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			Epigraph

			Though I have always diligently sought for the truth, yet I fear that the recesses in which it is hidden, or my own preoccupations, or a certain dullness of mind may have sometimes stood in my way, so that often in my search for the thing I may have been bewildered by false lights. Therefore I have treated these matters not in the spirit of one who lays down the law but as a student and investigator.

			Petrarch, The Life of Solitude

		

		
			Introduction

			Any book could have been many other books. This one is my first attempt at non-fiction and it began, simply enough, with a meeting with an editor who was setting up a new imprint that would publish ‘literary’ non-fiction. Would I, she asked, be interested in writing a book about poker? Of course I was interested. I used to play a lot of poker, mostly tournament poker, and occasionally at a high level. For two years I wrote a weekly poker column in a Sunday newspaper, the material for which I gathered by playing poker in cardrooms legal and semi-legal, and sometimes illegal. I like writing about poker: it lends itself to description, the way the world shrinks to the dimensions of a table, where if the player in seat one is replaced by a new player, one struggles to remember who their predecessor had been, because poker reality is a perpetual conditional now (If I should, would she…? If he did, what would I…?), where the past has little place. Poker is a game of incomplete information and every poker hand is an exercise, like a thriller, in the release of further information. And then the pot is awarded, the dealer riffles the deck, and the previous event is over, because poker, like luck, has no memory.

			Reluctantly I decided that the world did not need another literary poker book. There are some very good ones already, written by Al Alvarez and James McManus and Anthony Holden. Alvarez’s The Biggest Game in Town was published in 1983 and the poker world has gone through many generations since then (every four or five years, there’s an immense upheaval in theory and practice), but it’s something that can only be added to, not supplanted or improved upon. In his later years, whenever he published a new book, Alvarez would have as his apologetic, weary epitaph the same quote from Ecclesiastes 12:12, Of making many books there is no end, and much study is an affliction of the flesh. If that is so, and it probably is, let’s not make books that have no need to be.

			Nonetheless, one of the alternative texts contained within this one is that ghostly book that Ros offered to commission. Poker is often used as a metaphor for life. It can sometimes feel as if life is a metaphor for poker. At the very least, poker, with its precision of analysis and language, can be a very good tool for understanding the world, its ethics, its procedures, its rules to live by. Decisions, not results is a central poker wisdom: this hand is one of a near-infinite series; just because your opponent happened to outdraw you and you lost all your money doesn’t mean that you acted incorrectly. Poker is anti-teleological. Money in poker is the way to keep score, but if you want to think clearly about how to play, then you have to bracket off the outcome.

			But, I thought, and continue to think, albeit in an increasingly despairing, proliferating way, that what the world could do with is a book about luck. It is a subject that every poker player has a relationship to, that every person has a relationship to. So, the book that was commissioned was to be a narrative non-fiction book about luck. It would have an ‘I’, who approximated to its author, who would embark on a journey that might stand for the reader’s own, in which he (I) would use his own history to examine, with clear-eyed pitilessness, his relationship to luck, and along the way (scrapes! adventures!) would uncover some important truths, not least how to maximise the beneficial effects of luck and minimise its malice. What, it would ask, is luck? Is there actually any such thing? And, how do I become luckier?

			That book is here also, and it was the one I might have tried the hardest to write. Is there a force that intervenes to hasten or thwart desire and its consummation? How does luck, or ‘luck’, relate to risk, to chance, to opportunity, to randomness, to destiny, to fortune, to fate? Are these all merely synonyms? Why do some languages – German, Latin, the Scandinavian ones – have no word that separates ‘luck’ from ‘happiness’? Where does God come into this? What about maths? Is it all about numbers, and odds, and big data? And if so, how does that account for some people seeming to be indisputably luckier or unluckier than others?

			I normally avoid the presumptive ‘we’ – the sort of universalising, essentialising usage that magnifies an aspect of the writer’s own wavering self, that asserts a generality in place of the particular, that makes a moment into a trend, allows an individual to pretend to represent the crowd. But my belief in my own relationship to luck – or rather my set of questions about my own relationship to luck – is so strong that I refuse to accept that yours can be any weaker. To begin to understand my place in the world, I have to understand my relationship to luck, and before I can do that, I have to look at my parents, my mother’s superstitions that so strictly determined how she was able to live, my father’s circumstances between the ages of seventeen and twenty-two, when the odds against his survival were so steep as to make it statistically negligible. This is in some respects a family story, how we become, or at least separate ourselves from, our parents.

			If it was going to be that, I would have to describe my grandmother’s flat in Clapton, something of my father’s youth in Warsaw, and later, when I was in my early twenties and he was in his early sixties, the boat trip we took to Atlantic City where he introduced me to my first casino. That book, these books, proliferated unhappily, the wreckages started to pile up, I began to feel like Casaubon, the inadequate scholar in George Eliot’s Middlemarch, writing, and never finishing, the Key to all Mythologies, and on whom the passionately intellectual Dorothea throws herself away. Most religions and cultures have a foundation or origin myth that relies on the process of chance. Does that mean that in order to attend scrupulously to the subject, I had to look at every origin myth as well as my own?

			Certainly I would have to study probability theory, and the Epicureans and the Enlightenment, and the history of the lottery, and Victorian literature, and augury and superstition, and philosophy, ancient and modern. I would have to investigate gambling of kinds other than poker, including roulette and the stock market, and before I went Casaubon-mad and dried up entirely, all my Dorotheas wilting beside me, I would have to find some working constraints and procedures.

			Notions of luck are so nebulous, the topic slips into so many areas without its lineaments ever being quite satisfactorily drawable or definable, that my own procedures were very hard to find. In the course of pursuing this book, many people helped me in my thoughts on the subject. A fund manager who had patiently tried to explain how financial markets and spread betting worked asked me, ‘How’s your book on risk getting on?’ An artist said, ‘How’s the chance book?’ ‘Luck,’ I had to remind them. ‘It’s a book about luck.’

			Not only does this suggest that people remember what they are interested in remembering, I also took it to mean that no one really understands what luck is, or agrees exactly on what the word denotes. There are so many constituent parts to the idea of it, which I was going to have to tease out and identify.

			As well as the broad, Casaubon questions, there were narrower ones, which seemed fruitful as ways of exploring everything around the subject by focusing on a single point, such as how the novelist Dostoevsky finally managed to quit gambling one night in Germany in 1871, or why the philosopher Wittgenstein took to signing off much of his correspondence with a variation on ‘Good luck’ in the spring of 1939. By answering these questions, maybe I could begin to find answers to the larger ones.

			The alternative books heaped around me as I took airplane rides, as I sat in libraries, as cardboard packages from antiquarian internet booksellers piled up at home, as I wrote up my investigations into hundreds of pages of notes, as I made bets online and off, as I battled with superstition, my own. You can see some of the wrecked books here, the history of an idea, notions of chance in the Western traditions, the gambler’s journey, visiting sites such as Baden-Baden where Dostoevsky lost at roulette and abased himself again, as I looked for a way of telling the stories of other people’s victories over luck and defeats by it.

			*

			I had intended to introduce the themes and scope and ambitions with the exemplary tale of Thomas Bastard. Bastard (c. 1566–1618) was a poet and epigrammatist, who had been raised from relatively low Dorset origins into becoming a Fellow of New College, Oxford, a society darling, the coming boy, who had issued a poetic defiance to Fortune (‘Fortune, I shal braule with thee…’!), whereupon all things went wrong for poor Bastard: suspected of being the author of a set of verses that lampooned the peccadilloes of the Oxford establishment, he was cast out of the university, returned home, where he failed to make a living as a curate and died, destitute, in a Dorchester madhouse.

			And then I changed my mind; this was too melodramatic an opening. (And, I discovered afterwards, pursuing further researches into Thomas Bastard, that he had made his challenge to Fortune after everything had started going wrong for him.) Instead I would begin with an account of the two poker games that the physicists Niels Bohr and Werner Heisenberg played on a skiing holiday in January 1933. This would be an elegant way of introducing poker itself, a game of skill which uses the mechanisms of chance for its procedures and which was going to recur throughout the book, as being its author’s primary way of engaging with risk, luck and hope. And the southern slope of the Großer Traithen in the Eastern Alps is pleasantly scenic as well as emblematic, a scene – physicists, atomic energy, bluffing – which looks to the future, while also saying, or at least suggesting, a lot about language, confidence, courage and luck.

			Rethinking again, I thought rather that I should begin with background and back story – that could be the best way into the material, both for reader and writer, the place ascribed to Chance and Fortune and Luck in the mythological foundations of our world and, therefore, all subsequent philosophy and science and art; a line could be drawn from Greek and Roman and Chinese and Hindu and Norse thought all the way to where we are now, narrowing definitions, an introduction as a kind of historical survey.

			If my researches have taught me anything, it is that history doesn’t work like that: there are no straight lines between then and now and what is to come. I worried also that the chronological approach would be too dry, I did not want to deter readers from this book, or make it dull for me to write – books should not plod, and certainly luck never does, neither good nor bad; if we were to find a verb to account for its movement, it would most accurately be to swerve. I thought then it would be best to begin personally, a first-person account of my own relationship to the concept of luck. I should include only those aspects of history and mythology that have fed into my life and education and upbringing. I could begin with my father’s last words to me or go back twenty-five years before that, when he took me to Atlantic City; or earlier than that, the other side of my family, the superstitious rules that my mother and grandmother lived by.

			But this is not a memoir. Ultimately I decided that, in a book about luck, the best way to organise the material would be to let the dice decide.

			I organised my investigations into subject areas, which I would call chapters. Each of these would contain at least one exemplary figure of luck on some aspect of whose life or work I would hang my researches. I assigned these chapters a number from 1 to 14, which I entered into an online randomiser to determine the order of the book that you are now about to read.

		

		
			CHAPTER 1

			The Philosopher

			Mrs Bevan was initially somewhat frightened of Wittgenstein, especially after their first meeting, which was something of an ordeal for her. Before Wittgenstein moved into their house [in 1951, the year he died], Dr Bevan had invited him for supper to introduce him to his wife. She had been warned by her husband that Wittgenstein was not one for small talk and that she should be careful not to say anything thoughtless. Playing it safe, she remained silent throughout most of the evening. But when Wittgenstein mentioned his visit to Ithaca, she chipped in cheerfully: ‘How lucky for you to go to America!’ She realised at once she had said the wrong thing. Wittgenstein fixed her with an intent stare: ‘What do you mean, lucky?’

			Ray Monk, Ludwig Wittgenstein: The Duty of Genius

			Before March 1939 the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein would generally sign off his correspondence with the phrase ‘Good wishes’, ‘Yours sincerely’, or, on occasion, showing his fondness for pulpy American thrillers, with a jaunty ‘So long’.

			His philosophical career was conducted largely in silence, interrupted by an effortful, sometimes agonised, thinking in public. In his former student Norman Malcolm’s Memoir, there is a very good description of a Wittgenstein ‘lecture’ in 1938, in which thirty students and devotees squeezed into the Canadian student James Taylor’s room at Trinity College, Cambridge. The only prerequisite to being in Taylor’s room was the commitment to attend all of the year’s lectures and, in a few rare cases, that the professor liked the student’s face. The audience would be called upon to listen, sometimes to answer questions to advance the argument, or, often, just to watch Wittgenstein thinking. ‘There were frequent and prolonged periods of silence, with only an occasional mutter from Wittgenstein, and the stillest attention from the others. During these silences, Wittgenstein was extremely tense and active. His gaze was concentrated; his face was alive; his hands made arresting movements; his expression was stern. One knew that one was in the presence of extreme seriousness, absorption, and force of intellect.’

			Wittgenstein’s custom was to go immediately afterwards to the cinema, as if to a ‘shower bath’, where he would sit in the front row, to be released in some way by immersion in the spectacle, munching on a cold pork pie or bun he had bought on the walk over. He enjoyed westerns and musicals, Carmen Miranda, Betty Hutton. ‘He liked American films and detested English ones. He was inclined to think there could not be a decent English film. This was connected with a great distaste he had for English culture and mental habits in general.’

			Wittgenstein had tried living away from Cambridge but he kept coming back to it. He had been at the university before the First World War, and was encouraged to return by Bertrand Russell and John Maynard Keynes, with a draft of his Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, which he had composed from notes written at the front when he was a soldier in the Austrian army, and which became his only completed book. He had left again, given away his inheritance to try to simplify his life; he had been a schoolteacher, an architect, an aviation engineer, had lived in Norway, and in Ireland, as well as his home city of Vienna; but, made into a German citizen by the annexation of Austria in 1938, he accepted the professorship of philosophy and resumed his academic life in Cambridge.

			And, on 15 March 1939, in a letter to his friend, the Marxist economist Piero Sraffa, he signed off with,

			I wish you a good luck in every way!

			Yours

			Ludwig Wittgenstein

			This most analytical of philosophers, preoccupied with utterance and its limits of meaning, whose own work was, in an effort of spiritual engineering, intended to be of a precise piece with the way he lived, was referring to the hazy notion of ‘luck’. Why? It wouldn’t be sloppiness, of thought or expression: as Malcolm writes, ‘Primarily what made him an awesome and even terrible person, both as a teacher and in personal relationships, was his ruthless integrity, which did not spare himself or anyone else.’

			It wasn’t the first time he had referred to luck in his correspondence. In 1919, in a letter to Ludwig von Ficker, who would become the German-language publisher of the Tractatus (and who helped him distribute his share of the family fortune to more deserving cases such as the poet Rainer Maria Rilke, the painter Oskar Kokoschka and the architect Adolph Loos), he had written,

			The MS that I’m sending you now isn’t the actual one intended for printing but one that I’ve only glanced through: it will serve to orientate you, though. The MS intended for printing has been carefully revised. At the moment it is in England with my friend Russell. I sent it to him from the prison camp. [As an Austrian soldier, Wittgenstein had been interned in a POW camp at Monte Cassino.] But he will send it back to me in the near future. And so I wish myself, for once, the best of luck.

			Best wishes from yours sincerely

			Ludwig Wittgenstein

			In a similar vein, in September 1938, he wished his acolyte Rush Rhees ‘lots of good luck with your writing’. Rhees had been struggling to finish his thesis. Wittgenstein suggested, ‘Just stick to it; and, if possible, sacrifice coherence sometimes. I mean, if you feel you could just now say something, but it isn’t exactly the thing which ought to come in this place – rather say it and jump about a bit than stick to the “single track” and not get on. That is, if you can do it. If you can’t jump, plod on.’ Unable either to jump or to plod, Rhees did not finish his thesis.

			But his March 1939 letter to Sraffa was the first time Wittgenstein had closed a correspondence with a reference to luck; and he would continue, often, to do so. There is nothing in the contents of that letter to indicate why this should be: it contains a quotation from Spengler, whose significance Sraffa had failed quite to grasp. It also wonders, in a typical Wittgensteinian mood of prickly austere neediness, if Sraffa had stopped liking being in contact with him. What has luck to do with any of this? Or with Rhees’s difficulties with his thesis? Or with the destiny of his book? Or with the writing of this one? Exactly what, to echo Wittgenstein’s question to his last hostess Mrs Bevan, did he mean by luck?

			*

			I had intended the Wittgenstein chapter to come late in this book, perhaps to be the penultimate one. After reaching a set of conclusions, tentative or not, about the nature of luck, I might use it to slyly call the entire procedure to account, suggesting a problem with the questions we ask about luck, the terminologies that we use. And, before the climax of the whole book, it would leave us with an image of the lonely philosopher standing in a fairground with his eyes closed, an image of submission and hope.

			The randomiser had decided differently. I’ve got lucky with the placing of the final chapter, but maybe a little unlucky with this one. The investigation of Wittgenstein’s use of the word ‘luck’ will have to serve also as a kind of introduction. Chapter 3, on Thomas Bastard, will bring in a prehistory of ideas from Luck’s classical precursors, Fortuna and Tyche, as well as being a case study of a man who went to war with Fortune. This one will have to introduce some of the concepts and themes of my investigations: private meanings, unpredictable movements, hidden patterns, the importance of the single still moment, and the limits of induction.

			Wittgenstein’s acolyte Norman Malcolm recollected, ‘LW once said that a serious and good philosophical work could be written that would consist entirely of jokes (without being facetious). Another time he said that a philosophical treatise might contain nothing but questions (without answers).’

			So was the philosopher’s sign-off a kind of joke? Or a question without a question mark. Or utterly without meaning? A verbal tic or flourish that he had picked up, maybe during one of his stays in Ireland? One wants to find a trigger for him, an event that produced this movement of thought that had the consequence of a new habit of expression. Might it even have been a private joke with himself, who had once had the childhood nickname ‘Lucki’?

			In statement 116 of Philosophical Investigations he wrote,

			When philosophers use a word – ‘knowledge’, ‘being’, ‘object’, ‘I’, ‘proposition-sentence’, ‘name’ – and try to grasp the essence of the thing, one must always ask oneself: is the word ever actually used in this way in the language in which it is at home? –

			What we do is to bring words back from their metaphysical to their everyday use.

			Let’s look then at the Wittgensteinian everyday. The day he wrote that letter to Sraffa, Wittgenstein had been lecturing about ‘one-to-one correlations’. This was one of the lectures that would later be written up by students and published after his death as Remarks on the Foundations of Mathematics. They seem to be staged, with the young mathematician Alan Turing cast as a sort of straight-man antagonist, and others, such as Casimir Lewy and the ironically named John Wisdom, as pitiably simple children, to demonstrate the limitations of mathematical and scientific procedure and to disprove the scientific basis for much of mathematics.

			It was in these kinds of situations, in James Taylor’s room, establishing the rhythms and limits of what can and cannot be said, despite his frustrations with conveying his meaning, and his contrary turns of mind, that Wittgenstein was at his surest.

			In the lecture he gave that day, Wittgenstein denies the infinite as a possible property of sets of numbers. This is consistent with the position of ‘the early Wittgenstein’, who questioned the ‘probability’ of, as David Hume had put it, proceeding ‘upon the supposition that the future will be conformable to the past’.

			The idea of induction, or, rather, a rejection of the procedure of inductive reasoning, is going to recur throughout this book. Just because event B has happened before, doesn’t mean that it will happen again. Just because event A preceded event B the last time that B occurred, doesn’t mean that B is caused by A. And let’s not invent an event C that will inevitably follow on from A and B in an unknowable future.

			Things do not happen because we expect them to, or want them to. It might be more appropriate to examine the expecting and the wanting rather than the hoped-for or feared event.

			Wittgenstein wrote in the Tractatus,

			The so-called law of induction… has no logical foundation but only a psychological one

			It is clear that there are no grounds for believing that the simplest course of events will really happen.

			That the sun will rise tomorrow is a hypothesis; and that means that we do not know whether it will rise.

			There are only hypotheses, and maybe likelihoods, and things as they are, and the faulty thinking self.

			As Wittgenstein had put it in a journal entry,

			When we think of the world’s future, we always mean the destination it will reach if it keeps going in the direction we can see it going in now; it does not occur to us that its path is not a straight line but a curve, constantly changing direction.

			Out in the world, the curve was making him anxious for his family – in post-Anschluss Austria, the Wittgensteins, despite their baptism, had been classified as Jews and therefore subject to Nazi racial laws. He was anxious for himself, worried about being a refugee – he was still waiting to find out if his application for British citizenship had been granted; and the primary reason he had taken the professorship was to gain, if only temporarily, a safe place to be.

			Sraffa, who was also Jewish, was sensitive to the risks his friend would be running should he return home. He had been urging Wittgenstein to take up British nationality and a Cambridge teaching position, and had succeeded in persuading him not to return to Vienna.

			So where does luck come into this?

			The second time Wittgenstein signed off a letter in that way it again followed an expression of neediness. On 19 May 1939, he wrote to his former student, the New Zealander Raymond Townsend. Here is the needy part of the letter,

			It’s nice to know that you’ll be thinking of me on the ship – but I want to say something and I mean it seriously: there is such a thing as neglecting your friends. Thinking of them is nice but it’s rather easy and doesn’t do them much good. They sometimes need advice, sometimes help, sometimes just backing up and if you never see them you give them no opportunity to show you what they need… It may be a nuisance that in this world we have bodies and senses and can’t have purely spiritual contact with each other; but there’s no getting away from this fact. Of course I don’t know that you haven’t most excellent reasons for isolating yourself. On the other hand I think it just conceivable that you aren’t quite aware that you’re drifting away from friends (who, as I said, have bodies.)…

			I wish you lots of good luck.

			Yours affectionately

			Ludwig Wittgenstein

			Was this neediness the key to the Wittgensteinian use of ‘luck’? A sort of code to the writer if not also to the recipient?

			It seems not: on 29 June 1940, he wrote a brief thank you letter to Norman Malcolm, who had returned to America, and was continuing to send LW the Street & Smith detective magazines the philosopher loved so much. The letter ended with an emphatic,

			Good luck!!

			Affectionately

			Ludwig Wittgenstein

			Wittgenstein could never understand why anyone might choose to read mediocre philosophy over good pulp fiction. He used detective stories in a similar way to the films he went to after his lectures, as a form of immersive mental hygiene. He was a particular fan of the comic hard-boiled work of Norbert Davis, especially those stories that featured the crime-fighting team of Doan and Carstairs, a private detective and his Great Dane. He contemplated sending a fan letter to Davis – perhaps he should have: Davis committed suicide, for unknown reasons, in 1940. Wittgenstein’s letter may have been the thing that Davis needed, that would have tipped the balance towards life. If so, he was unlucky.

			Ludwig received his British nationality; his brother Paul, who had continued his career as a concert pianist even after the amputation of his right arm, found his way to New York; but their sisters were still in Vienna, and Wittgenstein’s use of the word ‘luck’ in his letters increased in frequency. There was a flurry in his correspondence with the physicist W.H. Watson from June to October 1940, ‘Good luck!’, ‘I wish you lots of good luck!!’, ‘I wish you good luck’.

			And to Townsend again, 19 July 1940,

			I wish you good luck, outside and inside!

			Affectionately yours,

			Ludwig Wittgenstein

			Was he needing something from these men? Frustratingly, if looking for keys is the sort of thinking that thinking should be, the answer is no.

			So if it wasn’t the content of the letter was it maybe a quality of the recipient that elicited the reference to luck? A sort of private code to denote the young men whose faces he admired?

			To G.E. Moore, 7 March 1941,

			Please remember me to Mrs Moore. I wish you lots of good luck.

			Yours

			Ludwig Wittgenstein

			Moore was the second-most highly regarded philosopher in Cambridge at the time, whom Wittgenstein saw as a kind of skilled and admirable but essentially foolish infant. There can be no question of sexual desire here, or of neediness. So is the use of luck here a joke? Or just a flexing of an English idiom that adventurous non-native speakers liked to use in the 1930s and 1940s, along with such words as ‘rot’ and ‘damned’ and ‘bloody’, all of which Wittgenstein had a taste for? For example, ‘It is dammed hard to write things that make blank sheets better!’

			Piero Sraffa, whose March 1939 letter started this all off, was one of the very few people whom Wittgenstein would ever recognise as an intellectual equal – although Sraffa would eventually, in 1946, refuse to have any more dealings with him: their conversations were too demanding, too tiring and all about Wittgenstein. Another was the precocious good-natured genius Frank Ramsey, who had translated the Tractatus into English and had been, notionally at least, Wittgenstein’s doctoral supervisor. Wittgenstein wrote in the Preface to the Tractatus, ‘The whole sense of the book might be summed up in the following words: what can be said at all can be said clearly, and what we cannot talk about we must pass over in silence.’

			He repeats the idea, with its echo of dying Hamlet’s ‘The rest is silence’, in the final sentence of the Tractatus. Proposition 7 states, ‘What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence.’ Ramsey whimsically, and not entirely uncritically, paraphrased this in an early review of the work, ‘What we can’t say we can’t say, and we can’t whistle it either.’ (Wittgenstein, it should be noted, was an extremely gifted whistler – his architectural colleague in Vienna, Paul Engelmann, wrote, ‘On one occasion, when the conversation turned to the viola part in the third movement of a Beethoven string quartet, he whistled the part from beginning to end, with a tone as pure and strong as that of an instrument.’)

			But Ramsey had also written of him, ‘Some of his sentences are intentionally ambiguous, having an ordinary meaning and a more difficult meaning which he also believes.’

			As with sentences, so with words. And – to make an un-Rheesian jump here – it is likely that Wittgenstein’s use of the word ‘luck’ had a ‘more difficult meaning’.

			Wittgenstein had said something similar, in a letter to Ficker,

			You won’t – I really believe – get too much out of reading it. Because you won’t understand it; the content will seem strange to you. In reality, it isn’t strange to you, for the point is ethical. I once wanted to give a few words in the foreword which now actually are not in it, which, however, I’ll write to you now because they might be a key for you: I wanted to write that my work consists of two parts: of the one which is here, and of everything which I have not written. And precisely this second part is the important one.

			After Malcolm returned to the US and took up a teaching position at Princeton, Wittgenstein wrote to him,

			I wish you good luck; in particular with your work at the university. The temptation for you to cheat yourself will be overwhelming (although I don’t mean more for you than anyone else in your position). Only by a miracle will you be able to do decent work in teaching philosophy.

			Is this the answer then? That luck is a kind of charm to protect integrity? The probability of corruption is so great in academic life, maybe even more so than elsewhere, that luck must be invoked to buck the overwhelming odds?

			The German word Glück means ‘happiness’ as well as ‘luck’. Considering the problem of how to express one’s good intentions towards others, Wittgenstein had written in his 1916 journal, ‘It seems one can’t say more than: Live happily!’ When Wittgenstein was wishing Sraffa, and others, good luck, it was a development of that 1916 thought, and contained within it that same friendly spirit of wished-for happiness.

			Wittgenstein did not have a gift for happiness. He was disgruntledly living with Francis Skinner, who adored him. He was trying to finish a book, which he would never finish (if he’d lived longer than sixty-two, he would probably never have finished the Philosophical Investigations). His relationship with Skinner was not surviving their living together, no matter how attentive Skinner was, no matter how much in awe and love he was – taking on his idol’s habits, this mild former philosophy student becoming ferocious against lesser philosophers’ lack of seriousness, and accepting his master’s practice of banishing carpets and cleaning the floors by pouring tea leaves on to the wood to soak up the dirt before sweeping it all away.

			As Malcolm recollected,

			Undoubtedly the idea of being a professional philosopher was very repugnant to him. Universities and academic life he disliked intensely… He believed that his influence as a teacher was largely harmful. He was disgusted and pained by what he observed of the half-understanding of his philosophical ideas, and of a tendency towards a shallow cleverness in his students… He once concluded a year’s lectures with this sentence: ‘The only seed that I am likely to sow is a certain jargon.’

			Malcolm and Wittgenstein had a falling-out because LW was horrified at the younger man’s naivety in relation to British military operations, the colonial’s trust in the probity of the mother empire. Horrified is not quite the right word; LW’s reaction was closer to fury. Malcolm’s political ingenuousness demonstrated an awful failure, both on Malcolm’s part as a philosopher and on his own as a teacher: In November 1944 Wittgenstein wrote to him,

			what is the use of studying philosophy if all that it does for you is to enable you to talk with some plausibility about some abstruse questions of logic, etc., & if it does not improve your thinking about the important questions of everyday life, if it does not make you more conscientious than any… journalist in the use of the dangerous phrases such people use for their own ends. You see, I know that it’s difficult to think well about ‘certainty’, ‘probability’, ‘perception’, etc. But it is, if possible, still more difficult to think, or try to think, really honestly about your life & other people’s lives. And the trouble is that thinking about these things is not thrilling, but often downright nasty. And when it’s nasty then it’s most important – Let me stop preaching. What I wanted to say was this: I’d very much like to see you again; but if we meet it would be wrong to avoid talking about serious non-philosophical things. Being timid I don’t like clashes, & particularly not with people I like. But I’d rather have a clash than mere superficial talk – well, I thought that when you gradually ceased writing to me it was because you felt that if we were to dig down deep enough we wouldn’t be able to see eye to eye in very serious matters. Perhaps I was quite wrong. But anyway, if we live to see each other again let’s not shirk digging. You can’t think decently if you don’t want to hurt yourself. I know all about it because I’m a shirker… Read this letter in a good spirit! Good luck!

			In a notebook of 1938 he had written, ‘Whoever is unwilling to descend into himself, because it is too painful, will of course remain superficial in his writing.’ And the following year, ‘The truth can be spoken only by one who rests in it; not by one who still rests in falsehood, and who reaches out from falsehood to truth just once.’ And, from 1942, ‘A man will be imprisoned in a room with a door that’s unlocked and opens inwards; as long as it does not occur to him to pull rather than push it.’

			This is the sort of intellectual and moral passion that excites other people, and attracts acolytes. There is a mysticism here that’s close to religion, and which is reminiscent of Kafka’s attitude to his own work,

			Altogether, I think we ought to read only books that bite and sting us. If the book we are reading doesn’t shake us awake like a blow to the skull, why bother reading it in the first place? So that it can make us happy [glücklich] as you put it? Good God, we’d be just as happy if we had no books at all; books that make us happy we could, in a pinch, also write ourselves. What we need are books that hit us like a most painful misfortune [Unglück], like the death of someone we loved more than we love ourselves, that make us feel as though we had been banished to the woods, far from any human presence, like a suicide. A book must be the axe for the frozen sea within us.

			Wittgenstein was a great reader of Dostoevsky but had no taste for Kafka. He saw him as laboriously creating worlds and characters who are preoccupied with the wrong things. His notion of Kafka was of someone who exerted great effort to ask the wrong questions, whereas much of the force of Wittgenstein’s labours went to demonstrating that most questions were wrong.

			Proposition 1 of the Tractatus is, ‘The world is what is the case.’ Wittgenstein had been considering Joseph Butler’s dictum ‘Everything is what it is, and not another thing’ as a possible motto for his Philosophical Investigations, but, contrary to the spirit of that was his tendency, both in discussion and thought, to argue by analogy: ‘What I invent are new similes.’

			Here’s one, which has the power and mysterious lucidity of a Kafka parable,

			A person caught in a philosophical confusion is like a man in a room who wants to get out but doesn’t know how. He tries the window but it is too high. He tries the chimney but it is too narrow. And if he would only turn around, he would see that the door has been open all the time!

			In a letter to Francis Skinner’s friend Rowland Hutt in 1945, when the war in Europe was over and Wittgenstein was despairing about the future, purportedly the world’s, but which he had solipsistically connected to his own, he wrote, as nakedly as he ever could, not bothering for once to hide occult meaning behind an apparent one, wishing Hutt ‘lots of luck… I really mean: strength to bear whatever comes’.

			It comes as a slight disappointment to read this, finally an explicit use of this secret word. The ‘strength to bear whatever comes’ is a kind of stoicism that again relates to Wittgenstein’s notion of decency. Actually, Cynicism is the more accurate philosophical label, the school inspired by Diogenes, the ‘dog philosopher’. The story goes that when someone asked Diogenes what he had gained from philosophy, he said, ‘This, if nothing else, that I’m prepared for every fortune.’

			Just as Diogenes did not enquire into the nature of the workings of fortune, or Tyche, as it would have been called in ancient Greece, merely recommending that the individual be unmoved by vagaries in their state, Wittgenstein was striving, so restlessly, just to be.

			In January 1946 he wrote to his sister Helene, who, after lengthy, and expensive, negotiations with the German authorities, had survived the war in Austria,

			I’m healthy, as usual – I’m sorry to hear that the house in the Alleegasse has been damaged. But as long as it’s habitable, then that, in itself, is good luck indeed.

			To Georg von Wright in February 1947, Wittgenstein wrote this rather masterful explanation of why he was going to pay no attention to his protégé’s work,

			I’m glad that you are going to lecture here, and I know that by attending your lectures I could learn a very great deal. In spite of this I will not come to them – for the sole reason that, in order to live and to work, I have to allow no import of foreign goods (i.e., philosophical ones) into my mind. For the same reason I haven’t read your book, though I am convinced of it’s [sic] excellence. If you think that I’m getting old – you’re right. So long! and good luck!

			After finally resigning his professorship in 1947, Wittgenstein went to Ireland, which, along with remote parts of Norway, was where he found it particularly congenial to live. He wrote to Malcolm from Wicklow,

			It’s a little Guest House 2½ to 3 hours by bus from Dublin. It’s not too bad & I hope I’ll acclimatize. Of course, right now I still feel completely strange & uncomfortable. That I haven’t worked a stroke for ages goes without saying… I wish you lots of luck & I know you wish me the same. Both of us need it like hell. And other people do too.

			And, in July 1948, ‘If my philosophical talent comes to an end now it’s bad luck, but that’s all.’

			In 1950, he visited Malcolm in the US. ‘My wife once gave him some Swiss cheese and rye bread for lunch, which he greatly liked. Thereafter he would more or less insist on eating bread and cheese at all meals, largely ignoring the various dishes that my wife prepared. Wittgenstein declared that it did not much matter to him what he ate, so long as it was always the same.’

			*

			I need more. It is all very well trying to emulate Diogenes and Wittgenstein and remain unbowed in the face of circumstances, but it’s not enough just to be resilient and still. I may want to avoid reading my friends’ books and attending their lectures, but I don’t want to reduce all stimuli and narrow all relations in the interest of remaining undisturbed to eat my invariable cheese sandwich in an uncarpeted room.

			I write this sitting at desk number 242 in the British Library, because 42 has become my ‘lucky’ number. I’m reading Wittgenstein’s correspondence in between exchanging Facebook messages with Ashley Revell, who had staked everything he owned on a single spin of a roulette wheel. My usual neighbour to my left is reading a book about the Belsen concentration camp. On my right, a public-school type is flicking between Facebook and Twitter and the sports marketing PowerPoint he is here to make and scanning pages of pastel-coloured polo shirts on the John Lewis website.

			Later I will go to the casino to play poker, for the first time in many months. When I got dressed this morning I put on a pair of green underpants that I associate with being lucky at cards. Rationally I know that this is merely sympathetic magic, but all the same, it’s not just a definition I’m after with all this. Of course there’s a part of me that’s the disinterested cultural detective, curious about the notion of luck, excited by the pursuit of it in books and libraries, across cultures – but there’s also the card player and occasional gambler who is not just content with adopting a submissive attitude towards luck and chance and fate and variance; I want to be able to influence it, or, if that will be impossible, at least to learn how to maximise its benefits and minimise its ill effects.

			And, maybe, the message from Wittgenstein is that I’m going to have to dig deeper into myself than I had thought to do, or wanted to do, expose more than I had intended, to push against the limits of my own thinking and possibilities and courage. I am attracted by the unbending purity of the manner of Wittgenstein’s thinking, and I hope to borrow some rigour from him, but it might be, as Wittgenstein wrote, downright nasty to have to do this.

			*

			In January 1950, with the cancer that was going to kill him finally diagnosed, Wittgenstein seemed to be enlarging his definition of luck, ‘I am very well indeed now and am anything but depressed. I’ve had no end of luck. Even that Dr Mooney did not recognise my illness was very lucky.’

			By this, he probably meant that he was glad he did not have to endure an operation in the USA and therefore risk dying there rather than in Europe. And perhaps this was also in his mind when he snapped at Mrs Bevan, his final hostess, the wife of the doctor who made the diagnosis of cancer. Wittgenstein’s anger at her might not just be at a sloppy use of language. She had said something about luck that was contrary to his own thoughts about mortality and place. And maybe he had a sharp suspicion that Dr Bevan had
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