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'The Sun Is Shining

P m
&

IT IS NOON; the fog has lifted. The blue tapestry of the
sky gleams above us cloudless, and we state with a smile: the NAP!
is shining.

The same fiery star illuminates the land of the Botocudos in
South America, but it is only about to rise there. The descendants
of the German settlers who migrated there still call it the SONNE.

Dusk is approaching in Odessa. The hot rays of the COHLIE?
are reflected on slowly thickening mist drops.

In Mexico City, it is five in the morning. As indicated by the
pale radiation, the SOL will soon be rising above the horizon.

The neon signs of geisha houses have just lit up in Tokyo.
Their lights obscure the sun’s descent behind the viaduct of Ginza.
The sun here is named TAIYO.

In New Zealand, the SUN has long sunk below the waves of
the ocean. The clock atop the Wellington Town Hall shows 11 pm.

The five billion inhabitants of our planet Earth have called

1. Sun (Hungarian).
2. Sun (Ukrainian); pronounced “sontse.”
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this glowing celestial body several thousand different names. A
multilingual is a person who has managed to fight his way through
this confusion of Babel. They are the ones this little book is about.

Of course many worthy citizens live in the Land of Polyglottia.
I have chosen twenty-one clever multilinguals. I tried to choose
colleagues I could interview in person, but I didn’t want to restrict
my choices to those living in nearby countries.

I was driven by two criteria during the selection: those who
had acquired active speaking skills in at least eight languages and
those who had acquired this knowledge by study. This is why
several excellent compatriots of mine are not included in this
volume. I also excluded people who only translate or revise texts,
and those who owe their multilingualism to circumstances of
their birth or to coincidences in their lives. Allow me to explain.

There are not only multilingual people but multilingual
nations. The nations usually became multilingual as a result of their
geographic location or historical development; their inhabitants
did not study, so to speak, the languages they acquired. These
polyglots were not of interest to me.

Similarly, there are quite a few people who became multilingual
by unavoidable personal reasons. An old hand and star in my
profession, simultaneous interpreting, is Denis Deschamps, aged
85. He was born in Germany to a French father and a Russian
mother. His fate carried him to Greece, where he attended
English-language schools. No wonder he speaks five languages
better than many natives. I envied him, I wondered about him,
but I didn’t ask him my questions concerning my obsession—
language-learning efficiency. I knew that he couldn’t provide any
experience or guidance. He did not methodically “obtain” his
languages; he “picked them up.”
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Language pedagogy in English differentiates between
conscious language learning and instinctive language acquisition.
Deschamps, with all the vicissitudes of his life, picked up almost
all his languages the same way a child learns his or her native
tongue. His knowledge was delivered by the environment in
which he lived. All he needed to do was drift along in the various
linguistic streams.

His fate is an extreme case, but our century, rife with storms,
has made many people at least bilingual. It is enough to think
of the millions living near former borders or transferred to
other countries as children. A language acquired under such
circumstances is sometimes called a “second native language” in
the technical literature. People do not learn it out of interest, but
out of self-preservation. For them, to learn a second language is
a necessity. To my subjects, learning languages is a luxury, as they
put it.

We would, of course, make a mistake if we were to draw
a sharp line between artificial and natural ways of language
acquisition, calling “natural” whatever was picked up from one’s
surroundings, and “artificial” whatever one obtained through
study. The two ways cannot be strictly separated from each other.

Most of my interviewed subjects professed that they grew up
in a completely monolingual environment. However, all of them
spent some prolonged time in foreign countries later on. Also,
though some of my subjects did pick up foreign languages as
youths, they polished their knowledge through conscious study.

The fact that someone or something can be named in several
different ways is discovered by most children in kindergarten.
They discover that they are not only Punkin or Lil Bro, but David
Jones or Sarah Richardson. The mother tongue also changes
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and develops. Teenage language reforms are short-lived, but lots
of terms fall out of young people’s vocabulary naturally, even
those still in use by older generations. I admit that in lectures I
sometimes hesitate to use words such as “prima donna” or “visual.”
I don’t know if teenagers have ever learned them.

I interviewed my subjects for almost a year, orally and
in writing, to find out if they have a “trick” that enables their
achievements in language learning.

Among my original candidates, schedule conflicts made some
unavailable for interviews. With others, I simply didnt succeed.
A famous polyglot asked me not to visit him at his home in Paris
because he is always so busy there! Instead, he wanted me to meet
him in Helsinki on October 15. He was going to give a lecture
there, and “Helsinki is just a stone’s throw away from Budapest,
anyway.” An F grade in geography, Professor!

There were people who shirked the term “polyglot” because
of excessive modesty, and they didn’t help me get closer to my
goal, which was to discover the traits that characterize the Good

Language Learner.



Polyglots: Old and New
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ACCORDING TO THE BIBLE, it was in the land of
Shinar where Babel’s curse struck humanity. Ever since then,
there have been people who haven't resigned themselves to their
linguistic isolation and have kept trying to open the locks of
foreign languages. In the mist of the past, reality and likelihood
are distorted by myths. It can be assumed that the heroes of myths
and legends owe their polyglottism mostly to their high positions,
rather than to their skills.

Instead of newspapers, television, and radio, in heroic times
there were bards and minstrels spreading the news of the world.
They were the ones who satisfied the masses’ thirst for information.
Travelers from far away were free to talk big. It is no wonder that
these bygone reporters endowed the heroes of their songs with
amazing physical and spiritual capacities. The heroes’ wisdom
and bravery that conquered lands was often supplemented by a
miraculous mastery of languages.

Common people’s imaginations have always been captured by
the lives of great achievers. Our age is no exception. We are eager

11
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to glance behind the painted or printed scenes to learn about a
person who stands in the glare of a million eyes.

Although minstrels used to exalt the strength, intellect, and
character of their heroes, the well-informed in our jaded age strive
to deglorify our achievers. “Have you heard that the actor XY
was arrested for driving under the influence? That NN didn't
write his bestseller himself, but found it among the papers of a
fellow writer? That the pop singer PQ will get divorced again even
though two women are suing him already for child support?”

It is sweet to hear and even sweeter to forward this news; these
stories are almost as unverifiable as oral traditions in mythic times.

The credibility of religious founders and prophets was greatly
enhanced if they were portrayed as able to preach and decline the
Word in countless languages.

In the Old Testament, Rabbi Eliezer credits Mordecai with
having the command of seventy languages. Although the Buddha’s
language is not known, it’s likely that he taught in a variety of
Middle Indo-Aryan dialects. Mohammed is praised by some
sources for knowing multiple languages.?

On the other hand, the Ancient Greek era wasn’t favorable to
polyglottism. Plato was enthusiastic about Eastern philosophers,
but he was not willing to learn their languages. He considered
the knowledge of languages slave wisdom. Similarly, Themistocles
didn’t learn Persian until his exile, and out of boredom. Contempt
for the languages of the defeated was part of the arsenal of all
conquerors. The Normans despised the English language, and
later on the English despised the Celtic and Irish languages.

However, this linguistic illiteracy apparently didn’t apply to

3. Prideaux’s Life of Mahomet (London, 1808), p. 44. (Russell, p. 7.)
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kings and emperors. Mithridates was said to speak twenty-five
languages, according to Aulus Gellius. Plutarch extols Cleopatras
knowledge: “She spoke most languages, and there were but
few of the foreign ambassadors whom she answered through
an interpreter.”* In his Natural History, Pliny documents the
intellectual excellence of Cleopatra’s old admirer, Julius Caesar,
as follows: “We find it stated that he was able to write or read
and, at the same time, to dictate and listen. He could dictate to
his secretaries four letters at once and on the most important
business; indeed, if he were busy with nothing else, he could
dictate as many as seven.”

Rome’s masters pounced on Greek language and culture with
the greed of the nouveau riche. It was a matter of prestige to speak
Greek, just as knowledge of Latin conveyed status in the early 20™
century. Roman senators had the right to speak Greek even in the
Senate. The Greek language survived the fall of Hellas: the first
inscriptions on Christian catacombs were in Greek.

I think it was the aversion of Hellas’s inhabitants toward
foreign languages that gave rise to the profession of interpreting.
Herodotus reports that, in the ports, traders were swarming from
Asia Minor, Babylon, Scythia, Arabia, and Libya. Each had to take
his own Greek-speaking dragoman. Greeks were not willing to
learn the language of even their most important customer, Egypt.

The interpreting profession flourished in Roman times as
well. Pliny the Elder notes that merchants in Dioscurias, Colchis
represented 300 different tribes, and the Romans employed 130
interpreters for business transactions.

When the Roman Empire dissolved, relations between East

4. Plurarch’s Lives, translated by J. and W. Langhorne (London, 1823), p. 86.
5. Pliny the Elder, Natural History, 7.25. Web: http://perseus.uchicago.edu/
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and West fell off.

Attila the Hun (406-453) is said to have dictated a law
prohibiting the use of Latin in the conquered regions of Italy.
He imported slave teachers who further weakened the defeated
enemy by spreading the Gothic language.

During the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, our polyglot
ancestors thrived in two areas: religious debates and trade. In the
first, clergymen with different views on issues strove to convince
each other. Some clergy spoke in Greek, some in Latin, and
others in Hebrew. Paul the Apostle encouraged our interpreting
profession. In his first epistle to the Corinthians (14:27) he
recommends, “If anyone speaks in a tongue, let there be only two
or at most three, and each in turn; lez one interprer.”

The greatest linguaphile” of the Renaissance age, Pico della
Mirandola, learned French, Hebrew, Latin, Greek, and Chaldean
(in addition to his native Italian) in order to spread his belief
that Christian mysticism was rooted in the Kabbalah. At the age
of eighteen, he allegedly gave lectures on church law in twenty-
two languages. He made so many enemies that ten years later
he resigned his rank of count, and he determined that he would
wander the world as a barefoot preacher. However, he died of
fever at the age of thirty-one in Florence.

The Scotsman James Crichton, known as the Admiral
Crichton, lived one century later. Not only could he claim
the knowledge of twelve languages, but he also played several

instruments well and won competitions in fencing, long jumping,

6. New Revised Standard Version.

7. Instead of the term /linguist, Lomb uses linguaphile for those who learn
languages as a vocation or hobby, acquire languages with the goal of actually
using them, love them, learn them easily, and speak them well.
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and riding. In addition, he was well-versed in theology. He
advocated his tenets at the universities of Paris and Padua, and
stated that he was ready to challenge anyone not sharing his views
in Syriac, Hebrew, Arabic, Greek, Latin, Spanish, Italian, English,
German, Flemish, and Slavonian.® His life was short; he was killed
at the age of twenty-two in a street brawl.

The other reason for the boom in interest in foreign languages
was the increased speed of ships and the acceleration in the
exchange of goods. Foreign trade clerks and executives who, apart
from Venetian, spoke Neapolitan and Palermitan (for example)
became in demand. However, political tyranny and religious
intolerance also contributed to the spread of languages. Greeks
expelled by Muslims from Constantinople, and Moors and Jews
made homeless by the Spanish Ferdinand and Isabella, took the
tongue of the old homeland with them (and handed it down to
their children and grandchildren).

Felix of Ragusa was not an outcast: King Matthias of Hungary,
who reigned from 1458-1490, lured him to his castle in Buda
so that Felix could help enrich the treasures of the king’s library
with his knowledge of Italian, Greek, Latin, Chaldean, Arabic,
and Syriac. I am proud of a contemporary of his, the musician
H. K. Freher, who spoke thirty-six languages and claimed to
be Hungarian all his life. He was said to sing French romances,
Maltese serenades, Eastern Orthodox hymns, Spanish madrigals,
German Lieder, Hebrew psalms, and Styrian folk songs with equal
perfection. His vocal range was also uncommon: it extended from
basso profundo to falsetto.

Jan Amos Komensky (1592-1670) was the last bishop of

8. Probably Croatian.
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the Unity of the Brethren in Bohemia and the first apostle of
modern language education. Whether he actually translated his
own books—written under the name Comenius—into Arabic,
Persian, and Greek (as well as another twelve European languages)
is difficult to ascertain today, but it is a fact that he was the first
to protest against the then-dominant pedantic way of language
teaching. He demanded that practically oriented sentences be
included in course books and that texts intended for reading be
supplemented with illustrations. Our children today, who turn
the pages of their picture books and tear them apart when bored,
do not know that they owe thanks for this delight to the brave
innovation of a pious priest, born almost four centuries ago.

Beginning in ancient times, and for two millennia, it was the
rank of a king, a prophetic calling, or the zeal of missionaries that
impelled people to formally learn foreign languages. A new era was
heralded when academic interest took over the role of motivation.
Heroes of this age are entitled to have a place in the Pantheon
of Polyglot Polymaths. These days only encyclopedias preserve
encyclopedic knowledge. Two or three centuries ago it was possible
for Leibniz to be a poet, linguist, lawyer, and mathematician, for
Alexander von Humboldt to be philosopher, botanist, theologian,
and explorer, and for Alexander’s brother Wilhelm von Humboldt
to be a literary critic, diplomat, and philologist.

I thought of them with envy the other day when I asked an
eminent representative of computer science how to translate a
technical term from his field.

“How should I know?” He shrugged. “You see, I work in
software, not hardware.”

I could also quote the physiologist, an associate professor at a

research institute, whom [ tried to question about what we know
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about the cerebral localization of various mental activities (such as
memorizing foreign words).

“Oh, don’t ask me about that,” he replied. “Such things are to
be found in the cortex. My area is not that but the mesencephalon
(midbrain)!”

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz (1646-1716) was orphaned at the
age of six, and from that time on he trained himself in languages.
He started to learn Latin from a work by Livy. At twelve, he wrote
poems in this language and took up Greek. He was admitted to
the faculty of law at the University of Leipzig at the age of fifteen.
In 1666, the degree of doctor was conferred on him—albeit
through some connections, due to his young age—and he was
even offered a chair at the University of Altdorf. However, he was
more attracted to philosophy, politics, physics, mathematics, and
theology. He wrote his doctoral dissertation in Latin, his historical
treatises in English, and his books on theology in French. He
agitated in German for rapprochement toward France.

Alexander von Humboldt (1769-1859) was also a polymath.
He described the flora of the mines of Freiberg in Latin, presented
Galvani’s muscle experiments in German, and made geographical
and meteorological observations on the Orinoco and Amazon
rivers with a French scientist, Aimé Bonpland. Later on he lived
at the court of Frederick William III in Potsdam, and with the
Russian government and the Duke of Sussex, then president
of the Royal Society, he succeeded in setting up magnetic and
meteorological stations in Russia and England. He initiated
organizing the “scientific conspiracy” of nations, which A. M.
Clerke called one of the noblest fruits of modern civilization.

Karl Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-1835) was a Prussian
Minister of Education, a minister (envoy) at Rome, and a
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distinguished scholar. He translated a tragedy by Aeschylus into
German, and was the first to describe the Basque language. He
discovered the ancient Kawi language of Java and, according to
many, was the founder of the philosophy of speech as a discipline.

However, the most outstanding linguistic figure of the 18*
century was Mikhail Lomonosov (1711-1765), the first professor
of chemistry in Russia and a historian, philosopher, poet, and
natural scientist. He lectured on physics in Russian yet could
articulate in Latin the principle of conservation of matter to no
less a scientist than Leonhard Euler.

Yet he did not have a high opinion of Latin. He was proud
that his native tongue had not derived from Latin but—as he
believed—from Greek. There was also some religious intolerance
lying behind the linguistic zeal of this scientist of Eastern
Orthodox belief. “The Poles, who converted to Catholicism long
ago and celebrate mass in Latin, whose verses and prayers come
from barbaric ages and generally from bad authors, could not
have gained such benefits either from Greece, or from Rome, as
those that our language [Russian] acquired from Greek.”

“In Slavic languages, we can see the splendor of Greek, from
which we can improve upon the richness of Russian, which is
already marvelous. Therefore Russian is capable of accepting the
beauty of Greek through the agency of Slavic languages.”*

Of course, what he meant here by Slavic languages is the Old
Slavonic text of Church books. However, as a poet and a stylist
he demanded that they only keep the Old Slavonic terms that are
understandable and present in the living language.'" It was due to

9. Misley, p. 280.
10. Misley, p. 280.
11. Based on Misley, pp. 282-3.
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Lomonosov that the Russian literary language was born. Belinsky
called him Peter the Great of the Russian language.

According to records available at the Academy of Sciences
in Saint Petersburg, Lomonosov knew twenty-seven languages.
Beyond the better-known ones, he knew Latvian, Estonian,
Ancient Greek, Turkish, Tatar, Serbian, and even Hungarian.

It was after the death of Lomonosov that Giuseppe Mezzofanti,
the shining star of polyglottism, appeared.

Cardinal Giuseppe Mezzofanti (1774—1849)

“Infinite is the trouble and small the profit of studying a lan-
guage in such a manner that the reasoning faculties remain idle,
and the memory is merely loaded with strange words and their
combinations. The study becomes less wearisome, and more useful
and dignified, when the teacher judiciously calls attention to the
structure of the idiom, pointing out the principles that regulate its
innumerable variations, but especially dwelling on that which gov-
erns them in the largest point of view, and may be said to bear the

rule in the language and constitute its leading property..”*?

Ferenc Pulszky (1814-1897) was a young aristocrat who
traveled all over Italy in his youth. In his travel journals he vividly
described his visit to Rome. He was lured to the Eternal City by
the desire to find in the Vatican the copy of the Golden Bull,
issued by King Andrew II,"> which was sent to the Pope. Alas, the
precious document had vanished when Pope Urban V temporarily
moved from Avignon back to Rome in 1367.

12. Watts, pp. 247-8.
13. Issued in 1222 in Hungary, often compared to the Magna Carta in the
history of England.
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The young aristocrat found solace in the artistic treasures of
the city. The pomp of the Church rituals absolutely dazzled him.

“Among the lines of soldiers, the silver-covered papal
dragoons sped along, and then came the violet-covered bishops,
archbishops, and cardinals, each followed by his own caudatarius
bearing the train of the purple robe. Twelve scarlet-clad servants
carried the golden throne, on which the Pope sat dressed in white,
pleated wool, with a wide red velvet collar and a golden tiara on
his head. He was accompanied by a servant on cither side with a
large white peacock-feather fan, and then came the Swiss Guards
with halberds and in red and yellow medieval garments.”"

Mezzofanti, whose fame had reached even distant Hungary,
is nowhere to be seen in this luxuriance of colors and lights.
Pulszky goes to the Vatican library searching for the cardinal and
is received by a short, thin priest stooping over old manuscripts.
The priest’s eyes light up behind his spectacles when he learns
that his visitor is Hungarian. “He addressed me in Hungarian,
moreover with a thick Debrecen accent that he had learned from a
Hungarian hussar.... He greatly encouraged me to dedicate myself
to linguistics, for only the first twenty or twenty-four languages
involve some difficulty—that was his comment—and the rest are
then very easy.”"

Mezzofanti, beaming with educational optimism, was at
the time of Pulszky’s visit already the pride of the Vatican. His
significance was not due to the high rank he had achieved in the
Church hierarchy; rather, it was his talents which enhanced the
splendor of his rank.

Yet, it is not possible to imagine this scholar outside the

14. Pulszky, p. 86.
15. Pulszky, p. 87.
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framework of the Church. In this age, one of the major sponsors
of cultural research was the papacy.

The haughty patricians’ wealth was increased by the yields of
cornfields, the cargoes of seafaring galleys, and the tax pennies of
citizens, but these riches began to disperse as power was passed
from one generation to the next. Those belonging to the Church
remained together and kept growing. The heads of Roman,
Venetian, and Florentine distinguished families were compelled
to think in terms of a single generation; in the hourglass of the
Church, eternity itself was running. Patiens quia aeternus [Patient
because eternal] Augustine said when asked why God tolerates the
sins of humans.

The old age of consuls and governors is marred by their
successors’ power-hungry impatience; the respect for a priest only
increases with the passage of time. Pius IX was celebrated as a
“young pope”: he was fifty-four at the time of his election. He
headed the Roman Catholic Church for more than thirty years.

The Greek word katholikos means universal or comprehensive.
A prerequisite of universality in religion is that the teachings of
the faith reach as many people as possible. The knowledge of
foreign languages, which facilitates the spreading of the faith,
ranked high among the values embraced by the Church. For
example, it was recorded about Pope Pius XII that he kept a diary
in secret code and in various languages as secretary of state of
the Vatican, and then as pope, for forty years. After his death,
the precious document disappeared from Castel Gandolfo, the
summer residence of popes.

I cherish a nice personal memory about the effectiveness with
which the Church teaches foreign languages.

One of the Vatican staircases is guarded by young attendants
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in picturesque apparel. Their uniforms have been unaltered for
centuries: a wide black beret, a striped jacket with loose-fitting
sleeves, and a ruffled, white collar. They stand still and unquivering
in front of the chattering crowd snapping their cameras.

However, if someone should venture beyond the permitted
line, one of these statue-like guards comes to life at once and
politely advises the uninformed tourist to leave. This happened
to a young Japanese man who had gleaned from a guidebook that
various publications are sold at the /ibreria. Thinking that libreria
[bookshop] was the same thing as biblioteca [library], he eagerly
tried to enter the Biblioteca Vaticana to buy postcards to send to
Tokyo.

One of the young guards explained in very good Japanese
the difference between the words libreria and biblioteca, and then
froze into motionlessness again.

Edited by the Zipografia Poliglotta Vaticana—i.e., the Vatican

16

Polyglot Press,'*—some apostolic briefs are published in forty-five
languages.

The ability to adapt to different times is part of the
success of spreading the faith. There are surprisingly modern
paintings exhibited in the Vatican Museum, such as works
by Oskar Kokoschka and Salvador Dali. Even the science of
telecommunications has its own patron saint. Archangel Gabriel
became its heavenly representative, as he was the one who
transmitted the message of Annunciation.

Mezzofanti, the little boy with special gifts, was taken under
the wing of the Church, which fostered intellectual values. The

Church was where the greatest polyglot of all times grew world-

16. Renamed the Tipografia Vaticana, or Vatican Press, in 1998.
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famous. He was called a living Pentecost even during his life.

Wee, his successors, are of course interested in the way he acquired
his mastery of languages, which remains unsurpassed. Unfortunately,
he had littde to say to those who questioned him about it. He
considered his talent a gift from God, who gave him “an excellent
memory...an incredible flexibility of the organs of speech™” as well
as “a quick ear.”"® He was also known for the “almost instinctive
facility with which, by a single effort, he grasped all of the principal
peculiarities of the structure of each new language.”"”

His pious answer is well suited to a priest, but it cannot be
used as a methodological guide. At most his answer defines the
four faculties that are still thought of as the fundamental pillars of
successful language learning.

I did not find a note referring to musical interest on his part,
but Russell mentions the sensitivity of his ears often: he was able to
perceive and reproduce sounds and stresses in their most delicate
shades.? His ability to imitate rivaled that of the best actors. When
he was in high spirits, he could speak Latin, his professional native
tongue, for hours in “German” or in “Russian.”

His visual memory was not inferior to his auditory prowess.
The Bolognese professor Ranzani noted that on one occasion he
wanted to quote from a book that was hidden in a dark corner of
the library. He was still trying to light a candle when his fellow
priest appeared with the desired folio. He had fished it from the
depths of the library in a minute.

It would be easy to sigh and say, “Of course, someone like him

17. Russell, p. 157.
18. Russell, p. 395.
19. Russell, p. 156.
20. Russell, pp. 481-2.
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just has a knack for languages.” But it is proven by statements by
and about Mezzofanti that, apart from his special gift, he studied
indefatigably as well. In fact, he studied to the point of drudgery
and plodding, as reported by his biographer.?’ True enough,
with his eminent analytic faculties he was quick to recognize the
rules that build sounds and letters into words, and words into
sentences. But even as a cardinal, he was not reluctant to visit his
pupils every day, from whose lips he hoped to acquire living and
reliable knowledge.

The German theology professor Friedrich August Tholuck asked
him in 1829 how he started learning a language. “His own way of
learning new languages was no other than that of our schoolboys,
by writing out paradigms and words, and committing them to
memory.”?? “He was able to concentrate all his faculties upon any
language which he desired to pursue, to the exclusion of all the
others that he knew.”” Gogol, who spent twelve years in Rome,
met him several times. He described Mezzofanti’s method as
follows: “He selected a sentence, reflected upon it for a long time,
and turned it over in all directions. He did not proceed to the
next one until he gleaned from it all that he wanted to know.”**
Russell reports that “with such diligence, usually fourteen days
were sufficient for him to learn how to understand and speak a
language.””

There was a pile of dictionaries, catechisms, books, and
“vocabularies” on his desk.? When he went to confess or visited his

21. Russell, pp. 188, 189.

22. Russell, pp. 278, 476.

23. Russell, p. 477.

24. Annenkov, 2. V. (1960). Literaturnye vospominaniya, p. 101.
25. Probably based on the story in Russell, pp. 158-9.

26. Russell, p. 476; “vocabularies” probably means “glossary.”
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relatives, he murmured and translated poems on the way”” “I use
every minute for studying,” he said with gentle self~mocking irony,
“just like a musician who composes even during walking, except my
fingers are not moving.”® The famous jurist d’Aguesseau was once
asked when he had written one of his most valuable works. He replied,
“During those hours when my wife was late serving dinner.”

What we know for certain is that Mezzofanti never acquired
his knowledge on location. He never crossed the border of Italy.
Of the Italian cities, he knew only Bologna, where he was born,
and Rome, where he lived for forty years until his death. On only
one occasion was he compelled to travel in a thirst for knowledge,
and that was to Naples. At that time the only Chinese missionary
in Italy lived there. The fifty-seven-year-old Mezzofanti paid him
a visit and became his student.’® He revealed to his fellow priests
that he struggled more with Chinese than with any other language.
Whoever studies a language that uses characters instead of letters
will have to learn that these languages consist of a distinct “eye-
language” and “ear-language.”

Mezzofanti developed the basics he had learned from the
Chinese missionary to such perfection at home that he was later
able to deliver sermons in the missionary’s Cantonese dialect.

We are not Mezzofantis, but I would like my language-
learning friends to ponder over his example for a while. Too many

like to think that a foreign language can only be truly learned

abroad.

27. Russell, p. 476.

28. Probably based on Russell, pp. 476-8, although not attributed there to
Mezzofanti himself.

29. Probably based on Russell, p. 476.

30. Russell, pp. 305-10.

31. Russell, p. 369.
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It is for their benefit that I recall the case of a representative
of a completely different academic field. Jean Baptiste d’Anville,
the famous French geographer, discovered that maps created prior
to the mid-18" century were often the figments of imagination
and were swarming with errors. He corrected wrong data on
211 drawings and in seventy-eight academic articles, and he was
the first to draw an authentic map of Europe after the fall of the
Roman Empire. He accomplished it all by sitting in his study,
without ever crossing the border of Paris.

What Mezzofanti expressed about his own language-learning
method shows genuine modesty—that of a well-balanced person
who pursues his chosen discipline with pleasure. He was recorded
to have prolonged conversations with himself in the absence
of a partner.”? “The faculties of the mind chiefly employed in
acquiring language [are] perception, analysis, judgment, and

»33 «

memory.” “When one has learned ten or a dozen languages

essentially different from one another, one may, with a little study
and attention, learn any number of them.”*

Mezzofanti studied the structure of languages, but in terms
of their character and rhythm, he preferred to rely on his ear.?”
“I learned Flemish from a native of Brabant, and this is the way I
pronounce the word; but you, from Flanders, pronounce it thus.”

The story of his life reveals more about his methods of
studying than his succinct remarks. Unfortunately, the data are

sometimes uncertain and occasionally conflicting.

32. Russell, p. 477.

33. Russell, p. 478.

34. Russell, p. 292.

35. Russell, pp. 232, 478, 482.
36. Russell, pp. 324, 327.
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The lack of data did not bother some publishers in 19*-
century Europe. The French publisher Le Bel once commissioned
one of its authors to write a book about the life of the English poet
Robert Southey (1774-1843). The person in charge objected,
having hardly any data available about the life of the poet. “It
doesn’t matter,” Le Bel answered. “Write it anyway, embroider it!
Make it all the more colorful. What matters is the embroidery, not
whether it is true or not.”¥’

I will not comply with this guidance. I will stick to the truth
that I managed to cull from various records.

Giuseppe Mezzofanti was born in 1774 in Bologna, at 1988
Via dei Malcontenti, the child of a poor carpenter. Out of six sons
and seven daughters, it was only he and his sister Teresa, ten years
his senior, who survived. His father wanted him to be a tradesman
and intended to leave his humble workshop to him, so that he
could later support his mother and his sister. At six, Giuseppe was
already sitting at the bench, though his job was only to collect the
scattered shavings.

In 1780 a hot summer arrived in Bologna. The heat of the
workshop became intolerable; they dragged the bench out to the
street. 'The little boy became aware of the Latin and Greek words
coming from the windows of the nearby school. They were trying
to make the poor pupils of the inner city repeat the classical texts.
They did not seem to succeed very well. The six-year-old carpenter’s
apprentice, who didn’t even know the alphabet of his own language,
became so irritated by the ignorance of the students that he

shouted up the correct form after each mistaken word.*

37. Russell, p. 219.
38. Probably based on Russell, p. 129, which states that “young Mezzofanti...
caught up every Greek and Latin word that was explained in the several classes.”
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The old priest who taught the class hurried down to the street
to chase away the troublemaker. When he caught sight of the
scrawny little boy, short even for his age, he is said to have carried
the “prompter” up the stairs, much to the amazement of teachers
and students.

Filippo Cicotti, the head of the school, was astounded at the
talent of the child and immediately found his father. However,
Cicotti failed in persuading the old carpenter that the gifted boy
had to be put through school; the father, who was tired of work,
insisted on keeping the child by the workbench. Not until the Scuole
Pie, the board of the Piarists, offered a free education did the carpenter
acquiesce in Giuseppe’s acquiring “grammar, geography, writing,
arithmetic, algebra, and the elements of Latin™ as a resident student.

Among the teachers of the Scuole Pie at Bologna were many
Jesuit priests who had been expelled from Spanish territory. Apart
from the classical languages, the young student acquired two versions
of Spanish: Mexican and South American. He had an instructor
of German as well, Father Thiulen, a Swedish Jesuit also forced to
emigrate to Italy.

At the age of seventeen™ he was admitted to the Archiepiscopal
Seminary of Bologna, but his sickly and meager build compelled
him to three years’ rest. When he regained his strength, he became
familiar with the “Jewish grammar,” and then the Coptic, Arabic,
Syriac, and Syrian Chaldean languages, in addition to mastering his
regular school subjects.

The American writer J. T. Headley recorded a touching story about
Mezzofanti as a novice priest in the north of Italy. He was called to a jail

39. Russell, p. 131.
40. According to Russell, p. 137, it is more likely to have happened as early as
1786, at age twelve.
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at the outskirts of Bologna, where two sailors found guilty of piracy
were waiting to be executed the next day. Mezzofanti tried to make
himself understood, but to no avail. He was overwhelmed with grief
that these men should leave for the other world without the benefit of
confession and absolution. It was then that he founded the method that
would govern his later language learning.*!

He had the prisoners recite the Ten Commandments, the
Lord’s Prayer, and the Apostles’ Creed.*? Based on the known texts,
he probably found not much difficulty in recognizing the most
important words he needed for a confession—such as heaven,
God, temptation, resurrection, hell, sin, virtue, forgiveness, and
judgment. His sensitive ears identified from the context even the
rules that linked the words into sentences.

If the events of the late 18" century hadn’t interfered, his life
would have taken the same course as those of his predecessors who
had inhabited the monasteries. However, the serene tranquility
of those “cognizant of the infinity of the Almighty above the
finiteness of life”* would hardly have urged him to copy sacred
texts and paint initials. As it happened, the Bolognese priest
devoted his life to collecting linguistic knowledge and comforting
the dying.

The bloody turn of the century plunged him into the thick of
life. Napoleon’s army clashed with Austrian troops in the territory

41. According to Russell, pp. 129-30, “he returned to his room and resolved
to acquire the language before morning. He accomplished his task, and the next
day rendered their confessions in their own tongue!” It means that his famous
method may have been developed another time.

42. Russell, p. 158. Lomb mentions Hail Mary as well, but Russell adds: “or any
one of those familiar prayers which are the common property of all Christian
countries.”

43. Quote from Attila Vdri. (Author’s note)
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of Italy. The war raged in front of the walls of Bologna. Grenades
exploded on the stones of the streets, houses were burnt by jets of
flames. Life came to a halt in the besieged city.

The fortunes of war sometimes favored one party, sometimes
the other. Bologna was filled with wounded Austrian, German,
French, Czech, Polish, Croatian, Hungarian, Ruthenian,
Slovenian, and Romanian soldiers. Mezzofanti tirelessly visited
the hospitals and first-aid stations. He confessed, absolved, and
gave communion.

One cannot help but be moved by the thought of the young
and fragile priest wandering the ripped up streets, ministering to
the wounded out of devotion to his discipline. After becoming
familiar with their languages, he would console the soldiers with
the power of their mother tongue.

Modern psychoanalysis searches mysteries of the soul. It
tries to recognize and heal the problem with a prolonged and
complicated investigation. The consolation provided by the
Church is simple and unambiguous. Ego te absolvo—I absolve
you. The poor country lads that Mezzofanti met, driven to foreign
lands and tormented by the fear of death, must have found it a
relief that they could give their confessions in their native tongues
and understand the consolations of a priest.

Mezzofanti’s biographers record that there was a Roma person
among the wounded soldiers. Mezzofanti’s command of languages
was then supplemented with another, Zingaro.*

In 1797, the Cisalpine Republic was proclaimed in Bologna.
The meek young priest refused to take the oath of allegiance.

In 1806, Napoleon dissolved the library where Mezzofanti

44. Russell refers to this incident on pages 154, 239, 244, 248, and 345 and uses
the word Gipsy; Zingaro is simply its Italian equivalent.
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had been cataloging Arabic manuscripts. From the silent world
of folios, he found himself out on the street for good, but not on
the barricades. Apart from his vocation as a priest, his poor health
disqualified him for military resistance. But with gentle resolve he
rejected the repeated invitations of the victorious general to leave
war-devastated Bologna, move to Paris, and put his skills to the
service of France.

Napoleon liked to see himself as a patron of the arts and
sciences. He approached three notables of Italian intellectual life:
Volta, Galvani, and Mezzofanti. He called on the physicist Volta
at his laboratory in Pavia, witnessed his experiments, and tried
to lure him to Paris with the promise of money, rank, and title.
Napoleon also made Luigi Galvani, the physician, physicist, and
philosopher, a similar offer. Galvani stayed in Italy and died of
starvation during the siege.

Napoleon tried to win Mezzofanti over through his aristocratic
supporters. However, Mezzofanti declined the persuasion with
diplomatic modesty: “I feel that the shade suits me best. Were
I to go to Paris, I should be obliged to set myself up upon some
candlestick, where I should give out only a faint and flickering
gleam, which would soon die utterly away.”*

He remained in Italy and supported his sister and her
children by giving lessons. He was attached to them with the
bonds of the traditional Italian family. He taught modern and
classical languages to the scions of the Pallavicini, Ercolani, and
Marescalchi families. At the same time, he carried on with his own
studies; he practiced the languages he knew and set about learning
Sanskrit.

45. Russell, p. 183.
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In 1815 the Napoleonic wars ended, and Pius VII returned
to Rome. Mezzofanti was given a chair again: he taught oriental
languages and Greek. His fame attracted more and more admirers
to Bologna.

At this time Italy was becoming again a center of intellectual
life in Europe. Crowned heads hurried there to create ties with
each other and the papacy in order to stabilize their thrones. The
relieved aristocracy drew inspiration for beautifying their palaces
from the arts of past ages. The most renowned writers and artists
convened in the citadel of classical culture.

Monarchs, nobles, and princes of poetry did not fail to pay
their respects to the world-famous linguist in the Eternal City.

Where popes Pius VII and Leo XII failed, Pius VIII succeeded;
Pius VIII managed to lure Mezzofanti to Rome in 1831. There he
worked first as a canon of Santa Maria Maggiore and perfected his
knowledge of ancient and modern Syriac, Armenian, Turkish,
and Persian in the Maronite convent. Then he received a select
assignment: teaching future missionaries at the Congregatio de
Propaganda Fide, or Congregation for the Propagation of the Faith.

The Congregation, housed in a magnificent building located
on the way to Janiculum, was founded by Pope Gregory XV in
1622. This was the residence for missionaries in training. The
resurgence of missionary work was made especially timely by two
circumstances. On the one hand, it was the way for the papacy to
counter the spreading of the Reformation; on the other hand, the
dynamism of European colonization had exposed new territories
ripe for the promotion of religion. Rivalry between the individual
orders—Dominicans, Augustinians, and Franciscans—also played

46. Called Congregation for the Evangelization of Peoples since 1982.
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a role in raising the standard of evangelism. Each of them strove
to mobilize the most talented “cadres” as possible for the spread of
their respective orders.

Students for the Congregation were recruited from promising
youths from India, Oceania, and North Africa. The first prefect
was Gregory XV himself. Since its inception in 1622, 18,000
missionaries have been trained there, including 6,000 from
overseas. Mezzofanti dealt with 114 students from 41 countries.
He learned from them and taught them.

He focused his attention on languages that he hadn’t
encountered before. The first was Hindustani.” He was also
interested in the differences between the dialects of the indigenous
people of North America. In his notes he describes the exotic
lessons he garnered. For example, he writes that the sound “b” was
entirely missing from the dialect of a certain future missionary.
As he was searching for the reason, it turned out that members
of that African tribe wear a heavy pendant in their lips; therefore
they cannot pronounce labials.

It must have been this period of his life when the never-
ending master and never-ending pupil were the happiest. With
smiling modesty he received the gratitude of his students and of
the nobles who arrived in Rome. Some visitors’ notes are worth
citing. They say more than any official biographical data about
this man who was superhuman in knowledge, but quite human
and even childlike in behavior. Independent of the chronological
order and the rank of those who met him, I have selected some
reports that reveal his learning methods and the level of his

knowledge of languages.

47. Russell, p. 366.
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The Emperor Francis I visited him in 1819, in Bologna.
The Austrian monarch seems to have doubted Mezzofantis
skills. Francis’s entourage included German, Hungarian, Czech,
Romanian, Croatian, and Polish courtiers. When each in turn
addressed the host in their native tongues, and Mezzofanti replied
in the same language to each with “perfect fluency and correctness,”
Mezzofanti achieved “not merely approval but admiration and
applause” from the Emperor.*®

A Hungarian, Baron Zach, had the opportunity to meet Mezzofanti
in 1820, accompanied by the Russian prince Volkonski. The two
aristocrats, both amateur astronomers, were attracted to Bologna by the
solar eclipse, due on September 20. Mezzofanti addressed Zach first in
Hungarian, then in German (namely the “Saxon, Austrian, and Swabian
dialects”). The Hungarian changed the conversation in jest to Romanian.
Mezzofanti continued in the same language and, in fact, with such pace
that his partner implored: “Gently, gently, Mr. Abbe; I really can't follow
you; I am at the end of my Latin-Wallachian.”® Of course, Mezzofanti
spoke Russian with Volkonski, at such a level that the prince admitted
“he should be very glad if his own son spoke it as well.”

“The annular eclipse of the sun,” Zach wrote, “was one
curiosity for us, and Signor Mezzofanti was another.”!

The German scholar Guido Gérres joined the company of
Mezzofanti’s adherents in Bologna. Gorres was an accomplished
linguist himself; he learned Persian in order to translate a national

epic by Abul-Qasim Ferdowsi from the 11" century. He depicts

48. Russell, on p. 231, refers to the people as “German, Magyar, Bohemian,
Wallachian, Illyrian, and Pole.” “Illyrian” may refer to a Croatian today.

49. Russell, p. 244. Wallachian refers to Romanian.

50. Russell, p. 245.

51. Russell, p. 243.
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Mezzofanti as a man of astounding knowledge, and at the same time
“good-natured, conscientious, indefatigable”? and “with a childlike
simplicity and innocence,” and ready to show his skills anywhere to
anyone. He was happy to improvise pious verses™ in the “assigned”
language upon request, without preparation. Mezzofanti was not
proud of his rank: “It is not as a cardinal I go there [to the House of
Catechumens; it is as a student—as a youth.”

He always spoke unpretentiously about his multilingualism.
One of his visitors quoted Charles V as saying, “As many languages
as a man knows, so many times he is a man.” Mezzofanti replied,
“Well, that ought rather to humble us; for it is essential to man to
err, and therefore, such a man is the more liable to error.”>

One his most illustrious guests was Nicholas I, “the Sovereign
of all the Russias,” who came to Rome in 1845 to visit Pope
Gregory XVI. It was commonly said at the time that the interpreter
between the two potentates was Mezzofanti. Extemporizing
distiches would not have sufficed there. The pontiff reproached
the Tsar for the treatment of Catholics in his country. Mezzofanti
had to employ all his diplomatic aptitude so that this member of
the Holy Alliance could leave Rome contentedly.”

The cardinal, so lenient and benevolent with everyone, was
recorded to have made one critical remark. The Tsar changed the
language to Polish—maybe to reduce the tension or to flaunt
his skills. Mezzofanti was said “to have taken some exceptions

to the purity, or at least the elegance, of the Emperor’s Polish

52. Russell, p. 392.

53. Perhaps based on Russell, p. 483.
54. Russell, p. 425.

55. Russell, pp. 393, 396.

56. Russell, p. 438.

57. Probably based on Russell, p. 443.
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conversational style.”®

An anecdote that quite illuminates Mezzofanti’s method of
learning was recorded on the occasion of King Oscar of Sweden’s
visit to Italy. The ruler, then Crown Prince, addressed Mezzofanti
in Swedish, and Mezzofanti replied in the same language “quite
perfectly.” The prince then suddenly changed the conversation into
a dialect unique to one of the provinces of Sweden. Mezzofanti was
obliged to confess his inability to understand him. However, in a
subsequent interview, the priest began talking in this very dialect!
“From whom have you learned it?” exclaimed the prince. “From
your Royal Highness,” replied Mezzofanti. “Your conversation
yesterday supplied me with a key to all that is peculiar in its forms,
and I am merely translating the common words into this form.”>

Another nice story is associated with Lady Blessington. This
lady, surprisingly adventurous compared to other women in
those times, visited quite a few countries in Europe, including
Italy. However, somehow she lost her way in the Vatican and
was desperate to find someone to ask for directions. She became
aware of a conversation in English. She turned to the speakers,
relieved. “You can't imagine what a delight it is to come across a
countryman,” she said to Mezzofanti. He saluted her graciously
and said that, though not a countryman, he would gladly help
her rejoin her party. “You speak English perfectly yet are not an
Englishman!” The Lady was astonished. “Then you can be no
other than professor Mezzofanti?”®

The cardinal won over Lord Byron, too: as a scholar, a sage,

and a human being.

58. Russell, p. 444.
59. Russell, p. 272.
60. Russell, pp. 273—4.
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“I dont remember a man amongst them [the literary men]
whom I ever wished to see twice,” wrote the poet, famous for
his cynicism, “except perhaps Mezzofanti.” “I tried him in all
the tongues in which I knew a single oath or adjuration to the
gods, against post-boys, savages, Tartars, boatmen, sailors, pilots,
gondoliers, muleteers, camel-drivers, vetturini, post-masters,
posthouses, post, everything. And egad! He astounded me—even
in my English.”®!

“I can go no further,” admitted the noble poet. “Pardon me,
my Lord,” rejoined Mezzofanti, and proceeded to repeat for him a
variety of London slang, up to then unknown to Byron. The Abbé
Gaume recalls the story in his book Les Trois Rome.

Byron not only presented the priest with a copy of his famous
Childe Harold's Pilgrimage, but he also improvised a poem in his
honor, based on a satire by Donne:

“You prove yourself so able,

Pity you was not druggerman [dragoman] at Babel!
For had they found a linguist half so good,

I make no question but the Tower had stood.”*

Let me retell the meetings of two Hungarian noblemen with
the cardinal.

Baron Glucky de Stenitzer—who, in Ferenc Pulszky’s opinion,
only usurped his title—visited Rome in 1845. Mezzofanti not only
addressed him in impeccable Hungarian but used four dialects of
the guest’s language: “the pure Magyar of Debreczeny, that of the

61. Russell, pp. 228-9.
62. Russell, pp. 227-30.
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environs of Eperies, that of Pesth, and that of Transylvania!”®

In 1817, the cardinal met the most notable visitors from
Hungary. The palatine Archduke Joseph called upon him in the
Magliavecchia library in Bologna, along with the chamberlain,
Fidél Palffy, and the seneschal, Count Becker. Mezzofanti saluted
them in eloquent Hungarian. Shame of shames: neither the
palatine, nor the two aristocrats, spoke Hungarian. Palffy tried to
ease the awkward situation by answering in a medley of Czech
and Polish, as he had picked up a bit of Slavic languages from his
serfs on his estate in Eastern Hungary.

On the other hand, Mezzofanti had more luck with Gébor
Fejérvary, Ferenc Pulszky’s uncle, the famed archaeologist and
art collector, with whom he had several long conversations in
Hungarian.

Let me interrupt the course of the narration for a moment to
insert a sigh that I often hear from my acquaintances of retirement
age. “You mean I should deal with foreign languages? But even
my neighbor’s name or my family doctor’s name often escape my
memory!” To prove that a diminished memory of names does not
imply the general decline of mental capacities, I will include here
an episode from the second meeting of the cardinal and Fejérvdry.

Mezzofanti welcomed his guest with open arms and
remembered exactly where and in what circumstances they had
met, but he, the greatest polyglot of all time, added, “Sir...you
must excuse me for having forgotten your name.”*

The mechanical memory of names weakened even in

63. Russell, p. 391. The places in today’s spelling are Debrecen (Eastern
Hungary), Eperjes (today PreSov in Eastern Slovakia), Pest, the eastern part of
today’s Budapest, then a separate city, and Transylvania (today in Romania).

64. Watts, p. 252.
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Mezzofanti’s case, but his language skills that required logical
thinking remained until the end of his life. The Cardinal Altieri
met the scholar, seventy-three at that time, in 1847, and he
exclaimed in raptures at the end of their conversation: “But you
are a living dictionary of all languages!” The cardinal, who was
in poor health, replied with melancholy, “What am I but an ill-
bound dictionary!”®

A gentle and pious man, Mezzofanti died in the same
calmness on March 15, 1849, at the age of seventy-four. Andiamo,
andiamo, presto in Paradiso (Lets go, let's go quickly to heaven)
were his last words.

On the wall of the house at 1988 Via dei Malcontenti, a
plaque preserves his memory. Its inscription is a Latin distich:
Heic Mezzofantus natus, notissimus Orbi, / Unus qui linguas calluit
omnigenas. (Here was born Mezzofanti, widely known around the
world, the one who spoke all the languages.)®

Whoever excels will always attract people who envy or criticize
them. The only objection such people could make against the
amiable Mezzofanti was that he did not create anything lasting
in academia. Baron Bunsen, the Minister Resident of Prussia, the
head of the Archaeological Institute in Rome, said about him:
“Mezzofanti has the keys to all human knowledge, but he makes
no use of them.””’

His lack of interest toward theoretical philology generated

critical comments even from his admirers. “A giant as a linguist,

65. Perhaps based on Russell, p. 395.

66. The first line of the epitaph exists in several versions: Heic ortus Mezzofantus,
notissimus orbi; Heic Mezzofantus patrite stupor ortus et orbi; and Hic est ille vir,
hic toto memorabilis orbe.

67. Watts, p. 253.
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Mezzofanti certainly was a child as a philologer,” Russell writes.

Russell met the cardinal in 1843, when Mezzofanti was sixty-eight.”’
It is a fact that Mezzofanti wrote only one book: his funeral
speech recited at the burial of his early instructor, Emanuel
Aponte.”” Biographers mention that he spent much time on
Mexican manuscripts and made remarkable statements about
their hieroglyphics, about which little was known at the time.”

Posterity also knows about a Mezzofanti lecture, read at the
Academy of Bologna in 1816. It dealt with the language spoken
in the seven municipalities near Vicenza, Italy. The reason he was
interested was that the inhabitants of this region, who descended
from the Cimbri and the Teutones, crossed the Alps and settled in
Italy in the 2™ century Bc.”? The closed community preserved its
original tongue with such miraculous fidelity that when Frederick
IV of Denmark visited them in the early 18" century, he was
allegedly able to converse with them.

Unfortunately, his extensive correspondence with the great
people of his age doesn’t reflect his intellectual brightness. His stilted
style, laden with embellishments, was a mixture of the predilection of
his age for ceremony and the pomposity of literary language. On the
other hand, he was fond of improvising high-sounding, shapely little
poems at anyone’s request in a matter of minutes, always with some
pious content.

Although even his fans were obliged to admit that he did
not leave anything lasting to posterity, nobody questioned his

68. Russell, p. 438.

69. Russell, p. 411.

70. Russell, p. 231.

71. Russell, pp. 203—4, 231, 292.

72. Russell, p. 217, mentions “in the year of Rome 640,” which, added to 753
BC, gives 113 Bc, rather than the 6" century Bc that is mentioned by Lomb.
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linguistic skills. Except for one—a woman.

“He rather studies the words than the subject of what he reads.””
“The empty unreflecting word-knowledge and innocently exhibited
small vanity with which he was filled reminded me of a monkey or
a parrot, a talking machine, or a sort of organ wound up for the
performance of certain tunes, rather than of a man endowed with
reason.””*

Needless to say, this person was a Hungarian. What's more, she
was an elegant aristocrat, a Mrs. Paget (née Polyxena Wesselényi).
Her education seems to have been obscured by Hungarians
tendency to sneer, apparently independent of the era.

Madame Paget met Mezzofanti in 1842. In her book Journey
in ltaly and Switzerland, she admits that the cardinal “spoke it
[Hungarian] well enough” and that “his pronunciation was not bad.””
She noted that he read the works of Kisfaludy” and Csokonai’” as well
as Pethe’s Narural History.”® Maybe it was only her wounded vanity
from the following incident that produced her critical words: she
had a copy of the Hungarian statesman Miklés Wesselényi’s book
On Prejudices™ sent to the binder to be handsomely bound in white
leather as a present for Mezzofanti. However, when she presented the
volume to him, all he said was: “Ah! Very fine, very finely bound.
Gilded, beautiful, very fine, thank you very much,” and put it

away in a bookcase.®

73. Russell, pp. 389-90, 391.

74. Russell, pp. 390, 392.

75. Russell, p. 391.

76. 'This might refer to either of two Hungarian brothers: Sdndor Kisfaludy
(1772-1844), a poet, and Kdroly Kisfaludy (1788-1830), a writer and painter.

77. Mihdly Csokonai Vitéz (1773-1805), Hungarian poet.

78. Ferenc Pethe (1762-1832), Hungarian journalist and writer on agriculture.
79. A political book published in 1833 and banned by the Habsburg government.
80. Russell, p. 390.
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Yet, the cardinal’s affection toward the Hungarian language
and literature was mentioned by every one of his biographers. He
reportedly once said to Fedele Mayer,* a professor of Hungarian
descent at Modena, that he had always liked the Hungarian
language, but since knowing him, he had taken it into his heart
even more.

Zacharids Frankl, the Czech-born poet, paid his respects to
Mezzofanti in 1823. The cardinal first addressed him in German.
Then, on receiving the guest’s introductory letter in Hebrew by Signor
Luzatto, the rabbi of Padua, he continued in that tongue. At the end
of the visit, Frankl presented him with a copy of his volume of poems,
writing the inscription in German: “To Mezzofanti, the Chameleon
of Language” “Ha,” Mezzofanti said with a smile, “I have had
countless compliments paid me, but this is a spic-and-span new one.”
Then he asked, “Do you know what language I place before all others,
next to Greek and Italian, for constructive capability and rhythmical
harmoniousness? Hungarian. I know some pieces of the later poets of
Hungary, the melody of which took me completely by surprise. Mark
its future history, and you will see in it a sudden outburst of poetic
genius, which will fully confirm my prediction.”*

In the same year, on the Hungarian Plain, our great poet Sdndor
PetSfi was born.

Mezzofanti’s contemporaries and successors were keenly
intrigued about how many languages Mezzofanti actually “knew.”
The quotation marks on “know” are necessary because—as
we will learn from interviewing today’s polyglots—the concept of
“knowledge” is difficult to define, and because it is still not easy to

81. Fidél Mayer or Majer (c. 1793-1863), parish priest.
82. Russell, pp. 334-5.
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draw a line between language and dialect. Drawing a line must have
been especially challenging 150 years ago. The underdevelopment of
transportation and the lack of mass communication devices must have
isolated local dialects from each other to the point of incomprehensibility.

I will quote some of his statements and a few notes of his
contemporaries in connection with this matter:

In 1805, at the age of thirty-one, he was “master of more than
twenty-four languages,”® according to Father Caronni.

In 1817, he “read twenty languages and conversed in
eighteen,” according to Stewart Rose.

In 1836, he mentioned forty-five languages.®

When he was appointed a cardinal in 1838, pupils of the
Propaganda Fide greeted him with poems in fifty-three languages.
He answered each of them in the language of the poem, among
them Arabic, Ethiopic, and Basque. The chronicles do not
mention which Basque language. Mezzofanti spoke three of its
dialects: the Lapurdian, the Souletin, and the Gipuzkoan.®

Before 1839, he used to say that he knew “fifty and
Bolognese.”

In 1842, answering Mrs. Paget’s question, he said “I speak
only forty or fifty.”®

In 1846: “seventy-eight languages and dialects.”®

It is documented that in 1843, for the festival of Epiphany, he

wrote metric odes in forty-two languages. The languages included

83. Russell, pp. 172, 460.
84. Russell, pp. 226, 461.
85. Russell, p. 461.
86. Russell, p. 468.
87. Russell, p. 461.
88. Russell, p. 390.
89. Russell, p. 461.
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Albanian, Bulgarian, ancient and modern Armenian, Coptic, and
classical and modern Chinese.”

His nephew, Gaetano Minarelli, may have had a relative’s bias
when he claimed that Mezzofanti knew 114 languages—though
not at the same level of competency. The first category, which
Mezzofanti knew perfertamente (perfectly), comprises Spanish,
French, Portuguese, German, Swedish, Danish, Dutch-Flemish
(“Flamingo”), English, Russian, Polish, Czech, Hungarian,
Maltese, Latin, Greek, Hebrew, Chaldean, Arabic, Coptic,
Armenian, Persian, Turkish, Chinese, Syriac, Ethiopic, Amharic,
Hindustani, Romanian, and Basque. Minarelli also includes here
six dialects of the Italian language: Sicilian, Sardinian, Neapolitan,
Lombard, Friulian—and of course Mezzofanti’s native Bolognese,
which this immensely benevolent priest declared “the ugliest of all
the dialects of the peninsula.”!

(I would read this list of Italian dialects shaking my head if
a recent experience of mine didn't testify that they indeed have
to be learned one by one. In the early spring of 1986, I was at
Pontebba, Italy. Having taken delight in Kdroly Marké* lifelike
paintings—mountain streams plunging down from sky