papers are hundreds of pages of notes on Swiss-French dialect forms, mostly undated.46 He would set off for a long day’s trek into the mountains to the west and north of Malagny and Vufflens, stopping in the villages either side of the border, speaking with the locals or sitting at a café, listening in on their conversations and recording parts of them phonetically. Some of his jaunts, such as those to the Chablais region at the eastern end of Lac Léman, involved a longer stay. Whether intended or not, he was making a spiritual connection with Horace-Bénédict, who always insisted that real education comes not from books, but from striking out into the countryside and experiencing the world with the senses.

It was perhaps naiïve of him not to foresee that his activities would arouse suspicion. Things had changed since the days when his great-grandfather could charge into any Alpine village and, with his droit de seigneur, take home a couple of microcephalic idiots to use as scientific specimens. To Ferdinand’s credit, when he was hauled up on suspicion of being a spy, although indignant, he did not entirely lose his sense of humour. He recorded the events in his notes.

20 Nov. 1901 At Segny, researching the dialect, I was accused of espionage by the local road-mender.

Soon rumour in the whole inn, and the road-mender who had supplied me with the few words above was repeating unceasingly:

‘I’ve been duped… I’ve been duped’—as if he had betrayed his country without meaning to—

They withdrew almost menacingly.

Are you authorized, that was the big question.

‘You take us peasants for complete fools, and, well, if the field guard were there I would summon you to show your papers’.47

His papers, if he had them, would have shown him to be technically a foreign citizen, but no political hostility existed between France and Geneva or Switzerland. Saussure drafted a letter of complaint to the sub-prefect of Segny, but left it unfinished. In the letter he acknowledges that the villagers’ suspicions were wholly pardonable, given that they had no clue as to the linguistic research he was doing. There remains, however, a certain bitterness over his rough treatment, which contrasted sharply with the kindness always shown to him by villagers in the Vaud and the Haute-Savoie.48

The project for a dialect survey came to nothing. However, the same is not true of Saussure’s research into local dialects generally. As he examined the forms, his historical instincts kicked back in. He began analysing the development of Latin o and u in the Vaud dialects.49 But then what really began to pique his interest were the toponyms, the names of villages, mountains, rivers, and the like. He begin keeping travelogues of his walks into the villages, noting for instance the first things one sees upon entering, as part of the method of understanding their names. He filled hundreds of pages with such material, on which he based a talk on ‘The name of the town of Oron in the Roman period’, given on 28 March 1901 to the Society for History and Archaeology.

The document known as the Antonine Itinerary, dated to about AD 300 though probably based on a still earlier document, mentions a Roman station called Bromagus on the route from Milan to Moudon. It had long been assumed that this was the modern village of Promasens, the names being superficially similar. But a change of -magus (Celtic for ‘field’) to -masens was linguistically inexplicable. Saussure noted that a manuscript of the itinerary conserved in Spain gives the name instead as Uromagus. Copyists often confused initial letters, written as they sometimes were with ornate flourishes. Uromagus in Celtic means the field of the aurochs. All the villages ending in -magus apparently had the stress on the syllable preceding it, and syllables after the stress regularly dropped. So Urómagus would quite regularly have given Ourón, which was in fact what the town of Oron was called in the dialect of the place itself.

The main obstacle to this solution was another document, the Acts of the Council of Agaune, which in 516 established (or re-established) the Abbey of St Maurice. Among various locations in the Vaud granted to the Abbey by Sigismund, King of Burgundy, was Auronum, which clearly referred to Oron. It was impossible that Uromagus could have developed to Auronum—the initial vowel and ending were wrong, and internal syllables such as -mag- did not simply drop out, leaving the last syllable intact. Saussure enquired into the documentary history of the Acts of the Council of Agaune, enlisting the help of his cousin Victor van Berchem. They determined that the oldest known copy of the document went back only to the twelfth century at the earliest, and that there was cause to suspect that the text itself was not much older. It was quite common for scribes at that time to ‘reconstruct’ lost deeds, peppering the text with pseudo-archaisms to give the illusion of authenticity. By the twelfth century, Saussure pointed out, the change from Uromagus to Ouron would have run its course, and the original name had been forgotten. The scribe ‘fabricated’ Auronum ‘through false Latinization’.50

Saussure’s talk was clearly intended for local consumption, and yet he devoted no less research to it than he did for work aimed at an international audience of his peers. A summary of it appeared in the Journal de Genève of 7 April 1901.51 Saussure would give another paper to the Society for History and Archaeology on 29 January 1903, on ‘Origins of some place names in the Genevese region’. He began with a plea for the importance of toponymic research, warning that, by the time everyone has realized this, it may be too late: ‘the names are vanishing, vanishing year by year. This phenomenon of destruction […] would <not> be <without> interest to follow and study, if it were not above all deplorable in its result.’

He is especially sensitive to the deformation of the name of Genthod through spelling pronunciation: ‘since Genthod is what we write, the young Genthodiens must pronounce Gentho, and not Gentou. […W]hat was la baie de Gentou “Gentou bay”, has become <in just a few years> le bas-fonds de Gento “Gento shallows”’.52 Turning his attention to its origin, he proposes deriving Gentou from janitorium ‘porter’s lodge, guard’s hut’. Other village names he considers are Ecogia, near Versoix, for which he suggests two etymologies, excubiaia ‘watchman’s post’, or the Greek-derived exagogida, which could refer to the canal for capturing the water coming from the village’s large spring. Admitting that exagogida requires going out on a limb with the recourse to Greek, and that excubiaia does not find support in the local dialect form, he concludes that ‘the etymology can provisionally move between these two hypotheses’.53

He suggests that Carouge, to the south of Geneva, might be the place called Quadruvium in the proclamation issued by King Sigismund of Burgundy in 516 referred to earlier in connection with Oron. Finally, he examines the apparently related series of mountain names Jura – Joux – Jorat. He points out that although Joux is the local dialect name for the Jura, the two are not synonymous since joux is also the general word for any pine forest. Regarding Jorat, the dialect designation of another, relatively insignificant mountain chain, he can say no more than that it complicates the picture, which he plans to examine further in another study.

Though that study was never completed, the toponymic research awakened his interest in the ancient history of the country around his native town, reminding him how for centuries it had been the cultural crucible of the European branches of the Indo-European people—Celts, Greeks, Romans, and various Germanic tribes. What drew him to the study of these place names ran deeper than intellectual curiosity alone. He is recorded as having said, in a discussion of the origin of the old name Nuithonie for Uchtland in the Bern region, ‘In words, I feel the earth’.54

POSTSCRIPT FROM MARS

Despite the bad turn in Flournoy’s relations with Elise Müller, in 1902 he published a second book-length monograph on her, not commercially this time but as an issue of his own newly established journal.55 Meanwhile, Auguste Barth, one of the Sanskrit scholars Saussure had consulted about the identity of characters in the Hindu cycle, gave a copy of From India to the Planet Mars to Victor Henry, who saw no mystery in Hélène Smith’s cycles. They clearly emanated from her ‘sub-conscious’, the level of mind at which Henry had located the operation of language in his 1896 book Antinomies linguistiques. He believed that the utterances of Hélène/Élise offered the possibility of an experimental justification of his theory.56

Henry undertook a full-scale study of the Martian lexicon, writing regularly to Flournoy with his findings—an ‘etymology’ for each word, based on the languages to which Élise had had some exposure: French; a bit of Sanskrit; German, which she had studied between ages twelve to fifteen; and Hungarian, her father’s first language. Although Élise could not speak Hungarian, it seemed impossible to Henry that in her early years she had not heard her father occasionally utter phrases in his mother tongue. His analysis showed that Hungarian was in fact the dominant element in her Martian lexicon, something which Saussure had missed entirely.

Henry had a long history of unwittingly upstaging Saussure, and now he was doing it again. Saussure had dismissed the Martian texts so abruptly, on the grounds that their syntax was transparently that of French, that he had missed some rather glaring connections. Élise’s initial Martian words Métiche, Médache, Métaganiche (‘Monsieur’, ‘Madame’, ‘Mademoiselle’) were formed with a -che suffix characteristic of the argots analysed by Saussure’s students Guieysse and Schwob.57 Such forms had attained wide recognition through their appearance in the novel Les misérables by none other than Victor Hugo, Élise’s first guide in the spirit world. Regarding Saussure’s ‘ingenious’ observation that Élise’s Sanskrit contained no example of f, he had failed to notice that, actually, neither did her Martian, apart from six or seven examples in a total of 300 words. This meant, Henry believed, that one single principle was at work in the two languages, and it had nothing to do with the lack of f in ‘real’ Sanskrit.

If there is a general thought which entirely occupies the subconscious of Mlle Smith at the moment when she is assembling the sounds of her Sanskritoid or her Martian, it is assuredly that of not speaking ‘French’: all her attention must be bent on this effort. Now, the word French, français, begins with an f, for which reason f must appear to her to be the ‘French’ letter par excellence, and thus she avoids it as much as she can: this is why there is no f in Sanskritoid, and almost none in Martian.58

Henry had outdone Saussure in the ingenuity stakes. Flournoy was so impressed that he asked Henry to allow him to publish his analysis as a book. It was his speculation about f that brought Henry’s Le langage martien (‘The Martian Language’) such attention as it got. The bulk of its etymologies are preposterously contrived, with most dismissed as dubious by Henry himself. Take for example his explanation of the name ésenale, the Martian reincarnation of Aléxis Mégevand.59 The consonants of the two final syllables of Aléxis recall Hungarian csacsi, a child’s pet name for a donkey: ‘The word might have spouted from the lips of Mr Smith the first time he showed a donkey to Hélène, soon after she was weaned.’ The German word for donkey is Esel, ‘in other words almost exactly the first two syllables of the name of Ésenale’, and the ending is the start of the name Aléxis. That gives ‘Eselale’, which becomes ésenale through either consonant dissimilation, or insertation of a metathesis of the French word for donkey, âne, or the influence of Hungarian ézen állat ‘this animal’.

Flournoy wrote to Henry that he found this deduction ‘absolutely satisfying through its perfect conformity with the customary processes of dreams’.60 So satisfying indeed that Flournoy neglected to consider the fact that the maiden name of Madame Mégevand, Aléxis’s mother, was Lachenale. Ésenale is something like a cross between Mégevand and Lachenale, with no need for metathesizing multilingual donkeys. The question is: Did Élise Müller know? She probably did. This is clear from a point made in Flournoy’s follow-up study of 1902. Élise’s spirit messages had included one for Mme Mégevand from ‘Jean the quarryman’. Mme Mégevand was stupefied. Forty years earlier her father had owned a quarry at the village of Neydens at the foot of the Salève. She sometimes visited it with him as a small girl. She was particularly fond of the quarryman Jean, her father’s employee, now long dead and sending her messages of affection via Élise. The medium’s physical descriptions of Jean accorded precisely with Mme Mégevand’s memories.

Even Lemaître was persuaded that this incident could only have a supernatural explanation, and published a study of it concluding as much.61 Then one day Élise’s mother casually mentioned to him that she herself, as a small girl, ‘used to go rather regularly to Neydens on Wednesdays and Saturday evenings, returning on Fridays and Monday mornings; moreover she spent “all her holidays” there up to and including her twelfth birthday, staying with her cousin B., the owner of substantial property who resided in this hamlet’.62 As Flournoy concluded, probably ‘Hélène had earlier learned through stories told by her mother—and perhaps directly in some excursion to Neydens—all the details (concerning the Mirbels, their quarries and their workers) which her somnambulism brought into her latent memory when she later met Mme Mirbel at Mr Lemaître’s séances’. Of course it was not the Mirbels or even the Mégevands that she heard about at Neydens, but the Lachenales.

All this was just more grist for Flournoy’s mill, ecstatically caught up as he was in this new world of oneiric logic and the interpretation of dreams. Henry seems to have been as well. His Saussurean-sounding insistence in his book’s preface that ‘A language, whatever it may be, is a whole: it is not explained by detaching some easy words and leaving all the rest to death by exposure’ rings hollow when one reads his ad hoc explanations.

As for Élise, the notoriety of From India to the Planet Mars spurred her on to ever greater activity as a medium, including wider interplanetary exploration. This was helped by the generosity of a rich American widow who bestowed an annuity upon her that allowed her to give up her job as a shop clerk.63 While continuing to produce more ultra-Martian texts she moved on to Uranus, then to the moon, speaking and writing the language of each. Flournoy found them less well developed—that is, more transparently calqued upon French—than ultra-Martian, hence of less psychological interest. ‘Once again we observe’, Flournoy concluded, ‘that the structural forms of Hélène’s mother tongue pose an insurmountable barrier to her subliminal linguistic creations.’64

Through all the years of Lemaître’s and Flournoy’s fascination and shifting reactions, and Henry’s speculations, Saussure did not let the Romantic notion of the unconscious mind sweep him off his feet. He was intrigued by it, as everyone was—it had the potential to resolve the deepest mysteries of human behaviour. As the decades passed, Hélène Smith was not entirely forgotten, even after the vogue for spiritism ended. In the 1920s the Surrealists would invoke her memory, as the muse of automatic writing, a technique which she practised and which became the jumping-off point for their version of modernism. In 2007 a French film version of From India to the Planet Mars was made, with Flournoy and Lemaître, but not Saussure, among the characters portrayed.

Saussure was, after all, a minor figure in the real-life drama, or farce, but with a crucial role. It was he who brought Flournoy back down to earth, persuading him that Elise’s Sanskrit and Martian texts were, ultimately, banal. Still, the whole episode is the most colourful in Saussure’s life, if not in any linguist’s life.

PUBLICATION BY PROXY: NAVILLE

It appeared to the world that, by his mid-forties, Saussure had given up original linguistic research. Publicly, he had gone silent except for the two papers on place names published locally in Geneva. The only new material offered to a wider audience were the analyses which Flournoy included in From India to the Planet Mars. His Mémoire was a quarter-century behind him and linguistics seemed to have passed it by. The more recent work on Lithuanian accentuation had received some attention, within the limited orbit of Baltic linguistics, but its wider implications went unappreciated.

He had his circle of supporters, mainly in Geneva, though they too were frustrated by his inability to bring his various projects to completion. He continued to plan new books and write hundreds of pages for each, but since his articles and review for the Indogermanische Forschungen in 1894–7, the only non-local projects he would complete were papers for Festschriften for old friends, where failure to contribute would be felt as a personal slight. When invited to attend a banquet in Paris on 1 December 1900 to celebrate the twenty-fifth anniversary of Bréal’s entry into the Institut de France, he declined. He did, however, send a telegram, which was read out at the banquet.65

Within the family, the loss of Jeanne was followed by a happier spell. Twice-widowed René, now thirty-two, married for the third time in November 1900. His new wife, Violette Anna Hélène Heer, five years younger than René, was the daughter of a wealthy Zurich industrialist. In August 1901 Ferdinand received a letter from one of his long-lost cousins in Charleston, South Carolina, and spent days drafting a reply in his tortured English.66 A fortnight later his niece Hermine was born, a third daughter for Léopold and his wife, followed in another fortnight by a nephew, Maxime, born in Zurich to René and Violette. With Ferdinand’s two sons and René’s son Jean from his second marriage, this made seven surviving children in the younger generation, already the same number as in Ferdinand’s generation.

In a few months, however, things would take a different turn. Dora’s husband Edmond de la Rive fell gravely ill and was sent to a sanatorium in Nyon, where he died in April 1902 at the age of fifty-four. An even greater shock came less than a year later when Albertine’s husband Alex Marcet died suddenly of an intestinal ailment at the age of forty-four. Saussure travelled to England for the funeral of his brother-in-law, who was two years younger than himself. Ferdinand and Albertine had remained close, and he sometimes sent his elder son, Jacques, to stay with the Marcets during school holidays.67 Alex left Albertine well provided for, with an estate amounting to £87,338, the equivalent of some £40,000,000 in 2011 by an average earnings measure. Albertine, in the words of her aunt Adèle, now ‘gave herself over to Christian Science with great fervour’.68

On Ferdinand’s return from the funeral he made a visit to Paris, but there is no indication that he visited any of the linguists there, including Meillet, with whom he kept in regular contact.69 Meillet never ceased drawing attention to Saussure’s writings and crediting him with the intellectual framework in which he and his whole generation worked. In 1900 Meillet’s student Robert Gauthiot published a paper on Lithuanian accent and quantity which began by stating that virtually everything known about the subject is contained in Saussure’s articles.70 Meillet followed this up with a paper of his own in the next issue of the same journal, and again in a book of 1903 which he dedicated to Saussure on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Mémoire. In each, Meillet laid out Saussure’s discoveries on Lithuanian with a clarity and focus that Saussure himself never managed to achieve.71

Meanwhile, what would prove in hindsight to be one of Saussure’s most important legacies to twentieth-century thought made its first appearance in print, not in a work published by him but with his name attached to the idea. In 1901 his colleague Adrien Naville, while serving as Dean of the Faculty of Letters and Social Sciences, published a second edition of his Classification des sciences, including this passage which had not appeared in the first edition of 1888:

Mr Ferdinand de Saussure insists on the importance of a very general science which he calls semiology, the object of which would be the laws of the creation and transformation of signs and their meanings. Semiology is an essential part of sociology. Since the most important of sign systems is the conventional language of human beings, the most advanced semiological science is linguistics, the science of the laws of the life of language. Phonology and morphology deal above all with words, semantics with the meanings of words. But there is certainly a reciprocal action of words upon their meaning and of meaning upon words; wishing to separate these studies from one another would be to misunderstand their objects. Present-day linguists have renounced purely biological (physiological) explanations in phonology, and rightly consider the whole of linguistics as a psychological science.72

This marks the first known appearance in print of sémiologie in its modern sense of the science of linguistic signs. As such this passage has been much celebrated by modern semiologists. We have seen, however, that Saussure was already using this term in his notes some twenty years before.73

Naville’s father, Ernest, had been professor of theology in the Université. They were distant relations of Saussure’s, through his uncle-by-marriage Édouard Naville, and again through Adrien’s niece, Alice, the wife of his cousin Max van Berchem. Alice and Max had married after the death of Max’s first wife in 1893, and shared the house at Malagny with the Saussures and the Edouard Navilles.

The reference to semiology by Naville did not attract any particular notice at the time. It is significant mainly as evidence of his and Saussure’s intellectual affinity. Naville had written already in 1888, in a study on laughter, that ‘The nature of the elements of our perceptions and ideas matters little; what matters is the nature of the relationships among these elements’,74 and that ‘Modern authors have maintained that the activity of intelligence consists in grasping resemblances and differences’75—the idea of pure difference which René’s work renewed for Saussure in the early 1890s. Naville also maintained a correspondence of some years’ running with the economist and sociologist Vilfredo Pareto, starting when Pareto was appointed lecturer at Lausanne in 1893.76 Pareto wrote frequently on economic issues for the Journal de Genève, and later moved to Geneva, where he died. Some have seen in his work a possible inspiration for remarks on ‘political economy’ that Saussure would make in his lectures on general linguistics.

Although Naville says that linguistics is a psychological science, it is within his discussion of sociology that Naville included the reference to Saussure and semiology. It followed these remarks:

Sociology is the science of the laws of the life of conscious beings—especially humans—in society. It must admit as data all the conditions without which we cannot represent social life to ourselves. What are these conditions? I do not know whether the science has as yet sufficiently distinguished and enumerated them. One of the most apparent is the existence of signs through which associated beings make known to one another their feelings, thoughts, wills.

Behind this stands Naville’s own schema for dividing up areas of academic study. He is explaining and defending his decision to include linguistics in the branch which he calls ‘theorematics’, the ‘sciences of laws’, along with mathematics and physics. One of the series within theorematics is ‘Psychological sciences: Psychology, sociology (linguistics, economics etc.)’.77

The last paragraph cited is not very Saussurean. The linkage of ‘laws’ with ‘conscious’ beings, the implication that human sociology is just a special case of animal sociology, the idea that the study of signs might encompass ‘feelings, thoughts, wills’—none of these has echoes in Saussure. Yet everything in the paragraph which follows, the one on semiology quoted earlier, is consonant with what Saussure would teach in his lectures on general linguistics starting in a few years’ time, with one exception: he will not characterize semiology as a ‘part’ of sociology, a wording which suggests that it is the proper domain of sociologists to study.

Following the paragraph on semiology, Naville writes: ‘Linguistics is, or at least tends progressively to become, a science of laws; it is ever more clearly distinguished from the history of language and from grammar.’ It is unclear whether this is his view or Saussure’s. The distinction between linguistics and the ‘history of language’ is intriguing, since most linguists of the time equated the two. Both this distinction and the distancing of linguistics from grammar are premised on laws being what the linguist seeks, and what the grammarian or historian of language does not.

Revisiting these questions in a generally overlooked 1906 article on ‘Abstract sociology and its divisions’, Naville makes ‘systems of signs and language’ one of six principal categories of ‘interhuman relations’.78 He continues to hesitate over the question of whether language and ceremonies are really relations in themselves or just auxiliary to relations, but insists that this takes nothing away from their centrality to social life, and that ‘Whether semiology and linguistics are or are not part of sociology proper, they have a very close relationship to it’.

In 1901–2 and 1902–3 Saussure made a change to his teaching rota, taking a break from his courses in classical and Germanic linguistics for the first time in several years. In 1901–2 he instead taught a one-off course on Lithuanian, as he had done in Paris in 1888–9; Kama Fairbanks appears to have been the sole student.79 In the first semester of 1902–3 he offered a new course on the ‘Geographical linguistics of Europe (ancient and modern), with an introduction to the objects of geographical linguistics in general’, and in the second semester, Greek dialectology, so that there would at least be something for the students of classics. In both years this was in addition to Sanskrit—the one course he never gave up, because it was tied to his chair—and French versification for the Seminar on Modern French.

The geographical linguistics course was a significant innovation, the first course he gave with ‘linguistics’ in the title, and ‘modern’ to boot. He was potentially treading on Wertheimer’s territory; indeed, when he succeeded Wertheimer in the general linguistics course a few years later, he would include the geographical linguistics lectures within it. Thus it was the beginning of the teaching for which he would ultimately become most famous—but not the most original aspect of that teaching. It was partly a survey of languages and language families, partly an explanation of the geographical method associated with Paul Meyer, co-editor with Gaston Paris of the journals Romania and Revue critique. Meyer’s dictum was that ‘There are dialect features, there are no dialects’.80 Although counter-intuitive when it was first enunciated, this view had been confirmed by Jules Gilliéron’s dialect atlas of France, which showed that, feature by feature, the dividing lines on the ground shifted.

Saussure sketched on the blackboard a sample of two such features in the history of French. The change of final -a to the ‘mute e’ occurred to the west of a line running down the Rhone valley. Corresponding to Latin porta ‘door’ is porte in most French dialects, but porta in the extreme east, continuous with Italian porta. On the other hand, the consonant change of ca to cha occurs to the south of a line separating the dialects of Normandy and Picardy from the rest of France; so that corresponding to Latin vacca ‘cow’ is vache in most French dialects, but vaque in the northern ones. ‘That’, writes Saussure, ‘is the crux of the matter regarding dialect differences. Each event will have its own area.’ When the mapping of individual features looks like this—

[image: image]

—where do we say that ‘a dialect’ begins and ends? If other features followed the same lines as those shown above, we might have the scientific facts at our disposal to decide that we are dealing with four dialects here. That was one of the original motivations for linguistic geography. But when each feature reveals a unique line, or ‘isogloss’, the number of ‘dialects’ becomes indeterminable. Saussure would return to this paradox in the years ahead, finally reaching a compromise conclusion in his third course in general linguistics in 1910–11.

This was a time of change on other fronts. Henri de Saussure, now in his seventies, had not been able to travel to England for his son-in-law’s funeral. His eyesight had failed so badly that he had had to undergo surgery, from which he was still recovering. It was successful, allowing him to resume doing a limited amount of work.81 It was perhaps to be nearer his ailing father and grieving sister Dora that, around this time, Ferdinand and his family left Malagny, their home for the last ten years. They established their household in the traditional family residences since the time of Horace-Bénédict: summer and autumn at Creux de Genthod, winter and spring—the academic year—at the family mansion in the Rue de la Cité, now made all the more pleasant by the creation in 1902 of the lovely Promenade des Bastions, virtually linking the mansion with the Université.82

Again, as with his dialect research, the change of residence was reconnecting Ferdinand with his great-grandfather, whose story hinged on the ‘conquest’ of Mont Blanc, blurring the boundary between fact and legend. This is the boundary Ferdinand would explore in his next big research project. And, as in Horace-Bénédict’s time, social upheaval was in the wind. October 1902 saw an unprecedented three-day general strike in Geneva, as workers across all sectors joined in solidarity with the tram workers who were in dispute with the American company that owned the system. For the aristocratic old guard, it was beginning to look as though their worst nightmares might be about to come true.
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LEGENDS AND MYTHS

SAUSSURE’S research into local place names brought his fieldwork on the dialects of his home region into direct contact with his knowledge of linguistic history, and with medieval documents concerning the canton of Geneva. In the complex transmission of these documents he found the same problems as with the medieval epic poems that provided most of the early texts for Romance, Germanic, and Celtic linguists. It was not altogether clear where the dividing lines could be drawn between history and legend, and between legend and myth.

The texts he knew best were the Germanic legends such as the Song of the Nibelungen, which he had first studied at the Gymnase under Krauss, and revisited in his courses in Paris and Geneva. Sometime before mid-1903 he began focusing his attention on them more intensely, and planned a book about them.1 Then in the summer semester beginning in March 1904, he took on an hour per week of lectures interpreting and commenting on German authors, replacing Émile Redard, professor of ‘literatures and languages of the North’, who was on leave. Saussure took the Nibelungenlied as his focus.2

After Saussure’s death, Édouard Naville would write concerning Saussure’s research into the Nibelungenlied that

It is on this subject that it seems to me most desirable to collect what may remain. During one winter he was completely taken up with it, saying that he had arrived at very interesting results, but he did not say what these results were. I think it had to do with historical facts which he found in the poetry; so I strongly hope that some trace of his work on the Nibelungen remains.3

A great many notes do survive, though they were not to be published until the 1970s and 1980s.4 They fall into three main groups: one concerning the legend of Siegfried and its relationship to Burgundian history; another on the Dietrich cycle and its Norse versions, and the relationship between history and myth; and another concerning the Tristan legends, which cross linguistic boundaries, and the relationship between myth and legend.5

In 1903 Saussure’s colleague and former student Ernest Muret was preparing an edition of Le Roman de Tristan, a twelfth-century poem in Old French by Béroul.6 Muret’s preface thanks Gaston Paris’s successor Joseph Bédier for his help, but does not mention Saussure, which is surprising given that many questions involve Germanic versions of the Tristan and Isolde legend. Bédier believed that all the many variants went back to a lost Celtic ‘Ur-Tristan’, and in 1900 he published a reconstruction of it in Modern French, with enormous success.7 It did not take long for Bédier and others to see that this method could be extended to connect the Tristan and Isolde legend to other, structurally similar legends, such as the Greek legend of Theseus and Ariadne.

This insight captured Saussure’s imagination, and led him to fill several notebooks with close comparison of these and other legends. A comparison-cum-reconstruction that could in principle reach back into the prehistoric Indo-European past was interesting in itself, but Saussure’s aim was more ambitious still: to work out the parallels between the structure of the legends and the structure of language.

His notes on the Siegfried legend points out its local connection to ‘the very ephemeral existence of the Burgundian kingdom of the Rhone’ in the fifth and sixth centuries.8 ‘What an extraordinary historical treasure we have in the Nibelungenlied!’, he urges. The very existence of this kingdom is known only through two mentions in chronicles—but if historians could be persuaded to look beneath the fairy-tale surface of the Song of the Nibelungen, they would find ‘an incomparable profusion of details! A hole in our history is replaced by an abundant source.’ They would even find things in what is not said.

The absence, in the Germanic legend, of any element relating to the FRANKISH NATION, and to the Merovingian dynasty is the most striking to the critic and the most astonishing of all the facts discussed concerning this legend: this lacuna, especially through the preciseness in its negativity, in permitting no mention of the Franks, appears inexplicable, or rather stricken in advance with a particular improbability.9

He observes that ‘through a simple transposition of names, it is the Huns who represent the Franks in the entire Germanic legend’. History would repeat itself in a few more years’ time, as ‘the Hun’ came to represent the Germans in popular discourse during the Great War. Saussure is suggesting that an element in the legend is what it is because of its place in the system, its value defined not by itself but by the other elements to which it is connected. The absence of any reference to the Franks generates a positive value, to which is attached the name of another people, the Huns, who actually have no historical role in the events related. The parallel to Henry’s insight that the absence of f in Élise Müller’s trance utterances had the positive value of not français is the more striking given that français itself derives from the name of the Franks.

Much of Saussure’s analysis is aimed at tracing how historical personages and events become condensed in the passage into legend. People with names that are similar or just share the odd element are folded into one, even if they lived in different centuries. Kinship relationships are transposed: in one version of the Tristan legend, he and Isolde are brother and sister. In the passage of the notes that has attracted the most attention, Saussure depicts the legend as a semiotic system composed of symbols, then goes on to use ‘symbols’ in a way that shows he is using it in place of his usual ‘signs’.

—The legend is composed of a system of symbols in a sense to be specified.

—These symbols, without suspecting it, are subject to the same vicissitudes and the same laws as are all other series of symbols, for example the symbols which are the words of a language.10

The vicissitudes and laws include change over time. Such change, while inevitable, is also constrained.

—There is no method in supposing that the symbol must remain fixed, nor that it must vary indefinitely, it must probably vary within certain limits.

—The identity of a symbol can never be fixed, from the moment it becomes a symbol, that is to say, poured into the social mass which fixes its value at every moment.11

The symbols he is talking about here are the characters of the legend, such as Siegfried or Tristan, but the observations apply all the way down to the individual letters or runes that make up the text. At each level the same questions arise about identity—what it means to say that different signifying acts constitute a single unit, implying a unity that is not objectively specifiable.

[I]n this domain, as in the parent domain of linguistics, all the incongruities of thought come from an insufficient reflection upon what is identity or the characteristics of identity, when it is a matter of a non-existent being, such as the word, or the mythical person, or a letter of the alphabet, which are only different forms of the SIGN, in the philosophical sense.12

The indefinable nature of identity explains change, since, once in circulation, signs are at the mercy of whatever accidents are introduced by the social mass. Hence, ‘every symbol, once launched into circulation—is at that very moment in an absolute incapacity of saying what its identity will consist of at the next moment’.

It is in this general spirit that we broach any question whatever concerning a legend, because each of the characters is a symbol for which can be seen to vary—exactly as for the rune:—a) the name,—b) the position vis-à-vis others,—c) the character,—d) the function, the acts. If a name is transposed, it can ensue that part of the acts are transposed, and reciprocally, or that the entire drama changes by an accident of this sort.

It is a mistake, Saussure insists, to believe that anyone in the line of bards who passed the epic down introduced these changes as a matter of art. Rather, ‘a deeply conservative tendency reigns across the world of legend. But Imagination on lapse of memory is the principal factor of change with the wish to stay otherwise within the tradition.’ He adds a footnote that recalls his reactions to his reading of Egger: ‘In the linguistic domain one sees blossom, in just the same way, a whole category of ingenious formations provoked by the failure of memory.’13

In other, probably later notes, he treats symbols not as synonymous with signs but as a special type of sign. These thoughts arise in the context of his consideration of an 1845 book on the Nibelungenlied by Wilhelm Müller, who interpreted—indeed, overinterpreted in Saussure’s view—many aspects of the text symbolically, taking for instance the wife of a prince as the symbol of her husband’s royal power, ‘an allegory’, Saussure comments, ‘that I have never been able to see the need of, or the probability or the profit’.14 His remark quoted earlier that ‘There is no method in supposing that the symbol must remain fixed’ is part of his rejection of Müller’s symbolics, which claims to find equations that apply to legends across historical eras.

Saussure insists that ‘just as with any type of sign’, symbols ‘are never anything other than the result of an evolution that has created an involuntary relationship of things: they are not invented.’ He is wary of the term ‘symbolization’, preferring to speak of ‘reduction of proportions or amplification of events following the passage of time, i.e. an indefinite number of transformed recitations, but not of symbolization at any given moment’. Symbolic interpretation takes place only in the mind of the critic who sees the succession of versions and expressions of the event. For the bard who has learned just one version of the Nibelungenlied from his master, ‘it is the pure truth that Hagen threw the treasure into the Rhine and there is consequently nothing symbolic about it’.

—Supposedly undeniable form of the symbolic: the treasure. Purely seen as such in Merovingian times. Not in the least symbolic.

This leads into the question of the relationship between legend and history. For Müller, legend is precisely the symbolization of history, what Saussure calls ‘a willed allegory’, instead of ‘the outcome of the accidents normal for a concrete story’.15 Saussure believes that taking it as the latter will lead us in a ‘mathematical’ way to the truth within legend—something quite different from the ‘puerile and vain desire to find regular coincidences between the legend and real fact’. His method requires breaking the legend down into its constituent elements and their organization.

I have moreover forced myself to replace every conclusion with the elements from which anyone can draw a conclusion, and have found myself forced to give a consistent form to my affirmations because things link together […]. Pure analysis is a good procedure for each point taken separately: it is absolutely inapplicable for an extensive totality in which each supposition, positive or negative, would entail mathematically an indefinite number of sub-suppositions connected in all directions.

He drew up a ‘table of nominal equivalences’, noting that ‘the idea of taking in general proper names, rather than for example the roles of the characters […] is absolutely arbitrary in the critique of the legend’. Again, characters sharing a name in different versions of the legend are sometimes very different figures, while the same figure goes under different names. Even in one single version, two figures can be combined. Thus Gunther in the Nibelungenlied and Sigfridslied sometimes represents the Ur-figure of Gundebad, at other times that of Sigismund. Gunnarr in the Norse legend corresponds in general with Gunther, yet never replicates his representation of either Gundebad or Sigismund.16

Rather like Meyer’s view of dialects, Saussure says of these characters that ‘the elements alone exist. Thus, Dietrich taken in his true essence is not a character, either historical or ahistorical: he is purely the combination of three or four traits which can be dissociated at any moment, entailing the dissolution of the whole unit.’17 He finds no clear division between historical characters and mythical ones. Julius Caesar passes from a historical to a legendary figure, and then to one of myth in the Kaiserchronik, where he becomes the son of Aeneas and Venus, goes off to conquer the Queen of Egypt and has a son by her, is pursued by an enemy named Senatus whom he vanquishes, and lives to see Augustus, his son by the Queen of Egypt, grow to manhood.18

In so far as Saussure is able to draw a conclusion, it is that the parallel between legend and language, while significant, is not complete, because no element of legend is subject to the equivalent of phonetic laws.19 Such laws are possible in language because of continuity in ‘the material form of the VOCAL signs’, whereas, ‘Between a state of legend and the one that follows it three or four centuries later, there is on the contrary no fixed element, or no element destined to be fixed’. The titles born by characters, such as ‘king as opposed to viceroy, governor, count, etc.’, come closest—but here the notes break off, no surprise given how problematic he found the material form of vocal signs itself.

His excitement over the winter in which Édouard Naville says he became so engrossed in this subject is understandable. He had anticipated the basic methods of the ‘structuralist’ analysis that, inspired by his Course in General Linguistics, would take over ethnography, literature, and a range of other areas of studies for several decades starting in the mid-1950s. Had he actually managed to complete and publish this book half a century earlier, and had it been widely read and appreciated, the whole of twentieth-century intellectual history might look vastly different.

On a more personal level, this research brought together so many of his long-standing interests that, if it had succeeded, his odd career might look in retrospect as though it made perfect sense—as though everything he had done in his adult life had been building up to this.20 And his next great fascination is anticipated as well: some of the manuscripts investigate how the names of three of the characters—Hildebrand, Sigelint, and Kriemhild—are scrambled and hidden within the text of the many Germanic versions of the epic.21 But as Naville put it in his reply to a request from Bally for anything Saussure might have sent him on a particular subject: ‘If he had begun something intended for me, following his usual habit he would not have completed it.’22

PERSONAL LEGEND

When on 4 August 1903 uncle Théodore de Saussure died at the age of seventy-nine, everyone could take heart in the long life he had enjoyed, filled with service to the community and nation, respected and adored by the nephews and nieces who were the children he never had. Still, it was a hard moment for them. Théodore had been their rock, their real father in many respects. His death was a moment for looking back, and it is perhaps no accident that now Ferdinand finally pulled together a large segment of the memoir of his youth and studies that he had in previous years tried and failed to complete.

This memoir, the most complete version of which was published in 1960 by Godel,23 was referred to frequently in Part Two, since for half a century it has served as the principal source of information on Saussure’s education and the awakening of his linguistic consciousness. Its narrative has been endlessly repeated as fact, yet we have seen the inconsistencies among the various versions of the text, and between Saussure’s recollections and documentable facts.

Much had changed between his first attempt, the ‘Mémoire contre Osthoff et Brugmann’ which appears to date from 1887,24 and the various drafts of August 1903. The first version reveals much deeper anger and resentment than any of the later ones. It does not shrink from accusing Brugmann and Osthoff of plagiarizing key ideas from him, even using the word pirates to describe them.25 Saussure was appalled, for instance, that the hypothetical a, the single most important contribution of his Mémoire, was by 1887 regularly referred to as ‘Osthoff’s a’.26 The 1903 drafts merely hint that Brugmann might have taken examples of ablaut correspondences from him, whereas the first version charges him outright with pumping Saussure for information that ended up, unattributed, in publications either by Brugmann himself or by Osthoff.

By 1903, Saussure had largely come to terms with the fact that, if his initial promise as a linguist had turned out not to be realized, he could not blame it entirely on his Leipzig lecturers. His parents come in for their share of the responsibility for holding him back in his academic progress as an adolescent; Bopp for leading him astray on the primitive nature of Sanskrit ṛ; Louis Morel for failing to recognize the importance of his ‘discovery’ of the sonant nasals.

The story he is constructing is that of a boy with strong and wholly original instincts about linguistic history, who needed proper guidance to develop them to their full potential. Such guidance he found early on in Adolphe Pictet, and in his grandfather Count Alexandre de Pourtalès, but never again in any other mentor. Pictet rightly steered him away from his youthful attempt at constructing an all-encompassing system of language. In the two years that passed before he read anything further in linguistics, he made the discovery of the sonant nasals. When he took up the science again, his tutor, Morel, was too wedded to the doctrines of Curtius to comprehend anything original, and so Saussure lost the opportunity to claim credit for his discovery. Brugmann, who got the credit, became his friend when he got to Leipzig, but was ignorant of basic linguistic facts and used Saussure as an easy source of information. The Mémoire had sprung fully formed from the head of Saussure, based on his original analysis of ablaut patterns and sound correspondences in the Indo-European languages. The German linguistics establishment could not see this. They failed to understand most of what the Mémoire was proposing. They began repeating some of its key ideas, often in mangled form, without crediting them to him, while making him out to be the plagiarist of his Leipzig lecturers, whom he had hardly ever gone to hear, and then only after having already begun the Mémoire.

The facts which most directly challenge this version of events are that the ‘infantile’ Essay for Pictet dates from when he was almost seventeen, well after his insight concerning the sonant nasals; that this insight had already appeared decades earlier in a textbook Saussure himself used; that his attendance at lectures in Leipzig was regular and his note-taking conscientious.

Saussure, a man of honesty and integrity, surely knew in his heart that he had mainly himself to blame. Maybe it took this effort of reconstructing various possible versions of what went wrong to accept that none of them was finally convincing. Or maybe—it would seem far-fetched, were he not writing about this at exactly the same time, in the context of Germanic legends—he was experimenting to see whether his critical method was right, and that confronting different versions of the same story with one another could allow the analyst to get back to the original: from legend to history.

In the end, he did nothing dishonest. He did not publish the planned supplement to the reissuing of the Mémoire in 1887. By 1903 he no longer had any intention of publishing his reminiscences, but planned to ask Wilhelm Streitberg, the co-editor of the Indogermanische Forschungen, with whom he had corresponded about the events in question, to act as ‘provisional depositary’ of the document. This was in case a charge of plagiarism should be brought against him openly, after his death. In the end, he does not appear to have produced a final version of his reminiscences or to have sent any of the draft material to Streitberg. Nor did he show anyone the other versions. He set out to deceive no one except, perhaps, himself.

One other motive may have lain behind these reminiscences. When Meillet’s Introduction to the Comparative Study of the Indo-European Languages appeared in 1903, it bore the dedication: ‘To my teacher FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE on the occasion of the twenty-five years since the publication of the Mémoire sur le système primitif des voyelles dans les langues indo-européennes (1878–1903).’27 Its introduction laid out the first version of the legend of Ferdinand de Saussure as it had been developing in Paris over the previous decade, including, for the first time, a description of the system put forward in the Mémoire as one in which tout se tient, every part supports every other part.

At the same time as it brought together all the earlier discoveries about the vowel system, the Mémoire brought, through a capital and truly decisive innovation, a coherent system which embraced all the facts, put the known facts in their true place and revealed a host of new ones. Ever since it has no longer ever been permitted not to know, and with regard to any question, that each language forms a system in which tout se tient, and has a general plan of a marvellous rigour. Works published since on the vowel system, notably by Hübschmann and Hirt, have brought precision on many points of detail, but have left intact the doctrine posited by F. de Saussure.28

Tout se tient, the idea that every element connects to and supports every other element, became a phrase so closely associated with Saussure that future generations would assume it was his, though it does not in fact occur anywhere in the Cours or in any of his published or unpublished writings. But if tout se tient in the Mémoire, it does not do so in the later sense that the value of each phoneme or conceptual unit is generated purely by its difference from every other such unit. This idea first appears in the phonology manuscript of the early 1880s, then repeatedly in later unpublished work. Undoubtedly it featured in Saussure’s teaching during his Paris years. Meillet is here using tout se tient to refer to the need for considering all the available facts in conjunction with one another, not in isolation, as becomes clear a few pages on:

[I]n his article in Volume 4 of the Indogermanische Forschungen, F. de Saussure has shown, through his example, all the critical work that is needed before affirming an interpretation of a form in an old text; through his research on Lithuanian intonation, he has established simultaneously the necessity of observing current dialects and the impossibility of explaining anything without positing a doctrine that embraces all the facts.29

In the Mémoire, too, tout se tient in the sense that all the levels of linguistic structure are inseparably linked: phonemes, ablaut, accentuation, intonation, syllable structure, root structure, and more. Thus, for instance, a sonant coefficient functioning as a vowel can become a feature of intonation, which is then projected into the accent system, as Saussure found in Lithuanian.

While Saussure was moved by Meillet’s dedication, it could not but remind him of just how many years he had let elapse without completing another major work.30 The ‘1878–1903’ in particular gave it the look of a tombstone for a moribund career, around which the legend was developing that his lack of publications was proof of a conception of language so powerful that it had to be left to others to realize. If anything, this made writing all the harder for Saussure. Besides his own perfectionism, he now had the legendary ideals imposed on him by others to fall short of.

PUBLICATION BY PROXY: ODIER

Of the banking families within the Genevese coterie which included the Saussures, the Odiers ranked at the top, especially since their merger with the Lombards—first corporately, to form Lombard, Odier & Cie. in 1798, then with the marriage of James Odier to Blanche Lombard. Their son Gabriel figures among the names in Ferdinand’s poker-playing accounts from Paris in the 1880s, and we have seen his comic poem for the wedding of Gabriel’s brother Émile, who served as treasurer for the Congress of Orientalists in 1894.

For the youngest of the brothers, Henri Charles Agénor Odier,31 Saussure was a hero and a mentor. Agénor was a poet and a musician, and was set on a career in the arts. As the benjamin of the family he faced less opposition to a literary path than Ferdinand had as the first-born. He published poems, such as his ‘Sonnet to Keats’ of 1898,32 but approaching the age of thirty, he had not set the literary world on fire. After marrying in 1902 he was persuaded to pursue advanced academic studies in an area that interested him and could give him some intellectual credentials. He did not need an income beyond what his holdings in the family firm provided.

He enrolled for doctoral work in the Winter Semester 1903–4 in the Université, not of Geneva, but of Bern, under the supervision of Dr L. Stein. This is surprising given his background and the fact that he would later work as Privatdozent for Flournoy’s department. Perhaps Flournoy needed proof that Odier was not a poetaster before taking him seriously. In December 1904 Odier’s doctoral thesis, Essai d’analyse psychologique du mécanisme du langage dans la compréhension (‘Essay on the Psychological Analysis of the Mechanism of Language in Comprehension’), was accepted by the Université de Berne, and it appeared in print the following year.33 Odier pursued an academic career for several years, without, however, publishing anything further on psychology and language. On page 40 of his thesis Odier states that

Words are frames designating individual objects; experience increases their extension and specifies their limitation. Mr F. de Saussure, professor of Sanskrit at the University of Geneva, has kindly told us that, in his opinion, this limitation is negative. It is so, it seems to us, inasmuch as it furnishes an obstacle to the invasion of other possible meanings. When we are reflecting, the content of the word often appears to us in its full extension. This operation demands a palpable application when dealing with a laborious text. This would seem to demonstrate, in cases of ambiguity or homonymy, the necessity of an effort to delimit the exact meaning of the words. In this operation, certain contours become firmer, while others disappear.34

Two pages further on, we find the first known appearance in print of Saussure’s model of the linguistic sign:35

Meaning, defined by experience and concentrated by reflection, is comparable to the image given by a camera with a lens that accentuates the contours and heightens the colours. The relationship which exists between signs and ideas has been formulated by Mr F. de Saussure in the following way:

[image: image]

The word excludes erroneous meanings; the context, on the other hand, determines what is ‘locked into’ the meaning.36

While Adrien Naville’s book of 1901 takes historical precedence as the first published report of any aspect of Saussure’s mature theory of language, it is no more than a programmatic call of a general nature. Odier’s book was the first to include details of the Saussurean model of the sign and of the nature of the sign system.37

Odier strays a certain distance from Saussure, for instance in the use of ‘limitation’ and ‘limitative’ for the process of how value is generated by difference. These are not words Saussure is elsewhere recorded as having used in this context. When Odier goes on to interpret limitation as meaning that the word ‘furnishes an obstacle to the invasion of other possible meanings’, the ‘it seems to us’ shows that this is his addition to Saussure’s view. Odier believes in a very strong version of what Saussure would call associative relations, and what Odier calls the ‘harmonics’ of a word, all the verbal and imaginary associations it calls up, which vary from individual to individual.38 This would presumably include the synaesthetic reactions someone like Saussure experienced with vowels. But where Saussure excluded such associations from the language system because they are not socially shared, Odier turns them into evidence that variation is the normal state in language, as is the misunderstanding to which different associations give rise: ‘Language remains a summary notation leading to misunderstandings because it implies connotations. Language is more of a suggestive than an explicit signal.’39

The way a word functions is to delimit the range of possible associations that the listener will be expecting to hear based on what has already been said—for Odier also operates a strong version of what Saussure would call syntagmatic relations, and what Odier calls ‘expectations’ (expectative):

The word contains, virtually, besides the associations which define its signification, associations originating from its repetition in a context, which prescribe its grammatical order. This influence, active as well as latent, creates, alongside the semantic expectations, a set of formal expectations. It is thus that we are attentive, in one and the same apperception, to the meaning of the word or rather the idea or the object concerned, and to the place of the word in the sentence. This situation of the word delimits which aspect of its associations, possibly semantic and motor, we have to consider. After a substantive: the tree, for example, we expect there to follow either a which, or a that, or a verb or an adjective.40

So a certain range of possibilities has been semantically delimited, and when the word we are waiting for actually comes to be pronounced, it does the ‘negative’ work of furnishing an obstacle to the invasion of other possible meanings, excluding the erroneous ones.

Suppose we hear someone pronounce the word horse, when our mind is in a state of absolute calm and nothing intrudes from outside to disturb it. Simply from the point of view of comprehension, it is easier to define what we have heard by exclusion and negatively, by saying that horse is neither a mule, nor an ass, etc.41

But the process is only as easy as this when we are in peaceful contemplation: for as Odier said in a passage cited earlier: ‘When we are reflecting, the content of the word often appears to us in its full extension.’ When, however, we are struggling with a difficult text, or dealing with homonymy or ambiguity, the process ceases to be automatic, and becomes something we are aware of, something we do deliberately. It is in this context that Odier speaks of the ‘contours’ of the meaning, and introduces the interesting metaphor of an objectif, a camera or other optical device, that distorts an image into a heightened reality. That is what linguistic meaning, in his view, does to the objects it signifies. Although this does not sound very Saussurean, it may be related to other statements by Odier which do: ‘Language breaks down, following the order of time, elements which have appeared to human attention packed together in space.’42

We cannot clearly apportion how much Odier took away from his discussions with Saussure, and how much Saussure’s reading of Odier’s thesis helped clarify and reinforce his own thinking. Evidence for the latter possibility is furnished by the fact, noted by Godel, that Saussure put a mark in the margin of his copy of Odier’s book,43 next to the citation in a long footnote of a passage from Lessing’s Laocöon: ‘Poetry is obliged to use arbitrary signs which follow one after the other.’44 Godel asks, ‘is it because of “arbitrary signs” or the allusion to the linear nature of discourse?’ The implication is that both of the fundamental principles of the linguistic sign as articulated in his later lectures, arbitrariness and linearity, are contained in this one sentence.45

Saussure’s marking of the Lessing passage, buried as it is within a half-page-long footnote, shows that he read Odier’s book carefully. This makes it worth noting the wealth of references that Odier cites, covering various areas of philosophy as well as psychology. The works specifically on language that he relies on most heavily are ones Saussure already knew: Egger’s La parole intérieure and Henry’s Antinomies linguistiques. For the psychological analysis of the linguistic sign, his main guide is a 1901 book by Eduard Martinak, which Saussure may already have heard of through Flournoy, who reviewed it in his journal.46 There are numerous points of contact between Martinak’s and Saussure’s characterizations of the linguistic sign—less surprising when we realize that Saussure’s was not an original invention, but was transmitted to him from the grammaire générale tradition by his early philosophy teachers Verchère and Amiel. Another of Odier’s psychological guides was the Principles of Psychology of William James, including its remarks on the linguistic sign, which owed much to Charles Sanders Peirce.47 Again, however, it would be surprising if Saussure had not already been aware of this through his and James’s mutual friend Flournoy.

Finally, three other works cited by Odier are significant for their ties to Saussure: Adrien Naville’s 1888 article on the psychology of laughter, mentioned in the preceding chapter; Adrienne-Albertine Necker de Saussure’s chapter on ‘How Children Learn to Speak’ from L’éducation progressive, which Odier twice cites in conjunction with Henry’s Antinomies linguistiques;48 and Taine, cited together with great-aunt Adrienne-Albertine and Henry following a statement that ‘The word is in general given to the child prior to the thing’.49 Taine appears as a minor figure of occasional interest, rather than someone like Egger, Henry, or Martinak whom Odier treats as contemporaries with up-to-date systems of ideas that matter deeply for the understanding of the subject.

The historical neglect that has been meted out to Odier’s Essai can be traced in part to a concise and waspishly negative review by Meillet, which opens: ‘Mr Odier’s thesis really has to do only with the psychology of intelligence; it seems not to contain any very new views, and the conclusion is simply that “intelligence has as its mission to adapt the individual to the conditions of existence”’.50 In truth, the conclusion of Odier’s book is not ‘simply’ what Meillet reports: he gives just its first sentence. Even this is no banality, but represents the cutting edge of early twentieth-century neo-evolutionism as represented for example by James Mark Baldwin,51 as well as connecting to the work of James and Bergson. This devastating review was all the incentive Agénor Odier needed to abandon the psychological study of language and return to a life of well-heeled dilettantism.

LOSING HIS PARENTS

In 1904 the Saussure brothers looked to be reuniting after more than a decade of going their separate ways. Léopold retired from the French navy, and he and his young family moved in with the newly widowed Adèle in Genthod. Horace, now a pillar of the Genevese arts community, was designing projects for the interiors of state buildings in other cities. Although still officially married to Anna, he was in a relationship with Marie Jeanne Weiss, two rather than ten years older than he, and from the Genevese bourgeoisie. René was appointed Privatdozent in mathematics in the Université de Genève, a post from which one might eventually ascend to a chair. But perhaps the curse of Horace-Bénédict, turned down for the mathematics chair in 1761, persisted, because René was never promoted, despite an impressive publication record. Still, the post of Privatdozent was an honourable one, and having married into a wealthy industrialist family, the salary difference hardly mattered.

The same was not true of Charles Bally, who was increasingly desperate to leave the Collège and move into full-time university teaching. He got leave to spend the first semester of 1903–4 in Paris, and finding it extremely fruitful, managed to have it extended over nearly the whole year. Saussure wrote to express his joy, both for Bally personally and ‘for the future of linguistic studies in Geneva’.52 Also in 1904 Bernard Bouvier was appointed vice-rector of the Université, assuring Saussure of a highly placed ally for the next four years. With Bouvier’s support, the teaching of the comparative grammar of the classical languages was transferred from Saussure to Bally after his return from Paris.

One event in particular brought the Saussure brothers together at this time: an emergency call from Albertine concerning Louis, now thirty-three, who, according to his aunt Adèle, had ‘gone mad’.53 His elder brothers rushed to England to assist Albertine in tracking him down, which they did, only to have him escape again. When they found him a second time, they took him back home to be committed for a period to the Bel-Air asylum.

In the autumn semester of 1904–5 Saussure offered a course on the Grammar of Old Norse: Reading of Eddic texts (especially the poetic Edda). No one is recorded as having taken the course, which would have tied in closely with his research into the Nibelungenlied and other legends. Reflections on the Edda are relatively few in his notes. Nine students are recorded as having attended his other courses for the year, on Sanskrit and comparative grammar, plus one or two in the Old High German course he gave in the second semester.

During the first semester he suffered the loss of another uncle, Hermann de Pourtalès, in November. Although in his late fifties, Hermann had been in robust health. He and his American-born second wife, Hélène née Barbey, had won gold and silver medals for yachting in the 1900 Olympic Games at Paris. His son Guy, now twenty-three, was beginning his third and final year of music study at the University of Bonn. Guy had initially abandoned music to study chemistry, then returned to music—only to find his passion shifting towards literature. In 1905 he would go to Paris to study literature at the Sorbonne. Later, as a novelist, his great theme would be the struggle of the romantic young man to develop his sensibilities within the stifling milieu of turn-of-the century Calvinist Geneva. Paul de Villars, the main character in his transparently autobiographical novel La pêche miraculeuse (1937), is split between ‘the disquiet of having been smothered by his Calvinist education and that of not having followed its fecund precepts, between his debt to the traditions of his country and his artistic aspirations’.54 After the book won the grand prix du roman of the Académie Française, he wrote to the Journal de Genève concerning the rumblings that the book had caused locally:

Have I been too severe towards Calvin and the Rue des Granges? Perhaps. But in the manner of those who love what they have suffered from… Only a Genevese can comprehend what veneration we hold for our most redoubtable institutions and those who run them.55

It is actually a sentiment that can be understood universally, though Guy, who took French citizenship as part of his spiritual breaking-away, was right to identify the Genevese strain as a particularly virulent one.

The beginning of 1905 was eventful for the family. In January Saussure’s second cousin Marguerite de Rochemont married Henry Pictet. They were an ideal couple, in their mid-twenties, full of youth and promise. Then in September Henry died suddenly, at twenty-five, of unknown causes, leaving Marguerite a widow at twenty-three, and, although they did not yet know it, pregnant. Ferdinand would stand by Marguerite, offering her support over the years ahead. Meanwhile, Louis escaped from the Bel-Air asylum with the help of Margarethe ‘Meta’ Clausius, a 24-year old member of Albertine’s Christian Science circle with whom he had been romantically involved. Meta and Louis made their way to Britain, and in March were married at Leighton Buzzard in Bedfordshire, northwest of London. Theirs would prove to be a troubled marriage, though it produced five children and endured, officially at least, until Meta’s early death seventeen years later.

If Ferdinand did not go to England for Louis’s wedding, he had a good reason. On 20 February 1905, Henri de Saussure died at the age of seventy-five. Emotionally, the loss of a parent is always a heavy blow, and it was only a year and a half since the death of Théodore, the stable and rational father figure. But the surviving correspondence from their youth onwards shows that, despite all their irritation at his neuroses, and the blame they put on him for Louise’s frayed nerves and separation from the family, his children never ceased to hold him in great affection. It was a case of what their cousin Guy de Pourtalès meant by loving what one has suffered from. Even in the years when Léopold was doing his best to taunt Henri, one suspects it was a ploy for his father’s attention. Nine months after Henri’s death, Léopold’s wife gave birth to a son, whom they christened Henri Bénédict.

Ferdinand was no longer just the de facto head of the family, but the official one. The business work which this entailed was not new to him, since he had been helping his father with it for thirty years. It did though make for some tense moments with aunt Adèle, who continued to exercise her rights as the dowager without always bothering to clear decisions with her nephew. It meant too that Ferdinand now had full responsibility for his mother, whose health was failing.

All in all it added up to considerable pressure. Ever since his return to Geneva in 1891, much of his life had been devoted to family business, including his own marriage and the raising of his sons, now thirteen and eleven. He had acquitted himself well of his responsibilities, both at home and in the Université, though at the cost of never having had the mental space or energy to complete any of the various writing projects that lay in his desk drawers: books on phonology, Lithuanian accentuation, the double essence of language, the Germanic legends. Yet the family responsibilities may have been a convenient excuse for what would have in any case been an inability to complete projects to his own standards of perfection. His bachelor years in Paris, after all, had been no more fruitful.

Speaking of Paris, six days after Henri’s death, Marcel Schwob died there at thirty-seven, under disputed circumstances described in an earlier chapter. Ferdinand had not stayed in contact with him, and there is no indication that he particularly felt the loss, in marked contrast with his grief over the suicide of Guieysse eighteen years before. But Saussure was restoring his acquaintances with two others from his Paris years. Paul Boyer, the Slavicist who had been his student at the École, came to Geneva in March to give a lecture at the Université. Saussure wrote offering to host a reception for Boyer after his lecture, but then had to apologize and reduce the offer to an intimate lunch or dinner, explaining that his original plan had to be put aside because of ‘the great grief I have been in since 20 February, when I had the misfortune of losing my father who was taken from us after a brief illness’.56

Saussure also renewed regular correspondence with Meillet, after years in which it had been sporadic. Bréal was soon to retire, and his chair was, of course, the one which Saussure himself might have inherited had he stayed in Paris. Now, Meillet was the obvious candidate—but Saussure got wind of a problem, and wrote to Meillet in October 1905 expressing his concern.57 The experimental phonetics laboratory established by the Abbé Rousselot had been so successful that there was a move to ‘update’ Bréal’s chair in comparative grammar to one in the more modern subject. When Meillet reassured him that there was no serious cause for worry, Saussure replied, ‘What a funny idea—if they want to establish a chair of experimental phonetics, to want to install it on the tomb of comparative grammar!’58

Having De Crue as rector and Bouvier as vice-rector did no harm to Saussure’s request for leave from the Université, so that, over an extended winter break in 1905–6, he and Marie could finally go on a proper holiday. The leave was requested on health grounds, and while no further details were given, this is the first official sign that, at the age of forty-eight, Saussure was entering into a physical decline.59

Their destination was Italy, and they stayed for five or six weeks, leaving their sons behind. The widowed Dora was free to look after the boys and to handle, with help from Léopold, any emergency that might arise with Louise. At the Université, Bally and other colleagues whose leaves Saussure had helped cover could pay back some of their debt.

Before departing, however, Saussure needed to complete a paper for the Mélanges honouring Jules Nicole, who had been professor of classical languages at the Université since Saussure’s student days. In his contribution, entitled ‘From ōmḗlusis to Triptólemos: Etymological remarks’, he argues that what these two words have in common is the -ḗlu- of the first and the -óle- of the second, both of them cognate with English ale and meaning ‘barley’. ōmḗlusis is a word from the ancient Greek medical literature, and refers to a type of poultice, though its exact nature is not clear. The word had long been thought to be derived from lúsis ‘solution’. This would make sense, Saussure argued, if the poultice were boiled, for example. But nothing suggested that it was cooked at all. Saussure’s reanalysis suggested that it was an application of plain barley flour onto the wound: ‘We are dealing with a term which, in terms of its composition, was decidedly clear for every contemporary of Hippocrates, and more or less obscure for every contemporary of Galen; only the first original authors could have suspected that álu-sis was a variant of ále-sis, “milling”’.60 Popular etymology later created the false link to lúsis. Similarly, the place name Triptólemos was traditionally analysed as tri-ptólemos, from the name Ptolemy, Saussure writes, but with the tri- having no obvious meaning. Saussure suggests that it may originally have been *Trib-ólemos, ‘barley thresher’, and that, again, popular etymology had connected it with Ptolemy and influenced its later development. But he raises another possibility: that the original name represented too transparently the grinding of barley. Here we see his interest in legend and myth come to the fore.

The special preoccupation of the ancients always to avoid in language an expression which might seem to contain an offence to some divinity, has also its repercussion in myth, and one could speak of ‘euphemistic myths’ as of euphemistic phrases, tending to mask the real meaning of things out of religious fear. If the mill devours and foolhardily hoards what Demeter has produced, a sacrilege so useful to humanity will be presented only with precisely the inverse colour, as if the mill were the ‘nurse’ of Ceres, or the ‘house in which she seeks refuge’.61

Saussure is less concerned than usual with phonetic details, making this article easier to read than most of his etymological efforts. As in his teaching, he has learned to focus on the big picture. This was also the first time he had significant research assistance in preparing an article. Bally dug up the necessary information in late September and early October, while Saussure was staying at Cossonay, northwest of Lausanne, for the funeral of Henry Pictet and to help comfort his widowed cousin.62

Ferdinand and Marie spent December in Naples, from where they visited Pompeii, then headed back north to Rome for a further month. This might have been harder for them to do while Henri was still alive, distrustful as he was of the dark allure of Catholicism, especially after Horace’s sudden conversion to the Roman faith during a stay in Florence.63 They planned to stay at the Hotel Regina in the Via Veneto, newly built in 1904 and perhaps a bit too luxurious for their Calvinist sensibilities to bear for four weeks. They ended up instead at the more understated Hotel Pincio in the Via Gregoriana.64 From there Saussure wrote to Meillet advising him not to let himself be overworked but to

get the necessary rest, not later, but if possible immediately. […] I am trying the experiment at this moment, and regret not having decided sooner to interrupt my usual occupations and preoccupations completely. I extracted a leave from the Université de Genève and am writing to you from Rome where I am with my wife for a prolonged stay. I am feeling very well as a result, but would feel better still, as I was saying, if I had done it sooner.65

Before the end of the stay, Saussure got word of Meillet’s appointment to Bréal’s chair, and sent his congratulations. There are signs in the letter that Saussure was ready to get back to his ‘usual occupations’.

Needless to say I am not doing much here. The archaic inscription in the Forum is the prescribed amusement when I feel the need for a puzzle to concentrate on. Nothing to be drawn from it, of course, but it is interesting to contemplate the enigmatic block and to verify the readings from sight.66

That is what he had lacked the chance to do with the Phrygian inscriptions sent to him by Chantre a decade before. The inscription in the Forum, discovered in 1899 near the Curia Julia, was believed to date from the first half of the fifth century BC. It is in archaic Latin and only parts of it remain, not enough to be interpretable apart from the opening verse: ‘Whoever violates this sacred place shall be condemned to the gods of hell.’67 For Saussure the inscription sparked an intense fascination with Latin, a language that heretofore had never interested him nearly so much as Sanskrit, Greek, Lithuanian, or the early Germanic languages. But now he had something like a vision, and felt the excitement that a new project brings on. He was eager to return home and begin pursuing it.

First, of course, all the business that had piled up in his absence had to be cleared away. Shortly after his return the divorce of Horace and Anna became final. The timing suggests that Horace waited until his father’s death to begin the proceedings. It cleared the way for him to marry Marie four months later, in June 1906. That same month, the widowed Albertine, now forty-four, also remarried. Her new husband, Hastings Ross-Johnson, was a friend of Alex Marcet’s who had been born in Meerut in British India around 1862 or 1864, and had come back to Bedfordshire by 1871, according to that year’s census. Hastings was a major in the British army. In social terms, Albertine was ‘marrying down’, and perhaps this explains the surprising absence of Ferdinand from his favourite sister’s wedding.68 But the couple soon came to Geneva, where the family could see how happy Albertine was, and Hastings’s bonhomie soon endeared him to one and all.

Meanwhile, the family continued to grow, with Louis and Meta having their first child, Odette, in March. In May their widowed cousin Marguerite Pictet gave birth to her daughter, Nadège, two days short of the nine-month anniversary of her husband’s death. But the older generation continued to give way. Louise was now sixty-eight. Her health deteriorated to the point that she had to be moved back to the sanatorium in Nyon. Finally on 10 September 1906 she died, a year and a half after Henri. The newspaper notices were brief. There was no grand funeral. She had, in a sense, already been dead for more than ten years. No one remembered her musical compositions or her other contributions to the musical life of Geneva. The many charities which she had supported with her time and money knew how to read the notices: no public acknowledgment would be welcomed by the family. After a life dominated by suffering, her children wanted only for Louise at last to find peace.

Yet looking back through her youthful correspondence, or playing her surviving musical composition, one gets a sense of the joy and energy she radiated during Ferdinand’s childhood. Then, Henri was still the man who was going to give the world a full scientific account of Mexico, revolutionize farming, and make a fortune from timber in Mons-Djémila and hydroelectric power in Bellegarde, while Louise provided the musical score. It is the parents of our youth that we mourn as we bury their aged ruins.

At the same time, Ferdinand, the prodigal son, his forties drawing to a close, was finally free. Without realizing it, he had been living his intellectual life within the strictures which his parents, especially his father, had drummed into him. He could at last venture beyond them, and began doing so practically on the way home from laying Louise to rest alongside Henri in the cemetery at Genthod.

FROM SATURNIAN METRE TO ANAGRAMS

The discovery that had excited Saussure during his stay in Rome at the start of 1906 involved a particular type of archaic Latin verse, the Saturnian. Since the mid-nineteenth century Latinists had been split over its basic metric principle.69 Shortly before Saussure’s arrival at Leipzig a consensus emerged in Germany that the Saturnian retained a stress-based metre which was the indigenous verse form for both the Italic and the Germanic languages. It was, they believed, replaced in second-century BC Rome by the Greek hexameter, imposing onto Latin the intonation-based or ‘musical’ accent of Greek, with its acute, grave, and circumflex accents indicating different pitch contours.

The Saturnian had this basic metrical pattern, where / represents a strong beat and ˅ a weak one:

/ ˅ / ˅/ ˅ ˅/ ˅ ˅/ ˅ (˅)

as in English ‘APple || APple || STRAWberry || STRAWberry || APple(sauce)’. One line of the Saturnian inscription on the tomb of Lucius Cornelius Scipio Barbatus, listing his civic offices, reads, with the stressed syllable in boldface:

cōnsul || cēnsor || aedīlis || quī fuit || apud vōs

‘who was consul, censor, and aedile among you’. The first, second, and fourth feet follow the pattern, but the third and fifth show variations. One explanation by earlier analysts was that aedīlis and apud both had a ‘secondary’ stress on their initial syllable, which is conceivable. Yet this is the slippery slope to a metrical scheme that can explain anything, and therefore explains nothing. Indeed, the variations are so frequent that any ‘basic’ pattern based on stress is highly idealized, leading scholars to wonder whether the operating principle is not something else, such as quantity—light and heavy syllables, based on a combination of vowel length and following consonants—or a complex interaction of stress, intonation, and quantity that may have been evolving over time.

The lack of a clear resolution had kept this a hardy perennial for Latinists, and made it just the sort of puzzle that appealed to Saussure. Like Lithuanian accentuation, it held out the possibility that the answer lay in the prehistory of the language, perhaps even in the placement of now-lost sonant coefficients. The problem of the Saturnians was not new to him. At Leipzig he had studied with Fritzsche, one of those arguing that Saturnian metre was based on word stress. Then in his first year at Paris he studied Saturnians again with Havet, who had written his doctoral thesis on the subject, and it was to this thesis that Saussure turned in 1906 for his primary source material. In his manuscripts on Saturnians, numbering more than 400 pages in total, Saussure writes: ‘At the head of this study I could put no other name than that of Louis havet. If it contains anything worthwhile, I have only drawn out its substance by reading and re-reading De Saturnio Latinorum versu.’70 He adds however that ‘No doubt the theory to be found below is incompatible with his, departing from a different principle. Nor do I know, in writing this, what would be today the point of view of my teacher and friend on the same subject of metrics.’

Probably Saussure was planning for this study to be his contribution to the Mélanges which Meillet had begun organizing for Havet’s sixtieth birthday. Saussure’s initial belief was that Havet and all other Latinists had erred in assuming a primordial split between archaic Saturnian metre and a classical poetry based on the Greek hexameter. He wrote to Bally on 5 June 1906 that

The solution is so simple that it makes me laugh when I think of the detours that I had to take to arrive at it. For me, the Saturnian is nothing other than pure and simple Greek hexameter, adapted in such a way that it is permissible to replace spondees with anapaests, <tribrachs> and amphibrachs as well as by dactyls. There are still other changes permitted […].71

The problem is, again, at what point do all these possible changes mean that the Saturnian did not really exist at all? Might it be simply a category to which was assigned any verse that did not fit the classical metrical schemata?72

But Havet had pointed to another feature of Saturnians that intrigued Saussure: a pattern of vowel use, such that each vowel in the first part of a line had to have an echo in the second part. This echo was either the same vowel or a very closely related one. Through the month of June we find Saussure at Vufflens, working on the puzzle of the Saturnians and corresponding with Bally, who was looking things up for him in the Bibliothèque Publique et Universitaire de Genève.73 He tells Bally: ‘There are some lightning flashes in the cloud, but generally speaking nothing limpid: things seem to have been disturbed by the successive application of two principles—something which might reconcile the quantitators and the accentists.’74 Saussure was not in fact the first to suggest such a reconciliation. Most recently it had been attempted by Joseph Vendryès, a protégé of Meillet’s.75

But as July progressed, Saussure began to perceive a different principle at work in the Saturnian, again an extension of what Havet had observed concerning the repetition of vowels. Although it was a poetic principle, Saussure found that it applied to engraved epigraphs as much as to literary texts, and it bore a resemblance to the phonetic process of ablaut, where the vowel in one part of a word causes the vowel in another part of the word to echo it. In a draft letter to an unknown recipient of 14 July 1906, he wrote:

I have now achieved victory over the entire line. I have spent two months interrogating the monster, and operating only by groping in the dark against him, but for three days I have been advancing only by force of heavy artillery. All that I wrote about the dactylic metre (or rather, spondaic) holds up, but now it is through Alliteration that I have managed to find the key to the Saturnian, complicated in different ways than we had first imagined.

All the phenomena of alliteration (and also of rhyme) that we have noted in the Saturnian is only an insignificant part of a more general phenomenon, or rather an absolutely total one. The totality of the syllables of each Saturnian verse obeys a law of alliteration, from the first to the last syllable; and without a single consonant,—nor moreover a single vowel,—nor moreover a single vowel quantity, failing to be scrupulously taken into account. The result is so surprising that one is led to wonder first of all how the authors of these verses ([…]) could have had the time to dedicate to such a puzzle: for the Saturnian is a real Chinese puzzle, even leaving aside everything having to do with metrics. It would take me a letter of considerable length to align examples, but it only takes two lines to give the law.76

It took rather more than two lines, but the first ‘law’ Saussure deduced was that

1º A vowel has the right to appear in the Saturnian only if it has its counter-vowel somewhere in the verse (i.e., the identical vowel, and without any shift of quantity: there is shift only for the timbre, between short ĕ—short ĭ; short ŏ—short ŭ; 2º sometimes ē: ei; 3º sometimes ō: ū […].

The result is that, if the verse does not have an odd number of syllables <[…]>, the vowels pair up exactly, and must always give as a remainder: zero, with an even number for each type of vowel: e. g., 2 ā, 4 ĕ (= ĭ), 6 ŏ (= ŭ), 2 ă.—If the syllables of the verse are of an odd number, such as 11, 13, 15, there necessarily remains 1 vowel without a counter-vowel. See below what becomes of it.

Looking back to the sample Saturnian line cited earlier, we find that it has thirteen syllables:

cōn · sul || cēn · sor || ae · dī · lis || quī · fu · it || a · pud · vōs

The vowels of cōnsul have their echoes in apud vōs; other pairs are the ī of aedīlis and quī and the i of aedīlis and fuit, and with the permitted interchange, the ŏ of cēnsor and the ŭ of fuit. That however leaves three vowels without an obvious partner, the ē of cēnsor, the ae of aedīlis, and the a of apud. One of these is a remainder or residue vowel, but whichever one it is, we are not left with one of the pairs specified above.77

As he pointed out in his letter, alliteration, the repetition of consonants, is also a part of this metrical scheme, and he now goes on to explain how it works.

2º Law of consonants. […] There is always an even number for every consonant whatever, and above all one should not forget the consonants figuring in groups: thus the word qvod will certainly be followed in the verse: 1º by another q or c; 2º by another v; 3º by another d; and only by a SINGLE other q-c; by a single other v, by a single other d;—unless there are 4, or 6, or 8 of them, always making a pair.78

Looking again to our sample Saturnian line, we find c twice, n twice, s four times, l twice, d twice, and v twice if we take the second letter of quī as a v, as Saussure did with qvod (quod).79 But there is only one occurrence each of r, f, and p. Saussure’s explanation offers another way out, which he presents not as an escape hatch, but an indication of the metrical scheme’s intricacy.

But the thing goes so far that:

3º If there is any irreducible residue whatever, either in the vowels, which happens necessarily if the number of syllables in the verse is odd; or in the consonants, which can happen easily through groups of consonants with no matter what number of syllables,—quite to the contrary of what might be expected, no condemnation at all is passed upon this residue, be it a single ĕ, or a single l in a group such as fl already alliterating with f; but the poet takes note of this ĕ or this l, and it is then seen to reappear in the following verse as a new residue corresponding to the overflow of the preceding one. That is the most amusing confirmation of the law, and I have all the examples of it that could be wished for, both in epigraphic texts and in literary texts, where it is unfortunately rare for us to possess two consecutive verses.

The rarity of consecutive verses is problematic indeed, since without them his third law cannot be proven. Saussure could doggedly pursue a linguistic insight in the hope that it would stand up to all the data and allow him to establish a law, but, in the end, he was ready to dash it all ruthlessly when it did not. In late July 1906, however, he was clinging to hope that he had found the definitive solution to Saturnian rhythm. Perhaps the most striking thing about the manuscripts from this period is their sureness and clarity, as though this research had restored his intellectual confidence.80

But looking at the repertoires of sounds in his Saturnian lines, he noticed something else. It looks as though cōnsul cēnsor aedīlis quī fuit apud vōs ‘unfolds’ out of the first word, consul, its consonants forming a pattern for the next word, its vowels mirrored in the final foot. Or indeed, the name of the man from whose tomb the inscription comes, Lucius Cornelius Scipio, could provide the matrix. Cornēlius, for example, has each of its sounds represented in CōNSUL CēNSOR aedīLIS. A coincidence? Or a forgotten principle of early Latin poetry—namely, that the Saturnian line is constructed out of the component sounds of a key word, a theme of the poem itself.

But,—at least where the consonants are concerned—,yet another distinction must be filled. There is always, in the inscriptions, a consonantal residue, and according to our hypothesis developed above, this residue is wilful, and destined to reproduce consonants from the initial THEME, written in an abbreviated form for proper names, and in full form for other nouns.81

This idea of the hidden theme now becomes as important as Saussure’s earlier ideas about the pairing up of sounds. He is convinced of the possibility that the production of Saturnian verse began with the poet taking a theme, ‘chosen by himself or furnished by whoever paid for the inscription’, and ‘made up of only a few words, either exclusively of proper names, or of one or two words joined to the proper names’.82 He would then ‘put before himself […] the largest possible number of phonic fragments that he can draw from the theme; for example, if the theme […] is Hērcolei, he has available the fragments -lei- or -cŏ-; or with another cutting of the word, the fragments -ŏl- or ēr; or else of rc or of cl, etc.’. The poet then composes his piece ‘by inserting the largest possible number of these fragments into his verse, for example afleicta to recall Herco-lei, and so on’, while also following the principle previously outlined, requiring ‘the vocalic sequence found in a theme such as Hērcŏlei or Cornēlius to reappear either in the same order, or with variation’. Only then did the poet turn to the matter of metre: ‘all that remains is to avoid having these verses, apart from all the preceding conditions, not scan regularly.’83

This would be a momentous discovery indeed: that poetry had begun not from metre, but from the praise of a name, sung not just on the surface but fragmented and scattered within the verse, allowing it to exercise all the more implicit force on the listener.

The advances made by linguists in the preceding fifty years had come about by expanding their explanatory horizons to include facts about articulation and the influence of neighbouring sounds, strong–weak ablaut, stress, and intonation. The last three had all figured in attempts to account for Saturnian verse, which Havet had extended further to include the possibility of deliberate sound patterning by the poet. It was this perfectly logical and methodical development that led Saussure step by step from his fascination with the archaic inscription in the Roman Forum to his search for ‘anagrams’ or ‘hypograms’, first in Saturnians (on which he filled seventeen notebooks and a sheaf); then Homeric verse (twenty-four notebooks); then a number of Latin poets: Virgil (nineteen), Lucretius (three), Seneca and Horace (one), Ovid (three), various others (twelve), epigraphic songs (twelve); then the Renaissance Latin poet Politian (eleven), and translations into Latin by Thomas Johnson (thirteen); and modern Italian poems by Rosati and Pascoli (tables drawn out on large sheets).84

Starting in the 1960s, these dozens of notebooks on anagrams would come to be overinterpreted as revealing another, secret Saussure who saw language in terms diametrically opposed to what is in the Cours de linguistique générale. This has had a deep and lasting effect on his popular image. In the late 1960s the idea of him on a half-mad, romantic quest for hidden meanings buried in ancient poetic texts was much more in tune with the times than that of an austere Calvinist aristocrat who taught philology. It made him into someone with whom the Generation of 1968 felt empathy, and pitied for a project that ended in failure.85

Yet, oddly enough, the anagram research is one of the few projects Saussure pursued that did not fail, in the sense that he seems ultimately to have satisfied himself that the ‘principle’ was only apparent. With other projects, he continued to believe that he had hold of a genuine principle and was frustrated by his inability to pin it down absolutely. The anagrams are also the part of his legacy, after what is in the Cours, that would later receive the most robust attempts at continuation. They were brought to public attention at just the moment when structuralist approaches to literary analysis were being seen as opening up the secret meaning of texts, while also allowing meaning to be pinned down in an objective, scientific way. With the dawn of ‘post-structuralism’ in the second half of the 1960s, they were reinterpreted as revealing Ferdinand deux Saussures, to borrow a pun of the time, who insisted by day on the linearity of linguistic signs, and by night sat in his study obsessed with signs broken up and arranged in nonlinear order.

Saussure’s perfectionism begins to show itself in the notebooks as, dissatisfied with ‘anagram’, he tries out term after term: anaphony, hypogram, paragram, paramime, paronym, logogram, antigram.86 Hypogram takes on a particular importance as he comes to be convinced that the key word is broken up not into individual sounds, as anagrams normally are, but pairs of sounds, or ‘diphones’.87 He pursued these questions for some three years, to April 1909, by which time he was into the second semester of his second course in general linguistics. The later developments in this research, and the conclusions he ultimately reached, will be described in Chapter 17.

ANOTHER RESPONSIBILITY

The autumn semester of 1906 saw Saussure offering his now standard menu of courses, for about nine students. Sanskrit and French versification were announced, as usual, plus Historical grammar of German, a new twist on his usual Germanic linguistic offering. Taking Modern German as its endpoint, it promised to appeal to students beyond the diminishing minority fascinated by ancient texts. These students often chose Wertheimer’s general linguistics course as a relatively easy option, involving far less technical detail than any of Saussure’s courses.

As for what Wertheimer professed, a surviving set of anonymous student’s notes dating from 1880–1 is not particularly helpful. It includes only very brief definitions of phonology, morphology, declension, inflection, various cases, and so on, then a Cook’s tour of world languages, and finally some ‘Extracts from The origin of language by Cardinal Wiseman’.88 Whether the impoverished nature of these notes reflects the quality of the course or the student, or both, cannot be determined. But the Faculty was having to grapple with the fact that Wertheimer, now seventy-three and in failing health, submitted his resignation from the chair of linguistics and philology on 1 September. In the normal course of things, they would be considering which of the Privatdozenten to promote to the chair, bringing a professor in from outside not being the usual Genevese way.

There would appear to have been an obvious candidate: Bally, who that year had published his Essay in Stylistics to a positive reception. Saussure had read the manuscript, and gave Bally his praise along with a few critical suggestions concerning what exactly ‘stylistics’ signified. It was a novel term that had emerged in Latin studies in the preceding decades; in Chapter 12 we saw Saussure include it among the sub-areas of semiology in his ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts of the early 1890s. It did not yet mean what it would come to denote later in the twentieth century, namely the linguistic study of a particular writer’s style. In fact, such a study would be specifically excluded from stylistics as Bally envisioned it. For him, it was concerned with affective expression, the emotional resources of a language as opposed to the intellectual ones. It could study them from the point of view of the socially shared system as a whole, or of an individual, but in the latter case it must be of ‘how and how much the language of an individual differs from that of the whole group when he is placed in the same general conditions as the other individuals of this group’.89 Stylistics can only be applied to a ‘subject who spontaneously speaks his mother tongue’, not to a writer or orator who ‘makes of the language a voluntary and conscious use, and above all, uses it in an aesthetic intention’, which would eliminate the possibility of scientific analysis.

Bally’s central distinction between affective and intellectual uses of language has no equivalent in Saussurean linguistics. Indeed, nothing in Saussure’s system would appear to support the distinction. What it meant was not well established, and Saussure asked Bally to consider whether his particular definition of it was adequate: ‘however perfect the preliminary paragraphs are on the difference in nature between the intellectual and the affective, I found nothing that was aimed at measuring their comparative importance, <in fact and not in principle,> and consequently at fixing for the affective this or that extent in the totality of phenomena.’90 Bally took the advice. His 1909 Treatise on French Stylistics, dedicated to Saussure, begins with an attempt to quantify: ‘The speaker sometimes gives to the movements of the mind an objective, intellectual form, conforming as much as possible to reality; most often, he joins to it affective elements, in very variable doses.’91

If indeed language is affective most of the time, then stylistics would seem to fit well within the rubric of ‘general linguistics’. The concluding chapter of the 1909 book contends that stylistics is the one form of linguistics that can solve the ‘crisis’ in university education brought on by the inclusion of modern languages in the curriculum. So far, Bally says, universities have responded with courses that treat the modern languages philologically, as if they were classical ones, ‘dressing them up and antiquating them; they are only taken seriously if they wear powdered wigs’.92 His approach, on the contrary, delves deeply into the actual resources put at the disposal of a contemporary speaker. This was an apt critique, and the point was not lost on Saussure in the years ahead.

Bally may have been the obvious replacement for Wertheimer, but the Faculty of Letters and Social Sciences was feeling the squeeze from the Department of Public Instruction. Especially since January, when William Rosier was appointed as its president, the Department was keeping a close eye on what value the Université was getting from its professors. It was decided not to refill the chair of general linguistics as such, but to add its responsibilities to those of the chair of Sanskrit and comparative philology.

So on 8 December 1906, upon the retirement of Wertheimer, Saussure was named Ordinary Professor of General Linguistics.93 He was forty-nine, the age at which his mother had become mentally unstable. It was just four months since her death, and less than a year since he had advised Meillet to get some rest. Now he was taking on the burden of lecturing two hours per week on a topic for which he had no great enthusiasm, having repeatedly tried and failed to articulate what he thought about it. Still, it was on the curriculum, students doing certain degrees were required to take it, and Saussure was nothing if not dutiful. The course was not aimed at students with a serious interest in language—they could absorb general principles from their more specific study. Personally Saussure much preferred to impart linguistic understanding to students in that way, within the framework of a course on Sanskrit or Lithuanian. Yet with each passing year these languages were perceived as ever more recondite by students who came increasingly from the lower middle classes, with parents concerned for them to take subjects with practical applications.

The new course brought no reduction in his already full load of four hours of weekly lectures in comparative grammar and Sanskrit,94 or his administrative responsibilities, including as faculty librarian. Indeed it took him back to his heavier load of the 1890s, when he was also doing comparative Greek and Latin before this was taken over by Bally. Perhaps the greatest challenge was the limited language backgrounds of some of the six students attending.95 What Saussure never suspected was that, in struggling to find a way to communicate the principles of language to half a dozen relative ignoramuses where ancient languages were concerned, he was preparing material that would one day speak to hundreds of thousands of people who had not the least inkling of Indo-European historical linguistics when opening the published Course in General Linguistics.
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THE FIRST COURSE IN GENERAL LINGUISTICS

GENERAL linguistics was a full-year, two-semester course offered every second year. If Wertheimer had retired in a year it was not given, whoever replaced him would have had ample time to prepare. In fact he withdrew only weeks before the start of the autumn 1906 semester, indicating that a sudden attack of ill health precipitated his retirement. He would die in April 1908, aged seventy-five.

Not being designated to replace him until early December, well into the first semester, Saussure could not dive into the responsibility at once. Neither though could the start be delayed until the summer term in March. He began his lectures on Wednesday 16 January 1907, which meant that a great deal would have to be packed in before the long break between semesters.1

The students enrolled on the course included a German, a Russian, a Scot, and two young Genevese men, Henri Chavannes and Albert Riedlinger.2 When Bally and Sechehaye put together the Course in General Linguistics for publication, it was from Riedlinger’s three notebooks alone that they drew for the first course, and they signalled his unique importance to the enterprise by including his name as their collaborator.3 However, other students, often enrolled on other courses of Saussure’s, attended the lectures, as did some of his colleagues.4

The first course brought together much of Saussure’s thinking about linguistic concepts and methods since his student days, material that had always been part of his teaching. At the same time it contained, in germ, the distinctive features of his later thought. The order is different from the familiar one of the published Course, and some ideas are less completely developed. Clearly he was feeling his way—but that is part of the appeal. He focused first on historical matters and eventually had to accept that he would not be able to treat synchronic ones as fully as he had intended.5

His opening lecture begins with ‘Preliminaries’, the first of which is to define linguistics.6 If one takes it as the science of language or languages, that raises the question: What is language? So we have to define it from without, as it were, looking at how linguistics progressively became conscious of itself by establishing what it is not, the way a child compares and learns.7 He examines briefly how linguistics relates to ethnology and logic (concerning which he has nothing substantial to say), philology, phonetics, psychology, and sociology.

Havet is singled out for criticism, for having ‘confused’ philology, the study of texts, with linguistics, the study of language primarily in its spoken dimension.8 Phonology, the part of linguistics concerned with sound, abuts phonetics, the physical side of sound production. Phonetics, Saussure believes, should be more concerned with sound perception, because ‘the articulated sound is ruled not only by acoustic laws but, as an acoustic image, it has equally to do with psychology’.9 As for psychologists, he remarks, that they have made a tidy little province for themselves within linguistics, but have not rendered any great services to linguists. It is through the intermediary of sociology that linguistics and psychology have their most important contact.

The second issue Saussure takes up in his lectures is ‘linguistic errors’, all of which are tied to writing.10 The first is to think that change in a language over time represents ‘corruption’ of its earlier form. This makes no sense, Saussure points out, because it is always in the nature of language to change. But a set of ‘abnormal’ circumstances can cause a language to become immobile in the minds of its speakers, as happened with French over the last two or three centuries. Civilization entails general literacy. When most of the population write, and when what they write is not a classical tongue but their own vernacular (more or less), a fixity is imposed that is not found in the more normal and natural case of unwritten languages. Over time an immense literature is created, and with it a literary language that is consciously stylized and elaborated with foreign borrowings (in the case of French, the borrowings came mainly from Greek, Latin, and Italian). If a body such as the French Academy is created to maintain official control over the language, a third level of abnormality is reached.

People naturally give pre-eminence to the written sign over the spoken, Saussure says. As a result, writing becomes the model for speech, when history shows that the reverse should be the case. Saussure attributes this error in part to the greater weight that most people accord to visual evidence than to hearsay, since writing is more stable than speech, and in part to the belief that the language is ordered by a code that takes the form of written rules. The experience of being taught formal grammar in school makes us forget that we already spoke our mother tongue before learning to write it, and we reverse the priority of the two modes. By rights, Saussure insists, the spoken word has pre-eminence over the written, and the written word could not be taken as the basis of linguistics. Yet linguistics is based on the study of written texts, which offer our only access to the spoken language of times past. It is a shadowy access, and the linguist’s first task is to reinterpret the written records so as to determine what exactly the spoken usage was that the writer was trying to record.

Saussure introduces three terms that will loom large in his legacy: ‘sign’, ‘system’, and ‘value’.

We have two corresponding systems, that of written signs and that of sounds; the sounds change, while the signs stay the same, so a displacement of the value of the signs is <indirectly> produced, the equation based on the signs’ conventionalized value becomes false, on the side of the sounds.11

All three terms have always been at the core of his thinking about language: ‘system’ already in the title of his Mémoire, ‘value’ since his phonology manuscript of the early 1880s, ‘signs’ since the slightly later notes on Egger. Saussure saw no need to highlight these terms or explain them to his students. Those who had already done a philological course with him, whatever the subject, were familiar with them. The same goes for ‘semiological’ and ‘semiology’, which he will use shortly, again without introduction or gloss.12

Saussure assumes that every spelling system was originally phonemic, with one letter corresponding to one significant sound and vice versa. Over time, a phoneme can split in two in the spoken language, while the spelling remains unchanged. The Latin letter c originally corresponded to a /k/ in all cases, but over time the sound became [ts] when followed by a front vowel:

Early Latin                    Late Latin

cor /kor/ ‘heart’           cor /kor/

civitas /kiwitas/ ‘city’  civitas /tsiwitas/

Still today, the letter c is phonetically ambiguous in the Romance languages (and English, with all its Latin borrowings), its value depending on what follows it (cordial but citizen). As further examples of what he calls ‘a falsifying of the language through the written sign’,13 Saussure cites ‘spelling pronunciations’, including the case of how the Genevese pronounce Zurich.

Should we say Tsürich or Züric? In our opinion, Züric, for this reason: Z in French is voiced, so since we are French we have to pronounce Züric. Here the sign is considered as something given, with an absolute value, and the spelling as a national asset, a heritage. Yet only Tsürich is correct, and Züric has no reason to exist apart from the falsifying of pronunciation by writing. Of course this is only a scientific judgement we are passing, for it is customary to pronounce Zürich!

The paradox for Saussure is that the normality of language change should mean that the pronunciation with Z ought to be accepted as properly part of the French phonological system. And yet it only appears to be so, because it was a mistake to carry the letter Z, which signifies /ts/ in German, over into French, rather than changing it to Ts. It is surprising, by the way, to find Saussure telling his students that ‘we are French’—here linguistic identity trumps national belonging.

RETHINKING PHONOLOGY

Saussure’s fundamental dissatisfaction with phonology dated back more than a quarter century, and came up in one form or another in every course he gave. The section on ‘Principles of phonology’ in the first course on general linguistics raises deep philosophical issues about the nature of the phoneme as a unit and its connection with time. No sooner does he open the section than he starts detailing why ‘The method followed in general in phonology manuals is not good’.14 They focus exclusively on articulation, neglecting the acoustic side—how a hearer perceives and understands the sounds. Yet, Saussure insists, what comes first is not the muscular movements but ‘the <acoustic>, mental impression’.

The second crucial point which he says the phonetic manuals forget is that ‘<what> is first given to us is not isolated sounds but expanses, chains of sounds’. The first work which the speaker must unconsciously undertake is to segment that chain into consonants and vowels—just as the Greeks did when creating their alphabet. Saussure points to the ‘truly brilliant’ feature which the Greeks were the first to discover: marking a long consonant with a double letter, e.g. abba, where the sound marked b is actually a single consonant, with the lips closing just once, not twice, but being held closed for twice the length of the vowel a. The concept which this notation captured is called by Saussure the ‘homogeneous time’ segment. It is this combination of sound and time that makes up the phonetic act.

Saussure’s term echoes the concept of ‘homogeneous time’ in the work of the man who by 1907 was most closely associated with the philosophical rethinking of time in the French-speaking world, Henri Bergson. Most of the key final chapter of his L’évolution créatrice (‘Creative Evolution’) appeared in the widely read Revue philosophique in November 1906.15 Of course Saussure did not get his basic ideas from Bergson. If anything, the same springs fed into their thinking, not the least being Egger’s La parole intérieure.16 In the 1880s Bergson and René de Saussure worked on the same problems of extended geometry-cum-physics, and in the 1890s Bergson became closely associated with William James and pragmatism, giving him a link to Flournoy. In the following decades he became even closer to Claparède.17 Both ‘homogeneous time’ and ‘creative evolution’ play a part in Saussure’s increased attention and changed attitude to creation versus transformation in linguistic evolution, as we shall see further on.

Saussure identifies the phoneme as the sound unit, understood as a conjunction of an acoustic time-section (designated as F) with an articulatory time-section (designated as f):18
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One conditions the other in the sense that our experiences of hearing and speaking jointly produce our ability to analyse the units that make up the language. After ‘analyzing hundreds of spoken chains’, the speaker is equipped to hear an ‘indefinite’ number of new chains and classify their units ‘by abstracting them’, that is, according to how they correspond to ‘different “phonological types” that I consider in an abstract way, as possible varieties’. This analysis is ‘abstract’ for Saussure because it considers the sounds strictly in terms of articulation, outside the ‘concrete viewpoint’ which would have to ‘recognize their quality of filling a time segment in the spoken chain’.19 In a later lecture on analogy he will revisit the issue, and in time he will come to conceive of language in the opposite terms to what he proposed in these early days. But he here opened the line of enquiry from which that later concept developed.

Saussure turns next to the vocal organs and their role in sound production, with considerable detail when it comes to voicing (vibration of the larynx) and resonance (oral and nasal). After this conventional presentation of articulatory phonetics he shifts to a wholly idiosyncratic—wholly Saussurean—mode of ‘breaking the phonemes down into their differentiating elements’.

Classifying phonemes is less a matter of knowing what they consist of than how they differ from one another. Thus, many negative factors have greater importance for classification than positive ones.20

It would be decades before the classification of phonemes by their differentiating elements entered mainstream phonology, under Saussure’s posthumous influence.21 The point is somewhat muddled here by the example Saussure chooses, where negative factors do not in fact have more importance than positive ones, but equal importance. A feature such as voicing can be the sole contrast between pairs of sounds like t/d, p/b, s/z in most languages, so its absence is just as distinctive as its presence. Saussure analyses the stop phonemes as:22

[image: image]

In this system, α indicates that a phoneme belongs to the family of stops (β will indicate fricatives, and so on), and the number of primes shows how far back from the mouth opening the stop occurs. The symbol ‘~’ indicates that the vocal cords vibrate, and ‘…’ shows nasality. Using this system, each of the sounds could be identified algebraically from its distinctive features: t as [α´], m as [α ~~ …].

After reviewing the rest of the sounds common to the European languages, Saussure notes that ‘Up to now we have not spoken of vowels or consonants, the difference between which is rather hard to determine’.23 He does not dwell on the point for now, no doubt leaving his students mystified, since the difference between consonants and vowels had been taken for granted since the start of their primary education. For ‘the infinite detail in the study of sounds’ Saussure refers his students to ‘the English phonologists Bell, Sweet etc.’—the first time he actually mentions books they might read for further information—while assuring them that ‘there is no need to be a card-carrying phonologist or physiologist to do linguistics’.24 Throughout his courses on general linguistics, citations to other work will be rare. The publications he might have referred to were either too specialized for these non-specialist students, or did not try to get to the bottom of language, as Saussure was determined to do. Even Bell and Sweet, he told the class, failed to give due importance to the synthesis of phonemes in spoken chains.

SIGNALLING LINGUISTICS PROPER

‘Up to this point’, Saussure reminds his students, who may have been surprised to hear it this far into their course, ‘we have done no linguistics.’25 Sounds are merely the material for language, and although such a material is necessary, its precise nature has no significance.

The language is a system of signals: what makes it a language is the relationship the mind establishes amongst these signals. The material of these signals, in itself, can be considered not to matter. It is true that we are obliged to make use of signals of a phonic material, and of a single material, but even if the sounds changed, linguistics would not be concerned with it, provided the relationships stay the same.

Saussure gives the example of maritime signals, first explored in his notes of 1885 and revisited in the ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts, where he says that the system would not change if the colours of the flags faded. This time he seems to be treating it as a straightforward example of semiology, not subject to the qualifications he posed sixteen years earlier. Yet he seems unable to let go of the ‘positive’ existence of the phonetic material of language, for he now gives two reasons why it matters to linguistics. The first is that it furnishes us with the observation of the varieties of sounds which form a ‘phonic state’ (état phonique). The second and more important reason is that it allows us to explain why phonetic changes occur over time, and to judge whether they are ‘natural’ and ‘easy’, like the change of Latin k into ts before a front vowel, discussed above. ‘We thus have, through phonological physiology,’ Saussure says, ‘a reasoned view of these phenomena instead of being obliged to accept them as simple facts’—just treating them, that is, as arbitrary.

Once again, as soon as Saussure introduces the topic of ‘linguistics’ he launches into why the subject itself is so intractable that all ‘our’ conceptions of it—his own included—are inadequate.26 He says that, in order to get an idea of the subject’s complexity, all we have to do is compare the three principal conceptions of language which ‘naturally’ present themselves to us, and which are insufficient. The first is to conceive of a language as having an existence in itself, like an organism without roots, growing on its own. Saussure calls this ‘the Language taken as an abstraction, out of which we make a concrete being’. The second conception looks at language from the perspective of the individual speaker. So conceived, he says, it can appear to be a ‘natural function’, particularly given the evidence of ‘a vocal tract expressly destined for speech, <and> natural cries’. And yet, what kind of ‘natural’ function is it that has to take a form determined by society before it can operate? It is this question that gives rise to the third conception of language, as a ‘social institution’, which Saussure declares to be ‘closer to the truth than the others’.

He raises the point that French has two words corresponding to ‘language’. The one to which the social institution corresponds is langue. The other, langage, he defines as langue ‘in the individual’. The trouble is that, in ordinary French usage, these two words are not neatly distinguished, but are often interchangeable. A particular language is nearly always la langue (anglaise, etc.), however, which may be what led Saussure to associate langue most closely with Whitney’s ‘social institution’. Saussure notes that, even if this conception of langue is closer to the truth than the others, still there is no other social institution comparable to it.

‘With this clarified,’ Saussure says, ‘we now address linguistics.’ He introduces another of his classic dichotomies, saying that for linguistics ‘two doors open on language’, one showing us its ‘static’ side, the other the ‘historical’. He describes the difference not in terms of what linguists choose to analyse, but of what ordinary speakers know and do not know. On the static side, ‘everyone is at home, […] we speak and thus we are able to judge what we speak’. With history, in contrast, ‘instinct is useless […]: the whole historical side of the language, all of what is in the past, <is forced to> escape from our immediate linguistic sense, it has to be learned’.

He concludes that ‘it will be good to begin the study of language from the historical point of view […] because it <escapes us at first sight […]>’,27 but stresses that this does not make it more important than the static one, ‘with which it forms a sort of antinomy’. The echo of Henry’s Antinomies linguistiques is unmistakable. An ‘antinomy’ as a pair of opposed concepts with a dialectical dynamic between them is a term associated with Kant, and not a regular part of Saussure’s vocabulary. Saussure’s library did, however, contain a copy of Antinomies linguistiques, with a handwritten dedication to him from Henry.28

A number of the oppositions already presented by Saussure actually look rather like antinomies: the relationship of articulation to acoustic image, of the visual to the aural, of the forces of linguistic change and conservation, of the abstraction of individual sounds to their concrete realization in time-segments, of negative and positive elements, of the static and historical approaches, of langue and langage, and of the triple conception (made up of two pairs of antinomies) of language as an unrooted organism, an individual attribute, and a social institution. Each of these could easily be cast from the mould of Henry’s 1896 book. But then, this book reflected a decade of Saturday evenings listening to Saussure’s discussion of papers at the Société de Linguistique de Paris.

Saussure envisaged everything up to this point in the course as preliminary. It was now approaching the end of the winter semester and the February break. He had covered much ground in a month, and with the whole summer semester ahead of him, he felt ambitious.29 He introduced the heading ‘First Part: Evolutions / Chapter I/ Phonetic evolutions’. He begins by objecting to the notion of ‘phonetic laws’, the very basis of Neogrammarian method. It is meant to capture the fact that ‘an element placed in identical conditions will change in the same way, in every word’.30 Saussure acknowledges the truth of this, yet insists that ‘an element cannot be governed by a law! It is thus a contradiction to speak of phonetic laws, <but> we do not have another word.’ Further on he will say that ‘a law exists once and for all and is not subject to conditions of time’.31 Phonetic changes, however, affect elements which exist in time, and the changes themselves begin at a certain period and come to an end. Laws, for Saussure, are not like that—which suggests that what he had in mind were physical laws, not conventional ones.

He explains how the historical method arose and why it is necessary in linguistics.32 Because the textual record of languages is so incomplete it entails two further methods: philologically informed interpretation of written documents, with phonological physiology as its auxiliary; and for the prehistoric period, reconstruction. He leads his students on a patient tour around the traps that await anyone who does not apply these methods with precision.

FEBRUARY BREAK

The break between semesters ought to have given Saussure ample time to write his review of Oltramare’s La théosophie brahmanique, which, carrying a 1906 publication date, should have had its local coverage by now. It was also his chance to plan out the lectures for the rest of this new course, and to prepare for the other three courses he was scheduled to give between March and July. These were Historical Grammar of Greek and Latin (Part One) for two hours per week, plus the continuations of the Sanskrit course and the French versification course for the Modern French seminar.33 As it turned out, the Sanskrit course would be cancelled.34 Although freeing up some time for Saussure, this also meant losing the course he most enjoyed teaching.

Further unpleasantness faced him. He learned that Horace was lending out works of their late uncle Théodore’s for public display, without requesting the permission that, as eldest brother, Ferdinand considered it his right to give. Late in January he told aunt Adèle how upset he was. She wrote an unusually stern reply, saying that after this conversation she had looked through her late husband’s papers and found that he had bequeathed to Horace all the contents of his atelier, so it was for Horace to do with them as he wished.35 She claimed as well to have a letter proving that Ferdinand had known about the plans, and added that, if he had had such a strong objection to them, he should have let her know. The shaky hand in which the letter is written suggests Adèle’s own dismay at having to intervene between the brothers.

Trouble was brewing as well in the household of the youngest, Louis, who had reached his mid-thirties. He seemed to have settled into his career as an architect in France, and he and Meta had a second child on the way. But in March 1907 or 1908, Saussure received a letter from Meta asking for help.36 When she fell ill during her pregnancy, Louis treated her to the usual treatment prescribed at the time, a stay on the Côte d’Azur near Cannes, near the little colony of Pourtalès and Marcet relations. But while she convalesced, Louis grew restless. He appears to have been having the proverbial mid-life crisis. Meta wrote that Louis was always going off to Marseilles, which, if true, suggested dissolute nights spent in brothels—a rumour which, as it happens, would attach itself to Ferdinand. There is, however, no evidence that Ferdinand engaged in activities more dissolute than playing poker, so if anyone ever actually saw him knocking on brothel doors in Marseilles, which is extremely doubtful, he was probably hunting down his reprobate brother.

This period saw the deaths of three significant people from Ferdinand’s past. Graziado Ascoli, with whom he had corresponded in 1894–5, died on 21 January at the age of seventy-seven. There followed in rather quick succession the demise of Saussure’s two rivals whose triumphs in 1889 had helped propel his departure from Paris. Victor Henry died on 6 February, right around the time of Saussure’s allusion to ‘antinomies’ in his lecture on the static and historical outlooks. Saussure did not learn of Henry’s death until reading Meillet’s obituary in the Bulletin of the Société de Linguistique in September, where it was pointed out rather romantically that ‘the devoted professor that V. Henry was had the end that he deserved: he died standing up. On Wednesday 6 February 1907, he had come to Paris, he had given his two usual courses at the Sorbonne; he went home to Sceaux, as normal; and that evening, in a few minutes, he died of angina in the arms of his life’s companion.’37 Then on 16 March came the death of Baron Robert d’Hauteville, husband of Noémi Mallet d’Hauteville, the young woman whom Ferdinand had once hoped so fervently to marry. Just forty years old, Noémi would live on for another fifty-four years of widowhood.38

When the semester break ended, the still incomplete Oltramare review was becoming an embarrassment. It obviously meant a great deal to Oltramare and his family. Havet’s review of the Mémoire had appeared just a month after publication of what was no easy work to give a brief account of. The same cannot be said of Oltramare’s book. The overdue review would weigh on Saussure’s mind through the remainder of the first course on general linguistics. His teaching commitments took priority, but at least his other courses were ones he had taught many times before, and did not require so much preparation and attention as this new one.

LANGUAGE CHANGE

With the second semester comes a shift in the tone of Saussure’s lectures.39 Up to now many of his statements have been cast as a critique of usual practice, and reflect his own hesitations and confusion. Now he introduces a hypothesis with rather more verve. The principal cause of phonetic changes, he says, is ‘the law of least effort’. If it holds up, it would genuinely be a law, because it is a principle of a general nature applying everywhere and at all times.

Why the concern with laws being generally applicable? Because this is a course in general linguistics. He gives examples which the law of least effort would appear to explain: simplification, where sounds or whole syllables are dropped or contiguous sounds assimilated to one another. And yet, he points out, the history of languages is filled with cases of complexification. Moreover, a simplification from the speaker’s viewpoint may require additional effort by the hearer to decipher. Saussure makes clear that he does not intend these counter-examples as ‘an off-hand rebuttal to the solution proposed. Indeed it is a very delicate matter to determine in each language what <was> easier and harder.’40 So while the ‘law’ may be general, it still has to be interpreted specifically for each individual case.

A second apparent cause of phonetic change is upheaval and political instability within the speech community. Here again he strikes a balance so that the limitations of the explanation do not lead to its being discounted completely. Political stability, he says, is the indirect external cause of linguistic stability. Only in times of political stability can an educational system and other ‘abnormal’ institutions grounded in the practice of writing take hold, favouring the unnatural immobility of a language. If instability follows, and the institutions cease to function, ‘the language reverts to the freedom to follow its regular course’ of change.

Yet, he says, this is only the case for grammatical changes, not phonetic ones: ‘[S]ince grammatical forms depend most directly on thought they more readily undergo external upheavals which have a direct repercussion on the mind.’ Phonetic changes have deep causes that are untouched by the general state of the nation. Even in periods when social forces conspire to keep a language unnaturally stable, a current of phonetic change is always happening beneath.

He quickly dismisses as causes of phonetic change any predispositions inherent in a race or favoured by geographical conditions, including climate. Far from being absurd, he notes, indeed each captures a modicum of truth, which is why since antiquity they have appeared such cogent and powerful explanations. He criticizes the currently fashionable theory that phonetic change begins in children’s acquisition of language, citing Meillet for the view that children’s ‘trial and error, testing and adjustment’ are ‘the starting point of changes; all of the child’s inaccuracies would carry the day and remain fixed for the younger generation’.41 To Saussure’s mind, the key problem is precisely that not every innovation is accepted by the growing generation: ‘There is something arbitrary in the choice of vicious pronunciations and we do not know where the secret accord comes from; the ineluctable “why” is left forever unanswered: […] why did this phenomenon manage to break through this time rather than another time?’42 That accord secret, the convention or agreement that is secret from the very people who tacitly make it, is inseparable from the mysterious concept of ‘society’ itself.

The last cause of phonetic change which he considers is, he says, scarcely an explanation at all. It ‘likens phonetic changes to changes in fashion. But no one has explained changes in fashion; they depend on the laws of imitation, with which philosophers are much concerned.’ A significant statement, because ‘laws of imitation’ were closely associated with Gabriel de Tarde, and taken up by his disciple Le Bon, whose work inspired Léopold de Saussure’s book on the psychology of French colonization. Imitation is here conceived as a psychological phenomenon, the individual’s need to behave like others. It does not try to explain what provoked a particular innovation, but stresses instead the forces of social cohesion that cause an innovation to be followed. The cohesion is in turn strengthened when the community accepts the change. Again, such psychological explanation contrasted with the approach of the pre-eminent sociologist of the day, Émile Durkheim, which started from social patterns rather than the inner drives that supposedly produce them.

Saussure opens his second ‘chapter’ by affirming the Neogrammarian hypothesis that ‘All the <normal modifications of the language which do not come from> phonetic <change are effects of> analogy’.43 He avoids the word ‘law’, having spent so much time examining its limits.44 He presents analogical change as based on the ‘psychological’ principle of proportional analogy. A child who has learned many pairs of English words such as boy / boys, and wants to form the plural of man, sets up a sort of equation in her mind:

boy is to boys as man is to x

Or expressed more formulaically:

boy : boys = man : x

The x is then filled in with the ‘fourth proportional’:45

x = mans

This process is perfectly logical, and its current operation in children’s language (and non-standard adult language) gives Saussure full confidence in its reality as a general psychological law applicable to all speakers of all languages at all times.

Yet a fundamental problem persists. Why has mans not replaced men as the plural of man? Following the same process, cows has replaced kine as the plural of cow. This takes us back to the accord secret, the social convention which admits into the language some innovations while rejecting others. There is, Saussure believes, a fundamental difference between phonetic and analogical change on this score. The Latin word for ‘honour’ was originally honos in the nominative, honosem in the accusative. Through a phonetic change called rhotacism, an s between two vowels came to be pronounced as z, then as r.46 After the change, Latin still had honos in the nominative, but honorem in the accusative. Then analogy came into play, based on the many Latin words like orator (accusative oratorem) which had always had -r in the nominative:

oratorem: orator = honorem: x

x = honor

In this way, Latin acquired two forms for the nominative, honos and honor, neither considered incorrect, just as neither indices nor indexes is incorrect English. Honor became the everyday form, while honos remained available in contexts of formality or solemnity where archaic language was appropriate. No one would, however, have used honosem rather than honorem as its accusative, for fear of sounding absurdly pretentious. For Saussure this illustrates the key difference between analogical and phonological change: ‘in analogical change there is not necessarily disappearance of the form that has been replaced (honos), whereas phonetic change introduces a new form (honorem) while eliminating the preceding one (honosem).’47 This means that the process entailed by analogy is one of creation, not the transformation brought by phonetic change. Curiously,

<Now> the only form which plays no role in the creation of honor <is precisely honos>. If we probe deeply into the psychological process that brings about the type honor for the first time, the fundamental condition for this creation is certainly the <momentary> forgetting of the legitimate form existing up to that point. The inherited form is the only one which does not participate in forming the new type.

This is clear from the proportional analogy oratorem : orator = honorem : x, where honos does not appear. Thus, Saussure concludes,

<One cannot> speak of transformation <since the first form is absent from the conscious mind at the moment when this supposed transformation is taking place>. In reality, it is a creation, a paraplasm, the installing of a rival <alongside a form>.

This is a turn-around from what he had professed in his second inaugural lecture of 1891. There he had said of an analogical form like honor that ‘in one sense it is not a transformation, it is a creation; but in the last analysis it is a mere transformation, since all the elements […] are present and given in the existing forms drawn from memory’.48 The flaw in this earlier formulation is that, if everything is furnished by memory, the change itself would have to be deliberate.

Saussure usually refers to the mental state in which analogy takes place as unconsciousness, but once as demi-inconscience ‘half-unconsciousness’. Old French je treuve / nous trouvons ‘I found / we found’, with a change in vowel due to it being stressed in the first form but not in the second, has been regularized in the modern language as je trouve / nous trouvons, by analogy with verbs such as je pousse / nous poussons ‘I push / we push’ which never had the vowel alternation.

It must be pointed out that the engendered form je trouve <before being produced is first> willed, to respond to a precise idea <I have> in my mind: the first person singular. The forms <nous poussons, je pousse> are only thought <or rather felt in a half-unconsciousness> […].49

This precise discussion, with the same examples, appears in Albert Sechehaye’s 1908 book Programs and Methods of Theoretical Linguistics, discussed in Chapter 17.50 Forms of sentir ‘feel’ will occur repeatedly in Saussure’s treatments of the half-unconscious mode, as a way of avoiding penser ‘think’, which suggests consciousness too strongly. He also distinguishes carefully between ‘intention’ and ‘will’, warning that we would misrepresent the whole psychology by imagining that analogy is intended by speakers. Where intention necessarily implies conscious, deliberate desire, volonté ‘will’ does not. A volonté can be ‘felt’, in the sort of half-unconsciousness he has alluded to. He concludes that

<one can say> that the phenomenon of analogy is a transformative force of language, even though analogical creations are not transformations! And if we want<ed> to study the language’s evolutions in their totality, analogy would have to be credited with an action as considerable as that of phonetic changes.51

As suggested earlier, these questions of ‘creation’ in linguistic evolution may have something to do with the recent publication of Bergson’s Évolution créatrice. So too may the shift in perspective whereby Saussure no longer assumes that creation must be ex nihilo, but, on the contrary, expects that it will always involve rearrangement of previously existing material.

The puzzle posed by analogical change is that it is prompted by a psychological process involving forms of the language which the speaker knows—the three given elements of the proportional analogy. Its product, however, is a form that is not part of the language at the time of its creation. Yet it is being produced by proportional analogy in the minds of individual speakers. So what is it a part of?

LANGUAGE AND SPEECH

The answer, Saussure says, is ‘speech’, la parole: ‘<So> it is necessary to confront the act of speech in order to comprehend <an> analogical creation.’52 The forms to the left of the equal sign in a proportional analogy such as boy: boys = man: x, the ‘engendering’ or ‘evocative’ forms, ‘are thought of <or rather sensed merely in half-consciousness’>; they ‘remain subconscious, in the depths of thought’.53 The ‘engendered’ or ‘evoked’ form that is the new analogical creation (mans) ‘is the only one executed by speech’, it alone ‘is manifested’. But it exists in speech without being part of what Saussure here calls ‘the reservoir of the forms thought <or> known by thought’.54 This reservoir of forms is la langue, ‘the language’.

In introducing what would become one of his most famous dyads, Saussure is not trying to separate langue from parole, but to insist on their mutual interdependence.

If it is true that the treasury of the language is always required for speaking, reciprocally, all that enters the language has first been tried out in speech enough times for a lasting impression to result: the language is only the consecration of what had been evoked <through> speech.

The word ‘consecration’ might lead one to think that Saussure is speaking of the social process whereby innovative forms are accepted into the language. But just now his focus is on the individual speaker, and consecration is a metaphor for the creation of a durable mental impression through repetition, something which Flournoy had suggested in 1893 when commenting on Saussure’s synaesthesia.

On this point the first course on general linguistics differs significantly from the later ones, where less attention will go to the psychological aspects of language and progressively more to the social. Here, he is envisaging langue as ‘All that is contained in the individual’s brain, the repository of the forms <heard and> practised and of their meaning’. Parole is ‘All that is brought to the lips by the needs of the discourse and by a particular operation’.55 He offers this not as the best or only way of thinking about language, just as a way of making the opposition between langue and parole ‘particularly salient and <observable>’.56 He gives a visual illustration:
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The language, in other words, is ‘in here’, mental and private, while speech is ‘out there’ for public consumption. Hence Saussure’s conclusion that:

Of these two spheres, the speech sphere is the more social one, the other the more completely individual one. The language is the individual reservoir; all that enters into the language, that is, into the head, is individual.

But he quickly backs away from this seemingly clear-cut position that language belongs to the individual, saying instead that ‘it will suffice to take the sum of the individual language treasuries to have the language’. These are two quite different definitions. From the point of view of an individual speaker, the language is what is in his or her mind; but when we speak of ‘the French language’ we do not mean what is in Saussure’s mind, or Brigitte Bardot’s, with whatever linguistic idiosyncrasies they may have. We mean something collective—hence this notion of ‘the sum of the individual language treasuries’, which seems a rather incredible construct. Can such a ‘sum’ have any concrete existence? Saussure refers back to his earlier notion of ‘consecration’—this time understood socially—to suggest that any seeming contradictions do not really matter.

All that is considered to lie in the individual’s inner sphere is always social because nothing has penetrated it that <has not> first been <consecrated by the usage> of everyone in the outer sphere of speech.57

We can therefore enquire into the language in an individual’s mind with confidence that we are looking at both the individual and the social aspects of language. This last citation embodies a fundamental position of Durkheim, who believed that social structures constitute a primary reality, of which individuals are each a sort of microcosmic representation. The ‘collective consciousness’ is in this sense more real than any of the individual consciousnesses that reflect it partially and imperfectly. From 1895 to 1903 Durkheim engaged in a polemic with Tarde, who believed the reverse, that only individuals are real, and that what we call society is a sort of idealized individual projected onto a collective scale. The collective consciouness emanates from what is shared by the individual consciousness that it subsumes. Whereas Durkheim prioritized ‘objective’ data about social trends, for Tarde it is ultimately in the psychology of the individual that explanations of social facts are to be found. A social phenomenon begins as an individual’s creation, which spreads to other individuals by imitation and repetition, two keywords of Tarde’s sociology. It is then extrapolated into a social phenomenon of a more abstract nature.

Nowhere in Saussure’s lectures, publications, or unpublished papers are the names of Durkheim or Tarde to be found.58 Consequently, as with so many other figures he never cites, their purported influences on him are inferences based on shared terms such as ‘collective consciousness’ that could well have come via an intermediary source, such as Meillet’s involvement with Durkheim’s L’année sociologique or Léopold’s close reliance on Le Bon.59 Saussure’s position in the first course is basically Tardean, but it blurs the individual versus social distinction by holding that everything in individual psychology is social first. His conclusion would seem to be that the langue–parole distinction rests on the fact that langue is socially consecrated but individually and internally possessed, whereas parole is entirely social and exterior. But both are ultimately social. Hence, pace Tarde, there should be no serious conflict between a psychological and a sociological approach to language.

Saussure returns to that unresolved question of the subconscious or half-conscious thinking through which proportional analogy takes place. He spoke before of the creative activity by which new forms are produced. Now, however, broadening the question to consider all that might be going through a speaker’s mind while producing language, he imagines an ‘almost passive’ activity of ranking forms with other forms and with ideas.

On the internal side (language sphere) there is never premeditation or even meditation or reflection on forms, outside the act, <the occasion> of speech, apart from an activity that is unconscious, almost passive, and in any case not creative: the activity of ranking.60

We do sometimes ‘premeditate’ and ‘reflect on’ the forms we use—whether the past tense of lie (down) should be laid, lied, or lay, whether to address someone as tu or vous. Saussure is not denying this, but is assigning such thinking to the sphere of parole rather than langue, since one’s mental ‘deposit of forms’ is not directly shaped by such reflection, only the choice from among those forms in a particular setting and context.

ORDER AND LINEARITY

The deposit of forms in the speaker’s brain is not a chaotic mass. By ‘ranking’, Saussure means the necessary ordering of these forms:

As the first element of this order we must posit: the primordial association between form and idea and group of ideas; then another association without which the first one could <not> exist: the association of form with form, of forms amongst themselves.61

In his second inaugural lecture of 1891 he had said that the reasoning behind analogical change represents ‘a mental association of forms, which is dictated by the association of the ideas represented’.62 The 1907 formulation shows a substantial change, which aligns with his psychologist colleague Claparède’s view that in order to understand a word it is not necessary for the image of the object to be evoked.63 The level of forms might now seem to come first and dominate, but Saussure hastens to add that

when we say <that the mind associates a> form <with a form> we mean the form cloaked in its idea
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the two tables can be reduced to a single one; in every association of forms, meaning plays its role.64

This is his familiar conception of the linguistic sign, without the word sign appearing—he is still working out how to deal with its ambiguity between what he would eventually call ‘sign’ and ‘signifier’.

He says that chapeau and hôtel occupy two separate compartments in his schema, whereas chapeau ‘hat’ and chapelier ‘hatter’ occupy the same compartment. But there are in-between cases. He senses something in common between the pairs chapeau/chapelier and hôtel/hôtelier. They have adjoining compartments, as it were, even though the suffix -ier which unites them does not mean quite the same thing in chapelier as in hôtelier (not ‘a maker or seller of hotels’, but ‘a hotel keeper’). He contrasts

1. the order which the units of language [langage] assume in speech [parole], and after that

2. the principal group<ings> existing in the sphere of the language [langue] itself.

The words and after that are significant: Saussure has often been criticized for positing langue as a system that precedes parole, and from which parole is merely generated. Significant too is his follow-up comment that ‘it is arbitrary that we have begun with the unit of the word; we might just as well have begun with the unit of the sentence’. This is a bow towards syntax, a topic he will expand upon considerably in the second course. Turning back to associations such as those linking chapeau, chapelier, hôtelier, and so on, Saussure notes that an association begins with the grouping of forms, in at least two series. He gives the example of the word quadruplex. In its internal classification it is associated with both of these series:

I                II

quadru] pes      triplex

quadri] frons    simplex

quadr] aginta   centuplex

The association in Series I is lexical, that in II is grammatical. Series I words share the root quadr- ‘four’ (respectively, ‘four-footed’, ‘four-leaf’, ‘forty’). Series II share a derivational morpheme -plex that turns a number into an adjective. Fixing the value of each of these portions of the word is the second aspect of association: ‘The language appreciates which portion of the word remains constant when it causes the form to vary with its analogues <from the two series> […]. From this derives the word’s very intelligibility, and its exact value in all cases.’65

He makes the further point that ‘Every bringing together of analogies implies as well the bringing together of differences’. The subconscious operation that fixes the value of an element such as -plex- does so by contrasting it as a ‘constant element’ with the ‘variant elements’ quadr-, tri-, centu- and so on: ‘[A]ssociation always presupposes appreciation of the two elements <(the variant and the constant)> simultaneously.’ This is equally true with inflectional as with derivational morphology—leading Saussure to shift from representing the series of a form’s associations as columns to a more complex star or web arrangement, as in this example for the Latin word legimus ‘we read’:

[image: image]

An important question remains as to the psychological reality of these groupings. What about when there is identity of function but not of form? Some Latin nouns form their dative and ablative plurals in -ibus, others in -is, with no difference in how they function grammatically. But do speakers perceive this functional identity when the forms are so different? Or is the single category of ‘dative-ablative plural’ to which they are assigned just a grammarian’s invention? Saussure does not answer the question; it will resurface later in the course.

Another key question: How does the language ‘know’ what is a root, a prefix, a suffix? Why is a suffix always treated as such, and not prefixed occasionally?

The language does not know the names of root, suffix etc. but its consciousness and use of these differences cannot be refuted. Analogical formations prove this analysis of the language, but one must take account of the different functions of all these units, some of which are more or less present, others completely present in the language’s consciousness. […] When the language has perceived […] the units <that are> in ‘signifer’, it will not say at the time of another new formation: fer-signum.66

Latin signifer ‘bearing signs’ foreshadows the noun signifiant ‘signifier’ that Saussure will introduce in the third course. Syntax is the phenomenon whereby signifer is always signifer, not fer-signum. He attributes syntax to a yet deeper ‘principle’, namely

the linear nature of the language, that is, the impossibility of pronouncing two elements of <the> language at the same time. This is what causes there to be a front and a rear to every form. This principle is given by the very nature of things: I cannot represent the word to myself except <through a single line made up of successive parts:>
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inside <in the brain as well as in the sphere of speech>.

The principle of linearity is related to the point he made earlier about ‘time-segments’ in phonology. In order to unfold in time in speech, the elements of a language must have a linear extension, even as they are stored in the brain. That is how the language knows what is a ‘front’ element, what is a ‘rear’ element, and what is neither (a radical). This unfolding could not occur in a regular, orderly way unless it was already built into the language system itself.

DIACHRONIC AND SYNCHRONIC

To know whether a diachronic law is really a ‘law’, we need to observe it at work synchronically, here and now. To know that an element is really part of the speakers’ linguistic consciousness and not an abstract figment of the grammarian’s analysis, we need to observe it at work diachronically—specifically in analogy, since purely phonological evolution does not involve the linguistic consciousness at all. Herein lies Saussure’s answer to the mystery of how ‘the language knows’—how speakers know—that a given element is a prefix, a root, or a suffix.

How though does syntactic knowledge exist? The principle of linearity establishes that elements of language must be ordered, both in their virtual existence as langue and in their realization as parole. But do French or English speakers ‘know’ that re- is a prefix? They definitely know where it can and cannot occur, Saussure asserts, even if they do not know the grammatical term. The proof of this is the observable operation of analogy: speakers have created, and continue to create, new words beginning with re-, on the analogy of already existing ones; and they do not create words using -re as a suffix. Similarly, new roots that enter the language through borrowing (French smoking, meaning ‘tuxedo’, or English to fillet) or neologism (gas) are treated grammatically like already existing words: smokings, filleted, gases. This is evidence of the concrete linguistic consciousness speakers have of the language’s grammatical inflections.

Saussure has already declared that linearity applies equally to elements within a word and to words within a sentence, but he spends a good deal of time considering how speakers come to perceive some conjunctions of elements as a single word.67Lieutenant, for example, is an agglutination of lieu ‘place’ + tenant ‘holding’. In an earlier period of the language one could have reversed the two parts, or inserted something between them, but agglutination removes this possibility. Agglutination is crucial for understanding analogy and speaker consciousness because it involves no material change. Sound and meaning stay the same, but ‘construction’ changes.68 He concludes that, whereas analogy requires ‘an industry, a will’,69‘it is <precisely> the absence of will which is one of the characteristics by <which agglutination> is distinguished from analogical creation’.70

For the Neogrammarians, language change is driven by sound laws, and when they have recourse to analogy it is in order to explain exceptions to those laws. For Saussure, however, analogy is what makes it possible for the materials of language to be reformed and reused, hence retained.

In the vast mass of analogical phenomena that several centuries of a language’s history presents, what is interesting for the historian is that almost all the elements are ancient but are found to have continually changed place. […] Thus the role of analogy cannot be exaggerated; the global change brought about by the analogical <phenomenon> is much more considerable than that occasioned by phonetic change.71

The first sentence undoes the naturalist view of how a language, like a plant, is constantly regenerating itself with new elements. The second sentence turns the core Neogrammarian tenet on its head. It is a tribute to Saussure’s originality and iconoclasm that he could produce a passage that would strike historical linguists from all across the ideological spectrum as flagrant heresy.

His reliance on speaker’s knowledge leaves the problem of what to do about ‘popular etymology’, in which speakers reanalyse a word wrongly from the point of view of the linguist who knows its history. An example is German Abenteuer, popularly understood as ‘<what> one recounts in the evening (Abend)’, but in fact the borrowed French word aventure ‘adventure’.72 In explaining analogical change through the formula of proportional analogy, he noted that the original form of the word that undergoes the change is momentarily ‘forgotten’; in popular etymology, the old form is remembered, but imperfectly.73 It is a ‘pathological’ case; one must ‘even refuse to term popular etymology a formation; it is instead a deformation’.74 But that makes it no less useful as evidence for how analogy works.

Having now covered the basic forms of the evolution of the language, ‘The most natural viewpoint would be to consider next language from the static viewpoint, the language at its different states’. But, Saussure laments, ‘static linguistics cannot be dealt with in the remainder of the semester (7-8 lectures!); it will later be the object of a complete course’. This suggests that it is now Wednesday 5 June or Monday 10 June, since Riedlinger’s final entries for the course are dated 3 July. In the lectures that remained he actually covered a very large amount of material, essentially a survey of the Indo-European language family,75 with, at the very end, an introduction to the principles of historical reconstruction.76

Before leaving the general principles of evolutionary linguistics, he introduces one of his most enduring terminological innovations, first tried out in his ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts of 1891.

The wide field of linguistic evolutions is not well named when it is called the history of the language. It is no bad thing to adopt a new word provided it is entirely clear: it is better to say: what is diachronic in the language ( = the successive states of the language considered in contrast with one another) and what is synchronic ( = the linguistic facts as given when one confines oneself to a single state).77

Neither word was completely new: both turn up in print in the nineteenth century, albeit rarely. Their common use in linguistics and beyond is entirely Saussure’s doing. The problem he saw with ‘history of the language’ is that it embraces much more than the changes within the system of langue from one point in time (one synchronic state) to another. Indeed it tends not even to view the evolution of a language in that way, but rather to imagine that it has a continuous existence across time periods, with particular elements regenerating but the system as a whole remaining in effect the same. Saussure’s view was the opposite: the elements persist over time and are simply rearranged, with each rearrangement introducing a new system.

Related to his diachronic rather than historical approach to linguistic evolution is Saussure’s rejection of the still very powerful German Romantic view that had been articulated most fully by Humboldt. ‘[I]t would seem’, Saussure says, ‘that, as if through a fact of race, a determinate type were rooted within a family once and for all. This would fail to recognize several principles: first, that a static state is never permanent.’78 This again was iconoclastic. The permanence of linguistic types was the great discovery on which many anthropologists and psychologists relied in their analysis of the intellectual history and aptitude of different races. Léopold de Saussure took the Humboldtian outlook for granted, and even Whitney, for all his forward-looking insistence on the separateness of language and race and the conventionality of language, could never free himself from it completely.

Ferdinand, however, had to distance himself from Humboldtian typology if his newly defined diachronic linguistics was to have any real and robust meaning. Each state of a language of course carries over the bulk of its content from the state that preceded it. But as a system, each state is new, and what determines its fundamental nature is not inherited, but ‘what exists at a given moment’.

The final lectures of the course, following the survey of the Indo-European language family, were devoted to the methods of historical reconstruction. They are markedly more technical than what has preceded, perhaps because, again, Saussure was aware of the clock ticking. He felt compelled to cover basic facts about the development of Indo-European with illustrations from Latin, Greek, and Germanic, and what to do when textual attestations are absent. He drops in the fundamental idea that in doing reconstruction,

<The true way to represent the> phonic elements of a language <is not to consider them> as sounds having an absolute value but <with a value that is purely> oppositional, relative, negative. So it is of no extreme importance for the language to know whether ‘ch’ is pronounced as a palatal (Kirche, auch); the essential thing for every element of a language, even a modern one, is that it is different from every other, and I could write the words by designating the phonic units by numbers <of a fixed value>.79

The notion of ‘pure opposition’ had already been mentioned three or four times during the course, without being much developed apart from the early section on ‘breaking the phonemes down into their differentiating elements’. Now he has to let it lie until the next time he teaches the course.

When the course ends, it is not with a well-developed conclusion. Hurtling on through the final lecture at breakneck speed, he barely touches on the topics that marked his own initial interest in Indo-European linguistics: the two series of gutturals and the development of a.80 He has just introduced yet another topic when the final bell rings. Riedlinger closes his notes: ‘Finis 3/VII 1907. D. G.’81 The Deo Gratia, by the grace of God, may be just a pious formula, but one senses a certain relief after what must have been some furious note-taking.

Although Saussure had been teaching for over twenty-five years, this was his first course which was not text-based. In his previous experience, the rhythm of the course could be adjusted by spending more or less time on a text, and whatever text was being worked on when the semester ended became de facto the final one for the course. But general linguistics was topic based, requiring very different skills of time control. The next time he taught it, having learned from his mistakes, he would reorganize things from the ground up.

RENÉ AND ESPERANTO, LÉOPOLD AND CHINESE ASTRONOMY

The International Esperanto Association held its second annual congress in Geneva in 1906. The movement for Esperanto had grown by leaps and bounds in the previous decade, to the point that its universal adoption seemed both inevitable and imminent, initially in the scientific and academic spheres but ultimately as a second ‘auxiliary’ language for everyone, so that never again would two human beings be unable to communicate just because they had grown up with different mother tongues.82

Inevitably, growing numbers of adherents meant schism. Internecine conflict had caused the rapid decline of Volapük, the previously most successful international auxiliary language scheme. In 1889 proposals from its users to reform it met with stubborn resistance from Father Schleyer, its creator, who asserted his ownership of it. In the wake of this, Esperanto rose to prominence, and when some of its users proposed reforms, Zamenhof took the opposite tack from Schleyer, insisting that no one owned Esperanto. He did, however, publish in 1905 the Fundamento, a set of foundational principles that Esperantists were to swear to uphold, in order that, whatever changes individual users might introduce, either wilfully or as a carry-over from their various mother tongues, the language would remain unified.

But there were deeper philosophical divides. For Zamenhof, the Esperanto language was only a symbol of the universalist fellow-feeling that defined an Esperanto nation, crossing political and ethnic divides. For others, including Zamenhof’s supporter and trusted collaborator the Marquis de Beaufront, such utopian claims got in the way of the practical usefulness of Esperanto for communication. Addressing the Geneva congress in 1906, Zamenhof expressed his position dramatically, in words directed against the opposition within.

If we, the pioneers, are obliged to root out all ideology from our actions, with indignation we shall burn, we shall destroy all that we have written for Esperanto, we shall annihilate with sadness the work and the sacrifices of our entire lives, we shall cast away the green star fixed upon our breasts and we shall cry with horror: ‘With that Esperanto, which must exclusively serve business and practical needs, we want to have nothing in common!’ […] The first Esperantists loved Esperanto, not because it drew together men’s brains, but because it drew together their hearts.

An idealist, Zamenhof could rouse a crowd, but had to rely on others better connected and more politically savvy than himself to reach a world wide audience. In retrospect, the seeds of the international language movement’s decline were sown when academic linguists, always jealous of what they see as attempts by outsiders to trespass on their territory, and alert to opportunities to publicize their own expertise, started to take an interest in it. One of the first was Schuchardt, who in an article of 1888 supported the movement generally but was critical of the then-dominant Volapük.83 Regnaud, Saussure’s erstwhile enemy, produced a book in 1901 on The Conditions for Establishing an International Language, Concerning Esperanto, which actually called instead for a radically simplified version of Latin. That same year Bréal published an article in the Revue de Paris that, while positive toward Esperanto, expressed a preference for Bilingua, described as ‘an Anglo-French Condominium’.84

Also in 1901, the mathematician Léopold Leau organized the Delegation for the Adoption of an Auxiliary Language, with their first charge being to determine which such language was best suited for the purpose. By 1907 it had not reached a consensus, so a special committee of twelve experts was appointed, including three prominent linguists, Baudouin de Courtenay, Schuchardt, and Otto Jespersen of Copenhagen.85 The secretaries to the Delegation, Leau and Louis Couturat, were later added to the committee along with three further members.

The creators of various language schemes appeared before the committee to argue their case. Zamenhof, the creator of Esperanto, was unable to attend, and sent in his place the Marquis de Beaufront. When the committee delivered its decision, it was that Esperanto would be the choice, ‘provided that certain modifications be executed […] on the lines indicated by the conclusion of the Report of the Secretaries and by the project of Ido, if possible in agreement with the Esperantist Linguistic Committee’.86 The mention of ‘Ido’ was quite mysterious: it referred to an anonymous pamphlet submitted to the Committee, proposing radical reforms to Esperanto. On receiving the decision, the Esperantist Linguistic Committee pointed out that it could not in fact collaborate on or even discuss such reforms, having been appointed for the sworn purpose of ensuring that any evolution of the language not violate the principles laid down in the Fundamento.

When the news was leaked that the anonymous authors of the Ido pamphlet were none other than Couturat, one of the Committee’s secretaries, and Beaufront, Zamenhof’s trusted lieutenant, the result was consternation and enmity all around. People who might previously have supported minor changes to Esperanto and resented the quasi-biblical authority of the Fundamento now had to give their full allegiance either to it or to Ido. It also created a sense that the battle was between the French and the rest of Europe, as though France, having become the principal stronghold of Esperanto, was now asserting its authority to dictate the language’s future, in the form of Ido.

It was the typical political situation in which Swiss neutrality was called for. Within a few weeks after the Geneva Congress of 1906, René de Saussure, who had only very recently become interested in Esperanto, published an article in support of it in the Journal de Genève. He was then chosen to be vice-president of the local Esperantist association.87 But his article brought a furious reaction from the Count d’Haussonville, encountered briefly in Chapter 8 as the descendant of Germaine de Staël. In the Parisian paper Le Figaro he expressed his disdain that someone bearing ‘the glorious name “de Saussure”’ could betray the languages that are the heritage of every people: ‘Each idiom translates, in an appropriate fashion, the needs, the aspirations, the ways of feeling of each of the races that people the globe. It lends itself to the nuances of their thought; it is modified and renewed in some way from century to century, as this thought is itself modified and dressed in new forms.’88 In his reply, René turned Haussonville’s Romantic idealism directly against him, pointing out that these different national ways of thinking were precisely what led to war.

Two different mentalities are going to find themselves at odds, two mentalities that are equally respectable and that have lived tranquilly side by side, often among the members of one same family. […] What Esperanto brings us is not the victory of this or that party, or the supremacy of this or that race. One can remain sceptical about the sincerity of a reconciliation between Catholics and Freemasons or Frenchmen and Germans, but those who attended the Geneva Congress realized that a new terrain of understanding genuinely existed.89

René reminded his readers that Esperanto was being proposed only as an auxiliary language, to be learned and used by everyone in addition to their mother tongue, not in place of it. Further exchanges with Haussonville followed in the Journal de Genève and Le Figaro, and ‘caused a good deal of interest on the continent’.90 It so raised René’s profile as a champion of Esperanto that when, in 1907, an International Esperantist Scientific Office was established in Geneva, he was appointed as its founding director. He adopted the nom de guerre ‘Antido’ (‘anti-Ido’) for the tracts on the language that began flowing from his pen. But he did not insist that Esperanto should or even could remain unchanged. Rather, he emphasized that improvements could be achieved within the principles of the Fundamento.

The following years were not good ones for Zamenhof’s enemies. Shortly after declaring himself a pacifist at the outbreak of the First World War, Couturat was killed in a collision with a car carrying orders to mobilize the French army. As for the Marquis de Beaufront, after his death he was revealed to be Louis Chevreux, a poseur of unknown parentage who had bestowed the title of Marquis upon himself.

A further extension of the Esperantist ideal brought still more international attention to René. In a May 1907 article in the leading Esperanto science journal, he proposed an international auxiliary currency, the spesmilo, with a value fixed relative to the national currencies: ‘In this way the use of an international auxiliary currency would spread in tandem with the international auxiliary language.’91 At the time, the Belgian, French and Swiss franc, Italian lira, Spanish peseta, Greek drachma, Bulgarian lev, Rumanian leu, and Serbian dinar were all of identical value, tied to the same fixed amount of gold. This made it appear all the less logical that the coins and notes of one of these countries were not accepted in another. René is adamant that it is not a ‘universal’ currency that he is advocating, but one that would exist alongside national currencies.

A universal currency can be compared to a universal language, since a language serves for the exchange of ideas as a currency does for the exchange of merchandise. A universal language is utopian because it would not take long for it to disintegrate into dialects, as the universal currency would do into different exchange currencies. On the other hand, an international auxiliary language such as Esperanto, which would exist alongside national languages, is a completely reasonable enterprise, since it does not affect the order of things established in each country, and the integrity of such a language would be guaranteed by the very fact that it would serve only for relations with other countries and not in everyday life.92

The spesmilo would have a long life. Besides being adopted by Esperantist organizations, it found some commercial use as a ‘virtual’ currency before the First World War. In the 1950s actual spesmilo coins, bearing a portrait of Zamenhof, were privately issued.

René remained seriously involved with the Esperanto movement for decades to come, and his memory continues to be revered by Esperantists. Ferdinand will make brief remarks on Esperanto in his second and third courses in general linguistics. His unpublished manuscripts include a few pages of notes on the language, indicating that ‘observations tend to show that it is not true that the creators of Esperanto were methodical in applying their principle of least international effort’, adding, however, that ‘Nothing is perfect from the first go’.93

Also in 1907, Léopold began writing on a new subject that would for a while bring him a succès d’estime to rival Ferdinand’s. In a series of more than thirty articles he examined the origins of Chinese astronomy and its historical relation to the zodiacs of western Asia, Egypt, and Greece.94 Léopold argued long and hard for the view that the Chinese zodiac was not an import from some more ‘advanced’ civilization, but an original creation that was actually much more highly developed and scientifically based than any of its counterparts elsewhere, even those from later centuries. The controversy centred on the dating of the Shu Ching, ascribed to the semi-legendary Emperor Yao. In dating the ‘Canon of Yao’ to the third millennium BC, long before the development of any science to the west of China, Léopold was resurrecting a theory championed from the eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth century by two Frenchmen, the Jesuit missionary Antoine Gaubil and the physicist and astronomer Jean-Baptiste Biot.

In the second half of the nineteenth century, however, scholars had begun ‘correcting’ this view, which seemed to give too much historical plausibility to oral traditions and semi-mythical figures. Léopold wrote witheringly about the later ‘correctors’:

A wind of madness seems to have blown onto the discussion of the famous ‘Canon of Yao’. Only the French (Gaubil and Biot) have been left untouched by it, having died before the start of the epidemic.

I say ‘seems to have blown’, because it is, naturally, only an appearance; and my intention is certainly not to cast aspersions on the universal and justly merited reputations of a Legge or a Whitney.95

The Whitney in question is William Dwight Whitney, the linguist revered—though also criticized on certain points—by Ferdinand. In 1874 Whitney had ventured to write ‘On the Lunar Zodiac of India, Arabia, and China’,96 in which he argued that the astronomies of all three of these cultures had their origins in Mesopotamia. His book became a principal target for Léopold, who attempted to prove the originality and uniqueness of the Chinese zodiac.

Uniquely of all the scholars writing on the subject, Léopold was not only trained as a Sinologist and fluent in Chinese, but had ample experience of sailing in the China seas. Navigation was, along with agriculture, the cradle of astronomy. In Léopold’s analysis, the Chinese calendar was based on the position of the moon relative to the star Spica, which functioned as the marking star of the zodiac.97 The full moon appearing to the left of the star was reckoned as the first of the year, and that to the right of the star as the last. The full moon in conjunction with the constellation Scorpio marked the spring festival of the Renewal of Fire, and in conjunction with Orion, the harvest festival.

This system had little in common with those developed elsewhere, being as much culturally as physically based. Its lunar year sometimes had twelve full moons, sometimes thirteen, and over time it was progressively shifting the seasons towards later in the year. But the symbolic value—moral as well as mythical—that was attached to the stars and constellations was powerful enough for the system to be kept intact even as it became obvious that spring was gradually approaching the summer solstice and autumn the winter solstice.

In later years Léopold shifted his stance, and argued that the Chinese zodiac was actually related to others, most particularly the Iranian. Yet it was the earlier work, in which he stood up for a supposedly outdated view against all the scientific authorities who had claimed to discredit it, that had an international impact. This is apparent in a glowing review of Léopold’s work by Otto Franke,98 and from correspondence he engaged in near the end of his life with George Sarton, the ‘father of the history of science’, who reckoned Léopold to be one of the intellectual luminaries of his time.99

LANDMARKS

With the end of courses Saussure could at last settle down to pen his overdue article on Oltramare’s La théosophie brahmanique. He had not written a journalistic review in the thirty years since his appreciation of Pictet, when writing was not the trial it was for him now. How hard he worked on the Oltramare review is evident from the surviving notes for it—twenty-nine pages of them, for a twelve-paragraph article that finally appeared on 29 July 1907.100

Saussure may have agreed to review the book before reading it and discovering that he did not think much of it. The article begins by distancing the book from the creed of the Theosophical Society, founded in the 1870s by Madame Blavatsky, which had become a massive worldwide movement.101 One may well ask why Oltramare put the word in his title knowing that readers would anticipate this connection, only to be disappointed. Perhaps Oltramare was not above tapping into the publicity and book sales that his title would arouse, just as it had done for Max Müller with his own book entitled Theosophy the decade before. Or he may have reckoned that the latter-day Theosophists were precisely the people who most needed enlightenment—no true scholar could take seriously Blavatsky’s claims to be receiving previously unknown Hindu texts transmitted to her via ‘astral tablets’ by her masters in the Himalayas, one of whom, Koot Hoomi, we have encountered as Saussure’s Sanskrit informant at Leipzig, Nisi Kānta Chattopādhyūya.

Saussure defends the word’s use on the grounds that the set of ideas it designates fit neither into philosophy nor religious studies. He says that theosophy implies the question of ‘whether the individual mind/soul is identical or not to the universal mind/soul […]. But the unity of the group that is formed by these ideas in combination results in yet another point of view, which is that their genesis can be surprised or concentrated in a rather determined epoch.’ The crucial epoch for the Indian religions, according to Oltramare, was that of the Upanishads, part of the Vedic canon, which Saussure says ‘includes so many disparate things of diverse origins, dates and meanings’. In this period, ‘the brahman had, not exactly dethroned god, but absorbed him bit by bit into himself. […] When the priest no longer had before him anything other than the Rite, […] he at first thought only of theorizing his rites, their virtue, their value, their relationship with things and himself.’ This explained why the Vedic writings, and their later popularization in Buddhism, have the whiff of atheism about them, despite their superficially religious character. This was no less troubling in Calvinist Geneva than in Catholic and Lutheran Europe, where Geneva itself seemed almost secular in its detachment from traditional beliefs.

Saussure concludes his review with a journalistic touch, joking that he does not know whether the fact that Oltramare held chairs in both Latin and Oriental studies ‘would be regarded, on the banks of the Indus, as the result of one or two distinct existences’. It is a forced joke in a generally torturous article, where in almost every sentence he seems to be striving for a ‘literary’ effect, quite unlike the relatively plain speaking of his lectures.

Over the rest of the summer Saussure continued his work on anagrams. He wrote to Meillet on 23 September 1907, after reading that year’s Bulletin de la Société de Linguistique de Paris. It contained a notice that, at the meeting of 20 April,

Mr MEILLET, recalling the fact recognized by Mr Bezzenberger that the accent shift defined by the law of Mr de Saussure does not occur after a short vocalic segment, draws from it the conclusion that this shift occurred independently in Lithuanian and in Old Prussian, and, a fortiori, in Lithuanian and in Slavic.102

Saussure thanked Meillet for taking every occasion to recall the contents of his papers on Baltic languages, adding

Here too is something that makes me regret never having finished the one for the Mémoires of the Soc. Ling. The second article was not only written, but largely typeset, and I received the column proofs of it from the French National Press, it contained precisely the central point from which I had set out, namely that the disappearance of ∂ə [=A] had to have caused the difference between Vémti peñktas etc. It was on seeing that Bezzenberger had stumbled on the law of vémti (without for his part going beyond this limited case) that I had been incited to begin publishing my observations, and I had the talent of interrupting it even before reaching this capital case which mattered doubly to me because it confirmed the general importance of ġani-tum versus man-tum in Sanskrit. The proofs from the National Press also contained the whole beginning of the morphological theory, or of a morphological theory, by which I explained that intonation had been unified in the Baltic roots […].103

He went on to join with Meillet in lamenting ‘the insufficient attention given in general by our German colleagues to anything that is not in their language’, expressing particular shock that Sommer’s Lateinische Laut-und Formenlehre did not so much as mention the name of Louis Havet, whose original findings in Latin phonetics ‘are found incorporated into it as if by a miracle’.

Saussure thanks Meillet too for renewing his offer to read his pages on Homeric anagrams, adding that ‘I have put back together the notebooks that I had taken away, and I shall perhaps send them to you, but here is the circumstance which makes me hesitant to rob you of time for this, and convinces me to send you instead an overview of the results I have arrived at for the Latin Saturnian’. Long pages on anagrams in Saturnians follow, in the vein of those discussed in the previous chapter.

To this letter Saussure added a PS, referring to one of the obituaries in the recent issue of the Bulletin: ‘I am sad to learn of the death of Mr Victor Henry. Although I was never particularly close to him, we corresponded more than once.’ It seems a chilly response to the loss of someone with whom Saussure interacted regularly at meetings of the Société for a decade. The personally inscribed copies of his works which Henry regularly sent him suggest an enduring sense of closeness, personal as well as intellectual, that was not reciprocated. We have seen on more than one occasion how Henry may have unwittingly provoked resentment in Saussure, who could become prickly on seeing the recognition that was denied to him go to someone less deserving.

Meillet continued to write to Saussure over the following months urging him to publish the findings of the anagram research. Although in one reply Saussure claims that ‘The “delay” you speak of concerning the notebooks of anagrams does not exist’, he clearly was stalling, waiting until he himself was satisfied that the phenomenon which seemed to be staring him in the face was not phantasmagorical.104

Besides the review of Oltramare, Ferdinand’s only publication of 1907 was again someone else’s doing. Joseph Loth, one of his earliest students at Paris, had written to him about his research on toponyms, an important point of continuity for Celtic words into the Romance dialects. In an article in the Revue celtique, Loth included a seven-paragraph passage from a reply Saussure sent him concerning the name of the Jura, the mountain chain at the northwestern border of Switzerland with France.105 The name initially seems unproblematic, since the chain is already called Jura in Caesar’s De bello gallico. In his 1903 talk on place names in the Genevese region, however, Saussure had touched on the fact that the Jura were called the Joux in the local dialect, and that joux was also the word for a pine forest. Documents up to the eighteenth century name the mountains as la Jour, and this corresponds exactly with the name Jures recorded for them by Pliny. Saussure deduces that a Celtic toponym Jur- was pluralized as a neuter (Jura) by Caesar, whereas the feminine form Jures of Pliny actually accorded with the local dialect name. The modern name Jura contains ‘nothing authentic in any degree’, but is ‘purely a learned reconstitution of Caesar’s Jura’.

The 26 November 1907 brought a personal landmark for Saussure: his fiftieth birthday. In a time when the average lifespan was shorter than today, it was treated as the culminating point of a professional man’s career. For illustrious scholars it was when they received their Festschrift, the collection of papers by others in the field, including former students who have gone on to successful careers of their own.106 Saussure had no illusions about his own lack of success—if anything, he exaggerated it to himself and those around him—so he was not disappointed when his birthday brought no such honour. In all likelihood he dined with his family, then spent the evening on the hunt for anagrams.

A week later he and Marie invited their old friends the Lucien Gautiers for dinner. Gautier had been at Leipzig with Saussure, studying theology. He was now a senior presbyter in the church as well as professor in the Université. Afterwards he wrote to his son Léopold, a budding linguist who had a teaching post in Lausanne from which he was currently on leave to undertake studies at Göttingen:

We dined on Saturday, mama and I, at the F. de Saussures’. I confessed F. de S. a bit on his work (of which I have already spoken to you and ask you to keep it confidential). He told me that in studying the Saturnian verses (of which we possess, I believe, around 200 samples) he had found some curious things a) from the point of view of metrics, b) concerning anagrams, and that having wished to verify by comparison what to make of them, by examining Virgil and Ovid from the same point of view, he had found that these two poets present the same phenomena. I shall admit to you that the exposé of this theory sent a chill down my spine. Evidently it is possible that it is well founded; in which case it is a marvel that no one suspected it until now. But it may also be that F. de S. is the victim of an illusion, of a discovery or pseudo-discovery that is very ingenious, too ingenious! I naturally am not competent to be the judge. He told me also that he had sent the thing to his student and friend Meillet who had replied neither yes nor no, and who seems simultaneously interested and sceptical. And F. de S. is hesitant to proclaim his discovery publicly, because he feels that it still needs to be controlled and verified.—I naturally did not have any chance to speak to F. de S. about your idea of serving as his secretary. The moment does not in any case seem right to me just now.107

This is a revealing letter. One can be sure that Gautier was not alone among Saussure’s lifelong friends and family in feeling a chill down his spine on hearing about the anagrams. Even though Saussure has told him that it needs to be controlled and verified, Gautier is clearly in some doubt about his old friend’s power of reason. However, Léopold Gautier ignored his father’s advice and wrote to Saussure in January 1908 offering to help with his research undertaking. Saussure replied urging the young man instead to take full advantage of his time at Göttingen, since the weeks spent in such study ‘are of a priceless value for one’s entire life: they add up, believe me, to years if one has to make them up later. I therefore would never be one to advise you under any pretext whatever to interrupt such a study leave if it can be avoided.’108 He added, ‘if you were still so disposed around the month of August, I shall have great pleasure in working with you and we shall have no shortage of material’.

Meanwhile, Saussure ought to have been wrapping up his paper for the Mélanges planned to honour Louis Havet. His original intention was to contribute a study of Saturnians, but the subject had proven more complex and open-ended than originally imagined. Since the plan was to present the Mélanges to Havet on his sixtieth birthday, 6 January 1909, Meillet, the editor, had asked contributors to send him their manuscripts one year before that. Saussure wrote to Meillet on 8 January 1908 with apologies, including as well several paragraphs on anagrams.109 Meillet, understandably, began to panic, and appealed to Saussure’s old fear of being beaten to the finish line.

Now that you have the definitive proof, it seems to me urgent not to delay the publication of your idea. If the thing is indicated by someone incapable of seeing things in their totality and their logic, all will be ruined. It is therefore necessary that you emit the doctrine, with its essential evidence.110

Three days later Meillet followed this up with a postcard containing a confirmatory discovery of his own—an anagram in Horace’s Odes, ‘found on opening the text exactly by chance’.111

When in February Saussure finally submitted a paper—just in time to keep the project on schedule—it was on another topic altogether. He felt obliged to write to Madame Havet begging her not to imagine that his tardiness implied that the project was not of great importance to him, and suggested that he and Marie were planning to attend the presentation ceremony in eleven months’ time.112

Meillet’s encouragement over the anagram research was enough for Saussure to proceed with his plan to engage Léopold Gautier as his research assistant in August.113 His task was to undertake a ‘work of control’, presumably aimed at finding Latin poems in which no plausible anagrams appeared, or locating anagrams independently of Saussure, to show that they were not just a matter of one man’s subjective reading.

Saussure’s teaching in 1907–8 included courses spread across both semesters in French versification and the comparative grammar of Greek and Latin, which he was taking up again after several years in which Bally had given it. Sanskrit was packed into three hours weekly in just the first semester, followed by one hour on the interpretation of Old High German texts in the second. The number of students was on the upswing, with eight in Old High German—four of them Austrians—and four in Sanskrit.114 Comparative grammar had seven students, including Albert Riedlinger and André Oltramare, son of Paul. Riedlinger’s notes for the 1907–8 and 1908–9 courses in the Historical grammar of Greek and Latin survive.115 The earlier course began with a lecture on ‘historical grammar and history’ that shows considerable overlap with the first course in general linguistics from the previous semester. Saussure explains why he believes that ‘grammatical history’ is preferable to ‘historical grammar’, with ‘comparative grammar’ being worse still. Following this introduction, Saussure proposed to give ‘a succinct summary review of the most ancient and most important phonological facts for the two languages’. He began with the consonants, devoting much time to the ‘Indo-European semi-consonant n’ and its outcomes, followed by the ‘velar gutturals’ in their hypothesized two series. He proposed to treat this in a ‘livelier’ manner by shifting the focus to look for ‘an Indo-European idiom reflecting the primitive state in a neat and uncomplicated way, an idiom offering the two series in very distinct form without exception. […] We are therefore going to do a bit of Lithuanian.’

The section on consonants continued up to the end of the first semester, with a shift to the vowel system at the start of the second. Saussure announced that ‘The vowel system will serve as a bridge for passing over to morphology’, but by the end of the course morphology had not been reached, apart from some of its implications within the phonological system. Discussing ‘apophony’—the name which Max Niedermann had established in place of ‘ablaut’, where Saussure preferred ‘alternation’—he noted that ‘These modifications have always occurred in relation to accent. It is Louis Havet alone (Mémoires de la Société de Linguistique <VI p. 11 ss> and “De saturnio latino versu”) who has truly explored this very delicate question of accent.’ This was as close as Saussure ever came to touching on his own research into the Saturnians in public, but he always credited Havet and gave detailed references to his work.

When it came to the vowels of primitive Indo-European, Saussure presented them, surprisingly, as a e o. This is not, strictly speaking, a contradiction of his Mémoire, where there is effectively a three-vowel stage (a1, a2,A), but he has condensed things very considerably. He made clear that the primitive a was not to be confused with the Sanskrit a, as generations of linguists had done prior to the 1870s, when it was definitively established that ‘it is Sanskrit that has moved the farthest from the primitive state’.116

The summer semester ended on Tuesday 7 July. A week later, it seems to have come as a complete surprise to Saussure to find himself led into the Senate Hall of the Université, where an audience of familiar faces awaited him. He was presented with his Festschrift, the Mélanges linguistiques offerts à M. Ferdinand de Saussure, not on his birthday but still during the year in which he was fifty years old. Although no name is given as editor, Meillet was the prime mover, assisted by his former students Gauthiot and Alfred Ernout, and in Geneva by Bally, who also organized the presentation ceremony. In his address, Bally remarked,

Your students’ notebooks would form a true scientific library; they would suffice to renew our ideas and our methods on a great number of points, if only you did not jealously reserve the treasures of your mind for a small circle of initiates. […] To give an idea of your mode of exposition is something impossible because it is something unique: it is a scientific imagination, the most fecund that could be dreamed of, from which creative ideas explode; it is a method at once supple and severe which, while holding back any overly lively mental leaps, gets the maximum from one’s effort; it is also a stunning clarity of vision, which sheds light on the most obscure questions; it is, finally, something indefinable, a je ne sais quoi which reveals an artist’s nature and which manages to add a note of beauty and of sober elegance to the discussion of the most arduous problems.117

In a review of the Mélanges Saussure by Grammont—himself one of the contributors to the volume—we find a retelling of the legend of Saussure as first written up by Meillet in 1903, complete with the phrase tout se tient:

His book [the Mémoire] brought, through a capital innovation, a coherent system in which all the known facts found their place, and alongside them a host of others that had not previously been suspected. Since then it has never been permitted, with regard to any question, to forget that each language forms a system in which everything supports everything else (tout se tient) and has a general plan of a marvellous rigour. The Mémoire marked a decisive step and became the starting point for all later research.

In Germany, to which comparative grammar was still almost entirely confined at the moment when this book appeared, it was generally not comprehended by the generation which was then forming, and, although that generation has more or less unconsciously undergone its influence, they have passed it over nearly in silence. The next generation returned to the study of vocalism, but, while making a number of details more precise, it has only confirmed on the whole the doctrine of Mr de Saussure. The new generation has never heard of him and is unaware of his existence.

In France, Mr de Saussure taught comparative grammar at the Ecole des Hautes-Etudes for ten years (1881–1891). His teaching gave birth to a veritable school, the French school of linguistics, which has above all become known for the neatness of its views and the sureness of its method. Outside this school, his name is unknown.118

The representatives of that ‘French school’ in the Mélanges included, besides Meillet and Grammont himself, just two others of Saussure’s former students, Dottin and Muret. Meillet’s students were no less well represented: Gauthiot, Ernout, Niedermann, Albert Cuny, and Joseph Vendryès. There were also six contributors from Switzerland: Bally and Sechehaye; Saussure’s old Leipzig classmate Thurneysen, now at Fribourg im Brisgau; his respected elder, Jacob Wackernagel from Göttingen; Eduard Schwyzer, professor at Zurich, best known for his work on the ancient Greek dialects; and Renward Brandstetter, professor at Lucerne, who might have been expected to contribute something on his ongoing reconstruction of the proto-Austronesian vowel system, but instead offered a paper on ‘amorous expressions in the Malay lyric poetry of Makassar’, suggesting an awareness of Saussure’s poetic interests.119

All accounts of the presentation ceremony show their authors struck by the humility, bordering on embarrassment, that Saussure felt.120 He wrote to Paul Boyer, who had sent his apologies, ‘I assure you that if I have been able merely to inspire in the slightest way the direction which so many remarkable minds would follow, I would be extremely proud. And I barely have the feeling of having done what needs to be done to sketch out a method.’121 We have enough of his correspondence to know why he felt this way. In his mind’s eye as he listened to the praises bestowed on him were the stacks of manuscripts which he had given up hope of ever finishing.

At fifty, his youthful vigour was gone. His health had begun to deteriorate. Ghosts were beginning to haunt him; in a PS to Boyer he wrote: ‘Your letter to Muret mentioned a memory that has remained dear to me, that of Georges Guieysse, one of the most promising young men in linguistics, and one of those I was thinking of when passing the absent ones in review.’ Guieysse at least would forever remain promising, and young. As for Saussure, his doctors had diagnosed arteriosclerosis, hardening of the arteries, for which there was no direct treatment. Trips to the mineral baths in eastern Switzerland would bring some temporary improvement to his circulation, but his teaching and other responsibilities limited these to holiday times. His mental vigour was undiminished, whatever others might fear on hearing about the anagram research. Henceforth he would focus on bringing at least that project to completion, and to rethinking the general linguistics course, which he was set to give again in the 1908–9 academic year.

The July celebration, the Mélanges volume, and the things said by Grammont and others in their reviews made clear to him that the vision of language he had developed from the late 1870s onwards had borne fruit in the work of his students, and of their students, even if not in his own. That gave him sufficient confidence to rethink the course he was about to give, reshaping it around his own conception of language, rather than merely fitting his ideas into the more standard framework that had defined the course the first time round.
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THE SECOND COURSE IN GENERAL LINGUISTICS: THE INDIVIDUAL AND THE SOCIAL

JUST before the start of the winter semester in November 1908 Saussure passed through Paris ‘for a few hours, very hurriedly’, most likely on his way home from a visit to Albertine in England.1 He had to be back in Geneva by Thursday 12 November for the start of his second course in general linguistics,2 this time running over two full semesters, and with a larger audience. Sixteen names are recorded by Léopold Gautier, himself a member of the class.3 Riedlinger was back, and again it was principally from his notes that Bally and Sechehaye took material for the published course, with those of four other students also consulted.4 In this first semester Saussure also gave courses on Sanskrit, the Interpretation of Old High German and Middle High German texts, and French versification.

In his 12 November lecture, Saussure did not, as in the first course, attempt to define linguistics. Rather he began by drawing his students’ attention to the complexity of language and some of the paradoxes it embodies. One might think that it is simple to understand, because it is so close to us, but

There is an illusion here. A language offers the most troubling contrasts and paradoxes to those who want to grasp it from one side or another. Is there anything more arbitrary than the words of a language? Flee <might> just as well <mean> proceed. The choice is arbitrary, and yet the slightest modification in the pronunciation of ‘flee’ can change its meaning to the point of making it <un>intelligible. […] So <this arbitrary choice> seems to be what is most fixed. And yet despite this fixity <down to the tiniest detail> we do not understand the language of a few centuries back.5

This echoes the paradoxes raised in the ‘linguistics proper’ section of the first course, where Saussure’s use of ‘antinomy’ suggested an affinity with Henry.

Saussure introduces the perpetual duality of language, explored in the ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts years before: ‘The vocal sound is a word only in the precise, constant measure that there is a meaning attached to it.’ The ‘meaning’ is a ‘complex mental and psychological unit’. And he points to another duality:

<to> a single individual <a language> would be useless <: a language is made for communicating with others like us. > Indeed it is only through social life that a language receives its consecration.

In a language, then, there is always a double side which corresponds. A language is:

social

– – – –

individual

This leads directly to the distinction of langue from langage and parole, much earlier than in the first course. He continues to associate langage with the individual, whereas langue is what is shared. But he now specifies that langage as ‘language considered in the individual’ is ‘only a power, faculty, the organization ready for speaking’. Langue is ‘an ensemble of necessary conventions adopted by the social body to permit the use of the language faculty in individuals’. It is ‘an eminently social <thing>; no fact exists linguistically until the moment when it has become everyone’s fact, whatever its origin may have been’. Again he ties this to Whitney’s view of language as an institution, which he says is correct, while distancing himself from Whitney’s doctrine that ‘it is an institution which by chance took as its means of its expression the vocal organs’.

The first course considered the dyad langue/langage separately from langue/parole, leaving it unclear how the two fit together. The second course unites them, defining parole as ‘the act of an individual realizing his faculty [langage] by means of the social convention that is the language [langue]’. In effect, langage is the universal human language faculty; a langue is a socially shared system of signs such as English; and parole is what you or I speak or understand as an individual. Parole still has a social dimension to it, but it comes from the langue which is being realized: ‘In speech there is an idea <of> realization of what is permitted by the social convention.’

As parole becomes the sphere of the individual, Saussure’s interest in the psychological appears to wane. The discussion of analogy is condensed, with the mentalistic theorizing all but eliminated.6 Analogy had mattered in 1907 inasmuch as it was the focal point of the psychology of language within Neogrammarian linguistics. This now faded into the background as the synchronic sociological agenda came to the fore. The first course had coincided with the appearance of books with ‘linguistic psychology’ and ‘psychology of language’ in their titles, notably by the Dutch linguist Jacobus van Ginneken, and Sechehaye, who dedicated his Programmes and Methods in Theoretical Linguistics: Psychology of Language to Saussure, saying that it was inspired by his teaching and steady encouragement, and acknowledging his help in revising the manuscript.7 A review article by Meillet was dismissive of the two books: ‘Sechehaye sticks to pure theory, his unique goal being to map out a theoretical linguistics, while defining its relationships with general psychology. […] Thus, no more than a mention is required of these two studies in which sociology is not directly implicated.’8

Actually it is far from obvious that Sechehaye’s book is devoid of sociology. Based through and through on a dichotomy between ‘individual’ and ‘collective’ psychology, it would seem to deal with the fundamental question that sociology attempts to answer. But Meillet’s review appeared in L’année sociologique, Durkheim’s journal. For Durkheimians, Sechehaye’s distinction between ‘grammatical elements’ which attach to collective psychology, and ‘extragrammatical elements’ which ‘are not subject to any conventional rule, but depend directly on the psychophysiological activity of the speaker’,9 and which therefore must be explained by laws of ‘simple or individual physiological psychology’, was pure Tardean heresy.10

Saussure’s first course included a passage on analogy (cited in the previous chapter) taken directly from Sechehaye’s book,11 followed by another where the division of the individual and social is considered along lines fundamentally compatible with those of Sechehaye.12 The shift of emphasis between the first and second courses from the psychological to how a language is ‘something eminently social’ reflects the impact of Meillet, who wrote that

Language is thus an eminently social fact. In effect, it enters exactly into the definition proposed by Durkheim: a language exists independently of each of the individuals who speaks it, and, although it has no reality beyond the totality of the individuals in question, it is nevertheless, aside from its generality, exterior to each of them. The proof of this is that it does not depend on any one of them to change it and that every deviant usage provokes a […] sanction […]. Thus, the features of exteriority to the individual and of coercion, by which Durkheim defines the social fact, reveal themselves in language down to the last detail.13

Something very like the Durkheimian idea of ‘coercion’ will appear in the second course as the ‘imperative character’ of linguistic laws, including a mention of ‘sanctions’. Saussure never takes up the Durkheimian outlook completely, but the idea of language being beyond wilful change by individual speakers will be increasingly central to his conception of the language system.

The lecture now moves to the question of diversity. ‘French is far from being unified’, Saussure says, ‘but is subdivided into an infinity of <local> dialects.’ This lack of unity is, he says, the product of time. He does not take up what this implies for the definition of langue, but only stresses ‘So the language has to do with time […]. <When a rule is formulated the two points of view are constantly merged.> Distinguish therefore the <dynamic> laws which progress in time from others which are static.’14 Near the end of the first course he had proposed that static linguistics would provide the subject for a whole course. Now he is partly fulfilling this pledge. Although the second course will not be confined to static linguistics alone, neither will it be given short shrift.

SEMIOLOGY

The opening of the first course focused on assumptions made about language outside linguistics. That is greatly reduced here. Saussure acknowledges that many sciences besides grammar and philology can claim language as their object, naming psychology, physiology, and anthropology, though not sociology. The essential thing is that ‘above all the language is a system of signs’. He sketches the not-yet-existent science of signs—semiology—very much in the terms Naville had reported in his Classification des sciences of 1901. It will, Saussure tells his students, be

broader than linguistics (sign systems: maritime, of the blind, deaf-mutes, and finally <the most important:> writing itself!) But it must be said immediately that language will occupy the principal compartment of this science; <it will be its general pattern>. But this will be by chance; theoretically it will be just one particular case of it.

Citing writing as ‘a system of signs similar to that of a language’, he gives as its principal characteristics that

1. the written sign is arbitrary;

2. it is purely negative and differential;

3. the values act only as degrees (grandeurs) opposed in a defined system, and their number is limited; and

4. the means of production of the sign is indifferent—writing can be in any colour, engraved or in relief, and it makes no difference.

Saussure says that 2 and 3 are necessary consequences of 1. It is not clear why this should be so. One could say with perhaps better logic that 1 is a necessary consequence of 2, and ascribe 3 to the limits of human memory.

If a few loose ends were left untied in this lecture, the audience was too dazzled to notice. They had just heard Ferdinand de Saussure present the gist of what would be twentieth-century linguistics, in a more focused, less cluttered way than he had ever done before. It was the sort of presentation he had been trying and failing to get down on paper his entire adult life. The first course had been so restrained by preconceptions about what had to be taught because it was taught elsewhere, that in the end what mattered to him personally was sidelined. He remained dissatisfied after the opening of the second course, being unable ever to live up to his own expectations. But he had made history, and would continue to do so in the lectures that followed, even if none of them matched the spectacular burst of brilliance of 12 November 1908.

Returning to the question of arbitrariness on 16 November, he notes that a writing system, like a language, is beyond the community’s power either to modify it or prevent it from evolving, though this is not true of all conventional signs: the system of maritime signals could be changed by a government minister. He cites Naville’s book, adding that

it is up to us to determine what, in the different semiological systems, makes language a system apart. But it must again be noted that, if we can rank language, if for the first time it does not seem to have fallen from heaven, it is because we have <linked> it to semiology.

He believes that semiology ‘will see its domain continually extended’, to include for example gestures of politeness. Such gestures are not arbitrary in the way linguistic signs are. With cases such as ‘<the Chinese who prostrates himself to the ground nine times before his emperor!> they will leave behind this arbitrary character to move closer to the symbol’.

He expands on his third point in the list above, about values being grandeurs, sizes or degrees:

All degrees depend on one another […T]he synonyms craindre, redouter ‘fear’ exist only alongside one another: craindre will be enriched with all the contents of redouter the moment redouter ceases to exist. It would be the same with dog, wolf, even though they are thought of as isolated signs.

Craindre tends to connote the emotion of fear more strongly than redouter, which focuses on the rational expectation that something bad will happen. English fear has ‘all the content’ of both these verbs, because it lacks the distinction which gives each its value. Similarly, it is not evident that dogs and wolves belong to separate species; there is greater similarity between a wolf and an Alsatian than between an Alsatian and a chihuahua, and the category of ‘dog’ might well include all three if ‘wolf’ did not exist.

This is a matter of social ‘convention’ or ‘contract’ or ‘agreement’, but to call it such is to succumb to the temptation to take

a language as a legislation in the manner of the eighteenth-century philosophers, as dependent on our will. […] The moment when signs are agreed on does not really exist, is only ideal […]. The primitive contract merges with what is happening each day in the language, <with the permanent conditions of the language:> if you augment the language by one sign you diminish the meaning of the others by the same amount.

This, Saussure points out, is true even in the case of Esperanto. In transmission a language system, like any sign system, ‘is materially altered […], which alters the relationship of the sign to the thought’. Hence the origin of language is irrelevant to its state at any point in time.

In closing this lecture with a definition of the linguistic sign, he introduces one of his most memorable metaphors. The sign is

<not the series of syllables but> a double being, consisting of a series of syllables insofar as a particular meaning is attached to it; the sign is double:

meaning

– – – –

syllables

[…] This correspondence could be represented by the following comparison: one cannot cut the front of a sheet of paper and not the back. Only by abstraction can one be taken without the other.

The existence of the ‘front’ and ‘back’ of a sheet of paper is purely conceptual, hence abstract. The act of cutting shows that, physically, all that exists is the sheet. Saussure will consistently treat linguistic signs in this same way: the concrete reality is the sign as conjunction of what he here calls ‘meaning’ and ‘syllables’. When we speak of either of them separately from the other two, we enter the realm of abstraction—a dangerous place to be, because nothing inherently controls or limits what the linguist is capable of imagining. Only the concrete anchors our analyses to the truth.

UNITS AND VALUES

On 23 November Saussure returned to how a semiological system is composed of units of various orders, the real nature of which is as values.15 The sign is incorporeal: neither of the immediately graspable elements, the phonic substance or the idea, suffices to fix it or define its value. He compares the linguistic sign with the most obvious social unit of value: money.

Other values have to be compared; <it would be a gross error to imagine that> the material put into a coin is what fixes its value: many additional things <determine> it (for example the écu has the value 1/4 of 20 francs, the metal 1/8, <or indeed with a different effigy, it will be totally worthless>! On one side of the border it is worth this much; on the other, that much!)

Just at this time, René’s proposal of the ‘fictional’ international Esperantist currency unit, the spesmilo, discussed in the last chapter, was gaining ever more attention. At the congress of the French Association for the Advancement of Sciences in Reims in August 1907, the political economics section had recommended its adoption, and the association as a whole agreed to endorse it. It would take until the mid-1960s for the world to adjust fully to an understanding of money as something other than standard measures of precious metals. Even the spesmilo was based on the old conception, since, in René’s view, ‘the most practical means is to establish a fixed relation between the spesmilo and a very stable monetary unit, for example the gold pound sterling’.16

That raises the question: Why not then just make the gold pound sterling the international standard? It was, of course, a matter of national identity. René may have unwittingly weakened international support for the spesmilo with this proposal, under which the spesmilo would lose its arbitrariness and become a sort of code for sterling. The discussion of these matters between Ferdinand and René, in this period when both were working in the Université, may have some reflection in Ferdinand’s remarks on value, money, and political economics in the second and third courses.

The relatively short lecture on 26 November was focused on units and identities, with two specific examples: cheval ‘horse’ and its plural chevaux ‘horses’; and mois ‘month’ and its plural mois ‘months’. What, Saussure asks, is the basic unit that gives an identity to cheval /šœval/ and chevaux /šœvo/? All they have in common is /šœv/, which does not in itself mean ‘horse’ or anything else. With the second example, do we say there is a single unit mois /mwa/ that means both ‘month’ and ‘months’, or two units? Given that the plural (but not the singular) becomes /mwaz/ when the next word starts with a vowel (deux mois_encore), do we say that there is a unit /mwaz/ from which the /z/ is normally deleted?17 And how does the unit mois /mwa/ ‘month’ relate to moi /mwa/ ‘me’? Saussure’s point is that these questions will be answered differently depending on the perspective one is taking, which itself depends on the purpose of the analysis.

In most domains that are the object of a science this question does not even have to be asked: these units are all givens. In zoology or botany the unit of the individual, <animal or plant>, offers itself immediately, assured as a base <from the first instant.> […S]o a language strike us ← for this is its first characteristic → as presenting no concrete unit <prima facie,> and without our being able to give up the idea that there are units, and that it is their interplay that makes the language.18

Saussure raises the question of whether the word is itself necessary as a unit of analysis. He concludes that it is, which is not surprising given the value he always placed on what is psychologically real for speakers.

There is a point of view which says: the only concrete units are sentences, <we speak only in sentences,> we are the ones who then look for words <by abstraction.> But this takes us further. If we take the mass of sentences that are pronounced, their <outstanding> characteristic is not to resemble each other at all, not to offer a common core that can be an object of study. […] In the sentence everything is diversity and if one wants to find something in common, one arrives at the word, which was not being directly sought!

In the second half of the twentieth century Saussure would be accused of ignoring the centrality of syntax to the structure of a language. He will actually have quite a bit to say about syntax later in this course and in the one that follows; but meanwhile, linguistics has come back round to accepting words as basic units of language.

On 30 November Saussure presented his lecture as an appendix to the question of units. On the material side of the linguistic sign, the essential thing is the linear character of the phonic matter, the ‘speech chain’, which limits the possibilities of combination: ‘Phonic matter will always be in the same direction and does not admit the <simultaneity> of two signs.’ For example, ‘one cannot have simultaneously an accented and an unaccented vowel’. This makes vocal signs like musical ones, but unlike visual ones, where ‘a simultaneous multiplicity of signs’ is possible, as are ‘all directions and combinations’.

The linear nature of the vocal sign entails that ‘the material side <of the sign> is an amorphous side, <which has no form in itself.> That is one of the <causes> that makes it hard to find where the units are.’ Taken on their own, thought and phonic matter are each chaotic, but their combination instantiates divisions, hence analysis and order. Saussure makes a comparison with how waves—a succession of units—are formed by the contact of air and water, each an amorphous mass prior to their contact. Therein lies ‘the terrain of linguistics’, Saussure says, switching metaphors from lake to shore. It is the terrain of ‘articulations, that is, of “articuli”, small members in which thought takes consciousness <(value? B.)> through a sound’.19 To consider sound alone is to do not linguistics but phonetics; to consider thought alone is not linguistics but psychology.

Saussure returns to the question of identities, asking ‘on what we base our affirmation of the identity of ‘Messieurs’ and ‘Messieurs’!’ That is, when a word is repeated, are we in fact justified in identifying it as ‘the same word’ occurring in two successive acts? ‘<Some link or other must be referred to. What is it?>’, he asks. His answer involves another of his striking metaphors.

We are dealing with more or less the same identity as when I speak of the identity of the 12:50 and 5:00 express train for Naples. May appear paradoxical: different phonic material! But in Messieurs pronounced twice it is the same thing: <I have had to renew the material!> So it is not whatever identity is at hand. Different example: a street is rebuilt, it is the same street! This identity is of the same sort as linguistic identity. This question—what identity rests on—is the most serious one because it comes down completely to the question of the unit.

On further reflection he will see that the train metaphor is more complex than it first appears. Not only are the trains designated differently, but physically they are never composed of the same engine and cars. He will return to it in due course. The relevance of the street being rebuilt becomes evident when one looks at the dates of buildings in Geneva today. From about 1907 to 1912, in the city centre, apart from the sacrosanct Upper Town, streetscapes which Saussure had known all his life disappeared and were replaced with new edifices, while the street itself, though widened and straightened, kept its old name. ‘In the street example one may wonder what sort of unit this us: one will see that it is purely negative or oppositive.’ The street continues to be ‘the same’ only because it continues to be a different street from the others around it.

‘This question of identities ends up <being> the same as that of linguistic realities.’ The language, he says, is full of ‘misleading realities’, because ‘a number of linguists have created phantoms and become attached to them’. Emphasizing that it is difficult to decide ‘where are phantoms, where is reality?’, he cites the example of parts of speech. In French, bon marché (literally ‘good market’) means ‘inexpensive’, and is used to modify nouns: ces gants sont bon marché ‘these gloves are inexpensive’. Functionally, then, bon marché is an adjective. But formally it does not behave like one. French adjectives agree in number and gender with the noun they modify, whereas bon marché is invariable. So, Saussure asks, ‘is bon marché an adjective?’ To answer ‘no’ is to fall victim to the phantom of what bon marché used to be. Its present-day function reveals how speakers conceive of it, or rather, feel it. And that is what is real, as he explains in his next lecture, on 3 December:

<At every moment the danger of abstractions is spoken of. To comprehend what it is, a criterion is needed. This criterion is in each person’s consciousness.> What is in the speakers’ feeling, what is felt to some degree or other, is meaning, and one can say then that real concreteness, not at all so easy to grasp in the language = what is felt, which in turn = what is meaningful to some degree or other.

In the first course, the criterion for concreteness was tied to the realization of a unit in a ‘time-segment’. In the second course, too, the whole issue arises in the wake of his point that the linear nature of phonic matter demands the segmentation of linguistic meaning into units. Such segmentation is a two-way street: ‘What is meaningful is translated through a delimitation of units, which is created by meaning and does not exist prior to it: <it is not the case that the units are already there waiting to receive a meaning>.’ But he no longer links speakers’ consciousness to time; in emphasizing sentiment, ‘feeling’, he is relocating concreteness from action, the domain of parole, to a psychological dimension that, he admits, is ‘not at all so easy to grasp’.

At this point Saussure signalled a break, marked by Gautier as starting ‘Part Two’ of the course: ‘Division of linguistics into an external and an internal side.’ The external includes geographical extension, dialect diversification, and ethnological and political history. For Saussure, none of this belonged to linguistics proper,20 but he acknowledged the objections to separating external and internal that were at the heart of the recently published manifesto for the new journal Wörter und Sachen (‘Words and Things’),21 where ‘it has been pointed out <how much the grammar of a language depends on these external causes (just as a plant can be changed internally through external factors: terrain, climate)>’.

The formation of literary languages is also a ‘huge’ external question. The literary language is abnormal in some senses, yet it ‘normally’ develops alongside local dialects. Here Saussure is conflicted: most of the texts that have come down to us from ancient times are literary. Determining what is ‘abnormal’ about literary language requires an understanding of external factors as much as internal ones, which suggests that the two modes of study are not ultimately separable. And yet, it is clear to him that real linguistics is restricted to that internal study of the system in which, as Meillet put it, tout se tient.

The lecture of Monday 7 December carried on from the previous one, with the new argument that the internal–external division is methodologically necessary. Internal linguistics demands a systematicity that the external perspective does not admit. He recalls the metaphor of chess, where the value of pieces, the moves they can make, is inseparable from the system that is the game itself. The game’s ‘passage from Persia to Europe is external; […] if the pieces are ivory or wood, it makes no difference to the system; if an extra piece or row of squares is added, it is important for the internal system’. This leads him to a definition of the internal as ‘what is susceptible to changing values to some degree or other’.

Riedlinger here inserts a note: ‘To put it simply, Mr de Saussure makes no fundamental distinction between <these five things>: a value, an identity, a unit, a reality (in the linguistic sense, linguistic reality) and a concrete linguistic element.’ This is a stunning insight. Still today, most people would assume that a ‘value’ is an abstract element, and that concreteness lies in sound or meaning. To illustrate the identity of these concepts he asks whether the knight is a ‘concrete element’ in chess. Again, most people’s answer would be that a particular knight figure that can be held in the hand is ‘concrete’, whereas the knight as a series of potential moves in the game is ‘abstract’. But Saussure’s answer is exactly the reverse.

[T]aken in its materiality alone, outside its square <and other circumstances> it represents something on the level of universal matter but nothing whatsoever for the game of chess; what is concrete will be the knight wearing his value, being one with it. Does he have an identity? Totally, insofar as he will have a value. <It is noted not only that every other knight but that> even pieces which have no resemblance to the knight, provided that they differ from all the others, will be declared identical for the game of chess, provided that they have the same value. Which shows […] the link between identity and unit, the one being the basis of the other. <It is the same thing, placed within a systematic sphere, to speak of reality or value, but also of identity and value, and vice versa.>

Returning to language, he insists that we must ‘not take syllables as realities’, where syllables means the articulated sounds that can be heard. ‘It is a step in the right direction to add meaning to them,’ he says, ‘but insufficient.’ Meaning is famously ambiguous: in a sense the meaning of sheep is a particular animal one can see and touch; but where the language system is concerned, all that matters is the concept of that animal, as opposed for example to goat. The opposition between them gives each term its value, and ‘Value is not meaning. Value is given by other givens, […] by the reciprocal situation of the pieces in the language […]. Value itself is what will make the delimitation; the unit is not delimited fundamentally, and that is what is peculiar to language.’22

DIACHRONIC, (IDIO)SYNCHRONIC, AND PANCHRONIC LINGUISTICS

Before this lecture ended, Saussure returned to the distinction of diachronic and synchronic introduced in the first course. He gives an example showing the paradoxes and tensions that can arise between the two types of identities: the pas ‘not’ of je ne sais pas ‘I don’t know’ does not have synchronically identical value with the word pas ‘step’ in the pas de deux of the ballet, despite their phonological identity. Diachronically there is identity of value between them: the pas meaning ‘not’ originally occurred in phrases such as je ne vais pas ‘I’m not going a step’, where it simply intensified the negation of ne. It is not that one perspective is right and the other wrong. Each is right, even though the answers they give are contradictory. The synchronic and diachronic dimensions must be considered separately, each on its own terms.

Returning to this question on 10 December, Saussure attempted greater precision. Synchronic, meaning ‘what belongs to a precise instant of the language’, is ‘a bit imprecise. It seems to presuppose that whatever is simultaneous constitutes one and the same order.’23 He proposed therefore to add a further neologism, idiosynchronic, where the idio- adds the specification ‘in the special order corresponding to a particular language’. This does not apply to the diachronic perspective, because ‘the terms brought together in a diachronic view do not fall within the same language’. He does not dwell on the last point here, but it will come to be part of his core doctrine: change cannot happen within a langue; any change affects the system as a whole, resulting in a new langue.

He turns to syntax to show how such systemic change need involve no phonological change at all. Greek katabainō oreos ‘I descend the mountain’ was originally oreos ‘from the mountain’ bainō ‘I come’—there being, of course, only one way to come from a mountain, namely down. Then kata ‘down’ was added ‘for nuance’. But ‘at a second moment’ kata has taken over the principal role of signalling ‘down’, while the formerly ‘great meaningful force’ of the case ending -os of oreos is weakened, to become simply the ending that the preposition ‘takes’ or ‘governs’. Finally, we reach the stage of katabainō oreos, where the kata becomes fused onto the verb and continues to govern the case of the object noun. Not a single sound has been changed; the diachronic phenomena involved are all ‘displacements’.24

Having tried all his adult life to sort through these issues, and finding himself hampered at each step by the existing terminology, Saussure lets loose with a volley of neologisms. He has abandoned the term ‘history’ because it is ‘too vague’: it includes the static or (idio)synchronic perspective situated in the past, as well as the diachronic that crosses time periods in a ‘cinematic’ or ‘evolutive’ way. He is trying out all these terms, and quickly dispenses with ‘evolutive’ because it too is ‘not yet precise enough, does not put the two systems of forces into opposition enough’.

While stressing the need to oppose the static and diachronic forces ‘very sharply’, he asks whether ‘these two orders exhaust the perspectives of the language’, or whether there is not also a panchronic perspective. That could apply, he says, to ‘generalizations’, such as vocal sounds considered purely as phonic substance, apart from their role in any particular language; or phonological change considered as a general phenomenon that has always taken place and will always take place, whereas any particular phonological change belongs to the diachronic order. But this would mean that vocal sounds as phonic substance are not ‘linguistic’, nor is phonological change a linguistic fact, just a generalization about human behaviour. Saussure concludes: ‘If we speak of concrete facts there is no panchronic point of view. This is precisely what will mark what is linguistic and what is not, that is to say what can be considered panchronically.’ Only that to which a value can be attributed is linguistic, and that value must be either synchronic or diachronic. The terms ‘idiosynchronic’ and ‘panchronic’ will not reappear.

The remaining three lectures for December illustrate the theoretical points concerning the synchronic and diachronic perspectives. No major new ideas are introduced. He warns again that ‘a continual trap is produced between the synchronic and the diachronic. […T]hese phenomena find themselves in a strict interdependence and on the other hand completely independent.’25 He again invokes the word ‘antinomies’. Through the preceding three decades his failure to resolve such antinomies left him paralysed. Now, in his fifties, he was mature enough to accept that they were true paradoxes, ones he would never resolve but might yet manage to clarify. The ‘strict interdependence’ between the synchronic and diachronic gives the lie to any claim that Saussure called for diachronic enquiry to be abandoned or marginalized. When on 17 December he observed that ‘the only way to comprehend what there is in a language at a given moment is to make a clean slate of the past!’, he followed this with: ‘nothing is more important than knowing the genesis of what exists within an epoch.’ The synchronic as considered apart from the diachronic is purely an abstraction, and vice versa, just as with the phonic and conceptual sides of the linguistic sign.

He reiterates that, synchronically, tout est rapport ‘everything is relationship’. There is no real difference between phenomena and units: ‘every <linguistic> unit represents a relationship, <every phenomenon too> […] Or else let us speak of differences: everything is only difference used as opposition, and opposition creates value.’ With the diachronic too, ‘there will be all sorts of questions about units’, and ‘no essential distinction between what is a phenomenon and classification of units’.

In a passage that has given rise to much speculation about his reading beyond linguistics, Saussure states that the synchrony–diachrony divide probably pertains ‘in all the sciences which are concerned with value […]. Therefore economic history must be distinguished from political economy. <Recent> works with a scientific orientation in this domain accentuate this distinction.’ There is no other evidence of his taking an interest in political economy, except in his capacity as librarian of the Faculty of Letters and Social Sciences, where économie politique was situated. It could be that during his year of taking courses promiscuously as a student at the Université in 1875–6, he attended the one on political economy by Dameth, described in Chapter 5.

Saussure makes clear that any analogy between linguistics and economics is only partial, because ‘the more the values form a tight system, the more this necessity grows’, and

[N]o system is as tight as a language: tight = precision of values (the slightest nuance changes words), multiplicity of the kinds of value, immense multiplicity of the terms and units <at work in the system,> reciprocal and strict interdependence of the units: all is syntactic in a language, all is a system.

Only synchronic facts form the system, Saussure says; diachronic facts modify it at every moment, but ‘they are not linked to each other, <do not form a system among themselves> = only sum of particular facts’.

In his last lecture for 1908, on 21 December, Saussure turns to the question of linguistic ‘laws’. As an example of a synchronic law he gives the French sentence, where ‘the <direct> object must not precede the verb’ (unless it is a pronoun), and for a phonological law, the case of Old French teste and paste, which in the thirteenth century became tête and pâte (with the same change affecting all words containing -st-). Are these indeed ‘laws’? He prefaces his answer by noting that

the term law recalls two ideas:

1) that of the regularity <or order> on the one hand, and

2) that of its imperative nature, of an imperative necessity.

The synchronic example, he believes, offers ‘a regularity, an order, but there is only that […]. Has no imperative nature. It has an imperative nature in the sense that individuals cannot stray from it, but vis-à-vis the community it is utterly unstable, nothing guarantees its stability.’ With the phonetic law, on the other hand, ‘the imperative force is unmistakeable. We see in effect that it has a sanction which results from <the event>.’ Again, this combination of coercion and sanction is the hallmark of Durkheim’s account of the social.26

At the close of the lecture he shifts to the question of what constitutes a unit in morphology, focusing on the Greek word phylanx (the military unit), and how it relates to its various case forms. He notes that ‘grammar is concerned with the functions of these forms, while morphology establishes their states.  <Morphology tells us that the genitive of phylanx is phylakos, and grammar tells us when it is used>.’ He warns however that phylakos ‘in itself is absolutely nothing, exists only through its opposition to phylaki, phylaka’, other case forms. He refers again to the metaphor of a sheet of paper to explain the inseparability of the formal and functional sides of the opposition, concluding that the ‘study of forms and of functions is the same thing. It will not be so easy to establish compartments.’

But why the concern about compartmentalizing grammar on the one hand and the linguistic study of morphology on the other? To understand this, it will help to take a step back and look at the four-part review of the Mélanges Saussure that began appearing in the Journal de Genève on 16 November 1908, in which the distinction between grammar and linguistics took centre stage.27

RETURN TO PARIS

Taking up most of the newspaper’s front page, Havet’s review opened by recalling how he had introduced Saussure’s Mémoire in the same publication nearly thirty years before. Now, Havet had achieved celebrity well beyond his specialized field as the great champion of Dreyfus, and could sign himself a ‘Membre de l’Institut’, the next step down from the Académie Française.

Going through the contributions to the Mélanges one by one, he is disappointed that Wackernagel touches only casually on syntax, his special subject, and the other contributions not at all—just as, Havet says, Saussure’s Mémoire left it aside.28 This sparks a discussion of how syntax should be the work, not of linguists, but of grammarians: ‘Grammar, as everyone knows, is the daughter of Greece; linguistics is the daughter of India as is her favourite instrument, precise phonology.’ Although these two routes into language merged in the first half of the nineteenth century, the methodological division between them should reflect ‘a dualism of language itself’. He makes what appears at first to be a deeply Saussurean statement—‘Language is, in effect, double’—but clearly his doubleness is not Saussure’s: ‘There is the spoken language and there is the written language.’

He goes on to say that ‘The written language is individual rather than national. […O]ne never arrives at anything other than studying the Latinities of individuals […T]his is because there is no written language of the masses.’ The spoken language is, in contrast, ‘popular, collective, anonymous’. Grammarians have the written, linguists the spoken, as their respective domains. Syntax, for Havet, implicitly means remarkable syntax, word order that deviates from the usual patterns of everyday speech, and that is the key factor in identifying an individual’s written style. Hence syntax is the domain par excellence of the grammarian, who has to work with the ‘unstitched’ materials of morphology as well, and of the stylistician, who deals with ‘a higher, finer, more psychological syntax’. Phonology and etymology are the domains of the linguist. The long discussion includes an allusion to the Bergsonian ‘vital force’ of language that is ‘the gift which children, the ignorant and the instinctive have of inventing combinations of elements’, before concluding that ‘This is why syntax is absent, or rather banished, from the Mélanges de linguistique’.

Saussure wrote to thank Havet the day the review appeared, with a longer letter following on the 17th, in which he recounted his memories of that first review of thirty years before.

I recall it in effect as if it were yesterday. I was in Berlin, more than anxious in my student room about the result that my presumptuous enterprise was going to have: the book had been out for two months and I had been awaiting the essay’s collapse upon the first review; I had hardened myself in advance for the worst. This is why the impression received on reading your article of 25 February 1879 has remained an ineffaceable impression for me: it was the certainty, tangible for the first time, and that every worker desires, of not having worked in vain.29

Saussure goes on to address, briefly and diplomatically, the thrust of Havet’s new review, implying subtly though unmistakeably that they do not see eye to eye.

I have been very interested […] by the parallelism and the opposition that you establish between written language – grammar – syntax and on the other hand: spoken language – phonetic linguistics. If I am not mistaken, I have come to profess an idea more or less close to yours with regard to language, but unfortunately without my being able to tell whether the coincidence is as perfect as I wish it to be […].

Two days after writing this, Saussure received a letter from Mme Havet, renewing her invitation to both Ferdinand and Marie to come to Paris in January for the presentation of Havet’s Festschrift. He did not reply until 1 December, in the hope that Marie, unwell despite her usually rude health, would be able to accompany him. Unfortunately she remained under doctor’s orders to rest in bed, so he had to tell Mme Havet that ‘We both greatly regret not being able to have this short stay in Paris together’.30

Havet’s review of the Mélanges Saussure concluded on 23 November. After a summary of Meillet’s paper, which he praised for its brilliant and precise use of linguistic methodology, Havet wrote a few lines that deserve to be remembered.

Method is everything in linguistics.

Linguistics, in effect, is a critique applied to data (materials, simple materials that every language furnishes). Now the critique, as I said long ago in my article on Mr de Saussure, is nothing other than a good scaffolding of hypotheses. Solidity comes to it exclusively from method, without which the scaffolding would be a house of cards. […] Careful method is the outstanding feature of the Mélanges Saussure.31

Saussure was surely relieved that Havet’s later fascicles did not take up the misguided views put forward in the first one, so any worry about awkwardness at their forthcoming meeting could be set aside.

The surprise presentation ceremony for the Mélanges Havet took place in Havet’s office on 6 January, Havet’s sixtieth birthday. According to one report it was ‘the famous F. de Saussure’ who presented the Mélanges to Havet, though Meillet claimed that he himself did it.32 The presentation of the book was followed by a soirée intime hosted by Mme Havet.

Saussure’s paper for the Mélanges Havet was ‘On the Latin Compounds of the Type agricola’. These words are masculine but belong to the first declension, otherwise made up of feminine nouns. Saussure rejected the prevalent idea that they all derive from originally abstract nouns, such that agricola must have meant ‘farming’ before it meant ‘farmer’.

The supposition would force one to imagine at one and the same time that agricola in its detoured sense was transmitted without difficulty, but that the same vivid formation was struck dead in all the representations that would have kept something of its direct sense. A most unlikely chance.

His alternative explanation was that the final -a of these nouns is in fact a reflex of the primitive vowelA (here called ö) hypothesized in his Mémoire. Another key discovery of the Mémoire is implicated as well, namely the disyllabic roots, the fundamental significance of which Havet’s review of the Mémoire had been unique in appreciating. Following the example of all the linguists who treated his innovations as common property, Saussure does not cite his own earlier work, in effect plagiarizing himself. For added piquancy, Brugmann is one of the linguists named in the article as supporting the theory that nouns such as agricola originally had abstract meanings.

Saussure’s time in Paris in January 1909 was necessarily brief, since classes were recommencing at the Université de Genève. He and Meillet likely took the opportunity to discuss the direction taken by Saussure in his research on anagrams, which would gain a new and final impetus in the spring.

SYNTAGMS AND ASSOCIATIONS

The second general linguistics course recommenced on Monday 11 January 1909, with Saussure picking up where he had left off three weeks before. In the next four lectures, he reviewed the main points already made, adding just one major idea. The 11 January lecture returned to the question of units as determined by form and function, concluding that ‘Everything comes back to differences, everything comes back to groupings’.33 He adds that ‘a fundamental distinction must be posited’ between two meanings of the ambiguous word ‘groupings’: one is as ‘units of association’, for instance the one that links contre ‘against’ to contraire ‘contrary’, rencontrer ‘meet’, etc. This Saussure calls ‘groups in the sense of families’, describing them as ‘the inner treasury that is equivalent to the cabinet of memory’, the ‘storehouse’. The other meaning is as ‘discursive units’, such as contre-marche ‘counter-march’, described as ‘groups in the sense of syntagms’, part of ‘the speech chain’, hence not ‘purely mental’ as the associative groups are.

This is close to the differentiation made in the first course between the ‘order’ which linguistic units assume in speech, and ‘groupings’ existing in the sphere of the language—but with the essential change that here he is not aligning this distinction with langue and parole. Instead, the associative and the discursive units are both part of langue, even though the associative is more purely mental while the discursive relates more directly to the realization of the language in speech.

He repeats the point made in the first course about there always being a constant element in the associative group, such as contr- in the example above, and a variable element (-e, -aire, ren-er). As soon as these elements combine in a particular order—first to make a word, then again to make a sentence—they enter the discursive, syntagmatic realm. A syntagm, on the other hand, always involves an order, a linear sequence. All values result from this double grouping, analytic and syntagmatic, whatever the size: the sentence Que vous dit-il? ‘what did he tell you?’ is a syntagm, just as the words contraire and rencontrer are syntagms. And Que vous dit-il? is part of an associational group including Que nous dit-il?, Que vous dit-elle?, and so on.

The syntagmatic and associative groupings apply even at the level of the individual sound: ‘<What value is possible for m will result on the one hand> from the inner opposition with every kind of element of the same order […] but there is another way of having value, which is to have value syntagmatically’, which has to do with where exactly an m can occur and does occur in a particular word in a particular language. Saussure gives the example of Latin anima ‘mind, soul’, which became anma in late spoken Latin—but nm was not a possible syntagmatic unit for sounds in Gallo-Romance or Ibero-Romance. As a result, the Spanish word is alma, with the n dissimilated to l, and the French is âme. He concludes that

It is these two perpetual oppositions: through syntagms and through everything that differs, what we do not bring in but could bring into the discourse; it is on these two oppositions, ways of being next to, <or different from something,> that the mechanism of a language state rests.

The 14 January lecture notes that ‘Syntagmatics does not have to be particularly concerned with syntax’, yet ‘the facts of syntax fall within syntagmatics’, since they ‘always take place between two units at minimum’. Saussure is adamant that ‘The idea that there might be an incorporeal syntax beyond these material units that can be distributed in space, this is a false idea’. He gives the example of English the man I saw, where in other Indo-European languages one must say the equivalent of the man that I saw (l’homme que j’ai vu). Without the relative pronoun, *l’homme j’ai vu is impossible in French. He recognizes the temptation to suppose that a that is elided, unexpressed. But how then could English speakers understand it? The fact that they do means that nothing is missing: we have to assume an associative group for syntagms of this type that includes both that and (zero). This zero is a real term, an element of the system every bit as real and concrete as that is.

Saussure raises the ‘immense’ phenomenon of analogy, which is attached to association and syntagms and occupies ‘a very delicate point in the distinction between synchronic and diachronic’. Analogy occurs only ‘through the synchronic forces in the system’. The storehouse of associated elements supplies the fourth proportionals through which analogies are made. Aimer, aimable, and entamer give rise to a word entamable ‘startable’ that perhaps has never before been produced, and is ‘a <new> word which is needed’. This ‘comes back to the fact that <the inner consciousness,> the feeling for the language, will draw this from it: I can replace -er with -able. <There is an element which I make vary>.’

Saussure draws a provisional conclusion that recalls Havet’s attempt to divide grammar and linguistics.

All that is in the synchronics of a language, including analogy (= consequence of our activity) is captured very well in the term grammar in something very close to how it is ordinarily conceived. […] There is <for us> no historical grammar, <the terms clash:> there is no system that can straddle a series of epochs. What is synchronically in a language is an equilibrium that is realized from moment to moment. By historical grammar is meant diachronic linguistics, which is something else and is condemned to never being grammatical.

grammatical = meaningful = relating to a system of signs = synchronic ipso facto

Saussure agrees with Havet that there is a distinction to be made between linguistics and grammar, but not on the basis of spoken versus written. Linguistics implies diachronic study, grammar the analysis of the synchronic system. He reiterates ‘the rational division of the synchronic into syntagms and associations. […] There are in a language only differences and no positive quantity. But these differences can be exercised on two axes: spoken line and <inner> mental comparisons <from form to form>.’

On Tuesday 19 January, Albert Riedlinger met with Saussure to discuss ‘static linguistics’. Saussure had mentioned in a lecture that it could be the subject of an entire course, and it seems that this possibility is what Riedlinger wanted to know more about. These are his notes of what was said:

Mr de Saussure was very much occupied with it 15 years ago, and it would take him at least two to three months of gathering his notes, over the holidays, before undertaking such a course (it is not something to be improvised from lecture to lecture) and … students already up to date with linguistic methods.

There is no subject more arduous than this one: one would have to take up, to refute it, all that Paul and the moderns have written on the subject. A theory of the parts of speech would have to be set out. This would be a grammaire générale.

What makes the subject difficult is that, like certain theorems in geometry, it can be taken from several sides: everything is a corollary of everything else in static linguistics: whether one speaks of units, of differences, of oppositions etc., it all comes down to the same thing. A language is a rigorous system, and the theory must be a system as rigorous as the language. That is the difficult point, for it is nothing to set up, one after the other, affirmations, views on a language; coordinating them into a system is everything.

One would have to start with diachronic linguistics; the synchronic must be treated on its own; but without the perpetual opposition with the diachronic, we end up with nothing: the ancient grammarians created a static linguistics that was child’s play and did not risk confounding the two points of view, but what did they arrive at?

The best way of proceeding would be to take the expressions that good linguists use when they speak of static phenomena, and to see the errors and the illusions that they contain. Thus they use the word ‘form’ to designate all sorts of things: phonic constitution or meaning, function of a word. In linguistics, the necessity of not using one term for another is unique: what has to be designated are not in fact concrete units already given, as a living being is for the zoologist, but results always from a combination, is complex (the first linguistic units—sounds, syllables—that can be considered are already an acoustico-vocal product, and units such as the word are in their turn the product of these material units and units of thought) and in designating them by one side rather than by the other, that is to say by abstraction, we risk at each moment perceiving that what we have distinguished is identical.

Mr de Saussure … manifestly fears taking it up; he is quick to add with a smile: ‘I certainly would not appoint myself to create a static linguistics’, and to my protestations he responds only by returning ceaselessly to the difficulty of the enterprise.

The introduction that Mr de Saussure has given up to now in his course in general linguistics is only a causerie, a verbal rambling. If the [entire] course [devoted to static linguistics] followed, it would have to be entirely different. Mr de Saussure will this year take up the Indo-European languages and the problems which they pose. This will be a preparation for a philosophical course in linguistics. Mr de Saussure does not categorically refuse to give it in two years; this will be for the students, I think, to decide. As for a book on the subject, it is unthinkable: it must, says Mr de Saussure, give the definitive thought of its author.34

Fifteen years before this was 1894, the year of the notes for the article on Whitney, and not long after the writing of the ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts. We know that he was already trying to lay out a static linguistics even before that. But 1894 does mark an important point in the development of his thinking, both from the written record and in his own memory. The closing remark about a book having to give its author’s definitive thought on the subject explains much about his inability to complete the many books he started on. What is perhaps most surprising is that he did not consider what he was teaching to be a course in static linguistics—but that the next time round, it might be that, and a philosophical course in the bargain.35

The lecture of Thursday 21 January concluded the ‘introduction’ to the course. Taking up the linkage he has made between the grammatical as meaningful and the synchronic, Saussure revisits an idea first articulated in his letter to Gaston Paris at the end of 1891, and explored in the ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts.

Everything that is phonetic is diachronic. This accords very well with the fact that what is phonetic is not meaningful, not grammatical. To do the phonetics of a unit I strip it, I can strip it, of its meaning. […] We consider only the material part of words in phonetics, but this is not what is most characteristic of the phonetic; what is most characteristic is that the phonetic is <exclusively> diachronic.36

This creates a quandary. It entails that a diachronic study of morphology or other ‘grammatical’ subjects should be impossible. That seems counter-intuitive. He investigates a number of examples, including the loss of noun cases between Latin and Romance and their functional replacement with prepositions (e.g. liber Marci ‘Mark’s book’ → livre de Marc ‘book of Mark’). Is this not the proper matter of a ‘historical grammar’? Saussure argues that the diachronic change is really the ‘phonetic material fact’, the weakening and loss of final syllables that did away with the case endings, and that secondly this was followed by the establishment of a grammatical state, which happened on the synchronic dimension. But he is hesitant: Riedlinger notes that, perhaps in response to a question from him or another student, ‘Mr de Saussure is not unaware that one can speak of the history of a declension, of the associative groups of which we have spoken’. But ‘phonetics intervenes <almost without fail> from one side or another. The difficulty, of which Mr de Saussure is not unaware, is in the residue <that seems to justify a grammatical history>.’ The notes for this lecture conclude, weakly but honestly: ‘The question of what to believe about the evolutive view of things for what is not purely phonetic is unclear; no simple answer will be found, and phonetics is bound to play a role.’

At this point, still during the 21 January lecture, Saussure began the ‘Overview of Indo-European linguistics as an introduction to general linguistics’ which he had told Riedlinger would be the core of the course. From this point forward we do not have the lecture-by-lecture breakdown. Saussure gives a history of linguistics, following the same general lines as in the first course, but more compressed for the early period, and expanded, with more examples, for the major figures from Bopp, Grimm, and Pott forward. The remaining lectures, continuing through the second semester, combine an overview of languages with the diachronic phonology of the various branches of Indo-European, partly integrated with the coverage of mid-nineteenth-century figures. Saussure frequently cites Whitney’s Life and Growth of Language, which he may have used as a model for this main part of the second course.

Compared with its predecessor of 1907, the various components of the second course fit together more coherently. Emphasis shifted from what happens in the unconscious or half-conscious mind of the individual to the social nature of the language system. Saussure arrived at his mature division of langage as the universal human faculty of language, langue as a particular socially shared system of signs, and parole as the individual’s realization of that system. His theory of semiology was fleshed out to its greatest extent, with value at its centre; and the core insight emerged that a value, an identity, a unit, a linguistic reality, and a concrete linguistic element are all ultimately the same. He maintained the division of synchrony and diachrony from the first course, adding the panchronic, though this was not a category that would endure. The distinction between associative and discursive groupings was elevated to a central position within the synchronic perspective, and rethought so that it no longer corresponded to the langue–parole divide; rather, both groupings pertain to langue. Possibly in response to Havet’s attempt to distinguish linguistics and grammar, Saussure revived the idea that linguistics has as its proper domain only diachronic phonology, and that whatever involves meaning can only belong to synchrony, and to grammar, though he admits to some disquiet on this last score.

Everything just summarized fell within that ‘introductory’ part of the course which Saussure dismissed to Riedlinger as merely a causerie, and not the real course in static linguistics he envisaged and hoped perhaps to give the next time round, in 1910–11. During the second semester of 1908–9 Saussure was also teaching Sanskrit and the Interpretation of Anglo-Saxon and Old High German texts. He was dealing too with complications arising from the vote of the Faculty of Letters and Social Sciences in February to split into two sub-faculties.37 It most immediately affected his work as Faculty librarian, but it also meant that, for the remainder of his career, he would be part of a less diverse unit, separated from colleagues such as Flournoy and Claparède. The new unit would be dominated by the most elite and conservative forces within the Université, which would prove to be a mixed blessing. It might give people like him and his kinsmen, plus old friends such as De Crue, more control over their own affairs, but it would also make them an easier target for the political radicals who ran the Department of Public Instruction.

ABANDONING ANAGRAMS

By the spring of 1909 Saussure had spent more than three years researching anagrams in classical poetry. The previous summer Léopold Gautier had begun assisting him. On 28 August 1908 Saussure wrote to Gautier about switching their attention to Politian, a Renaissance poet who, writing in a Latin that was not his mother tongue, had to be deploying anagrams either as an artifice or not at all.

The notebooks which I have given you contain nothing on Politian, and it seems to me, after further study, that I have a bit of a duty to tell you to wait until I have completed the series relative to this author. […] I rather feel that you will finally remain perplexed, since I do not disguise the fact that I have remained so myself—, on the most important point, namely what one is to make of the reality or the phantasmagoria of the entire affair.

[…I]t is above all a matter first of gaining some sort of faith or other, either for example in the probability of the whole, or that ‘something’ is certain. […I]f the hypogram does not exist in Politian, I mean as something that can be recognized as intended by him, I swear then to abandon the hypogram everywhere, without any remission and for all epochs of Latinity.38

Saussure ordered a copy of Politian’s poems, in which he had found ‘words whose syllabic make-up constitutes fresh new evidence that they are not chosen by chance’, to be sent to Gautier.39 The two of them worked separately on the poems for the next several weeks, meeting from time to time after Saussure’s return to Geneva from Vufflens around 12 October to prepare for the new semester.40 Meanwhile, Saussure began casting his net still further forwards in time. He wrote, or at least drafted, a letter to the director of Eton College in England, asking for information on Thomas Johnson, who in 1699 published his Latin translation of the Greek epigrams for use as a textbook at Eton, where he was a Latin master, and where his translations remained in use as a teaching text for more than a century.41 Saussure happened to open a copy of the 1813 edition of Johnson’s book, and found that ‘it literally rained hypograms’,42 enough to fill eleven of his notebooks. In one line, Hospes, Artemias sum: Patria Cnidus: Euphronis veni, he found the hypograms ‘Thomas Iohnsonius’, ‘Artium Magister’ (Johnson’s highest degree from Cambridge), and ‘in usum scholae Etonensis’ (‘used at Eton School’), a formula which appeared on the title page, and which required a bit of fancy footwork to account for the l of scholae. The same three hypograms appear in each of the three verses that follow.

Saussure’s enquiry to Eton said only that he found in Johnson’s translation ‘some extremely remarkable characteristics, following earlier observations I have made about certain rules specially recommended since the Renaissance for writing Latin in schools throughout the Western world’. Whether he sent the letter or received a reply is unknown.43 On 21 October he wrote to Gautier in unusually intense terms, in an attempt to impress on him that ‘syllabograms’—patterns based on sound alone (‘syllable’ being his term of the moment for the acoustic image or signifier)—were of no use, unless a meaning relevant to the theme of the poem could be attached to them, making them ‘hypograms’.44 Then, a week later, he sent Gautier another letter:

I feel obliged to write to tell you that the control work which you have so obligingly undertaken is becoming useless, and to ask you not to waste any more time on this fruitless drudgery. I have found a completely new basis which, for better or for worse, will in any case allow a verification to be made in a minimum amount of time, and with clearer results.

The thing does not bear solely on the method of control, but also on the very theory of the hypogram, although I cannot yet specify in detail the new conception which has opened up for me, and of which I shall inform you.45

When, more than fifty years later, Jean Starobinski discussed these matters with Gautier, he could offer no enlightenment on what Saussure was referring to in the last paragraph. The fact was that Saussure was preparing to leave on the trip, probably to England, that would take him briefly to Paris before the start of the semester. He knew that he had to wind up his research for the time being and prepare his courses, particularly the general linguistics course, which he was planning to rearrange and refocus.

Gautier, who was taking the course, continued to work with Saussure on the anagrams when he returned to the research during the spring break. Now Saussure decided to push the question still further forward, to the rare contemporary poets who composed in Latin. Lo and behold, anagrams jumped to his eyes as he read the elegy to Ferdinand de Lesseps by Father Pietro Rosati,46 and again when he examined the Latin poems of Giovanni Pascoli, professor at the University of Bologna and the most celebrated poet of his generation in his native Italian. He wrote to Pascoli on 19 March 1909, again in circumspect terms, asking with regard to contemporary Latin poetry: ‘Are certain technical details, apparently observable in the versification of some moderns, there purely by chance, or are they intended, and applied in a conscious manner?’47 He praised Pascoli’s poetry as a model of modern Latinity, adding that in few other contemporaries does one ‘sense so distinctly the continuation of a very pure tradition’. Without going into more detail, he says that ‘if you would be graciously disposed to received the detail of my questions, I should be honoured to send you this detail in another letter’. Although the reply has not been found, Pascoli appears from Saussure’s next letter to have been dubious about the hypograms being intentional, yet to have invited him to send further details.

In his second letter of 6 April, Saussure gave examples from Pascoli’s own Latin poems.

1. Is it by chance or with intention that in a passage such as Catullocalvos p. 16, the name of Falerni is found, surrounded by words which reproduce the syllables of this name

…/ facundi  calice  hausere  - alterni

FA             AL        ER              ALERNI

2. Ibidem p. 18, is it again by chance that the syllables of Ulixes seem sought in a series of words such as

/ Urbium simul    / Undique pepulit lux umbras … resides

U––––UL           U–––– ULI—X––––  S––––S– ES

and also those of Circe in

/Cicuresque/…

CI -R- CE

or / Comes est itineris illi cerva pede /…

[…T]he more numerous the examples become, the likelier one is to think that it is the natural effect of chance on the 24 letters of the [Latin] alphabet that can produce these coincidences almost regularly.48

No reply to this second letter was ever received from Pascoli. Saussure took this as a repudiation.49 It was all that was needed to confirm what Saussure had long felt in his heart: that this was indeed ‘the natural effect of chance’ in any text. He abandoned the research that had occupied him since his first fascination with the Saturnian inscriptions in the Roman Forum in January 1906, with no apparent sign of disappointment.

As mentioned in Chapter 15, Starobinski’s published accounts of this research in the 1960s would lead to overinterpretations of Saussure as a practitioner of structuralist poetics avant la lettre, so far ahead of his time as to have been driven to the edge of madness. The true significance of the anagram research is more banal: it demonstrates Saussure’s methodological rigour and scholarly honesty. A hidden principle of classical poetry appeared to be staring him in the face. The more he looked, the more examples he found. Meillet urged him to publish this spectacular discovery. If Saussure had heeded the advice, his life might have culminated in fame rather than obscurity, though the fame would not have been enduring. Instead, he was true to his own instincts and creed. The last of the ninety-nine notebooks on anagrams was closed, and he moved on.

The end of the anagram research coincided with another family crisis. On 20 April 1909 Saussure received a postcard from his uncle Auguste de Pourtalès in Cannes, about his youngest brother Louis, whose wife Meta ‘has calmed down and has cried a great deal, regretting her violent outbursts. So we can hope for a period of respite. She must decidedly give birth in 6 or 8 weeks.’50 Meta’s letter to Ferdinand a year or two before had made her sound like the rock of stability, married to a selfish dreamer and profligate. Auguste, on the other hand, assures Ferdinand that ‘We find Louis with his good sense intact, and very patient’, adding that ‘We can rest easy, but the future of this household remains worrisome’. He was right to be worried, though Louis and Meta went on to have four children, and stayed married until Meta’s death in 1921.

THE JUBILEES OF CALVIN AND THE ACADÉMIE

The modern social history of Geneva can be read in the city’s response to the centenaries of Jean Calvin’s birth. In 1609 and 1709, anything more than a respectful bow of the head would have seemed contrary to Calvin’s own principles, and in 1809 it would have risked being interpreted as anti-Bonapartist chauvinism—a word that, coincidentally, is an etymological doublet of Calvinism.51

But 1909 was another story entirely. Reformed Christianity was still the binding force in Genevese society, across the social divides. The Republic was prosperous as never before, secure in its autonomy within the federal state and increasingly important in the unique world role given to it by its neutrality. The fourth centenary of Calvin, combined with the 350th anniversary of his founding of the Académie, now Université, de Genève, became the great Genevese ‘nationalist’ celebration, replete with faux Renaissance pageantry.

The week of 2 July was set aside for the event. First came the celebrations of Calvin’s quatracentenary, celebrated in the temples of Geneva from the 2nd to the 7th. The week was capped by the placing of the first stone of the International Monument of the Reformation, the magnificent sandstone wall facing the Université across the Parc des Bastions that depicts the key moments in the history of the Reformation, dominated at the centre by the figures of Calvin, Théodore de Bèze, Guillaume Farel, and John Knox. An international committee had been appointed to raise funds for the wall.52 Horace de Saussure was one of the nine-member jury charged with selecting the design from among the many impressive plans submitted.53 At 6 p.m. on Wednesday 7 July a reception and dinner were offered to the international delegates of the Association for the International Monument and other selected invitees by Marie de Saussure at the family mansion.

The 7th to the 9th were the days devoted to the anniversary of the Académie. Bouvier, who stood down as Rector in 1908, organized this part of the celebration, with William Rosier, State Councillor and head of the Department of Public Instruction, as Honorary President.54 On Friday the 9th, 850 graduates of the Université were offered lunch, followed by a 3:30 boat excursion with a stop for a tea offered from 4:00 to 6:00 by Mr & Mme Ferdinand de Saussure, Mr & Mme Léopold de Saussure, and Mr & Mme René de Saussure, ‘in their splendid country estate of Creux de Genthod’, where the graduates ‘were received by their hosts in the most charming fashion’. But the Hindu gods who had spoiled the festivities at the Congress of Orientalists in 1894 were up to their old tricks: the outdoor tea was hit with a deluge. Still, according to the published report, ‘Despite the bad weather, the afternoon passed very rapidly and one and all took away a wonderful memory of it’.55

Possibly not all. Whatever the administrative heights he had ascended to and the power he held over the Université, William Rosier could never aspire to a mansion in the Upper Town or a country estate at Creux de Genthod, or even the personal largesse of a dinner party for 850. Jealousies nurtured at the Collège de Genève had driven him onwards and upwards. For the next three years he was determined to put in their place those who had lorded it over him. It was not the most opportune moment for one of the professors who officially answered to him to be showing him up socially before Geneva and the world.
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COMPARATIVE GRAMMAR OF GREEK AND LATIN

THE family problems fell on weakening shoulders. In his early fifties, Saussure was increasingly feeling the effects of arteriosclerosis, hardening of the arteries.1 There was no direct treatment. The decreased flow of blood affected all parts of the body, with impotence almost inevitably one of the results. His doctors—all the various physicians within his family coterie—prescribed visits to the warm mineral baths in eastern Switzerland, to stimulate circulation. In August of 1909, or possibly a year before or after that, he went for a three-week cure at Ragaz, still a popular, if rather luxurious, cure today.2

A week after the Saussure brothers hosted their reception for graduates of the Université at Creux de Genthod, Léopold was badly injured in a motorcycling accident in the nearby countryside.3 He suffered multiple fractures, and would have been worse off still if the vehicles of the time had been capable of higher speeds. He recovered enough by September to announce a course of lectures on ancient Chinese civilization at the Athénée starting in January 1910. Horace too was giving a course, at the École des Beaux Arts, on ‘the history of painting from the point of view of processes, the first time this subject has been taught in Geneva from this special angle’.4 René’s profile continued to grow; at the International Congress of Psychology hosted at the Université by Flournoy in August 1909, he addressed the plenary session on the advantages of Esperanto—in Esperanto.5 The following month he took a leading role at the International Esperanto Congress held at Barcelona.6 In 1910 he would publish books on multidimensional geometry and on his theory of word construction in Esperanto.

For Ferdinand, there was no general linguistics course to prepare, since it was offered every second year. He would be teaching Sanskrit, as usual, ‘Gothic and Old Saxon, studied as introduction to the grammar of the Germanic languages’ and the Comparative Grammar of Greek and Latin.7 The previous comparative grammar course was discussed in Chapter 16, where its contents were seen to overlap considerably with the first course in general linguistics. The 1909–10 comparative grammar course likewise recapitulated many points from the second course, in some areas developing them further, in the direction of the third general linguistics course to be given the following year.

From the dating of Riedlinger’s notes for the comparative grammar course it appears that Saussure was covering phonology and morphology in tandem, on alternate days.8 In the phonology lectures, he developed a new perspective on language change: ‘Historical laws have as their principal effect to destroy the relationship, <the links existing> between two forms. This is one of the continual effects which requires phonology to re-establish these links.’9 Phonology, in other words, must continually restore the stability of the system, as sound laws blindly undo the relationships through which value is established. In Old French the three verb forms below are transparently linked by their shared root val-.

Old French  Modern French

valoir          valoir /valwar/    ‘to be worth’

valt             vaut /vo/              ‘it is worth’

valrai          vaudrai /vodre/   ‘it will be worth’

With the Modern French forms, ‘there is no longer any clear relationship, there is anomaly’. Invoking the Greek debate between analogists and anomalists, Saussure suggests that it boiled down to the difference between blind phonetic laws operating diachronically and the psychological force of analogy, restoring order synchronically.

The bond, which the grammarian seeks, exists also for the language, through the consciousness of speakers. For them too it is destroyed. […] Analogy tries to re-establish the lost unity, it creates forms piecemeal, but according to models. It recreates unity, often in the very place where it was undone.

Saussure introduces the consonants of primitive Indo-European, describing them as a ‘simple’ system of sixteen elements.10 Six of them—r l m n j w—are labelled ‘fluids or semi-consonants’, sweeping aside his years of struggling to explain why such categories are illusory, and why any sound can function as vowel or consonant depending on its environment. There is no mention of A or [image: image].

He then complicates the system by adding in Ascoli’s second series of gutturals, though with no direct mention of the laryngeals or their possible link to the ‘strong aspirates’ ph th kh that he says ‘certain phonologists believe may have additionally existed’. Declining to add them to his system, he admits that ‘The question is difficult to resolve. But no one can deny these aspirates were exceptional; they thus do not occupy a major place in the system, which is why we can leave them aside.’ This would seem to violate the spirit of the Saussurean system, in which all elements are Calvinistically equal, unless by ‘exceptional’ he meant that the sounds were misheard, wrongly transcribed or otherwise illusory.

At the start of the morphology lectures, Saussure announced that ‘We are going to fix our attention on just one operation that is done in morphology, which is to analyse the word, to <de>compose it <into several parts>. From there can be made all the deductions that may shed light on morphology in general.’11 It would, however, proceed in the opposite direction from the sort of analysis the students had been taught in their classical language courses, which identified sound units, then attached meaning to them.

[I]t is the character of morphology to confront the integral word. Morphology is concerned with

[image: image]

whereas any other branch of linguistics is concerned with an abstraction, thus phonology is only concerned with

[image: image]

These sub-units which are established by analysis, if considered in their synthesis, represent the structure of this or that word.

Thus legontes can be broken down into leg- ‘say’ and the further sub-units -o- + -nt- + -es which provide its grammatical specifications. Saussure pursues the idea, stressed in the second course on general linguistics, that, despite the inseparability of sense and phonism, what ‘dictates the separation of the word’ into component parts is its sense, as ‘felt’ by native speakers. The division and ordering are part of the principle of linearity.

[T]here is nothing more uniform, more impoverished than the order of a language: speech (like music, apart from chords) is linear. Structure is thus, insofar as it is material, of a supreme simplicity: the language is in a condition of aligning; ([…]) marching the elements <one> after the other. […] Insofar as speakers will (I do not say consciously) instinctively have a feeling for the units in the language, we shall have a justification for establishing them. Thus the analysis sal-tus corresponds to something concrete, real, corresponds to the feeling of the Latins.

The point being made about saltus ‘jump’ is that native speakers of Latin would have felt a unit sal- linking the noun to the verb salire ‘to jump’. They would not, however, recognize the final -s as a distinct unit, as does the linguist who takes a broader historical perspective.

But then—important point—one could easily find a large number of analyses where it is doubtful that the Greeks and the Latins recognized <these> different <elements>. Without going further, there is very little chance that a Latin separated final s in: sal-tu-s, any more than in vic-tī-s. But this is the place to remark: it is true that through <a> habit that has many advantages we divide in a way that does not correspond to the instinctive division of a Greek or a Latin but which did in fact correspond to the feeling of speakers if we place them in the Indo-European point of view. This analysis is anachronic. It is enough to realize that the division λ∈γ-ο-ντ-∈ς [leg-o-nt-es] is a projection of Indo-European morphology onto Greek morphology.

The idea of anachronic analysis has been resuscitated from the ‘Double Essence’ notes. Saussure defends it on the grounds that only the linguist can hope to reconstruct the ‘feeling’ of a speaker of primitive Indo-European. That feeling is not extinct, but survives beneath the surface in what is felt by speakers of the daughter languages. It thus has a deep reality, even though it is not available to speakers’ awareness.

He next points out that what he has been calling the ‘sense’ of elements is more accurately their function.

[…W]e see that in a word such as sal-tus it would be false to suppose that there is jump + action of … The different elements of a word have a sense through combination; it is in their reciprocal relations that sense is established. It would be more correct here to speak of function; this sense very often reduces to a function (variant of value and of sense!).

One can think of this as a version of the modernist dictum, associated mainly with architecture, that form ever follows function. But Saussure goes further, to claim that function is never wholly independent of form, even if it takes priority.

Nothing is more unfortunate than to imagine that there is something known which is

leg -      o -      nt -

↓           ↓        ↓

sense   sense   sense

and to combine this […].

Rather, ‘The delimitation is given by the general sense of the word and by the way in which it divides into different units’:

[image: image]

the matter is nothing outside its delimitation since there is only one direction in speech.

This is a significant inflection on his theory of the sign that finds no expression in the courses on general linguistics. It is, moreover, the closest he comes to translating this theory into a linguistic—or rather, grammatical—method.

It was and remains perfectly commonplace to split a course such as this one into a phonology and a morphology component. Saussure insightfully recognized this division as also being between an approach that focuses on form and one that starts from meaning, and simultaneously, between a diachronic and a synchronic approach. The importance of this course is that it not only attempts to derive a research method from Saussure’s conception of language, but puts that conception into practice as a paedagogical model.

Despite his reputation as a hard taskmaster, Saussure always adjusted his teaching to take account of his students’ level of preparation. He judged this class to have a very advanced knowledge of Greek and Latin, and accordingly went into deep philological and linguistic detail. This was the sort of teaching he loved, and missed not being able to do on the general linguistics course, which drew students from such mixed backgrounds.

Just before the end of the winter semester, a disaster in Paris put Saussure back in touch with Havet one last time. Between 26 and 31 January 1910, the Seine overflowed its banks. Thousands of the poor were drowned, and tens of thousands left homeless in the depth of winter. In Geneva, a relief fund for the Flooded of France was quickly set up, to which Saussure contributed twenty-five francs.12 As with similar funds for the natives of the Congo,13 it was both a work of Christian charity and an expression of disdain for an uncaring French Republic or King of the Belgians. The gesture would have been appreciated by the liberal Havet, to whom Saussure wrote on 5 February expressing his concern, together with his belated gratitude for the republication of Havet’s review of the Mélanges Saussure in the Bulletin of the Société de Linguistique de Paris.

It has taken all my grave infirmity for writing two lines to keep me from telling you of the extreme joy I have had from the reprinting of your articles […]. Decidedly and certainly it is in inverse proportion to how things touch and interest me that I respond to anyone, and this has put many cherished friendships to the test.14

Most of those friendships survived, and the publication of the Mélanges and the notices on it reminded certain old friends of the inspiration they had taken directly or indirectly from Saussure’s writings, teaching, or conversation. In April 1910 came a very palpable recognition of this sort, when Saussure was named an honorary member of the Royal Danish Academy of Sciences and Letters, having been nominated by Holger Pedersen and Vilhelm Thomsen.15 It was the first time such laurels had come his way since the French Légion d’Honneur almost twenty years before.

THE THIRD COURSE IN GENERAL LINGUISTICS

August 1910 was an eventful month for the family. That old roué, uncle Max de Pourtalès, was married for the first time, at the age of sixty-five. His bride, nine years his junior, was Mina de Constant de Rebecque, the widow of Max’s first cousin Albert de Rougemont, who died in 1899. Albert made a brief appearance in Chapter 10, in connection with his sister, Madame Mallet, the mother of Noémi, whom Ferdinand courted unsuccessfully. Despite Max’s and Mina’s relatively advanced ages, they would enjoy twenty-three years together before Max’s death.

On 7 August occurred the first attempt at an aeroplane crossing of the length of Lac Léman, by the Dufaux brothers ‘with the landing scheduled on the property of Mr de Saussure at Creux de Genthod’.16 The Gaumont company sent a crew from Paris to film the event. But an engine failure meant that the date had to be pushed back to the 28th, and the landing was relocated to la Gabiule on the opposite side of the lake. Meanwhile, on the 26th, Louis and Meta had their third surviving child, Victor, in the house at Evian where they had established their residence.

September and October were relatively quiet, allowing Saussure time to plan the upcoming third run of the general linguistics course. He would be teaching Sanskrit and an Introduction to the historical grammar of German and English as well, with all three courses extending over the two semesters. But he was also doing research: October 1911 is the date on the cover of one of his notebooks devoted to the Nibelungenlied.17 During the winter semester, René also gave a course in the Faculty, on the ‘History of the international language movement from Descartes and Leibniz to Esperanto’.18

Fourteen students are recorded as having taken the third course in general linguistics. They included Marguerite Sechehaye, the wife of Albert, and Emile Constantin, both of whom had taken the second course. Bally and Sechehaye would make use of the notes taken by Marguerite, as well as by Georges Dégailler and Francis Joseph; Constantin’s were mislaid, and only discovered and published many years later.19 The other students spanned a larger international gamut than in previous runs of the course, including Germany, Austria, Bulgaria, and Hungary. Sanskrit attracted just three students, the Germanic course a healthier eleven, including Geneviève Oltramare, Paul’s daughter, and Hélène Gautier, Léopold’s sister.

The general linguistics course opened on Friday 28 October 1910, with a lecture dividing the history of linguistics into three phases that has already been outlined in Chapter 3. This lecture was chosen by Bally and Sechehaye to open the published Course in General Linguistics. The ground covered in the history of linguistics was greatly reduced from the second course, but moving the topic to the start foregrounded it, giving the course a more conventionally ‘temporal’ arc. Even so, the contents of the third course are more synchronically oriented than its two predecessors. This first lecture ended with remarks on the usefulness of linguistics within general culture, claiming that historians, sociologists, and psychologists all have something significant to gain from the linguists’ findings—again a turn-around from the earlier courses, where he assumes that each of these fields rightly claims certain aspects of language as its own, and tries to delimit what is left as the legitimate space for the linguist or grammarian.

The second lecture should have been on Tuesday 1 November, but had to be cancelled. Marie’s mother, Amélie de Senarclens Vufflens Faesch, was gravely ill, and died the following day in the Château de Vufflens. Ferdinand stayed to support Marie and her younger unmarried sister Madeleine through the crisis. As for their elder brother, Albert, we last heard of him in 1892, when he was sent off to America, where his life took a surprising turn.

Albert Faesch became the bookkeeper for one of the two silk dyeing plants in Lodi, New Jersey, which merged in 1903 to become the United Piece Dye Works. It was a big business, involving complex dealings with the great German artificial dye producers such as BASF and Bayer.20 Besides dealing with them, United Piece Dye Works had to manage a large immigrant workforce that was becoming increasingly unionized. The working conditions were appalling, with constant exposure to poisonous dyes that to this day, half a century after the closure of the Lodi plants, are still undergoing environmental clean-up. It was a long way from the Château de Vufflens.

In 1898 Albert married a French widow or divorcée named Marie Govignon, two years older than himself, who had come to America in 1889 with her one-year-old son George.21 Sometime after 1900 Marie died, and George, still in his early teens, was sent to live with a family named Gagliardi, one of thousands of Italian families working at the mills in Lodi. George later came to work in the same office with Albert, suggesting that there continued to be a bond between them. Although there is no evidence of anything else binding Albert to America, he seems never to have considered returning home.

Albert was never forgotten by his family in Switzerland, who always duly put his name in first place in the death notices, both of his mother and later of his brother-in-law Ferdinand—and of course he inherited his share of the château, which, under normal circumstances, he might have sold to his sisters who intended to go on living there. Or he might have come back and established himself in the family home, now that his parents were both gone. It left a question mark over Ferdinand’s living arrangements for the remainder of his life. When Albert himself died in 1914, no notice appeared in the Journal de Genève, though the family must have been informed. They finally inserted the date of his death in the Almanach généalogique suisse of 1936.

Saussure gave his next lecture on 4 November, laying out how the course would be organized into three sections: languages (les langues); a language (la langue); and the language faculty (faculté du langage) and its exercise in individuals. He started with the difference between the second and third, achieving greater clarity than in any previous attempt. In the end, however, the course did not cover the language faculty in any detail. Instead, Saussure rebegan the second section, having at least two, and arguably three, distinct goes at explaining la langue.

His introductory definition places under langue everything that concerns languages as semiological institutions and social products. Langue is concrete, and its essence is ‘the acoustic image bound to an idea’.22 All that concerns language as an activity grounded in the articulatory organs is langage, and it includes both what is universal and what is individual. Langage is ‘an abstract thing and requires a human being for its realization’. It is in the phonetic realization—part of langage—that ‘all the accidental things occur’, such as repetition and phonological changes. What parole meant in the earlier courses now seems to have been swallowed up by langage. Eventually, in April, parole will return, with a somewhat altered meaning.

In this discussion Saussure introduced one of his most enduring images, that of the language as a treasury of signs deposited in the brain.

This [social] product can be represented in a very accurate way—and a language will appear before us materially, so to speak—by taking what exists virtually in the brains of a totality of individuals <belonging to the same community> even while they sleep; in each of their heads the entire product that we call a language may be said to be found. The object to be studied can be said to be the treasury deposited in each of our brains, this treasury, undoubtedly, if taken in each individual, will nowhere be perfectly complete.

He will elaborate this idea of a language as a mental depository towards the end of the course.

He now turns to Whitney, ‘who, around 1870 […] astonished everyone by comparing a language to a social institution’. Affirming that Whitney’s ideas are in accord with his own, Saussure now revisits a subject on which he has previously distanced himself from Whitney, and shifts his position rather dramatically.

‘It is by chance’, he said, ‘that men made use of the larynx, the lips, the tongue for speaking, they found that it was more convenient, but if they had used visual signs, or their hands, the language would remain the same in its essence, nothing would have changed.’ This was true, since he discounted how it was executed. This comes back to what we were saying: the only change is that the acoustic images we were talking about would be replaced with visual images.23

In his main commitments, Saussure was consistent throughout his life, and shifted only on matters of detail and terminology. But this appears to be a genuine reversal, if we consider how opposed he was in the first course to the idea that writing was language, rather than a secondary representation of it. Having arrived at a clean break between the language system and its execution (now part of langage), he is now able to accept that the medium, spoken or visual, is a matter of execution, making it accidental rather than essential. Still, Saussure goes on to explain why no other institution is quite like language, which alone involves all individuals all of the time, and can be influenced by all of them, yet never wilfully changed by anyone.

He offers another new perspective on how one can get access into what a language is. The linguist

must study languages first of all, as many languages as possible; he must extend his horizon as far as possible. […] Through the study, the observation of these languages, he will be able to draw out general characteristics, he will retain all that appears to him essential and universal, leaving aside the particular and the accidental. He will have before him an ensemble of abstractions which will be the language.24

In the first course, the survey of languages had begun only in June, nearly at the end, after consideration of what a language is. In the second course, the survey was pushed back to late January, just before the semester break. Now, in the third course, it gets under way on 8 November 1910 and continues to the end of December. Saussure uses the survey to explore how geographical diversity comes about, insisting repeatedly that it is the first fundamental fact about languages.

When Saussure says that ‘it is only through the persistence of a language that it can be more or less a characteristic of race’,25 the context makes clear that the sort of ‘races’ he has in mind are the French, Italians, and Germans. This leads him to consider how language families relate to diversity in space and time. When he notes that ‘even recently, attempts have been made to bridge the Semitic family and the Indo-European family’, he is no doubt referring to the 1906 book Semitisch und Indogermanisch (‘Semitic and Indo-Germanic’) by his old friend Möller.26 But he warns his students never to forget ‘the very great chasm between what is possibly true and what is demonstrable’. The nature of linguistic changes is such that ‘<even if> the relatedness of all the languages of the globe were a true fact, it would be mathematically impossible to demonstrate it’.27

To the lecture of 11 November 1910 he gave the title ‘Of different facts that can interlace the fact of geographical diversity’.28 One such complication is ‘the importing onto a single territory of two or more rival idioms’, usually through colonization or imperial conquest. Then there are cases of what would now be called ‘diglossia’, which involves ‘the superposition of a literary language on a natural language from the same source, the two living alongside one another’,29 an issue already explored in the second course. He ends this discussion with a curious statement:

What, for us, is spoken in Brussels? Well, for us, we shall count Brussels within the Flemish country, because this city is in the Flemish region of Belgium. French is imported and, for us, is non-existent. In Liège, it is imported as in Geneva. We shall only consider what has developed outside the literary language. So too the whole north of Germany (Berlin) is for us a Low Germany country even though High German is spoken there.

He seems to have fallen momentarily under the spell of the dialect atlases, compiled on the basis that every place on the map had its unique and unitary idiom. Brussels and Berlin are famously ‘speech islands’, enclaves of French and High German surrounded by Flemish and Low German respectively. It is a fantasy of historical-linguistic purism, something Saussure usually scoffed at, to pretend that such speech islands have ‘no existence’, and stranger still for him to imply this about French in Geneva. He and le tout Genève could not have managed a conversation in whatever traces may have remained of the local urban dialect, even with his knowledge of the nearby Vaud and Savoy dialects. But Saussure was never one to gloss over complexities for long, and it was to these problems that he was about to turn his attention.

LINGUISTIC GEOGRAPHY

The lecture of 15 November took up cases of linguistic migration, such as the one that brought Anglo-Saxon into Britain. This results in geographical ‘discontinuity’ between the dialect as it develops in the new locale and back in the homeland.30 Change of place may seem to be the cause of this diversity, but in fact, Saussure contends, it is simply time. To speak of geographical discontinuity is to imply movement away from unity. ‘Where is this unity found?’, he asks. ‘It is found in the past, hence in time.’31

The next two lectures examined ‘Evolution within geographical continuity. Case to consider as the normal case and as the central case’, with the study example being the development from Latin to the Romance languages, viewed from an Indo-European optic. The presentation followed closely the approach of Paul Meyer, which Saussure first taught in his geographical linguistics course in 1902–3. On 29 November he introduced a new perspective on the old question of whether dialects exist, or only dialect features.32 There is, he contends, a tension inherent in language between, on the one hand, ‘the force of parochialism’, and on the other, ‘the force of intercourse’.33 The first is the esprit de clocher, the feeling of local belonging, which ‘left to itself would result in diversifying customs infinitely’.34 The second is the necessity of communicating with outsiders, creating pressure to limit diversity. This flew in the face of the commonly held view that, left on their own, people would retain their language unchanged, and that upheaval, population movement, and trade are the forces behind linguistic evolution. Saussure takes the opposite position: ‘To “intercourse” is due the cohesion of a language over a large space.’35

The particular importance of intercourse is its role in determining which of the innovations introduced into parole will be suppressed and which will be accepted, leading to a new state of langue. This ‘propagative form of the influence of intercourse’ leads him to correct a point from an earlier lecture about how geographical diversity is solely the product of time. A distinction must be made between, on the one hand, the foyer, the point of origin where ‘innovation is born, is made through phonetic factors’ and time alone is indeed relevant, and on the other, the areas of contagion, where there is a genuine ‘geographical propagation’ in which ‘change takes place by imitation’.36

On 2 December he clarified that this geographical propagation is still the product of time, which is always a factor in change. He noted as well that, when we look at a single point on a dialect map, it is easy enough to say whether its features are the result of the unifying force of intercourse or of the divisive force of parochialism, depending on whether they are shared with other localities or are peculiar to that one place. However, ‘as soon as we speak of a small canton instead of a village, substituting a <geographical> surface for what was only a point, the paradox is created that one can no longer say whether the phenomena are due principally to factor A or B’.37 In each feature, both of the forces are involved, because we never find ‘unique’ features: the same feature that distinguishes locale x from locale y also serves to bind it to locale z. From this Saussure concludes that ‘When considering a surface, it is necessary to abstract away the particularizing force’, which applies only to a given point,

and bring everything back in a unified way to the solidarizing force, which is manifested in varying degrees. If <for a given feature> it is manifested across the entire territory, it results in maintaining unity. If it does not have the force to go that far, it results in a linguistic division, but there is a certain advantage in not complicating the factor of resistance, since the factor of resistance would itself depend on the linguistic cohesion of another part of the territory.38

With the next lecture the focus shifts to the effects of writing, and the tone reverts to that of the first course, depicting writing as a mirage, a source of illusions.39 He surveys the development of writing across the history of French, concluding that ‘Sometimes a graphic sign’, such as an for the nasal vowel /ã/, ‘is turned into a fictional being […] almost beyond languages like a mythological being’.40 This recalls nothing so much as his own synaesthetic associations which he reported to Flournoy in 1892.

On 9 December, Saussure was elected a corresponding member of the Institut de France, the highest academic accolade awardable to a non-French citizen. An article about the award in the Journal de Genève of 20 December contained the first appearance in print of the story, often repeated since, that Saussure had been pressed by Bréal to take his chair, considering him his most brilliant student, and that Saussure refused because he would have had to change his citizenship.41 The correspondence from the 1880s does not support this; on the contrary, Saussure seems to have been ready to take back the French nationality that would have been his automatically, as his brothers Léopold, René and Louis did. He had himself claimed Prussian nationality via his mother for convenience in getting a passport for travel to Russian Lithuania. By now, however, the story that he left Paris rather than renounce his Swiss citizenship was convenient all round. It gave no insult to his friends and supporters in France, and spoke well of him as a committed patriot.

Havet telegrammed Saussure informing him of his election. He replied with a letter a few days later, expressing his ‘stupefaction’ at the news.

[…] I should not have believed that my achievements allowed me to harbour the ambition. […] My thirty years of silence are truly frightening to sense behind me, in the face of the high distinction that seems intended to recompense my scientific efforts! […] You have given me great pleasure by allowing me to rediscover, in a new way, the adopted country I thought I had left on leaving France […].42

The remark about ‘thirty years of silence’ reduces to nothing the articles on Lithuanian accentuation, all the work in the publications of the Société de Linguistique de Paris—and one senses no false modesty behind it. As at the presentation of the Mélanges Saussure two and a half years before, he was embarrassed at an award he felt he had not earned.

His lecture of 9 December continued the focus on ‘deviant’ developments where spelling affected pronunciation in the history of French, calling these ‘deformations, monstrosities’, and characterizing their study as ‘teratology’.43 It then took up the implications for the study of linguistics, which depends on written texts for its historical data. Different kinds of evidence must be combined, including the testimony of grammarians about what they have heard, and the way they have characterized the sounds of their language, as well as comparative and etymological evidence. The next lecture added ‘other kinds of sources <for cross-checking writing>, to be drawn from the period itself’: different spellings of the same word; evidence from versification about quantity and rhyme; and word play—puns, for example. He cites the work of Wilhelm Viëtor in Germany and his own former student Paul Passy as having ‘reformed ideas about the best methods to use’.

This led into a discussion of Lautphysiologie, ‘the physiology of speech sounds’, the growing prominence of which was, he acknowledged, leading to a confusion between the established senses of the French terms phonétique and phonologie. As noted in an earlier chapter, Saussure used phonétique to mean what would now usually be called phonology, and phonologie to mean phonetics, of which Lautphysiologie was a part. Explaining why it falls outside linguistics, he comes up with an intriguing comparison of language to a tapestry.

Combination of tones forms the play of the tapestry; and it makes no difference to know how the dyer created the mixture. <What matters is the series of visual impressions, not knowing how the threads have been dyed etc.> <So what matters is the acoustic impression, not means of producing them.>44

Yet phonologie as a whole is part of linguistics—more precisely, they overlap in such a way that the part of phonetics that does not intersect with linguistics is Lautphysiologie. The study of sounds in language ‘must always begin with the acoustic impression’, without which ‘we cannot even distinguish the units’.

The question of units and their segmentation in the acoustic chain dominated the lecture of 16 December. It began by showing how the development of Greek writing was a form of phonetic analysis, arriving at an insight that had escaped its Semitic source. The rest of this lecture and the next one were given over to the sounds available to any language system, with particular attention to how nasality is distributed and restricted. He also returned to his interest in the very different articulation of, for example, the two p’s in appa, the first implosive and the second explosive, yet where the ear in fact perceives a single consonant extended in time.

A NEW COURSE: LA LANGUE

Over the semester break in the spring of 1911 an unexpected development took place in the Saussure household. Two years earlier, Saussure’s cousin Marguerite de Rougemont, the widow of Henri Pictet, had embarked on a round-the-world voyage aimed at restoring her spirits, and giving her some respite from the interference of her mother-in-law, Henriette Pictet Bates, who did not approve of her free-spirited lifestyle. During a stop at Yokohama, Japan, Marguerite met and married her second husband, Henri Ehlers. Their romance passed as quickly as it began, and they were divorced a year and a half later.

Marguerite decided to take to the seas again, sailing to Tahiti. She left her five-year-old daughter Nadège Pictet behind at the insistence of Madame Bates, who, however, could not or would not take on the girl’s care. Saussure agreed to take guardianship of her for an indefinite period.45 It was typical of him to ignore his own poor health when agreeing to be Nadège’s guardian. But with Raymond now seventeen, and the nephews and nieces—including the latest, Louis’s daughter Rose-Alice, born in November 1910—far enough away for visits to be only occasional, the presence of a child in the Château de Vufflens may have been a delight rather than an annoyance.

With the resumption of his general linguistics course on 25 April, Saussure got to the general issues of language. He headed it ‘Second part: la langue’,46 and started it from Chapter 1 rather than numbering continuously from the previous semester. On 19 May he would refer to this semester’s lectures as the ‘course on la langue’, a further indication that in his mind it was a distinct module.

In his first course on general linguistics, he stated early on that ‘A language is a system of signals’, but did not pursue the semiological perspective further.47 The second course put the linguistic sign centre stage almost from the start, but did not go on to analyse its internal workings, apart from the notion of value. Detailed enquiry into the sign would finally be undertaken in this second half of the third course.

He begins by reiterating the distinction between langue and langage: ‘The language [langue] for us will be the social product whose existence permits the individual the exercise of the faculty of language [langage].’48 Both are complex, but whereas the complexity of langage takes the form of a disunity, langue is systematically complex—Saussure even calls it ‘an organism in itself’, risking misunderstandings he had always struggled against. Now though there was another illusion to fight. Citing Broca’s discovery of a ‘language faculty localized in the third left frontal convolution of the brain’, Saussure warns against the hasty conclusion that the faculty of langage as a physical reality must provide the firm and essential foundation on which any langue is conventionally and contingently constructed. The debate had moved on from the polarized views of linguistics as either a natural or a historical science. It is both. But which takes precedence? Language as a function of the body, or a product of the mind?

With regard to the sound system, Saussure had already taken his position, rejecting the idea that one must start from articulatory phonetics (Lautphysiologie) and never deviate from it as its guiding principle. The sound system is first of all psychological, and uses the physical organs to serve its purposes, not the other way round. He now agrees with Whitney’s argument, which he originally rejected, that the vocal apparatus was chosen for speaking because it was the most convenient.

As part of this enquiry he examines where exactly the language comes into play in ‘the speech circuit’ (circuit de la parole), identified as ‘the individual act’ of language, which ‘supposes two individuals’. He draws a picture of two outline heads facing one another, with a line extending from the mouth of each to the ear of the other. In a second drawing he abstracts the circuit away from these heads, to show that langue is located at two points in the circuit, operating equally in the hearer, who is starting from acoustic images and linking them to concepts (the ‘receptive’ part), and in the speaker, who is starting from concepts and linking them to acoustic images (the ‘executive’ part).49 He makes clear that ‘The verbal (acoustic) image is the sound turned into mental sensations. <It is as mental as the concept that is attached to it.> The concept and the acoustic image are equally mental.’

He introduces the idea of an ‘associative centre’ where acoustic images are associated with concepts and vice versa. But, he adds, this is not enough: another space must be added to the speech circuit for ‘an operation of regular coordination’ of the multiple acoustic images and concepts involved in an utterance. He does not elaborate on this operation, which presumably involves both what he has previously called the associative and syntagmatic relations among signs. Coordination is part of the social dimension of language.

The executing will remain individual, it is there that we shall recognize the realm of speech (parole). It is the receptive and co-ordinative part <(that is social)>: here is what forms a deposit within different individuals that manages to be in appreciable conformity amongst all the individuals.

Saussure is combining the question of how an individual comes to know a language with the question of what happens in producing an utterance. It is because we learn to comprehend our mother tongue before we can speak it that the receptive part is responsible for forming the ‘deposit’ of the language, which, he repeats at the end of the lecture, ‘has as its seat the brain alone’. And what we receive is by definition social, since it comes to us from others.

At this point it becomes clear that langue is what is social, parole what is individual—and this outlook, the direct opposite of what he had taught in the first course, is what would be enshrined in the published Course in General Linguistics. Where langue is concerned, any individual dimension simply disappears.

It can be said that in taking an individual we shall have in that one exemplar the image of what the language is in the social mass. <If we could examine the deposit of the verbal images in an individual, conserved, placed in a certain order and ranking, we would see there the social bond that constitutes the language.> We see that this social part is purely mental, purely psychic. It is thus that we conceive of language.

The depiction of the individual as a microcosm of society is more like the view of Durkheim, while calling the social part purely mental is closer to Tarde.50

The next lecture, on 25 April, looks again at how langue, parole, and langage relate to one another. This time he takes langage to be the general phenomenon of which langue and parole are the constituent parts. Langue he considers ‘passive and residing in the collectivity’, while parole is ‘active and individual’. He does not mention his blurring of the social–individual distinction at the end of the previous lecture. He is trying to make things more clear-cut now, and is adamant that ‘We have given a definition of things and not merely of words. <This distinction does not depend on the caprice of the terms of each idiom.>’ He points particularly to German, where Sprache corresponds to both the French terms langue and langage, while Rede covers both parole and discours. He glosses over the fact that French speakers, despite having the choice between langue and langage, never rigorously distinguished them.

In the course of showing that the three parts are genuinely separable, he says that ‘It happens in cases of illness that a man entirely deprived of speech retains the ability to write: the language is intact, the speech alone is affected.’ This is prescient—a year later Ferdinand will withdraw from teaching because of the impairment to his speech as a complication of his worsening arteriosclerosis.51

He turns his attention to the inner workings of the language. Since both parts of the linguistic sign are mental, ‘nothing more homogeneous could be desired’.52 He insists, as always, that being mental does not make a language system abstract.

In a language we have a<n object> fact of a concrete nature. These signs are not abstractions, however mental they may be. The ensemble of socially ratified associations that constitutes a language has its seat in the brain; it is an ensemble of realities similar to other mental realities. It must be added that a language is tangible, that is, translatable into fixed images such as visual images, which would not be possible for acts of speech, for example.

He adds that the signs of language are ‘deposited like photographic images in the brain’. Locating something in the brain (as opposed to the mind) is a classic way of claiming a physical reality for it. Still, the statement that language, not speech, is ‘tangible’—directly available to the senses—is surprising, and again brings to mind his synaesthetic associations.

He offers a new analogy, comparing a language to a musical work, and speech to performances of it. Although ‘A musical opus exists only through the sum of its performances’, paradoxically, ‘<A symphony is a reality that exists without any performance of it>’.53 The metaphor shows the inessential nature of speech, and explains why ‘we must start from the language as from the sole essential fact’. He introduces a ‘restriction’, however, concerning syntax. It seems to straddle the division he wants to make between a language as the socially determined system and speech as its individual realization.

It is only in syntax that a certain floating will present itself between what is given in the language and what is left to individual initiative. The delimitation is hard to make. <It must be admitted that here> in the field of syntax, the social element and the individual element, <execution and fixed association>, are somewhat mixed, <end up more or less mixed>.

A few decades later, when, in the wake of Chomsky, a critical mass of linguists believed that all of syntax was physically determined by the architecture of the ‘mind/brain’, Saussure would be sternly criticized for suggesting that syntax was partly up to individuals, rather than the very foundation of the language system. But Chomskyan analysis depends on focusing on a ‘core’ syntax and relegating any deviation from it to a ‘periphery’, sweeping problems under the rug to avoid confronting them. Saussure had no rug; the bare floor of his study was covered only with drafts in which he strove to choose from among endless syntactic variations on the same basic sentence.

ARBITRARINESS AND LINEARITY

The lecture of 2 May 1911, headed ‘<Chapter II> Nature of the linguistic sign’, began a widely remembered series carried over more or less directly into the Course on General Linguistics.54 He reminds his students that ‘the acoustic image is <not the material sound>, it is the sound’s mental imprint’, and that it does not serve to name an object. To treat it as though it did is, he says, an ‘infantile’ approach.

He then introduces what he calls the ‘First principle or primary truth: The linguistic sign is arbitrary’. By this he means that ‘The link that binds a given acoustic image with a particular concept and that confers upon it its value as a sign is a radically arbitrary link. Everyone agrees.’ For example, the concept ‘sister’ (soeur) ‘is linked by no internal characteristic <relationship> with the series of sounds s + ö + r which forms the corresponding acoustic image’. He continues:

<This concept might just as well be represented by any other series of sounds whatsoever. It is enough to consider different languages.> In passing from one language to another, it is seen that the concept ox is also represented by the series of sounds bos.

The problem, as the linguist Roman Jakobson would later point out, is that Saussure has previously insisted that the concept is not given in advance, but is ‘carved out’ together with the acoustic image and is as much a part of a particular language as the acoustic image is. Here he implies that the concepts ‘sister’ and ‘ox’ are the same from one language to another.55

Saussure claims that ‘The hierarchical place of this truth’ of the arbitrary relation between the acoustic image and the concept ‘is at the very top. Only bit by bit does one end up recognizing how many different facts are only ramifications, veiled consequences of this truth.’ The strength of the assertion has led others to assume that all the other aspects of Saussure’s theory really do fall out from the arbitrariness of the sign.56 But it is not clear that they do, and the awkwardness of attempts to explain them all by this one principle indicates that some of them, at least, need to be asserted separately.

The idea that words are connected to their meanings merely in an arbitrary and conventional way has its locus classicus in Plato’s Cratylus. The ancient debate had been recalled and resuscitated by Whitney.57 Saussure points out a common misunderstanding: the acoustic image should not be understood as a ‘symbol’ of the concept. This point does fall out from the arbitrariness of the sign: ‘The symbol’, unlike the acoustic image, ‘is never empty: there is at least a rudiment of linkage between the idea and what serves as its sign. Scale, symbol of justice: there is a link here.’58 Indeed, he admits, the term ‘acoustic image’ lends itself to a similar misunderstanding, ‘for an image always has a link with the thing that it represents’. He leaves this problem aside for the time being, while clearing up one last terminological point, concerning

this word arbitrary. It is not arbitrary in the sense of depending on the individual’s free choice. It is arbitrary in relation to the concept, as having nothing in itself that ties it particularly to this concept. An entire society could not change the sign, because the heritage of the past is imposed on it by the facts of evolution.

What about the seemingly obvious cases found in every language of words that are not arbitrary, but onomatopoeic? Words like tic-tac ‘tick-tock’ for the sound of a clock, glou-glou ‘glug-glug’ for that of a bottle pouring, sound like what they mean, and exclamations seem to represent direct bodily reactions. Saussure dismisses them on the grounds that they are never ‘organic’ elements of a linguistic system. They are already arbitrary in some measure, being only approximate and half-conventional imitations of certain noises, and once part of the language undergo essentially the same evolutionary process as other words. This can be seen in supposedly onomatopoeic words such as pluit, Latin for ‘it is raining’, sometimes said to sound like rain falling; ‘but if one goes back a bit, it can be seen that it is nothing of the sort <(previously plovit, etc.) >’.59

Saussure now introduces the ‘Second principle or second primary truth’ about language: ‘The linguistic sign (image serving as a sign) possesses an extension, and this extension unrolls itself in a single dimension.’ That dimension is a linear extension in time, and ‘this is entailed by its being acoustic’. He considers an apparent exception: with a stressed syllable, ‘<It seems that elements of different signs are accumulated on a single point>’—a phoneme plus an accent—‘but [it is an] illusion’. In Saussure’s view, the stressed vowel is a single, unified sign, differing in value from its unstressed counterpart. For example, the English verb contract and noun contract do not share a basic phonological matrix /kon trækt/ to which a movable stress is added; rather, the first is /kən trǽkt/ and the second /kón trækt/ right from the start.

Another point made by Saussure in his lecture on linearity was omitted from the Course: ‘If we can separate the words in a sentence, it is a consequence of this principle.’ This connects with what he said in the second course about thought and sound having been amorphous masses before language brought them into contact. To ‘separate words’ is to make both thoughts and sounds distinct by the creation of linguistic signs, and the process is linear because it is driven by the nature of human sound production.

ENTITIES, UNITS, IDENTITIES

The lecture of 5 May poses a new and thorny question. We know what ‘languages’ are, and can learn about them by comparing them or examining one in depth. But what is ‘language’, la langue, as distinct both from ‘a language’ and from the physical faculty that Saussure has designated as langage? ‘We mean by it a generalization, what will be found to be true for every particular language, without being obliged to specify.’60

This statement can come as a surprise even to people who know Saussure well. We are used to the idea that the structure of une langue is language-specific; la langue, this generalized form that every particular language is an instance of, seems to belong more to the later conceptual world of Chomsky than to Saussure. But actually, no putative universal features emerge as he now opens ‘Third chapter: What are the concrete entities of which language is composed?’ It is not even a question with a direct answer.

It takes effort to grasp what it is that forms the diverse entities contained in language, or to avoid taking as linguistic entities what are entities of another order. […] We are very poorly placed with language to see the real entities, since the phenomenon of language is interior and fundamentally complex. It presupposes the association of two things: the concept and the acoustic image.

We are back to the sign. Every concrete unit must be understood as the conjunction of concept and acoustic image, and the identity of these sign-units is not obvious to everyone. Syllables would seem to be units of the language, but ‘looking closely, it would be perceived that they are […] units of speech and not linguistic units’. The reason is that a syllable does not correspond to a concept, except for words that happen to be monosyllabic. Even with a language that has only one-syllable words, this fact would have to be treated as accidental, in view of what we know of la langue, the structure of languages in general.

He reiterates that the material side, the actual sounds uttered in speech, ‘is a matter that is not linguistic’. Again, we can hear the sounds of a language we do not know, but, being meaningless, they are ‘not linguistic for us’. Paradoxically, ‘From this viewpoint, it can be said that the material word is an abstraction from the linguistic point of view. As a concrete object, it is not part of linguistics.’ The same is true of the concept: ‘If <the different concepts> are taken in and of themselves, detaching them <from a representative sign> from their representation, they are a series of psychological objects: < (to love, to see, house)>. […] The concept must be nothing more than the value of an <acoustic> image to be part of the linguistic order.’ He adds a remark that has provoked much curiosity in view of how it links his concept of the sign to ancient and medieval semiology: ‘Comparison with a person (formed of the body and the soul) partly correct.’

The lecture closed with an illustration of the difficulty of dividing language into units. Language, as a virtual system, cannot be examined directly, but only through its actualization as speech: ‘In effect, the divisions existing in the interior of our brain are not something we can explore. Obliged to use an exterior method, given in speech.’ He takes as his example the clause /s i ž l a p r ã/, which in spoken French is ambiguous between si je la prends ‘if I take her/it’ and si je l’apprends ‘if I learn it’. A purely phonological division into syllables (siž.la.prã) would fail to be linguistic because it would ignore what the units correspond to conceptually.

He starts to compare the linguistic entity, the sign, with H2O, but falters: one can decompose water into hydrogen and oxygen and still be doing chemistry, whereas taking one of the component parts of the sign in isolation is to depart from the realm of linguistics. This may be partly behind his comment to Léopold Gautier when they met the following day that he was ‘very worried’ by the course.61 When Gautier expressed a desire ‘to know at least a little of his system of philosophy of language’, Saussure replied, ‘I don’t think so. All that isn’t sufficiently worked out.’ Gautier asked Saussure whether it was the case that he had not dealt with these subjects very much before Wertheimer’s death, to which Saussure replied:

On the contrary, I don’t think I’ve added anything since then. These are subjects which occupied me mostly before 1900. […] I find myself on the horns of a dilemma: either to present the subject in all its complexity and admit my doubts, which can’t be suitable for a course on which students must be examined. Or else do something simplified, better adapted to an audience of students who aren’t linguists. But at each step I find myself stopped by scruples. To get through to the end, I would need months of single-minded meditation.

For the moment, general linguistics appears to me like a system of geometry. We end up with theorems that have to be demonstrated. So we notice that theorem 12 is, in another form, the same as theorem 33.

First truth: language is distinct from speech. That serves only to eliminate anything physiological. There then remains only a purely psychic matter. Now it seems to me that we arrive at this first necessity by several opposing routes. (Here, Gautier notes, something lost from my recollection.)—Then, yes, what is essential is the problem of units. In effect, a language is necessarily comparable to a line the elements of which are cut with scissors, chop, chop, chop, and not cut each with a form. What are these elements? etc. etc.

(I asked him whether he had written up his ideas on these subjects.)—Yes, I have notes but lost in piles, so that I wouldn’t be able to find them. (I insinuated that he should publish something on these subjects.)—It would be absurd to begin a long research project for publication, when I have here (he makes a gesture) so many unpublished works.

This, Saussure’s only surviving extended comment on his course in general linguistics, makes clear that he was struggling to simplify his vision of the language system so that non-specialists could understand it, and encountering impossible obstacles at every turn. The remark about general linguistics being like a system of geometry recalls his involvement with his brother René’s work twenty years before—indeed there is a memory of multidimensionality in Ferdinand’s constant insistence that the geometry of language is strictly linear, which is to say two-dimensional, and in his readiness to conflate space and time in this linearity, rather than oppose them. It recalls too Bally’s portrait of Saussure giving his paper at the Congress of Orientalists in 1894 and creating the impression ‘of a mathematician demonstrating a theorem’.

In the next lecture, on 9 May, Saussure raised the question of identities: ‘The exact point <where there is identity> is always delicate to fix.’62 Latin lens ‘lentil’ was applied, metaphorically at first, to the lens of the eye when it was discovered, because it is lentil-shaped; then to glass lenses. French lentille means both ‘lentil’ and ‘lens’. Saussure asks, ‘is there identity or not? If we lack the means to say, it is not our fault.’ And yet, he declares, ‘<The whole mechanism of language revolves around identity and difference>’, adding that the question of units and of identities ‘is the same thing’.

This leads into ‘Chapter IV. The abstract entities of the language’, which he warns at the outset ‘is among the most difficult fields to explore’. He admits that he does not see it with total clarity, only glimmers. In fact he will not define what he means by ‘abstract’ entities until further on, and it emerges from his discussion that he is less than convinced that ‘abstract’ is the word he wants to use here. What he has in mind are grammatical–syntactic relations between units that are not expressed by a particular acoustic image. With the contrast between je dois ‘I must’ and dois-je ‘must I?’, for example, ‘it is the order that decides the value for the idea’. Related to this is the fact that in désireux ‘desirous’, the two units désir and eux can occur only in that order: ‘one cannot say eux-désir’.

So there is an order that is used here as a means. On the one hand we observe that this is entailed by the fundamental condition that the language is linear. < […]> In the idea of order there could instead be seen an abstract notion; it could be ranked with the abstract entities, since it is a means. <It does not seem something that might be called a concrete entity.>

He gives other examples that introduce further complications. In Latin the endings -i, -is, and -um (domini ‘master’s’, regis ‘king’s’, regum ‘kings”) mark the genitive case of masculine nouns. They have nothing in common as acoustic images that would lead one to identify them as ‘the same’ unit: ‘Yet here, with this diverse material support, there is something that is the consciousness of a certain value, that is the same <and dictates an identical use. Here we depart totally from contact with the material support.> There is a positive abstraction operated no doubt by all speakers.’ Returning to the example of English The man I saw from the second course, he identifies its ‘zero sign’ as another type of abstract entity.

Recalling his earlier use of ‘abstract’ to mean a linguist’s invention, he says that, in the present lecture, ‘It is not in this sense that we have taken concrete and abstract. We have reserved the term concrete for cases in which the idea takes its support directly from a sound unit. Abstract having its support indirectly in an operation by speakers.’63 The fact that Saussure was using two sets of concrete vs. abstract distinctions, both different from the everyday one, has left as its legacy decades of misinterpretation.

LIMITING THE ARBITRARY

Still in the 9 May lecture, Saussure opened ‘Chapter V. Absolute arbitrariness and relative arbitrariness in the language’. He began by saying that ‘We have posited as a self-evident truth that the link of the sign in relation to the idea represented is radically arbitrary’. Of course, it was not obvious to his students, nor to others who had not shared his boyhood education by elderly Genevese men who were still teaching the grammaire générale tradition. But it is not as though Saussure had never thought his way through that tradition and beyond. Much of the rest of the course explores how ‘Only a part of the signs in every language will be radically arbitrary. With others <signs> a phenomenon intervenes in the name of which degrees can be distinguished. […] It can happen that the link between the sign and the sonority is relatively motivated.’

His first example of a motivated sign is French dix-neuf ‘nineteen’, versus vingt ‘twenty’. Vingt is perfectly unmotivated—nothing in the acoustic image connects in any way with the concept. But this is less true of dix-neuf, since it evokes the terms which compose it: dix ‘ten’ and neuf ‘nine’. Similarly, poirier ‘pear tree’ recalls the simple word poire ‘pear’, while its suffix -ier brings to mind cerisier ‘cherry tree’, pommier ‘apple tree’, and so on.

Saussure contrasts pairs of words in which one is arbitrary, the other relatively motivated: whereas berger ‘shepherd’ is unmotivated, vacher ‘cowherd’ contains vache ‘cow’.64 The adverb souvent ‘often’ is unmotivated, whereas fréquemment ‘frequently’ is motivated, because only the latter has a related adjective. Métier ‘trade’ is unmotivated, but its German counterpart Handwerk is relatively motivated, as a compound of two other words.65 The English plural ships recalls through its formation the whole series flags, birds, books, etc., whereas men and sheep recall nothing. The lecture concludes with a statement that seems paradoxical coming from the man who established arbitrariness as a principle of modern linguistics:

Everything that makes a system <or an organism> of a language demands to be addressed under this viewpoint, from which it is in general hardly ever addressed: <as a> limitation of arbitrariness in relation to the idea. Implicitly then the best possible basis will be relied on, since the fundamental given for the linguistic sign is its arbitrariness.66

In the lecture of 12 May he says that ‘Every language contains, mixed in parallel in diverse proportions, the two elements: the perfectly unmotivated and the relatively motivated’. The difference in proportions constitutes one of the characteristics of a language, and moreover, ‘All the movement that evolution represents for the language can be summarized in a back-and-forth between how much is perfectly unmotivated and relatively motivated’. The evolution from Latin to French saw ‘an enormous displacement in the direction of the unmotivated’. For example, ‘friend’ and ‘enemy’ in Latin were the transparently related amicus and inimicus; but the French counterparts ami and ennemi are not perceived as related by French speakers. Ennemi ‘has returned to absolute arbitrariness’.

English, he says, gives a much more prominent place to the unmotivated than German does, the reason being that German indicates grammatical relations through inflections on nouns and verbs, whereas English does it through position and the use of auxiliaries and prepositions. In this sense, German is more ‘grammatical’ and inclined towards the motivated, while English is more ‘lexical’ and inclined towards the radically arbitrary.

In fact, one can distinguish as two contrary poles, as two currents antinomic to one another, reigning in all languages, the tendency to use the lexicological instrument or the tendency to use the grammatical instrument. […] The ultra-lexicological type is embodied for example in Chinese, the ultra-grammatical type: primitive Indo-European, Sanskrit, Greek.

Saussure now brings up the point that what he is calling relative arbitrariness has to do with the relation between signs. It does not affect the radical arbitrariness within the sign, between an acoustic image and its associated concept. And yet, everything comes down to the relation within the sign: ‘It is the only relation to consider.’ He acknowledges that ‘This is not at all striking at first blush’, but insists that ‘We could <never> conceive of the relationship of one word to another without conceiving of the <interior> relationship for each word between the concept and the acoustic image’.

THE FOURTH COURSE IN GENERAL LINGUISTICS?

Although he did not say so, Saussure had reached the end of the second part of the course, devoted to la langue. There was no lecture on 15 May, giving him a week to ponder what he had and had not said so far, the paradoxes opened that could never be properly closed. When the course resumed on 19 May, he did something very extraordinary indeed: he went back to the beginning of the ‘course on la langue’ that had opened on 25 April. Treating it as though it were a manuscript, he now set about revising it. The revisions are significant enough that we are really dealing with a fourth phase in his lectures on general linguistics, and the closest we have to a definitive one. Towards the end of the semester he would recap everything once again, though this time the revisions are less stark.

He announced that the first chapter, on the speech circuit and the place of langue in relation to langage and parole, was all right as it stood. But something needed to be added between it and the second chapter, on the nature of the linguistic sign. One had to face up to the fundamental chicken-and-egg problem: ‘There is nothing in the language that has not entered it <directly or indirectly> through speech’, and yet ‘reciprocally speech is possible only with the elaboration of the product that is called the language and that furnishes the individual with the elements with which to compose his speech.’67

To deal with this, he raises the concept of the ‘collective intelligence’, or as he will later call it, the ‘collective consciousness’. The latter term had originated in the work of Durkheim.68 Saussure says of langue that ‘It is the work of the collective intelligence to elaborate and fix this product. < […]> Everything that is language is implicitly collective. In contrast, there is no collective speech.’69 He then conjures up the image of a crowd, an image that unmistakably evokes Le Bon.

Crowd gathered in a market square; in what way is the language present within this crowd? In the form of a deposit <existing in brain> of each of the persons constituting the crowd <like a dictionary of which all the copies would be distributed amongst these persons>. This thing, although interior in each individual is at the same time a collective property that is placed outside the will of the individual. 1 + 1 + 1……= 1 (collective model)

Despite Le Bon’s dependence on Tarde, what Saussure says here sounds Durkheimian: langue seems to come first, and is ‘deposited’ in ‘copies’ in the individuals. Speech, parole, on the other hand, consists of executions of langue ‘depending on the will of the individual’, which langue lies beyond. Because ‘there is no collective speech’, parole is simply not implicated in the Durkheim–Tarde debate. The question is whether the collective langue has a primordial reality that is reflected in the brains of individuals, or emerges from individuals’ acts of parole. Saussure tries to resolve this through another dyad, synchrony and diachrony. Synchronically, individuals have langue thrust upon them; diachronically, their acts of parole give rise to the next état de langue. This will become still clearer later on, in the lecture of 16 June 1911, when he says that

Static linguistics will be concerned with logical and psychological relations <amongst> co-existing <terms such as they are> perceived by the same collective consciousness (of which moreover an individual consciousness can give the image—each of us has the language in himself) and forming a system. Now evolutive linguistics will be concerned with relations amongst successive terms replacing one another, not referred to one single consciousness and not forming a system amongst themselves.70

It is not simply the case that langue is derived from parole or vice versa. The existence of each depends so completely on the other that ‘each demands its separate theory. In searching chimerically to reduce these two parts of langage to a single point of view, one will only ever create a rather confused discipline.’71

Saussure’s course is concerned strictly with the linguistics of langue, a purely mental study. A linguistics of parole, a psycho-physical study, is possible, indeed it can be usefully ‘glanced at’ by the linguistics of langue. Nevertheless, he is adamant that ‘One cannot commit oneself to the two routes simultaneously, necessary to follow both separately or to choose one of them’.

This is the end of the material to be interpolated between the first two chapters. He now reviews what he said in his Chapter 2, which he proposes to retitle ‘The language as system of signs’. Here he has a terminological change to offer for the two parts of the linguistic sign, and it will prove a momentous one: the acoustic image will henceforth be called the signifiant, the ‘signifying’ element or ‘signifier’, and the concept will be the signifié, the ‘signified’. The use of these participles as nouns is not classical, but jargonesque. Saussure had struggled with vernacular alternatives all his professional life, and gave up only in his final lecture on the subject.72 Using the new terms, he reiterates his two fundamental principles:

<1)> In the language, the link uniting the signifier to the signified is a radically arbitrary link.

<And 2)> In the language, the signifier, being of an auditory nature, unfolds in time only, <has the> character that it borrows from time:

a) of representing an extension

b) of representing an extension that is figurable in only one dimension.

<Previously, we simply gave the word sign, which left confusion.>

With regard to the final sentence, the ‘clarification’ creates a new puzzle. If the signifier has a linear extension in time, how can the sign as a whole not have the same extension? But if the signified is extended in time in the same way as the signifier is, we would be obliged to say, absurdly, that the signified of fourmi ‘ant’ is twice as long as the signified of chat ‘cat’, just because the signifiers have two syllables and one respectively.

The question of linearity involves what it is that differentiates the two distinct orders of value represented by signifiers and signifieds. Neither is material, in the sense that signifiers are not sounds, and signifieds are not referents. Each is a value generated by difference from all the other elements within the same system. Yet there must be some particular nature to signifieds, and some other particular nature to signifiers, that makes them part of one or the other system in the first place—otherwise it would be impossible for them to be distinguished, and to occupy their particular functions. Perhaps what makes a value into either a signifier or signified is something that emanates, or is borrowed, as Saussure says, from the material form in which it will find its realization. In the case of the signifier, this is an ‘auditory nature’. The signifier will unfold, will find its eventual realization, in parole, which exists in time. In order to do this it must borrow time’s key characteristic, linearity, which the signifier possesses even though it is mental.

The signifier could not have this virtual linearity without it being shared by the sign, of which the signifier is an inseparable half. Signs will unfold over time, just because signifiers must. And yet the signifier’s linearity does not percolate up to the signified, considered in itself, but remains the characteristic that distinguishes signifier from signified. What about the language, langue, defined by Saussure as the entire system of signs? It too exists outside time, yet since signs share in the virtual linearity of their signifiers, langue as a system of linear signs must also bear the linear character borrowed from time, which makes possible its temporal realization in parole.

He now tells his students to insert a new third chapter, before the original one on concrete entities, and to entitle it ‘Immutability and mutability of the sign’. The title indicates the paradoxicality of the fact that languages inevitably change, yet no one can change them. The consequences of this phenomenon he describes as ‘incalculable’, the sort of evaluation he otherwise gives only to arbitrariness.

While Saussure sees the link between the signifier and signified as arbitrary, he makes clear that because this link is arbitrary from the point of view of the speech community as a whole, it cannot be arbitrary for the individual speaker. Change in language always occurs unconsciously, never as the result of a wilful decision, either by an individual or by the language community as a whole:

With respect to the idea it represents, the signifier <sign>, whatever it may be, is arbitrary, appears as if freely chosen, being replaceable by another (table capable of being called sable [‘sand’] and vice-versa). With respect to the human society that is called to use it, the s[ign] is not free but imposed, without this social mass being consulted and as if it could not be replaced by another. This fact, which to a certain extent seems to envelope contradiction of the non-freedom of that which is free, <this fact> could be called informally the ‘forced card’ phenomenon. <The language is told:> ‘Choose at random’, but at the same time it is told: ‘you do not have the right to choose, it will be this one or that one!’

If an individual wanted to change a French word or a mood, he could not,—even the mass could not; the mass is riveted to the language just as it is.

Saussure uses the metaphor of ‘the forced card’, a fin-de-siècle parlour trick, to create the illusion that the paradox of language being a system of arbitrary signs that are nevertheless wholly determined is actually not a paradox. But it is only an illusion.

Saussure does not deny the validity of the usual explanations given in his day for immutability: the transmission of language across overlapping generations, which excludes any possibility of sudden or general change; and the amount of imitative effort involved in mastering our mother tongue. But, he argues, ultimately both the mutability and the immutability of language result from the arbitrariness of the sign. Were there some rational connection between signified and signifier, it would allow speakers of the language to intervene either to prevent inevitable change, or to initiate changes of their own. But the arbitrary nature of the sign protects the language from any attempt at modifying it, because the general populace would be unable to discuss the matter, even if they were more conscious of language than they are. For in order for something to be put into question, it must rest on a norm that is raisonnable, able to be reasoned about.

In the systematic part of language, arbitrariness is limited and ‘a relative reason reigns’, so here, theoretically, the populace (or at least grammarians and logicians) can change things. Yet despite all the attempts of grammarians to reform the illogicalities of French grammar (which in truth usually meant cases where French differs from Latin), popular usage—or at least le bon usage of the upper classes—has always prevailed.

Immutability has a social dimension as well. The fact that the language is an integral part of everyone’s life creates a collective resistance to change initiated by any individual. And it has a historical dimension: the language being situated in time, solidarity with the past checks the freedom to choose: ‘It is because the sign is arbitrary that it knows no other law than that of tradition, and it is because it is founded on tradition that it can be arbitrary.’73

As for mutability, Saussure sees language change as always resulting in ‘an alteration in the relationship between idea and sign, or of the relationship between signifier and signified. It is perhaps better to say: a displacement of the relationship’.74 He cites the example of Latin necare ‘kill’, which has become French noyer ‘drown’, through a series of changes in both sound and meaning that it would be futile to try to separate.75 Because the sign is historically continuous, it changes—inevitably, because language is not exempt from the general fact that time changes all things. Against the usual explanation of language change as caused by movements of peoples, invasions, and migrations, Saussure argues that the source of change is to be found in the language itself, and in the very fact of its being situated in time. Both the social and the historical dimension must be considered: ‘The language is not free, because even a priori time will give occasion to the social forces involved with the language to exercise their effects, through the principle of continuity or indefinite solidarity with preceding ages.’76

Saussure’s main targets in this chapter are the assumption by historical linguists that language change must be externally provoked, and attempts to meddle in the evolution of languages through prescriptivism and the creation of artificial languages. Ironically, attempts to stop languages from changing involve making changes—trying to enforce counter-natural rules like the one against splitting infinitives in English, or in the extreme case, inventing a whole new language. Yet in spite of all these efforts languages go their own way, the way of ‘usage’, what the general populace decides unthinkingly to accept.

Saussure began his lecture of 30 May with a different idea: that time alone accounts for the immutability of langue: ‘Why do we say: man, dog? Because before us people said man, dog. The justification is within time. It does not suppress arbitrariness, and it does suppress it.’77 We speak of the transmission of language from generation to generation, but, as he said in the preceding lecture, in fact ‘generations do not come after each other like the drawers in a dresser <because within a generation there are men of all ages>’. In order to function, the language needs to be socially shared. Hence ‘The non-freedom of the signs making up the language […] rests on the continuity of the time factor in language, <on the continuity of the sign over generations>’. He drew this figure to represent the relations involved:

[image: image]

Accompanying it was the comment: ‘The circumstance that the language is a social fact creates a centre of gravity.’ That ‘gravity’ is the ‘weight of the collectivity’, anchoring the language as time proceeds. In a recapitulation at the end of the lecture he will reintroduce this figure, this time labelling the bottom rectangle the ‘social mass’, then the ‘speaking mass’—where ‘mass’ has its scientific meaning related to weight and gravity.

But it is obvious that time is equally responsible for the alteration of signs. Saussure tries to resolve the contradiction by saying that the sign is subject to change because it is continuous. If every ten years a new language were created from scratch, there would no longer be any notion of the immutability of the sign: ‘In every alteration, what dominates is the persistence of a good deal of what already existed. […] The principle of alteration is grounded in the principle of continuity.’ This, however, says less about language than about the perception of time generally. A person’s identity is a matter of persistence through time, yet it is that same persistence that makes us perceive ourselves aging. But Saussure did not find this point entirely satisfying, and went back to the drawing board.

<Addressing once more our point of departure, we shall have:>

[image: image]

The examples which follow help to clarify what Saussure was trying to get across. The principle of arbitrariness, which extends absolute freedom to the relationship between signifier and signified, is enduring, indeed timeless (achronic). It does not change even when the relationship between any given signifier and signified changes—their mutability being inevitable because they exist through time (diachronically), exposing them to Tardean forces of innovation spread by imitation and repetition. That existence through time is itself the necessary result of the fact that in time, at any moment (synchronically), the speech community includes people who span generations, constraining them, in a Durkheimian way, to maintain an overall linguistic continuity that produces the impression of immutability.

Change always results, Saussure maintains, in a shift in the relation between signifier and signified. Sometimes this is obvious, as when we compare French noyer ‘to drown’ with its Latin etymon necare ‘to kill’. More often, though, the shift is subtler. Old High German Dritteil ‘one-third’ was transparently related to Teil ‘part’, but the Modern German equivalent Drittel is not, hence there has been a shift from a more motivated to a less motivated sign, and Saussure has earlier explained why motivation always implicates the relationship between signifier and signified within each sign.

He goes further still: such is the systematicity of language that ‘In no known example has the relationship remained completely the same’; there is a ‘displacement from moment to moment of the total relationship of the signified to the signifier’, even in a case where each of them appears to remain the same as in an earlier stage of the language. ‘This is the immediate corollary of the continuity principle’: so long as a language is ‘in circulation’, relations shift through Tardean collective change.

When he then asks, ‘Will Esperanto, <this attempt at an artificial language which appears to be succeeding> obey the fatal law by becoming social?’, one cannot avoid thinking of René and the internecine disputes among Esperantists which it was his job to manage. For ‘naturalists’ such as Ferdinand’s old antagonist Regnaud, the answer to the question was that their rationally controlled origins made artificial languages different in kind from natural ones, and impervious to change.78 René believed that what protected Esperanto from normal linguistic change was the psychological fact that all its speakers had some other language as their mother tongue. Ferdinand, who in the second course had quite clearly implied that Esperanto must change, does not make a prediction this time, but offers an explanation for why it might not change: ‘It is not a compact mass that uses Esperanto, but perfectly conscious scattered groups who have not learned this language as a natural language.’ This sentence synthesizes the naturalist and psychological arguments, and subsumes them within an essentially social explanation: Esperantists do not constitute a social group properly speaking, hence one would not expect them to be subject to the sorts of processes envisaged either by Durkheim or by Tarde.

It is now that, preparing to close the revised chapter on static linguistics, he recaps things from the beginning one final time.

[W]ithin langage, langue has been separated from parole. When everything that is only parole is deducted from langage, the rest can properly be called langue and is found to include only mental terms, the mental knot between idea and sign. But this would be the language <taken> outside its social reality, and unreal (because including only one part of its reality). For there to be langue, it takes a speaking mass using the langue. The langue resides in the collective mind […]79

Behind this redefinition of langue is the spectre of Esperanto, and of the Durkheimian collective mind which Esperanto speakers do not constitute. Each Esperanto speaker instead takes part in the collective mind of the compact speaking mass of his or her mother tongue. Esperanto utterances are acts of parole proceeding from something like a code, not a langue. Presumably that could change, if an Esperanto-speaking mass becomes a social reality.

This brings Saussure back to his schema involving time and the bond between the language and the social or speaking mass. This bond might be reckoned to work on purely psychologico-logical principles; but ‘here intervenes the historical reality of time’, causing the ‘external realities’ that are ‘social forces’ to ‘manifest themselves in a social mass’. Saussure’s probable target here is Neogrammarian linguistics, with its psychologico-logical principles of exceptionless sound laws tempered only by analogy. By refusing to heed any social force external to language, such analysis abstracts itself out of history, in other words out of time. It left the Neogrammarians unable to account for what Saussure calls ‘immutability’. They simply take it as the natural state of things, with change inherently anomalous and therefore the only thing needing an explanation. Yet as Saussure says, ‘<Let us simply invoke the fact> that nothing we know of does not change with time’.

STATIC LINGUISTICS: ONE LAST GO

On 2 June 1911 he opened ‘Chapter IV. Static linguistics and historical linguistics. Duality of linguistics’, reiterating that ‘the question of time creates particular questions’ for linguists.80 Few of them see it as ‘a central crossroads, where one is obliged to wonder whether it is necessary to remain within time or to step outside time’. Other sciences are not subject to the same effect. Geology is mainly concerned with historical changes, but when it deals with fixed states of the earth, ‘it does not make them a fundamentally separate object’. And although ‘there is a science of law and a history of law […] no one opposes them to one another’. Much attention has gone to the fact that Saussure here inserts quite a specific reference to ‘political economy (Wirtschaftslehre)’, which is like linguistics in separating

economic history (political economy within time) and political economy (two different university chairs). […W]ith political economy one is faced with the notion of value, <(and system of values)> but to a lesser degree than with linguistics. One cannot take simultaneously the system of value in itself, and the system of value depending on time.

Given that Saussure never directly cites sources outside linguistics, people have naturally been tempted to speculate about the political economists he had in mind and the extent to which they may have influenced his theory of linguistic ‘value’. One name that frequently arises is Pareto, whose correspondence with Adrien Naville and citations of Léopold de Saussure were noted in Chapter 14. However, Ferdinand was already writing about value so early that if he absorbed anything from political economy, it was probably during his year of attending lectures promiscuously at the Université de Genève.81 His reference to the two different chairs has to do with the internal academic politics of the Université at the time. The social sciences had been growing with the support of William Rosier. The establishment of separate chairs in economic history and political economy, filled with men from middle-class backgrounds and socialist leanings, was shifting the balance of power in what was still a rather small institution.

He proceeds to argue that a distinction between the ‘axis of contemporaneities’ and the ‘axis of successivities’82 is actually necessary in every field of study, including the most practical ones. He gives the example of the value over time of a property worth 50,000 francs—how it is like a linguistic sign, arbitrarily fixed, and with ‘a counter-value such as 50,000 being itself subject to variation according to the abundance of gold at particular moments, etc.’83 However, he then saw the flaw in the comparison: the price might be somewhat akin to a signifier, but the land itself, being material and in no sense arbitrary, has nothing in common with a signified. He wraps it up by saying that ‘We have reached maximum complication of the facts of value’, before remarking that values from different epochs cannot be mixed. Indeed, it is no straightforward matter to translate the value of the Swiss franc in 1911 into that of a hundred years later, given the uneven shifts in the prices of goods, services, and labour.

He criticizes linguistics for having obscured the crucial distinction between the vertical axis of the successive and the horizontal axis of the contemporary. Historical and comparative grammar focused entirely on the former, while the traditional grammar that preceded it was concerned only with the latter: ‘It <(the Port-Royal grammar)> wants for example to fix the values of the French of Louis XIV, without mixing in the value of the French of the Middle Ages or of Latin.’ Nevertheless, he says, ‘Its basis <in classical grammar> was much more scientific than that of later linguistics, because of the latter placing itself before a terrain unlimited in time; no longer knows exactly what it has before it’.

The lecture of 6 June opened with a remark that, from the speakers’ point of view, diachrony does not exist; speakers deal only with a state. Hence, Saussure argues, linguists too should first strive to understand the synchronic state. They ‘can only enter into the consciousness of speakers by adopting the viewpoint of ignorance of sources’.84 One could not, he says, take a panorama of the Alpine range simultaneously from Le Reculet, La Dole, and Le Chasseral, three peaks of the Jura range on the north side of Lake Geneva. One can imagine a moving observer, going from Le Reculet to Le Chasseral, with his perspective shifting over the time of the voyage, but that would be the equivalent of diachronic analysis. Drawing the panorama requires focusing on a single state. This is more important in linguistics than in other sciences because ‘The language is a system. In every system, one must consider the totality, <this is what makes the system.> […] An alteration will have repercussions on the system by virtue of its solidarity even though each change initially affects only one point in the system, then spreads across it like the mountain trekker. To imagine all of it changing at once is an error comparable to imagining that you could have a panorama taken simultaneously from many places at once. ‘Never’, he will say in the next lecture, ‘is a system altered in its entirety.’85

So as not to be misunderstood as arguing for abandoning diachronic study, Saussure asks: ‘Has it been useless, for grasping the static fact, to know its origin <to know the diachronic facts>? No, this is useful. It shows us a fact to which we shall have to return: the passivity of speakers with regard to the sign.’86 Still, diachronic and synchronic facts cannot be combined in the same study. They are of different orders.

The next lectures give specific examples of diachronic developments considered in this light. The lecture of 13 June returns once more to the chess metaphor to show how, while on one level the value of each piece is determined by the system, on another, subtler scale their value changes with each move made by either player: ‘What causes the passage from one position of the pieces to another, from one system to another, from one synchrony to another? It is the displacement of one piece, not an upheaval of all the pieces.’87 Where the metaphor fails, Saussure acknowledges, is that the chess player intends to bring about an effect on the system by moving a piece, whereas ‘When the language makes a move (a diachronic change), it does so with no premeditation.’88

The rest of this lecture was devoted to exploring the difference between diachronic and synchronic laws, a topic carried over from the second course: ‘A diachronic law expresses something imperative that is carried out against all resistance. A synchronic law expresses an existing order.’ It is, in effect, what we usually refer to as a norm. We do sometimes speak of ‘laws’ of human nature, but loosely, since, in Saussure’s words, they are ‘<Not imperative, not dynamic.>’

The 16 June lecture stresses again how speakers try out ‘every type of change’ as ‘trial balloons’.89 We only study them linguistically once they have been accepted by the collectivity. It is now that the term ‘collective consciousness’ appears, replacing the earlier ‘collective intelligence’ and ‘collective mind’. As discussed earlier, the collective consciousness is implicated only in langue, not in parole.

This is arguably the last significant idea which Saussure articulated in the course. He had already begun to repeat earlier points, sometimes for the second or third time. Given his general physical state, he was no doubt feeling exhausted as the academic year drew to a close. His lectures were running out of steam. It was as though he had said everything he had to say, and was filling time by illustrating points with examples, but in some cases ones that distorted the focus rather than sharpening it.

On 20 June, Saussure tried to ‘show the dependence and independence of the synchronic fact in relation to the diachronic fact’.90 His best comparison is of synchrony and diachrony with horizontal and vertical sections cut from a plant stem. The horizontal cut shows ‘nothing other than a certain perspective, a certain view that is taken of the vertical fibres that another cut, the vertical cut, would reveal. The one depends on the other.’ With language, the synchronic slice is the more important one, because it is what all speakers actually use in order to produce utterances. The diachronic slice, on the other hand, is just something linguists study.

The 23 June lecture is headed Static linguistics.91 Saussure self-deprecatingly attributes ‘the looseness of this course’ to having introduced the static versus dynamic bifurcation sooner than anticipated. One of the things which belongs under static linguistics is ‘what has been called “general grammar”, which will notably include the points at which linguistics is closely concerned with logic’. Categories such as substantive and verb belong to static linguistics, because ‘it is only by means of states of language that relationships and differences as found in general grammar are established’. He does not mention that in his own studies at the Gymnase de Genève, grammaire générale was part of the course on logic. He opines that evolutionary linguistics is much easier and more attractive than static linguistics, which requires perseverance to determine the relations and values that it alone can account for.

The rest of the lecture is given over to ‘Preliminary remarks <concerning the whole of static linguistics>’,92 which has to do principally with what is meant by a language state, an état de langue. He admits that it cannot be pinned down in terms of time: ‘There are spaces of time in which the sum of the modifications undergone is almost zero, whereas other, less considerable spaces of time turn out to be the theatre of a sum of very important modifications. […] We call a state the whole space during which no serious modification has changed the language’s physiognomy.’ Yet that change is always ongoing, manifesting itself at any point in time as variation between generations. He admitted that ‘We proceed as mathematicians do with planes, they too ignore infinitesimal changes. […T]o demonstrate things one is obliged to simplify them.’

In the lecture of 27 June, yet again, for one final time, he revisited the first principles of static linguistics: units, difference, value; and the two wholly distinct spheres of how values are generated and coordinated, one syntagmatic, the other associative. He introduces the term syntagm for the combination of two or more elements giving rise to a particular relationship among them. Syntagmatic relations unfold in a single linear extension of time—just like, though he does not mention it here, the individual signifier. Associative relations, on the other hand, are outside time and space, being purely mental relations. He draws his example from the activity he is engaged in at the moment.

Example: a word such as teaching will unconsciously call to mind the idea of a host of other words which in one way or another have something in common with it. This can be from very different angles. For example teaching will be included in an associative series in which one will see: teaching, teach, teaches, teacher, etc. There is something in common in the idea represented and something in common in the acoustic image. The signifier and the signified together form this associative series. Similarly teaching—arming—yielding: another associative series equally based on a relationship between signifier and signified, but in another part of the word. Associative series based on the signified: teaching—instruction—learning—education etc.93

He adds another kind of association that is not so familiar to readers of the Course in General Linguistics:

One can have simple commonality in the auditory images: German blau ‘blue’—durchbläuen ‘strike with sticks’ → has no relation to blau. […] These co-ordinations can be considered as existing in brain as much as the words themselves.

He reiterates that associative relations are not linear: they form a constellation, in this case with teaching at its centre, though in fact they do not have any existence in space. The syntagm can be called an assemblage of what a given word ‘has around it’ in praesentia, in an actual utterance, while the associative series is what the word has around it in absentia—what might have been chosen in its place.

He raises the problem that the sentence, assigned in an earlier lecture to parole, is the core unit of the syntagm, yet here he is placing syntagmatic relations squarely within langue. He admits that this is a ‘difficult question to decide’, for ‘<It is effectively here that there is something delicate in the boundary between the domains>.’ Even a compound word such as Latin magnanimus or German Dummheit is a syntagm, as indeed is an inflected word (dominus, domini, domino, etc.), yet these are certainly part of langue. ‘In addition, there is a series of sentences which are pre-formed for the language’, such as s’il vous plaît, ‘and which the individual does not have to combine himself.’

Perhaps recalling conversations with his brother Horace, he brings in an architectural metaphor, comparing an element of language to a façade with columns. The relationship between the columns and the frieze which they support is ‘syntagmatic’. But if one is looking at Doric columns, and comparing them with Ionic or Corinthian ones, an associative series is being invoked, in a way that Saussure calls ‘virtual or mnemonic’. Again he reminds his students that linguistic analysis must not begin from the individual word or term but from the system, the ‘solidary whole’ from which each element derives a value.

This leads into ‘Chapter V. Value of terms and meaning of words. How the two things merge and are distinguished’94—certainly one of the great and enduring questions relating to Saussurean linguistics: ‘When one speaks of value, one feels that it becomes synonymous here with meaning (signification), and this indicates another terrain of confusion.’ There is already a confusion inherent in the everyday use of terms such as meaning. Saussure never entertains the distinction established by the analytic philosopher Gottlob Frege between Sinn and Bedeutung, ‘sense’ and ‘reference’, the conceptual meaning of a word versus the things in the world that it denotes. If someone asks you what book means, you might hold up the object in your hand, or a picture of such an object, or give a verbal description of it, or the corresponding word in another language. All these fall under what we normally call ‘meaning’—and none of them is what Saussure calls the signified. Calling it a ‘concept’ implies that it is more or less the same as Frege’s Sinn or sense. This is one of the terminological difficulties that so frustrated him. ‘This is perhaps one of the most delicate operations to do in linguistics, to see how meaning depends on and yet remains distinct from value.’

Here is the paradox, in Baconian terms ‘the cave’ containing a trap: it is that the meaning which appears to us as the counterpart of the auditory image is equally the counterpart of the terms co-existing in the language. […] The value of a word will only result from the co-existence of the different terms.

In fact the signified is itself, like the signifier, a value derived from its difference vis-à-vis the other signifieds to which it is associatively related. Signifieds and signifiers define two separate orders of value-by-difference, which the essential role of language is to align. The ‘vertical’ alignment of signified to signifier ‘is very hard to distinguish’ from the ‘horizontal’ alignment of signified to other signifieds. As a result, ‘The meaning as counterpart of the image merges with the meaning as counterpart of the co-existing terms’. This is true of values outside language as well.

For example a twenty-franc coin: there enters into its value a dissimilar thing that I can exchange (for example pounds of bread). 2) the comparison of a twenty-franc coin with one and two-franc coins, etc., or coins with a similar value (guinea). The value is simultaneously the counterpart of the one and the counterpart of the other. Never will the meaning of a word be found by <considering only exchangeable things> but one is obliged to compare the <similar> series of comparable words. […] It is thus that the system from which the term proceeds is one of the sources of its value. It is the sum of the comparable terms as opposed to the idea exchanged.

This is not an ideal example. Exchanging a Swiss twenty-franc coin for a British guinea is less like breaking it for ten two-franc coins than it is like buying bread—and that is hardly akin to the relationship between signifier and signified, since bread is a physical substance, exactly what Saussure has taken great pains to impress upon his students that the signified is not.95 In the background are the preparations being made for the first small issue of specimen spesmilo coins, for sale at the 1913 World Congress of Esperanto in Bern. Legal tender in no country, though with growing use in international exchange, René de Saussure’s spesmilo was the first purely conceptual currency, and would actually have illustrated Ferdinand’s point very well indeed.

He turns to how the plural does not have the same meaning in French as in Sanskrit, which also has a dual number (a special marking just for two of anything). The Sanskrit plural means ‘three or more’, while the French plural, like the English, means ‘two or more”’—the value is generated by the system as a whole. Nor does French mouton have the same value as its English counterpart sheep. ‘If one speaks of the mouton that is in the field and not on the table,’ Saussure noted, ‘one says sheep. It is the presence in the language of a second term that limits the value that can be put into sheep.’ Here again, value depends ‘on the presence or absence of a neighbouring term’, so that ‘meaning is determined by what surrounds’.

On 4 July 1911 Saussure gave his final lecture on general linguistics. Again we encounter no wholly new ideas, but the fleshing out of ones presented earlier, sometimes with illustrations that will endure. The first question raised is: What are ideas, psychologically, when abstracted away from the language? The trenchant answer comes straightaway: ‘They probably do not exist, or in a form that can be called amorphous.’96 As in the second course, he says that the sound part of language too is amorphous, until the language binds sound and concept together.

The <linguistic> fact will give birth to values which <for the first time> will be determinate. […] Not only are these two domains between which the linguistic fact takes place amorphous, <but the choice of the link between the two> this marriage <between the two> that will create the value is perfectly arbitrary.

This is the core of what is absolutely original in Saussurean thought: that the connection between the two domains of values that relate to sound and to concept is what creates each of them, is essential to each of them, and is the locus of the essential arbitrariness of language. None of the parts on its own is original to Saussure. What is distinctly, uniquely, his is the vision of language as the arbitrary yet inseparable interface of these two domains.

As the time approaches for the course to close, he hammers home the points he believes are fundamental as if he knows he is doing it for the last time.

[I]n a language, there are only differences without positive terms. That is the paradoxical truth. […]

There are not, strictly speaking, signs, but differences between signs.

[…] So the entire system of a language can be envisaged as differences of sounds combining with differences of ideas. […]

The principle, finally, that the thing comes back to is the fundamental principle of the arbitrariness of the sign.

[…] We have considered the word as <term> placed in a system, <that is, as a value.—Now,> The solidarity of the terms in the system can be conceived as a limiting of the arbitrary, whether it is syntagmatic solidarity or associative solidarity.97

The bell is about to sound. There is time for just three last sentences of apology.

<In this course we have nearly completed only the external part. In the internal part, evolutive linguistics is left aside for <synchronic linguistics and we have taken up> only general principles in linguistics.

<It is on the basis of these general principles that the details of a static state or the law of static states will be fruitfully addressed.>

With this acknowledgment of what he had done and failed to do, Saussure closed the course. As always, much had been left unsaid, and his readiness to risk exploring new ideas had produced some contradictions and stuttering along with the gems of insight. But he had pushed his vision of the synchronic linguistic system to its fullest development.
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THE END: 1911–1913

HOME AND AWAY

THE summer of 1911 was dominated by simmering tensions between France and Germany. It was an apt time for Saussure to produce his brief article on ‘Alamans’ for a historical dictionary of the Canton of Vaud.1 The Alamanni, a southern Germanic people, were ancestors to the Swiss Germans and traditional rivals to the Burgundian ancestors of the Saussures. But Alamannic as well as Burgundian blood flowed in his veins, and his interest in the ancient Germanic legends connected him with a time when the Alamans and Burgundians were still culturally one.

The article traces the Alamanni from the third century to their defeat by Clovis in 506, when they lost their independence but maintained their identity as a dukedom under the empire. Their later expansions and dispersions are obscure, but Saussure notes that some light on their settling in the Vaud had recently been shed by his colleague Muret’s research into local place names. The article is peppered with etymological insights, such as about how the name ‘Alamans’—‘all-men’, believed originally to have designated a league of ten or twelve tribes who banded together at the battle of Strasbourg in 357—although all but lost from Germanic dialects, survived ‘in the popular usage of the Romance-speaking peoples, who later would apply it to the ensemble of the inhabitants of Germany (Allemands)’.2 The bibliography cites mostly German historical works, and Paul’s newly published opus on Germanic philology,3 but also a study by Paul-Edmond Martin,4 the son-in-law of his old friend Amé Pictet. A few years later Martin would undertake the first posthumous publication of a paper of Saussure’s.5

For now, though, Saussure’s health had improved enough for him and Marie to set off for England in October, before the start of the autumn term.6 It would be his last voyage of any length, but no grand tour, just a family visit to Albertine at Mettingham Castle in Suffolk. During their stay, it was agreed that Jacques, whose eighteenth birthday was approaching, would come to stay at Mettingham over the Christmas holidays. Ferdinand did however get into a bit of a contretemps with his brother-in-law Hastings, who announced his scepticism over Albertine’s claim to be descended from a noble English family, the Egertons. He showed Ferdinand the recent editions of Burke’s Peerage, which gave no indication of any link between the Egertons and the Saladins, his and Albertine’s great-grandparents.7

Hastings and Albertine had been happily married for over five years. With England having been her home her entire adult life, she was now as much English as Genevese, and her relationship to the socially prominent Egerton family helped anchor her in her adopted identity. Hastings cared nothing one way or the other about her lineage. He adored her, and if his teasing stung, she did not admit it. But Ferdinand could not disguise his pique. As at other moments in his life when people denied him his due recognition, he reacted as though to a provocation. On his return to Geneva he would consult family papers and reference works to establish the truth of his and his sister’s descent.

On their way home, the Saussures stopped in Paris, a city associated with much older and deeper slights. But his recent election as a corresponding member of the Institut de France had done much to assuage the hurts of twenty years before. He saw Meillet, to whom he had written from Mettingham saying to expect him,8 then was back in Geneva for the start of the autumn term in late October. This was an ‘off’ year for the general linguistics course, so his teaching consisted of one hour of Anglo-Saxon (Grammar and interpreting texts), two hours of Sanskrit, and two hours of Greek and Latin etymology: Word families and processes of derivation. Back in 1893–4 he had taught Greek and Latin etymology, but not since.9 The new course, less philologically ambitious than its predecessor, was designed for students whose knowledge of Latin and Greek was not necessarily very detailed, and who knew no linguistics. The kind of student, in other words, who was becoming the norm in the Faculty of Letters and Social Sciences.

At Christmas, the family celebration at Vufflens was enlivened for the second time by having Ferdinand’s six-year-old ward Nadège Pictet on hand. For the first time, though, one of the boys was away. Jacques was perhaps homesick in Suffolk, to judge from what Hastings wrote to Ferdinand on New Year’s Day 1912.

Jacques seems quite happy here with us altho’ he is very quiet—but he does not seem to find it dull—he is learning to play golf & my keeper is teaching him to handle a gun without danger to himself or any one else—all of which are useful accomplishments—& I think that these ruder forms of amusement will be good for him.10

How things had changed from Ferdinand’s boyhood and the lists of creatures he bagged on his summer idylls! The country pursuits of the Continental aristocracy had undergone a sea change since the 1870s. In Britain they would endure a while longer, until the Second World War. Just in case Ferdinand had not got the message about ‘ruder forms of amusement’ being ‘good for’ Jacques, Hastings spelled things out a little more clearly: ‘He is an awfully good boy & shows a strength of moral fibre which is unusual in youths of his age—but I think he ought to have a few rougher & more virile pursuits.’ As an old India Army hand, Hastings would quite naturally worry about the ‘virility’ of any young man who appeared introverted and preferred indoor activities to rugby or hunting. Books of the period on dealing with adolescents stress the virtues of ‘fresh air’ for overcoming any unmanly tendencies.

It would come as a relief to Hastings when, eight years to the day after he wrote the letter, Jacques’s wife Marguerite produced their first child—a feat which, sadly, Albertine and Hastings never managed. And how proud Hastings, who died in 1931, would have been to see his nephew, Egerton or no Egerton, made an honorary Knight of the British Empire in 1952, in recognition of the moral fibre he displayed as head of the Swiss government’s Division of Foreign Interests during the Second World War.11

Ferdinand did not neglect to look into the family history, but any serious research had had to wait until the semester was over. To his dismay, he was unable to turn up any positive evidence, so he wrote to his cousin Victor van Berchem, also a Saladin–Egerton descendant, for help: ‘If you can clarify any of this, please drop me a line, as I wouldn’t at all mind “nailing down” the recalcitrant Hastings, or at least giving Albertine a justification for the pedigree she knows she has, without being able to establish it precisely.’12 Victor, named that year in the Encyclopaedia Britannica as one of Switzerland’s seven ‘principal contemporary historians’, was unable to come to the rescue.13

Ferdinand persisted, and, probably during the February break between semesters, dug through old family papers and books dating back to the eighteenth century, with nearly the zeal he had long ago applied to the vowel system of the Indo-European languages. He produced many pages of notes, in English, and family trees. These are particularly remarkable because they show the ancestry of Ferdinand and his siblings as going back to King Henry VII of England. Two of the trees show that Henry VII’s daughter Mary, the youngest sister of King Henry VIII, had two daughters. One of them, Lady Eleonore Brandon, was the great-great-grandmother of John Egerton, 2nd Earl of Bridgewater.14 Another tree takes up the line from his son, John Egerton, 3rd Earl of Bridgewater, and traces it down to Henry Egerton, to William Egerton, to Elizabeth Mary Egerton, who married Antoine-Charles-Benjamin Saladin de Crans in London on 19 February 1784.15 These were the great-grandparents of Louise de Pourtalès de Saussure.

So Ferdinand and Albertine were in the thirteenth generation of direct descent from the English Crown. Hastings had called his bluff—only to get trumped with a king. In fact a whole pack of kings, for being in the lineage of Henry VII meant that Albertine was a direct descendant of William the Conqueror. Hastings was merely named for one of his battlefields.

Although Ferdinand’s research is accurate back to the Egertons of Bridgewater, it is not entirely clear that there was a link from them to the Brandons. But it is a telling fact that Ferdinand either believed in his own English royal descent, or was prepared to suspend disbelief to restore the family honour.

LAST WORK

His final published article of his lifetime, ‘Indo-European adjectives of the type caecus “blind”’, appeared in 1912. Like his previous two efforts in linguistics proper, it was for a Festschrift, in this case for the seventieth birthday of Vilhelm Thomsen, professor of comparative philology at the University of Copenhagen. His contribution was very short, roughly half the length of his articles honouring Nicole in 1905 and Havet in 1909. And it was daring, in that, for the first time since 1876, he was proposing that a particular set of sounds had a meaning in Indo-European.

The ‘type’ in question is a group of adjectives linked phonetically by having a diphthong that starts with a, and semantically by referring to some infirmity or deviation from the ‘right’ or ‘straight’. The diphthong could be ai (as in Latin caecus), au, ar, al, an, or am, all cases of a + sonant—though it was a rare linguist who followed Saussure in recognizing that ar, al, an, or am could be diphthongs.

He points out that words such as Latin blaesus ‘stammering’, claudus ‘limping’, calvus ‘bald’, mancus ‘maimed’, are very few in number and are isolated within the language, being attached neither to any strong verb nor to an etymological family. Normally, this would be a reason for not studying them at all. But Saussure argues that their isolated nature and the rarity of the a diphthongs they contain give them ‘a certain kind of regularity, though it does so only in a completely exterior and negative way’. The semantic link, on the other hand, is a positive bond.

The a diphthongs would be ‘marked’ (to use a later terminology) for rarity and isolation; and being so marked they would correlate non-arbitrarily with meanings that likewise involve marginality or abnormality. It is through the regularity of this correlation that these apparently marginal elements are incorporated into the system where everything connects. But how does this happen? Saussure’s explanation relies on another aspect of his general linguistic system, the relationship of synchrony to diachrony. He imagines

a time when there existed perhaps only four or five adjectives of ‘infirmity’ with the diphthongs ai, au, an, etc. Around this nucleus furnished by chance, ever more numerous formations will have come to fix themselves, where a certain community of ideas favoured diphthongs with a. It would thus involve a fact of lexical analogy […].16

The possibility of such lexical analogy is what the Neogrammarian sound laws were designed to eliminate. But the associative relations that are central to Saussure’s conception of langue make it plausible that such analogy is synchronically real for speakers, hence that the set of a diphthongs form a morpheme, a meaningful unit in Indo-European. He acknowledges that this sort of unit ‘is in the ordinary case suffixal (syntagmatic); it is not so in the case of *kaikos, *laiwos etc. This makes a difference, even a serious one, but not a radical difference striking at the principle itself.’

And what is that principle? That languages contain hidden form–meaning correlations that crystallize as speakers make analogical links in their minds. Saussure had taught his students that the work of the linguist consists almost entirely of limiting what is arbitrary in language. His last published work provided an example of how to do it.

AND SO TO BED

In March, it was time to turn his attention back to his courses. The Sanskrit and Greek and Latin etymology courses picked up where they had left off. In addition he gave a one-hour weekly lecture analysing Old High German texts, the first time since 1908 that his explication de texte lectures had concentrated just on Old High German. He was very much in his element, teaching subjects he had taught for thirty years and enjoyed, whereas general linguistics was a burdensome obligation. His audience was a couple of students who chose to be there, rather than the larger captive audience in the French seminar. It was, for him personally, an ideal semester.

But the auguries were not favourable. His one-time correspondent Giovanni Pascoli, whose failure to reply to Saussure’s second letter helped convince him to give up the anagram research, died on 6 April at the age of fifty-six of cirrhosis of the liver. During the night of the 14th and morning of the 15th occurred the tragic sinking of the Titanic, which shocked the world. This was followed on the 17th by an extraordinary annular eclipse of the sun, again universally remarked upon.

Then Saussure’s own health took a sharp turn for the worse. The symptom that he could not ignore was a persistent throat problem that made it difficult for him to speak, hence to lecture.17 An infirmity of the throat was what had forced Horace-Bénédict to withdraw from teaching at the Académie in 1786. The situation did not look grave, to judge from his correspondence over the coming months, but nevertheless he had to suspend his teaching from early in the term.18 Knowing what a conscientious teacher he was, and that he was teaching his favourite subjects at the time, we can be sure that he had to be persuaded, by his doctors and his wife, that he had no choice but to retreat and give his body a chance to recover.

But he could not give up all activity, at least not easily. In June he became embroiled in uncomfortable negotiations over a new university chair which Bally had proposed for himself, to be discussed in a later section. As the summer progressed, his health worsened. His body, still lean, became hunched, making him look older than his years.19 The doctors warnings became firmer, until at last he really did allow himself to rest. Albertine, who was getting news from Marie, wrote on 4 August to tell Ferdinand how happy she was to know that

you’re at last taking care of yourself by staying in your bed. It was bound to come to this, darling, as we all knew that you were exhausted, wearing yourself out much too much. Also I’m thrilled to hear that you’re already looking better and I’m sure that if you’ll just persevere you’ll be altogether as good as new. Promise me not to resist your cure but to see it through and try to become ‘foie gras’ like Léopold.20

Speaking of Léopold, she thanks Ferdinand for having written to her with good news about him: ‘It’s such a pleasure to know that he’s doing so well.’ Left tacit is the fact that Léopold had separated from Germaine, the mother of his four children, aged between seven and seventeen. A divorce would be granted in Paris the following May. Albertine says too that Marie has mentioned how Horace is suffering—again with no indication of why, or of the fact that his second marriage, now six years old, was also headed for divorce.

It is significant that Ferdinand may have been seeing Léopold regularly during this time, because, years later, Léopold Gautier would report that, before his illness, Ferdinand had developed an interest in Chinese.21 If he pursued the interest while bedridden at Vufflens, his brother would naturally have been a font of information. It may be though that Gautier had misunderstood when Ferdinand told him that he was reading about Manchu, a language unrelated to Mandarin Chinese but co-official with it in the Qing Dynasty until the revolution of 1911. Ferdinand left an unusually elegant notebook, covered in red silk with fleur de lys designs, with notes on phonology taken from a Manchu grammar of 1832.22

Ferdinand was still hopeful of being able to resume his teaching at the start of the term in late October, if he followed the doctors’ prescription of absolute rest. Trying to be upbeat and encouraging, but not altogether succeeding, Albertine wrote,

I don’t know if you’re allowed to read or if you have to be totally inactive. In any case it’s nice to know that you’re at home at Vufflens and not in a clinic where it’s hard not to sink into gloom.23

If reading was forbidden, even her letter would have had to be read to him, and it is hard to imagine Saussure, even at home, spending a day without studying and, given the sheer quantity of his papers, writing. Yet Albertine, the closest of his siblings, shared his ample experience of the clinics that had treated their mother and sister, and knew that depression ran in the family.

On 9 September Ferdinand wrote to the Dean of the Faculty to request leave on medical grounds for the 1912–13 academic year. There was no question but that the Dean would be sympathetic. He was, after all, Francis De Crue, with whom Ferdinand had huddled for warmth those winter days and nights spent writing in Paris so many years before, and who had urged him to come back to Geneva.

Following a state of health that leaves something to be desired, and most particularly a throat affliction affecting the voice, I met with a certain difficulty in acquitting myself fully of my teaching duties during the last semester which has just finished.

I had hoped that by devoting the time of my vacation entirely to the rest and medical care that have been prescribed for me, I would find myself sufficiently improved at the start of the winter semester to take up my professorial functions. To my great regret things have not turned out as hoped, and the doctors, I have to say, are really extremely opposed to my making an attempt of this sort for quite a long time.

In these circumstances I am led to request that you kindly present to the university authorities on my behalf a request for leave for the entire year 1912–1913.

I remain entirely at your disposal to work out with you the covering of my courses, and I shall do all I can to ensure that the interruption in the holder’s teaching creates as few problems as possible.24

De Crue was relieved to receive the request, believing that Saussure should have made it sooner and fearful that his admirable dedication to his teaching was risking his delicate health.25

The ancient language courses had to be offered, however few the takers. It was also an ‘on’ year for the course in general linguistics. The choice of a replacement was bound to come down to one of the Privatdozenten, Bally or Sechehaye. In fact they agreed to split between them the two hours of general linguistics, the two hours of Sanskrit, and the hour of analysing Old and Middle High German texts.26

One other significant family event occurred at this time. On 10 September, cousin Marguerite de Rougemont, the mother of Saussure’s ward Nadège Pictet, remarried yet again. If anyone had detected a pattern in the names of her previous husbands, Henri Pictet and Henri Ehlers, it was more than confirmed with her third marriage, to a commandant in the French navy named Henry Henrys. The wedding took place in Paris, and given Ferdinand’s health, there was no question of the Saussures attending.27

Normally in October the family decamped from Vufflens to Geneva in time for the start of term. Again this year the move was necessary, since, although Saussure was on medical leave from the university, Jacques was beginning his studies there, and Raymond was still at school. Marie could not send them back on their own, but needed to be in Geneva herself to have their clothes tailored and oversee the household. The medical philosophy of the time made it inconceivable that Ferdinand might return to the city with them.

On the contrary, isolation at the Château de Vufflens was ideal. Of course a few servants would stay to attend to his needs, but otherwise there would be a minimum of agitation. The Château was too far out of the way for friends or colleagues to drop by unannounced. Even visits from family would be sporadic.

He was reading professional journals such as the Indogermanische Forschungen.28 The Journal de Genève kept him abreast of world news, including the outbreak of the First Balkan War in October, and reported, favourably, on the progress of Bally’s lectures on general linguistics.29 It was also through reports in the paper that Ferdinand learned of the significant changes to the structure of the Université abruptly proposed by the President of the Department of Public Instruction, the redoubtable William Rosier.

WILLIAM ROSIER

It is hard to pinpoint when relations between the Université and the Department of Public Instruction changed from tense to hostile. Since Rosier was himself a professor in the Université, one might have expected the relationship to be a cosy one. Rosier, though, was not the typical Genevese professor, and not at all like Saussure’s intimates. Despite the differences in their origins and educational path, the two had more than a little in common. Each left the Gymnase in 1876 with a strong basic grounding in his chosen field—in Rosier’s case, geography—acquired less through direct instruction than autodidactically, through extensive reading. Already in 1876, Rosier was giving a series of lectures, later published as a monograph, on the geography of the Atlantic Ocean, a body of water which, it has been pointed out, he had never seen.30 That same year, aged just nineteen, he began teaching, and was quickly appointed to a history and geography post at the École Industrielle. Not long after, he became involved in radical politics.

This was a time of political ferment in Geneva. Despite the concessions of 1848, the old aristocratic families still maintained many of their traditional privileges. In 1875 Georges Favon founded the newspaper Le petit Genevois, which provided an organ for the Parti Radical that had led the revolution of 1846–8, and gave it new impetus. Although socialist in orientation, the Parti did not call for rule by the proletariat, only a more level playing field, creating space for a meritocracy in the Republic. Retitled Le Genevois in 1877, the paper survives to this day. Education reform was always a central concern of the Parti Radical, members of which held the Presidency of the Department of Public Instruction of Geneva for 86 of the 115 years from 1846, when the post was established, to 1961, though never again since. Favon himself held it from 1899 until his death in 1902.

The reform of 1886, led by Adolphe Tschumi, and with Rosier taking part in its final formulation, has been described in Chapter 11. It began a process that would continue steadily over the following decades, of reorienting secondary and university education so that the classical sciences and humanities curriculum was expanded to include newer, more ‘democratic’ subjects such as sociology, political economics, and Rosier’s own field, geography. Arguing for its inclusion in the Gymnase programme, Rosier attributes a clear moral and political dimension to the teaching of geography.

If it describes the influence of the physical environment on man, it also shows, through multiple examples, the powerful action that man, through his work, exercises on nature, and thus proclaims the usefulness and necessity of active energy. It shows us man through his untiring labour, bringing forth well-being, knowledge and morality from earth.31

Knowledge coming not from books, but from men working the earth—academic geography as radical politics.

Courses in geography began to be offered at the Université in the 1890s, but it was not until the start of the twentieth century that a chair was established, with Rosier as its first incumbent. Yet that was just the first of his ambitions fulfilled. In his annus mirabilis of 1906 he was appointed President of the Department of Public Instruction, holding the post until 1918, and was elected to the State Council, of which he would also serve as President in 1912–13 and 1914–15. Rosier had a direct hand in all teaching appointments, though, by the terms of the law of 1886, the power to nominate new professors lay with a commission de préavis on which delegates of the Université constituted a majority.

As it became clearer how Rosier was using this power to reshape the Université towards his own social and political vision, resistance increased among the ‘old guard’. This in turn only fuelled Rosier’s determination to cut down to size these academic aristocrats who sneered at him as a parvenu, now that they could no longer ignore him as they had done back in their days as students in the Gymnase.

In the autumn of 1912 tensions came to a head. Rosier ‘very rapidly’ proposed a new law on university teaching that in some respects appealed to the old guard, particularly because it would create a new Faculty of Economic and Social Sciences, incorporating relevant chairs in the Faculty of Letters and Social Sciences as well as creating several new ones.32 However, one of the new chairs was in a field that lay beyond the pale for the traditionalists: business studies. Geneva had écoles de commerce at secondary level, but their graduates were ineligible for admission to the Université, the same situation Rosier himself had faced on leaving the Gymnase. Even more controversially, the new law changed the structure of the commission de préavis responsible for nominating new professors so that delegates appointed by the Director of Public Instruction would form the majority.

Despite protests from the Université, the Grand Council approved the law on 19 October.33 Before becoming official, the law would have to be approved by a referendum, but it seemed unlikely that the people would fail to support a measure democratizing higher education. In November, unsurprisingly, Le Genevois declared its support for the new Loi Universitaire, noting that ‘The mandarins can rest easy: the humanities, law, medicine and other fields will have the same student body as now and will not be affected, directly or indirectly, by the introduction of the teaching of business studies at the Université’.34

But the ‘mandarins’, the old guard of the Université, did not rest easy. This article set off a furious feud that would be played out on the front pages of the radical Genevois and the conservative Journal de Genève over the six weeks leading up to the public referendum vote on the Loi Universitaire on Sunday 22 December. When Le Genevois decided to begin pillorying the mandarins directly, they looked for an obvious target—a professor of dead languages who taught few students, published next to nothing, and had the aristocratic ‘de’ in his name. Since the Journal de Genève was no doubt right in its assertions that Le Genevois was acting as the personal organ of William Rosier,35 it is all the less surprising that the target chosen was one that would avenge humiliations and resentments dating back to when they had entered the Gymnase together thirty-nine years before.

BALLY AND THE CHAIR OF STYLISTICS

The chairs to be created under the Loi Universitaire were for the proposed new faculty. To placate the five existing faculties over the resources to be diverted from them, they too would be given some new chairs. Bally saw his opportunity, and seized it. Like Rosier, Bally came from a modest social background, and had proceeded from the Gymnase to a distinguished career in secondary-level teaching, augmented by many years of working as Privatdozent in the Université. But at the age of forty-seven, and with a growing professional reputation for his published work, he was impatient to progress. He could see the Université heading in a direction that did not promise a strong future for ‘dead languages’, but where an approach with an innovative title might thrive.

Early in June 1912 Bally wrote to Rosier proposing the creation of a chair in stylistics.36 Bally had published two books on the subject.37 But no chairs in stylistics existed anywhere in the world. Rosier officially informed Édouard Montet, Rector of the Université, of Bally’s request, without adding any comment of his own.38 Normally such a report would have gone in the opposite direction, from Montet to Rosier. Having it delivered to the Rector by his political superior was certainly the ‘fast track’ to getting approval for the chair. Matters moved forward with lightning speed, with the proposal put on the agenda for the 19 June meeting of the University Senate. Just two days before that meeting Bally was submitting his description of the chair to the Dean of the Faculty, Charles Seitz.

Stylistics is a science which, combining the methods of the psychology of language and general linguistics, studies the affective aspects of natural language. I call affective aspects all the expressions of emotions in language. Natural language is spontaneous language in the service of real life (i.e., almost always spoken language) as opposed to the forms of language which do not have this function or have it only indirectly (e.g., literary language, scientific language, etc.).39

The reference to ‘real life’ has clear echoes of Rosier’s academic philosophy, rooted in what ordinary people do. Bally distances himself as well from the literary and pure science pursuits associated with the aristocrats.

In tacitly aligning himself with Rosier, however, Bally could not afford to alienate the Faculty’s ‘mandarins’, who could after all vote the new chair down. It was essential to have the support of Saussure, whom all among the old guard revered. Ill and incapacitated as he was, and with all his usual difficulty in writing anything having to do with language, Saussure drafted a text which he intended to read to the Senate on 19 June.40 This would certainly have been against doctors’ orders—recall that his sister would write to him on 4 August expressing her joy that he is ‘at last’ resting in bed—and, in the event, he did not attend the meeting.41

That he was even considering it indicates the importance he attached to the question. But had he made his speech, the audience would have been left wondering until the end whether he was supporting the new chair or opposing it, and would have found his closing endorsement of it no more than lukewarm. The first half of the text deals with the relationship between stylistics and style, and is aimed at dispelling a core misunderstanding to which the name of the chair was bound to give rise.

The name of stylistics is a name imposed for want of a better one. Style and stylistics create an unfortunate ambiguity. Here are the few corrections required in order to see exactly what it means:

1. The word ‘style’ evokes the idea of a person, an individual, an individual process. (Le style, c’est l’homme, etc.) Precisely opposite to this, stylistics as conceived in the works of Bally aims to study the means of expression of the language insofar as they are consecrated by common usage, insofar as they fall within the category of social fact and are consequently fixed outside the individual. […]

2. The word style evokes the idea of what is literary or at the very least what is written. Stylistics, without being uninterested in what is written, sees its object as lying above all in the observation of what is spoken, in the forms of living languages […].

3. Nor is style the goal of stylistics, although stylistics can be useful [for achieving good style]. It is not a normative science, preaching rules. It claims rightly to be a science of pure observation, stating facts and classifying them.42

He admits that no clear boundary separates stylistics so conceived from linguistics, but reassures the Senate that there is plenty of work for linguistics-cum-stylistics to do jointly. To anyone who might object that ‘it is simply linguistics that is being offered to us under the name of stylistics’, Saussure would reply:

Yes, gentlemen, simply linguistics. Only, linguistics, I venture to say, is vast. Notably it involves two parts: one which is closer to langue, the passive deposit, the other which is closer to parole, the active force and veritable origin of the phenomena which are then gradually perceived in the other half of langage. […]

It would give a neat division of labour if Saussure were to say that linguistics will deal with langue and stylistics with parole—but this was not at all what he thought. The part of linguistics that is closer to langue is the synchronic, that which is closer to parole is the diachronic. In other words, both linguistics and stylistics relate to both langue and parole, in an identical way. Saussure’s text concludes that linguistics, being so vast,

has enough to do, I dare say, in the more elementary compartments, or those aimed in different directions such as for example the evolutive history of forms. <Consequently, this is something welcome>, [      ] the explication of linguistic formulae insofar as they are motivated by this or that psychological state.

Saussure must have realized how unconvincing this sounded. Denying the existence of stylistics as a distinctive field of study could only undercut the arguments for a chair in the subject. In the end, he seems to be calling instead for a chair in the psychology of language, or at least to be identifying this as the area in which stylistics might make a distinctive contribution. There was someone working with Saussure who had written a book on the psychology of language, and his first name was Charles, but the surname was not Bally. Psychologie du langage was the subtitle of the 1908 book Programmes et méthodes de la linguistique théorique by Charles-Albert Sechehaye. Intentionally or not, Saussure’s comments would seem to open up the proposed chair to embrace Sechehaye’s work as well as Bally’s.

We do not know whether Saussure communicated his views to Senate colleagues, perhaps through Naville or De Crue. In any case the Senate voted unanimously to establish the chair, and after some wrangling it was agreed that it would be an ordinary chair, permanent and full-salaried.43

So fraught were the academic politics of the time, however, that the unanimity of the Senate vote may have worked against Bally. If the stylistics chair was really as innovative as Bally made out, it would have split the conservatives and liberals in the Senate. Better still from Rosier’s perspective, it might have split the conservatives into factions—weakening them for the bigger fight ahead. As if grasping at any opportunity for fomenting discord, Rosier announced in September that the stylistics chair would be established as an extraordinary post rather than the ordinary one the Senate had endorsed.

Bally made his disappointment known, and was reassured by Rosier that establishing the extraordinary chair was merely a stepping stone to ordinary status. Even Saussure had originally been appointed to an extraordinary chair. Bally’s reply makes clear that the matter was, for him, a personal one: ‘The extraordinary chair may be considered a necessary stage; but my own stage has lasted for twenty years and I have endured all manner of trials.’44 Bally mentions objections made to the proposal which have led him to alter the name of the chair from ‘stylistics’ to ‘psychology of language and stylistics’, and while he does not say who made them, the link to Saussure’s planned speech to the Senate is patent. Potentially, at least, Bally was no longer the only candidate.45

Saussure had been informed of the change in designation before writing an undated letter to the Department of Public Instruction which is annexed to Bally’s, along with a petition signed by fifty-one students which Bally organized.46 Saussure says that he has no objection to the chair: ‘Whether under the name of Psychology of Language or another, I foresee no troublesome competition; on the contrary, a healthy contest between the new chair and that of General Linguistics.’ In trying to sway Rosier, Bally could hardly have made a more wrong-footed move than to enlist the support of Saussure. The name alone would have sufficed to raise Rosier’s hackles. But when Saussure suggests a ‘healthy contest’ for students with the new chair, when his own lectures attracted such small numbers of students in the first place—was Saussure deliberately insulting Rosier’s intelligence, or was it just an aristocrat’s disdain for a matter so mundane as whether a new professorship would actually serve the needs of any students? Whether or not they were meant to, the fifty-one signatures on the petition did not fool Rosier into believing that the students to be shared out between the two chairs were anything like this numerous.

What Rosier did next was Machiavellian in its cynicism and tactical brilliance. Despite knowing (as would shortly become clear) how few students Saussure had, he agreed to give the new chair the ‘ordinary’ status which Bally craved and the Senate had endorsed—but to attach the proposal to the Loi Universitaire to be voted on in the December referendum. This was the Loi that would introduce business studies into the Université, and represented everything its ‘mandarins’ were bound to oppose. Now Saussure and the other Senate members who had voted for the chair would have a direct interest in the proposal passing. Rosier expected this at least to soften their resistance, even if it did not silence them.

Rosier was one of the few who knew how ill Saussure was. As Saussure had asked him to do on 9 September, De Crue forwarded to Rosier on the 26th his request for medical leave for the following year. ‘Considering his poor state of health, of which I have had to take note, to my great regret,’ De Crue informed Rosier, ‘I have no choice but to press this request with the Department of Public Instruction.’ One is struck by the hesitance of the language, even given the ornately formulaic discourse of the day, and by De Crue’s delay in forwarding the request. Both suggest that this may not have been a straightforward matter. Meanwhile, Saussure’s health seemed to be improving, and on 16 November he was able to come to Geneva to attend a meeting of the Faculté.47

‘ANODYNE JOKES AT MY EXPENSE’

The Journal de Genève and Le Genevois traded relatively mild salvoes over the Loi Universitaire through November, with the other local newspapers taking their own positions but staying well behind the front line. Towards the end of the month the debate went quiet. Then on 5 December, Le Genevois led with an article entitled ‘The people and the Université’, beginning ‘Ça recommence’ (‘It’s starting over’). That was an understatement: Le Genevois was declaring all-out war. The paper began its strategy of singling out individual ‘mandarins’ of the Université de Genèva for character assassination. The pretext for this was statements in the Journal de Genève about the danger of socialists making inroads into university teaching, in the form of the new Chair in the Legal Protection of Work (a key socialist concept) in the proposed Faculty of Social and Economic Studies. The conservative paper pointed the finger at the socialist Jean Sigg, like Rosier an elected legislator and university professor. Le Genevois replied with a series of front-page articles dripping with sarcasm.

And now, let’s see, a chair of legal protection of work, a chair costing 2600 francs, what of it? Don’t we have a chair of Sanskrit with one or two students? And isn’t it Mr de Saussure who occupies it?

Here’s a distinguished sort of study! He knows Sanskrit, darling! For the love of Sanskrit, permit us, Monsieur de Saussure, to kiss you…

It is indeed true that one can learn Sanskrit, in Geneva; on the other hand, a pupil graduating from our business school has the right to go and enrol in the University … of Zurich.

[…] The ‘Journal de Genève’ has tried to align the Université against the people. So much the worse for its friends! It is the people whom we, in turn, wish to align against them, and against the Université which they wish to make into their fiefdom.48

If a bomb had exploded in the Faculty of Letters and Social Sciences, the shock would not have been greater. Colleagues rushed to Saussure’s defence, with a haste that betrays how deadly the aim had been.

Fiefdom. The university buildings in the Parc des Bastions lie in the shadow of a magnificent mansion at the top of the Rue de la Cité, looking very like the domain of the mansion’s master. That alone would have made Saussure an ideal choice for attack by Le Genevois. But the attention drawn to the number of students attending his courses in the debate over the stylistics chair may have played its part, along with the princely hospitality offered by the Saussure family in 1909 as part of the Jubilee, inevitably raising the question of why the honorary president—William Rosier—was displaying no such personal largesse.

The following day the Journal de Genève registered its shock at the attack, not on its front page (mercifully, perhaps, for Saussure), but buried in the ‘local chronicles’.

The science of Ferdinand de Saussure, professor of general linguistics and of the history and comparison of the Indo-European languages is known throughout the world; the editors of Le Genevois alone are unaware of it. If the university of his native city had not had the privilege of keeping him, the Collège de France would have received Mr de Saussure, who is also a corresponding member of the Institut. Instead of expressing its gratitude to him, Le Genevois ridicules him.49

The editor of the Journal, Horace Micheli, wrote authoritatively, having himself attended Saussure’s lectures at the École des Hautes Études in Paris in 1888–9.50 He was moreover the nephew of Saussure’s late brother-in-law Edmond de la Rive, and married to the granddaughter of Adolphe Pictet. Of course, everyone in Genevese high society was multiply related in this way—that was the main problem the radicals saw themselves as having to fight. These people promoted and stood up for each other in a way that looked to an outsider like nepotism. On the inside, though, they demanded the highest standards of one another and did not promote anyone who failed to achieve them. Even men as accomplished and internationally known as Henri and René de Saussure were not considered to measure up, and never received regular university appointments.

The Journal remarked with regard to Dubois, another of the three professors targeted in the first wave of attack, that Le Genevois was ‘profiting from the fact that he is currently ill, to attack him at a moment when he cannot defend himself’. The paper did not, however, attempt to defend his reputation, or that of the third victim, the botany professor Robert Chodat, in the way that it did with Saussure. And it is noteworthy that it did not mention that Saussure, too, was currently ‘ill’. At the time a certain reticence was maintained about such things; yet the paper’s silence on Saussure’s condition at this juncture, combined with its remark a fortnight later that ‘Professor F. de Saussure writes us that, being on leave for health reasons […]’,51 indicates that even people close to the Saussure family did not suspect how gravely ill he was. Or, perhaps, that his illness was not one that under normal circumstances would have been fatal.

As mortifying as it must have been for Saussure to be picked out as one of the first targets for public ridicule by Le Genevois, he got off much more lightly than those colleagues skewered in a series of articles entitled ‘University Silhouettes—the Gallery of the Pure’, starting on 7 December. Spurred on by the reaction of the Journal, these were much longer, more detailed attacks, specifying the professor’s salaries and teaching load. Paul Moriaud, professor of law, was the first to be pilloried, followed the next day by Bouvier, former Dean of Letters and Saussure’s long-time collaborator on the Modern French seminar. Although Bouvier was not from a grandiose background, Le Genevois noted that ‘he shares with our aristocrats the privilege of being adept at everything, and, from one day to the next, dispensing whatever teaching is called for’.52 Again his publication record was queried—something Saussure was spared, thankfully, since he knew this to be his Achilles’ heel and deeply regretted it. A separate article responded to the defences made by the Journal de Genève.

Two more words concerning Messrs de Saussure and Chodat, above our attacks, it seems, because these are men of knowledge.

Their science is not at issue. What needs to be asked is whether Geneva really needs a chair of Sanskrit, of interest to just one or two students, and which has never attracted anyone from outside. Since the Journal de Genève, in strikingly bad faith, contests the usefulness of certain chairs created by the new Loi, we are justified in giving it a dose of its own medicine and asking, in good faith, what purpose it serves to have a professor of Sanskrit who declaims before empty benches.53

Monday was quiet, but Tuesday the 10th brought another remark from Le Genevois.

We have said that, too frequently in our Université, the organ has created the function; that since Mr de Saussure, for example, knows Sanskrit, it was reckoned that we owe it to ourselves to have him teach it—albeit before empty benches—and no one has been able to contest the fact that this course has no audience…

[…] This examination of conscience can only benefit the Université, where the wheat needs to be separated from the chaff.54

Sad to say, the paper was exaggerating only slightly. No one had disputed its claims about the paucity of Saussure’s students—in truth, they could not. Neither though had anything at all been mentioned about his teaching. No one had pointed out that it covered other subjects besides Sanskrit, including general linguistics, or that he was an extraordinarily gifted and conscientious teacher, or had given long and diligent service as the faculty librarian, all for what, in view of the lifestyle imposed on him by his social responsibilities as the scion of an aristocratic family, was more an honorarium than a salary. As far as Le Genevois and the Department of Public Instruction were concerned, in a university that needed to separate wheat from chaff, Ferdinand de Saussure was chaff.

The draft survives of a letter he wrote at Vufflens on 11 December, addressee unknown. It is a sad letter, tragic even, for although he is feeling better, the loneliness of life in the château, without family and with only occasional visitors, is getting to him. And while he brushes aside the humiliating attacks on him in the press, he has no one to confide in or to comfort him or distract his thoughts.

Dear friend

Your kind remembrance has come to me like a ray of sunshine in the fog of these December mornings and has touched me vividly.

Anyway I am not complaining too much about my winter solitude and am already feeling better than last summer.

It goes without saying that if ever—when the weather is very fine—you took an excursion to Vufflens, it would be a red-letter day for me. But the trip is so long that I dare not press anyone, especially when their time is precious.55

Only in a postscript does he raise the press controversy.

I don’t know whether everyone is on the same diapason as the Journal de Genève on the subject of the Genevois articles. Personally I have to say that I have not managed to get angry over the anodyne jokes printed at my expense.—I don’t have at hand the ones which address Moriaud or Bernard Bouvier.56

One can only admire the spirit of a man who, in such dire circumstances, tries to put on a brave face. Yet every crucial moment in the life of Saussure shows us someone who, while never openly proud, reacted sharply when anyone denied him his due. If he had really been laughing off the ‘anodyne jokes’, would he have mentioned the controversy at all?57

A couple of months later, Élie David, Saussure’s friend since Hofwyl days, would describe him during this time.

His welcome was always cordial, his hand loyally open, his knowledge and his time at the service of the most unworthy. So he had been when young and so he was until these last days when, in the residence of Vufflens, he faced the approach of death with a stoicism shaded with melancholy. The timbre of his voice, altered by the illness, maintained in spite of everything the note of dignity and tenderness that had always won over those who approached him. To those whose absorbing business kept them far from him, his hand addressed the testimony of his affection, and no weakness of handwriting revealed in these letters the appearance of any weakening of morale.58

This rings true with what we can see in the letter of 11 December. The melancholy—inevitable if, as David seems to imply, Saussure knew he was dying—can only have been worsened by what the papers were putting him through.

GETTING PERSONAL

The Journal de Genève of 10 December had included a letter from Adrien Naville, opening up a new front in the debate on the Loi Universitaire by implying that the state, in the form of the Department of Public Instruction, was trying to take over control of the université.59 Naville argued that it did not have the right, because ‘the professors are paid not only by the state, but also by the students’.

No prizes for guessing who was chosen by Le Genevois for its next ‘silhouette’ on the 12th. The attacks were getting ever more personal, with insinuations of nepotism and avarice: ‘Adrien Naville bears the same name as Ernest Naville. It is ever thus. […H]e has a lot of money, and among our Genevese aristocrats, money is like the abyss of the psalm of David: it always calls forth more money.’60 Over the next few weeks Le Genevois would return scornfully to what it called ‘the thesis of Adrien Naville, who wants the University to be a free school, escaping from the state’s control, but underwritten by the state’.61

On the same page appeared a letter from De Crue defending Moriaud and Bouvier. It was followed by a long reply in which the editor refers to him as ‘M. Decrue (pardon! de Crue)’.62 This was again well aimed: even De Crue’s friends had been embarrassed when, a couple of decades before, he altered the spelling of his name in a blatant attempt at social climbing, making him the only other professor besides Saussure in the Faculty of Letters and Social Sciences to have a de in his name. Outside this faculty only Adolphe d’Espine, professor of paediatrics, shared this now burdensome onomastic distinction.

On Sunday the 15th the Journal de Genève decided it was time to take up the enemy’s personal tactics, though their patrician tone did not permit quite the same frankness. For the Journal this battle would remain above all one waged against the state for the independence of the Université.

In the well-governed Université which is being prepared for us and which Europe will not be long in envying us for, what will the ideal professor be, according to William Rosier?

It will certainly not be Ferdinand de Saussure. Recognized by specialists the world over as one of the premier linguists of our time, Mr de Saussure, according to Le Genevois, has the fault of not attracting crowds to his Sanskrit courses. How extraordinary. In this Sanskrit course one has never seen a single Bulgarian or Moldovan.

[…] The ideal professor will be a well-styled bureaucrat. His first duty is not to teach, but to inform. He must shuttle between the Université and City Hall. To City Hall he carries the news of the Université. To the Université he carries the orders of City Hall.63

The same issue carried a letter of protest against the treatment of Paul Moriaud in Le Genevois, signed by his students, including Jacques de Saussure.64

After again going quiet on Monday the 16th, the controversy was reignited on the 17th when Le Genevois published its ‘silhouette’ of Muret, a leader of the resistance to the Loi Universitaire in the university Senate. It accused him of having been appointed to the chair of Spanish before he actually knew the language, then taking a year of paid leave in Spain to acquire it. It implied further that his motive in opposing the law was to curry favour with the ‘mandarins’.

With Paul Moriaud and Bernard Bouvier, Mr Muret led the campaign of the University Senate. He at last found an occasion to affirm the hatred he feels toward all progress. As a result, a few more salons have been opened to him, and Messrs de Saussure, Naville, Sarasin, etc., doff their hats to him.65

Two pages later it commented on the protest letter from Moriaud’s students which the Journal de Genève had printed: ‘Actually, apart from a few “Balkans”, the signatories of this certificate of studies have rather grandiloquent names: they are the young L. Boissier, E. Empeyin, E. Georg, J. Lullin, J. de Saussure, etc. Here indeed is some cheaply bought nobility, and Mr P. Moriaud is served.’66 When a follow-up the next day gave Jacques’s name in full, Ferdinand may have been dismayed to see his shortcomings being visited upon his son.

Perhaps the most surprising item in this issue was its fifth page, given over entirely to a ‘Letter to Electors’ signed by thirteen of the university’s eighty-two professors, declaring themselves in favour of the new Loi Universitaire. Thirty-four professors would eventually declare themselves opposed to it—but still the professoriate was split.

On Wednesday the 18th another paper got into the act: A.B.C., which billed itself as ‘Switzerland’s only illustrated daily’. Its chief editor, Jean Debrit, had studied at the university under William Rosier, and was probably the only geography student also to have taken a course with Saussure (in 1898–9). When he made Rosier the anonymous (but transparent) subject of a ‘silhouette’ in the style of Le Genevois, he was in a good position to ridicule his work.67 On the front page that day Debrit ran a series of photographs under two headings: Those who will command, over two photographs each of William Rosier and Jean Sigg; and Those who will be made to ‘obey’, over photos of Chodat, Georges Fulliquet (professor of systematic theology), Muret, Naville, and ‘Mr Horace de Saussure, the most reputed specialist in Europe for Asiatic languages’.68 Le Genevois did not fail to point out the next day that A.B.C. had published ‘the profile of Ferdinand de Saussure, called … Horace! One has to admire the precision—really convincing!’69

PYRRHIC VICTORY

In the last days leading up to the referendum, newspaper editorials and reports of political rallies multiplied. The mood was becoming ugly. On Friday the 20th Jean Debrit reported receiving in his mailbox a copy of his last article, with his signature overwritten:

Jean dEBRIS

Former student of IIIme.

stinking bastard

lying viper70

That evening an assembly was held at the town hall of Plainpalais, the quarter adjoining the Université. The Loi Universitaire was denounced in turn by Moriaud, Flournoy, and the professor of national history and public law, Charles Bourgeaud. Author of the definitive history of the Université de Genève, Bourgeaud brought into the open the sectarian tensions bubbling below the surface of the debate.

It has been claimed that we would align the Université against the people. Why this accusation? Because in 1909 we celebrated the 350th anniversary of its founding by Calvin!

Because we requested and have been allowed to hold the biennial installation of the new rector on the 5th of June, the date our School was inaugurated in 1559 at the Cathédrale St-Pierre! (Loud applause)71

On Saturday the 21st the Journal de Genève, besides reporting on this rally, laid out its position on the Loi. It was not just a matter of creating a new faculty, or introducing business studies, or even changing the way in which chairs were filled. No, the barbarians were at the gates.

The apparent goal of the law is to develop commercial teaching in the Université, but we have shown, with evidence, that this appearance is false. Businessmen have not been consulted on this question.

[…] The real goal of the law is the subjugation of the Université.

[…] Citizens of Geneva! Would you deliver the Université to the unhealthy influence of party politics? Would you have professors chosen henceforth not on the basis of their scientific abilities, but according to their political views? Would you let the public instruction of our canton be invaded by international socialism? Would you allow the humiliation of men who bring honour to Geneva the world over?

No! No!72

The majority of the professors, taking their cue from the minority who had published their letter in Le Genevois, put their own manifesto in this issue of the Journal. The signatories include Saussure as well as all his kinsmen, former schoolmates or close colleagues on the Faculty. A note specifies, however, that Saussure’s signature was not on the original version of the letter, which had been posted the previous day on the university walls.

Professor F. de Saussure writes us that, being on leave for health reasons, he did not become aware soon enough of the letter being sent by the majority of the professors to the referendum committee, a letter which he would have signed except for this circumstance.73

One person reading this certainly felt his heart sink. After all the work fighting to establish the chair in the psychology of language and stylistics—after all the years of faithful service to earn it—Bally watched as his professorial sponsor withdrew his support for the Loi to which it was attached. Given what had been going on in the papers this last fortnight, he may not have been surprised, but on a personal level, he had to feel badly let down, even betrayed.

But there was still hope. The political climate in Geneva had shifted. Whenever the old guard opposed some liberalizing move en bloc, one could expect the majority of the electorate to assume that it ran counter to the aristocrats’ interests, hence in favour of their own.

The day of the vote, Le Genevois managed to slip in one last dig at the self-appointed ‘guardian angels’ of the people.

The majority of the right-thinking professors have affixed to our walls a placard professing their attachment to the Université—and it is true, since they consider it as their fief and care no more about it than a peasant does about a pair of oxen. But they also profess their respect for the people. And one goes on dreaming when reading the names of those who dare to put themselves forward on this occasion as the advisors of the people, among others: E. Claparède, F. de Crue, […] F. de Saussure, etc. Ah! The people’s interests are in fine hands, it has to be said.74

Two days later, on Christmas Eve, the papers announced the result of the referendum: 5,214 for the Loi, 6,375 against.

Le Genevois did not take defeat gracefully: ‘The campaign of the right was perfidious as can be. They evoked the spectre of socialism; they spoke of “red Geneva”’.75 It was true—the Journal de Genève had issued an exaggerated threat of invasion by international socialism. The radical paper let the issue rest for the time being, apart from one last, rather insightful gasp on 29 December.

We have no wish to revisit, for now, the university question. But […] the conservatives know very well that, since Calvin, there have been two Genevas: the oligarchic Geneva which claims to have inherited from the reformer a sort of divine right of regency over us, and the popular Geneva which has not ceased to defend the cause of true democracy, and which, oppressed over the centuries, finally triumphed in 1846.76

If the words for now sound ominous, they were meant to. The mandarins of the Université had fought a rearguard battle against modernizations that were happening throughout Europe. They failed to bring down Rosier, who stayed in office and, while giving up on his restructuring of the professorial nomination system, won easy approval for the Faculty of Economic and Social Sciences in 1914. He introduced new chairs in business studies the following year—just as the Université began a period of decline, due to the effects which the Great War had even on this neutral country.

JANUARY–FEBRUARY 1913

One hopes that the referendum victory raised spirits during the holiday season at the Château de Vufflens. The old order was changing fast, and it was not clear what place, if any, the new world replacing it would hold for the old aristocracy. Within the Université, this was their last hurrah. For Saussure, the brief victory gained by his faction had come at the cost of having to repudiate openly the aspirations of someone very close to him, to whom he had promised his support just a few months before.

Back in Geneva, Bally was not simply depressed by his debacle. He was getting seriously resentful and angry. ‘My 21 years of work at the Université in the capacity of Privatdozent are beginning to weigh heavily on my shoulders,’ he wrote to Max Niedermann on 16 January. ‘This situation is no longer acceptable.’77 Strong words, and the sentiment is understandable—at forty-seven years old, he was being treated the same as when he started work at twenty-six, despite having gained worldwide renown for his writings and having given his all to the institution. Indeed, for the last two months he had been doing the work of a professor, while watching his own dream of a chair go down in flames.

But what could he do? Another attempt at establishing a chair would still require it to be accepted by the sitting professors, the same men who, by a large majority, had just brought it down, albeit through collateral damage. Meanwhile, he had plenty to do to prepare for the lectures he would resume giving in March.

As for Saussure, his health seems to have continued improving. He wrote to Léopold Gautier on 31 January 1913, apologizing for having been out when Gautier called on him at Vufflens a fortnight earlier: ‘It was a particular stroke of ill fortune (or ill-fortune? I’ve never known which of two to write) given that I am virtually never away.’78 He invited Gautier to come back any time as he had nothing planned before March, ‘when I shall perhaps take a tour in the Midi. […] My health is more or less the same, but I don’t have too much to complain about.’ Trips to the south of France were routinely prescribed as health cures, but even that would have been out of the question had his condition not been reasonably stable.

Reading the newspapers cannot have raised his spirits. For months, trouble in the Balkans had been pushing the European powers inexorably toward war. The First Balkan War that broke out in October 1912 had ended two months later, but there was never any real let-up in the tensions that would explode into world war in August 1914. The big event in Geneva during the bitterly cold third week of February 1913 was the sold-out début at the Apollo-Théâtre of a film version of the sinking of the Titanic.79 Besides the usual orchestral accompaniment, at the moment when the doomed passengers were swallowed by the waves, the choral society La Muse was present to break into the hymn Plus près de toi, ô mon Dieu (‘Nearer, my God, to Thee’), moving the entire audience to tears.

On Thursday 20 February Saussure wrote his last known note, in a steady hand, on one of his cartes de visite. It was sent from the Château de Vufflens to René Claparède, who was hosting a tea the following evening for the Genevese members of the Swiss Defence League for Natives of the Congo. This was to follow a talk on slavery in West Africa being given at the Société de géographie by Alice Seeley Harris, who had lived for many years in the Congo.80 It reads:

FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE

presents his compliments to Mr and Mme René Claparède, with many regrets at not being able to accept their kind invitation for Friday 21 February.81

Saussure was not the only one to beg off for health reasons: Claparède received apologies on the same day from Count W. de Saint-Georges, who explained that ‘I have the flu and dare not venture out in the evening during this cold weather’.82

On the evening of Saturday, 22 February, 1913, just three weeks after his letter contemplating a trip to the Midi, Marie, Jacques, Raymond, Dora, Léopold, and other close relations assembled at the Château de Vufflens,83 where Ferdinand had withdrawn when attacked by ill health. The personal attack on him by Le Genevois may have caused him to withdraw further within himself, not unlike the way his ancestor Nicolas, the father of Horace-Bénédict, withdrew from public life when his fellow Genevese took him hostage at the city gate in the battle between the Représ and the Négatifs in 1782. Now Ferdinand, just weeks after being subjected to public vilification and a spirited defence from those who admired and loved him, was withdrawing from life itself.

REACTIONS

His death came that night.84 The cause is uncertain, and may have been multiple. The Geneva and Lausanne newspapers were characteristically reticent, with one exception. Jean Debrit’s A.B.C. was pushing the Swiss press into the modern age of illustrated papers with investigative reportage and independent opinions. Its obituary of Saussure, co-authored by Debrit, gave precise details of his academic career, taking care to specify the dates of his three appointments at the Université de Genèva. The trouble which Debrit clearly took to establish the facts lends credibility to the obituary’s assertion that ‘De Saussure died still in his prime, of a terrible and painful arteriosclerosis, against which he battled heroically until last summer, when he had to abandon his courses’.85

De Crue’s letter to Rosier reporting the death, on the other hand, gives the immediate cause as bronchitis.86 Similarly, Havet’s diary entry for Monday 24 February says that Meillet has told him of Saussure’s death after receiving a letter from Bally, and that Saussure had died of infectious influenza.87 Although it seems hard to believe now, influenza was frequently fatal in the days before penicillin,88 and even today it poses a particular risk to anyone suffering from arteriosclerosis.

Of course, in 1913 many ailments of which we speak freely today were still regarded with a kind of shame. Bally may have been reporting what the family had told him—and perhaps what the family themselves had been told. One such taboo disease was cancer, and the throat affliction affecting his voice, which Saussure cited in September in his request to the Université to be released from teaching for the year, has led to speculation that he had cancer of the larynx.89 This would make sense in terms of the symptoms. And he was a cigarette smoker.90 However, cancer was not a common affliction in Geneva before the 1920s—the rate of lung cancer for men in the population was only about 1 in 100,000 deaths per year in 1913.91 The comparable rate for tuberculosis was about 260 per 100,000 male deaths, and for suicide, about 55 per 100,000 for men—three times what it was for women, though on its way down from the much higher rates in earlier centuries. But with suicides, the Genevese would go completely silent as to the cause of death, and tended to hold private funerals. Neither was the case with Saussure.

At fifty-five years old, he was the youngest to die in his male line since 1569, when Antoine de Saussure expired at the same age. Three ancestors, including his grandfather Alphonse, lived into their eighties. Even Henri, who spent his whole adult life expecting to fall dead at any minute, survived to seventy-five.

The fact that Ferdinand was ill was widely known, particularly after the Journal de Genève mentioned it on 21 December in conjunction with his opposition to the Loi Universitaire. But no one was expecting him to die. The shock is palpable in the speeches and articles announcing his death, the letters and telegrams received by the family, the extraordinary devotion to his memory that would be manifested by those around him. And there is a subtext to it all, one that affected the choice of who would speak at the funeral and write the key obituaries: the desire to undo the injustice that had been visited upon this great and sensitive man by the attacks on him in Le Genevois.

In 1879, Havet had been the first to proclaim the genius of the young Saussure to the readers of the Journal de Genève. Now, thirty-four years later, he was the first to telegraph condolences to the Rector of the Université de Genève as soon as he heard the news on Monday the 24th. On behalf of the École des Hautes Études he expressed ‘the most vivid regret at the premature demise of Ferdinand de Saussure, whom we long counted among our most eminent teachers’.92 On Tuesday the 25th an article on Saussure by Michel Bréal appeared in the Paris paper Le Temps.

The death, so unexpected and sudden, of Ferdinand de Saussure leaves a great vacuum in the study of linguistics. He belonged as much to France as to Switzerland […]. It was in France that he made his teaching debut, and students were not slow to group around him—active, committed students, who within days made him a master and the head of a school. The disciples of Saussure are immediately recognizable by the importance they attach to phonology and by the care they bring to the analysis of the forms of language. […]

His character was on a par with his talent. Severe, conscientious, disdainful of facile successes, Ferdinand de Saussure presented the image of the scholar living only for research and the discovery of truth. His name will remain attached to certain principles and theories which were often surprising at first, but most of which have ended up being accepted and are today part of our received knowledge.93

The first paragraph is not entirely accurate: it took years, not days, for a ‘school’ to form around Saussure in Paris. The same day saw a deeply personal necrology in the Gazette de Lausanne, by its editor, Élie David.94 It began with a recollection of the family’s scientific contributions from Horace-Bénédict to Henri, Louise’s consummate musicianship, and the distinguished and elegant settings of Genthod and the Rue de la Cité, before turning to Ferdinand himself, as David remembered him from Hofwyl to his deathbed. He recalled him in his mid-twenties discounting his Mémoire as of little value, presumptuous, and already superseded. But towards others his intellectual generosity was endless.

Let someone question him about an observation made, a singularity noted, a difference encountered, and he was inexhaustible. Slowly, with his deep voice, he would enumerate the possible causes, the plausible reasons, the authorised opinions, would have a discussion with them and with himself, and would finish by putting his finger on the ultimate ignorance from which human knowledge scarcely emerges to shed a vacillating light. For he was courtesy, generosity itself, and if his excessive scruples left fragments of studies to sleep in boxes that would have assured the glory of ten philologists, for want of finding a conclusion definitive enough for his conscience, he had no greater pleasure than to cite, with the most sincere and touching admiration, the names and works of the disciples he had taught.

The Journal de Genève held its article until the day of the funeral, Wednesday the 26th, giving editor Micheli ample time to commission it from some international luminary whose name alone would signal the scientific renown of Saussure’s contributions to linguistics. The fact that he instead chose Muret, attacked alongside Saussure by Le Genevois two months before, shows that there was a more important signal to send. Muret’s article has a very personal tone.

He died Saturday night, in the Château de Vufflens. For some months we knew that he was very ill; we dared not hope that he would ever again occupy the chair that his teaching had made illustrious; but we caressed the hope that his forces, restored by a long rest, assisted by the most loving and devoted care, would permit him one day to return to his interrupted works and to contribute through new works to the progress of science and the glory of Geneva.95

Who exactly were the ‘we’ who knew that he was very ill? Perhaps only the intimate circle of ‘mandarin’ professors trusted by De Crue. Had Bally known, it is doubtful that he would have kept after Saussure to write letters on behalf of his chair, or sounded quite so resentful in his January letter to Niedermann when his plans collapsed.

Muret gives a resumé of Saussure’s career, and when he gets to the move from Paris to Geneva in 1891, makes a direct allusion to what Le Genevois had criticized Saussure for.

Here, the teaching of Indo-European languages could not attract so large an audience as at the École des Hautes Études. The new professor nevertheless devoted himself to it with an indefatigable zeal, ardour and devotion, reserving neither his trouble nor his time, giving many more lessons than specified in the decree of his nomination. With some elite students he covered almost the entire field of Indo-European linguistics […]

Muret points out that his teaching in general linguistics ‘grouped a greater number of students at the foot of his chair’, and that to this new teaching ‘he gave the rest of his weakening forces and lavished the treasures of his thought and vast knowledge’. With no less devotion did he serve as Faculty librarian, and what is more, ‘In the councils of the Université, as in the circle of his family and friends, his moderate and judicious opinions were listened to with the greatest deference, and those who followed them always found themselves well served’. Muret was forthright about Saussure’s difficulties in publishing:

The studies which Saussure brought out at long intervals have all brought some important and original contribution to the progress of linguistic science. That he wrote so little is infinitely regrettable; his admirers and friends suffered by it and he himself often reproached himself for it. To this ever-working mind it was repugnant to fix his thought in a definitive edition. A perfectionist, self-challenging, he was never satisfied with the results obtained and was always looking further ahead, ever higher. Unceasingly, his unquiet reverie and his insatiable curiosity oriented themselves toward new problems and bore him toward new horizons. How many works begun, long pursued and never completed!

Muret expresses the magnitude of the loss in terms that could have left no doubt in their enemies’ minds of the crime they had committed in dragging this dying angel through the mud.

On everything he was admirably informed, he had original and profound views, in which was revealed the superior man to whom nothing human remained foreign. […] The extreme modesty of this scholar was equalled only by his merit. As much as he enjoyed extolling the merits of others, so much did he forget himself. No one was more deprived of selfishness and of every petty preoccupation. He had a most elevated soul […]. Those of us who have had the privilege of enjoying his friendship, who have known, beneath the reserved exterior, this heart so warm, loyal and tender, lament this delightful, perfect friend, and will never be consoled for such a cruel loss.

Muret’s article appeared in time to be cited by Lucien Gautier in the funeral oration which he gave on Wednesday afternoon, in his capacity as professor of theology and auxiliary pastor of the Église nationale protestante of Geneva.96 It was a very deeply religious eulogy. After quoting Muret on Saussure’s perfectionism, Gautier commented,

Yes, on the scientific terrain, where he was a master and a leader, Ferdinand de Saussure could have applied to himself the words of the apostle: Now I know only in part … For now we see through a glass darkly.

What is true in the intellectual domain, we hold to be true in the religious domain as well, following St Paul, certainly better placed than any other to speak of these Christian experiences.

Gautier would have done well to keep what he elided from St Paul: but then shall I know even as also I am known.

Also speaking in the funeral was De Crue, again not a neutral choice. He did not try to hide how difficult the task was for him.

It is a cruel experience, to give a speech over the tomb of a friend. To weep silently among the crowd would be more suitable…

One must, if necessary, overcome this difficulty. The customs of the Université dictate that the Dean of the Faculty render homage to the colleague it has lost.97

He went on to give a detailed account of Saussure’s career, family history, and character, stressing his bonds with Geneva.

It suited him to live in a neutral country, as an observer enthusiastic for truth, a moderate and impartial critic of the scenes played out among great nations in the theatre of the vast world. Injustice toward an oppressed people, a persecuted being, a misunderstood genius, revolted him in spite of his moderation. With an irony that was always witty, sometimes laughing, sometimes sharper, he brought out the iniquities of this world and noted the contradictions, the complications of life, the absurdities of human nature. Not everything is perfect.

Like Muret, another veteran of the battle of Le Genevois, De Crue faced up squarely to the shortcomings that had given some substance to the December attacks.

The absolute lack of egotism and personal ambition, the constant care of a conscience that has been judged too scrupulous in producing books: these are qualities that perhaps do not facilitate the conquest of this world, but make the soul great and beautiful.

Given what had transpired in December, it is hard to see the choice of Muret for the printed memorial and De Crue for the spoken one as neutral. Either might have been asked to take on the task even if nothing had happened, but so might many others, men whose friendship with Saussure went back to their days at the Collège de Genève, or with whom he had even closer personal and intellectual links than with Muret, who, as Le Genevois had pointed out, was after all a parvenu. The choice of two of his fellow victims for these key public roles served as a reminder to everyone of what had happened and who was to blame. Above all, to at least one of those present at the funeral: the President of the State Council, William Rosier.98

Others among the ‘considerable crowd’99 who made their way to Genthod for the ceremony were two other state councillors, Albert Maunoir and Jules Mussard; the first secretary of the Department of Public Instruction, Étienne Chennaz; the Rector of the University, Albert Mayor; the bureau of the University Senate; and many of Saussure’s professorial colleagues, including Oltramare, Moriaud, Seitz, and Bouvier. All the student societies were represented as well, parading with their banners, led by Mr Cornu, President of the Society of Belles-Lettres, carrying the banner of the University Committee. During the religious ceremony in the church, the banners were placed at the foot of the pulpit.100

A graveside prayer was pronounced by Henri Berguer, pastor at Genthod. Berguer had studied at Leipzig at the same time as Saussure, then returned to Geneva where he soon acquired a reputation as an inspiring preacher.101 Back in 1882 Saussure had expressed his admiration for one of Berguer’s sermons in a letter to Albertine.102 The admiration was mutual: Berguer, who was also a poet, composed a verse entitled ‘Soir’ which he ‘dedicated to Ferdinand de Saussure when the scholar was still a young man full of promise’.103

And so the mortal remains of Ferdinand de Saussure were committed to Tomb 86 of Genthod cemetery, alongside his parents and other family members, including his uncle Théodore with his grand mayoral monument. Ferdinand had left behind a legacy of powerful memories, as the newspaper articles and funeral orations had shown. But so little in the way of published work, with really just one item remembered, and even it remaining highly controversial. He knew better than anyone the extent of his failure. That was the real cause of the depression of the last months.

For a moment thirty years before it had looked as though he might be another Horace-Bénédict, returning the name of Saussure to the heights of scientific glory. In the end, he published less than his own father. The piles of manuscripts were as the ruins of his dreams. He spent his life on them, waiting for a perfecting light that never came.

Lucien Gautier, the successor to Jean Calvin, could not have chosen a more apt biblical reference than the passage from the letter of St Paul to the Corinthians about how, in this world, we see as through a glass darkly. Saussure had perceived flashes of what lies beyond, had tried to piece them together—anguishingly, because he was not the kind of man who was satisfied with partial understanding. At last in his lectures on general linguistics of the spring of 1911, the pieces had begun to fit.

And then his body failed, followed by his spirit, until that winter night when he closed his eyes, and all the hidden patterns he had sought revealed themselves to him in a burst of shining splendour.
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OPUS POSTHUMOUS

THE COURS DE LINGUISTIQUE GENERALE

A week after Saussure’s death, on 1 March 1913, a necrological article by Bally in La semaine littéraire said that his lectures on general linguistics ‘have been piously gathered by his students’.1 This must have happened as soon as they learned of his death, since Bally had to transmit his text to the periodical in advance. He proclaimed that ‘the book that would derive from them would be a beautiful book’—and asked with a twinge of despair, ‘will it ever see the light of day?’

The summer semester was about to begin. The plan was for Bally to turn over the second half of the general linguistics course to Sechehaye, who would cover ‘the life of languages’ and ‘the evolution of languages’, while Bally gave the Comparative phonology and morphology of Greek and Latin. Meanwhile, the Faculty would have to deal with appointing Saussure’s successor. Bally and Sechehaye were the two obvious candidates. In principle, the chair could have been redivided into two separate ones, as it had been before Wertheimer’s death, and both men appointed. But these were still relatively lean times.

The elder of the two by five years, and with a longer and more distinguished record of achievements and service, Bally had the inside track. On the other hand, he had spent most of the last year trying to persuade the Faculty that his stylistics was so distinct from the linguistics practised by Saussure that there would be no overlap if a new chair were created for him. And with everyone aware that Bally’s political sympathies were closely aligned with Rosier’s, there was inevitably suspicion that he was one of those ‘ideal professors’ satirized by the Journal de Genève, who shuttle between City Hall and the Université.

During the semester, Saussure’s students, led by Léopold Gautier, pondered what to do with their collected course notes and the many unpublished manuscripts which Saussure had mentioned to Gautier in their 1911 interview. They approached Saussure’s widow, who turned for advice to Meillet. In a letter of May 1913 thanking him for his memorial articles, she wrote:

And now several of his students have asked me whether there might not be something publishable among his notes. This would naturally be something that would have to be looked into first, and I would not be opposed in principle; but, dear sir, you knew my husband well enough to know how scrupulously conscientious he was about every question he took up, and I have the impression that in any case nothing should be published too quickly because I would not want to do anything he would not have approved of. Perhaps by comparing the notes taken by different students in different years one might have a fairly complete idea of one of his courses, but for this too nothing must be done in a hurry; […] I know that my husband never acted precipitously and that what he gave to science was the fruit of mature reflection.2

Marie seems to have been hoping that Meillet would take on the role of Saussure’s literary executor. He was an obvious choice, having been closely involved with Saussure’s work from the last years of his teaching in Paris, through the studies of Lithuanian accentuation and the anagrams in Latin poetry. He had publicly expressed his intellectual debt to Saussure. Yet there is no indication that he seriously considered taking on the task.

In June, the Faculty Senate named Bally as the successor to Saussure in the Chair of Comparative Linguistics of the Indo-European Languages and General Linguistics. The appointment gave him the confidence and clout to begin constructing himself as Saussure’s principal apostle. Already at the end of April, when ‘the Genevese students of F. de Saussure’ sent Marie a card signed by all of them, Bally’s name was at the top of the list—perhaps only because that was where it fitted alphabetically. But it created the impression all the same that he stood above the rest, including Albert and Marguerite Sechehaye, Léopold Gautier, even Virgile Tojetti, without whose faithful presence Saussure would have had no students at all in some courses. Bally had never really been Saussure’s student, though he had participated in many of his courses over many years. Now though, perhaps driven in part by a feeling of guilt over the anger he had felt in December after being denied the chair in stylistics, he became St Peter, first in the apostolic succession. Sechehaye would have to settle for Paul.

Structuring the Course in General Linguistics for publication was no easy task, given that the three courses which Saussure taught were each unique in design and orientation, and with certain ideas—notably the relationship of langue, langage, and parole—developing considerably from the first to the third. The book follows the third course in opening with a brief glance at the history of linguistics; then moves to an attempted definition of linguistics, as at the start of the first course; and from there to identifying the object of linguistics, something raised at different points in all three courses. All this is part of an ‘Introduction’ that gives a first taste of other fundamental matters: the definition of language, semiology, the problems raised by writing. Forming an ‘Appendix to the Introduction’ is a condensed version of the three lectures on the syllable which Saussure gave in the summer of 1897. It was put here in the belief that phonetics must come first, but it is not the ideal place for this detailed material, which is far more technical than what precedes or follows it, and has stopped many readers in their tracks.

Following this Introduction with its Appendix are five ‘Parts’. Part One covers ‘General Principles’: the nature of the linguistic sign, with its two key principles of arbitrariness and linearity; the immutability and mutability of the sign; and static and evolutive linguistics, in which the contrast between the diachronic and synchronic approaches is introduced. Part Two then takes up ‘Synchronic Linguistics’, with material mainly from the third course, on entities and units, identities and values, syntagmatic and associative relations, and absolute versus relative arbitrariness—the last topic again not ideally situated in its separation from the initial presentation of arbitrariness in Part One.

These are the sections of the Course which have been most widely read and which exerted such a great influence on the development of linguistics, semiology, and structuralism in the twentieth century. The relative neglect of Part Three on ‘Diachronic Linguistics’, and the shorter Part Four on ‘Geographic Linguistics’ and Part Five on ‘Questions of Retrospective Linguistics’, has been due to accidents of history—but everything about the Course is an accident of history. The later sections dealt with relatively current issues, but it was the earlier parts that struck the linguistic world as utterly novel and original, even though, or rather because, they contained material that had been commonplace from the Middle Ages up until the grammaire générale tradition was abandoned in the first third of the nineteenth century. Even in Geneva, where it held out for a few decades longer, it died out soon after being transmitted to the young Saussure in his Gymnase and Université education.

The way the Course progresses from the general to the specific, and builds towards diachronic linguistics as its apparent endpoint, is true to Saussure’s vision. But no book controls how it is read, and what is untrue to Saussure is how the Course was read in such a way as to make synchronic linguistics its climax, leaving the diachronic as a mere coda. This led later generations to credit or blame Saussure for shifting the mainstream of linguistics from historical to synchronic enquiry. Certainly he considered historical linguistics to be in need of a fundamental reformation, and he made this his life’s work, though never with the intention of seeing diachronic enquiry sidelined.

The first edition bears the publication date 1916, although the fact that the editors’ preface is signed 1915 has led to it often being cited with this date. Either way, it was not the optimal moment for bringing a book to an international audience, shipping being so limited during the Great War. Nevertheless, it sold out, and in 1922 Bally and Sechehaye produced a second edition, with some corrections, which has remained the definitive version. Now the time was propitious for a new approach to the study of language to be taken up by linguists ready to throw off German cultural dominance and embrace the modernism that was sweeping the world. The Course was experienced as modern on account of some of its oldest doctrines, such as the arbitrariness of the sign and the concept of value as pure difference, which had fallen by the wayside in the period of single-minded focus on historical phonology.

Meanwhile, other posthumous publications of Saussure’s had appeared. In 1915, Paul-Edmond Martin, the son-in-law of Amé Pictet, published an article on the destruction of Avenches in the Scandinavian sagas based on translations and notes by Saussure.3 In 1920, in the same Swiss historical journal, Gauchat published an annotated version of Saussure’s article on the name of the village of Oron.4 Most significantly, earlier in 1922, Bally and Léopold Gautier published the Recueil of Saussure’s ‘scientific’ publications. The Mémoire takes up half the volume; it is followed by Saussure’s doctoral thesis on the genitive absolute, and most of his published articles and reviews, with exceptions such as the article on Oltramare’s book on Brahmanic theosophy. Saussure’s contributions to the books by Giraud-Teulon and Chantre were included, but not those to Flournoy’s From India to the Planet Mars. And, of course, none of the vast trove of unpublished material was used, though much of it was available to the editors. Until the 1950s, the two volumes, the Course and the Recueil, constituted the opus of Saussure so far as the world knew.

FRIENDS AND FAMILY

June 1914 brought the death of Saussure’s brother-in-law Albert Faesch, aged forty-five, in New Jersey. Marie had not seen since him since his departure for America twenty-two years before. Since he had no legitimate heirs, Marie could at least know that ownership of the Château de Vufflens would pass intact to her sons Jacques and Raymond. Fortunately, as Swiss citizens, the two young men, age twenty-one and twenty, did not have to fight in the Great War, which began in August 1914. Hastings Ross-Johnson, Albertine’s husband, was an officer in the British army, and eager to go to France, but the medical examiners forebade it on account of liver trouble.5 Such was the patriotic fervour of the time that he did not accept their verdict, demanded another examination, and was sent to France within a fortnight. There he was in charge of training camps preparing soldiers for the front.

Léopold de Saussure, although long since retired as a French naval officer, retained his French citizenship and submitted a request to the war ministry to be placed on duty in an office or depot in southern France.6 Meanwhile he continued to produce articles on military affairs for the Journal and Tribune de Genève. Even his Pourtalès uncles, who had been high-ranking German officers, had now become ‘very Francophile’ and ‘convinced of the felony and injustice of the Germans’, in the words of Jacques de Pourtalès, a member of the family’s Parisian branch, who stopped styling himself as ‘Count’ and urged his French relatives to do the same: ‘The felony of our enemies makes it unbearable for me to carry a title given by the Prussians.’7 This side of the family had forgotten that the title had not in fact been bestowed by Berlin, but purchased from the Austrian Empire just over a hundred years before.

Guy de Pourtalès, who was about to become a father for the first time, and might have claimed Swiss neutrality, felt too strong a moral burden for his family’s long-standing allegiance to Germany and, as a sort of expiation, volunteered for the French army. He was posted to an infantry division at Chartres, where he found himself ‘bored to death’. He wrote to Hastings asking him whether his brother Colonel Max Ross-Johnson could not get him a posting as an interpreter, since he was perfectly bilingual in French and English—his mother, Daisy, had spoken only English to her children before her untimely death when Guy was seven. Now Guy’s pregnant wife, Hélène, was being cared for in Geneva by Dora de la Rive, and it was agreed that she would stay in Marie de Saussure’s apartment in the mansion on the Rue de la Cité over the winter of 1914.8 There she gave birth to the couple’s only child, a son, Raymond.

Max Ross-Johnson made the request for Guy’s redeployment, but before it could work its way through the military bureaucracy, Guy was gassed. The effects were all the worse because he was suffering from a bad case of influenza at the time, resulting in pleurisy. By this time Max was on the verge of promotion to general, and arranged for Guy to be transferred to Paris to work for the Protestant Committee for French Propaganda. Max, feeling guilty for not having been able to arrange a re-posting in time to spare Guy his awful physical ordeal, corresponded with him regularly throughout the rest of the war. By the end of it, Guy had written the novel that would eventually come to be considered the first of his two masterpieces, Marins d’eau douce (‘Fresh-water Sailors’, published 1919), a thinly disguised reminiscence of boyhood on the shores of Lake Léman with his Marcet grandparents.

Before the war was over, there would be another death in the family. At the age of eighty, Adèle de Saussure had outlived Théodore, Henri, and Louise by more than a decade when she succumbed in July 1917. For Ferdinand’s surviving siblings it was the end of an era, the breaking of their last direct link back to the family’s glorious past. They lost their maternal uncle Léopold de Pourtalès the same year, and his brother Auguste the next. Still, 1918 was a happier year, and not just for the armistice. René was awarded the Montyon Prize of the Paris Academy of Sciences, in the amount of 700 francs, for his work in mechanics. In October, Léopold, now fifty-two, remarried, five and a half years after his divorce from Germaine. His new wife was the 28-year-old Marthe-Berthe Ducimetières (alias Monod) of Corsier in the Vaud.

With the close of the War came a widespread recognition that the old order had at last come to an end. None of the Western European governments wanted social revolution, yet there was a consensus that the last traces of feudalism had to go, and the way to do it was through taxation. By heavily taxing large inherited landholdings, governments left aristocrats with no choice but to parcel off their properties. Peasants might now become owners of the land they had farmed for generations, or the state itself might acquire it, but in fact much property was bought up by wealthy foreigners. Another great wave of selling followed the stock market crash of 1929.

The Saussure and Pourtalès families, with their many mansions, had to divest themselves of some in order to hold on to the rest. They could not afford to choose on the basis of which homes were dearest to them—as Henri had told Théodore when selling La Charniaz, sentiment was the ruin of families—but had to balance market value and social standing. For Marie de Saussure and her sons, the family seats of Rue de la Cité and the Château de Vufflens were not really theirs to sell, but were in their care for future generations. The Pourtalès mansion at Malagny, where Ferdinand and Marie had spent most of their married life, had several apartments vacant, and during the War one of them was rented temporarily to the Aga Khan, the spiritual leader of the Ismailis in that northern, predominantly Islamic part of British India now known as Pakistan. The Aga Khan was sent to London in 1915 to help manage Indian affairs, and there met Horace de Pourtalès, who suggested Malagny to him as the Genevese base he was seeking.9 When in 1919 the family decided to put Malagny up for sale, Horace was the most distraught.10 There was much talk of it becoming the seat of the newly formed League of Nations, for which Horace himself worked, but in the end a new, modern headquarters was built for the League within the city.

For the Saussures, the excruciating decision was to divest themselves of Creux de Genthod. To Ferdinand’s generation, it had been their childhood idyll and the home of their hearts. Certainly it was magnificent, by anyone’s standards, and the price it brought when sold to a wealthy manufacture of chemical products was enough to safeguard the town mansion.11 Malagny is currently derelict and threatened with demolition.

In December 1918 came the wedding of Ferdinand and Marie’s son Jacques, now, at twenty-five, the head of the family. Like so many of his forebears in the same position, he married a young woman from another of the great Protestant families, in this case one with a distinguished intellectual heritage. Marguerite Emma Anna de Bonstetten belonged to the family of Charles-Victor de Bonstetten, the historian who appeared in Chapter 2 as a member of the Groupe de Coppet centred around Germaine de Staël in the early nineteenth century. He had been the prime force in developing the Groupe’s interest in aesthetic philosophy, which had a later flowering in Adolphe Pictet’s Du beau. The Bonstettens had their family seat at Bern, and it was there that the wedding took place, and that Jacques and Marguerite’s son Claude and daughter Alix were born in 1920 and 1921. Claude was baptized with the additional names Raymond and Ferdinand.

When his father died, Raymond de Saussure, Ferdinand and Marie’s younger surviving son, was studying psychology at the Université de Genève under Théodore Flournoy. Among his classmates was Flournoy’s daughter, Ariane who, like Raymond, felt the strong pull of the Freudian psychoanalysis that was revolutionizing the practice of psychiatry with its talking cure, aimed at the sort of upper-middle-class and aristocratic neurotics and depressives who were so common in the great Genevese families. Raymond took a degree in medicine, partly under Flournoy’s supervision. In June 1919, he married Ariane in Geneva, and when that same year Edouard Claparède established the Psychoanalytic Group of Geneva, Raymond and Ariane were among the founding members.12 Another prominent member in the years ahead would be Marguerite Sechehaye, whose greatest success would not come until the 1950s.

Théodore Flournoy died a year and a half after Raymond’s and Ariane’s marriage, too soon to see them become two of the leading figures in psychoanalysis in the French-speaking world. After meeting Freud for the first time at the International Congress of Psychoanalysis at The Hague in 1920, Raymond underwent six months of psychoanalysis by the master, becoming the first person to receive psychoanalytic training from Freud in a formal manner.13 When Raymond published an introduction to psychoanalysis in 1922, Freud himself contributed the preface.14

Raymond set up practice in Geneva in 1924, and that same year Ariane gave birth to their first son, Gérard, with another, Bertrand, following in 1927. By then Raymond and Ariane had become leaders in their field, not just in Switzerland but in Paris. They became part of the circle of HRH Princess George of Greece and Denmark, née Princess Marie Bonaparte, Napoleon’s great-grand-niece. She was herself a patient and student of Freud’s, and his most highly placed supporter. In November 1926 Princess Marie Bonaparte led the founding of the Psychoanalytic Society of Paris, with the Saussures among the founding members.

Two other late remarriages took place in the family in the 1920s. After the death on Christmas Day 1921 of Meta de Saussure, Louis, now fifty-one, married Berthe-Sophie Zahler in June 1922. Four months later, the twice-divorced Horace, now sixty-three, married Elsa Magdalena Gutzwiller at Geneva. They had less than four years together before Horace’s death in September 1926. In April 1927 Louis and Sophie had a child, Renée-Henrie-Edmée, Ferdinand de Saussure’s only posthumously born niece.

Otherwise the 1920s are, inevitably, a sad catalogue of the deaths of those who were close to Saussure. His cousin Max van Berchem died in 1921, his godmother Blanche Naville in 1923, Lucien Gautier in 1924, Louis Havet and Wilhelm Streitberg in 1925. The following year Léopold de Saussure died at fifty-nine, followed by Edouard Naville in 1927. October 1929 brought the stock market crash that greatly reduced the fortunes of the Genevese banking families, though none of their banks failed. The same month saw Albert Sechehaye take up an extraordinary chair of ‘the theory of grammar’ in the Université, for which he presented an inaugural lecture entitled ‘Linguistic mirages’.15

Over the next two decades the deaths came thick and fast. Saussure’s maternal aunts Marguerite Naville and Cécile de Wesdehlen died in 1930, but that year also brought the happy event of the marriage of 24-year-old Nadège Pictet, whose guardian Saussure had become in 1911. She married a Portuguese citizen, Narciso de Freire de Andrade. One of their two sons became an officer in the Portuguese navy, the other stayed in Geneva and rose to become the head of the Merrill Lynch offices there.

The year 1931 brought the death of Hastings Ross-Johnson, leaving Albertine a lonely widow in Mettingham Castle in Suffolk. At the Château de Vufflens, where Marie continued to live, she hosted a reception for the delegates to the International Congress of Linguists meeting in Geneva in August 1931, with Bally as president and Sechehaye as secretary. It was an important moment for the growing reputation of Saussure and the Course in General Linguistics, as the general ‘structuralism’ which it inspired was taking root at the forefront of European linguistics, and arguably of American linguistics as well, as will be described in the next section. It was on this occasion that Jacques and Raymond met the Russian linguist Roman Jakobson, who would do more than anyone else to spread Saussure’s teaching in the decades ahead.

This generation followed closely the example of their parents’ generation, with the elder son’s marriage remaining intact while the younger’s did not. Less than a month after Raymond and Ariane were divorced in 1935, Raymond married Nicole Schnetzler Vauthier, herself a divorcee, at Vufflens-le-Château. The following year, they left Geneva for Paris, where Raymond set up a psychoanalytic practice. In 1939, with the Nazi armies on the march, they left Paris, ending up by 1941 in New York along with so many other intellectuals appalled at what was happening in Europe. Many of them, like Jakobson, were Jewish and therefore fleeing for their lives. Jakobson and Raymond began a long friendship during these years in New York, which continued after Jakobson’s move to Harvard at the end of the 1940s, and even after Raymond’s return to Geneva in 1952.

Also in 1939, Bally, aged seventy-four, retired from the chair formerly held by Saussure, to be replaced at long last by Sechehaye, himself now sixty-nine years old. In spite of his age and long decades of service, or perhaps because of them, Sechehaye was appointed only to an extraordinary chair.

As in the Franco-Prussian War, Switzerland had no confidence that Germany would respect its borders and neutrality, and prepared to defend them. Jacques de Saussure was named in 1939 adjunct chief, then chief of the Foreign Interests Division of the Federal Political Department, a post he retained until 1947. It was an extraordinarily sensitive one. Hitler knew, as did all the world, that Switzerland was not perfectly neutral. It offered a potential safe haven for Jews, allied prisoners, and others persecuted by the Nazi regime—while at the same time serving as the regime’s bankers. One might have expected Jacques, treading such a fine political line, to have been careful in offering protection and care to allied civilians and prisoners of war. But in fact he was unfailingly generous, risking his own position rather than deny comfort to those in need. On this account he was given an honorary knighthood by Britain in 1952.

By the end of the War, all of Saussure’s brothers and sisters were dead. On the day Albertine died, 17 March 1940, Guy de Pourtalès wrote in his diary:

Dear Aunt Albertine died this afternoon at 5:30 in a clinic at Chamby-sur-Vevey. She had been taken there from Dora’s, at Geneva, where she had spend the winter and came down with jaundice.

It is regrettable for her sake that she did not die in her Mettingham Castle. She was seventy-nine years old. At her request, she will be cremated. She was one of the purest and simplest Christians I have ever known. I loved her dearly. She had become very English, especially since her remarriage (with a nice, rather poetic touch of Victorianism). For ten days she had hardly been conscious, and she fell asleep like a child, on this Palm Sunday.16

Albertine left an estate of £70,715.17 Guy de Pourtalès had at last won literary fame in France with his novel La pêche miraculeuse, a reminiscence of his life from the death of his mother through the early years of his career. But it was too thinly veiled, and too honest, and resulted in Guy being treated as a traitor by aristocratic Geneva. His own family stood by him, but the rejection by others was painful. And much more pain was to follow: Guy’s only son, Raymond, was killed in the War in 1940. This was more than the sensitive Guy could bear, and he himself died, two months short of his sixtieth birthday, on 12 June 1941.

Saussure’s three remaining siblings succumbed within five months of each other: Louis on 19 September 1943, René on 2 December, Dora on 4 February 1944. Sechehaye and Bally died in 1946 and 1947 respectively. On 21 February 1950, Saussure’s widow, Marie, died at the age of eighty-three, at Colombier near Neuchâtel, where her husband had done his militia training more than seventy years before. She was buried at the Château de Vufflens, which passed to her sons. Saussure’s body would later be disinterred from the cemetery at Genthod and transferred to Vufflens to lie beside hers.

Raymond’s second wife, Nicole, died in 1954 at the age of fifty-three, just two years after their return to Geneva, where Raymond once more set up his psychoanalytic practice. Within another ten years he had married and divorced Anne Cade, then in 1964 took his last wife, the American psychoanalyst Janice Davis.

The last remaining significant figures from Saussure’s life faded out one by one: his cousin Marguerite de Rougemont in 1960; the cousin he hoped to marry, Noémi Mallet de Hauteville in 1961; René’s widow Violette in 1964, the same year his former student Marguerite Sechehaye died. Jacques de Saussure died in 1969 at the age of seventy-six, Raymond in 1971 at seventy-five. In 1977, Nadège Pictet de Andrade died in her home at Creux de Genthod, next door to where she had been Saussure’s ward as a girl.

With the death of Léopold Gautier in 1973, shortly after being awarded the ‘Genève reconnaissante’ medal, the city’s highest award to a civil servant, no one remained alive who had been intellectually close to Saussure at first hand. Yet it was only in 1983, seventy years after Saussure’s death, that probably his last surviving student, Lucien Marti, died at the grand old age of one hundred and three.

STRUCTURALISM AND ITS AFTERMATH

The rise to prominence of a generalized ‘structuralism’ in mid-twentieth-century thought, traced to the influence of the Course in General Linguistics, thrust linguistics onto centre stage in the human sciences to a degree unparalleled in modern times, and gave Saussure a posthumous fame at least as great as he had been expected to attain when he published his Mémoire. Structuralism was not a term Saussure himself ever used; he did occasionally use structure, but system is his usual term for his concept of the self-contained network of values in which everything is connected to everything else.18

Structuralism was not a coherent movement. Various structuralist ‘schools’ arose in various places, only partly sharing conceptual and methodological commitments. In many cases they denied that they themselves were structuralists, associating the term instead with their rivals elsewhere. However, the reason they have tended to be grouped together is that they share the following aspects of Saussure’s approach to language:

—a synchronic orientation

—a view of language as a system of signs, and of signs as the conjunction of a signifier and a signified

—the arbitrary nature of that conjunction

—the identification of both signifiers and signifieds as values internally generated by the system

—the negative and differential character of linguistic value, understood as form, not substance

—the language system as psychological, unconscious, socially shared, and internally structured in such a way that tout se tient

—the distinction between langue and parole.

Arguably the first place outside the French-speaking world where the Course had a profound effect was the USSR. The Formalist movement of the 1910s and early 1920s was attempting to move literature and the arts towards a kind of objectivity. Among the intellectual leaders of the Formalists was the young polymath Jakobson, who learned about the Course from Sergej Karcevskij, who had become familiar with it during his time in Geneva. Jakobson recognized in the Course a certain affinity with what he and his comrades were trying to achieve, and believed that the Saussurean conceptions opened up the possibility of a much more powerful, dynamic, and rich approach to language and texts.

Yet from the start Jakobson resented how Saussure was given credit for ideas anticipated by Russian scholars ignored in the West, such as Fortunatov and Potebnja, and he objected to points of doctrine large and small where he believed Saussure did not go far enough or simply got it wrong. But throughout his long life Jakobson would make clear that even if he was an ambivalent and unorthodox Saussurean, it was from Saussure that he had acquired the basic vision of language and the framework for analysing it that would underlie his work thereafter.

Jakobson left Moscow for Prague in 1920, then in 1933 took up a chair at Brno. Living in Czechoslovakia meant that Jakobson was physically close to the linguist who would be his most important collaborator during the 1920s and 1930s, Prince Nikolaj Trubetzkoy, who fled Russia at the time of the Revolution and took up a chair at Vienna in 1922. In 1926 the Prague Linguistic Circle was established by the professor of English at Charles University, Vilém Mathesius, with Jakobson as a founding member and a prime intellectual force.

In October 1927 the organizing committee of the First International Congress of Linguists, to be held at The Hague in April 1928, sent out a series of questions to those planning to participate, soliciting their views on various methodological and terminological matters. Jakobson wrote a reply that constituted a manifesto for a method of synchronic analysis starting from Saussure and basing itself on binomial oppositions.19 Also in 1928, Jakobson and Jurij Tynianov published a brief set of eight theses on ‘problems in the study of language and literature’, which sketched out a programme for extending structural principles beyond linguistics, focusing on Saussure’s dichotomies of synchrony–diachrony and langue–parole, and articulating the need for the study of literature to be put on a scientific footing.20

The International Congress of Linguists of 1928 gave Jakobson a platform for presenting the developing structuralist programme, which had a wide appeal both among Europeans who had been prepared for it by their reading of Saussure, and Americans who appreciated the features it shared with their own synchronic descriptive approach, discussed below. Centres of structuralist linguistics soon developed in Copenhagen, around Viggo Brøndal and Louis Hjelmslev—against some resistance from the grand old man of Danish linguistics, Otto Jespersen—and in Paris around some of the students of Meillet, including Émile Benveniste and André Martinet, and in his own distinctive direction, Gustave Guillaume. None of them toed the Praguean line, but all took cues and insights from Prague and to a certain extent looked towards Prague for validation.

The development of linguistics in America and Europe can never be fully separated or integrated. Of the two most prominent American linguists of the first half of the century, Leonard Bloomfield was German-trained and began his career as a follower of Wundt, while the German-born Edward Sapir was trained by a German Émigré who became one of the most celebrated anthropologists in America, Franz Boas. Boas is widely credited with establishing the basis of what would become the ‘distributional’ method for the analysis of languages that is at the heart of what is usually identified as ‘American structuralism’.21 In Europe, Claude Lévi-Strauss readily acknowledged his own debt to Boas, while in America, Bloomfield, in a 1945 letter, responded testily to criticisms of his 1933 book for supposedly ignoring Saussure, saying that in fact his influence is evident ‘on every page’. Yet in trying to clarify Saussure’s model, Bloomfield turned him into a behaviourist manqué, for whom a signifier was a ‘speech utterance’ and a signified was an ‘actual object’.22

From the early 1930s there were regular, if sporadic, contacts between American linguists and their counterparts in Prague and Paris, London and Copenhagen. The cross-fertilization can be seen most clearly in work on the common core of their interests, the phoneme, the minimal meaningful unit of sound in a language—until Jakobson reanalysed it as a bundle of distinctive features. But the differences are no less salient. Even within America, Bloomfield and his followers understood the phoneme as a category for the description of behaviour, while Sapir gave greater weight to its psychological force. In Europe, where behaviourism had not exerted such an impact, there was little problem in accepting the Saussurean view of the language system as being simultaneously a mental and a social reality. Despite this rather fundamental difference, a common faith in the existence of the abstract category of the phoneme sufficed to make transcontinental dialogue possible, with occasional static.

After Sapir’s death in 1939, Bloomfield’s approach began to take over in America, and its position was definitively solidified when it became the basis for the highly successful preparation of language teaching materials during the War. With its steadfast rejection of anything ‘mentalistic’ as being inherently metaphysical and therefore not amenable to scientific study, American linguistics under the Bloomfieldian aegis had considerably less in common with structuralism of the European variety than in the 1930s when the bridging figure of Sapir was dominant. If we ask what was ‘structuralist’ about Bloomfieldian linguistics from a European perspective, looking back to aspects of Saussurean thought as a grounding, we do find points in common: synchronicity, arbitrariness, the social nature of language, the idea that in language tout se tient, distinct syntagmatic and paradigmatic axes. But Saussure’s semiology has been reinterpreted as stimulus and response; and perhaps the greatest difference is that meaning no longer exists within language but in all those stimuli out in the world. For Bloomfield there can be no signified because the mind, even if we accept its existence as a matter of common-sense experience, is not objectively observable, and therefore out of bounds for scientific purposes.

Hence there can be no such thing as ‘value’ in the Saussurean sense—a concept so central to Saussure’s thought that it means even the seeming convergences named above are only partial. Nor can the existence of the language system be in any way psychological or, worse, unconscious. Most Bloomfieldian linguists denied the distinction between langue and parole in the very significant sense that they defined a language as a set of observable utterances, not an unobservable system which, given their refusal to have recourse to the mind, they would have been hard pressed to locate physically, as their methodology demanded. Finally, they were with few exceptions extremely sceptical about any ‘universals’ of language beyond the basic behavioural schema of stimulus and response. In view of these divergences it is misleading indeed to identify the Bloomfield-dominated linguistics of the 1940s and 1950s as ‘American structuralism’.

Jakobson and his wife fled Prague in anticipation of the Nazi invasion, travelling first to Denmark, where he was received by the structuralists there; then, when it became clear that Denmark would fall under Nazi control, to Sweden. Finally, in May 1941, they set sail for America. Jakobson spent the two weeks of the crossing in excited conversation with another refugee, the philosopher Ernst Cassirer, himself well versed in the history of linguistics and keenly interested in the role of language in the philosophical system.23

At the start of 1942 Jakobson began lecturing at the ‘École Libre des Hautes Études’ organized in New York by fellow refugees, most of whom, like Jakobson, had arrived to find no immediate prospect of academic employment. The audience included linguists of several nationalities as well as some of Jakobson’s fellow teachers in the École, one of whom was Lévi-Strauss. During the first term Jakobson gave two courses, one consisting of six lectures on sound and meaning and another on Saussure.24 The latter course was in fact a thoroughgoing critique of Saussure, and the former too included a challenge to Saussure’s doctrine of linearity.25 Both reflect the new turn introduced into Jakobson’s thinking by his analysis of the phoneme into distinctive features. Nevertheless, Jakobson’s audience knew the Course only superficially if at all,26 so that in spite of the critical nature of his lectures, they had the effect of drawing attention to Saussure and securing his place at the head of the structuralist canon.

Lévi-Strauss’s first foray into structuralism came in a 1944 paper to the Linguistic Circle of New York: ‘Structural Analysis in Linguistics and Anthropology’.27 The paper establishes a pattern of discourse that would become familiar over the next two decades, and not just in the writings of the French ethnographer. ‘Linguistics’, it begins, ‘is not just one social science among others, but the one which, by far, has accomplished the greatest progress; the only one, without a doubt, which can lay claim to the name of science and which has succeeded in formulating a positive method and in understanding the nature of the facts submitted to its analysis.’28 As early as 1946–7 Lévi-Strauss’s friend Maurice Merleau-Ponty, whose previous work was on the phenomenology of perception, had given a course at the École Normale Supérieure in Paris on ‘Language and Communication’, which paid serious attention to Saussure, particularly his theory of the sign.29 But it was the phenomenal success of Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes tropiques in 1955 that established structuralism as the new intellectual slogan of the day.

Jakobson and Lévi-Strauss collaborated on a ground-breaking structuralist analysis of Baudelaire’s poem Les chats that was very much in the spirit of Saussure’s research into anagrams, locating hidden patterns of sounds that defined a unity and a tension complementary to, and sometimes at odds with, those of the surface message. This structuralist poetics became the cutting-edge trend in literary studies, starting in France, where its chief figure, Roland Barthes, expanded the realm of critical enquiry from a narrowly defined canon of literature to embrace ‘cultural studies’, on the grounds that all of culture is a kind of text, and that ‘literature is not separate from everyday life and its power flows’.30 Barthes’s 1964 Elements of Semiology was at once a synthesis and codification, and to a certain extent a simplification, of the essence of generalized structuralist principles and methodology. With Saussure providing the bulk of its organizational divisions, the short book weaves in a surprising number of the developments associated with Hjelmslev, Martinet, Jakobson, Trubetzkoy, Peirce, and others. In so far as French structuralism of the 1960s and after had a textbook, this was it, and one could hardly have asked for a more effective combination of brevity and richness. Through Barthes, the Saussurean view that language is one among many systems of signs which are instituted in society, and that a general science of signs should develop, taking linguistics as its pilot discipline, became common currency and a distinctive characteristic of the broader French structuralism that developed in the wake of Lévi-Strauss.

The other most important first-generation structuralist in 1950s–1960s Paris was the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan, a close personal friend of Lévi-Strauss and Merleau-Ponty.31 The core of Lacan’s project is a reading of Freud through the prism of Saussurean sign theory, with his operating principle being that the unconscious is structured like a language. In a sense this principle is implicit in all of generalized structuralism from Jakobson and Lévi-Strauss forwards, where the universal social structures or literary competence or whatever other language-like structures were being sought must themselves be part of the unconscious. But Lacan was the first to approach the whole of the Freudian unconscious directly in this way.

Paris, the first city to have embraced Saussure after the Mémoire, was now the centre of an explosion of new interest in the burgeoning extensions and implications of the Cours, half a century after its publication. Elsewhere, it was only scattered individuals who took serious note of these developments. In 1966 a conference at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland brought Lacan and Barthes to America, as well as Jacques Derrida, whose work was seen as marking the start of ‘post’-structuralism even as structuralism was making its first inroads into wider scholarly awareness. Derrida’s three books of 1967 established an approach to philosophy, or a philosophical strategy, called ‘deconstruction’, the goal of which is to locate the conceptual oppositions upon which philosophical, literary, and other kinds of works are based, and invert them: ‘In a traditional philosophical opposition we have not a peaceful coexistence of facing terms but a violent hierarchy. One of the terms dominates the other (axiologically, logically, etc.), occupies the commanding position. To deconstruct the opposition is above all, at a particular moment, to reverse the hierarchy.’32 One of the central targets of this strategy in Derrida’s early work was Saussure’s Cours—which meant that, from the first, deconstruction was seen as standing in opposition to the very foundation stone of structuralist thought.33 Yet deconstruction is by no means to be equated with rejection, and Derrida draws his key semiotic concept of différance (‘differing and deferring’) from the Saussurean notion of the essentially oppositional, negative character of the linguistic sign. Still, différance is Saussure with a difference, being understood in a post-deconstructional way, and it is never the case that Derrida simply applies concepts from linguistics without having first reprocessed them through the deconstructive machinery.

The subsequent history of structuralism and post-structuralism is far too vast to cover in this coda to the life of Saussure. It does though need to be noted that both the continuation of and the reactions against Saussurean ideas within linguistics have followed an almost totally detached course from that seen in other fields. Starting in 1957, and with rapidly accelerating force from about 1960–2 onwards, the ‘transformational-generative linguistics’ of Noam Chomsky set out to undo the underpinnings of American ‘structuralist’ linguistics. Earlier in the 1950s Chomsky had been close to Jakobson, who was supervising the PhD thesis of Chomsky’s friend Morris Halle, and had absorbed from Jakobson a perspective on language very different from that of his own teachers, who had been students of Sapir and Bloomfield. His revolution lay partly in convincing American linguists that the behaviourist rejection of the mind was misguided, and that common-sense intuitions about the mental were not necessarily unscientific. He insisted on a distinction between ‘competence’ and ‘performance’ which in early work he likened specifically to the langue and parole of Saussure,34 and maintained that linguistic competence was a discrete, unconscious component of the mind having a fundamentally universal structure, much as European structuralists had interpreted Saussure’s langue. As Chomsky entered the mainstream, the Bloomfieldian approach became the vieux jeu of the older ‘establishment’ generation, swept aside by the transformational generativism of the young rebels.35

Back in the cradle of structuralism, Geneva, things looked different. For Piaget, ‘transformations’ were one of three defining features of structuralism, and Chomsky was at the very centre of the movement.36 With further hindsight, Piaget’s view is all the more convincing. American linguistics before Chomsky shared several features with European structuralism that differentiated them both from the earlier historically dominated linguistics, but on a number of essential doctrinal points the gulf between them was as wide as the Atlantic. Many of these doctrinal points were the very ones Chomsky overturned, and in so doing he narrowed the gulf considerably. From the European perspective, looking beneath the overt terms of the debate, it was Chomsky who brought full-blown structuralism to American linguistics for the first time by undoing a decades-long resistance to it.

SAUSSUREAN STUDIES

In the centenary year of Saussure’s birth appeared the first textual history of his work, in the form of a book by Robert Godel on the manuscript sources of the Course in General Linguistics. It is a magisterial study that later discoveries have only added to, without surpassing it or rendering it outdated. Besides outlining the structure of the three courses as Saussure taught them, and how exactly material from each was put together by Bally and Sechehaye, it catalogued the known manuscript material and gave information about the forgotten publications-by-proxy of Saussure’s sign theory by Naville and Odier. And it established the first basis for dating and coding manuscript fragments and aligning them with the published Course. Godel’s book launched the serious and sustained academic study of how Saussure’s linguistic thought developed over the course of his life. In the following years Godel went on to publish various manuscripts in the Cahiers Ferdinand de Saussure, including the version of the ‘Souvenirs’ that formed the first substantial account of Saussure’s early years, despite the various divergences from documented facts mentioned in earlier chapters.

The 1960s brought great interest in one particular area of the unpublished manuscript materials: the studies of anagrams, made available in articles, then a book, by Jean Starobinski. As was noted in Chapter 17, it led to a rather romanticized Jekyll and Hyde interpretation of Saussure, supposedly revealing a hidden, nocturnal intellectual life directly at odds with his daytime teaching of linguistics. This metamorphosed into myths about a secret, drink-sodden life in the brothels of Marseilles, which have been a long time dying, but for which those who have studied all the evidence most closely have found no indication whatever.

The year 1968 saw the most important contribution to Saussurean studies to date. Rudolf Engler’s critical edition of the Course, presenting its source materials in parallel columns, was the logical and much-needed extension of Godel’s analysis. For any given passage in the Course, readers could see what material—both manuscript and students’ notes—Bally and Sechehaye had drawn from, and how they had reshaped it. In a second fascicle six years later, Engler published the complete text of the known manuscript material concerning general linguistics, some of which had previously appeared in the Cahiers Ferdinand de Saussure. In the meantime, the first detailed study of the course and its relations to other figures in nineteenth-century linguistics appeared in the form of a Canadian PhD thesis by E. F. K. Koerner, who soon went on to found the first journal and book series devoted entirely to the historiography of linguistics.

The 1980s and 1990s saw the publication of further manuscript material: on the Germanic legends, Saturnian verse, and, most notably, the phonology manuscript from the early 1880s which Jakobson had persuaded Jacques and Raymond de Saussure to give to the Harvard University Library rather than to the Bibliothèque Publique et Universitaire de Genève, which held the students’ notes and manuscript fragments that had been used in assembling the Course. Also, unified sets of notes from each of the three general linguistics courses were published by Eisuke Komatsu, together with English translations by Roy Harris and his former student George Wolf.

In 1996, a collection of many hundreds of previously unseen manuscript pages and correspondence was given by the Saussure family to the Bibliothèque. One set, the ‘Double Essence’ manuscripts, was published in 2002 by Engler and Simon Bouquet, along with a few dozen other new fragments, in a volume that consisted mostly of material already published by Engler in 1974. This has since appeared in translation in various languages, making this material available to a much wider audience than anything since the Course itself.

The second half of the 2000s has seen an effort on the part of a number of scholars, supported by the Cercle Ferdinand de Saussure, to make all of Saussure’s manuscripts available either in print or on-line. Many have already appeared in the Cahiers Ferdinand de Saussure and in other journals, and Claudia Mejía Quijano has published much personal material from the earlier part of Saussure’s life in the first volume of a biography which, regrettably, puts his linguistic work in the background and overpsychologizes to the point of maintaining, for example, that the sonant coefficients are symbols of bisexuality. By the centenary of Saussure’s death in 2013 the project for publishing all the manuscripts made public to date will be well under way. But other manuscripts and correspondence are still held by the Saussure family, and given that many of the letters he wrote lie forgotten in the attics of descendants of their addressees, it is doubtful that a day will ever come when one can say with complete confidence that all of Saussure’s surviving writings have been accounted for.

Yet such was the intellectual consistency he maintained across his life that few great surprises are likely to be in store. The publication of the Écrits de linguistique générale in 2002 was heralded by a number of reviewers as revealing a new side of Saussure—but only because those reviewers had never been au fait with the material published by Engler in 1974, or were using the occasion to revise their own interpretation of Saussure.

Thanks to the fecundity of Louise de Saussure, the family remains numerous, even though only half her children had progeny, and none of them in large numbers. The descendants of Ferdinand, Léopold, René, and Louis, have all gone on to attain great things. Jacques’s elder son Claude had a very successful career with the Pictet bank, of which his own son Jacques rose to the position of president. Raymond’s son Bertrand emigrated to America, where he became an important nuclear scientist. Léopold’s daughter Hermine achieved renown in sailing along with Ella Maillart, who became even more famous as an adventurer and writer; and as mentioned in an earlier chapter his granddaughter Delphine Seyrig became one of the greatest French film actresses of the 1960s and 1970s. René’s son Jean became one of the foremost Calvinist clergymen of his generation, and senior presbyter of the Temple de St-Pierre at Geneva. Louis’s son Antoine would be a successful architect, and his own son Louis has brought things full circle with a career as a renowned linguist. These are only a few of those who might be mentioned: the family includes many more individuals of remarkable achievement within their chosen spheres.

The extraordinary thing about Ferdinand de Saussure is how much he belonged to a particular place, Geneva, and a particular social class within that place, and yet his thought transcends the local. His milieu was shaped by its history, contained its history, though occupying its own slice of time. The lectures he gave were speaking as directly to people reading their shades decades later as to those who heard them live. He managed to persuade the world to think about language in a different way—yet never managed to persuade himself that his thought had reached a form presentable to the public. His personal life had its ups and downs, but he was certainly among the Calvinist elect predestined to grace. His tragedy seemed to lie in his intellectual life: all his early promise faded, he died reconciled to his oblivion. Fate, as we know, had other plans. Had Saussure ever dreamt of how he would be read and misread, understood and misunderstood, one suspects he would have preferred to remain forgotten.

And yet, why did he not burn all those thousands of manuscript pages before he died? The answer can only be that a part of him wanted them to be found, and never lost faith that, even if few of his contemporaries in linguistics were ready to free their minds from the illogical dogmas that kept them safe as a hermetic priesthood, those who came after would see more clearly, and would understand what it was that he spent his life struggling to capture in exactly the right words.


NOTES

The abbreviation ‘dS’ is used in the notes for de Saussure, and ‘FdS’ for Ferdinand de Saussure. In addition, the following abbreviations are used for archives and publications:



	AdS

	= the Archives de Saussure in the BGE (see following)




	BGE

	= Bibliothèque de Genève




	BSLP

	= Bulletin de la Société de Linguistique de Paris




	CLG

	= Cours de linguistique générale




	CLG/E

	= Critical edition of CLG by Rudolf Engler (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1967–74)




	ELG

	= FdS, Écrits de linguistique générale, edited by Simon Bouquet & Rudolf Engler, assisted by Antoinette Weil (Paris: Gallimard, 2002)




	MSLP

	= Mémoires de la Société de Linguistique de Paris




	WGL

	= Writings in General Linguistics, translation of ELG by Carol Sanders and Matthew Pires, with the assistance of Peter Figueroa (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2006)
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Ploix, Charles (1821–1895) 349

Poe, Edgar Allan (1809–1849) 295

Politian (Angelo Ambrogini, 1454–1494) 488, 555–6

Political economy 171, 461, 539, 545–6, 593–4

Popular etymology 513

Port-Royal grammar and logic 80, 144

Post-structuralism 488, 647

Potebnja, Oleksandr O. (1835–1891) 643

Pott, August Friedrich (1802–1877) 86, 175, 554

Pourtalès family, allegiance to Prussia 119

origins of 46

titles ‘Count’ and ‘Countess’ acquired 49

Pourtalès, Adèle-Anna, Countess de, Mme Robert, née Hagerman (1825–1898) 348

Pourtalès, Alexandre, Count de (grandfather, 1810–1883) 45–6, 49–52, 65, 68–9, 139, 153, 176, 182–4, 189, 216, 222, 254, 312, 317, 470

Pourtalès, Augusta, Countess de, Mme Alexandre, née Saladin de Crans (grandmother, 1815–1885) 46, 49, 51–2, 153, 216, 317, 334

Pourtalès, Auguste, Count de (uncle, 1840–1918) 558, 637

Pourtalès, Esther, Countess de, Mme Jérémie, née de Luze 47–8

Pourtalès, Frédéric, Count de (1799–1882) 69

Pourtalès, Guy, Count de (1881–1941) 15, 51–2, 59, 312, 351, 392, 477–8, 636–41

Pourtalès, Hélène, Countess de, Mme Guy, née Marcuard (1885–1964) 636

Pourtalès, Hélène, Countess de, Mme Hermann, née Barbey (1868–1945) 477

Pourtalès, Hermann, Count de (uncle, 1847–1904) 51, 253, 351, 477

Pourtales, Horace, Count de (1888–1970) 351, 637–8

Pourtalès, Jacques, Count de 636

Pourtalès, Jacques-Louis, Count de (“le Roi”, 1722–1814) 46–50

Pourtalès, Jean de (1669–1739) 47

Pourtalès, Jérémie de (1700–1784) 47–8

Pourtalès, Léopold, Count de (uncle, 1842–1917) 51, 253, 636–7

Pourtalès, Louis de (1692–1751) 47

Pourtalès, Louis, Count de (1796–1870) 46, 223

Pourtalès, Marguerite “Daisy”, Countess de, Mme Hermann, née Marcet (1857–1888) 312, 351, 636

Pourtales, Maximilien, Count de (uncle, 1845–1933) 51, 119–20, 153, 253, 347–9, 566, 636

Pourtalès, Mina, Countess de, Mme Maximilien, veuve Albert de Rougemont, née Constant de Rebecque (1854–1935) 566

Pourtalès, Raymond, Count de (1914–1940) 636, 641

Pourtalès, Robert, Count de (1821–1874), 348

Priestley, Joseph (1733–1804) 38

Prix Volney 340–1, 351

Proust, Adolphe Eugène (b. 1859) 318

Proust, Marcel (1871–1922) 311, 332

Prussia, Army of 49

Royal Court of 48, 101

Psichari, Jean (1854–1929) 312, 345, 349–52, 361–3

Psychology 177, 197, 227, 289–90, 326–7, 412, 461, 493, 534–6, 540, 613–14, 638

Pushkin, Alexander (1799–1837) 451

Quicherat, Louis (1799–1884) 146

Quillard, Pierre (1864–1912) 332, 369, 449

Racine, Jean (1639–1699) 451

Racism 62, 415–17, 442–5

Ravel, Maurice (1895–1937) 451

Real character 79

Realism versus nominalism 78

Reality, linguistic 554

Reanimation of dead tissue 23

Reconstruction in historical linguistics 94

Recueil des publications scientifiques de Ferdinand de Saussure 635

Red Cross, founding of 108, 110

Redard, Émile (1848–1913) 464

Referents 77, 177, 290, 588, 598

Reformation 4–10, 46, 52

and language theory 79, 81

Regnaud, Paul (1838–1910) 350–2, 377, 381, 402, 406, 411, 517, 592

Reid, Thomas (1710–1796) 34

Relative arbitrariness, see Motivation

Renan, Ernest (1823–1892) 88, 277, 293, 307, 312, 325–6, 349–51, 399

René II, Duke of Lorraine (1451–1508) 5

Renier, Léon (1809–1885) 341

Représentants (Représ), political party of the middle-class 13–14, 26

Review of Kock, Studier öfver fornsvensk ljudlära 314

Review of Oltramare, La théosophie brahmanique 521–2

Review of Pictet, Les origines indo-européennes 217–20

Review of Schmidt, Kritik der Sonantentheorie 423–5

Reville, Albert (1826–1906) 274, 417

Riat, Francesco 414

Richelieu, Armand-Jean du Plessis, Cardinal-Duc de (1585–1642) 24

Richthofen, Baron Emil Karl Heinrich von (1810–1895) 61

Riedlinger, Albert (1883–1978) 492, 514–15, 526, 533, 543, 552–5, 562

Riemann, Bernhard (1826–1866) 366

Rimbaud, Arthur (1854–1891) 159, 394

Ritter, Eugène (1836–1928) 172

Rochat, Louis (1824–1882) 122

Rod, Édouard (1857–1910) 59, 360

Rolland, Romain (1866–1944) 433

Romance linguistics 86

Rome 65

Ronjat, Jules (1864–1925) 449–50

Rosati, Fr. Pietro (1834–1915) 488, 557

Rosier, William (1856–1924) 359, 439, 490, 559–60, 594, 608–16, 620–5, 630–2

Rossini, Gioachino (1792–1868) 45

Ross-Johnson, Albertine, Mme Hastings, veuve Alexander Marcet, née de Saussure (sister, 1861–1940) 102–4, 106–7, 113–15, 190, 257–9, 278, 281–4, 311–13, 333–9, 346, 351, 363–4, 369–71, 419, 434, 440, 447–8, 459, 477–8, 482, 533, 601–7, 630, 639–41

Ross-Johnson, Hastings (brother-in-law, 1862 or 1864–1931) 482, 602–4, 636, 639

Ross-Johnson, Max 636

Roudet, Léonce (1861–1935) 449

Rougemont, Albert de (1837–1899) 336, 348–9, 566

Rougemont, Marguerite de, see Henrys

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques (1712–1778) 7, 15–16, 25, 56, 59, 82, 221, 289, 328

Rousselot, Pierre Jean, abbé (1846–1924) 479

Rue de la Cité, Saussure family mansion 12–13, 19, 463, 637

Rue de la Tertasse 56 (for Saussure mansion, see Rue de la Cité)

Rue de Saussure, Paris 31

Ruskin, John (1819–1900) 28

Saint-Beuve, Charles-Augustin (1804–1869) 146

Saint-Georges, W., Count de 625

Saintine, X. B. (1798–1865) 125

Saladin de Crans, Antoine-Charles-Benjamin (1757–1814) 604

Saladin de Crans, Elisabeth, Mme William, née Saladin de Budé (1789–1862) 51, 107

Saladin de Crans, Elizabeth Mary, Mme Antoine-Charles-Benjamin, née Egerton (1760–1810) 51, 604

Saladin de Crans, William (1785–1865) 51, 107

Saladin, Auguste (1798–1875) 45, 51

Saladin, Louise, Mme Auguste, née Crud (1799–1877) 44–5, 51, 67

Sand, George, pen name of Aurore Dupin (1804–1876) 219, 274

Sanskrit 72, 83–4, 89–97, 148–9, 165, 188, 192–6, 203–6

teaching at Geneva 379, 399, 438, 445–7, 477, 533, 555, 561, 566, 602, 605

‘Sanskritoid’, see Müller, Élise

Santa Anna, Antonio López de (1794–1876) 61–2, 65

Sapir, Edward (1884–1939) 644, 648

Sarasin, Charles (1870–1933) 620

Sarkissof(f), Denise-Apolline, Mme Serge, née Gillet (1856–1920) 127–8, 138–9

Sarkissof(f), Serge 128

Sarton, George (1884–1956) 30, 521

Sassetti, Filippo (1540–1588) 194–5

Saturnian verse 194, 452, 483–8, 523–7

Saulxures family, origins of 4–6

Saulxures-lés-Nancy, Catherine de, Mme Mongin, née Warin de Clémery (c. 1470–1537) 5

Saulxures-lés-Nancy, Chouel (Schouel) de, seigneur de Monteuil (fl. c. 1440) 4

Saulxures-lés-Nancy, Mongin (or Mengin) Chouel de (1469–1542) 4

Saussure family mansion, see Rue de la Cité

Saussure, Adèle de, Mme Théodore, née Pictet de la Rive (1836–1917) 57–9, 65, 102, 118, 148, 164, 183, 190, 257, 282–2, 317, 389–90, 459, 476–9, 500–1, 637

Saussure, Albertine de, see Ross-Johnson

Saussure, Albertine-Amélie de, Mme Horace-Bénédict, née Boissier (1745–1817) 19–22, 38–9

Saussure, Alix de, see Weck

Saussure, Alphonse de (grandfather, 1770–1853) 22, 39–42, 44–6, 59, 167, 626

Saussure, André-Victor (son, 1895–1895), 418–19, 431

Saussure, Anna de, 1st Mme Horace, née Schwer (sister-in-law, b. 1848) 364, 391, 477, 482

Saussure, Anne de, 3rd Mme Raymond, née Cade (daughter-in-law) 641

Saussure, Anne de, Mme Claude, née de Pierre 8–9

Saussure, Anne-Catherine de, Mme César, née Lullin (1652–1692) 11

Saussure, Antoine de (1514–1569) 5–8, 626

Saussure, Antoine de (nephew) 651

Saussure, Antoinette de, Mme Antoine, née d’Augy, dame de Sorcy 5–6

Saussure, Ariane de, 1st Mme Raymond, née Flournoy (daughter-in-law, 1896–1978) 638–40

Saussure, Berthe-Sophie de, 2nd Mme Louis, née Zahler (daughter-in-law) 639

Saussure, Bertrand de (grandson, 1927–1994) 639, 650

Saussure, Catherine Amélie de, 2nd Mme René, née Maurice (sister-in-law) 441

Saussure, César de (1637–1703) 11

Saussure, Claude de 6–9

Saussure, Claude Raymond Ferdinand de (grandson, 1920–2002) 638, 650

Saussure, Daniel de 10, 167

Saussure, Dora (Théodora) de, see de la Rive

Saussure, Élie de (1602–1662) 10–11

Saussure, Elsa Magdalena de, 3rd Mme Horace, née Gutzwiller 639

Saussure, Fanny de, Mme Alphonse, née Crud (grandmother, 1796–1862) 41–5, 61, 65, 102–3

Saussure, Ferdinand Mongin de (1857–1913), adventure stories, love of 118, 124–5, 150

aloofness 183, 447

analyzes his brothers’ private language 106, 307

‘anti-Semitism’, recent charges of 414–17

arteriosclerosis 528–9, 577

Berlin, studies in 223, 253–6

birth 101

books owned as an adolescent 146, 368

brothels in Marseilles, rumours of, 501

cartoons and notes 121–2

character as an adolescent 117, 120–1, 161, 183

chemistry, interest in 168–70, 182

classical languages, schooling in 117, 121–3, 131–7, 141–3, 170, 154, 187

Collège de Genève, schooling at 128–40,

resentment at being sent to 129, 147, 470

courts Noémi Mallet 336, 346–9, 352

death 625,

cause of 625–6

detained on suspicion of espionage 453

dictation, takes from father 269, 417

discovery of Indo-European sonant nasals 132–5, 147, 186, 343

early years at La Charniaz 102

École Pratique des Hautes Études, studies at 274–7,

appointed to teach 280–3

citizenship question 280–2, 572–4

England, visits to 347, 434, 477, 533, 601

English, knowledge of 115–16, 280, 459

epistolophobia 397, 400, 565

fieldwork 193, 270–3, 307, 452–3, 464

first essay in linguistics 152–8

first publication 182, 199–200

French composition, schooling in 131, 145–7, 158–61, 166–8

French légion d’honneur awarded 371

full name 101, 181

funeral 629–30

gambling 339–40

genetic disposition to depression 183

German, knowledge of 115–16, 280

grandmother’s death, reaction at 103

Greece, voyage to 438

Gymnase de Genève, schooling at 140–7

Hebrew, interest in 249

history of linguistics, teaches 71–3, 554, 567

Hofwyl, schooling at 113–17

hunting, love of 104, 138, 161, 169, 183, 259, 603

inaugural lectures at Geneva 375–80

‘incurable mental disorder’, rumour of 362

Institut de France, named corresponding member of 572

Institution Martine, schooling at 120–8

International Congress of Orientalists, secretary of 398

introversion 117, 183

Italy, voyage to 481–2

kindness and generosity 114–15, 183, 420, 447

Le Genevois, attacked in 615–19

lecturing and teaching, descriptions of 375, 408, 419–20, 445–6

Lithuania, travels to 270–3

logic, schooling in 143–5

Manchu (and Chinese?), interest in 606–7

marriage 372, 388–9

Mélanges Saussure, presentation of 527–9

military reserve service 212–15

Paedagogia, membership in 141, 146–7, 158

perfectionism 128, 414, 472, 488, 627–8

physical description 272

Pictet’s Origines indo-européennes, reading of 148

plagiarism, charges of 134, 202, 245–6, 343–4, 470–1

pleurisy 161–3

poetry writing 118, 122–4, 127–8, 131, 137–9, 147, 158–61, 166–8, 216, 363

political economy, study of 171

political manuscripts 416

Prix Volney entry 340–1

Royal Danish Academy, honorary membership awarded 566

royal lineage 602–4

Sanskrit, study of 165–6, 187, 253

sciences, schooling in 117, 141–2, 169–70, 182

social life in Leipzig 197–8, 349

social life in Paris 278, 349

Société de Linguistique de Paris, admitted to 181,

Adjunct Secretary of 307–9

stamp collecting 146

style, clarity of 71

suspension of teaching 606

synaesthesia 393–7, 572, 577

Université de Genève, studies at 168–77,

receives (honorary) doctorate from 277

appointed to extraordinary chair 370, 375,

to ordinary chair 426,

expanded to include general linguistics 491,

Librarian of Faculty of Letters 411, 491, 546, 555

University of Leipzig, studies at 184–212,

receives doctorate from 269

Saussure, Georges de 339

Saussure, Gérard de (grandson, 1924–1991) 639

Saussure, Germaine de, see Eccard

Saussure, Hélène de, see Ferrier de Montal

Saussure, Henri Bénédict de (nephew, 1905–1984) 479

Saussure, Henri de (1612–1686) 11

Saussure, Henri de (father, 1829–1905) 15, 40–5, 50–69, 101–12, 115–19, 125, 128–30, 136–9, 152, 161–71, 182–5, 191, 200, 212–16, 221–4, 228, 243, 264, 269, 277–8, 282–2, 310–12, 317, 329, 333–41, 346–9, 364–5, 371, 388–92, 414–18, 440, 447–8, 463, 470, 478–83, 616, 626–31, 637

Manuscrit du Cacique 63–7, 388

study of wasps 60

Saussure, Henri de, emigrated to South Carolina (1709–1761) 11

Saussure, Hermine de, see Seyrig

Saussure, Horace de (brother, 1859–1926) 101–6, 113–17, 152, 161, 164–9, 183, 190, 213–16, 278, 313, 329–37, 341, 349, 363–4, 389–91, 404, 414, 476–7, 481–2, 500, 559–61, 598, 606, 621, 639

Sydenham’s chorea (St Vitus’s Dance) 102, 153

Saussure, Horace-Bénédict de (1740–1799) 13–33, 40, 61, 104–5, 117, 124, 127–8, 167, 182, 200, 258, 276, 279–80, 313, 336, 379, 452–3, 463, 477, 606, 627, 631

Project de réforme pour le Collège de Genève 24–7

Voyages dans les Alpes 18, 28–30, 39, 68

Saussure, Jacques de (great-grandson) 650

Saussure, Jacques de (son, 1892–1969) 389, 447, 459, 480, 602–3, 608, 620, 625, 636–41, 649–50

Saussure, Janice de, 4th Mme Raymond, née Davis (daughter-in-law) 641

Saussure, Jean de (c. 1550–1617), 6–8, 167

Saussure, Jean-Albert de (nephew, 1899–1977) 441, 459, 651

Saussure, Jean-Baptiste de (1576–1647) 9–10, 167

Saussure, Jeanne de (sister, 1869–1900) 107, 169, 190, 313, 334, 346, 389, 417–18, 447–8, 459

Saussure, Jeanne de, 1st Mme René, née Davin (sister-in-law, d. 1896) 390, 414, 419

Saussure, Judith de (1745–1809) 23–4

Saussure, Judith de, 2nd Mme Théodore, née Rigot (1692–1769) 14, 338

Saussure, Judith de, Mme Georges, née de Saussure (1710–1802) 339

Saussure, Léopold de (brother, 1866–1925) 10, 104–6, 190, 277–8, 281, 307, 311–13, 322, 334, 337–9, 364–5, 369–71, 387–9, 414–19, 440, 476–80, 503, 508, 514, 519–21, 559–61, 573, 594, 606–7, 625, 636–9, 650

Psychologie de la colonisation française 441–5

Saussure, Louis de (great-nephew) 651

Saussure, Louise de, Mme Henri Frédéric Louis, née Countess de Pourtalès (mother, 1837–1906) 45, 51–2, 59–60, 65–9, 101–3, 106–8, 137, 153, 162–5, 169, 185, 190–1, 214–16, 223, 257, 278, 281, 313–14, 333–5, 341, 346, 381, 389–92, 399–401, 414, 417, 440, 447–8, 470, 478–83, 604, 627, 630, 637, 650

Marche funèbre 68, 391

Tarantelle 68

Saussure, Louis-Octave de (brother, 1871–1943) 107, 313, 334–6, 364, 389, 448, 477–8, 482, 501, 558, 566, 573–4, 639–41, 650

Saussure, Margerethe “Meta” de, Mme Louis, née Clausius (sister-in-law, 1880–1921) 478, 482, 501, 558, 566, 639

Saussure, Marguerite Emma Anna de, Mme Jacques, née de Bonstetten (daughter-in-law, 1894–1983) 603, 638

Saussure, Marie de, Mme Ferdinand, née Faesch (wife, 1867–1950) 38, 338–9, 364, 372, 388–92, 401, 414, 418–19, 480–1, 524–5, 548, 559, 567–8, 601–2, 606–8, 625, 633–7, 640–1

household accounts 389–90, 418

Saussure, Marie de, Mme Théodore, née Mallet (1678–1741) 12–13, 338

Saussure, Marie-Jeanne, 2nd Mme Horace, née Weiss (sister-in-law, 1857–1922) 477, 482

Saussure, Marthe-Berthe de, 2nd Mme Léopold, née Monod (alias Ducimetière) (sister-in-law, 1890–1960) 637

Saussure, Maxime de (nephew, 1901–1962) 459

Saussure, Maximilien de (brother, 1873–1875) 107, 137, 164–5, 333, 419

Saussure, Nicolas de (1709–1791) 13, 19, 57, 625

Saussure, Nicolas-Théodore de (great-uncle, 1767–1845) 21, 28, 38–42, 61, 105, 167, 182

Recherches chimiques sur la végétation, 39–40

Saussure, Nicole de, 2nd Mme Raymond, née Schnetzler (daughter-in-law, 1900–1954) 640–1

Saussure, Odette de (niece, 1906–1952) 482

Saussure, Raymond de (son, 1894–1971), 401, 414, 447, 480, 574, 608, 625, 636–41, 649–50

Saussure, René de (brother, 1868–1943) 106, 307, 313, 337–9, 364–9, 389–91, 412–14, 419, 440, 459, 477, 496, 518–19, 539, 559–61, 566, 582, 592, 599, 616, 637, 641, 650–1

‘Metageometry’ manuscripts 366–8, 390

Saussure, Renée de, Mme Nicolas, née de la Rive (1715–1789) 13, 16, 19, 313

Saussure, Renée de, Mme Nicolas-Théodore, née Fabri-Vernet (1767–1847) 39–42

Saussure, Renée-Henrie-Edmée de (niece) 639

Saussure, Rose-Alice de, see Francq

Saussure, Sara de, née Burlamacchi (1615–1693) 10

Saussure, Suzanne de, Mme Jean-Baptiste, née Diodati (1573–1624) 9

Saussure, Théodore de (1674–1750) 11–14, 338

Saussure, Théodore de (uncle, 1824–1903) 40–1, 54–9, 65, 102, 106, 112, 118–19, 164–7, 182–3, 213, 257, 281, 317, 327–30, 334–8, 341, 389, 414, 469, 478, 500, 630, 637

Étude sur la langue française 56

Saussure, Victor de (1839–1892) 389

Saussure, Victor de (nephew, 1910–1940) 566

Saussure, Violette Anna Hélène de, 3rd Mme René, née Heer (sister-in-law, 1873–1964) 459, 559, 641

Saussure, Yvonne de (niece) 419

Saussure’s Law 241, 408

Saussurean studies 648–50

Savori, Camilo (1815–1894) 269

Savoy 4, 10, 29, 102

Sayce, Archibald Henry (1845–1933) 259–60

Scandal 23

Schaerer, Mr, farmer at La Charniaz (d. 1870)

Scherer, Edmond (1815–1889) 146

Schlag, Frau H., landlady at Leipzig 185

Schlegel, Friedrich (1772–1829) 84, 88, 150, 195

Schleicher, August (1821–1868) 92–3, 172, 208, 234, 238, 242, 377–8, 411

Schleyer, Fr. Johann Martin (1831–1912) 516

Schmidt, Johannes (1843–1901) 423–5

Schreck, Frau, landlady at Leipzig 185, 258–9

Schreyer, Victor 171

Schuchardt, Hugo (1842–1927) 377, 385, 517

Schwob, Marcel (1867–1905) 294, 332–3, 349–50, 353–6, 369–71, 449, 456, 479

Schwyzer, Eduard (1874–1943) 528

Scrimgeour, Catherine de, 2nd Mme Henry, née de Veillet, veuve Jean de Saussure (b. c. 1550) 9

Scrimgeour, Françoise, 1st Mme Henry, née de Saussure (1542–1568) 9

Scrimgeour, Henry (c. 1505–1572) 9

Sechehaye, Charles-Albert (1870–1946) 255, 368, 375–6, 399, 449, 492, 505, 528, 533–5, 567, 608, 613, 632–5, 639–41, 649

Sechehaye, Marguerite Jenny, Mme Albert, née Burdet (1887–1964) 567, 633, 638, 641

Sedgwick, Adam (1785–1873) 58

Seippel, Paul (1858–1926) 433

Seitz, Charles (1860–1930) 611, 630

Semantics 180, 200

Semiology 70, 73, 76–7, 89, 306, 322, 326–7, 365, 386, 460–2, 536–8, 554, 646

Semitic languages 88, 154, 249, 570

Senarclens Vufflens, Henriette de, Mme Henri, née Macaire (1817–1890) 364

Senarclens Vufflens, Hortense de, see Necker

Senart, Émile (1847–1928) 355, 404–6

Senebier, Jean (1742–1809) 38, 40

Seneca, Lucius Annaeus, the Younger (c. 1 BC–AD 65) 146, 488

Sénéchal, Edmond Jacques Albert (b. 1853) 331

Sensationism 303–4, 367, 395

Separation of Church and State 54

Sextus Empiricus (2nd–3rd c.) 76–7

Seyrig, Delphine (great-niece, 1932–1990) 650

Seyrig, Hermine “Miette”, Mme Henri, née de Saussure (niece, 1901–1984) 459, 650

Shakespeare, William (1564–1616) 146

Sheet of paper, see Signs

Shelley, Lady, Mrs John 38

Shelley, Mary Wollstonecraft, Mrs Percy, née Godwin (1797–1851) 23

Sievers, Eduard (1850–1932) 198, 286, 296–7, 341

Sigg, Jean (1865–1922) 615, 621

Sigismund, King of Burgundy (d. 524, reg. 516–524) 454–5

Signal flags, maritime 322, 386, 498, 536–7

Signified 218–19, 322, 598

conceptual nature of 290, 588

term introduced, 587–91

see also Concept

Signifier 365, 598

term introduced 587–91

see also Acoustic image

Signs 26, 35–7, 70–1, 80, 88–9, 143–4, 173, 218, 289–91, 304–6, 321–6, 350, 385–7, 461–2, 466–7, 473–6, 494, 510, 565, 600

artificial signs 81

compared to money 539, 599

compared to photographic images deposited in brain 577

compared to sheet of paper 538, 547

conventional signs 144, 289–91

natural signs 79

see also Semiology

Siméon, Rémi (1827–1890) 341

Simonde de Sismondi, Jean-Charles-Léonard (1773–1842) 19, 34

Sino-Japanese War 417

Slavery 11, 48, 108

Henri on 62

Slavic languages 91–3, 96, 195, 204

Smith, Adam (1723–1790) 82

Smith, Hélène: see Müller, Élise

Smithsonian Institution 65

Smyth, Herbert Weir (1857–1937) 410

Social mass 196, 466, 588–93

Société Asiatique de Paris 293, 400

Société de Linguistique de Paris 178–82, 199–203, 211–12, 215–17, 274–8, 293–5, 306–11, 352–3, 360, 369

Société de Sciences Naturelles 60

Sociology 460–1, 493, 534–5

Socrates of Athens (c. 469–399 BC) 74–6

Sommer, Ferdinand (1875–1962) 523

Sonant co-efficients 230–6, 343, 408, 484

Sonant nasals 133, 147, 165, 186–9, 196, 204–7

Sorbonne 60, 179

structure of 279

Soret, Frédéric (1795–1865) 403

Sound laws 197, 201, 226–8, 241, 468, 499–500, 513, 546

South Carolina branch of family 11, 65, 459

‘Souvenirs’ 132–4, 148, 153, 158, 165–6, 170, 172, 184–9, 192–9, 212, 245–6, 256, 469–71

Speculative grammar 78

Speech chain, see Phonetic chain

Speech circuit 575–6

Spencer, Herbert (1820–1903) 304

Spesmilo 519, 539, 599

Spiritualism 426–36, 455–8

Spitzer, Leo (1887–1960) 332

St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre 8, 46

Staël-Holstein, Eric-Magnus, Baron of (1749–1802) 33

Staël-Holstein, Germaine, Baroness of, Mme Eric-Magnus, née Necker (1766–1817) 33, 274, 518, 638

Stallo, John Bernhard (1823–1900) 366–7

Stanley, Dorothy, Lady, Mrs Henry, née Tennant (1855–1926) 368

Stanley, Sir Henry Morton, né John Rowlands (1841–1904) 146, 368

Starobinski, Jean 556–8, 649

State of language, see État de langue

Stein, Ludwig (1859–1930) 473

Steinthal, Heymann (1823–1899) 326

Stephen, Leslie (1832–1904) 16

Stevenson, Robert Louis (1850–1894) 294–5

Stoics 76–7

Stowe, Harriet Beecher (1811–1896) 108

Streitberg, Wilhelm (1864–1925) 362, 471, 639

Structuralism 237, 413, 469, 642–8

Structuralist analysis of poetry 451, 469

Structure 324

Stylistics 386, 489, 611–15

‘Sūdo’ 314

Suetonius (Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus, c. 60–post 130) 146

‘Le suffixe –t–’ 180, 199, 202

Suicide 20–1, 38, 45, 105–6, 310, 355–8

Sumichrast, Jean-François de (1828–1882) 61, 64–6

‘Sur le nominatif pluriel et le génitif singulier de la déclinaison consonantique en lituanien’ 421–2

‘Sur les composés latins du type agricola’ 549

‘Sur un point de la phonétique des consonnes en indo-européen’ 341–2

‘Sur une classe de verbes latins en –eo’ 200–1

Sweet, Henry (1845–1912) 331, 497

Switzerland (Swiss Confederation) 3–4, 32, 53

neutrality of 32–4

Syllable, lectures on 436–8

Symbols 466–7, 579

Synaesthesia 393–7, 474, 572, 577

Synchrony and diachrony 173, 320, 325, 330, 383, 424, 514–15, 543–7, 552–5, 586, 596

compared to horizontal and vertical sections cut from a plant stem 596

Syntagmatic and associative (paradigmatic) 597–600

Syntagms 550

Syntax 73, 324–6, 386, 510–12, 540, 551, 578

System, language as a 145, 327, 472, 494, 542, 552, 595, 600

Taine, Hippolyte (1828–1893) 173–4, 274, 476

Talleyrand-Périgord, Charles-Maurice de, 1st Prince of Bénévente (1754–1838) 3

Tarde, Gabriel de (1843–1904) 493, 503, 508, 535, 576, 586, 591–2

Tatian the Assyrian (c. 120–180) 292, 295, 318

Tavan, Edouard (1842–1919) 143

Taverney, Adrien (b. 1858) 292–3, 310

Tell, William 4

Tετάχαται (tetákhatai) 132–5, 158, 188

Textor de Ravisi, Arthur-Anatole, Baron (1822–1902) 403

Theatre 18, 29

Theosophical Society 193, 521

Thomsen, Vilhelm (1842–1927) 205, 211, 566, 604

Thucydides of Alimos (c. 460–c. 395 BC) 134

Thurneysen, Rudolf (1857–1940) 197, 223, 254, 528

Time 367, 390, 467, 590

and Calvinism 53

and language 87, 305, 320, 382, 495, 500, 536, 571–2, 587, 590–3, 597

Saussure’s ‘obsession’ with 53

Time-segment 542

Titus, Emperor (39–81, reg. 79–81) 415

Tojetti, Virgile (1867–1932) 375–6, 399, 410–11, 419, 438, 633

Tolstoy, Lev Nikolayevich (1828–1910) 179

Töpffer, Rodolf (1799–1846) 144

Tout se tient 471–2, 542

Toy, C. Howell (1836–1919) 409–10

‘La transformation latine de *tt en ss suppose-t-elle un intermédiaire *st?’ 202

Transversal identities 382

Trubetzkoy, Nikolaj, Prince (1890–1938) 643, 646

Tschudi, Friedrich von (1820–1886) 146

Tschumi, Adolphe (1856–1894) 126, 161, 359, 609

Turettini, François (1845–1908) 400

Twain, Mark, nom de plume of Samuel Langhorne Clemens (1835–1910) 350

Tynianov, Jurij (1894–1943) 643

Unconscious 226, 426, 458, 505–11

half-unconscious 505

‘Une loi rythmique de la langue grecque’ 315

United Nations 112

Units 538–40, 543, 546, 554, 597

units of association 550, 554

discursive units 550, 554

same thing as identities 583

Université de Genève (originally Académie) 8, 140, 185–6, 192, 269, 277, 331, 358–9, 638

Saussure’s professorship at 370, 375, 426

Saussure’s studies at 134, 164–5, 168–77, 594

semester system, 175

University of South Carolina, DeSaussure College 11

Value 143–4, 171–3, 305–6, 365–8, 382–4, 396, 466, 494, 538–9, 543–5, 554, 575, 581–3, 588, 593–4, 597–9

van Berchem, Alice, Mme Max, née Naville (1873–1938) 338, 460

van Berchem, Alice, Mme Paul, née Necker (1869–1953) 338

van Berchem, Ariane, Mme Arthur Berthout, née Saladin de Crans (1812–1894) 51

van Berchem, Arthur Berthout (1803–1878) 51

van Berchem, Max (1863–1921) 312, 352, 400, 404, 407–8, 639

van Berchem, Paul (1861–1947) 338

van Berchem, Victor (1864–1938) 454, 603

van Ginneken, Jacobus, S. J. (1877–1945) 535

van Hamel, Anton Gerardus (1842–1907) 294, 296

Vaucher, Pierre (1833–1898) 170

Vaud 9–10, 39, 43, 45–6

Reformed Church of 52

dialects of 307, 452–3

‘Védique líbuģā, Paléo-slave lobŭzati’ 314

Vendryès, Joseph (1875–1960) 485, 528

Venezuelan border dispute, 1895 416

Verchère, Isaac-Antoine (1827–1916) 143–5, 384, 476

Verlaine, Paul (1844–1896) 159

Verner, Karl (1846–1896) 96–7, 198

Verner’s Law 97

Victoria, HRH Queen (1819–1901, reg. 1837–1901) 448

‘Vieux haut-allemand murg, murgi’ 310, 314–15

Villon, François (c. 1431–1463) 295

Viret, Pierre (1511–1571) 6

Virgil (Publius Vergilius Maro, 70–19 BC) 488, 524

Vital force 38, 548

Volapük 516

Voltaire (nom de plume of François-Marie Arouet, 1694–1778) 17, 23–4, 29, 136, 159, 451

Vowel correspondences in Indo-European languages 204

Vowel gradations (colourings) 92, 205, 208, 231, 235, 321

Vowel system of primitive Indo-European 89–98, 204–12

see also Mémoire, Phonology notebooks

Vrṛddhi 83–4, 92, 242

Wackernagel, Jakob (1853–1938) 316, 528, 547

Wagner, Richard (1813–1883) 258, 294

Warin (see Clémery)

Wartmann, Élie (1817–1886) 141–2, 170

Watchmaking 7, 29, 53

Weck, Alix de, veuve Philippe, née de Saussure (granddaughter) 638

Wertheimer, Joseph, Rabbi (1833–1908) 172–3, 354, 376–7, 400, 409, 462, 489–92, 632

Wesdehlen, Cécile, Countess de, Mme Hermann, née de Pourtalès (aunt, 1848–1930) 153, 162, 335, 381, 639

Wesdehlen, Georges-Frédéric Petitpierre, Count de (1791–1883) 69

Wesdehlen, Hermann Godefroy, Count de (1837–1889) 153, 335

Wesdehlen, Hermine, Countess de, Mme Georges-Frédéric, née Countess de Waldburg (1805–1872) 69

Westerweller, Henri de 139, 153, 216

Westerweller, Léonie de 138–9, 338

Whitman, Walt (1819–1892) 295

Whitney Memorial Meeting notes 411–13, 553

Whitney, William Dwight (1827–1894) 71, 86, 89, 172–6, 254–6, 260–2, 268, 290, 297–8, 385, 398, 402, 410–13, 445, 520, 534, 554, 569, 575, 579

Widmer (Widemer), Auguste (1853–1939) 417–18, 440

Wilde, Oscar (1854–1900) 356

Wimmer, Ludvig Frands Adelbert (1839–1920) 343

Windisch, Ernst (1843–1918) 192, 195, 260, 265–6, 404

Wirtschaftslehre, see Political economy

Wiseman, Nicholas Cardinal (1802–1865) 489

Wolf, George (1950–2002) 650

Word 540

Wörter und Sachen 542

Written language 86, 328–9, 397, 493–5, 569, 572–3

Wulfila, Bishop (c. 311–383) 283, 292, 318, 331, 420–21

Wundt, Wilhelm (1832–1920) 393, 644

Wyss (Arthur Franz Wilhelm, 1852–1900?) 197, 223

Xenophon of Athens (c. 430–354 BC) 134

Zamenhof, Ludwig Lazarus (1859–1917) 331, 516–17

Zend 86, 89, 94–5

Ziegler, Ambassador 272

Ziegler, Henri de (1885–1970) 329–30

Zimmer, Heinrich Friedrich (1851–1910) 223, 253–5

Zimmerli, Jakob (1863–1940) 292

Zofingue student society 60

Zola, Émile (1840–1902) 440

Zoology 57
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