Literary comedy. Contemporary London, Algeria throughout the twentieth century, post-war Poland of the forties. An unnamed ghost writer unearths the private papers of a Polish academic which send him on a linguistic, epistemological and pedagogical journey through Europe and North Africa.

The narrator is employed to write the corporate history of a Polish paper manufacturing conglomerate. In a cellar under the home of the head of the corporation he discovers some private papers of Ofaltov, uncle of the current chairman and a distinguished philologist. These papers consist of a long apologia describing Ofaltov’s relationship with his father, encounters with Professor Catuba in Tamanraset and his attempts to learn ‘The Way of the Word’, along with Professor Catuba’s own notes and description of the ‘The Way of the Word’. 

The novel consists of several strands. About half the book is Ofaltov’s apologia, much of which describes his incarceration in his own cellar by a gang of renegades. In another thread, the narrator describes his own attempts to learn ‘The Way of the Word’, combined with extracts from Professor Catuba’s work. A third line leads us through the narrator’s own rather curious social and professional life culminating in a meeting with Ofaltov in Oran; the narrator’s adoption of Ofaltov as a guru; the death of Ofaltov, and the eventual conquering of the narrator’s (imagined) romantic rival.

