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Despite the breadth of contemporary
culture, there are 2till whole civilisations
crving out for attention. Sometimes
these can even be civilisations of which
we are direct heirs. One such neglected
anceztor of much that we hold dear has
now found its champion. In Scholars of
Byzantium, N. G. Wilson gives probably
the only full guide to Who Was Who in
those monastic and imperial libraries
which preserved most of classical litera-
ture. Wilson writes in an acceszible and
easy manner which makes reading his
book a pleasure, though it is not for
readers unfamiliar with classical litera-

ture. If vou don't know who Athenacus
was, then you won't be interested in how
the Byzantine Eustathius made his epi-
tome of the lost portions of his work.

We have less excuse for ignorance of
Byzantine culture than we might think.
The two greatest works of Byzantine
literature are both readily available in
paperback: Michael Psellus, Fourtfeen
Byzantine Rulers, (Penguin, £4.50) and
The Alexiad of Anna Comnena, (Pen-
guin, £5.95). These historical works are
compulsgive reading.

Wilson gives a very full and satisfying
account of Michael Psellus, as he does of
the other two greatest Byzantine scho-
lars, Photius and Eustathius. But
wonderful as his accounts of leading
figures are, it is the general information
he has to offer which is often even more
illuminating. For instance, he mentions
in passing that at Constantinople
iByzantium) there were no educational
facilities at all for learning languages
other than Greek, so that only mer-
chants trading abroad and children of
foreign mothers would know another
language. This helps explain why there
was a total lack of knowledge of Latin in
what was, after all, originally the East-
ern Roman Empire. Most informative of
his ‘background briefings’ is Wilson's
account near the beginning of hiz book of
that bizarre phenomenon, central to
Byzantine culture, known as *Atticism’,
The Byzantines insisted on using, cen-
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“Shena Mackay's A Bowl of Cherries 15 a masterpiece of such unpreten-
tious non-grandiose barogue that you might not notice that it is baroque
until you discover that in the midst of death you are in low comedy and that
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wafted by an angel stylist.” BRIGID BROPHY, The Literary Review.
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way people talk, though there is nothing mimetically realistic about the
diffused brilliance of her humour,” BARBARA HARDY, Times
Literary Supplement.

“Here is a writer who seems a genuine natural and uses hyperbole with
perfect absurdity — phrases that tickle and shimmer, an idiosyncratic vision
of disorder — perfection leading absurdity by the hand into a topsy-turvy
world.” CHRISTOPHER WORDSWORTH, The Guardian.
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turies after it had become archaic, the
pure unadulterated Attic Greek of the
Athens of Plato and Aristotle. No one
spoke it, so the only way to learn it was
to preserve and study collections of set
texts of that time. Hence the preserva-
tion of ‘Golden Age of Greece’ writings, —
not for their interest but for their use in
helping students learn the correct forms
of writing style to qualify for positions in
the ecivil service! For such absurdly
pedestrian reasons are we today in pos-
session of Euripides, Aeschylus, Aris-
tophanes, Sophocles, Aristotle, Plato,
Thuecydides, etc.

If one reads Wilson (and, it must be
zaid, if one can read Wilson, for one must
at least know Aristophanes from Aristo-
tle), a whole world opens up. Men who
were just dry names come alive. We
learn that John Tzetzes, who sounds like
a tropical fly, was actually a very nasty
and pompous fellow who happened to be
half-Georgian, and that Anna Comnena
from the confines of her monastery com-
missioned a series of lengthy commen-
taries on Aristotle, Wilson is attentive to
the history of science, and mentions
much of value relating to it, including
Psellus’s experiments with burning mir-
TOYS.

Omne of the most surprising things
revealed by Wilson is that the greatest
losses of classical literature at Constanti-
nople were nof suffered in 1453 when the
city finally fell to the Turks and the
Byzantine Empire ceased to be. The
Turks have been given a bad name for
centuries over this imaginary crime to
learning. Wilson gives us the uncomfort-
able truth that it was an invasion from
the West, not the East, which destroyed
the libraries:

History books state that the Byzantine

empire came to an end in 1453. The

educated layman knows that the con-
solidation of Turkish power in Europe
marks a turning point in political history.

But if historians had been less exclusively

concerned with polities they might have

given equal prominence to the year 1204,

when the Fourth Crusade lost sight of its

objective and the Venetians with their
allies captured and zacked the capital of
the Eastern empire. . . . the destruction of
libraries by the Turks has probably been
exaggerated, since there are very few
indications of the loss of Greek texts in

1453, whereas it ig clear that after 1204

Byzantine schelars rarely if ever show

direct acquaintance with literature that

we cannot read toeday.

R. W. Sharples has rendered a splen-
did service in translating and comment-
ing upon the treatise On Fafe by the
profound and important philosopher,
Alexander of Aphrodisias (circa 200 AD),
who has until now been entirely un-
known to the public and shamefully
ignored by scholars. Sharples’ transla-
tion is superb, and his commentary and
notes give us the reasons why we should
be interested, and put the text into broad
perspective. This remarkable treatise is
the fullest discussion which survives
from antiquity of the problem of deter-
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minism versus free will, (Alexander is
opposed to determinism.} It is extraor-
dinary to read a text — hitherto ignored
nearly two thousand years old, which
deals so fully and responsibly with mat-
ters of utmost concern in our own time,
Modern philozophers should all have a
knowledge of this treatise, which addres-
ses those subjects with which they are
themselves so largely concerned. The
treatise is hard-hitting and =oundly
based upon the philosophy of Aristotle,
which it carries forward and elaborates
in a manner of which Aristotle himself
would have been proud. A useful or
perhaps even necessary companion
volume is the earlier brilliant study by
Richard Sorabji, Necessity, Cause and
Blame: Perspectives on Aristotle’s Theory
iDuckworth, £8.95). Sorabji's book deals
with Arizstotle’s own opposition to deter-
minism, continued so passionately hy
Alexander of Aphrodisias. In these days
when determinizm iz the official creed of
most psychologists and the philosophy of
a large section of the modern intel-
ligentsia, the fact that it was considered
and attacked in antiquity is none the less
important for having been so recently
made known. Sorabji and Sharples, in
bringing forward their admirable con-
tributions on this subject, have done a
great service to modern thought hy
tackling its roots in ancient times.
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