Speech,
thought’
canal!

criterion,
too!

— Edward Young
(on Johann Georg Hamann)
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‘(When reading Hamann] one must completely rule
out what one normally means by understanding’
—Goethe

‘The great Hamann is a deep heaven full of telescopic
stars and many nebulae that no human eye can resolve’
—Jean Paul, Vorschule der Asthetik

For eleven years starting in 1767 Johann Georg
Hamann worked as a translator of German into
French as a clerk for the General Excise and
Customs Administration in Kénigsburg, then in East
Prussia. It is not as a translator that Hamann is,
or was then, known: he attained this position,

out of desperation — and along with it the job’s
supplemental duties as tax collector for the office
— through the string-pulling of his close friend
and intellectual enemy Immanuel Kant.

Less than a decade earlier, Hamann had written
an essay on differences in word order between
French and German, surveying the implications of
German’s relative laxness in its rules for word
order in its sentences.

‘Er hat mir das Buch gegeben.’
OR

‘Mir hat er das Buch gegeben.’
OR

‘Das Buch hat er mir gegeben.’
OR

‘Gegeben hat er mir das Buch.

All of which means:

‘He gave me the book.’

The variations in word placement above span
a gradient of emphasis, shifting the phrase’s
stress from ‘he,’ or ‘me,’ to ‘the book’ or
‘gave,’ respectively. With implications for the
meaning of the phrase (but I thought they meant
the same thing!)

The declensive complexity of German or Latin,
rather than fettering expression, Hamann suggests,
actually allows for a nuance of style that goes
beyond any paraphrasable or translatable meaning.
‘Er hat mir das Buch gegeben’ has the same sense
as ‘Gegeben hat er mir das Buch,’ but then again
not quite. Without getting patriotic, Hamann notes
the relative stylistic rigidity of French syntax:

‘The etymology of French grammar, however,
has features that are neither so numerous nor so
recognizable, and therefore the use of inversions
in its word order is forbidden of itself.’

‘Syntax,” wrote Paul Valéry a century and a half later,
is a ‘faculty of the soul’:

‘La syntax est une faculté de I’ame.” This phrase
carries a different sense when laid out cross-eyed:

‘Une faculté de I'ame est syntaxe’: ‘A faculty of the
soul is [called] syntax,” etc., etc., etc.

The implications of such an example, as well
of the radical difference in the rules of syntax
between languages, are well known to translators:

‘Mémes articles: mémes mots: & deux sens con-
tradictoires’: ‘The same articles, the same words
— and two contradictory meanings.’ And Hamann is
led to conclude that French people simply think
differently as a result.

The essay begins with a discussion of the
similarities between words and coins. Words are
dirty money, passed from hand to hand, full of
soot, petrified meanings, color, residuum.

There are different currencies circulating simul-
taneously, with different rates of inflation and
stamps on them. What you get for your money cross-
ing from one currency to another might not be what
you get in return.

‘The purity of language dispossesses it of its
wealth; a correctness that is all too rigid takes
away its strength and manhood,’ Hamann concludes,
jabbing at the so-called ‘purists’ of language
that constitute the French Academy and write its
dictionary.

The word purity (Reinigkeit) is a catchword of
Enlightenment reason. Language, as its adherents
knew, is impure, grubby, humorous, rhetorical,
chimerical, slippery; the search for a transcen-
dental critique of and with pure reason (reine
Vernunft) would culminate some twenty years later
with Kant.

This summary spells out Hamann’s most impor-
tant and most contradictory claim. If language,
though angelic and spiritual - ‘the origin of
human language is therefore certainly divine’ - is
also human, debased, and impure; but these impuri-
ties are actually the vehicle of all thought. The
specks on the camera lens are what make the glass.
Hamann’s most important claim to the history of
philosophy, elaborated through various short
articles which are mostly satirical, multilingual
and incessantly allusive, is his insistence that
language underpins all thought, and vice versa;

a notion that is carried through up to modern phi-
losophy of language.

A favorite quote of Hamann’s, by the poet
Edward Young, reads: ‘Speech, thought’s canal!
Speech, thought’s criterion, too!’

...which is what the translators
knew all along.



Hastily translated from a cartoon hieroglyphic
by the hierophant’s acolyte

Johann Georg Hamann - translator, lutenist,
hypochondriac, businessman, tax clerk, satirist,
born-again Christian, philosopher, self-described
metagrobolizer — could not be more opposed to the
prevailing Enlightenment regime of his generation.
Hamann’s antagonism towards the ideal of systema-
ticity and purity, in particular - in thought or
in writing - and his criticisms of the Enlighten-
ment ideals of discursive reason, progress, and
universality of approach and intent, became well
known in his time. This, and his macaronic, delib-
erately obscure prose, also made him infamous.
Dubbed the ‘Magus of the North’ by his even-
tual friend Karl Friedrich von Moser in 1763 - in
reference as much to Hamann’s wisdom as to his
deep religious faith, the Magus was the most
unconventional member of a coterie of friends
that included Goethe, F.H. Jacobi, Kant, and
Moses Mendelssohn. Later, his most devoted
student and lifetime friend Johann Gottfried von
Herder would found the science of interpretation
(hermeneutics).
If the ideas of Hamann do not tend toward
any unified theory of translation, it is because
the work of the philosopher can hardly be said
to cohere into any systematic theory altogether:
‘Hastily translated from a cartoon hieroglyphic by
the hierophant’s acolyte,’ states a title page to
The Last Will And Testament of the Knight of the
Rose-Cross: Concerning the Divine and Human Origin

of Language.
Hamann, born in Kdénigsberg — the residence of

Immanuel Kant, E.T.A. Hoffmann, and, some decades
later, Richard Wagner — had a circuitous career
in comparison to the less flamboyant members of
this illustrious circle. After spending time as

a private tutor in Kdnigsberg he turned to a
career in commerce. In 1757 he spent some months
in London, where, increasingly idle, and remorse-
lessly debaucherous, Hamann fell into a state of
spiritual crisis. (Some scholars suggest he had
his first homosexual experience during this time,
suggesting his religious despair was twisted crys-
tallization of some personal guilt.)

The crisis bore immediate fruit in the form of
texts about his spiritual hygiene: sappy, remorse-
ful, pious. More subtly, and more lasting, was the
experience of a decisive turn away from reason,
which he viewed as a spurious panacea, a philoso-
pher’s stone, as he referred to it dismissively.

This distrust of reason should not be seen as
a turn to absolute faith. Rather, Hamann was in-
terested in the material dimensions of our thought
and language, or, again, thought as speech, as
object. The idea that pure rational thought (reine
Vernunft) should provide a key to life’s mysteries
is just not tenable because reine Vernunft is a
contradiction in terms.

The possibility of an autonomous, scientific
critique as laid out by Kant is chimerical for
Hamann precisely because it ignores the essential
dimension that thought operates only in language.
Severing one from the other would be like splic-
ing the two sides of a sheet of paper, or, to use
Hamann’s example, cutting the face of a coin from
its tail.

Yet Hamann’s relationship to the Enlightenment is
far from unambiguous. It would be wrong to view
him as a simple irrationalist. His commentators,
even in recent years, are divided as to how fide-
istic, or irrational, he really was. Partly - in

a formulation Hamann would most likely agree with
— this is because a stable distinction between the
goals of the Counter-enlightenment and those of
the Enlightenment is nearly impossible to main-
tain. One spawned the other; or, they mingled like
mixed change in a single pocket.

As Jonathan B. Knudsen writes in Justus Mdser
and the German Enlightenment, ‘Central elements
usually identified with the counter-Enlightenment
were in fact fundamental to the Enlightenment
itself.’

But whatever they were, Hamann added to these
ideals an unprecedented range of tools: collage,
idiosyncrasy, and most often, blunt weirdness of
style. Reversing the classical distinction between
logos (the ‘what’ of meaning) and lexis (the ‘how’
of expression), Hamann writes: ‘What for others is
style, for me is substance.’ And in an inversion
of the traditional hierarchy of figural (metaphors,
symbols, ironies) and proper (‘straight,’ literal)
language, he writes of ‘the infinite advantage of
figures of speech over figures of inference and
conclusion.’

A paragraph from one essay, told from the
perspective of the letter h, whose necessity to
the German language was being questioned at the
time, reads:

Is the property, then, of these verbal images as
unknown to you as the jealous God whose name and
honor you, like thieves and murderers, violate—Is

all your human reason anything other than tradition
and inheritance, and is anything much involved in
tracing the pedigree of your trite, bald, and twice dead
opinions to the roots of the family tree? Is not your
human reason an indeterminate organ, a nose of wax,
a weathercock, to which the letter of a holy canon,
which was once written and has lasted till now, is to
be preferred? Is the famous principium coincidentiae
oppositorum entirely unknown to you? It is the spirit
that quickens; the letter is flesh, and your dictionaries
are straw!

One commentator notes an affinity to Roland
Barthes’ notion of an authorless text; stylisti-
cally, Hamann’s text is a ‘tissue of quotations
drawn from innumerable centres from culture.’

Like a Ouija board of dialogic movement within
the text, you can’t ever say who is providing its
motion, Hamann or the authors he’s pasting along-
side each other.

If his colleagues, in their writing, strove to
an ideal of autonomy of thought and style, Hamann
was their parasitic inverse: drawing exhaustively
on an unparalleled swath of texts from other
authors, his writings are dense to the point of
incomprehensibility.

That density this is a principle of his
writing — a deliberate effect — attests to Hamann’s
belief that, if all is translation, then all
is distortion and miscommunication. But - cru-
cially — there’s no other side to it. We would be
taking Hamann to seriously if we follow in his
suggestion that the only being who understands his
words is God.

In a letter to Kant, Hamann writes:

This name is not an empty expression for me

but a source of duties and delights which are related
to one another. It is necessary for us to know our
weaknesses and our underlying characters sufficiently
well that no jealousy or mis-understanding can come
between us. Love is based on weaknesses and naked-
ness; love is fertile... You will not be able to convince
me—I am not one of your listeners. Instead I'm your
prosecutor who contradicts you...

In another letter:

My mimetic style is governed by a rigorous logic and
links which are better stuck together than is the case
in heads animated by concepts. At the moment I am a
Leviathan, the monarch or the prime minister of the
ocean, on whose breath ebbs and flows depend; the
next moment I see myself as a whale created by God
to play about in the sea.
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Kierkegaard quotes him on the frontispiece to Fear
and Trembling:

What Tarquinius Superbus said in the garden by
means of the poppies, the son understood but the
messenger did not.

The background to this is the following:
after the Etruscan emperor Tarquinius Superbus
gained control of Gabii, he learned of a plot to
overthrow him while he was fighting abroad and
had left his son in Gabii in his stead. His son,
becoming aware of something, sent a messenger to
his father to ask what he should do to stop from
being overthrown. When the messenger returned, he
took Tarquinius out into the garden and sliced off
the top flowers of the tallest poppies. Tarquinius
understood he was to kill the top men in the city,
those who had seemed loyal to him. The messenger
was, of course, clueless as to what he had just
communicated.

The point here, for Hamann and subsequently
for Kierkegaard, is that there is an understand-
ing that the messenger was not allowed to have
even though he was the sole carrier of the phrase.
There would be no message with him; but still the
message depends largely on this condition of non-
understanding. (If he knew what he was ‘saying,’
he would have the capability to tamper with the
message.) Tarquinius’ son was only aware because
of his special relationship to his father.

We are not aware of the contexts to which our
actions pertain, what we or our things or deeds
mean. Things have a language, as Swedenborg, and
then Baudelaire, would suggest some decades later.
Still, we can learn to ‘read’ objects by our
participation in of special relationships: for Ki-
erkegaard, with our faith, for Hamann, our faculty
of understanding — our ability to read - and to
translate (..and then our faith, for good measure):

To speak is to translate—from an angelic language
into a human language, that is, to translate thoughts
into words, things into names—images into signs,
which can be poetic or curiological, historic of sym-
bolic or hieroglyphic—and philosophical or characteris-
tic. This kind of translation (that is, speech) resembles
more than anything else the wrong side of a tapestry’

Hamann makes the case, strikingly, that all lan-
guage is translation. Translation is not something
added ‘extraneously’ to any text or work or state-
ment. It happens when the statement even arises.
When a subject meets a predicate, it has been
translated. In the end, not a far cry from

Walter Benjamin’s notion that fall great texts
contain their virtual translations [virtuelle
Ubersetzungen].’

In Hamann, the traditional dichotomies that have
served to theorize translation are hyperbolized
up to the level of paradox. Paradox, a favorite
stylistic device of his, further becomes elevated
to the level of substance. Translation becomes,
in this way, equivalent to its opposite: non-
translation, inability of expression. Or, as the
late Barbara Johnson observes at the end of this
past century, commenting on Jacques Derrida: ‘The
original text is always already an impossible
translation’ that then further ‘renders transla-
tion impossible.’

We are always crossing between registers of
understanding that we don’t understand, like the
messenger carrying a message whose meaning he
doesn’t even know he carries. Constantly travers-
ing between interlocutors we don’t know on a
tapestry we’re on the wrong side of, what for us
isn’t translation?



