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P REFACE

From the beginning of time, stories have fascinat-
ed humans in every society. Because storytellers
grasp certain social and psychological phenomena
within their societies which others do not, and are
able to interpret those phenomena and bring
them to life, their status is unique.

Encyclopedia of World Writers, Beginnings
through the 13th Century presents a list of the
world’s visionaries and their masterpieces, cover-
ing many centuries from the earliest recorded
writings to the year 1300. Entries include discus-
sions of poetry, fiction, religious writings, drama,
epics, history, political science, maxims, biogra-
phy, philosophy, and nonfiction. Each entry is fol-
lowed by the suggestion of a translation in English

vii

of the original work whenever available. The main
considerations that ruled the selection of writers
and works were their intrinsic value, their interest
for young contemporary scholars, and their geo-
graphic and linguistic diversity.

We wish the readers a pleasant and exciting
voyage into the realm of the world’s masters and
their literature. It is our hope that this volume will
stimulate readers to further explore the master-
pieces for the essence and exquisiteness that in this
work can only be suggested.

Thierry Boucquey
General Editor






INTROQGQCTION

Encyclopedia of World Writers, Beginnings through
the 13th Century offers a comprehensive yet acces-
sible overview of early world literature, covering
the period from the first vestiges of human literary
activity to the year 1300. The survey spans the
globe, covering 12 main geographic domains:
Africa, the Americas, Britain-Ireland, Classical
Greece and Rome, East Asia, Francophone
Europe, Germany-Netherlands-Scandinavia, the
Middle East, the Iberian Peninsula, India, Italy,
and Russia-eastern Europe.

The nearly 300 entries in this volume naturally
include the giants of the classical Greco-Roman
canon, such as Plato, Homer, and Ovid, in addi-
tion to anonymous great Western literary works
such as Beowulf, the Song of Roland, and the
Nibelungenlied, as well as well-known medieval
figures such as Dante, Marco Polo, and Chrétien
de Troyes. However, a particular effort has been
made to include a significant number of entries
representing language domains that are tradition-
ally less studied in Western institutions. Our aim
has been to include not only texts and authors
sanctioned by academic tradition—canonized one
might say—but also writers and works often
excluded from the traditional curriculum for rea-
sons that are not always clear or convincing. Often
literary encyclopedias apply a strict definition of

literature and limit themselves to poetry, prose,
and theater but omit, for example, religious writ-
ers, chroniclers, mystics, artists, or philosophers.
In our view, however, these writers and their
works are often carriers of literary significance in
that they have strongly influenced their era and
the more traditional authors of their time.

In this volume, therefore, major figures that
have dominated the East Asian canon, such as
Confucius or Murasaki Shikibu, appear alongside
the Middle Eastern Gilgamesh and The Thousand
and One Nights, the Indian Bhagavad Gita and
Ramayana, and the Native American fuuwutsi
narratives. The entries also include a significant
number of lesser-known but nonetheless notable
authors and works—from all domains—which
have influenced global literary traditions and gen-
erated renewed scholarly research as of late.
Because a parallel encyclopedia on British writers
is available, entries regarding British writers have
been kept to a minimum.

A few words must also be said concerning oral
literature. In certain genres, such as the epic, the
folk tale, or the love song, literary traditions have
been transmitted orally for centuries and still
remain in vogue in certain areas of the world. In
fact, today in the United States and lately in France
as well, a strong revival of the storytelling tradi-
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tion is taking place. Alas, some civilizations never
embraced writing, therefore dooming their liter-
ary production to extinction. The concept of oral
literature itself may be a contradiction in terms,
for we can only know it as it becomes written,
which is also when it fundamentally changes. This
dilemma, however, could not dissuade us from
recognizing the importance of the oral tradition
in world literature and incorporating it into the
encyclopedia. Furthermore, the particular perfor-
mative style of oral literature tends to blur the
lines between recitation, song, dance, and even
religious liturgy, adding yet another distinctive
interdisciplinary layer to our entries.

The volume further incorporates definitions of
important literary movements and phenomena,
such as mystery plays, mythology, or troubadours,
as well as literary terminology, such as epic,
Purana, and deus ex machina. Some historical
terms and events that are closely associated with
the literary output of certain epochs, such as the
Crusades, are also included in the hope that they
will assist the reader in a more complete evaluation
and understanding of works from bygone eras.

Aimed at both high school and college-level
students, this encyclopedia endeavors to encour-

age and motivate the aspiring scholar to explore
the literary wealth of world writers and their mas-
terpieces. Tools at the students’ disposal include
biographical information, critical analyses of
major works, appropriate cross-references, and
the inclusion of the titles of translated editions as
well as suitable critical texts. Whenever possible,
English translations of works written in other lan-
guages have been included.

Readers, then, will be able to stroll through
space and time from Egypt’s and China’s ancient
literary beginnings to the romances of late
medieval Europe. They may continue their jour-
ney through Incan and Aztec lands to the sacred
Native American world and on to Africa’s wealth
of oral traditions. It was impossible to include
everything here, but it is our sincere hope that, in
reviving the old ideal of the Renaissance, this vol-
ume will pique its readers’ curiosity and stimulate
their interest by suggesting intriguing avenues and
tools for research that may direct them to many
genres in numerous unfamiliar literatures.

Thierry Boucquey
Huntington Beach, California



TIMELINE OF

AUTHORS AND
W%}}KS

Because there is no way to date the entries on Native American and African works (they all origi-
nated from the oral tradition, and most were not put into written form until after 1800), we have
listed them as having no date (“n.d.”).

Dates

n.d.
n.d.
n.d.
n.d.
n.d.

n.d.

n.d.
n.d.

n.d.
n.d.
n.d.
n.d.
n.d.

n.d.
n.d.
n.d.
ca. 2500-1300 B.C.

Entry

African proverbs
Nahuatl poetry, ancient
Chinook myths and tales
Coyote tales
creation myths,
Native American
Navajo Nightway
Ceremony songs
Ojibway myths and legends
Oklahoma Cherokee
folktales
O’othham Hoho’ok A'agitha
telapnaawe narratives
tuuwutsi narratives
waikan narratives
White Mountain Apache
myths and tales
worak narratives
Yaqui deer songs
Zuni narrative poetry
Gilgamesh

Xi

Dates

ca. 1500-600 B.C.

ca. 1400 B.C.—ca.
A.D. 200

1125-570 B.C.

ca. 900s—100s B.C.

700s B.C.

700s B.C.

ca. 620-565 B.C.

fl. ca. 610—ca.
580 B.C.

600s—500s B.C.

551-479 B.C.

fl. ca. 550 B.C.

ca. 528-483 B.C.

ca. 525-456 B.C.

ca. 522—ca. 438 B.C.

500s B.C.

500s B.C.

late 500s B.C.

ca. 496—ca. 405 B.C.

ca. 484—406 B.C.

Entry

Rig-Veda
Book of the Dead

Book of Songs
Bible, Hebrew
Homer

Hesiod

Aesop

Sappho of Lesbos

Alcaeus
Confucius
Valmiki, Maharishi
Zen parables
Aeschylus
Pindar
Anacreon

Laozi (Lao Tzu)
Sunzi (Sun Tzu)
Sophocles
Euripides
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Dates

ca. 480—425 B.C.
ca. 469-399 B.C.

ca. 460—ca. 400 B.C.
ca. 460—ca. 377 B.C.

459-380 B.C.
ca. 450-385 B.C.
436-338 B.C.

ca. 431—ca. 352 B.C.
ca. 428—ca. 348 B.C.

400s B.C.

400s—300s B.C.

400s B.C.—A.D. 1849

ca. 400 B.c.—ca.
A.D. 400

384-322 B.C.

384-322 B.C.

ca. 372—ca. 287 B.C.

ca. 342-292 B.C.
341-270 B.C.
332-296 B.C.

ca. 305—ca. 240 B.C.

300s B.C.
300s B.C.
fl. ca. 300 B.C.

ca. 295—ca. 247 B.C.

254-184 B.C.
239-169 B.C.

ca. 200 B.C.—A.D. 135

ca. 185-159 B.C.

106—43 B.C.

100—44 B.C.

ca. 100s B.C.

ca. 99—ca. 55 B.C.

ca. 90—43 B.C.

ca. 90-21 B.C.

86-35 B.C.

84-54 B.C.

70-19 B.C.

65—8 B.C.

63 B.C.—A.D. 14

ca. 63 B.C.—ca.
A.D. 24

59 B.C.—A.D. 17

Entry

Herodotus
Socrates
Thucydides
Hippocrates
Lysias
Aristophanes
Isocrates
Xenophon
Plato
Bacchylides
Attic orators
Kalevala
Mahabharata

Aristotle
Demosthenes
Theophrastus
Menander

Epicurus

Qu Yuan (Ch’ii Yiian)
Callimachus

Qu Elegies

Isaeus

Euclid

Apollonius of Rhodes
Plautus, Titus Maccius
Ennius, Quintus

Dead Sea Scrolls
Terence

Cicero, Marcus Tullius
Caesar, Julius
Panchatantra
Lucretius

Hirtius

Diodorus

Sallust

Catullus, Gaius Valerius
Virgil

Horace

Augustus

Strabo

Livy

Dates

ca. 50—ca. 15 B.C.
43 B.C.—ca. A.D. 18
ca. 10-90s B.C.
ca. 10-90s B.C.
ca. 10-90s B.C.
ca. 4 B.C.—A.D. 65
ca. 10-90s

ca. 10s-90s
10s—1400s
23-79

27-66

ca. 37—ca. 101
39-65

ca. 40—ca. 96

ca. 40—ca. 104
ca. 50—ca. 125
ca. 50—ca. 127
55-135

ca. 56—ca. 120
ca.6l—ca. 112
78-139

ca. 115—ca. 180
115-180
121-180

ca. 125-after 170
129—ca. 199

ca. 150—ca. 225
192-232

200s

ca. 200—ca. 550
205-270
210-263

ca. 232—ca. 303
300s

ca. 340-397

ca. 340-420
354-430
365-427
385-433

400s
400s
ca. 410-485

Entry

Propertius, Sextus

Ovid

Apollodorus

Bhagavad Gita

Dionysius of Halicarnassus

Seneca

Longinus

Phaedrus

purana

Pliny the Elder

Petronius

Josephus, Flavius

Lucan

Quintilian

Martial

Plutarch

Juvenal

Epictetus

Tacitus, Cornelius

Pliny the Younger

Zhang Heng (Chang Heng)

Lucian

Pausanias

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus

Apuleius

Galen

Sextus Empiricus

Cao Zhi (Ts’ao Chih)

Longus

Talmud

Plotinus

Ruan Ji (Juan Chi)

Porphyry

Kama Sutra

Ambrose, Saint

Jerome, Saint

Augustine, Saint

Tao Yuanming (Tao Ch’ien)

Xie Lingyun (Hsieh
Ling-yiin)

Jataka

Kalidasa

Proclus



Dates

ca. 450—ca. 1450
468-533

ca. 480-524
500s

500s
500s—1200s
513-581
543—ca. 569

d. ca. 550
ca. 560-661
ca. 570-632
575—ca. 661
575—ca. 645
600s

fl. 600s

ca. 610-632
ca. 640-728
673-735
699-759
701-762
712
718-785

fl. 750-800
768-824
772-846
776868
791-817
800s—1200s

ca. 800—ca. 1250
ca. 805-845
ca. 813858
ca. 834-910

849-899

fl. ca. 850
ca. 872-946
891-1154
900s

900s
900s—1100s
ca. 915-965

Entry

Middle Ages

Fulgentius, Saint

Boethius

‘Amr ibn Kulthum

Hanged Poems

bardic poetry

Yu Xin (Yii Hsin)

Tarafah ‘Amr ibn
al-‘Abd

Imru’ al-Qays

Labid

Muhammad

‘Ali ibn Abi Talib

Khansa), al-

Caedmon

Nukada, Princess

Koran

Farazdagq, al-

Bede

Wang Wei

Li Bai (Li Bo)

Kojiki

Otomo Yakamochi

Han Shan

Han Yu (Han Yi)

Bai Juyi (Po Chii-i)

Jahiz, al-

Li He (Li Ho)

Thousand and One Nights,
The

Edda

Abt Tammam

Li Shangyin (Li Shang-yin)

Wei Zhuang (Wei
Chuang)

Alfred the Great

Ono no Komachi

Ki no Tsurayuki

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

Beowulf

Shahnameh

David of Sassoun

Mutanabbi, al-

Timeline of Authors and Works  xiii

Dates

ca. 935-1020 or
1026
936995

ca. 965—unknown
ca. 970-1030
973-1058

ca. 978—ca. 1016
980-1037
1007-1072

ca. 1021-1058
1021-1086

ca. 1030-1070

1037-1101

ca. 1043-1099

ca. 1048-1131

ca. 1057

before 1075—after
1141

1083—ca. 1141

1083—ca. 1154
1098-1179
1100s

early 1100s
1100s
1100s—1200s
ca. 1100-1155
1126-1193

1126-1198
1127-1206
1135-1204
ca. 1140—ca. 1210
ca. 1141—ca. 1203
ca. 1142—ca. 1220

fl. ca. 1147—ca. 1170

ca. 1150—ca. 1200
ca. 1150—ca. 1213
ca. 1155-1216

Entry

Firdawsi (Abu ol-Qasem
Mansur)

Mother of Fujiwara
Michitsuna

Sei Shonagon

Izumi Shikibu

Ma‘arri, Abu al-‘Alg;, al-

Murasaki Shikibu

Avicenna

Ouyang Xiu (Ou-yang
Hsiu)

Ibn Gabirol, Solomon ben
Yehuda

Wang Anshi (Wang
An-shih)

Song of Roland

Su Shi (Su Shih)

Cid, El

Omar Khayyam

Ostromir Gospel

Halevi, Judah

Li Qingzhao (Li Ch’ing-
chao)

Anna Comnena

Hildegard von Bingen

Abélard and Héloise

Jaufré Rudel

Nibelungenlied

Tristan and Iseult

Geoftrey of Monmouth

Fan Chengda (Fan
Ch’eng-t’a)

Averroés

Yang Wanli

Maimonides, Moses

Heinrich von Veldeke

Nezami

‘Attar, Farid od-Din

Bernard de Ventadour

Marie de France

Villehardouin, Geoffroi de

Komo no Chomei
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Dates

fl. 1160-1185
ca. 1160-1200
1162-1241

ca. 1170—ca. 1225
ca. 1170—ca. 1230

ca. 1175-1250
1179-1241
fl. 1180-1200

ca. 1180—ca. 1225

ca. 1181-1226

fl. ca. 1183—ca. 1204

1185-1196
ca. 1190-1249
1200s

1200s

1200s

1200s

1200s

1200s

ca. 1200—ca. 1544

1200-1268

Entry

Chrétien de Troyes
Hartmann von Aue
Fujiwara no Teika

Wolfram von Eschenbach

Walther von der
Vogelweide

Roman de Renart

Sturluson, Snorri

Arnaut Daniel

Gottfried von Strassburg

Francis of Assissi, Saint

Vidal, Peire

Song of Igor, The

Vigne, Pier delle

Aucassin et Nicolette

Daibu, Lady

Donzella, Compiuta

Epic of Son-Jara

Kebra Nagast Chronicles

Sundiata, an Epic of Old
Mali

myth of Manco Capac

Beatrice of Nazareth

Dates

d. 1201
1207-1283

ca.
ca.
ca.
ca.
ca.
ca.
ca.
ca.
ca.

1210—ca. 1290
1212—ca. 1294
1212—ca. 1294
1215—ca. 1237
1224-1274
1225-1277
1230-1306
1235—ca. 1280
1240—ca. 1305

fl. 1245-1285
fl. mid-1200s

ca.
ca.

1250—ca. 1306
1250-1337

1254-1324
1260—ca. 1312
1265-1321

ca.

1280

1283-1352
1305—ca. 1370

Entry

Shikishi, Princess

Rumi, Jalaloddin

Saadi

Bisiri, al-

Latini, Brunetto

Guillaume de Lorris

Thomas Aquinas, Saint

Romance of the Rose

Jacopone da Todi

Davanzati, Chiaro

Jean de Meun

Rutebeuf

Hadewijch

Adam de la Halle

Wang Shifu (Wang
Shih-fu)

Marco Polo

Angiolieri, Cecco

Dante Alighieri

Njal’s Saga

Yoshida Kenkd

Gao Ming (Kao Ming)



WRITERS AND WORKS
COVERED, BY
(GEOGRAPHICAL AREA

AFRICA

African proverbs

Book of the Dead

Epic of Son-Jara

Kebra Nagast Chronicles
Sundiata, an Epic of Old Mali

ASIA

China

Bai Juyi (Po Chii-i)

Book of Songs

Cao Zhi (Ts’ao Chih)
Confucius

Fan Chengda (Fan Ch’eng-t’a)
Han Shan

Han Yu (Han Yii)

Gao Ming (Kao Ming)

Laozi (Lao Tzu)

Li Bai (Li Bo)

Li He (Li Ho)

Li Qingzhao (Li Ch’ing-chao)
Li Shangyin (Li Shang-yin)
mythology, Oceanic

Ouyang Xiu (Ou-yang Hsiu)
Qu Elegies

Qu Yuan (Ch’ii Yiian)

Ruan Ji (Juan Chi)

Xv

Sunzi (Sun Tzu)

Su Shi (Su Shih)

Tao Yuanming (Tao Ch’ien)
Wang Anshi (Wang An-shih)
Wang Shifu (Wang Shih-fu)
Wang Wei

Wei Zhuang (Wei Chuang)
Xie Lingyun (Hsieh Ling-yiin)
Yang Wanli

Yu Xin (Yi Hsin)

Zen parables

Zhang Heng (Chang Heng)

India

Bhagavad Gita
Kalidasa

Kama Sutra
Mahabharata
Panchatantra
purana

Rig-Veda

Valmiki, Maharishi

Japan

Daibu, Lady
Fujiwara no Teika
Izumi Shikibu
Kamo no Chomei
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Ki no Tsurayuki
Kojiki

Mother of Fujiwara Michitsuna

Murasaki Shikibu
Nukada, Princess
Ono no Komachi
Otomo Yakamochi
Sei Shonagon
Shikishi, Princess
tanka

Yoshida Kenko

Thailand
Jataka

EUROPE

Britain and Ireland
Alfred the Great
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
bardic poetry

Bede

Beowulf

Geoftrey of Monmouth
mythology, Celtic

French-Speaking Europe
Abélard and Héloise
Adam de la Halle
Arnaut Daniel
Aucassin et Nicolette
Bernard de Ventadour
Chrétien de Troyes
Guillaume de Lorris
Jaufré Rudel

Jean de Meun

Marie de France

Old English poetry
Romance of the Rose
Roman de Renart
Rutebeuf

Song of Roland

Tristan and Iseult
troubadours

Vidal, Peire
Villehardouin, Geoffroi de

German-Speaking Europe, Scandinavia,

and the Netherlands
Beatrice of Nazareth
Edda

Gottfried von Strassburg
Hadewijch

Hartmann von Aue
Heinrich von Veldeke
Hildegard von Bingen
Kalevala

mythology, Norse
Nibelungenlied

Njal’s Saga

Snorri Sturluson

Walther von der Vogelweide
Wolfram von Eschenbach

Greece/Rome
Aeschylus

Aesop

Alcaeus

Ambrose, Saint
Anacreon
Apollodorus
Apollonius of Rhodes
Apuleius
Aristophanes
Aristotle

Attic orators
Augustine, Saint
Augustus

Bacchylides

Boethius

Caesar, Julius
Callimachus

Catullus, Gaius Valerius
Cicero, Marcus Tullius
Demosthenes
Diodorus

Dionysius of Halicarnassus
Ennius, Quintus



Epictetus
Epicurus

Euclid

Euripides
Fulgentius, Saint
Galen

Herodotus
Hesiod
Hippocrates
Hirtius, Aulus
Homer

Horace

Isaeus

Isocrates

Jerome, Saint
Josephus, Flavius
Juvenal

Livy

Longinus

Longus

Lucan

Lucian

Lucretius

Lysias

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus
Martial
Menander
mythology, Greek and Roman
Ovid

Pausanias
Petronius
Phaedrus

Pindar

Plato

Plautus, Titus Maccius
Pliny the Elder
Pliny the Younger
Plotinus

Plutarch
Porphyry

Proclus
Propertius, Sextus
Quintilian

Sallust

Writers and Works Covered, by Geographical Area

Sappho of Lesbos
Seneca

Sextus Empiricus
Socrates
Sophocles

Strabo

Tacitus, Cornelius
Terence
Theophrastus
Thucydides
Virgil

Xenophon

Italy

Angiolieri, Cecco
Dante Alighieri
Davanzati, Chiaro
Donzella, Compiuta
Francis of Assisi, Saint
Jacopone da Todi
Latini, Brunetto

Polo, Marco

Thomas Aquinas, Saint
Vigne, Pier delle

Russia/Eastern Europe
Ostromir Gospel
Song of Igor, The

Spain and Portugal
Cid, El
Maimonides, Moses

MIDDLE EAST

Abti Tammam

‘Ali ibn Abi Talib
‘Amr ibu Kulthum
Anna Comnena
‘Attar, Farid od-Din
Averroés

Avicenna

Bible, Hebrew
Busiri, al-

Xvii
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Caedmon

David of Sassoun

Dead Sea Scrolls
Farazdaq, al-

Firdawsi (Abt ol-Qasem Manstr)
Gilgamesh

Halevi, Judah

Hanged Poems

Ibn Gabirol, Solomon ben Yehuda
Imru’ al-Qays

Jahiz, al-

Khansz), al-

Koran

Labid

Ma‘arri, Abu al-‘Ala), al-
Muhammad
Mutanabbi, al-

Nezami

Omar Khayydm

Rumi, Jalaloddin

Saadi

Shahnameh

Talmud
Tarafah ‘Amr ibn al- ‘Abd
Thousand and One Nights, The

THE AMERICAS

Chinook myths and tales

Coyote tales

creation myths, Native American
myth of Manco Capac

Nahuatl poetry, ancient

Navajo Nightway Ceremony songs
O’othham Hoho’ok Aagitha
Ojibway myths and legends
Oklahoma Cherokee folktales
telapnaawe narratives

tuuwutsi narratives

waikan

White Mountain Apache myths and tales
worak narratives

Yaqui deer songs

Zuni narrative poetry



Abélard and Héloise (12th century)
theologian, philosopher, poet; student, abbess
Pierre Abélard (1079-1142) is remembered as the
most important philosopher and logician of 12th-
century France, and Héloise as his most famous
student. Abélard was born to a noble Breton fam-
ily but gave up the life of a knight for the life of a
scholar, devoting himself to the study of philoso-
phy, rhetoric, and logic, or dialectic. Education in
Abélard’s day was administered by the Church, and
he most likely studied PLATO and ARISTOTLE
through the work of BOETHIUS. He was an enor-
mously popular teacher due to his technique of
disputatio, or argumentation, and he traveled
widely, attracting students from all over the world.

Around 1113, Abélard decided to study theol-
ogy under Anselm of Laon, then returned to the
school at Notre Dame to teach. For Abélard, logic
was the only way to reach understanding. Around
1105 he began writing his Glosses on Logic, which
were separated into Greater and Lesser volumes
and completed about 1130. In Paris he began
working on two of his most influential treatises, Sic
et Non (Yes and No) and Theologica Summi Boni
(On the Divine Unity), written between 1118 and
1120. Sic et Non, structured as a list of questions

with both yes and no answers, outlines Abélard’s
scholastic method and its tools of argumentation,
inquiry, and example.

The years following Abélard’s entry into St.
Denis were his most productive in terms of writ-
ing; he published several commentaries, Treatise on
Understandings (1122-25), Introduction to Theol-
ogy (1125-30), and a disposition on Dialectic,
which he worked on continuously between 1130
and 1140. During this time, Abélard, always a con-
troversial figure, came under suspicion of heresy
for certain points in his Theologica. The public
condemnation and the burning of his books
proved to be the second most calamitous event of
Abélard’s life.

The three most important works of his later life
were his Theologica Christiana (Christian Theol-
ogy, 1134-38); Dialogue between a Philosopher, a
Christian, and a Jew; and his Ethics, or Know Thy-
self, both written between 1138 and 1142. While
the later Theologica shows Abélard’s intimacy with
Christian doctrine, the Dialogue, structured as a
discussion between three voices on the nature of
good and the necessity of virtue to happiness,
shows his familiarity with Judaism and Islam. In
Ethics, he daringly proposes that virtue or sin lie
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in the intention behind an act and not in the act it-
self. This ethic of intention, which he shared with
Héloise, unsettled traditional theologians but has
kindled the imagination of many subsequent
scholars.

Abélard’s contributions as a teacher and logi-
cian are frequently overshadowed by his doomed
love affair with Héloise, whom he began to tutor at
Paris sometime before 1119. She had been previ-
ously educated at the convent of Argenteuil and
had developed a reputation for intelligence and
beauty, and the two quickly began a passionate af-
fair. At the insistence of her uncle, they married,
but when Héloise returned to Argenteuil, her
uncle, believing she had been abandoned, had
Abélard beaten and castrated. The assault
prompted Héloise to take vows as a nun, and in
1128 she became prioress of the Paraclete, the reli-
gious institution that Abélard had founded.

The surviving correspondence between Abélard
and Héloise begins in 1132, after she had read his
History of My Calamities. The first four letters of
the collection, called the “personal letters,” discuss
their love affair from all angles and reveal Héloise
as a passionate and highly intelligent woman as
skilled in the art of rhetoric as her teacher. Within
these letters, both lovers cite the BIBLE as often as
they quote scholars like AUGUSTINE or Latin writers
like ovID, and they logically analyze their beliefs on
marriage, human and divine love, and spirituality.
The “letters of direction,” which complete the col-
lection, include deeply philosophical contempla-
tion, outlines for a reformed religious order, and
poems and prayers Abélard writes that the nuns
may say on his behalf.

Despite Abélard and Héloise’s rhetorical sophis-
tication and philosophical skills, later writers JEAN
DE MEUN and Petrarch remembered them as
doomed lovers similar to Anthony and Cleopatra
of Julius CAESAR’s time or Shakespeare’s Romeo
and Juliet. Yet Héloise’s service as prioress made
her widely beloved in her community, and Abélard
has been called the first modern thinker, whose
philosophy formed the basis of empiricism.

English Versions of Works by
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Abu al-Ala’ al-Ma’arri

See MA‘ARRT, ABU AL-‘ALA, AL-.

Abu Tammam (Abd Tammam Habib ibn

Aws al-Ta'i) (ca. 805-845) poet, anthologist
Abt Tammam was a prime exponent of the badi,
or new school of Arab poetry that emerged in the
Abbasid period. He was also one of the first to as-
semble an anthology of pre-Islamic and other early
Arabic poetry.

Born in Syria to a Christian family, Abu
Tammam converted to Islam in his youth, changed
his name to indicate descent from a noble Arab
tribe, and moved to Cairo to study Arabic poetry.
He specialized in panegyrics, poems extolling lead-
ing figures of the day, from the Abbasid caliphs
(rulers) al-Ma'mun and al-Mu‘tasim to provincial
governors who would pay for the service.

The most famous of Abtt Tammam’s panegyrics
is his ode “Amorium,” which celebrates al-
Mu‘tasim’s victory over the Byzantines in 838: “O
day of the Battle of ‘Ammuriya, [our] hopes have
returned from you overflowing with honey-sweet
milk; / You have left the fortunes of the sons of



Islam in the ascendant, and the polytheists and the
abode of polytheism in decline.”

Abt Tammam’s innovative style aroused criti-
cism in his day and from later commentators. His
use of archaic words, far-fetched similes, and
homonyms was often considered mannered, ab-
stract, and overly sophisticated. His poems were
unfavorably compared with the supposed natural-
ism of earlier poets, and the debate became an im-
portant stimulus to the tradition of Arab linguistic
and literary criticism.

As an anthologist, Abt Tammam put together
several diwans, or poetry collections, the most fa-
mous of which is al-Hamasa (Heroism), consisting
of hundreds of poems from pre-Mohammed Ara-
bia down to his own time, mostly by less famous
poets. Unlike his own poetry, the works he col-
lected and thus helped preserve have been univer-
sally celebrated as among the purist models of
classic Arabic form.
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Adam de la Halle (ca. 1250-ca. 1306)
musician, playwright

Adam de la Halle was born in Arras, France, and
spent most of his life there. He was educated in the
church but did not take holy orders. Because of his
writing talent and connections in literate and cul-
tural circles, Adam became a spokesman for a
group of local men who criticized the corrupt aris-
tocratic government of Arras. In 1283, he traveled
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as court musician to Robert II, Count of Artois, in
Naples, where he died around 1287.

Adam de la Halle was a gifted composer whose
surviving body of work includes motets and chan-
sons for single and multiple voices. He was not
only talented enough to contribute to medieval
music but also wrote two plays that are some of the
most frequently anthologized pieces of medieval
drama. Both The Play of Madness (Le Jeu de la
Feuillée, ca. 1276) and The Play of Robin and Mar-
ion (Le Jeu de Robin et Marion, ca. 1283) are secu-
lar comedies that are fresh, charming (and in The
Play of Madness’s case, raunchy and absurdist)
glimpses into the medieval mind and society.

The Play of Robin and Marion is a pastoral in
which the title characters court each other and en-
tertain their fellow shepherds with songs and
dances. There is some dramatic tension when a
knight becomes infatuated with Marion and tries
to abduct her, but Robin and his friends recover
her and they celebrate with a picnic and games.
The piece charms readers and spectators because
of its playfulness and light touches of humor and
realism; when Marion asks Robin to dance the
farandole, a lively court dance, he excuses himself
because his leggings are torn. The picnic consists of
water, bread, apples, and cheese, and the partygo-
ers are extravagant in their delight; one wonders if
a courtly audience laughed condescendingly at the
rustic characters’ simple pleasures or recognized
themselves in some of the games and songs the
characters play. The Play of Robin and Marion has
been recorded by several contemporary early-
music groups and could still entertain a contem-
porary audience.

The Play of Madness, however, more closely re-
sembles 20th-century experimental theater than
the morality plays and farces of the time period.
Adam’s characters are himself and his friends from
his Arras circle mingling with fairies, and there are
stock comic characters such as an old woman, a
doctor, and a village idiot. Nothing is sacred in this
piece; Adam mocks his own desire to leave Arras
for Paris, as well as his distaste for his aging wife.
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The humor in the play is often bawdy and insensi-
tive; male characters complain about their wives’
shrewishness, the idiot spouts obscene jokes, and
characters mock church politics and the public’s
gullibility when it comes to worshipping saints’
relics. Political and social satire intertwine with
physical comedy. There is no plot per se; characters
shift from center stage to background, from partic-
ipant to observer of what takes place center stage.
The play’s in-jokes about the well-to-do townsmen
of Arras indicate its original audience may have
been the literate burghers of this prosperous
northern French city. The specific details of me-
dieval life and the fresh direct language of both
plays make Adam de la Halle’s surviving plays not
only significant artistic contributions to European
drama but also intriguing glimpses into his world.
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Aeschylus (ca. 525-456 B.c) tragedian
Aeschylus was born in Eleusis, a Greek coastal city
not far from Athens that was the center for the
worship of Demeter, goddess of the harvest. His fa-
ther, Euphorion, was descended from nobility, but
little else is known about Aeschylus’s family and
early years.

In 499 B.C., Aeschylus began competing in
Athenian dramatic contests, which were popular at

the time. His initial victory was achieved in 484
B.C., and he went on to win first prize in a dozen
more contests during his career. In 490 B.C.,
Aeschylus fought at Marathon against the Persian
Empire in its attempt to conquer Greece, a battle
that claimed his brother, Cynegirus. Aeschylus also
fought the Persians at Salamis, Plataea, and other
battles. Military valor had such a cachet in Aeschy-
lus’s day that his self-written epitaph, according to
Greek scholar Edith Hamilton, describes his “glori-
ous courage [on the] hallowed field of Marathon”
but makes no mention of his stunning achieve-
ments as a playwright.

Aeschylus twice visited the court of Hieron of
Syracuse, who was also patron of the poet PINDAR,
in Sicily. Several of Aeschylus’s productions were
performed there. In 476 B.C., Aeschylus composed
a play commemorating the king’s founding of the
new city of Aetna; he died during his second visit.
An official Greek ruling later honored Aeschylus by
providing that the city of Athens would fund the
revival of any of his plays.

Some critics would profess that the art of
tragedy is Aeschylus’s creation. His plays incorpo-
rate genuine dramatic power and tension, startling
and profoundly poetic imagery, and grand, elo-
quent language. His subject matter, always lofty,
particularly explores the relationship between hu-
mans and God. Aeschylus was the first tragedian to
supplement the chorus, a group of singers and
dancers who performed the drama, with dialogue
and interaction between individual actors. He was
also the first playwright to enhance the spectacle
with elaborate costumes and stage sets.

Aeschylus penned some 90 plays, of which only
seven remain. His work was powerfully influenced
by the Persian conflict, in which Greece challenged
the ruling world power in order to become a cul-
tural and political empire in its own right. Accord-
ingly, The Persians, which won first prize at the
Great Dionysia festival of 472 B.C., dramatizes the
defeat of Athens’s bitter enemy. It is a tribute to
the humanity of the playwright that he portrays
the characters, including Xerxes, king of the Persian



Empire, in a sympathetic light. In The Persians, he
also gives voice to the universal hopes and fears
that characterize life during wartime. The play is
one of the few surviving Greek tragedies based on
contemporary rather than mythological or histor-
ical events.

Seven Against Thebes, part of a trilogy that has
not survived, was awarded first prize in the dra-
matic contests in 467 B.C. In it, Eteocles, king of the
ancient Greek city of Thebes, thwarts an attempt
by his brother Polyneices and six warriors to seize
the throne. Both brothers are killed, and order is
restored.

The Suppliant Maidens, written in the 460s B.C.,
is the first play of a lost trilogy in which the 50
daughters of Danaus have escaped from the 50
sons of Egyptus who want to marry them against
their wishes. The maidens have no right to refuse
their suitors under Egyptian law, so they flee to
Argos. There, King Pelasgus, after a democratic
conference with his people, agrees that the State
will provide sanctuary. The play ends with a prayer
and a depiction of the god Zeus as the ultimate
guardian of justice, highlighting the conflict be-
tween human, natural, and divine law.

Aeschylus’s final triumph at the Great Dionysia
took place in 458 B.c. with the Oresteia, a tale of a
familial curse upon an aristocratic household.
Each of the three plays that comprise it—Agamem-
non, The Choephori (also called The Libation Bear-
ers), and The Eumenides—can be seen as one great
act of a complete drama.

Prometheus Bound, produced after the play-
wright’s death, was an early part of a trilogy fea-
turing the ancient hero Prometheus. Prometheus
was the divine being who stole fire from the gods
to give it to man and was therefore condemned by
Zeus to be shackled to a cliff. In Richmond Latti-
more’s translation, Prometheus laments this error
he made on behalf of humankind: “You see me a
wretched God in chains, the enemy of Zeus, hated
of all the Gods that enter Zeus’s palace hall, be-
cause of my excessive love for Man.” But he is ever
rebellious and defiant, and the play concludes with
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an aggravated Zeus plunging Prometheus into the
underworld amid a splendid display of thunder
and lightning.

Critical Analysis

The Oresteia trilogy is today the most-studied of
Aeschylus’s works. Several important historical
events take place before the first play opens.
Aeschylus’s audience was familiar with the legend
of the ancestral curse upon the noble House of
Atreus, which impelled generation after generation
to perform unspeakable acts. King Pelops’s sons
Atreus and Thyestes quarreled over the kingdom
and became enemies; Thyestes seduced and be-
trayed Atreus’s wife; and, in retaliation, Atreus fed
Thyestes’ own children to him in a grisly feast. This
was the legacy inherited by Atreus’s sons Menelaus
and Agamemnon, who became king. When
Menelaus’s wife, the beautiful Helen, fled to Troy
with Paris, Agamemnon coordinated an expedi-
tion to retrieve her. Before sailing, Agamemnon
was forced to sacrifice his daughter Iphigenia to
appease the gods and cause favorable winds to
blow. The mission to fetch Helen escalated into the
Trojan War. After 10 years of combat, Troy was
captured and the Greeks began to make their way
home. This is where the Oresteia begins.

In Agamemnon, the first play of the trilogy, the
king’s wife Clytaemnestra, aggrieved by the sacri-
fice of her daughter Iphigenia, takes as her lover
Aegisthus, son of Thyestes. Together they plot to
assassinate Agamemnon upon his return from
Troy, and they succeed. In the second play, The Li-
bation Bearers, Orestes and Electra, son and daugh-
ter of Agamemnon and Clytaemnestra, slay their
mother and Aegisthus to avenge their father’s mur-
der. Orestes states that his was an act of justice, but
when he spies the spirits of retribution known as
the Furies, he knows there is more anguish to come.

In The Eumenides, the third and final play,
Orestes is besieged by the Furies. They are deter-
mined to avenge the crime of matricide whether or
not it was justifiable. Orestes seeks refuge with the
god Apollo, who purifies him of his misdeed, but
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the Furies are not appeased. Orestes is then tried
and absolved by a jury in a court set up by the god-
dess Athena, but the Furies are enraged that their
authority has been usurped. Lattimore translates
their lamentation:

Gods of the younger generation, you have rid-
den down the laws of the elder time, torn them
out of my hands. I, disinherited, suffering,
heavy with anger shall let loose upon the land
the vindictive poison dripping deadly out of
my heart upon the ground.

To mollify the Furies, Athena offers them hon-
orable positions as tutelary goddesses. “No house-
hold shall be prosperous without your will,” she
promises. “So we shall straighten the lives of all
who worship us.” Thus, the curse on the House of
Atreus is no more.

The Oresteia dramatizes both the conflict be-
tween barbarian ways, represented by the curse
and the Furies, and Hellenism, or the civilization
and culture of ancient Greece that developed and
flourished over Aeschylus’s lifetime. Only Athena,
who represents wisdom and reason as well as the
city of Athens, can persuade the bloodthirsty, ruth-
less, and childish Furies to relinquish their ancient
system of punishment in favor of one in which the
law is the instrument of justice.

Aeschylus portrays ordinary men as heroic,
with indomitable spirit, and life itself as a peculiar
combination of suffering and joy, misery, and op-
timism. He presents conflicts between and within
individuals that are universal and enduringly rele-
vant. The Romantic poets Lord Byron, Percy
Bysshe Shelley, and Samuel Taylor Coleridge all
wrote about Aeschylus’s Prometheus in the 19th
century. The 20th-century playwrights Eugene
O’Neill and T. S. Eliot recast Orestes’ tragedy in
Mourning Becomes Electra and The Family Re-
union, respectively.

“The strange power tragedy has to present suf-
fering and death in such a way as to exalt and not
depress is to be felt in Aeschylus’s plays as in those

of no other tragic poet,” writes Edith Hamilton in
The Greek Way. “He was the first tragedian; tragedy
was his creation, and he set upon it the stamp of
his own spirit.”
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Aesop (ca. 620-565 B.c.) storyteller, fabulist,

orator
Aesop was born in Phrygia, an ancient country in
the center of what is now Turkey. He may have
been taken prisoner by one of his homeland’s
many conquering invaders; it is known he was en-
slaved and eventually sold to a man called ladmon.
On Samos, a Greek island in the Aegean Sea where
the prosperous landowner took him, Aesop estab-
lished a reputation as a masterful storyteller and
fabulist (maker of fables). Aesop so impressed Iad-
mon with his gifts that his master freed him so he
might tell his humorous animal tales throughout
Greece. Aesop was later retained by King Croesus
of Lydia as a diplomat and ambassador.

Aesop successfully represented his various em-
ployers in legal matters and other negotiations by



telling instructive, lively stories featuring animals
with very human traits. The great Greek philoso-
pher ARISTOTLE tells the following story of Aesop
in Rhetoric, a treatise on the art of persuasion:
While defending a popular political leader of
Samos who had swindled the public, Aesop re-
counted “The Vixen and the Hedgehog.” In this
story, Aristotle explains, a fox who becomes
trapped in a gully and tormented by fleas is offered
help by a passing hedgehog. The fox declines the
offer, explaining that the fleas clinging to her skin
had had their fill of her, but if the fleas were taken
away they would be replaced by another set of par-
asites that would drain the rest of her blood.

“So, men of Samos,” Aesop concluded, accord-
ing to Aristotle, “my client will do you no further
harm; he is wealthy already. But if you put him to
death,” he explained, other ambitious politicians
will assume the position the man has vacated, “and
their peculations will empty your treasury com-
pletely”

Aesop died while on a diplomatic mission to
the sacred site of Delphi, where he found the resi-
dents to be not holy, but arrogant and greedy. Fear-
ful that Aesop would use his powers of oratory to
discredit them, the Delphians enacted a conspiracy
to frame him with theft. In his defense, the already
legendary fabulist told of “The Rat and the Frog”
and “The Eagle and the Beetle,” tales cautioning
that oppressors of the innocent will be subjected to
divine vengeance. Notwithstanding his warnings,
Aesop was found guilty and executed by being
flung from the cliffs at Delphi.

There are hundreds of fables attributed to
Aesop, but it is uncertain how many he actually
composed, if any. He did not write any down, and
some of the stories in the body of work known as
“Aesop’s Fables” are known to have originated
well before his birth or after his death. He may
merely have been a brilliant raconteur of oft-told
tales that were then recited in the “Aesopic” man-
ner. They were written down for the first time
around 300 B.C., probably by storytellers and
other fabulists.
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Critical Analysis

In Aesop’s Fables, talking moles, swallows, mon-
keys, and a host of other animals demonstrate all-
too-human flaws, virtues, and desires. Accordingly,
they are taught lessons that humans might do well
to mind. Like all fables, those attributed to Aesop
are both brief—sometimes as short as two sen-
tences—and fanciful, and are designed to teach a
lesson about such themes as modesty, honesty, and
industriousness.

Perhaps the best-known tale is “The Hare and
the Tortoise,” in which the speedy hare challenges
the sluggish tortoise to a race. The confident hare,
thinking he has all the time in the world, takes a nap,
while the tortoise trudges laboriously to the finish
line, teaching that slow and steady wins the race.

In “The Fox and the Grapes,” another popular
favorite, a ravenous fox spies a bunch of the fruit
hanging from a trellis. Unable to reach them, he
tells himself they weren’t ripe, anyway, giving rise
to the term sour grapes.

Aesop also relates the story of a shepherd boy
who falsely “cries wolf” so often that when a real
wolf appears and threatens the herd, nobody heeds
his pleas for help; and of a mule who boasts of his
racehorse mother but is compelled to acknowledge
that his father is a jackass (“There are two sides to
every story”). Another narrative tells of a fox hap-
pening upon a lion for the very first time and
nearly dying of fright. The fox becomes bolder
upon each encounter until one day he strolls up to
the lion with a cheeky greeting, because “familiar-
ity breeds contempt.”

In “The Dairy Maid and Her Milk Can,” a milk-
maid is carrying a pail of milk on her head day-
dreaming about what she will do with the money
she will earn from selling it. She imagines increas-
ing her stock of eggs, which will produce a certain
number of chicks that she will sell at a certain
price. She’ll have enough money for a new gown,
and her beauty will attract many suitors, but she
will just toss her head at the lot of them. At that,
she tosses her head and the pail of milk crashes to
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the ground—along with her fantasy. The moral:
Do not count your chickens before they hatch.

The greedy owner of “The Goose with the
Golden Eggs” squanders an even greater windfall
than that of the milkmaid. He cuts the goose open,
hoping to find a large gold nugget inside. Thus, when
referring to people whose impatience for great riches
causes them to lose what little they do have, we may
say they “killed the goose that laid the golden egg.”

Another familiar expression comes from “The
Fishes and the Frying Pan.” Some live fish are placed
in a skillet over a flame to cook. As the pan heats
up, the fish find the high temperature intolerable, so
they leap from the pan, landing in the flames. Today,
we use the expression “out of the frying pan and
into the fire” to mean a choice that exchanges one
unpleasant situation for one that is worse.

Our very language owes a debt to Aesop’s fan-
tastical universe, insofar as everyday speech is pop-
ulated with animals who have the human traits
Aesop ascribed to them. We speak of wily foxes,
wolves in sheep’s clothing, vain peacocks, rapa-
cious vultures, and hardworking ants.

The lessons Aesop’s fables teach are very much in
evidence in contemporary expressions, too, and in
the way civic and ethical matters are framed and
judged in modern society. “The Country Mouse and
the City Mouse” is an exceptionally popular fable
that is no less relevant today than in ancient times,
and it aptly illustrates the benefits and drawbacks
of rural and urban living. As the Country Mouse
sums up: “You can dine in this way and grow fat, if
you like; jolly good luck to you if you can enjoy
feasting sumptuously in the midst of danger. For my
part, I shall not abandon my frugal home under
ground, where I can eat coarse food in safety.”

Aesop is generally credited with introducing the
fantastical animals who made the tales and their
characters so beloved, keeping the tales simple and
providing a “moral of the story” tagline that made
them so unforgettable. The fables have been trans-
lated and augmented many times over, perhaps
most famously by the 17th century French poet
Jean de La Fontaine, and they have retained their
straightforward appeal for more than 2,000 years.

In many ways, it is irrelevant whether Aesop
was, in fact, the author of the fables. He was the
storyteller who brought them to vivid life and
made them, and himself, universal and timeless.

See also PHAEDRUS.
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African proverbs
Proverbs distinguish themselves from other forms
of ORAL LITERATURE by their brevity, consistency
(their word order rarely changes over time), and
widespread acceptance within a community. Some
African cultures, such as that of the Bushmen, have
few proverbs, while others have hundreds. One re-
cent collection contains approximately 3,000
proverbs from 64 Nigerian peoples. Researchers
have recorded 4,000 proverbs in the Rundi language
alone, and the Chaga people claim they “have four
big possessions: land, cattle, water and proverbs.”
In many African cultures, speakers use proverbs
as a way to catch their audience’s attention, dis-
play intelligence and learning, lend authority to
their words, settle legal disputes, provide enter-
tainment, and resolve moral or ethical dilemmas.
As one Igbo puts it, “The proverb makes somebody
think twice. If you use a proverb people might be
more likely to take your advice.”



The writer Ruth Finnegan points out that
African maxims use rhythm, striking imagery
(many involving comparisons with animals or
household objects), and exaggeration to make
their points clear.

Proverbs appear in stories, poems, art, and
songs. The Ashanti even make brass weights de-
picting figures from proverbs. In addition,
proverbs are usually short (from a few words to a
sentence), allowing the speaker to wittily commu-
nicate complicated ideas or concepts. This, in turn,
makes the ideas easier to learn.

The themes of African proverbs include power,
death, marriage, wealth, foolishness, fate, and the
importance of community. A particular culture’s
choice of proverbs tells something about that cul-
ture. Americans and Europeans know that the
term sour grapes refers to one of AESOP’s fables;
similarly, the Yoruba and other African peoples be-
lieve that “Half a word will do for an intelligent
boy.” And the proverbs of Bantu-speaking peoples
reveal that they raise livestock. Their saying, “Don’t
throw away the milk pails,” is their way of saying
people should keep hope.

Because some proverbs are often incompre-
hensible to listeners unfamiliar with African cul-
tures, they are sometimes used as a secretive type
of language to keep “outsiders” from understand-
ing. As one Igbo saying goes, “Proverbs are used
to confuse stupid people.” In addition, because
some proverbs are indirect, they can be used in
situations when more direct speech might be in-
sulting. For instance, one might speak the Yoruba
proverb “Children are a man’s clothes” in the
presence of a father with misbehaving young chil-
dren. The children would not understand the ref-
erence, but their father would. The phrasing of
the proverb would allow him the chance to curb
his children’s actions without taking offense. This
is similar to proverbs that encourage appropriate
behavior. “Those who eat together shouldn’t eat
each other,” say the Igbo, reminding friends and
family to respect each other. The Longuda em-
phasize the importance of keeping promises by
saying, “A promise is not just a knot which you
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can simply untie with your hands.” Finally, a
Tswanan saying, “To give is to put away for your-
self,” encourages generosity by implying it will
someday be returned.

There are also numerous ambiguous proverbs
that can be used in different situations. For exam-
ple, the Boko saying, “A sheep does not give birth
to a goat” (or the Ga’s “A crab does not beget a
bird”) can humiliate a thief’s child, but it can also
reassure a woman that her child will be as healthy
and intelligent as she is.

Such lessons, advice, and compliments were
passed down for centuries in African cultures.
They are part of the same oral tradition that cre-
ated and preserved stories like the EPIC OF SON-JARA.
It has been only in recent centuries that Europeans
and Africans themselves have written down these
sayings. The explorer Richard Burton’s collection
Wit and Wisdom from West Africa (1865) was one
of the first of its kind. This and other works reveal
the proverbs’ archaic words and grammatical con-
structions, but this seems almost irrelevant when
compared to the African proverbs’ versatility, au-
thority, rhythm, and imagery, for it is these ele-
ments that give the proverbs their universal and
lasting appeal.

See also ZEN PARABLES.

English Collections of African Proverbs

Ibekwe, Patrick, ed. Wit & Wisdom of Africa: Proverbs
from Africa & the Caribbean. Trenton, N.]J.: Africa
World Press, 1999.

Pachocinski, Ryszard. Proverbs of Africa: Human Na-
ture in the Nigerian Oral Tradition. St. Paul, Minn.:
Professors World Peace Academy, 1996.

Zona, Guy, ed. The House of the Heart Is Never Full
and Other Proverbs of Africa. New York: Touch-
stone, 1993.

A Work about African Proverbs

Finnegan, Ruth. “Proverbs in Africa.” In The Wisdom
of Many: Essays on the Proverb. Edited by Wolfgang
Mieder and Alan Dundes, 10-42. New York: Gar-
land, 1981.
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al-Busiri
See BUSIRT, AL-.

Alcaeus (seventh century-sixth century 8.C)
poet

During the centuries before the Persian Wars, the
Greeks produced a number of outstanding liter-
ary figures whose works later inspired the more
famous Greek poets and playwrights. Among these
early figures of Greek literature was the poet Al-
caeus.

Alcaeus was a native of the city of Mytilene,
which was on the island of Lesbos, off the coast of
modern-day Turkey in what was then known as
Ionia. During Alcaeus’s lifetime, the Greek islands
of Ionia were in a state of almost continuous dis-
order, suffering invasion from outsiders, constant
infighting between city-states, and bitter internal
quarrels. Alcaeus involved himself in the political
disputes in Mytilene and was forced into exile as a
result.

Most of Alcaeus’s work has been lost, but some
survives. His poetry reflects the turmoil of the time
in which he lived. Editor Kenneth Atchity says of
him: “Extroverted and aggressive, better at hating
than loving, Alcaeus lived, drank hard, and wrote
primarily of wine, women, and war.” Poems such
as “To the Baseborn Tyrant” express his bitter ha-
tred toward the idea of tyranny and praise the
brave men who fight for honorable causes. He feels
only hostility toward those who betray their city-
state, since traitors had torn his own city apart.
Several surviving poems extol the beauty of
women, and many express Alcaeus’s favorite theme
of being happy in spite of troubled times. In “Win-
ter Evening,” after cursing the cold, the poet urges
men to nurture friendship and conviviality to keep
despair at bay:

Pile up the burning logs

and water the great flagons of red wine;

place feather pillows by your head, and
drink.

Let us not brood about hard times.

Alcaeus had a large influence on Greek and
Roman poets who came after him. The Roman
poet HORACE claimed Alcaeus as one of his great
models for metrical style (Alcaeus invented the Al-
caic meter) and poetic inspiration, as his Odes
demonstrate. The rhetorician QUINTILIAN approved
of Alcaeus in “his work where he assails tyrants; his
ethical value is also great; his style is concise, mag-
nificent, exact, very much like HOMER’s; but he
stoops to humor and love when better suited for
higher themes.”

An English Version of a Work by Alcaeus

Alkaiou Mele: The Fragments of the Lyrical Poems of
Alcaeus. Edited by Edgar Lobel. Oxford, U.K.: The
Clarendon Press, 1927.

A Work about Alcaeus
Martin, Hubert. Alcaeus. New York: Twayne Publish-
ers, 1972.

al-Farazdaq
See FARAZDAQ, AL-.

Alfred the Great (849-899) king, scholar,
translator, educator

King Alfred of Wessex, present-day southern En-
gland, is known in history as a strong military and
political strategist and cultural and scholarly
leader. He is credited with having developed an
Old English prose style through his translations of
well-known works from Latin.

Until the time of Alfred’s reign (871-899) there
was no prose in Old English. With the exception
of laws and charters, all prose was in Latin. By the
ninth century, England was in a cultural and intel-
lectual decline, and the people understood only
Old English. Alfred was the first to realize the need
for educating the people, and he set about trans-
lating works he deemed suitable. As Alfred himself
said, “Without wisdom no faculty can be fully
brought out. ...

Alfred was tireless in his devotion to preserving
Anglo-Saxon literature by copying and translating



important pieces of his times into Old English. He
himself did some of the translating and also super-
vised scribes and monks, influencing them to fol-
low his example. Some of the important works he
translated include Consolation of Philosophy by
BOETHIUS, a philosophical work from the sixth cen-
tury that had an important influence on much of
the literature of the MIDDLE AGES; Cura Pastoralis
(Pastoral Care), a handbook by Gregory describing
the responsibilities of a bishop; and Soliloquies by
St. AUGUSTINE, an ecclesiastical manual.

Two of the works that Alfred translated and
compiled, BEDE’s Ecclesiastical History of the English
People and the ANGLO-SAXON CHRONICLE, have gen-
erated a storm of arguments among scholars
through the ages. Most of the debates are based on
the style of writing in these works, as it differs from
the style in works soundly attributed to Alfred’s
hand. Thus, whether Alfred directly contributed
to the works or not, it is established that the trans-
lation of the works was accomplished during and
inspired by his reign.

Knowledge of Alfred’s early years is based on a
biography by John Asser, who was Alfred’s com-
panion. Alfred had no schooling in his childhood
and could read neither Latin nor Old English until
after his 12th year; however, once he started learn-
ing, there was no stopping him.

He came to the throne of England in 871, fol-
lowing the death of his brother, King Aethelred I.
His early years as a monarch were spent organizing
successful campaigns against the Danish Vikings,
forcing them north back into the Danelaw, where
many became Christians. This saved England from
becoming part of the Norse empire. The rest of
England accepted Alfred as their national leader.

Alfred acutely felt the pressures of being a
monarch and of constantly having to fight to de-
fend his land. His infirm health was also a contin-
ual source of aggravation to him. Despite all of
this, he continued to ably administer his kingdom;
bestow alms and largesse on natives and foreigners;
practice hunting; instruct his goldsmiths, falcon-
ers, and dog-keepers; design and build majestic
houses; attend Mass twice a day; memorize poems
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and psalms; translate works of literature into his
native tongue; participate in discussions and de-
bates with scholars from all over Britain and Eu-
rope; and, above all, pursue the education of the
people of his kingdom.

English Versions of Works by

Alfred the Great

Schreiber, Carolin, trans. King Alfred’s Old English
Translation of Pope Gregory the Great’s Regula Pas-
toralis and its Cultural Context. New York: Peter
Lang Publishing, 2003.

Waite, Greg, trans. Old English Prose Translations of
King Alfred’s Reign. Suffolk, U.K.: Boydell &
Brewer, 2000.

Works about Alfred the Great

Asser, John. The Medieval Life of King Alfred the Great.
Translated by Alfred P. Smythe. London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2001.

Harrison, Frederick. The Writings of King Alfred. New
York: M.S.G. Haskell House, 1970.

Peddie, John. Alfred: Warrior King. Gloucestershire,
U.K.: Sutton Publishing, 2001.

Plummer, Charles. The Life and Times of Alfred the
Great. New York: Haskell House, 1970.

Smyth, Alfred P. King Alfred the Great. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1995.

Alighieri, Dante

See DANTE ALIGHIERI.

‘Ali ibn Ab1 Talib (Imam ‘Ali) (575-ca.
661) poet, homilist
Born in Mecca, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib was the son-
in-law of MUHAMMAD. He is venerated by Shi’ite
Muslims as the prophet’s rightful successor. The
poems, sermons, lectures, and sayings that are at-
tributed to Ali are esteemed by Shi’ites to this day.
‘Ali was a cousin and foster brother of Muham-
mad, the founder of Islam. He was among Muham-
mad’s supporters, serving as his secretary and
marrying his daughter Fatima. After Muhammad’s
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death, a faction of Muslims supported ‘Ali as his
rightful heir. ‘Ali did become the fourth Caliph, or
leader of the faithful, in 656, only to be murdered
five years later; his sons Hasan and Huseyn were
later murdered as well.

‘Ali is considered the first great writer of ser-
mons and an eloquent writer of aphorisms. As
caliph, he was patron of moralistic poetry and of
the first systematic Arabic grammarians, and he
was also known as an expert calligrapher.

‘Al’s sermons and other prose works were col-
lected in the 11th century by al-Sayyid al-Sharif ar-
Radi, an Islamic scholar, in Nahj al Balagha (Peak
of Eloquence). Al-Sharif divided ‘Ali’s works into
three categories: sermons, letters, and short say-
ings. In the first section, ‘Ali stresses spirituality,
justice, ethics, and worship. The second section
consists of letters ‘Ali wrote to friends and enemies,
as well as his instructions as Caliph to government
officials, stressing their role as servants and protec-
tors of the people. Finally, the third section is a col-
lection of ‘Ali’s aphorisms, which serves as a set of
instructions on how to live “purely” and prosper. It
is the emotional depth and wisdom of these works
that have given ‘Ali a place in world literature.

An English Version of a Work by

‘Ali ibn Abi Talib

Peak of Eloquence: Nahjul Balagha. Translated by
Askari Jafery. New York: Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an,
1996.

Works about ‘Ali ibn AbT1 Talib

Ahmad, Abdul Basit. Ali Bin Ali Talib: The Fourth
Caliph of Islam. Houston, Tex.: Dar-Us-Salam
Publications. No publication date given.

Chirri, Mohamad Jawad. The Brother of the Prophet
Mohammad (the Imam Ali). Qum, Iran: Ansariyan
Publications, 1996.

al-Mutanabbri

See MUTANABBI, AL-.

Ambrose, Saint (ca. 340-397) religious
writer

Ambrose was born to an ancient noble family of

the Roman Empire. His father was Prefect of Gal-

lia. He had a younger brother, Satyrus, and an

older sister, Marcellina, who influenced Ambrose’s

dedication to the virtue of virginity.

Ambrose received a brilliant liberal and legal
education, acquiring a thorough mastery of Greek
language and literature. He also studied law, and
his eloquent speeches attracted the attention of
Emperor Valentinian, who named him consular
governor of Liguria and Amilia. In 374, Ambrose
became the bishop of Milan and occupied this po-
sition until his death. He became famous as one of
the most illustrious of the Four Doctors of the
Church, which included St. AUGUSTINE, St. JEROME,
and St. Gregory.

From his lifetime to the present day, Ambrose
is known for the exceptional clarity and piety with
which he expressed the Church’s teachings. Most
of his writings are homilies, or commentaries, on
the Old and New Testaments. His education al-
lowed him to engage in scholarly and spiritual
studies of authors, such as VIRGIL, Origen, CICERO,
St. Basil, and others, which he did primarily to
learn how to teach.

Some scholars divide Ambrose’s surviving texts
into four groups: scripture-commentaries, moral
texts (referred to as ascetico-moral writings), dog-
matic texts (concerning the divinity of Jesus, the
Holy Ghost, and the sacraments), and occasional
texts. His most influential piece, De Officiis min-
istrorum, belongs to the moral texts and, as such,
is a treatise of Christian morality. Also belonging
to this group are his “On Virgins,” which he ad-
dressed to his sister.

Of his dogmatic texts, his De Mysteriis (a trea-
tise on baptism, confirmation, and the Eucharist)
is extant, as are many of his occasional texts
(mostly letters, official notes, and reports). From
these and other of Ambrose’s writings, much so-
cial, religious, and cultural information of ancient
Milan and Rome has been preserved.



English Versions of Works by

Saint Ambrose

De Officiis. Edited with an introduction, translation,
and commentary by Ivor J. Davidson. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2001.

On Abraham. Translated by Theodosia Tomkinson.
Chrysostomos of Etna: Center for Traditionalist
Orthodox Studies, 2000.

Works about Saint Ambrose

McLynn, Neil B. Ambrose of Milan: Church and Court
in a Christian Capital. Berkeley: University of Cal-
ifornia Press, 1994.

Theresa, Sister M. Nature-Imagery in the Works of
Saint Ambrose (1931). Whitefish, Mont.: Kessinger
Publishing, 2003.

Vasey, Vincent R. The Social Ideas in the Works of St.
Ambrose: A Study on De Nabuthe. Rome, Italy: In-
stitutum Patristicum “Augustinianum,” 1982.

Williams. Daniel H. Ambrose of Milan and the End of
the Nicene-Arian Conflicts. Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1995.

‘Amr ibn Kulthum (sixth century) poet

‘Amr ibn Kulthum was among the classic Arabic
poets who flourished in the century before
MUHAMMAD. Though not considered a great inno-
vator, his inclusion in the Mu‘allagat (The Seven
Odes), the standard collection of pre-Islamic po-
etry, has given him a place in literary history.

Like many of the pre-Islamic poets, Amr was of
high birth and a chief of the Taghlib tribe that lived
in the mid-Euphrates River area of Iraq. He was
the grandson of al-Muhalhil, himself a celebrated
Taghlib chief and poet. Little is known of ‘Amr’s
life, but some of the feats alluded to in his poems
were later accepted as facts. For example, one leg-
end has ‘Amr beheading the powerful Lakhmid
king ‘Amr ibn Hind (ca. 568) for allowing the
poet’s mother to be insulted. Within a century of
his death, reputedly by drinking too much un-
mixed wine, he had become a legendary hero in
Arabic tales.
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There are not many surviving examples of
‘Amr’s poetry, but one of his longer poems (unti-
tled) was included in the Mu‘allagat when it was
assembled in the late eighth century. In his gasi-
dah (ode), ‘Amr fiercely extols the strength,
courage, and cruelty of his tribe, and hurls threats
against its foes:

Ours the right of the wells, of the springs
untroubled;

theirs the dregs of the plain, the rain-pools
trampled.

This type of writing is a classic example of the
fakhr (boasting) often found in Arabic poetry of
the time. ‘Amr’s poem became so popular among
his Taghlib tribesmen that they expanded it in the
retelling from 100 to 1,000 lines, and the ode has
since influenced subsequent generations of Arabic
poets.

See also HANGED POEMS, THE.

An English Version of a Work by

‘Amr ibn Kulthum

Untitled Ode in The Seven Odes: The First Chapter in
Arabic Literature. Translated by A. J. Arberry. New
York: Macmillan, 1957.

A Work about ‘Amr ibn Kulthum

Nicholson, R. A. A Literary History of the Arabs. Cam-
bridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1966,
109-113.

Anacreon (sixth century B.c.) poet, composer
Anacreon was one of the most influential and fa-
mous Greek literary and musical figures who
flourished during the time before the Persian Wars
and the Golden Age of Athens. Greek writers con-
tinued to imitate him long after his death, and his
impact on Greek culture was profound.

Anacreon was born in the Ionian Greek city of
Teos, on the eastern coast of the Aegean Sea.
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Throughout his life, he was never able to remain in
the same place for very long, being continually
forced to relocate because of political turmoil.
After Teos fell to the Persians, the poet became a
guest of Polycrates, the tyrant-ruler of the island of
Samos. According to the historian HERODOTUS,
Anacreon may have been dining with Polycrates
when the latter was assassinated. Following this
event, Anacreon moved again, this time to Athens.
When another political friend was assassinated,
Anacreon again fled, this time to Thessaly, but was
later recalled to Athens. He died there, according to
legend, by choking on a raisin.

Anacreon was best known for his brilliant and
bawdy feasting songs. They glorified the enjoy-
ment of life, the subjects generally being wine,
women, and pleasure. The chief theme of his work
is that people should strive to enjoy life while they
have the chance. People throughout the Greek
world enjoyed these songs, and Anacreon was ex-
tremely popular. He also wrote satirical pieces that
were well received. Greek and Roman writers con-
tinued to imitate his style for many centuries, and
the tradition of popular “drinking songs” owes
much to Anacreon.

In the 16th century, a large collection of
Anacreon’s works was published in Paris for the
first time. It influenced writers such as Ben Jonson,
Richard Lovelace, and Robert Herrick. An English
translation by Thomas Moore, titled Odes of
Anacreon, appeared in 1800.

An English Version of Works by Anacreon

“If you can count the number” and other untitled
poems in The Norton Book of Classical Literature.
Edited by Bernard Knox. New York: W. W. Norton,
1993, 243-246.

Works about Anacreon

Greek Songs in the Manner of Anacreon. Translated by
Richard Aldington. London: The Egoist Ltd., 1919.

Rosenmeyer, Patricia. The Poetics of Imitation:
Anacreon and the Anacreontic Tradition. Cam-
bridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1992.

Angiolieri, Cecco (1260-ca. 1312) poet
Cecco Angiolieri was born in Siena to parents An-
gioliero degli Angelioleri and Lisa Salimbeni. As a
youth he entered military service, where he was
reprimanded several times for unauthorized ab-
sences and once for making noise after curfew. In
1288 he served in a military campaign where he is
thought to have met fellow poet DANTE. Angiolieri’s
later history is equally colorful: In 1291 he was ac-
cused but not convicted of stabbing a man, and
sometime in the next decade he was banished from
Siena. In 1302 he sold a vineyard to a neighbor for
a tidy profit, but in 1313, after his death, his five
children renounced their claims to his estate to
avoid the huge debts placed upon it.

Of Angiolieri’s poetry, 150 sonnets survive. He
wrote in a realistic and burlesque style, and trans-
lator Thomas Caldecot Chubb says that “his is the
best and the most vivid writing of this interesting
school.” Angiolieri often introduces a comedic
touch into the conventional depictions of love and
lovers. His sonnets to Becchina, the shoemaker’s
daughter, show him using the tropes of love with
laudable skill:

Whatever good is naturally done
Is born of Love as fruit is born of flowers:
By Love all good is brought to its full power.

In other sonnets, he parodies those who are slaves
to love and celebrates his freedom, as in this play-
ful verse in which the poet says,

Love is no lord of mine, I'm proud to vouch.
So let no woman who is born conceive
That Ill be her liege slave. . . .

Angiolieri also wrote three bantering poems to
his friend Dante, one of which respectfully points
out how Dante appears to contradict himself in the
last sonnet of his New Life. Angiolieri’s contempo-
raries spared him no less in their own literary
works; Boccaccio portrays him as a gambler and
prankster in the Decameron, which no doubt con-



tributed to Angiolieri’s reputation, in Chubb’s
terms, as a handsome and well-mannered rogue.

An English Version of Works by

Cecco Angiolieri

Cecco, As I Am and Was: The Poems of Cecco Angiolieri.
Translated by Tracy Barrett. Boston: Branden Pub-
lishing Co., 1994.

A Work about Cecco Angiolieri

Alfie, Fabian. Comedy and Culture: Cecco Angiolieri’s
Poetry and Late Medieval Society. Leeds, U.K.:
Northern Universities Press, 2001.

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (891-1154)

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is a collection of man-
uscripts detailing British history from the begin-
ning of the Christian era to A.D. 1154. Translator
M. J. Swanton speculates that “the Chronicle, as
we know it, had its origins towards the end of the
ninth century: a reflection of both the ‘revival of
learning’ and revival of English national aware-
ness during the reign of King Alfred” (ALFRED THE
GREAT, 849-899). For information on events begin-
ning with Julius CAESAR’s first Roman invasion, the
clerics in charge of the work drew their material
from documents already in circulation, such as Ec-
clesiastical History of the English People written by
The Venerable BEDE. The Chronicle was main-
tained and added to by generations of anonymous
scribes until the middle of the 12th century. The
final entry in 1154 describes the death of Stephen
and the coronation of Henry II:

In this year died the King Stephen; and he was
buried where his wife and his son were buried, at
Faversham . .. Then when he [Henry] came to
England, he was received with great honour and
was blessed as king in London on the Sunday be-
fore midwinter day, and there held a great court.

Four distinct manuscripts exist, named by the
religious houses where they were kept: Winchester,
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Abingdon, Worcester, and Peterborough. The Win-
chester manuscript is the oldest, while the Peter-
borough manuscript was the longest maintained
and is considered the most complete. Variations
between the individual manuscripts show that they
circulated among religious houses, and recorders
made note not only of national events but also do-
ings of more local concern.

The Chronicle remains a crucial historical doc-
ument, not only because it dates from a time when
few other records exist, but it is also significant, as
Swanton observes, “that so fundamental a cultural
document of English history should have been
composed in English.” In addition to their histori-
cal importance, the Chronicle serves as a literary
text. Several passages contain vivid prose, and in
the 937 entry, the account of the Battle of Brunan-
burh stands as one of the finer examples of Anglo-
Saxon poetry, reminiscent of the heroic motifs in
the epic poem BEOWULF.

See also OLD ENGLISH POETRY.

A Modern Version of the

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Translated and edited by
M. J. Swanton. London: J. M. Dent, 1996.

A Work about the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

Bredehoft, Thomas A. Textual Histories: Readings in
the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2001.

Anna Comnena (1083—ca. 1154) historian
Anna Comnena was born in Constantinople, the
eldest daughter of an aristocratic general who later,
as Alexius I, became one of the greatest emperors
of Byzantium (the Eastern Roman Empire). Nev-
ertheless, Comnena spent the latter half of her life
in exile, where she wrote a remarkable history
book, perhaps the first written by a woman.

Anna was betrothed at age five to Constantine,
son of then-emperor Michael VII. Her royal ambi-
tions were thwarted, however, due to her husband’s
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early death and the birth of a son and heir to her
parents, who had since become the imperial couple.

Anna enjoyed major influence in affairs of state
via her mother, the empress Irene. They conspired
together to obtain the succession to the throne for
Anna’s husband—in effect for Anna herself. After
the death in 1118 of her father, Alexius I, Anna
plotted with her second husband to overthrow her
brother, the new emperor John II. When the plot
was discovered, Anna’s properties were confis-
cated, and she was banished from the capital for
life. She retired to the convent of Kecharitomene,
built by her mother, where she spent her remaining
35 years as a patron of scholarships and the arts as
well as the center of a literary and political faction
opposed to Emperor Manuel L. She died in exile,
becoming a nun on her deathbed.

Before her death, Anna composed a long his-
tory of her father’s glorious career, the Alexiad,
covering the years from 1169 through his death.
Later translated into spoken Greek, her book
gained wide popularity. It is still celebrated for its
forceful, vivid writing; its thoughtful if biased
analysis; and its wealth of information on contem-
porary literature, society, religion, internal politics,
and international affairs.

In her writing, Comnena tried to emulate the
language and spirit of classical Greece, whose pedi-
gree was as ancient and authentic as the Christian
scriptures. The title Alexiad was a deliberate tribute
to HOMER’s Iliad. Not that Anna had any tolerance
for rationalistic heresies. Her conservative outlook
found expression in her distaste for frivolity, astrol-
ogy, and gambling, and in the heroic language and
conventions she used for her protagonists.

The Alexiad is in some ways a traditional impe-
rial enconium, in which the emperor emerges as
wise, brave, and tirelessly devoted, the very model
of mesotes (the middle way). But Anna added
depth to her portrayals, even of her father, whom
she described as frequently depressed by tempo-
rary setbacks or guilt. She gives even the villains
motives and recognizes their strong qualities.

Anna was a master of emotionally powerful de-
scriptions, both of people and events. Describing

John Italos, a leading philosopher denounced for
heresy, she wrote in the Alexiad: “His writings wore
a frown and in general reeked of bitterness, full of
dialectic aggression, and his tongue was loaded
with arguments. . .. The man was no more in control
of his hands than his tongue.”

Anna’s career shows that the social status of
women improved in Byzantium in her era, at least
among the elite. The characters she describes in
her writing provide further evidence. For example,
according to the Alexiad, her father appointed his
own mother, Anna Dalassena, as coruler. Anna
writes: “One might say that he was indeed the in-
strument of her power—he was not emperor, for
all the decisions and ordinances of his mother sat-
isfied him, not merely as an obedient son, but as an
attentive listener to her instruction in the art of
ruling.”

Anna’s importance was twofold: Her book was
the first great product of a Greek renaissance that
lasted until the last days of the Byzantine Empire,
three centuries later, and it is the primary original
source of information for the era of the First Cru-
sade.
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Sewter. Baltimore: Penguin, 1969.
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Apollodorus (first century 8.c) mythologist

Apollodorus is largely responsible for the informa-
tion modern scholars possess concerning the reli-
gion and mythology of ancient Greece. Very little is
known about his life, and the dates of his birth and
death cannot be established with any certainty. It is



known that he studied in the city of Alexandria,
which in the first century was the intellectual heart
of the classical world, under the tutelage of the as-
tronomer Aristarchus and the philosopher
Panaetius. He spent most of his life in his native
Athens.

Apollodorus is best known for his work Biblio-
theke (Library). In essence, this work is a summary
and description of the identities and activities of
the Greek gods. It discusses famous events in Greek
mythology, such as the war between the Titans and
Olympians and Prometheus’s gift of fire to hu-
manity. It is a straightforward story that Apol-
lodorus tells uncritically and without digressions.
From this compilation comes much of the modern
knowledge of Greek mythology, although only
fragments of the work survive to the present day.

Apollodorus also wrote a work entitled Chroni-
cle, a historical reference covering Greek history
from the time of the Trojan War to Apollodorus’s
own time. Again, only fragments of this work re-
main. Apollodorus wrote other works, some deal-
ing with geography, which is said to have
influenced the geographer STRABO, and grammar,
but it is his works on mythology that are of great-
est importance and that have influenced such writ-
ers as John Milton and Ben Jonson.
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Apollonius of Rhodes (ca. 295-ca. 247

B.C.) epic poet
Apollonius of Rhodes is one of the great literary
figures of the Hellenistic Age. He was born in the
city of Alexandria, a Greek community founded
in Egypt when Alexander the Great conquered that
country. During Apollonius’s lifetime, Alexandria
was the greatest city of the Hellenistic world, not
only a hub of economic and political activity but
also the center of scholarly life for the Greeks.
Apollonius spent many years in Rhodes, another
city noted for its civilization and learning, working
as both a writer and a teacher. Eventually he re-
turned to Alexandria, called there by the great Li-
brary, one of the famed intellectual institutions of
the ancient world and the pride and joy of the city.
After a period of serving as tutor to the ruling fam-
ily, the Ptolemies, Apollonius was made head of the
Library, where he wrote his only surviving work,
Argonautica, or “The voyage of the Argo”

This piece tells the famous story of Jason and
the Argonauts, as they make their way through
dangers and adventures in search of the legendary
Golden Fleece, which some historians believe is
based on real expeditions into the Black Sea dat-
ing from the fourth or third millennium. As a well-
known legend, the story made an appealing subject
for epic poetry; moreover, as far as audiences of the
time were concerned, the legend was true. As
scholar Green observes, the Greeks felt that tales
such as the expedition of the Argonauts and the
fall of Troy were datable, if distant, events. To
them, “the mythic past was rooted in historical
time, its legends treated as fact, its heroic protago-
nists seen as links between the ‘age or origins’ and
the mortal, everyday world that succeeded it.” Both
HERODOTUS and PINDAR, writing centuries before
Apollonius, make references to the story as though
it were actual fact.

The Argonautica differs from traditional Greek
epic poems in many ways. Like his contemporary
and sometime-friend CALLIMACHUS, Apollonius
dared to experiment with the traditional epic form
as shaped by HOMER. Jason, the hero of the poem,
is portrayed as reluctant and not entirely confident
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in his abilities, which stands in stark contrast to the
valiant and superhuman portrayals of such figures
as Achilles and Hercules in other Greek works.
Furthermore, despite being an adventurous story,
the main theme of the poem is not the quest of
heroic achievement, but rather the romantic love
between Jason and Medea. Apollonius’s achieve-
ment in the poem is the psychological depth given
to the character of Jason’s spurned wife. She is por-
trayed as having complex feelings, as in the passage
from Book III where she waits in worried anticipa-
tion for Jason to appear. In a passage rich with po-
etic tension and epic similes, Apollonius writes,
“Medeia could not remove her thoughts to other
matters / whatever games she might play,” and in-
stead was continually “looking round up the road,
peering into the distance”:

The times her heart snapped in her breast,
when she

couldn’t be sure

if the sound that scampered by her was
wind or

footfall!

But soon enough he appeared to her in her
longing

like Seirios, spring high into heaven out of
Ocean,

a star most bright and splendid to
observe . ..

Thus, the writing of Apollonius, with ideas of the
reluctant hero and romantic love, stands as a pre-
decessor for much of the Western literature that
followed it.

Disagreements over the use and function of the
epic genre led Apollonius to argue bitterly and ulti-
mately break with Callimachus. In his lifetime he
saw the Alexandrians warm to his work and wel-
come him as a great poet. Though the Callimachean
fashion was to treat poetry with intellectualism and
self-conscious irony, Apollonius’s explorations of
the human heart and the numinous mystery of the
Golden Fleece made his poem enduringly popular.
Apollonius’s lasting impression on the tradition of

Greek epic poetry eventually passed on to the
Roman world, where echoes of Apollonius would
resound in the Latin epics, particularly in the
Aeneid of VIRGIL.
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Apuleius (Lucius Apuleius, Apuleius of
Madaura) (ca. 125-after 170) novelist,
philosopher, rhetorician

Apuleius was born in Madaura, a Roman city in
North Africa. His father was a duumvir, or provin-
cial magistrate. Apuleius attended the University of
Carthage and then studied philosophy in Athens,
where he followed the teachings of pLATO. In 155 he
married Pudentilla, a wealthy widow, but was
brought to court and accused of seducing her by
magic to acquire her money. Apuleius freed him-
self from the charge by giving a speech, known
today as Apologia, in his own defense. He then set-
tled in the African city of Carthage, where he wrote
and gave lectures, but nothing is known about his
later life.

Though Apuleius wrote a number of philo-
sophical works, he is best known as the author of
the Metamorphoses, or Transformations (also called
The Golden Ass), the only complete Roman novel
to survive from antiquity.



The novel relates the adventures of a young
man named Lucius, who engages in a love affair
with a slave girl to persuade her to show him the
forbidden magical practices by which her mistress
transforms herself into an owl. Lucius tries to
transform himself but turns into a donkey instead.
He then goes through a series of bizarre, danger-
ous, and humiliating adventures under different
masters. Finally he prays to the Egyptian goddess
Isis, “the loftiest of deities, queen of departed spir-
its, foremost of heavenly dwellers, the single em-
bodiment of all gods and goddesses.” Isis appears
to him and changes him back to his human form,
and he devotes himself to her as a priest.

For a long time, it was thought that the Meta-
morphoses was autobiographical, but it is actually
based on an earlier novel by LUCIAN, Lucius, or the
Ass. Apuleius embedded some other stories within
the narrative and changed the ending to reflect the
hero’s salvation by Isis. Most of the embedded sto-
ries are in the style of the “Milesian tales,” the
bawdy stories, written in extravagant language,
told by Egyptian street-corner storytellers.

Since Apuleius’s novel is largely comic, many
critics have believed it was intended as simple en-
tertainment without any moral message. Others
see it as a serious story of religious conversion. Carl
Schlamm describes the novel as “a work of narra-
tive entertainment . . . [A]mong the pleasures it
offers is the reinforcement of moral, philosophic
and religious values shared by the author and his
audience.” In this sense, the story is allegorical. It
also gives readers an excellent picture of the lives of
people in the second century, especially of the pop-
ularity of the mystery religion of Isis.

One of the embedded stories in the Metamor-
phoses has become much better known than the
novel itself—the myth of Cupid and Psyche, for
which Apuleius is the earliest source. The character
Lucius listens to the myth when he is in his don-
key form. Psyche is so beautiful that people wor-
ship her instead of the goddess Venus, and the
jealous Venus arranges to have Psyche exposed on
a mountain as prey for a monster. But Venus’s son
Cupid (Love) falls in love with Psyche. He rescues
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her and visits her by night as her husband, but for-
bids her to see his face. Urged by her jealous sisters,
Psyche looks on her husband’s face one night with
a lamp, but he awakens, rebukes her for her lack of
faith, and deserts her. The grieving Psyche wanders
far and wide and must perform many labors as-
signed her by Venus, but she finally wins back her
husband and becomes a goddess.

This story contains the themes of the entire
novel. Both Lucius and Psyche are led by curiosity
to try to see forbidden secrets of the gods, for
which they both pay dearly. Both stories illustrate
Plato’s conception of the striving of the soul (psy-
che in Greek) for union with God.

Apuleius’s philosophical works The God of
Socrates, Plato and his Doctrines, and On the World,
helped transmit knowledge of the teaching of Plato
and his followers to the MIDDLE AGEs. The Florida
is made up of excerpts from Apuleius’s lectures in
Carthage.

The Metamorphoses has had a great influence
on world literature since it was rediscovered in the
RENAISSANCE. Boccaccio and a host of successive
writers have analyzed, been influenced by, and re-
told the tale of Cupid and Psyche, as can be seen
in William Shakespeare’s Midsummer Night’s
Dream and John Keats’s “Ode to Psyche.”

An English Version of a Work by Apuleius
Apuleius: The Golden Ass. Translated by P. G. Walsh.
Oxford, U.K.: Clarendon Press, 1994.
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Making an Ass of Oneself. Chapel Hill: University
of North Carolina Press, 1992.
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Arabian Nights
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Aristophanes (ca. 450-385 8.c) playwright
Born in Attica near Athens, Aristophanes became a
playwright as a fairly young man; his first play,
Banqueters (now lost), was staged in 427 B.C., and
he penned approximately 40 comedies throughout
his life. He was profoundly influenced by the Pelo-
ponnesian War between Athens and Sparta, which
erupted in 431 B.C. and lasted more than 25 years.

Precious little is known about Aristophanes’
life; what can be gleaned comes mainly from his 11
surviving plays, in which he attempts to cultivate
the self-image of a brilliant but underappreciated
artist. However, in his dialogue The Symposium,
the philosopher PLATO portrays Aristophanes as a
rascal. In Plato’s work, Aristophanes gathers with
other erudite and prominent Athenians at the
home of tragic poet Agathon and admits to hav-
ing spent the previous day carousing. After at-
tempting various tactics to cure a violent case of
the hiccups, Aristophanes narrates an entertaining
and fanciful account of the origins of sexual desire
that nevertheless manages to reveal his sophisti-
cated intellect, learnedness, and familiarity with
the scholarly theories of the day.

Critics defer to Aristophanes as a satirist of the
highest order, and his work represents the only ex-
tant examples of Old Comedy, which is character-
ized, in part, by farcical plots, satire, and social and
political commentary. Aristophanes caricatures
self-important individuals as being dim-witted
and foolish. He indiscriminately mocks theories
of education, intellectuals, poets, women’s suf-
frage, religion, and political systems, including
democracy. In addition, he criticizes the affecta-
tions of civil society by alluding to bodily func-
tions, indelicate acts, and parts of the anatomy
usually not discussed in polite company. No fan-
tasy was too outrageous for Aristophanes to imag-
ine, and no subject was immune to his brutal,
bawdy, and often vulgar wit. Yet his poetic dialogue
at times reveals a tender, sympathetic soul. His
protagonists are often underdogs, such as rural
farmers and women, who have no real power or in-
fluence but who, in the world of the play, realize
fantastic dreams.

Part of Aristophanes’ breadth can be under-
stood in context: Athenians enjoyed absolute free-
dom of speech during most of Aristophanes’ life.
Nevertheless, when Babylonians (426 B.C.) was pre-
sented at the Great Dionysia, an annual festival
held to honor the god Dionysus, the demogogue
Cleon denounced Aristophanes for ridiculing the
city’s elected magistrates before numerous foreign
visitors.

Though Cleon’s charge was serious, Aristo-
phanes was not prosecuted, and he exacted revenge
in his next two productions. In the Acharnians
(425 B.C.), in which the farmer Dikaipolos arranges
a one-man truce with Sparta to end the Pelopon-
nesian War, one scene shows Aristophanes’ version
of the indictment. Worse, Knights (424 B.C.) depicts
Cleon as the grasping and unscrupulous slave of a
foolish old man, Demos, who symbolizes the
Athenian people. When Demos plans to replace
him, Cleon attempts to curry favor in an uproari-
ous display of self-abasement. Both plays were
awarded first prize in the theatrical contests at
Lenaia.

Clouds, first produced in 423 B.C. and later re-
vised, spoofs intellectuals, modern theories of ed-
ucation, and even the great philosopher SOCRATES,
who is suspended in air, suggesting he is less than
firmly rooted in reality. Aristophanes returns to
political satire in Wasps (422 B.C.), wherein the
democratic jury system, which the Athenians held
in high esteem, becomes the target of his comic
savagery. The play features an old man with a con-
suming passion for jury service because it allows
him to wield irresponsible power and deliver harsh
punishments. His son argues that the power be-
longs to the prosecutors who use the jurors to
exact revenge on enemies. Father and son set up a
mock court in which a dog prosecutes another dog
for stealing some cheese, and the old man is tricked
into voting for acquittal. The singers and dancers
of the chorus dress as wasps to suggest that those
who would spend their days on jury duty are pee-
vish and predisposed to find fault.

Peace won second prize at the Great Dionysia
in 421 B.C., when the Peace of Nicias was being ne-



gotiated between Athens and Sparta. Like Dikaipo-
los of Acharnians, Trygaios is a war-weary farmer
who takes matters into his own hands. He fattens
up a dung-beetle to immense proportions and
then flies it to Mount Olympus to appeal to the
gods for peace. The next surviving play, Birds, re-
ceived the second prize at the Great Dionysia in
414 B.c. Three years later, the renewed conflict be-
tween Athens and Sparta provided the subject
matter for Lysistrata (411 B.C.). In this play, the
women of Athens and Sparta go on strike, with-
holding conjugal relations to force their warrior
husbands to reconcile with their enemies. To this
day, Lysistrata is performed to express antiwar sen-
timent.

Like his other plays, Frogs (405 B.C.) shows
Aristophanes using comedy for a serious purpose.
On the surface, the action parodies Greece’s emi-
nent poets and the gods themselves. The play-
wrights SOPHOCLES and EURIPIDES have died, leaving
Athens with no important living tragedian, so
Dionysus travels to the underworld to retrieve Eu-
ripides. To the latter’s indignation, Dionysus re-
turns instead with AEsCHYLUS, whose poetry had
been weighed on a scale like so much cheese and
found to be more substantial, weighted, Aristo-
phanes suggests, by ponderous language and over-
elaborate syntax. In reality, Aristophanes took
seriously the poet’s ability to sway public opinion,
and Frogs reached its audience at a time when
Athenian morale was flagging and the preservation
of the city was at stake.

The Peloponnesian War came to an end in 404
B.C. when the people of Athens surrendered to
Sparta. The conquerors installed an oligarchy, a
form of government in which power is in the
hands of a few, to replace democracy. This greatly
impeded free speech. As a result, Aristophanes’
final comedies lack the bite of his earlier plays and
feature few direct references to current events.

Critical Analysis
Birds (414 B.C.) is considered Aristophanes’
utopian tour de force, boasting a fantastical plot,
splendid costumes, exuberant dialogue, and grace-
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ful lyric poetry. Wearied by the constant taxation
and litigation that are part of Athenian life, two cit-
izens, Peisetairos and a companion, seek a more
suitable place to live. They visit the mythical
hoopoe bird in the hopes that he has spied an ap-
pealing metropolis from the air but decide instead
to build their own utopia in the sky from which
they can reign over all humankind. The hoopoe
gives the Athenians a potion that causes them to
sprout awkward wings, and the new city is dubbed
“Cloudcukooland.” Immediately, the self-serving
opportunists appear: a priest who attempts to in-
gratiate himself by reciting a list of bird-gods; a
fortune-teller who offers his services for a fee; and
officials who threaten legal action if the new city
doesn’t comply with various regulations.

The gods are furthermore enraged by the Athe-
nians’ presumption, and a battle ensues. At last, a
divine embassy arrives in Cloudcukooland to re-
solve the conflict, and Peisetairos arranges a lunch-
eon consisting of birds “condemned for revolting
against the democratic birds.” The gluttonous gods
agree to a truce. In the end, the utopian city is no
less politically corrupt, imperialistic, or bureau-
cratic than Athens; and Peisetairos is no less arro-
gant and ineffectual than any of the demagogues
whose government he was fleeing.

Contemporary audiences continue to enjoy
Birds for many reasons, not the least of which is its
spectacle: the magnificently arrayed chorus of
birds, each with a distinctive call; the appearance of
a messenger goddess via theatrical crane; and the
final battle between the Athenians and the birds, in
which the men’s weapons consist of cooking uten-
sils. The action of the play aptly illustrates the
qualities which continue to make Aristophanes’
work accessible and appealing: His conflicts are
relevant, his characters have complex personalities,
and his ideals always suffer tragic defeat when
meeting with the real world.

The New Comedy introduced with MENANDER
eventually replaced the Old, but Aristophanes con-
tinued to fascinate audiences, perhaps because AR-
ISTOTLE included him in his widely influential
Poetics. Eugene O’Neill, Jr., in Seven Famous Greek
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Plays, credits the playwright with a timeless appeal,
saying, “There has never been anything quite like
the comic drama of Aristophanes, and regrettably
there will never be anything quite like it again.” His
“exceptionally high intellect and inexhaustibly fer-
tile imagination” are expressed in “concentrations
of splendid and dazzling conceits which follow one
another in breathless abundance,” while the “soft
side of his personality expresses itself in his lyrics,”
which astound and delight. His plays seek to in-
struct as well as entertain, and with this blend of
motives, Aristophanes set a standard by which all
great art is judged.
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Aristotle (384-3228.c) philosopher, scholar,
teacher, treatise writer

Aristotle was born in the small Greek town of Sta-
girus (now Stagira). His father, Nicomachus, spent
some time serving as personal physician to Amyn-
tas II, king of Macedonia, at the kingdom’s capital
of Pella. Aristotle’s mother and father died when he
was a boy, and he was reared by other family mem-
bers in the town of Atarneus in Asia Minor. In his
late teens, Aristotle moved to Athens and enrolled
in PLATO’s famed Academy to study philosophy,
mathematics, and the sciences. There he remained
until Plato’s death 20 years later. Aristotle and

some fellow scholars soon relocated to settle in
Atarneus, which was ruled by another Academy
alumnus, Hermias, whose niece, Pythias, Aristotle
married.

Around 343 B.C., Aristotle was invited by Philip
of Macedonia, son of Amyntas II, to come to Pella
and tutor his 13-year-old son, the future Alexander
the Great. The tutorship lasted only three years, for
the young man was obliged to take a more active
role in Macedonian affairs; he would become one
of the most brilliant military leaders of all time. In
335 B.C., Aristotle returned to Athens to establish
his own institution of higher learning, the Lyceum,
where he taught and wrote. His surviving works, or
treatises, were probably lecture notes or textbooks
for his classes. Upon Alexander’s death in 323 B.C.,
anti-Macedonian sentiment in Athens became vi-
olent, and Aristotle, with his ties to the erstwhile
royal family, was forced to flee for his own safety.
He and his family sought refuge at Chalcis, where
he died shortly thereafter.

Aristotle mastered every field of learning
known to the Greeks, as demonstrated by the
breadth of his treatises, which cover subjects rang-
ing from biology to public speaking to literary crit-
icism. Indeed, he assumed the task of identifying
the distinguishing characteristics of each of the
scholarly disciplines. Because humans are the only
animals that possess the faculty of reason, Aristotle
believed that to behave as a human being is to be-
have rationally. Furthermore, he defined three
areas that comprise all possible human knowledge
and activity in which the power of reason is ex-
pressed: theoretical, productive, and practical.

Theoretical is the purest form of rational knowl-
edge, since it seeks truth only for its own sake. The
person who pursues theoretical knowledge has no
ulterior motive beyond understanding and insight.
Examples of the theoretical branches of learning
are natural sciences such as physics (bodies at rest
and in motion), abstract mathematics, and meta-
physics (the nature of being and reality).

The productive sciences, such as the arts, use
reason for a specific purpose: to generate an end
product. Practical sciences employ rational abili-



ties to organize life within society, such as in the
practices of ethics and politics. Living an honor-
able and productive life is the goal of the practical
sciences.

Aristotle’s Physicsis a logical and methodical in-
quiry into such questions as how things come into
being and how they are changed, and the differ-
ence between the fundamental nature of a thing
and its incidental characteristics.

Metaphysics begins by stating that all people, by
their very nature, desire knowledge. After all, Aristo-
tle argues, that is why we value our senses so highly
and our eyesight the most; they help us gather the
information we desire. The knowledge Aristotle
seeks in this treatise is the very nature of being, the
basic and eternal principles of reality itself. Because
God is depicted as the quintessential eternal and un-
changing being and the primary cause of all that is,
Metaphysics is also a theological tract.

In Nicomachean Ethics (named for Aristotle’s
son, who edited it after the philosopher’s death), he
states that “Every art of applied science and every
systematic investigation, and similarly every action
and choice, seem to aim at some good; the good,
therefore, has been well defined as that at which
all things aim.” Happiness is the “good” toward
which human activity aims, and people cannot be
happy unless they live and act in a virtuous man-
ner. Moral behavior is learned and becomes habit-
ual as it is practiced, according to Aristotle.
However, actions are considered virtuous only if
they are intentional and take place within the con-
text of human society. Ultimately, Aristotle con-
ceded that ethics was an imprecise science.

In the category of the practical sciences, Aristo-
tle wrote on such topics as ethics, politics, and
rhetoric. In Rhetoric he offers, after careful obser-
vation of human behavior, a practical psychology
for teaching the art of persuasive public speaking.
The first book outlines the nature of rhetoric and
the second its means and ends and the ways rheto-
ric can influence decisions, while the third book
analyzes techniques of successful rhetorical style.
The practical analysis of thought and conduct con-
tained in these three books influenced Latin
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rhetoricians like CICERO and QUINTILIAN and there-
after swayed thinkers in the MIDDLE AGES, Renais-
sance, and beyond.

Politics contains a discussion of the role of the
individual in the government of the city-state.
Aristotle describes humans as political and social
beings; some individuals are meant to lead, and
others must be led. He condoned slavery as a nat-
ural state of affairs because he believed that those
who became slaves were not capable of rational
thought; otherwise, they would be rulers instead of
servants. This, of course, is a circular argument; the
fact that a phenomenon can be observed does not,
by necessity, make it appropriate.

Aristotle was one of the great philosophers, but
not all of his ideas have borne the tests of time and
scrutiny. Poetics is the outstanding exception.

Critical Analysis

Poetics is a pioneering work that identifies the cri-
teria and establishes the standards for excellence
in literature, particularly tragic drama. Aristotle
introduces such enduring concepts as unity of
plot and action; catharsis, or a cleansing of the au-
dience’s emotions; and HUBRIS, arrogance that
leads to a hero’s downfall, which is itself an exam-
ple of hamartia, a tragic flaw or catastrophic mis-
judgment.

Human beings are possessed of a natural abil-
ity to imitate, Aristotle says, and enjoy both view-
ing and producing imitative works of art. The
basic ingredients of tragedy are, in order of im-
portance, plot, character, thought, diction, song,
and spectacle; and each element plays a part in
artistic imitation.

According to Aristotle, drama is superior to EPIC
poetry because it is enhanced by song and specta-
cle, the plot is more unified, and it achieves its
artistic goal in a shorter period of time because the
episodes are short. In an epic poem, the episodes
are longer, even if there is not much to the story. As
an example, he says, HOMER’s epic poem the
Odyssey, which is composed of over 12,000 lines,
can be summed up as follows:
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A certain man has been away from home for
many years, kept that way by [sea god] Posei-
don, and he ends up being alone. Meanwhile,
his affairs at home are in such a state that his
wife’s suitors are squandering his property and
are plotting against his son. Tempest-tossed, he
arrives home; he reveals himself to some; he at-
tacks and destroys his enemies and is saved.
That is the essence of the Odyssey; the rest is
made up of episodes.

Poetics instructs its readers that the best
tragedies feature a protagonist who possesses
virtue and is prosperous. The transformation of
his good fortune to misfortune is caused not by his
wickedness or indulgence in some vile practice, but
by hamartia: “an error from ignorance or bad
judgment or some other such cause.”

The finest plots present events that follow one
another of necessity as a matter of cause and effect.
The fear and pity aroused in the audience should
not be achieved by spectacle, Aristotle says, but
rather by the structure of the events themselves, as
was practiced by the better tragedians such as
SOPHOCLES.

Aristotle criticizes the use of artificial dramatic
devices. For instance, scenes of recognition between
long-lost loved ones should occur as a consequence
of events, he says, not through contrivances such
as signs from the heavens, the detection of physical
scars, or the recollection of keepsakes. He particu-
larly disliked the practice of DEUS EX MACHINA (“god
from the machine”), a device used frequently in the
plays of EURIPIDES.

Only a fragment of Poetics remains for contem-
porary readers to enjoy. Nevertheless, scholar Shel-
don P. Zitner rightly calls it “the most influential
work of literary criticism in Western culture.” Says
he, “from the Renaissance on, the Poetics has been
the foundation of both literary theory and ‘practi-
cal’ criticism, and it has been translated and re-
translated, interpreted, applied, and cited in
polemics as the final authority.”
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Arnaut Daniel (Arnaud Daniel)
(fl. 1180-1200) poet, troubadour

Arnaut Daniel was born into a noble family at the
castle of Riberac in Perigord, France. He was a
member of the court of Richard Coeur de Lion and
was highly regarded as a Provencal poet and TROU-
BADOUR. Troubadours flourished from the late-11th
to the late-13th century in southern France and in
northern Spain and Italy, and they acquired a social
influence unprecedented in the history of medieval
poetry. They generally employed complex poetic
structures to explore the theme of love, as Arnaut
does in his poem “Anc ieu non I'aic, mas elha m’a”
(“I don’t hold it, but it holds me”):

... Itell a little of what’s in my heart:
fear makes me silent and scared;
tongue hides but heart wants

what on which, in pain, so broods



I languish, but I do not complain
because so far

as the sea embraces the earth
there’s none so kind,

actually

as the chosen one

for whom I long. . ..

This, like many troubadour songs, would have
been set to music and performed in noble dining
halls.

The poetic style of Arnaut’s poems is called the
trobar clus, which used intricate rhymes and com-
plex metrics. Words of the trobar clus were chosen
more for their rhythmic and rhyming functions
than for their meaning. In terms of form, Arnaut
wrote most of his poems in sestinas, six unrhymed
stanzas of six lines each that involved elaborate
word repetition. He was, in fact, credited with in-
venting the sestina.

Arnaut was admired by Petrarch and greatly in-
fluenced DANTE, who imitated his sestina form,
dubbed him the “best crafter of the mother
tongue,” and gave him a prominent place in the Di-
vine Comedy. In the 20th century, interest in his
work was revived by T. S. Eliot and Ezra Pound,
who translated several of his sestinas.

Only about 18 of Arnaut’s poems survive, and
they are among the best examples of troubadour po-
etry. Arnaut is remembered for his ability to write of
love in language that was also flavored by religion,
eroticism, and humor, and to set all of his words to
music that gave his songs complex metrical schemes.
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‘Attar, Farid od-Din (Farid od-Din

Mohammad ebn Ebrahim ‘Attar)

(ca. 1142—ca. 1220) poet, philosopher
Farid od-Din ‘Attar was one of the greatest mysti-
cal writers and poets of the Muslim tradition. His
works strongly influenced later Persian and other
Islamic literature in both subject matter and style.
Farid od-Din was born in Nishapur, in northeast-
ern Iran. Not much is known about his life, but the
name ‘Attar (perfumer or druggist) may indicate
his family’s line of work. As a young man he trav-
eled extensively throughout most of the Muslim
world, from Egypt to Central Asia and India, then
returned to his hometown to pursue his writing.
Apart from writing his many poems (over 45,000
couplets) and mystical prose works, he was a dili-
gent collector of the sayings and writings of the
great Sufi saints and masters who, in the previous
two centuries, profoundly influenced the civiliza-
tion of Persia.

Farid od-Din’s most celebrated work is his long
allegorical or didactic epic, The Conference of the
Birds. The poem follows the birds as they search for
the Simurgh, or Phoenix, whom they want to make
their ruler. Passing through the philosophical trials
and tribulations of the seven valleys of inner perfec-
tion, most of them die through a fatal attachment to
the self: the nightingale cannot give up the rose, nor
the parrot its cage; the wagtail decides it is too small,
the peacock too large. The remaining 30 birds (si
murgh) find the king’s palace at last, only to see
themselves reflected in the phoenix’s face.

The searchers, representing aspiring Sufis, are
thus identified with the divine beloved they have
been seeking all their lives. The beloved tells them:

Since you came here as thirty birds, you
appeared thirty in the mirror.

But We are altogether far superior: We are
Simurgh, the One Reality.

Known by a hundred glorious Names. Be
annihilated, so that you may find
yourselves in us.
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Farid od-Din’s divan, or poetry anthology, is
suffused with many more such verses of mystical
and philosophical exploration. Two examples are
Book of Affliction, in which Farid od-Din traces the
progress of a soul through 40 stages of isolation;
and Elahinama, in which a king instructs his six
sons on how to attain perfection of the self and,
through that, all their other desires.

One of Farid od-Din’s prose works, Muslim
Saints and Mystics, is a thorough account of the
early Sufi movement that has served as a source
book for historians of the era. Among his most
popular works is Book of Secrets, a collection of ed-
ifying short stories.

Some 30 of ‘Attar’s 100 books have survived.
The poet had a great influence on all subsequent
Persian mystics, including the great mystic poet
RUML
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Attic orators (fifth century—fourth century
B.C.)

During the Golden Age of ancient Greece, many

of the Greek city-states began experimenting with

representative forms of government. Rather than

being ruled by kings or tyrants, the citizens of

these city-states attempted to rule themselves in

the name of the common good. It was the birth of
democracy.

One of the keys to this new form of government
was the assembly, where the citizens of a city would
come together to debate and discuss political and
social issues. Differences of opinion were freely
aired, and each speaker was allowed the opportu-
nity to convince the audience to agree with his ar-
gument. This gave birth to oratory (also know as
rhetoric), the art of speaking well and persuasively.
In addition to political matters, oratory was used
by lawyers to persuade the courts to find in favor of
their clients.

The city-state of Athens, which controlled the
region known as Attica (from which the Attic ora-
tors take their name), was indisputably the most
powerful democracy in Greece, and the influence
of the Athenian Assembly was tremendous. The
fact that Athens was deeply involved in all the great
political, military, and diplomatic events of the day
meant there was a great deal for Athenian politi-
cians to discuss. The two centuries between 500
and 300 B.C. saw two Persian invasions of Greece,
the rise and fall of Athenian power, the disastrous
Peloponnesian War, the conquest of Greece by
Macedonia, and the astonishing career of Alexan-
der the Great. Through all these years, the politi-
cians and orators of Athens constantly debated and
discussed these events, attempting to decide what
to do. It is no surprise that many eminent orators
lived and worked in Athens during this time.

One of the first of the great Athenian orators
was Antiphon (ca. 480411 B.C.), who was a lawyer
interested in murder cases. He did not take much
of an interest in politics until near the end of his
life, when he organized a revolt by oligarchs,
wealthy men who distrusted democracy. The revolt
failed, and Antiphon was executed for treason
against Athens. His most famous works are the
Tetrologies, four hypothetical paired speeches, and
surviving fragments of his speeches on law and
justice.

Another orator who favored the oligarchs was
Andocides (ca. 440-391 B.c.). He wrote his
speeches On the Mysteries, On His Return, On the



Peace with Sparta, and Against Alcibiades in de-
fense of charges brought against him for his in-
volvement in the defacing of the statues of Hermes
(considered religious monuments) and another re-
ligious scandal relating to the revelation of the
Eleusinian Mysteries during the Sparta peace mis-
sion, for which he was exiled once from 415 to 403,
and again in 392.

Not all the orators favored the oligarchs, how-
ever. One such democrat was LysIAS (459-380 B.C.),
who lived and worked mostly in the aftermath of
the Athenian defeat in the Peloponnesian War.
During this time, a continual struggle was being
waged between the oligarchs and the democrats.
Lysias, who was a foreigner, was granted Athenian
citizenship for his assistance in helping democracy
return to Athens. He was regarded as an outstand-
ing speaker and was knowledgeable on a wide vari-
ety of subjects. His speech On the Murder of
Eratosthenes, about a peasant who murders Eratos-
thenes, is perhaps his best-known work, but he
also wrote a speech in defense of SOCRATES that is
known for its simplicity and clarity.

During the fourth century B.C., as King Philip of
Macedonia began to encroach upon Greek inde-
pendence, the Athenians constantly debated how
to respond. One orator who favored accommodat-
ing Philip was Aeschines (389-314 B.C.), who, as
DEMOSTHENES’ rival, spoke in favor of peace and
against opposing Macedonia. Three of Aeschines’
speeches survive: Against Timarchus, a sanction
against Timarchus for his homosexuality; On the
Embassy, a defense against Demosthenes’ charge
that he was accepting bribes; and Against Cte-
siphon, his opposition to Ctesiphon’s claim that
Demosthenes should be awarded the golden
crown. In the matter of King Philip’s rule,
Aeschines accepted the point of view of ISOCRATES
(436-338 B.C.), who states in his speech Philip that
he wanted King Philip to unite all of Greece under
a strong ruler. Isocrates is also known for having
trained many of the great Athenian orators of his
day, including Hyperides, 1SAEUS, and Lycurgus.

Other orators, however, were bitterly opposed
to Macedonia and spoke out in favor of continued
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resistance. One of these men was Hyperides (ca.
390-322 B.C.), who spoke out repeatedly against
King Philip, even after Athens had been defeated
by Macedonia at the Battle of Chaeroneia. He is
believed to have written more than 70 speeches,
all of which were lost until the latter half of the
19th century, when six were discovered in Egypt. In
the debate over Macedonia’s rule of Athens, Hy-
perides was an ally of Demosthenes (384322 B.C.),
who was bitterly opposed to peace with Macedo-
nia, as can be seen in his eloquent speeches known
as Philippics. Demosthenes is still regarded by
many as the greatest orator Athens has ever pro-
duced. He is believed to have been a student of the
Attic orator Isaeus (fourth century B.C.), whose
speeches are valued for the legal, social, and cul-
tural information they provide on ancient Greece.

After Macedonia had ended Greek indepen-
dence, Athens’s political and military power de-
clined. Nevertheless, debates continued in the
Athenian assembly. An orator named Lycurgus (ca.
390-324 B.C.) sought to persuade the citizens of
Athens to become more religious and moral and
also attempted to make the city government more
efficient. He studied the art of rhetoric under
PLATO and Isocrates, but he is most remembered
for his efforts as a financier in increasing Athens’s
wealth.

The last of the great Athenian orators was Di-
narchus (ca. 360—after 292 B.C.), who actually came
to Athens from the city-state of Corinth, and who
wrote speeches seeking to prosecute many distin-
guished Athenians for corruption, including
Demosthenes. His works mark the decline of Attic
oration in ancient Greece.

The Athenian tradition of oratory has had a
tremendous influence on history and the art of de-
bate. Today, in places like the United States Con-
gress, the British Parliament, the Sansad of India,
and the Diet of Japan, politicians debate and dis-
cuss the great issues facing their nations, and in
city councils and town hall meetings across the
world, ordinary citizens do the same regarding local
issues facing their communities. But it was in the
city-states of ancient Greece, and in Athens in par-
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ticular, that the art of oratory first came into being
through the efforts and skills of the Attic orators.
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Aucassin et Nicolette (13th century)

French tale
Aucassin et Nicolette is the only surviving example
of the genre of the French chantefable, a medieval
tale told in alternating sections of prose and verse.
The word chantefable is from Old French and liter-
ally means “(it) sings (it) recites.” The term may
have been coined by the author of Aucassin et Nico-
lette, for he says in the work’s concluding lines, “No
chantefable prent fin” (“Our chantefable draws to
a close”). Nothing is known of the author of this
work except that he may have been a professional
minstrel from northeastern France, as the work is
written in this dialect.

Aucassin et Nicolette is a tale of adventure re-
volving around the romance of Aucassin, the son
of the Count of Beaucaire, and Nicolette, a captive
Saracen woman recently converted to Christian-
ity. The work shares much in common with an ear-
lier French romance titled Floire et Blancheflor (ca.
1170): both works share common Moorish and
Greco-Byzantine sources and use similar themes of
separation and reunion (the lovers endure many
complications, including flight, capture, and ship-
wreck before they are finally able to marry).

The author of Aucassin and Nicolette skillfully
depicts the ardor of the characters’ young love, yet
he also mocks the EpIC and romance forms by in-
verting the roles of the two lovers. Nicolette is por-
trayed as an intelligent, resourceful young woman
(in fact, she proves to be the daughter of the King
of Carthage) who disguises herself as a minstrel in
order to be reunited with her love. Aucassin, how-
ever, is depicted as a pathetic lovesick swain:

He made his way to the palace
Climbed the step

And entered the chamber
Where he began to cry

And give vent to his grief
And mourn his beloved



He lacks initiative, is ungrateful to his parents, and
must ultimately be bribed to uphold his duties as
a knight. Only under the threat of death does he
rise to the task of defending his honor. Aucassin is
also shown to be a poor Christian when he states
he would prefer to be in hell with his love rather
than in heaven.

The verse and musical portions of the work are
considered to be more finely wrought than the
prose narrative, in which the author displays com-
paratively less skill. The only surviving manuscript
of Aucassin et Nicolette is housed in France’s Bib-
liotheque Nationale. It is valued for its mixture of
prose and verse, reversal of gender roles, and sub-
tle mocking of courtly fiction.
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Augustine, Saint (Augustine of Hippo,
Aurelius Augustinus) (354-430)
memoirist, theologian, philosopher, essayist

Saint Augustine was born in Thagaste, the site of

modern Souk Ahras, Algeria. His father, Patricius,

was a pagan who died while Augustine was still in
his teens. His mother Monica was a devout Chris-
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tian who profoundly influenced Augustine’s way of
thinking in his later years.

Much of what we know about Augustine’s life
comes directly from his Confessions. He was edu-
cated in Thagaste and Madaura and then sent to
Carthage to study rhetoric. There, abandoning the
Christian Church and its teachings, he took a mis-
tress with whom he had a son, Adeodatus, and
began to dabble in Manichaeism, a Persian reli-
gious philosophy that held a dualistic view of good
and evil.

Augustine taught rhetoric in Carthage, Rome,
and finally Milan, where he fell under the influence
of Bishop Ambrose, whose sermons inspired him
to read the Epistles of Saint Paul. In 386, Augustine
converted to Christianity and devoted himself to
scholarly and literary pursuits. He was ordained as
a priest in 391 and established a new monastery
near Hippo in northwest Africa. He was conse-
crated assistant bishop there by the ailing Valerius
in 396 and spent the remainder of his life caring
for the diocese. He died while Hippo was under
siege from the invading Vandals.

Augustine’s literary output was phenomenal.
He produced tracts against heretics and enemies of
the church, including the Manichaeans; philo-
sophical and literary essays in a dialogue form in-
spired by the works of PLATO; scriptural exegeses;
religious instruction and pastoral works; and a
prodigious quantity of personal correspondence.
Among his most important earlier works are Con-
tra academicos (Against the Skeptics), which coun-
ters the academic skepticism of the followers of
CICERO; De beata vita (On the Happy Life), in
which he argues that enduring happiness is to be
found only in the love of God; De ordine (On
Order), an attempt to explain how evil can exist
when God is both omnipotent and completely
good; De immortalitate animae (On the Immortal-
ity of the Soul, 386/387); and De animae quantitate
(On the Greatness of the Soul, 387/388), inquiries
into the nature of the soul and its aspects. He also
wrote De musica (On Music, 387/391), in which he
addresses time and number in the abstract and
treats music as a matter of rhythm; De libero arbitrio
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(On Free Will, 388-395), in which he argues that
“willing” in the appropriate way will bring about
happiness; and De magistro (The Teacher, 389), a
dialogue between Augustine and Adeodatus on
how knowledge is obtained and transferred.

City of God, written between 413 and 426 and
composed of 22 books, is Augustine’s most well-
known work besides Confessions. Following the
sack of Rome by the Goths in 410, the Christian
Church was widely blamed for the loss of faith in
the pagan gods and the subsequent fall of the
Roman Empire. Augustine answered these charges
with City of God, a refutation of the idea that in
order to flourish people must appease a diverse
and sundry assortment of gods, as well as an in-
terpretation of the development of contemporary
society and Western thought in the context of the
struggle between good and evil.

Critical Analysis

Confessions, written in 397-398, is both a memoir
and a testament of faith. Even as a child, Augus-
tine constantly faced temptation in an environ-
ment characterized by powerful pagan influences,
as was typical of the time and place of his youth.
He disobeys his parents and teachers, participates
in sporting events or attends theatrical produc-
tions when he is supposed to be studying, and re-
sists Monica’s attempts to expose him to the
teachings of the Christian Church. “I was a great
sinner for so small a boy,” he writes.

As an adolescent, he finds that he derives gen-
uine pleasure from doing things that are forbidden
simply because they are forbidden, and when he
goes to Carthage to study rhetoric, he lands “in the
midst of a hissing cauldron of lust.” In this hedo-
nistic environment, he soon finds a suitable object
of his affection, although his joy is tempered by
“the cruel, fiery rods of jealousy and suspicion,
fear, anger, and quarrels.” Nevertheless, Augustine
joins the other sensualists of Carthage in their end-
less pursuit of pleasure. “Give me chastity and con-
tinence,” he prays, “but not yet.”

At age 19, Augustine’s ambition is “to be a good
speaker, for the unhallowed and inane purpose of

gratifying human vanity.” As part of his studies, he
is assigned CICERO’s Hortensius, which arouses in
him a love of philosophy. “It altered my outlook on
life. ... All my empty dreams suddenly lost their
charm and my heart began to throb with a bewil-
dering passion for the eternal truth. ... In Greek
the word ‘philosophy’ means ‘love of wisdom, and
it was with this love that the Hortensius inflamed
me.” In his quest, he joins the Manichees, whose
dualistic and materialistic approach to good and
evil appeals to him: Blame for the sin is cast not
on the sinner, but elsewhere. For nine years, to his
mother’s great distress, Augustine is “led astray . ..
and [leads] others astray” by his affiliation with the
Manichees.

When Faustus, a bishop of the Manichees,
comes to Carthage, Augustine is disappointed that
the bishop cannot resolve the discrepancies be-
tween the tenets of the Manichees and known sci-
entific facts. “The Manichaean books are full of the
most tedious fictions about the sky and the stars,
the sun and the moon,” he writes. “I badly wanted
Faustus to compare these with the mathematical
calculations which I had studied in other books. ..
but I now began to realize that he could not give
me a detailed explanation.”

Augustine’s final rejection of the Manichaean
doctrines would come in Milan when, listening to
the sermons of AMBROSE, he recognizes his prior
misconceptions about Christian doctrine. Scrip-
ture may be understood metaphorically, not liter-
ally, he realizes. Evil is not a material substance, as
the Manichees would have it, but a distortion of
free will. He also acknowledges the factors that are
preventing him from embracing Christianity
wholeheartedly. They include his worldly ambi-
tions, his reluctance to relinquish his mistress, and
his difficulty conceiving of God as a spiritual en-
tity. Nevertheless, he wishes with increasing agita-
tion and desperation to convert to the faith.

One day he is weeping bitter tears in the garden
of his house, asking for the grace to “make an end
of my ugly sins,” when he hears a child’s voice say-
ing, ““Take it and read, take it and read.” Taking
this as a divine message, Augustine opens Paul’s



Epistles and reads the first passage his eyes land
upon: ““Not in revelling and drunkenness, not in
lust and wantonness, not in quarrels and rivalries.
Rather, arm yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ;
spend no more thought on nature and nature’s ap-
petites.”

“I had no wish to read more and no need to do
s0,” Augustine recalls. “For in an instant, as I came
to the end of the sentence, it was as though the
light of confidence flooded into my heart and all
the darkness of doubt was dispelled.”

He relates his conversion to Monica, who is
overjoyed, and the following year (387), Augustine
is baptized on Easter Sunday.

Thus concludes the autobiographical portion of
Confessions. In the remainder of the book, Augus-
tine variously examines his ability to master temp-
tation and expounds upon the first chapter of
Genesis, discussing the nature of time with respect
to God (i.e., there was no “time” as we know it be-
fore God created the heavens and the Earth).

“The life of Augustine has a special appeal be-
cause he was a great sinner who became a great
saint and greatness is all the more admirable if it
is achieved against odds,” writes the translator of
Confessions, R. S. Pine-Coffin. “He hinges on the
incidents of his life such considerations as tend
to elevate the mind and heart of the reader.”
Pine-Coffin adds, “The Confessions and the City
of God rightly belong to the great literature of the
world.”

Moreover, Augustine’s theories of sin, forgive-
ness, and free will have provided the foundation
for basic Roman Catholic tenets as well as those
of Calvinism, Lutheranism, and other religions.
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Augustus (Gaius Octavius) (63 B.c—

14 AD.) emperor, patron of writers
Augustus was the first and perhaps the greatest of
the Roman emperors, rising to power in the after-
math of the fall of the Roman Republic. The
adopted son and successor of Julius CAESAR, Au-
gustus brought stability and peace to Rome, usher-
ing in an era of tranquillity known as the Pax
Romana, or “Roman Peace.” Augustus was also a
writer of some talent, but his most important con-
tributions to the world of literature came from his
support and encouragement of some of the great-
est writers the Western world has ever produced.

Born Gaius Octavius, Augustus came from a
distinguished family and received an excellent ed-
ucation. He was fascinated by philosophy and lit-
erature and initially possessed a rather introverted
personality. As a young man, he served with his
great-uncle, Caesar, although his political and mil-
itary roles were limited. When Caesar was assassi-
nated in 44 B.C., Augustus was surprised to
discover that he had been made Caesar’s heir, after
which he became Gaius Julius Caesar.

Over the next several years, Augustus was en-
gaged in a bitter political and military struggle,
first with Caesar’s assassins, then with his rival for
power, Marcus Antony. In 31 B.C., at the decisive
Battle of Actium, the forces of Antony were de-
feated and Augustus had emerged as the single
most powerful man in the Roman world.

In 27 B.C., the Roman Senate surrendered virtu-
ally all its power to Augustus, who thereafter ruled
as emperor. This is the traditional date for the end
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of the Roman Republic and the beginning of the
Roman Empire. For the remaining four decades of
his life, Augustus would use his power to reform
the government of the Empire and bring order to
the entire Mediterranean region. He launched a
sweeping program of construction that beautified
the city of Rome itself, improved the transporta-
tion and communication systems in the Imperial
provinces, developed the economy, and reformed
the military. By the time of his death, the Roman
Empire was peaceful and prosperous.

Augustus was deeply interested in literature and
commissioned several writers to produce works
that glorified Roman achievement. By far the most
famous of these works was the Aeniad, written by
Rome’s greatest poet, VIRGIL. The author had left
instructions that the epic poem be destroyed when
he died, but Augustus ordered that it be preserved,
thus saving one of the great works of classical liter-
ature.

Augustus also supported the work of Livy and
HORACE. Most writers found Augustus to be an ex-
tremely positive influence and welcomed the gift of
peace he had brought to their world. For reasons
which remain unclear, the emperor quarreled with
the writer ovID, but the general attitude of Augus-
tus toward the great authors of his day was one of
encouragement and assistance. This greatly fur-
thered the literary arts of Rome, which has deeply
influenced Western literature to the present day.

Augustus was himself a writer, although most of
the work he produced has been lost. He penned an
autobiography and at least one poem and one play.
His only extant work is Res Gestae Divi Augusti, or
“Acts of the Divine Augustus.” This was his last will
and testament, in which he described for posterity
what he believed his greatest achievements were. It
is in this work that he makes the celebrated remark
that he found Rome a city of bricks and left it a city
of marble.
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Aurelius, Marcus
See MARCUS AURELIUS ANTONINUS.

Averroés (Abu al-Walid Muhammad ibn
Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Rushd)
(1126-1198) philosopher

Averroés was the last in a great line of medieval

Arabic philosophers. The author of many books

in all fields of knowledge, he was particularly

known as an interpreter of the Greek philosopher

ARISTOTLE and a defender of philosophy in a reli-

gious, Muslim civilization. His greatest influence

was in Europe, where his works inspired Christian
scholars for hundreds of years.

Averroés was born into a prominent family of
scholars and public servants in Cérdoba, the an-
cient capital of Muslim Spain. His grandfather and
father served as gadis, or chief judges and adminis-
trators; he himself rose to that position, first in
Seville (1169) and then in Cérdoba (1171). He
studied with prominent scholars, and took advan-
tage of Cérdoba’s famed library of some 500,000
volumes.

Around 1160, Averroés was introduced to the
caliph, Abu Yaqub Yusuf, himself an accomplished
scholar. The ruler was so impressed with his guest
that he asked him to write a commentary on all of
Aristotle, a task that Averroés devoted much of his
life to completing. Despite moral support from the
caliph, the philosopher had to contend with a pub-
lic mood that was hostile to Greek philosophy and
to any learning outside the confines of traditional
Muslim theology and law. (Spain and Morocco
were then ruled by the North African Almohad
Dynasty, which had been founded as an austere
Muslim reformist movement.)



Sometime in the 1170s, the caliph brought
Averroés to Marrakesh in Morocco to be court
physician. There, under the caliph’s protection,
Averroés wrote his greatest works in defense of
philosophy. Yaqub’s son, al-Mansar, confirmed the
appointment on his succession to the throne in
1184. However, in 1195, al-Mansar banished Aver-
roés to a village in Spain and had his philosophical
book burned. Historians claim the caliph had
acted to gain wider support for a jihad, or holy war,
against Christian Spain. Three years later, he for-
gave Averroés and invited him back to Marrakesh,
where the philosopher died.

Critical Analysis

When the Arabs conquered the ancient civiliza-
tions of the Middle East in the seventh century,
they discovered Greek philosophy, which domi-
nated intellectual life at that time. Many of the
works of Aristotle and some of PLATO were trans-
lated from Syriac translations of the Greek into
Arabic.

The new Muslim civilization gave pride of place
to theology and law, but Greek philosophy was also
developed, though not without the criticism of the
leaders of other fields of study. Averroés devoted
much of his life and writings to an attempt to rec-
oncile Aristotelian philosophy with Muslim law
and theology. Over the course of several decades
(1169-95), he wrote commentaries on most of
Aristotle’s known works and on Plato’s Republic.
Each commentary had three sections: the Jami, a
brief summary or simple paraphrase of the origi-
nal; the Talkhis, a more elaborate exposition of the
text; and the long Tafsir, which included extensive
elaborations and many of Averroés’s own contri-
butions, often relating the material to Islamic
thought and society.

Apart from these commentaries, Averroés wrote
three great works that established his reputation
as a literary scholar and philosopher, especially in
Europe. On the Harmony of Religion and Philoso-
phy (Fasl al-Magqal), Examination of the Methods
of Proof Concerning the Doctrines of Religion (Kashf
al-Manahij), and The Incoherence of The Incoher-
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ence (Tahafat al-Tahafat) were all written in Mar-
rakesh between 1179 and 1180.

The first two works describe the exalted role of
philosophy. According to Averroés, only philoso-
phers, armed with the logical techniques provided
by Aristotle, could understand the true inner
meaning of the laws as revealed to the prophet
MUHAMMAD. In addition, theologians could only
reach a certain level of understanding, while the
masses must be content with the stories and
metaphors provided in the Koran and other reli-
gious works. Averroés conceded, however, that
some revealed truths were beyond rational under-
standing and must be accepted on faith, even by
philosophers. In the third book in the trilogy, Aver-
roés refutes al-Ghazali’s condemnation of rational
philosophy, as presented in al-Ghazali’s book The
Incoherence of the Philosophers.

Nearly all of Averroés’s books survive only in
Hebrew and Latin translation (with the Latin usu-
ally translated from Hebrew) or in Arabic written
in Hebrew characters. This may reflect the philoso-
pher’s greater reputation in the non-Muslim world.

Averroés, in Latin translation, was probably the
most important source of Greek philosophy for
Christian religious and secular scholars of the
Middle Ages. His works helped spark a revolution
in learning throughout Europe, which historians
often say laid the groundwork for modern science.
Freethinkers were often called “Averroists,” but this
was not considered to be a good thing. Some
Christian religious authorities considered Averroés
to be a threat to the church because he advocated
a“double truth” in which theology and philosophy
held different, opposing views.

Averroés was also known for a major medical
treatise (ca. 1162), known in its Latin translation as
the Colliget. European universities continued to
use the book for hundreds of years.

On another issue—the role of women—
Averroés’s position was very unusual for his time
and place. In his view, confining women to the sole
function of childbirth and raising children be-
trayed women’s true potential. It also deprived so-
ciety of a major economic resource.
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As a bridge between the ancient Greeks and
modern European civilization, Averroés had an
enormous impact. His attempts to reconcile Is-
lamic and secular philosophy made him an ideal
model for many later Christian thinkers.
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Avicenna (nickname of Ibn Sina, Aba "Ali
al-Husayn ibn "Abd Allah ibn Sina)
(980-1037) philosopher, scientist, nonfiction
writer

Avicenna was one of the most respected philoso-

phers and scientists in the history of Islam. For

hundreds of years, his works influenced philoso-
phy and the teaching and practice of medicine in
the Christian and Muslim worlds.

Avicenna was born in the village of Afshana
near Bukhara, in present-day Uzbekistan. His fa-
ther was a local governor under the Samanid
rulers, the first independent Iranian dynasty since
the Arab conquest 300 years before. Avicenna was

given the best education available in all fields of
knowledge. A brilliant student, he had learned the
KORAN (Qur’an) and memorized much Arabic po-
etry by the time he was 10. He also became very
adept at medicine, a skill that would eventually
make his career. At age 17, he cured Nuh Ibn
Mansur, the Samanid ruler at Bukhara (a feat he
would later repeat with other rulers when political
turmoil forced him to move). He was rewarded
with access to the royal library, one of the best of
the time, where he began to write some of his
major works.

The death of his father and the defeat of the
Samanids at the hand of new Turkish rulers forced
Avicenna to begin several years of travel, working as
physician, local administrator, and jurist. He was
known as a hard worker, and he devoted his evenings
to continued learning and writing, surrounded by a
convivial group of scholars and students.

Wherever Avicenna went, he always found the
time to write, eventually producing an astounding
body of some books and treatises, some of them
encyclopedic in length, on an unusually wide range
of subjects. About 200 of these works survive. He
wrote most of his works in Arabic, the dominant
scholarly language of the Muslim world. He also
wrote a few works in Persian, including the first
book of Aristotelian philosophy in that language.

After several years of travel, in 1015 Avicenna
won an appointment as court doctor to Shams ad-
Dawlah, the Buyid prince of Hamadan in north-
western Iran, whom he cured of a severe colic. The
prince eventually named him vizier (prime minis-
ter), though political troubles forced him to spend
a few months in prison and longer spells hiding in
exile. At Hamadan Avicenna completed his monu-
mental medical treatise, The Canon of Medicine
(al-Qanun fi al Thibb).

Forced by the death of the ruler in 1022 to flee
Hamadan, Avicenna found refuge two years later at
Isfahan, at the court of another Buyid ruler, ‘Ala’
ad-Dawlah, where he lived the last 13 years of his
life in peace, accompanying the prince in all his
military campaigns and journeys. He died in
Hamadan during one of these trips.



Avicenna eventually wrote an autobiographical
sketch. It is the main source of information per-
taining to his life, together with a biography, The
Life of Avicenna, written by his lifetime companion
Juzjani, which was included in Latin translations of
Avicenna’s major works.

Critical Analysis
Avicenna’s Canon of Medicine may be the most in-
fluential medical textbook in history; at more than
1 million words, it is certainly one of the longest
written by one person. The book relied to a cer-
tain degree on the works of the great Greek physi-
cians, including GALEN, but it also incorporated
knowledge gained by many Muslim doctors and
scientists, as well as through Persian and Indian
lore. Avicenna was able to add to this bulk of
knowledge a great deal of insight he had personally
acquired through his long medical practice. His
discoveries included an understanding that tuber-
culosis and other diseases were contagious, that
some diseases could spread via environmental fac-
tors like water, and that psychology affected health.

The Muslim world soon recognized the book
as a major step forward in medical science. It was
translated into Latin in the 12th century, and it
soon became the chief medical textbook in all Eu-
ropean universities, maintaining that status until
after 1600.

The book contains five volumes: treating phys-
iology and hygiene; simple drugs; pathology (two
volumes covering fevers, tumors, rashes, and poi-
sons); and drug combinations. In addition, Avi-
cenna’s descriptions of the many hundreds of
herbs, powders, tablets, leeches, ointments, and
other remedies constituted the most complete and
accurate listing of remedies ever assembled. Dur-
ing his lifetime he wrote some 40 other medical
works, most of them specialized treatises.

Like most Muslim philosophers of his day, Avi-
cenna worked in the Aristotelian tradition handed
down from ancient Greece, with a substantial in-
fluence of Neoplatonism from the Roman period.
Many of his ideas were developed in The Book of
Healing, which was in effect an encyclopedic sum-
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mation of knowledge in almost every scientific and
philosophical field.

Avicenna’s central philosophic idea is that God
exists as the “first cause”; everything else in the
universe emanates from that cause. The first things
to emanate are pure ideas, perfect and unchanging,
which can be understood through intelligence.
Souls emanate next; they can move matter in the
heavens and on earth. Then come the physical laws
of nature, followed by matter, which is by itself in-
capable of motion.

One of the four sections of The Book of Healing
was devoted to mathematics, under which Avi-
cenna included music and astronomy. He also
wrote works on psychology, geology, and physics,
in some cases adding his own original insights,
theories, and proofs, such as his designs for equip-
ment for measuring the exact coordinates of stars
(their location on the heavenly sphere or sky).

Like many Persian writers, Avicenna was also
influenced by mystical thought. He elaborated his
mystical ideas in one of the main works of his later
years, Oriental Philosophy, which was apparently
lost during an attack on Isfahan in 1043. However,
some of these ideas survive in his personal testi-
mony, The Book of Directives and Remarks, in
which he describes a spiritual journey from the
start of faith to an eventual direct vision of God.

After Avicenna’s death, prominent orthodox
Sunni Muslim writers criticized him for denying
that God can directly influence events in the world.
Nevertheless, his philosophy remained influential
for centuries in both the Muslim and Christian
worlds.
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Bacchylides (fifth century B.c) Iyric poet
During the Golden Age of ancient Greece, all
forms of literature reached new heights. The writ-
ing style known as lyric poetry, which was de-
signed to be sung by a performer, was of particular
importance. One of the most important Greek
lyric poets of this era was Bacchylides.

The nephew of the lyric poet Simonides, Bac-
chylides was born in the town of Ceon but later
emigrated to the city-state of Syracuse, on the is-
land of Sicily. Syracuse was then controlled by the
powerful ruler Hieron, who was a great patron of
the arts. During his time in Syracuse, Bacchylides
was a rival of the more famous poet PINDAR.

Bacchylides’ works were almost unknown to
historians until the late 19th century. Fortunately,
a collection of works was discovered in the Egypt-
ian desert in 1897, preserved in writing on pa-
pyrus. Nineteen poems were recovered, including
dithyrambs (lyric poems written in a lofty style)
and epinician odes (poems written to honor Greek
athletes who won victories in the Olympic
Games). In one of his dithyrambs, Bacchylides
memorializes the legendary Greek hero Theseus.
The poem takes the form of a dramatic dialogue
between King Aegeus and a chorus of Athenians.
The dialogue describes a young man (Theseus)
and his epic defeat of a host of monsters.
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Bacchylides’ works are important in the details
they provide of ancient Greek culture and tradi-
tions, as well as for the insight they give to changes
taking place in the formation and purpose of
Greek poetry.

English Versions of Works by Bacchylides
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Bai Juyi (Po Chii-i) (772-846) poet

Bai Juyi, the son of a minor government official, was
born in Hsin-cheng, China. Though his family was
poor, Bai received a good education that prepared
him for his government service examinations in 800
and 803. After passing his examinations, he was
assigned to a job in Ch’ang-an, the Tang dynasty
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capital. His experiences in the capital influenced
his early poems, which were mostly political and
social commentaries, known as the “New Ballads.”
His poetry is known for its clear, simple style and
its reflection of Confucian thought. The autobio-
graphical nature of his poems also reveals that he
was influenced by the poet Tu Fu.

Despite Bai’s popularity, in 815 his political
commentary caused him to be demoted to a post
outside the capital, in Chiang-chou on the Yangtze
River. While there, he began to address more spir-
itual concerns in his poetry. While studying and
meditating at the Buddhist temples on Mount Lu,
he became interested in the work of TAO YUANMING
(365-427), a Buddhist poet whose work extolled
nature and the virtues of idleness and serenity.

Bai’s most powerful poetry reflects everyday
events and the effect they had on his inner
thoughts. Some of these poems include “Watching
the Reapers,” in which the poet compares the
sparseness of the reapers’ lives to his own well-to-
do life; “Golden Bells,” in which he philosophizes
on the joy and burden of having a baby daughter;
and “Pruning Trees,” in which the act of pruning
trees symbolizes clearing one’s vision to find the
important things in life.

One of the most famous groups of letters in
Chinese literature is Bai’s extensive literary corre-
spondence with his friend, fellow poet and govern-
ment official Yuan Zhen, who compiled Bai’s
poetry and prose into a volume for which he wrote
the preface. Through its distribution to Buddhist
temples throughout China, the work preserved
more than 2,800 of Bai’s poems.

Bai Juyi retired from public service in 833. He
spent the remaining 13 years of his life studying
Buddhism and adding poetry and essays to his col-
lected works. He is widely regarded as one of the
Tang Dynasty’s greatest poets.

English Versions of Works by Bai Juyi
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The Selected Poems of Po Chii-i. Translated by David
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Waley, Arthur. The Life and Times of Po Chii-i. Lon-
don: Allen & Unwin, 1949.

bardic poetry (sixth-13th centuries)
Bardic poetry refers to an oral tradition of verse
composition and performance largely associated
with the Celtic cultures of Anglo-Saxon England,
Scotland, Ireland, and Wales. The forms of bardic
poetry followed precise metrical and alliterative
patterns since the word-music, made from the
sounds of the language itself, was considered as
important as the music of the accompanying in-
strument. To meet the demands of a strict meter,
bards drew on a repertoire of stock phrases and
metaphors, and when necessary they used adjec-
tives or kennings to fill out a line. A kenning is typ-
ically a compound descriptor using an innovative
image or metaphor to convey the qualities of a per-
son or thing. For instance, a person might be called
“strong arm,” “steady glance,” or “bright cheek.”
Unfortunately for modern listeners, not only does
little of the bards’ music survive, but the word-
music itself is often lost in translation.

Documentation on early bards is scarce and ob-
scure. The bulk of the early lyrics remain anony-
mous, and some authorial attributions are
apocryphal. Manuscript fragments attempt to cap-
ture works that could have been composed cen-
turies before. Part of the literary style was to use
intentional archaisms to make the language sound
older and therefore superior. Most bards were rig-
orously educated, well-respected members of the
aristocratic classes who could boast of a long po-
etic heritage. Some traveled, performing their
works, while others had patrons. Celtic culture ac-
corded great esteem to bards, and noble Celtic
families, who attached great importance to having
honor of “face,” often feared to provoke a poet to
slander. Women could be bards as well as men, and
several surviving Irish lyric love poems are attrib-
uted to female authors.

Since it was composed and sung in the vernac-
ular or native language, much bardic poetry retains



a flavor of the Celtic culture prior to Christianity,
which brought literacy in the form of Latin. The
forms and subject matter of bardic poetry can
often be traced to pre-Christian influences. In ad-
dition to nature poems, devotional lyrics, and en-
comiums of praise or protest directed at rulers, the
bards preserved their culture’s native history in
saga or chronicle poems populated with gods, he-
roes, and other mythical creatures. Anglo-Saxon
bards were as revered as warriors, since their abil-
ity to describe a warrior’s feats after his death, thus
elevating him to hero status, was often the only
consolation a warrior had to achieve enduring
fame. Such an achievement was based in the con-
cept of the heroic ideal: Kings and their retainers
sought perfection in battle, honor, and chivalry.
This heroic ideal is aptly portrayed in the Old En-
glish EPIC poem Beowulf.

Much of Irish bardic poetry features the leg-
endary figures Finn MacCool; Cuchulain; Cano,
the Irish version of Tristan (see TRISTAN AND ISEULT);
and Oisin, remembered in the Ossianic or Fenian
cycles. Welsh poets often sang of Arthur and his
warriors.

Anglo-Saxon and Irish bardic poetry spans the
Old, Middle, and Early Modern English periods;
Old Irish turns into Middle Irish around the 12th
century, whereupon the tradition changes from a
mainly oral legacy to a documented practice of lit-
erary composition maintained by clerics and court
poets. The early Irish tradition distinguished be-
tween a bard who sang and played the poems and
a file who composed the poetry and functioned as
a historian, genealogist, seer, and social satirist as
well as an artisan. Fili (the plural of file) trained at
bardic schools. In its earliest uses the word suggests
someone who is a master poet and also initiated in
spiritual practices such as divination. This may re-
flect the status and service held by the druids, who
were, for the pre-Christian Celts, poets, prophets,
lawmakers, guardians of traditional knowledge,
and practitioners of the occult.

Many fili liked to preserve a sense of mystery
around their work and perpetuated the romantic
myth that the best poets created under very spe-
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cial circumstances, specifically in a dark room,
lying down, with no outside noise or distractions.
Thereafter, the bard would offer a recitation and
musical performance. Though at one point bards
received about half the pay that a file did, later the
terms bard and file became interchangeable. Some
of the best-remembered Irish bards are Donnchadh
Moér, Gofraidh Fionn, Eochaidh O hEoghusa, Fear
Flatha, Fearghal Og, and Tadhg Mac Diire.

Though the Irish and Welsh embraced Chris-
tianity well before the Anglo-Saxons did, early
Welsh poetry escapes Latin influence. The sixth-
century Welsh bards are themselves figures of leg-
end: Taliesin; Llywarch Hen; and Anerin, who is
credited with the battle poem “Gododdin,” the ear-
liest reference to King Arthur. Manuscripts of their
works date to the 12th century. Other Welsh bards
from the 12th and 13th centuries are Meilyr; his
son Gwalchmai; Owain prince of Powys; Owain’s
court bard Cynddlew; and the greatest of the me-
dieval Welsh bards, Dafydd ap Gwilym
(1340-1400), who lived at the same time as the
English poet Geoffrey Chaucer.

See also MYTHOLOGY, CELTIC; ORAL LITERATURE/
TRADITION.
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Beatrice of Nazareth (1200-1268) mystic,
diarist, treatise writer

Beatrice of Nazareth was born to a merchant fam-

ily of Tienen, near Brussels, Belgium. As a very
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young child she showed an aptitude for scholar-
ship, and at age seven, upon the death of her
mother, her father sent her to live for a year with a
group of beguines. The beguines were laywomen
in the Low Countries who chose to lead spiritual
lives without taking vows at a religious institution.
When Beatrice discovered her vocation for monas-
tic life, her father allowed her to enter the Cister-
cian convent at Bloemendaal.

In 1216 Beatrice officially became a novice, and in
1217 she traveled to the convent at Rameya to study
with Ida of Nivelles. Under her tutelage Beatrice had
her first mystical experience in January 1217. In 1221
she returned to Bloemendaal, where the visions con-
tinued, and the esteem with which she was treated
troubled this very modest woman. In 1236 she
joined the Cistercian community at Nazareth, near
Antwerp, where she was made prioress and where
she remained until her death.

The anonymous Life of Beatrice was composed
from a private diary Beatrice kept, recording her
experiences. She also wrote several treatises on the
spiritual life. The only one to survive, called Seven
Modes of Sacred Love, is considered the first ver-
nacular work exploring the soul’s ascent to God.
For Beatrice, sacred love, minne in Flemish, is the
pinnacle of the soul’s existence. In Seven Modes she
writes: “love strives only for the purity, the nobil-
ity and the highest excellence which she herself
is ... and it is this same striving which love teaches
to those who seek to follow her.” Beatrice shares
her belief that experience of God is a personal in-
teraction mediated by love with other women mys-
tics, such as Mechthild of Magdeburg, Julian of
Norwich, and Hadewijch, as well as the later Bel-
gian theologian Jan van Ruusbroec.

An English Version of a Work by

Beatrice of Nazareth

Bowie, Fiona, ed. Beguine Spirituality: Mystical Writ-
ings of Mechthild of Magdeburg, Beatrice of
Nazareth, and Hadewijch of Brabant. Translated by
Oliver Davies. New York: Spiritual Classics, 1990.

Works about Beatrice of Nazareth

De Ganck, Roger. Beatrice of Nazareth in Her Context.
3 vols. Kalamazoo, Mich.: Cistercian Publications,
1991.

. The Life of Beatrice of Nazareth. Kalamazoo,

Mich.: Cistercian Publications, 1991.

Bede (Baeda, The Venerable Bede)
(673-735) historian, scholar, commentator,
biographer, treatise writer, poet

Bede was born in a small village in the vicinity of

Jarrow in Northumbria, near the present-day city

of Newcastle in northern England. In 679, at age

seven, as was the culture in those times, Bede was
fostered at the monastery in Wearmouth in the
care of Abbot Benedict Biscop, and later at the
monastery in Jarrow under Abbot Ceolfrith. In ad-
dition to his theological studies, he was educated in
literature, grammar, rhetoric, history, philosophy,
arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, law, and music.

He was ordained deacon in 691 and priest in 702

by Bishop John of Hexham.

From his extensive readings, his own observa-
tions, and the stories he gathered from travelers
visiting the monasteries, Bede wrote scores of
books: Biblical exegeses (commentaries, explana-
tions, and critical interpretations of texts); ha-
giographies (biographies of saints and venerated
people); treatises on astronomy, botany, and me-
teorology; hymns; and poems. The 60 volumes and
950 manuscripts that Bede produced over a period
of some 30 years make him one of the most prolific
and greatest of English writers.

In recognition of his piety and contribution to
theological writing, historians of the ninth century
conferred the title of “Venerable” upon him. He
was canonized in 1899 by Pope Leo XIII, who con-
ferred the title of “Doctor of the Church” upon
him for being “an ecclesiastical writer of great
learning and sanctity.” His feast day is celebrated
on May 25.

Writers throughout history have attempted
translations of Bede’s works. In 1910, J. A. Giles



published an English version of Historia abbatum
(Lives of the Abbots), which Bede wrote ca. 725 as
a compilation of biographies of the lives of abbots
and saints. In addition, C. W. Jones published a
translation of Bede’s De natura rerum liber (On
Nature, ca. 691), a scientific text on nature and as-
tronomy, in 1975.

However, no single work written by Bede has
been more frequently copied in longhand, from
the date of its completion in 731 until the printed
book was published in 1475, than his Historia ec-
clesiastica gentis Anglorum (The Ecclesiastical His-
tory of the English People). It has never ceased to
be read, and more than 150 manuscript copies of it
survive to this day. This celebrated work served as
the guiding model for historians throughout the
Middle Ages, and it is the work for which Bede is
remembered as the “Father of English History.”

Bede himself modestly described the work as
“the history of the Church of our island and race.”
Composed entirely in medieval Latin, this indis-
pensable source of early Anglo-Saxon history is a
continuous narrative of five books that spans a pe-
riod of almost eight centuries, from Julius Caesar’s
invasion of Britain to 731. It is, in effect, a depic-
tion of a saint’s life with the English nation as hero,
and it highlights the rapid conversion of the
Anglo-Saxons by missionaries from Rome and Ire-
land. In addition, the work serves as an authority on
the early English Church, daily monastic and secu-
lar life, and major historical events of the period.

Passionate in his support of orthodoxy and in
condemnation of heresy, Bede was a traditionalist
whose prime concern was the spread of the ac-
cepted beliefs of the Catholic Church. Such com-
mitment led him to write most of his works,
including an exposition of the Great Cycle of 532
years that was of fundamental value to the Roman
Church in calculating the date of Easter. He also
introduced the custom of anno Domini, dating
events from the birth of Christ.

In addition to writing, reciting written works to
the accompaniment of music was one of Bede’s
great delights. He was skilled in the recitation of
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the music of the liturgy, vernacular English po-
etry, and songs of Anglo-Saxon Britain. Despite
being grievously ill the day he died, the dedication
and diligence he brought to his teaching duties is
best reflected in his cheerful reminders to his stu-
dents throughout that day to learn their lessons
quickly since he might not be there long to instruct
them.

Bede is best described by the words of Peter
Hunter Blair in The World of Bede (1970):

The scholar who never spared himself in the
search for truth, the monk who loved music
and was deeply moved by the beauty of his
church all brightly lit for a festal day, the
teacher whose last thought was for the pupils
of his school, and the endearingly humble man
who chose the image of griddle, frying-pan
and oven to illustrate stages in the growth of
spiritual understanding.

English Versions of Works by Bede

De natura rerum liber (On Nature). Edited by C. W.
Jones. Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols 1975.

The Ecclesiastical History of the English People. Edited
and translated by B. Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors.
Oxford, U.K.: Clarendon Press, 1969.

Historia abbatum (The Lives of the Holy Abbots of
Wearmouth and Jarrow). Translated by J. A. Giles.
London: J. M. Dent, 1910.
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Beowulf (10th century) epic poem

One of the finest EPIC poems of Anglo-Saxon liter-
ature, Beowulf is a stirring adventure story and a
deeply serious commentary on human life. It tells
the story of the life and death of the legendary hero
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Beowulf in his great battles with supernatural
monsters and in his reign as a cultured and popu-
lar monarch. Beowulf is a model of heroic spirit at
its finest, the ideal Anglo-Saxon image of warrior-
aristocrat.

Cyclical in movement and unified by striking
contrasts of youth and old age, success and failure,
bravery and cowardice, Beowulf is a sophisticated
poem following CAEDMON’s style of poetry, with a
Germanic hero-warrior code of honor coupled
with Christian religious underpinnings. The poem
is written in the unrhymed four-beat alliterative
meter of OLD ENGLISH POETRY. The author is un-
known. There is much debate about when the
poem was written, but it was most likely composed
sometime between the middle of the seventh and
the end of the 10th centuries. As such, it is the
longest surviving poem in Old English, containing
more than 3,100 lines. While the poem was written
in Anglo-Saxon England in the Old English lan-
guage, the events it describes are set in Denmark,
Sweden, and Geatland (now southern Sweden).

Critical Analysis

The epic opens, as it ends, with a funeral, the sea
burial of the founder of the Danish royal line. Then
the scene changes to King Hrothgar’s court in Heo-
rot, Denmark, where the huge demon Grendel kills
and eats warriors every night. Beowulf, prince of
the Geats and strongest man of his time, hears of
the troubles and journeys there with his troop of
men to win his fame by challenging the giant mon-
ster. He conquers Grendel barehanded, ripping off
the monster’s arm at the shoulder:

... No Dane doubted
The victory, for the proof, hanging high
From the rafters where Beowulf had hung
it, was the monster’s
Arm, claw and shoulder and all.

(1. 833-836)

There is much rejoicing at the royal banquet the
next day. Many heroic tales are told in Beowulf’s

honor, and a bard sings the lay of the Finnsburg
episode, a tragic feud from the Danish past.

Later that night, Grendel’s mother attacks the
royal hall to avenge her son. Beowulf dives down to
the bottom of the haunted lake where she dwells.
At first she nearly kills him, but he manages to slay
her with the help of a strange, magical sword.
When he resurfaces, the onlookers, who had given
him up for dead, rejoice in his victory.

Beowulf has thus succeeded in cleansing Den-
mark of the evil monsters. In a moving sermon of
exceptional poetic force, the king, who is very fond
of young Beowulf, warns him of the dangers of
pride and weeps as Beowulf returns to Geatland.

Part I of the epic ends with Beowulf’s recount-
ing of his adventures in Denmark and of the polit-
ical state of affairs there to his uncle, King Hygelac
of the Geats. Beowulf bestows Hrothgar’s gifts on
Hygelac, who in turn rewards Beowulf with treas-
ure and lands.

Part II takes up the last thousand lines of the
poem and deals with a Beowulf of mature years,
when he comes to the Geatish throne upon the
death of Hygelac and his son. Beowulf rules wisely
and peacefully for 50 years, a remarkable feat in
those troubled times. Then one day, a robber acci-
dentally disturbs a sleeping dragon that guards a
treasure hidden in a grave mound. The dragon
awakens and starts wreaking havoc in the sur-
rounding villages by burning down houses.

Beowulf decides to meet the fire-breathing
dragon in combat. Upon seeing the dragon, his
troops flee in terror, but his kinsman Wiglaf re-
fuses to leave his side. Together they kill the
dragon, but Beowulf receives a fatal wound in his
neck. Knowing his end is near, he rejoices over the
life he has led and is at peace with his conscience.
His only regret is that he leaves behind no heirs.
Wiglaf grieves as Beowulf breathes his last. When
the cowardly troops return, Wiglaf heaps scorn
upon their heads.

Wiglaf then sends a messenger to the king’s
household informing them of the tragedy. The
messenger’s speech is a prophecy of the doom for



the Geats at the hands of their enemies, the
Swedes, now that their hero-protector is dead.
Beowulf is cremated on a great funeral pyre. All
the Geats, warriors and common folk alike, gather
around in despair, and the poem ends as the treas-
ure from the grave mound that the dragon was
guarding and Beowulf’s ashes are buried together
in a monumental barrow on a headland by the sea.
Beowulf's importance and value lie in its details,
which give us a glimpse of the warrior-hero’s spirit
and code of honor and of the attitudes and beliefs of
the monk who transcribed the oral story, thus giv-
ing the poem a Christian influence and reflecting
pagan England during its transition to Christianity.

English Versions of Beowulf
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York: Doubleday, 1977.
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‘W.W. Norton, 2000.
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Bernard de Ventadour (Bernart de
Ventadorn) (fl. ca. 1147—ca. 1170)
troubadour

Bernard de Ventadour was born in the province of

Limousin in south-central France. One biogra-

pher, writing long after his subject’s death, claimed

that Bernard was a lowly servant in charge of heat-
ing the ovens at the viscount of Ventadorn’s castle.

According to this biographer, Bernard fell in love

with the viscount’s wife and addressed his love

songs to her. The viscount discovered the affair,
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and Bernard moved to Normandy, where he had a
love affair with Eleanor of Aquitaine. When she left
to marry Henry II of England, Bernard joined the
court of Count Raymond V of Toulouse. Finally,
when Raymond died, Bernard became a monk.

In reality, we know little of Bernard’s life apart
from what we can glean from his songs. Although
he was probably not a menial servant, he almost
definitely grew up in the castle of Ventadorn (or
Ventadour). In the vida (a biographical portion of
verse found in most TROUBADOUR songs) of one
song, he claims to be the son of a man-at-arms and
a relative of the viscount of Ventadorn. He was ac-
quainted with Eleanor of Aquitaine, and it is cer-
tain that he knew Henry II of England. Because
12th-century Ventadour was a hotbed of trouba-
dour activity, Bernard must have been acquainted
with the works of earlier composers like JAUFRE
RUDEL and with the more popular MEDIEVAL RO-
MANCE.

Bernard’s songs are remarkable expressions of
courtly love (see CHIVALRY AND COURTLY LOVE) and,
more specifically, of fin’amor (expressions of the
impact of love on the individual), of which he is
credited as being the creator. Unlike the works of
some of his contemporaries, they are neither too
complicated nor difficult to understand, nor too
polished or simple. “It is no wonder if I sing better
than any other singer,” begins one song, “for my
heart draws me more towards love and I am better
made for its commands.” In another song, which
begins with the line “I have a heart so full of love,”
Bernard declares himself to be so happy “That the
ice appears to me a flower, / And the snow lies
green.” Later in the poem, however, he complains
that he is suffering even more than Tristan did when
trying to win Iseult (see TRISTAN AND ISEULT). Scholar
James Wilhelm notes that Bernard’s reasoning thus
“follows the rather helter-skelter pattern of the
somewhat crazed, moon-bewitched lover”

At times, Bernard implicitly and wittily com-
pares his secular love for a woman to a pious love
for the Virgin Mary. (The Provengal language in
which he wrote derived from Latin, the language of
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the Church.) Mentions of paradise, grace, and a
lady whom the poet hopes will grant his pleas all
were sure to remind medieval listeners of religion,
even as the poet wished for a reward that was de-
cidedly secular.

Several of Bernard’s contemporaries enjoyed
more popularity in the 12th century, but 20th-
century readers and critics esteem Bernard’s work
far above that of rival troubadours. Wilhelm be-
lieves that Bernard

has one of the best senses of humor in me-
dieval literature. Furthermore, he is diversified:
his stanzas constantly surprise with their sud-
den, sometimes illogical shifts of tone that keep
the reader’s wits on edge. He has the same kind
of brittle, inexhaustible melodic quality that
crackles in Mozart’s sonatas.

Approximately 40 of Bernard’s songs still survive,
and scholars rank his verses above those of fellow
troubadours Rudel and Marcabru for their sensu-
ality and freedom of expression.

See also MIDDLE AGES.

English Versions of Works by

Bernard de Ventadour
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Translated by Ronnie Apter and Mark Herman.
Lewiston, N.Y.: Edwin Mellen, 1999.

“T have a heart so full of love.” In Seven Troubadours:
The Creators of Modern Verse. Edited by James J.
Wilhelm. University Park, Pa.: Penn State Univer-
sity Press, 1970.

“It is no wonder if I sing better than any other singer”
and “When I see the lark moving its wings against
the sun’s rays.” In The Courtly Love Tradition.
Edited by Bernard O’Donoghue. Totowa, N.J.:
Barnes & Noble, 1982.

A Work about Bernard de Ventadour
Merwin, W. S. The Mays of Ventadorn. Washington,
D.C.: National Geographic Society, 2002.

bestiary medieval literary genre

The bestiary is a literary genre of the European
MIDDLE AGES generally consisting of a collection of
stories, each detailing the qualities of an animal,
plant, or even stone. These stories were often pre-
sented in the form of Christian allegories for moral
enlightenment.

The bestiaries are derived from the Greek text
Physiologus, compiled between the second and
fourth centuries by an unknown author and con-
sisting of 48 sections, each linking a creature, plant,
or stone to a Biblical text. Translations and adapta-
tions of this and other bestiaries spread through-
out Europe in the 12th and 13th centuries and
were very popular in France.

Many of the medieval bestiaries, such as “The
Panther” and “The Whale,” were also lavishly illus-
trated with pictures of sometimes-fabulous beasts.
Creatures in other tales included a gryphon, a
lion/eagle hybrid; a basilisk, a half-bird, half-reptile
so poisonous that its glance could kill; and an
aphibaena, a two-headed reptile. In addition, many
traditional attributes of real and mythical crea-
tures, such as the phoenix and the unicorn, derive
from the bestiaries. These attributes, again in-
tended to help teach a moral tale, have since been
absorbed into folklore, literature, and art.

A 14th-century tale titled Bestiare d’amour ap-
plies the allegorical structure of a bestiary to
courtly love, but the intent of most bestiaries was
to elaborate on the virtues of abstinence and
chastity and to warn against heresy. Some of the
animals in the tales symbolize religious virtues
or characters from the BIBLE. The lion, for exam-
ple, is portrayed in one bestiary as an animal that
can revive its dead offspring, reminiscent of God’s
resurrection of the Christ. In another tale, goats
were used to symbolize sinners who strayed from
God’s path.

The power of using animals to teach lessons
about friendship and honesty can still be seen
today in tales such as those about Winnie the Pooh
and Hank the Cowdog. The ancient tales and their
medieval translations and adaptations, however,



found their place in world literature by illustrating
how the written word was used to transfer reli-
gious teachings and concepts to the illiterate
masses.

English Versions of Bestiaries

Bestiaries In Mediaeval Latin And French. Translated
by Florence McCulloch. Chapel Hill, N.C.: Uni-
versity of North Carolina Press, 1956.

The Book of Beasts. Edited by T. H. White. Mineola,
N.Y.: Dover, 1984.

Medieval Latin and French Bestiaries. Translated by F.
McCulloch. Chapel Hill: University of North Car-
olina Press, 1960.
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Bhagavad Gita (Bhagavad-gita,

Bhagavadgita) (first century B.c)

Sanskrit text
The Bhagavad Gita is a philosophical poem that
summarizes and explains the key concepts under-
lying Hindu religious belief and practice. The
poem is staged as a dialogue between the warrior
Arjuna, one of the five Pandava brothers, and his
charioteer Krisna, an engaging and remarkable
young man. In these conversations, Arjuna osten-
sibly asks for advice on how to regain his compo-
sure and courage to fight against the evil Kurowas,
his half-cousins. Krisna, who is an incarnation of
the Hindu god Vishnu, answers with a series of in-
structions that coherently unify and communicate
the foundational tenets of Hindu beliefs, and also,
in the guidance Krisna gives his pupil on how to
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conduct himself in war and life, provides a spiri-
tual manual for daily living.

The setting of the work is the battlefield of Ku-
rukshetra, where the two armies led by the Pan-
davas and Kurowas gather for battle—also the
setting of the greatest and most elaborate of Indian
epic poems, the MAHABHARATA, of which the Bha-
gavad Gita forms the sixth chapter. The essential
teachings of the Gita most likely existed long be-
fore the Mahabharata was composed, transmitted
through oral teachings in the manner of the Upan-
ishads and the four Vedas, the oldest known San-
skrit scriptures. The actual events of the
Mahabharata are thought to have transpired be-
tween 1000 and 700 B.c. The Bhagavad Gita con-
tains the outlines of a spiritual practice that may
date to the earliest indigenous settlers in the Indus
valley, around 3000 B.C.

Unlike other important works of Indian litera-
ture, like the Ramayana, the author of the Bha-
gavad Gita remains unknown. Early Indian
commentators have suggested that the Gita may
have been written by the Hindu god Krisna or by
the seer Vyasa, who is considered the author of the
Mahabharata and the PURANA.

Critical Analysis

The dramatic beauty of the Gita is that, in appear-
ing in the midst of a physical battle, the war be-
tween good and evil provides a metaphorical
parallel to the Bhagavad Gita’s true topic. As trans-
lator Eknath Easwaran says, “the Gita’s subject is
the war within, the struggle for self-mastery that
every human being must wage if he or she is to
emerge from life victorious.”

The poem opens with a metaphysical dialogue
between Dhritarashtra, the blind king of Kuruk-
shetra and father of the Kurowas, and his courtier
sage, Sanjaya. Worried about the course of the war,
Dhritarashtra asks Sanjaya (who is blessed with the
ability to see all that transpires in the past, present,
and future) to relate to him every detail of the war.
Sanjaya first tells of the conversation that takes
place between Duryodhana, Dhritarashtra’s son,
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and his teacher, Drona, in which Duryodhana
boasts of his great number of forces and his confi-
dence in securing victory. This sets the scene for
the long dialogue between Arjuna and Krisna in
which Krisna instructs Arjuna that it is the latter’s
duty to fight and win the war. The Greek idea of
hubris, or exaggerated pride, is exemplified in the
contrast between the haughtiness of Duryodhana
and the unwillingness of Arjuna to engage in a war
in which his teachers and kin will be killed.

Given this background of war, in the poem, Ar-
juna becomes concerned with the universal ques-
tions of life and death. Seeing that his courage
wavers, Krisna proceeds to explain to him the na-
ture of the soul, the soul’s relation to God, the laws
that govern the natural world, and the laws that
govern consciousness and reality. In the end,
Krisna reveals himself as an avatar, or incarnation
of Vishnu, one of the faces of the Infinite God, the
lord of life and death. Arjuna goes on to engage in
battle because it is his duty; as the remainder of the
Mahabharata describes, he will, with Krisna’s help,
be victorious, and the proper rulers will be re-
stored. The heart of the Bhagavad Gita, however,
is its essential teachings about living with love and
compassion toward others. The Indian political
and spiritual leader Mahatma Gandhi, who based
his life on the tenets of the Gita, found its instruc-
tions incompatible with harming others. In learn-
ing how to transcend mortal consciousness and
attain spiritual union with God, Arjuna learns how
to enter his atman, or essential self, which tran-
scends life and death. He learns the profound
Hindu concepts of karma and dharma, which gov-
ern human life, and he understands that the de-
mands of duty and consequence must be fulfilled.

Briefly, the ultimate goal of samsara, the cycle of
birth and death, is moksha, or spiritual liberation,
also called nirvana. Spiritual liberation is achieved
through a combination of three things: jnana, or
knowledge; bhakti, or devotion; and yoga, or spir-
itual discipline and practice. Union with the Brah-
man, or Infinite God, is the highest good, as Krisna
explains in passage 6:30-32 of Eknath Easwaran’s
translation:

I am ever present to those to have realized me
in every creature. Seeing all life as my manifes-
tation, they are never separated from me. They
worship me in the hearts of all, and all their ac-
tions proceed from me. Wherever they may
live, they abide in me.

The challenges of human life, Krisna explains,
are the result of karma and dharma. Karma, which
literally means “something that is done,” is often
translated as “deed” or “action” and basically states
that every event contains both a cause and an ef-
fect. The consequences of each action engender
another act, with similar consequences, and so on
in a potentially unending series of events. An indi-
vidual acts out karma until he or she learns how
to act in harmony with dharma. Dharma, often
translated as “duty,” can be thought of as the mas-
ter plan to which each living thing in the universe
is connected. When one learns not to pursue self-
ish interests but rather contributes to the welfare of
the whole, the karmic debt is discharged.

One learns and understands one’s duty through
yoga, the disciplined practice through which one
heals the splintered, unconscious self and learns
how to come in contact with the atman, the higher
self, and through that the Brahman or divine.
Meditation and yoga bring one to essential truths,
as Krisna instructs Arjuna in passages 6:19-21:

When meditation is mastered, the mind is un-
wavering like the flame of a lamp in a windless
place. In the still mind, in the depths of medi-
tation, the Self reveals itself. Beholding the Self
by means of the Self, an aspirant knows the joy
and peace of complete fulfillment. Having at-
tained that abiding joy beyond the senses, re-
vealed in the stilled mind, he never swerves
from the eternal truth.

The surrounding environment of imminent
war serves, in the poem, to highlight the impor-
tance of the spiritual path, transcendence, and
union with the divine. Krisna’s explanation of the
relationships among the ideas of death, sacrifice,



and devotion exemplify the Hindu belief that tran-
scendental truth can only be experienced and
grasped when one heroically faces death and ful-
fills one’s duty. Hence, the path to liberation lies
not in the avoidance of action but through action
performed simultaneously with detachment to
consequences and with devotion to the divine God.
Krisna teaches Arjuna that he is not being asked to
commit indiscriminate violence but instead has a
mortal duty to restore the legitimate rulers, who
have been given their authority by the gods.
Through disciplined action combined with
knowledge, committed with a detachment from
selfish interest in the outcome and an interest in
the greater welfare, Arjuna will be led not only to
mortal victory but also to an understanding of his
essential connection to the higher order. Thus, the
Bhagavad Gita dramatically portrays Arjuna’s in-
ward journey and also shows in human form the
possibility of union with the divine. Arjuna’s
recognition of his destiny, coinciding with Krisna’s
revelation of his divinity, is the climax of the poem.
As a document of Hindu culture and belief, the
Bhagavad Gita has had a profound impact. Bar-
bara Stoler Miller says the “Bhagavad-gita has been
the exemplary text of Hindu culture for centuries,
both in India and in the West.” The true value of
the Gita, Easwaran believes, is in the philosophical
truths it contains: “Like [Jesus’] Sermon on the
Mount, it has an immediacy that sweeps away
time, place, and circumstance. Addressed to every-
one, of whatever background or status, the Gita
distills the loftiest truths of India’s ancient wisdom
into simple, memorable poetry that haunts the
mind and informs the affairs of everyday life.”

English Versions of the Bhagavad Gita
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Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1952.
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Bible, Hebrew (ca. 10thfirst centuries B.c
The Hebrew Bible is a collection of 24 different
books of history, poetry, stories, and moral in-
struction, compiled toward the end of the first mil-
lennium B.C. It is the most sacred book of the
Jewish religion and also forms the largest part of
the Christian Bible. As such, it is one of the most
widely read and influential books ever written.

Standard printed editions of the Hebrew Bible
divide the books into three sections: Five Books of
Moses (Pentateuch in Latin, Torah in Hebrew); the
Prophets (Nevi’im in Hebrew); and the Writings
(Ketuvim in Hebrew). The initials of the three He-
brew titles form the acronym Tanach, which is how
the Bible is known in Hebrew.

Critical Analysis
The Torah part of the Hebrew Bible consists of five
books. Genesis begins with a majestic account of
the creation of the universe. Out of chaos, God cre-
ates light, fashions the heavenly bodies and the
physical world, makes plants and animals, and fi-
nally shapes man and woman.

Compared with the florid creation myths of
other ancient cultures, this work is a tightly written
poetic account of the making of the world. God
creates human beings as stewards of his work, and
they are expected to abide by moral laws or face the
consequences.

The book continues with a history of the first
humans, leading to the gradual emergence of the
different nations after a great flood. Most of the
book is devoted to the life stories of the first He-
brews—Abraham, Sarah, and their descendants,
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especially their son Isaac, grandson Jacob (also
known as Israel), and great-grandson Joseph.

God leads Abraham to the land of Canaan and
promiises to give it to his descendants, who are ex-
pected to obey God’s laws in return. The Jews of
ancient times, who compiled the Bible and claimed
to live by its laws, considered this promise as their
deed to the land of Israel.

The book of Exodus recounts the tribulations
of the Children of Israel in Egypt, their liberation
from slavery under the leadership of Moses, and
their receiving of the Ten Commandments at
Mount Sinai. Scholars disagree as to whether the
story has factual basis.

The rest of the Torah is largely devoted to a dis-
cussion of God’s laws—criminal, economic,
moral, and ritual. These passages eventually
formed the basis of the laws in the TALMUD and of
all subsequent Jewish ethical and legal thought.

Prophets, despite its name, starts off with six
history books. Joshua describes the conquest of the
Land of Canaan by the Children of Israel. Judges
is a collection of stories about heroes and heroines,
both military and spiritual, who lived in the era
following Joshua; they include such famous figures
as Samson, Gideon, and Deborah.

Samuel I and II tell of the first kings of Israel—
Saul, David, and Solomon—describing their victo-
ries, defeats, family struggles, and moral challenges.
Kings I and II take the story from the death of
Solomon, through the breakup into two king-
doms—Israel in the north and Judah in the
south—to the final conquest and destruction of
both kingdoms.

More than a century of archeological research
has confirmed the overall historical accuracy of
Kings I and II. Of course, God’s role in the events
and their moral significance are questions of faith
rather than history. In the Bible’s viewpoint, good
kings and law-abiding citizens ensure prosperity,
success, and peace, while injustice and idol-worship
bring about national disaster and suffering.

The rest of Prophets is devoted to the words of
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the 12 “minor”
prophets, so called because of the brevity of their

statements. Each book records the visions and in-
spired sermons of a different holy man, all of them
active in the era of the kingdoms and their imme-
diate aftermath.

The prophets explore the purpose of life, for hu-
mans in general and the Hebrews in particular. In
very powerful language, they chastise wrongdoers
and mourn the calamities God has inflicted on the
nation. They call on individuals and society to re-
turn to the ways of righteousness, promising God’s
pardon if they do. In Jonah, this message is explicitly
aimed at all the peoples of the world. But even in de-
spair, the prophets keep faith with their inspiring vi-
sion of eventual redemption and peace, when “The
wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard
shall lie down with the kid” (Isaiah 11:6).

The Writings section of the Bible begins with
the book of Psalms, a collection of 150 religious
poems said to have been written by King David.
Some of the psalms were apparently sung by the
Levites at the Temple in Jerusalem. Others are
more personal in tone, heartfelt missives to God
from an individual, often in trouble, expressing
faith in God’s ultimate justice and mercy.

The Writings contain two examples of ancient
Near Fastern “wisdom literature,” Proverbs and Ec-
clesiastes. They are full of worldly advice written in
a tone of disillusion, at least concerning human be-
havior. The Writings also include Song of Songs, a
series of lyrical love poems set in idyllic natural set-
tings; Job, a tale that explores the question of why
good people suffer; Lamentations, a sad dirge about
the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians;
Esther, about a Jewish queen of Persia who saves
her people from the threat of genocide; Ruth, about
a Moabite woman who refuses to abandon her be-
reaved mother-in-law, throws in her lot with the
Hebrew people, and becomes the ancestor of King
David; and Daniel, a series of miracle tales and
strange prophesies set during the Babylonian exile.

Finally, the last two books of the Writings, and
thus of the Hebrew Bible, are Ezra-Nehemiah,
which describes the return of the Jews to Judea
under the Persians; and Chronicles, a retelling of the
royal histories first recounted in Samuel and Kings.



Nearly all the Bible is written in ancient He-
brew, a West Semitic language, though some sec-
tions of Daniel are written in Aramaic, a related
tongue. The narrative sections, if not the poetry,
are easily read and understood by modern Hebrew
speakers in Israel, though there are some obscure
words and short passages that even scholars do not
understand.

The first translation of the Bible was the Septu-
agint, a Greek rendition composed in Alexandria,
Egypt, in the second century B.C. by a committee of
70 scholars; this became the basis of the texts used
by Christians. Together with two ancient transla-
tions into Aramaic (the spoken language of Judea
in Roman times), the Septuagint is often used to
illuminate unclear passages in the Hebrew and to
resolve minor differences that exist in the earliest
existing Hebrew manuscripts.

Printed versions of the Hebrew Bible have been
around for hundreds of years, but the traditional
format is still in use in synagogues. One long
parchment scroll contains the Pentateuch, hand-
written in ancient calligraphy. There are no titles
and no chapter-and-verse indications, which were
a later addition.

Printed Hebrew Bibles traditionally include
commentaries from various medieval or modern
sages. They also include musical notation marks
above and below each line of text, as a guide for
those who chant the text during worship services.
Each week on the Sabbath, a portion of the Torah
is read; the entire volume is read in the course of a
year (or three years, in some communities), as are
sections of Prophets and several entire books of
the Writings.

Traditionally, Jews believed that Moses wrote
the entire Torah at one time, although they always
knew of small variations in the text. But most
scholars now believe, on the basis of textual analy-
sis, that the Torah was gradually assembled by dif-
ferent editors from written and oral fragments
over the course of hundreds of years.

Modern archeology has discovered parallels in
ancient Egyptian, Mesopotamian, and Syrian writ-
ings to certain elements of the Hebrew Bible. They
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include poetic imagery, stories in Genesis, legal
provisions, and even some pronouncements of the
prophets. But the discovery of the DEAD SEA SCROLLS
in the mid-20th century demonstrated that what-
ever the ultimate sources, the overall text had been
largely standardized by Roman days, around the
first century B.C.

In addition to the 24 books of the Hebrew
Bible, several other “apocryphal” books, in Hebrew
and Aramaic, were also considered sacred by many
ancient Jews but were not included in the “canon,”
or standard collection. Some of them, like Mac-
cabees, Judith, and Ecclesiasticus, are included in
various Christian Bibles.

Once Christianity began to spread in the west-
ern Roman Empire, it became necessary to trans-
late the Bible, including the Greek books of the
New Testament, into Latin. Since that time, the He-
brew Bible has been translated into several hun-
dred languages. It has inspired thousands of books
of commentary and interpretation, as well as a
wealth of poetry, music, plays, and films. Its
themes have influenced the culture and religion of
nations around the world, becoming part of the
cultural heritage of all humankind.
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shire, U.K.: Ashgate Publishing, 2003.
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Boethius (Anicius Manlius Severinus
Boethius) (ca. 480-524) philosopher,
translator, treatise writer

Boethius was a Roman of noble ancestry. His fa-

ther served under the Roman king Odovacar, and

his very name, Anicius Manlius Severinus

Boethius, reflects his patrician heritage as well as

his relationship to some of the most eminent aris-

tocratic families of the Western Roman Empire.

Orphaned as a boy, Boethius became the ward
of Quintus Aurelius Memmius Symmachus, who
would later become his father-in-law. Symmachus
oversaw Boethius’s education, and by the time the
young man was in his 20s, he was being celebrated
for his accomplishments in Greek scholarship. One
of his goals was to translate and interpret the
works of PLATO and ARISTOTLE to demonstrate that
the Greek philosophers were fundamentally in
agreement with one another.

Boethius’s first published work was De institu-
tione arithmetica (Principles of Arithmetic, ca.
503), followed by De institutione musica (Princi-
ples of Music). For centuries, this treatise was con-
sidered the foremost authority on ancient music
and was an important teaching text. Boethius also
wrote several theological treatises in the form of
correspondence to friends.

Boethius’s masterpiece is his De consolatione
philosophiae (The Consolation of Philosophy),
written in 524 after his fortunes had undergone a
reversal. In 500 he began an illustrious political ca-
reer in the employ of Theodoric, king of the Os-

trogoths, who deposed Odovacar and became ruler
of Italy. Boethius counseled Theodoric on matters
ranging from the building of a water clock to the
employment of a harpist. In 510, he became Consul
of Rome, and in 523, Theodoric named him mag-
ister officiorum (Master of the Offices), which made
Boethius one of the king’s closest advisers.

In 524, Theodoric became aware of a conspiracy
in Rome to overthrow his rule. When Boethius de-
fended one of the implicated parties, he himself was
charged with treason and sentenced to death. Im-
prisoned in a dungeon near Milan awaiting execu-
tion, Boethius penned The Consolation of Philosophy
as a dialogue between himself and Lady Philoso-
phy. In this exchange, the character of Boethius be-
moans his fate, claiming he was unjustly convicted
with false evidence. He asserts that he went into
public service in order to practice his philosophical
principles, that he opposed abuses of power, and
that he protected the oppressed in the service of
what was right. Yet when Lady Philosophy first ap-
pears, Boethius is too full of self-pity to see her.

Lady Philosophy speaks of the capriciousness of
human affairs and the fleeting nature of worldly
achievements such as fame and wealth. For true
happiness, she claims, people must free themselves
from earthly concerns; otherwise, they will be en-
slaved by false desires. She goes on to enlighten
Boethius on such complex subjects as the role of
evil in the world, the fickle course of fate, the un-
predictable nature of chance, the mind of God,
predestination, and free will. Lady Philosophy ex-
plains that what humans call “chance” is actually
part of God’s plan; humans perceive certain events
as unexpected or accidental because they fail to
understand the grand design.

How, then, Boethius asks, is it possible to rec-
oncile God’s foreknowledge with the human per-
ception of free will? If the choices people make do
not determine the outcome of events, then rewards
and punishments are meaningless and unfair. This
is an age-old problem, according to Lady Philoso-
phy. But, she reasons, the inelegant mechanism of
human intelligence simply cannot compare with



the immediacy of divine knowledge, which exists
outside of the concept of time.

Boethius’s “consolation” lies in the ultimate un-
derstanding that good and evil will indeed be met
with a divine and universal justice and that all that
happens is for the best. We cannot know God’s
plan. But we can desire and love what God desires,
and this leads to the greatest freedom and the
greatest happiness. The contemplation of God rec-
onciles humans to ill fortune on earth.

As translator Edmund Reiss writes in Boethius:

The Consolation of Philosophy is without a
doubt one of the greatest books ever written.
It possesses that certain timeless quality which
marks all great works of literature, and it gives
the impression that it can never be used up.
The more one reads the work, the more one
finds in it, and the more one comes to admire
the artistry and genius of the public adminis-
trator-scientist-philosopher-theologian-poet
who was its author.

This seems an accurate assessment of Boethius’s
work, for his use of allegory, his blend of poetry
and prose, and his dialogue-debate framework
profoundly influenced medieval, Renaissance, and
romantic literature for centuries to come.

English Versions of a Work by Boethius
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Book of Songs (Shijing, Shih Ching)

(1125-570 B.C)

The Book of Songs, an anthology comprising 305
odes sung to the accompaniment of music and
dance, is the earliest collection of Chinese poems.
The actual date of its composition remains unde-
termined, even though two traditions account for
the origin and survival of the songs.

The first tradition asserts that CONFUCIUS se-
lected the songs from an earlier corpus of over
3,000 songs. He chose only songs that best exem-
plified his ideas about statecraft and harmonious
human relations and revised the musical scores be-
fore placing them in order. The second tradition,
currently held by Chinese scholars, believes that
the Zhou (Chou) dynasty ruler sent out court of-
ficials to collect folk songs in the feudal states of his
kingdom. The feudal lords collected the songs and
forwarded them to the ruler, who would listen to
them and ascertain whether his subjects lived hap-
pily under his reign. The songs also enabled the of-
ficials in the royal court to gather information
regarding the prevailing customs of the vassal
states. Despite these differing traditions, Confucius
was, in both cases, credited with the selection and
editing of the collection now known to us as the
Book of Songs.

The songs are generally written in four-syllabic
verses with occasional irregular meter. This restric-
tive structural style was later abandoned in favor of
the freer and variant five- and seven-syllabic verses.

The anthology is divided into three unequal
sections: 160 feng, or folk songs; 105 ya, or court
songs; and 40 song (sung), or sacrificial songs. The
feng (“air of the states”) songs collectively repre-
sent each of the 15 feudal states in ancient China.
The stylistic uniformity among them suggests that
the songs have been reworked. Simple in style and
spontaneous in expression, often about courtship
and love, the feng songs look at the lives of com-
mon people, examining their hardship, joys, mis-
givings, and work. Since they make the common
people their protagonist, the feng poems are read
as social commentaries and protests at the state of
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Chinese society. Scholars suspect these may be the
latest poems in the book, dating to the period of
chaos and disorder following the decline of the
Chou dynasty.

The section of the Book of Songs containing the
ya, or “courtly” songs, is divided into two main
parts: 74 xiao ya (hsiao ya; “Lesser Courtly Songs”)
and 31 da ya (ta ya; “Greater Courtly Songs”). The
hsiao ya contain songs devoted to praises of the
king and deal with concerns of courtly or royal life,
such as ceremonies, feasts, and hunting expedi-
tions. The da ya section, whose poems are consid-
erably longer, discusses the legendary heroes and
myths of the Zhou dynasty. The ya poems, which
celebrate the pleasures of the world, were most
likely written by aristocrats at the Chinese court.

The song odes are hymns of praise and ritual
songs describing religious ceremonies and cele-
brating a particular dynasty’s victories in military
campaigns. This section contains 40 religious and
sacrificial hymns divided into three parts on the
basis of geographical origin. Thirty-one odes are
attributed to the Zhou court, four to the Lu court,
and five to the Shang dynasty. These songs, accom-
panied by music and dancing, were performed
while the king worshipped his ancestors and cele-
brated their heroic deeds. The song odes are be-
lieved to be the earliest of the songs collected in the
book, and their religious character and pompous
style suggest they were commissioned by the kings
and written to glorify the glory of the Chinese state.

By the time of the Han dynasty, the Book of
Songs had entered the Chinese canon of literary
texts. Confucius’s interest in the book played an
important part in its survival. In addition, his ad-
vice to his disciples best summarizes the impor-
tance of the work in Chinese literary tradition:

Young men, why do you not study the Songs?
They can be used to inspire, to make you fit for
company, to express grievances; near at hand
they will teach you how to serve your fathers,
and, looking further, how to serve your sover-
eign; they also enable you to learn the names of
many birds, beasts, plants, and trees.

English Versions of the Book of Songs
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Book of the Dead (The Chapters of

Coming Forth by Day) (ca. 1400 B.c.-

ca. AD. 200) religious writings
The Chapters of Coming Forth by Day, commonly
known as the Book of the Dead, is a collection of
hymns and incantations taken from the papyri
buried with ancient Egyptians to help deceased
souls navigate the afterlife. Altogether, the Book of
the Dead consists of 189 chapters that describe
Egyptian religious beliefs about life and death. The
Book of the Dead not only describes the pathways,
laws, and guardians of the gates of the afterlife but
also contains the essential truths that would admit
a soul to heaven. Knowledge was the way the soul
became eternal, as texts from the sixth dynasty
suggest with their simple advice: “Live your life and
you will never die.”

The Book of the Dead was never a single entity
or text but rather a template of prayers, hymns, in-
cantations, instructions, and addresses to the di-
vine. Scribes kept a principal copy, which they were
commissioned to selectively reproduce and person-
alize for the person who had died. Those preparing
in advance could select the chapters and illustra-
tions they wished to be included. Texts that have
been recovered from Egyptian burials give scholars
an idea of the chapters that composed the original
Book of the Dead, as well as an understanding of



how Egyptian funerary practices and religious be-
liefs developed over time.

The ancient Egyptians believed that the Book of
the Dead was written about 50,000 B.C. by Tehuty,
one of the first created beings, who brought lan-
guage and speech into the world. The written lan-
guage of the ancient Egyptians consisted of
pictorial characters or symbols called hieroglyphs.
A cursive form of hieroglyphics, called hieratic, was
also used. Certain versions of the Book of the Dead
are composed entirely in hieroglyphics and some in
a combination of hieroglyphs and hieratic.

The earliest Egyptian funerary texts, called the
Pyramid Texts, appear as inscriptions on chamber
walls and passages of the pyramid of Wenis, the
last ruler of the fifth dynasty, ca. 2345 B.C. The lan-
guage of the texts suggests that these burial in-
scriptions had already been in use for centuries. In
later dynasties, these standard inscriptions were
copied onto many other pyramids and monu-
ments, even sarcophagi, and are collected and
printed as the Coffin Texts. The Pyramid and Cof-
fin Texts precede the papyrus copies of the Book of
the Dead, the earliest of which date to the mid-
15th century B.C.

The oldest papyri, such as those of Nu, User-
hat, Kha, and Yuya, tend to be brief, with a small
number of chapters and few illustrations. The Pa-
pyrus of Hunefer, discovered at Thebes in 1852
and named for the man it was written for (and
perhaps by), the chief scribe of Pharaoh Seti I,
dates to 1400 B.C. It is perhaps the shortest text of
the Book of the Dead, containing only three chap-
ters, but it is one of the most beautifully illustrated.
The chapters of the Book of the Dead known today
are an arrangement imposed by Egyptologists,
which provides a unified and comprehensive view
of the Egyptian afterlife but sometimes fails to cap-
ture the unique beauty and distinct style of the in-
dividual papyri.

Critical Analysis
Egyptian belief sometimes varied slightly by city or
dynasty, but on the whole they believed that the
world was divided into three realms: Ta, which was
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earth or the world of the living; Nut, the world
above, a spiritual realm or heaven; and Dwat, the
netherworld, or the world between. This passage
from the Papyrus of Ani best summarizes the es-
sential belief regarding the eternal nature of the
soul:

Men do not live once, in order to vanish for-
ever. They live several lives in different places
but not always in this world, and between each
life there is a veil of shadows.

Since the soul was able to move between varying
states of being, death was simply a passageway to
the Dwat, the world of shadows. Reciting and reen-
acting the directions of the Book of the Dead, it
was believed, guided souls through the Dwat and
led them to the Garden of Reeds, a place of ever-
lasting peace inhabited by perfected souls. Those
souls who were not perfected reincarnated into liv-
ing forms and might return to Ta or earth as hu-
mans, animals, or insects, there to continue
acquiring the knowledge that would help them
succeed at their next judgment.

The Egyptians called the collection The Chap-
ters of Coming Forth by Day because these writ-
ings represented the beginning of a new phase of
life. During the time of the Old Kingdom, as the
Pyramid Texts suggest, departed souls perambu-
lated at will among the stars. Later, during the
Middle Kingdom, Osiris emerged as the king of
the underworld. Prayers in the Book of the Dead
largely address him for protection and guidance,
and most copies open with a hymn addressed to
Osiris, as do these lines from the Papyrus of
Hunefer:

Maker of heaven and earth, adoration to you!

O, you are embraced by Maat at the two sea-

sons. You are striding over heaven with joy.
(1.4-5, trans. by Ramses Seleen)

While the earliest funerary inscriptions ad-
dressed a single divine being called Amen-Ra, as
beliefs evolved over the span of several centuries,
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other names and divine personifications devel-
oped, among them Isis, the patroness of fertility
and love; Horus, the redeemer of good deeds, and
Anubis; the guardian of secret knowledge. Part of
the complexity of Egyptian spirituality is its ability
to absorb and contain its own history without ap-
parent contradiction. Chapters of the Book of the
Dead simply expanded to address evolving beliefs.

Praises in homage to Osiris were part of the
protective function of the Book of the Dead, to
help the traveling soul reach its destination safely.
There were dangers in the otherworld, one of them
being that the soul could die again. Chapter 135
contains a spell to be said when the moon is new
on the first day of the month. The prayer is essen-
tially for illumination, and has enormous benefits,
as Raymond Faulkner translates:

As for him who knows this spell, he will be a
worthy spirit in the realm of the dead, and he
will not die again in the realm of the dead, and
he will eat in the presence of Osiris. As for him
who knows it on earth, he will be like Thoth, he
will be worshipped by the living, he will not fall
to the power of the king or the hot rage of Bastet,
and he will proceed to a very happy old age.

As this passage suggests, chapters from the
Book of the Dead could be studied by the living to
ensure a fruitful life on earth and equip oneself in
advance for the journey beyond. The Egyptians
imagined this further journey to be much like life
on earth. One was required to eat, rest, and also
work. Therefore, the practice developed of includ-
ing clay figurines or other images in the burial
chamber; in the shadow realms, these spirit fig-
ures could be recruited to do hard labor.

Part of the spirit’s progress involved a judgment
at which one had to account for the deeds done in
life. The judgment took place immediately on ar-
rival in the afterlife, and the outcome determined
whether the soul would progress to the Garden of
Reeds or return to earth. Therefore, many papyri
contain confessions or declarations of activities its

owner has or has not engaged in, which, it is
hoped, will help the judges reach a favorable deci-
sion. The confessions show what behaviors hold
the soul in ignorance, among them lying, quarrel-
ing, blaspheming, or being hot-tempered, quarrel-
some, or deaf to words of truth.

The chapters specify when and sometimes
where incantations should be performed for max-
imum effect. Most are in favor of a speedy progress
to the realms of bliss, while some are a safeguard
against tricks or punishments. Some translators
refer to the chapters as spells or magical charms,
which reflects a certain long-held bias that ancient
Egyptian beliefs were primitive, barbaric, con-
fused, and often corrupt. In reality, the civilization
and learning of ancient Egypt had an enormous
influence on other developing cultures, particu-
larly those of the Greeks and Romans, and the Ti-
betans also have a Book of the Dead. The
philosophical tenets of reincarnation and the per-
fection of the soul are also found in the beliefs of
the Taoists, the ancient Celts (see MYTHOLOGY,
CELTIC), the Jewish Kabbalah, the writings of
Zoroaster, the teachings of Buddha, and the Hindu
Vedas of India.
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Busirt, al- (Sharaf ad-Din Muhammad
ibn Sa'id al-Busirt as-Sanhaji)

(ca. 1212—ca. 1294) poet
Al-Buisiri was the author of one of the most fa-
mous poems in the world of Islam, the “Qasidat al-
Burda,” or “Ode to the Mantle,” a panegyric (poem
of praise) to the prophet MUHAMMAD.

Born in the village of Abusir in Egypt, al-Basirl
made a modest living in Alexandria copying man-
uscripts. He studied under a mystic Sufi master
and was affected by the atmosphere of Sunni reli-
giosity cultivated by the Ayyubid sultans. As a re-
sult, he produced a body of poems praising
Muhammad that continue to be read by Muslims
today. These poems, like others of the period, as-
cribe miracles and prodigies to the prophet.

By far his most famous work was the “Burda”
(also called “Luminous Stars in Praise of the Best of
Mankind”), which critics have celebrated and other
poets have attempted to imitate. Admirers have
learned its verses by heart and have had them in-
scribed in gold letters on public buildings. The poem
has even been venerated as a charm against evil.

According to legend, al-Busiri began to com-
pose the “Burda” after praying for a cure for a
stroke, which had paralyzed half of his body.
Falling asleep, he dreamed that Muhammad
touched his body and threw his mantle over him—
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a mantle celebrated in another poem from the
prophet’s day. The poet was instantly cured, and he
penned his adoring poem in gratitude. The tone
of pious love can be seen in these lines:

The merits of God’s Prophet are limitless;
No human speech can encompass them.

If his miracles in their greatness were equal
to his rank

Dry bones would revive at the mention of
his name.

Such is the power of al-BasirT’s imagery and expres-
sions of love for Muhammad that his poem contin-
ues to influence Arabic poetry to the present day.

An English Version of a Work by al-Busiri
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Shackle. Reproduced in Night and Horses and the
Desert, edited by Robert Irwin, 334-45. Wood-
stock, N.Y.: Overlook Press, 2000.
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Caedmon (seventh century) poet

Caedmon was a layman from Northumbria whose
one surviving poem, “Caedmon’s Hymn”
(658-680), had a revolutionary influence on
Anglo-Saxon poetry. His application of the Ger-
manic technique of heroic poetry to Christian
themes and edification set the standards for vocab-
ulary, style, method, and diction that were mimed
by Anglo-Saxon poets for centuries thereafter.

In the monastery of the Abbess St. Hild, Caed-
mon was said to be distinguished by divine grace
because he took what he learned from Latin scrip-
tures and effortlessly composed poetic words of
the greatest sweetness in the language of the Angles
of Northumbria. His moving poetry inspired
many of his listeners to despise the earthly world
and long for heavenly life.

What we know of “Caedmon’s Hymn” comes
from BEDE’s descriptions in his Ecclesiastical His-
tory of the English People (731). Bede tells us that
in his youth, Caedmon had settled down to a sec-
ular life of an illiterate herdsman. Sometimes at
feasts, the hosts decided that their guests would
provide entertainment by reciting verses to the ac-
companiment of a harp. Whenever Caedmon saw
the harp coming close to him, he would leave the
feast and walk back to his house with a feeling of
shame for his lack of skill in reciting poetry.
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One day, upon leaving such a party, he went to
the cattle pens to check on the cattle. He then fell
asleep and dreamed that a man was standing by
him and calling his name: “Caedmon, sing me
something.” Caedmon replied that he did not
know how to sing and that is why he had departed
so precipitously from the feast earlier that evening.
But the man insisted: “Yet you shall sing to me.”
Caedmon decided to humor the man and asked
him what he should sing about. The man replied:
“Sing of the beginning of created things.”

Caedmon immediately began singing in praise
of God the creator. That nine-line song became
known as “Caedmon’s Hymn”: “Now let me praise
the keeper of Heaven’s Kingdom, / the might of the
Creator, and his thought, / The work of the Father
of glory...”

Caedmon is said to have composed hundreds of
religious poems in his lifetime. However, despite
Bede’s research and recording efforts, only the
“Hymn” can be authentically attributed to Caed-
mon. Nevertheless, his place in history is assured
by the stylistic revolution in poetry that he set in
motion. As Bede tells us:

[Caedmon] made many compositions con-
cerning divine blessings and judgments, by all
of which he sought to turn men’s minds from



delight in wickednesses, and indeed to stir
them to the love and skilful practice of good
deeds. He was a most religious man who sub-
jected himself with humility to the disciplines
of monastic rule. But against others who
wished to act otherwise he was aflame with fer-
vid zeal. Hence it was that he closed his life
with a beautiful ending.

See also OLD ENGLISH POETRY.
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Caesar, Julius (100 B.c—44 B.c) statesman,
general, writer

Julius Caesar is arguably the most famous histori-
cal figure of ancient Rome and one of the most fa-
mous men of all time. He had an indelible
influence on the political, social, and military
events of his time, and his life story has become
one of history’s great epics, as his actions caused
the downfall of the Roman Republic and the rise of
the Roman Empire. In addition, he was a writer of
no little talent, and his works set the standard for a
unique literary genre, the military memoir.

Julius Caesar’s family was aristocratic but not
particularly distinguished. At the time of Caesar’s
birth, Rome was by far the strongest power in the
Mediterranean region and was engaged in nearly
continuous warfare with numerous enemies; it
would be through service in these wars that Cae-
sar would first come to prominence.
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Though still a republic at the time of Caesar’s
birth, the governmental structure of Rome had
been designed when it was a small city-state, and
the republican foundations were beginning to
break down under the stress of gaining and con-
trolling a far-reaching empire. In his early years,
Caesar served the government in various military,
political, and diplomatic posts. As time passed, he
gradually worked his way up through the Roman
hierarchy. He served as the chief financial officer of
Roman-controlled Spain and later became respon-
sible for public entertainment and religious func-
tions in Rome. In 61 B.C., he became governor of a
province in Spain, and he used the position to en-
rich himself and gain influence. Caesar was a gifted
politician, being both shrewd and indomitable. He
had no particular political ideology and strove en-
tirely to satisfy his personal ambitions. Intellectu-
ally gifted, he followed the philosophy of EPICURUS
and his own highly developed sense of honor.

In 60 B.C., Caesar was elected consul, the highest
office in the Roman Republic. Now one of the most
powerful men in Rome, he formed a partnership
with two other politicians, Crassus and Pompey,
creating what was called the “First Triumvirate.” In
58 B.C., hoping to raise his prestige through mili-
tary victories, Caesar took command of the Roman
armies in Gaul, now modern France. Over several
years and numerous campaigns, Caesar’s armies
waged relentless war on the Gallic tribes and
fought several battles against native settlements in
Germany and Britain. Caesar displayed a cunning
military genius and a ruthless command of strat-
egy. In 52 B.C., at the Siege of Alesia, the Gauls still
resisting Roman rule were crushed.

During lulls in the fighting, Caesar began writ-
ing his famous Commentary on the War in Gaul.
He wanted his achievements to be recorded so he
could use them as political propaganda and as jus-
tification for his decisions. His was the first true
military memoir.

Political leaders in Rome became increasingly
fearful of Caesar’s growing power. Crassus had
been killed, leaving Pompey and Caesar as rivals.
After Caesar completed the conquest of Gaul, he
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turned his attention once more to political matters
in Rome. In 49 B.C., the Senate demanded that
Caesar turn over the command of his army. He re-
fused to do so and instead marched his forces to-
ward Rome, beginning a civil war that would
topple the Roman Republic. Over the next several
years, Caesar fought Pompey and his allies in nu-
merous campaigns throughout the Mediterranean.
By the time the war was over in 45 B.C., Caesar had
emerged victorious and was completely in control
of Rome and all its territory.

Caesar’s writings during the time of the civil war
were produced mainly to increase his support
among the people and damage his enemies’ reputa-
tions. He penned a bitter denunciation of his de-
ceased rival Cato, named the Anticato, and also
wrote Commentary on the Civil Wars, which was
very similar to the work he had written on the war
in Gaul. In his clear and straightforward style, Cae-
sar gives accounts of the military and political
events of the conflict. He writes in the third per-
son, and his prose resembles that of a newspaper
reporter, giving a simple and clear description of
what is happening. Nevertheless, these accounts
served primarily as propaganda to embellish Cae-
sar’s achievements at the expense of his opposition.

Once in possession of Rome, Caesar made him-
self dictator and thereby became the unchallenged
ruler of the Roman world. He began a program of
ambitious reforms designed to improve life for av-
erage Roman citizens and ensure his popularity.
Many people, however, feared Caesar would at-
tempt to make himself king and thus completely
destroy whatever was left of the Roman Republic.
On March 15, 44 B.C., Caesar was assassinated by a
group of senators. The circumstances surround-
ing Caesar’s assassination have fascinated people
for 2,000 years and serve as the subject matter for
one of the greatest plays in English history, William
Shakespeare’s The Tragedy of Julius Caesar (1623).

Caesar was one of the most influential figures of
Western history. His political, military, and literary
skills were remarkable, and his personality,
willpower, and amazing abilities continue to fasci-

nate people to the present day. He is remembered
as one of the most capable men of ancient times.

Critical Analysis

Caesar is best known for his political and military
achievements, but it is also acknowledged that he
was a writer of considerable ability. The most fa-
mous piece of literature he produced was Commen-
tary on the War in Gaul, a firsthand account of his
campaigns in that region. The Commentary’s seven
books describe the campaigns from 58 to 52 B.C.
Sometime later, a former staff officer of Caesar’s
named Aulus HIRTIUS added an eighth book, which
completes the narrative.

Caesar writes in the third person, referring to
himself as Caesar, though he makes occasional ref-
erences to “our” troops. His commentary describes
battles and sieges not dramatically but rather dis-
passionately, seemingly striving for accuracy in-
stead of excitement. Yet his prose contains its own
dynamic energy, as in this description in S. A. Han-
ford’s translation of a turn in the battle against the
Nervii:

... the Roman cavalry and light-armed troops,
routed by the first attack, were in the act of re-
treating into the camp, when they found them-
selves face to face with the Nervii . . . The
servants . . . on looking back and seeing the
enemy in the camp immediately ran for their
lives. Meanwhile shouting and din arose from
the drivers coming up with the baggage, who
rushed panic-stricken in every direction.

For the most part Caesar strives to portray himself
as a determined man performing a necessary mis-
sion, but at times he likes to add a touch of the
dashing hero, for instance in this passage where he
describes how he turned the Nervii battle with a
heroic gesture:

As the situation was critical and no reserves
were available, Caesar snatched a shield from a
soldier in the rear ... made his way to the front



line, addressed each centurion by name, and
shouted encouragement to the rest of the
troops. . . . His coming gave them fresh heart
and hope; each man wanted to do his best
under the eyes of his commander-in-chief,
however desperate the peril.

Caesar also describes himself as a merciful man
and uses such opportunities to remind his readers
how grateful they should be to him. After sending
word to Rome of his victory against the Atuatuci,
he observes that “a public thanksgiving of fifteen
days was decreed to celebrate his achievements—a
greater honour than had previously been granted
to anyone.”

Despite the ostensibly objective tone of the Gal-
lic Wars, it focuses more on Caesar’s successes and
less on his failures, glossing over many of the seri-
ous setbacks and atrocities committed by his men.
He intended that this work, like his Commentary
on the Civil War, would serve first as political prop-
aganda and later as a record of achievements that
would elevate his reputation well after his death.
Caesar presents himself as a traditional soldier,
serving the interests of Rome, and nowhere in the
narrative does one find any hint of the ambitious
and unscrupulous politician that Caesar truly was.

Caesar’s Commentary on the War in Gaul has
become the classic military memoir, which has
evolved into a unique literary genre. Like the
records of Cornelius TaCITUS, Caesar’s account is a
valuable source of historical information as well
as an admirable piece of Latin prose.
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Callimachus (ca. 305-ca. 240 B.c)) poet,
scholar

Callimachus was born in Cyrene (in present-day
Libya) and received his education in Athens. A dis-
tinguished scholar and poet, he opened his own
school in the suburbs of Alexandria, where many
distinguished grammarians and poets, including
ARISTOPHANES, attended.

Since it was customary at the time to assign li-
brary work to scribes and scholars, Ptolemy II of
Egypt employed Callimachus as the chief librarian
of the Alexandrian Library. Callimachus occupied
this position for the rest of his life, and his out-
standing achievements in the field of librarianship
earned him the title “Founding Father” of librari-
ans. He created the chronological subject catalog
called Pinakes, consisting of 120 volumes and con-
taining critical information on the library’s hold-
ings, as well as biographical information on all the
authors. Pinakes is not only the first catalog of the
largest library in the ancient world but also the first
complete literary history of Greek literature.

It is Callimachus’s witty and elegant poetry,
however, that brought him fame. He is said to have
written about 800 works, of which only six hymns,
64 epigrams, and some fragments of longer poems
are extant.

Callimachus’s hymns are written in an ex-
tremely learned, intricate language. His “Bath of
Pallas” is a story about the bathing ritual of
Athena’s statue in Argos, and “The Blinding of Tire-
sias” refers to Athena’s retaliation against Tiresias,
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who saw her bathing in a stream. These and Calli-
machus’s hymns are known for their lyric quality.

Callimachus’s elegies and epigrams were among
his greatest achievements. He was referred to by his
contemporaries as the chief of the elegiac poets,
and Roman poets used his elegies as models for
their erotic poetry. History tells us that Callimachus
once engaged in a literary dispute with APOLLONIUS
OF RHODES, arguing that well-crafted short poems
of quality are superior to long ones of quantity. He
wrote of this dispute in Ibis, in response to the long,
epic poems of Apollonius’s Argonautica.

Callimachus’s most famous work, written ca.
270 B.C., was the Aetia (also Aitia, meaning
“causes”), a four-book collection of legend-like,
narrative elegies (totaling 7,000 lines) that explore
the causes (or origins) of the foundation of cities,
religious ceremonies, and other customs. ovID used
the Aetia as a model for his Metamorphoses.

Of Callimachus’ epigrams, the scholar Kathryn J.
Gutzwiller says that they “formed the most famous
and admired of Greek epigram collections” and that
they “belonged to the canon of works read by boys
in school.” These works were praised not only for
their perfect literary form but also “for their charm
and human feeling, their sweetness, expressiveness,
and wit” In one epigram, Callimachus praises
Ptolemy IT’s wife: “Blest, radiant Bereniké, / Without
whom the very Graces are graceless” And in another
epigram, Callimachus honors a fellow poet:

They told me, Heraclitus, they told me you
were dead,

They brought me bitter news to hear and
bitter tears to shed.

I wept as I remember'd how often you and 1

Had tired the sun with talking and sent
him down the sky. . ..

Callimachus’s longer works include Hecale, an
EPIC in which the old woman Hecale shelters the
hero Theseus from a storm; and Iambi, a collection
of 13 poems written in iambic form and covering
various themes such as criticism, fables, and poetic
voice.

Callimachus recognized literature as a power-
ful means for expressing and sharing knowledge
and wisdom. His works influenced later Greek and
Roman poets, including Ovid, CATULLUS, HORACE,
and PROPERTIUS.
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Cao Zhi (Ts'ao Chih) (192-232) poet

Cao Zhi is considered to be one of China’s greatest
early lyric poets. The son of a famous northern
Chinese ruler and general, he showed great literary
promise at an early age. Though the young poet
had an easygoing personality, he also liked to drink
heavily and was thought to be undignified. Because
of this reputation and the tradition of primogeni-
ture, his father named Cao Zhi’s older brother and
poet, Cao Bi, as his sole heir, which led to a lifelong
rift between the two brothers. After Cao Bi’s ascen-
sion to the throne in 220, Cao Zhi was exiled by his
brother to a number of minor provincial areas,
where he served as a feudal lord until his death.



Cao Zhi’s poetry is highly personal, reflecting
his feelings about his political situation, his lack of
leadership skills, and his strained relationship with
his brother. The following untitled poem, for ex-
ample, serves as a metaphor for Cao Bi (the stalks)
and his torture of Cao Zhi (the beans):

Frying beans with bean stalks as fuel.
Beans weep sadly in the pan

From the same root we both grew.
Why is the hurry in the grill?

In “Dew upon Grass,” Cao Zhi offers an ambigu-
ous lament—sorrow that his talents do not serve
to protect his homeland against invasion, or sor-
row that his country’s leader, his brother, is not
“enlightened”:

Man’s lifetime in this world goes by
as quickly as the wind upon the dust
Would I be able to employ my talents
To exert myself in the service

Of the enlightened ruler!

Cao Zhi is recognized as one of the first Chinese
poets to put himself at the center of his poetry,
which he uses as both a reflection of his inner
thoughts and a means by which he could achieve
immortality. By the time of his death, he had writ-
ten hundreds of highly regarded poems and prose
works.
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carpe diem term
Carpe diem, Latin for “seize the day,” is a popular
motif in love poetry. In such lyrics, the speaker ex-
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horts the listener to grasp and enjoy the immediate
pleasures of youth and everyday life, particularly
love, because the future is uncertain and time is
fleeting.

The theme of seizing and making the most of
the moment appears in the earliest of poetry. In
the Sumerian Epic of Gilgamesh, dated to 3000 B.C.,
Gilgamesh’s heroic quest to recover his lost friend
Enkidu leads to his learning he must make the
most of mortal life. The teachings of the Greek
philosopher EpicURUS (fourth century B.C.) en-
courages the pursuit of pleasure as an antidote to
pain caused by human frailty and the inevitable
recognition of mortality. The carpe diem motif ap-
pears frequently in early Greek poetry, particularly
in the poems of ALCAEUS, who advocates drinking
and other pleasures as a salve for despair caused
by brutal events, and SAPPHO, as well as the lyric
poems of HOMER.

The term carpe diem first appeared in the 11th
poem of Book One of Horace’s Odes (23 B.C.) in a
slightly less romantic context. Affixed with the title
“Enjoy the Passing Hour,” by translator C. E. Ben-
nett, the verse urges:

Busy thyself with household tasks; and since
life is brief, cut short far-reaching hopes! Even
while we speak, envious Time has sped. Reap
the harvest of today, putting as little trust as
may be in the morrow!

Book I, Ode IX, conveys a similar injunction:

Cease to ask what the morrow will bring forth,
and set down as gain each day that Fortune
grants! Nor in thy youth neglect sweet love nor
dances, whilst life is still in its bloom and
crabbed age is far away!

In Book II of the Odes, Horace continues this
theme, observing “Fresh youth and beauty are
speeding fast away behind us . . . Why not rather
quaff the wine?”

Due in part to the frequency with which Horace
was read in the MIDDLE AGES and later, and also in
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part to its broad human appeal, the theme fre-
quently appears in poetry of the Renaissance and
beyond. The French poet Pierre Ronsard (1524-85)
famously uses the passing seasons in his sonnets ad-
dressed to Hélene to introduce a wistful, poignant
tone into the consummation of their love; all is in
bloom on May 1, but when fall winds blow and win-
ter storms rage, the only solace they may have is in
each other.

Carpe diem was a favorite theme among the
English lyric poets as well. The sonnets and plays of
William Shakespeare take up this motif, most no-
tably the comedy Twelfth Night and Sonnet 73,
where he entreats his reader to “love that well, which
thou must leave ere long.” The “cavalier” poets of the
17th century made a jaunty use of the theme as a
means of persuading their sweethearts to yield to
their demands. In “To the Virgins, to Make Much of
Time” (1648), Robert Herrick writes:

Gather ye Rose-buds while ye may,

Old Time is still a flying;

And this same flower that smiles to day,
To morrow will be dying. . . .

Similarly, in “Corinna’s Going A Maying” (1648),
Herrick urges his love to join him on a pleasure
outing, since “[o]ur life is short, and our dayes run
/ As fast away as does the Sunne.” Andrew Marvell
employs the carpe diem motif in “To His Coy Mis-
tress” (1681) with the resonant line, “Had we but
world enough, and time.” In contrast to Herrick’s
somewhat joyous and reckless tone, Marvell
moans that “at my back I always hear / Times
winged Chariot hurrying near,” lamenting the
transience of life.

Eastern poetry also employs the carpe diem
theme to observe a lament on the inevitable pas-
sage of time and to encourage the pursuit of pleas-
ure. In the 11th-century Persian collection of
verses called the Rubdiydt, as translated by Ahmad
Saidi, the poet muses:

Why worry whether wealth I have or not,
And life in happiness shall end or not—

Come, fill the cup; for ’tis unknown to me
The breath inhaled shall be exhaled or not.

The carpe diem motif continues to appeal to
modern poets and appears particularly in the po-
etry of Robert Frost and W. B. Yeats as well as the
novels of Saul Bellow and Bruno Francés.
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Catullus, Gaius Valerius (84-54 8.c) poet
Gaius Valerius Catullus was born in Verona to an
elite family; his father was a close friend of Julius
CAESAR’s. In his early youth Catullus moved with
his family to Rome. He was expected to have a bril-
liant political career and traveled in Asia in the en-
tourage of the governor of Bithynia Memmius to
satisfy the requirement of all politicians to spend
time in the army. In spite of his training and his fa-
ther’s influential connections, though, Catullus de-
voted himself to writing poetry.

In his poetry, Catullus is as daring as he was in
his personal life. He was educated in the classical
tradition and translated the works of many of the
old masters, including CALLIMACHUS and SAPPHO.
He also became one of the first “neoteric poets,”
who used colloquialisms and even obscene words
in their works.

Catullus’s poetry was unique for the period, be-
cause he made good use of his education, combin-



ing the conversational language with the learned
one and using elaborate sentence structure and
subtle allusions. His successors gave him the name
doctus, which recognized his mastery in the skill of
literary technical perfection, known as the ideal of
Alexandrianism.

Another of Catullus’s revolutionary innova-
tions was to employ poetry to express his personal
feelings and reflect on his unique experiences.
Thus, in some of his early poems, Catullus mocks
the established custom of networking among the
elite, which was practiced by his family: “So much
for running after powerful friends!”

The majority of Catullus’s poems, however, re-
flect his personal feeling toward the two loves of
his life: Juventius, his unfaithful boyfriend; and
Clodia, an older, married woman from high soci-
ety who was accused of poisoning her husband
during her affair with Catullus. Under the name
Lesbia, Clodia became the inspiration and the
heroine for 26 of Catullus’s poems. These poems
not only describe his feelings for Clodia but also
provide a lively account of the lovers’ passionate
quarrels, including Catullus’s criticism of his
lover’s immorality and his disappointment of and
anger about her infidelity.

Other themes in Catullus’s poetry are his sadness
over the death of his brother, who died at Troy; the
life of the young elite of the Roman Empire; and his
friendship with Gaius Julius Caesar. Catullus is often
critical of Caesar, this criticism, however, is not po-
litical, but very personal, characteristic of most of
his poetry. In one poem, he even says, “I HAVE no
very great desire to make myself agreeable to you,
Caesar;,” to emphasize that he believed himself to be
independent of Caesar’s patronage.

Catullus’s influence is apparent in the lyrics of
VIRGIL, who often openly expressed his admiration
for Catullus, and of HORACE. In the century follow-
ing Catullus’s death, he was mostly remembered
for his epigrams in which he attacked his rivals and
enemies and which the first-century poet MARTIAL
once described as masterpieces. Today Catullus is
considered to be one of the most effective lyric
poets of ancient Roman literature.
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Chanson de Roland
See SONG OF ROLAND.

Chinook myths and tales folklore

As with most Native American tribes, the Chinook
did not have a written history; rather, their history
was passed down generation to generation
through oral tradition. Many of their tales were
formulated from their surrounding area. Located
in the Pacific Northwest, near the mouth of the
Columbia River and the Pacific Ocean, the Chi-
nook relied primarily on the influence of the
ocean, river, and land.

One creation myth of the Chinook is about the
first Chinook people. According to Chinook leg-
end, Old Man South Wind was traveling north
along the Pacific Coast when he met Giant Woman
near the mouth of the Columbia River. There she
taught him how to fish and gave him a net. Old
Man South Wind used the net and pulled a whale
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out of the ocean. When he tried to cut the whale,
though, it turned into a large Thunderbird that
flew to the top of a great mountain and nested. As
the legend goes,

Atop Saddle Mountain, Thunderbird built a
large nest and laid several eggs in it. One day
when Thunderbird flew away, Giant Woman
climbed high to the bird’s nest. She mischie-
vously cracked an egg, but it was bad, and she
threw it down the mountain. She cracked an-
other and another until she had broken them
all and hurled them from the peak. Each time
an egg landed at the base of the mountain, it
became an Indian. This was how the first Chi-
nook men, women, and children came to be.

This myth is very important to the Chinook and is
still told to their children to this day.

Another important aspect of Chinook history
was their belief that the coyote, or Italapas, was a
cocreator with Ikanam, the creator. According to
Chinook belief, Italapas waited in the tree for
floodwaters to subside after a great flood. While
waiting, he threw sand into the water and created
land. Italapas then helped Ikanam create humans
and taught them to hunt and weave.

Yet another Chinook tale is about the first
“white man.” An important part of the Chinook
oral literary tradition, this was retold for many
generations. The tale starts with a Chinook woman
mourning the death of her son. While on a walk
for the first time in more than a year, she went to
the ocean where she saw something in the water
coming to shore:

When it landed on the beach it appeared to be
a monster with two giant spruces planted in its
body and sprung with many ropes that evi-
dently sprouted out of the monster’s back. Also
on the back of the monster stood two hairy an-
imals, probably bears, although their faces
seemed to be human.

The tale continues with the woman getting two
Chinook to look at the creature. The two Chinook
men boarded the boat where they met two friendly
white traders. The story of how the Chinook met
the “white man” was very important to the Chi-
nook because for some time they had a good trade
relationship with the “white man.”

An English Version of

Chinook Myths and Tales

Myths and Legends of the Pacific Northwest. Edited by
Katharine Berry Judson. Introduction by Jay
Miller. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1997.93-95, 102-104.

A Work about Chinook Myths and Tales

Content and Style of an Oral Literature: Clackamas
Chinook Myths and Tales. Translated by Melville Ja-
cobs. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1959.

chivalry and courtly love

Chivalry and courtly love are social concepts that
strongly influenced the literature of western Eu-
rope during the later MIDDLE AGES. Both concepts
attempted to describe the rules for polite behavior
for the aristocrats of a feudal society. Feudalism
bound all classes of society in mutual oaths of loy-
alty in exchange for patronage or service.

The code of chivalry dictated a knight’s behav-
ior in battle and in relationships with his overlord
and his own servants, while the code of courtly
love dictated how the knight should behave at
court, particularly in his amorous addresses to the
court’s ladies. Portrayals of chivalry and courtly
love in the literature, however, suggest that these
artificial modes of behavior were difficult to actu-
ally practice, and even in their fictionalized ver-
sions, characters adhering to the standards of
chivalry and courtly love do not find them free of
contradictions.

Chivalry required knights and nobles to swear
loyalty to their superiors and show compassion
and mercy to the weak and socially inferior. The



ideal chivalric knight was brave, loyal, and deter-
mined as well as compassionate, just, and helpful
to those in distress—an exemplar of Christian
virtue. As the CRUSADES into the Holy Land began,
many knights took vows of chastity and poverty to
give their exploits a more spiritual dimension.
The beginnings of the code of chivalry in the
MEDIEVAL ROMANCE can be traced to the French Le
Chanson de Roland (SONG OF ROLAND), which dates
to the late 10th century. The narrative retells the
story of an actual battle in 778 when a group of
Basques attacked the rearguard of Charlemagne’s
army as he withdrew from Spain. The Roland poet,
composing near the end of the 11th century, turns
the attacking party into Saracens (Moors, who
were Muslims from the Moroccan coast), making a
central issue of the poem a defense of Christianity.
He also turns Charlemagne’s army into a set of
feudal nobles governed by feudal attitudes and
bonds of loyalty. Roland and his warriors refuse to
abandon one another even though it appears they
will all likely die. In addition, Roland hesitates to
blow the horn that will summon reinforcements,
since this act, suggesting that he is not heroic
enough, would shame his and his family’s honor.
Roland’s tragic death and the vengeance of Charle-
magne valorize the behavior of the hero in war, a
theme that would continue into other French
chansons de geste, or songs of adventure. In addition,
as literature elaborated on the conduct of the hero
in war, it also elaborated on the conduct of the hero
in love. In love, poetically imagined as a type of po-
lite warfare, hearts were at stake instead of lives.
Thus, the concepts of chivalry and courtly love de-
velop simultaneously in the romantic literature.
The practice of courtly love developed around
the 11th century. C. S. Lewis, in his classic study
The Allegory of Love, claimed that courtly love de-
veloped suddenly and spontaneously in the lyrics
of the Provengal TROUBADOURS of southern France.
Other scholars, like Denis de Rougemont, suspect
that the troubadours drew inspiration from the
Arabic and Hebrew lyric poems circulating in the
courts of Muslim Spain. For example, the system
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of love described in the Arabic work The Dove’s
Necklace by Ibn Hazm (1022) closely resembles
Andreas Capellanus’s The Art of Courtly Love
(1174), a Latin text that codifies the practice of
courtly love along the lines of ovID’s first-century
Art of Love. Thus, courtly love as a literary device
had its roots in both a Latin and a vernacular po-
etic tradition.

The elements of courtly love, according to
Lewis, are humility, courtesy, adultery, and the re-
ligion of love. In this religion, Cupid, or Amor, and
Venus preside as god and goddess. Courtly con-
vention requires that the lover be hopelessly de-
voted to a lady who is his social superior; most
often, she is married to his overlord, and he refers
to himself, in feudal terms, as her servant and she
his master. She is universally described as beautiful,
graceful, and refined. The lover puts himself
through grueling tests to prove the extent of his de-
votion. He suffers torments of the heart and spirit;
often, he has a rival for the lady’s love (never her
husband), and just as often, the lady is cold or in-
different to him. The lover describes himself as
wounded by love’s arrows, near death with despair.
Frequent plot devices include a springtime setting,
an image of the court and all the ladies dancing, and
a debate wherein the lover must defend himself.

Using the elements established by the trouba-
dours and by Capellanus, the French romances of
the 12th century refined the concept of courtly
love in such works as the ROMANCE OF THE ROSE by
GUILLAUME DE LORRIS and Jean de Meun. Courtly
conventions also appear in the Lais of MARIE DE
FRANCE and the Arthurian romances of CHRETIEN
DE TROYES. The characters from the Arthurian leg-
ends, called “the matter of Britain,” were popularly
recast as feudal heroes and made models of chival-
ric conduct. Later incorporated with the story Tris-
TAN AND ISEULT and legends of the HOLY GRAIL,
Arthurian tales by GOTTFRIED VON STRASSBURG, WOL-
FRAM VON ESCHENBACH, and others repeatedly re-
turned to the themes of chivalry and courtly love.
Chrétien’s Erec and Enide shows the hero experi-
encing a crisis of reputation when his absorption
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in love makes him neglect deeds of chivalry, and he
is thus thought to be losing his touch. The English
poem Sir Gawain and the Green Knight explores
the demands of the chivalric code as it governs be-
havior at court, behavior at love-play, and the ne-
cessity of keeping one’s promises and preserving
one’s honor.

Love as a noble and ennobling concept reached
its finest expression in the poetry of DANTE
ALIGHEIRI and his contemporaries in Italy. Dante,
along with Petrarch, elevated the worship of a dis-
tant lady to its highest degree. Later authors work-
ing in this tradition, including Geoffrey Chaucer,
Charles d’Orléans, and Jean Froissart, borrowed
images from Dante and Petrarch to describe their
own adventures in love.

Almost as soon as the literature of courtly love
developed, it began to satirize itself. The concept
contained inherent contradictions, not least being
that a hero was required to be a ferocious killer as
well as a courteous lover. In actual practice the appli-
cation of chivalric codes could be dangerous as well
as absurd, as demonstrated by the conflicted hero of
Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote. Arguably, Ovid
and Capellanus were writing tongue-in-cheek, sug-
gesting that that taking love seriously was, itself, a
joke. Capellanus’s insistence that courtly love could
only exist between an adulterous couple, and that
marriage prohibited romance, was certainly a
morally troubling stance for a cleric to take. Chré-
tien’s romances, while articulating the concepts of
fine love or fin amor, also made gentle fun of them,
as in the episode from The Knight of the Cart where
Guinevere shuns Lancelot for hesitating to use a
criminal’s cart as a means to come to her rescue.

Also, the practice of courtly love, while appear-
ing to elevate women to near-sacred status, did
very little to ameliorate the positions of actual me-
dieval women. Critics have argued that the code of
chivalry more correctly governed male social rela-
tions than it described or governed male-female
romantic relations. Moreover, courtly literature
frequently objectified or even maligned women,
as Christine de Pisan pointed out in her querulous
response to the Romance of the Rose.

Nevertheless, the concepts of chivalry and
courtly love persisted into literature of the later
MIDDLE AGES and the Renaissance, in the Arthurian
romances of Thomas Malory, the poetry of Ed-
mund Spenser and Philip Sidney, and the sonnets
of William Shakespeare and Pierre de Ronsard.
The idea of suffering for love marks romantic lit-
erature from Abbe Prévost’s Manon Lescaut to
Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa. C. S. Lewis observes
that the code of chivalry and courtly love “have
made the background of European literature for
eight hundred years . . . They effected a change
which has left no corner of our ethics, or imagina-
tion, or our daily life untouched.”
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Chrétien de Troyes (fl. 1160-1185) poet

As scholar D. D. R. Owen observes, Chrétien de
Troyes has been called one of the great figures of
world literature, the father of Arthurian romance,
precursor to the modern novel, and a brilliant
chronicler of French chivalry. But biographical in-
formation on Chrétien is scarce. In his writings
he gives his name as Chrétien de [of] Troyes and
says he studied under Peter of Beauvais. Chrétien
was trained as a cleric, but he may not have taken
orders in the priesthood and instead made his liv-
ing as a court poet. His dedications show that he
had wealthy patrons; he began The Knight of the
Cart at the prompting of Marie de Champagne,
the daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine, and he
wrote The Story of the Grail for Count Philip of
Flanders.

Troyes, France, functioned as a center for trade,
financial business, and the court of Champagne.
Chrétien was thus exposed to two traditions of lit-
erature: the antique EPIC style, which focused on
the deeds of great heroes, and the resurgence of
French or vernacular literature. In his lifetime, the
MEDIEVAL ROMANCE had begun to flower, writers
were inspired by the codes of CHIVALRY AND
COURTLY LOVE, and the TROUBADOURS were develop-
ing a new style of poetry. Chrétien’s early works
follow in the footsteps of the Latin tradition. He
translated three of oviD’s works, though only the
story of Philomela survives. He then began to write
poems, such as The Bitten Shoulder and King Mark
and Iseult the White, in the more current courtly
style. These early efforts are also lost.

Another poem, William of England, gives its au-
thor’s name as Chrétien, but scholars disagree
whether this is the same Chrétien who composed
the Arthurian romances. Though Chrétien was not
a common name in 12th-century France, some
scholars, like Jean Frappier, believe that William of
England “lacks the turn of mind, style, and subtlety
of the author of Lancelot, Yvain, and Perceval.” The
five poems involving characters from the King
Arthur legends, which are collectively referred to as
the Arthurian Romances, are considered Chrétien’s
greatest achievement.

Chrétien de Troyes 67

Critical Analysis

Chrétien is not the father of Arthurian romance in
the sense that he invented King Arthur; those leg-
ends had long existed in the popular imagination of
both England and France, originating as Celtic or
Breton tales told about a warrior who resisted the
Anglo-Saxon invasions. In the medieval period,
Arthur became a fashionable topic for chronicle
and romance. GEOFFREY OF MONMOUTH gave a leg-
endary history of Arthur in his History of the Kings
of Britain, translated into French by the poet Wace.
The legend of TRISTAN AND ISEULT and the Lais of
MARIE DE FRANCE refashioned the folkloric material
into matter worthy of courtly attention. These lines
from the opening of The Knight with the Lion sug-
gest that Chrétien found Arthur the ideal character
around which to structure his romances:

So it is my pleasure to relate a story worth lis-
tening to about the king whose fame spreads
near and far. And I do agree with the belief of
so many Bretons that his renown will last for-
ever. Thanks to him, people will recall his cho-
sen knights, fine men who strove for honor.

Chrétien re-creates in the court of Arthur all the
attitudes and structures that prevailed in 12th-
century France: its nobility of knights and ladies,
its staged battles in the form of jousts, and its oaths
of loyalty as demanded by the structure of feudal-
ism. In his hands, the fierce warriors from the
Celtic legends become courteous, highly trained
knights devoted to honor, loyalty, and the service
of ladies, and the tales of their quests explore ideals
of love and chivalry during the story of each
knight’s quest for adventure, fame, recognition,
and the love of his lady fair.

The first of Chrétien’s Arthurian romances, Erec
and Enide, describes the romance of the two title
characters. After their marriage, Erec is in danger of
losing his reputation for prowess because he spends
all of his time with his lovely wife. She does not want
to see his reputation damaged, and so together they
go on a series of adventures which proves the valor
of the knight and the strength of love.
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The second romance, Cligés, blends British his-
tory with legends of Constantinople, as Cligés is
born of both Greek and British cultures. Though
the story has magical elements, it is realistic in the
ways in which Chrétien explores the motives, con-
flicts, and struggles of his main characters.

Chrétien worked on Yvain, or the Knight with
the Lion the same time as he worked on Lancelot, or
The Knight of the Cart. Both tales abound with
heroic idealizations, fantastic adventures, mystical
events, and psychological challenges. Both tales
also focus at some length on Gawain. The tale of
Yvain frequently introduces comic and sentimen-
tal elements, while Lancelot is the most reflective
and inwardly torn of Chrétien’s characters. The
Knight of the Cart was finished, so the manuscript
says, by one Godfrey of Lagny, who took up the tale
at Chrétien’s request.

The last and most complex of the tales, Perceval,
or the Story of the Grail, was never completed.

A distinct characteristic of Chrétien’s style is his
use of the conventions of courtly love and his de-
pictions of beautiful if somewhat remorseless
women. His narratives are also marked by frequent
battles. Chrétien takes great delight in describing
fight scenes, as in this description of a joust in The
Knight of the Cart:

After the swearing of the oaths, their horses,
fair and fine in every way, were led forward.
Each knight mounted his and charged at the
other as fast as his horse could carry him. With
their horses galloping at top speed, the vassals
struck each other so hard that there was noth-
ing left of their two lances except the shafts
they held in their hands.

Like many poets composing in Old French,
Chrétien writes in octosyllabic couplets, mean-
ing his lines are rhymed and contain eight sylla-
bles. English translators most often translate his
poetry into prose, sacrificing the structure in
favor of preserving the sense. Chrétien did not
use any archaisms or colloquialisms in his lan-
guage, but instead wrote in a direct, accessible

style. He incorporates dialogue and makes fre-
quent use of humor. His individual approach and
flexible voice had an enormous impact on later
romance writers. As translator David Staines
writes, Chrétien “reshaped his Arthurian inheri-
tance, and created a design that would serve as the
standard and an essential source for all subse-
quent Arthurian literature.”

One chief contribution Chrétien made to the
Arthurian legends was the introduction of the
story of the HOLY GRAIL, which translator Urban
Holmes calls “a mystery so vast that men have
never ceased to be intrigued by it.” Topsfield calls
Chrétien’s story “the imaginative high point” of
the author’s Arthurian romances and “the zenith
of his literary achievement.” Readers have end-
lessly speculated on Chrétien’s vision for the re-
mainder of the poem, and several have tried to
write continuations.

Chrétien had a permanent effect on the body
of Arthurian legend and thus influenced all
Arthurian writers who followed. The romances of
the German WOLFRAM VAN ESCHENBACH borrow
from Chrétien, and in France the Merlin romances
of Robert de Boron and the Prose Lancelot contin-
ued to elaborate on the subject. “The Wife of Bath’s
Tale” in Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales,
the alliterative Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,
and Sir Thomas Malory’s The Death of Arthur are
all set in Arthurian times. Edmund Spenser in The
Faerie Queene and Alfred Tennyson in The Idylls of
the King wrote their own versions of the Arthurian
romance. John Milton considered writing about
Arthur before choosing the biblical book of Gene-
sis as the subject matter for his epic Paradise Lost.
Modern masterpieces such as T. H. White’s The
Once and Future King and Marion Zimmer
Bradley’s The Mists of Avalon also contain echoes
of the tales of Chrétien. As Jean Frappier says,
Chrétien “raised a still new and uncertain genre to
a high degree of excellence,” and he succeeded in
“the classic task of endowing old materials with a
more exquisite flavor, a clearer meaning, and
broader human values.”
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Cicero, Marcus Tullius (106-43 s.c.)
orator, statesman, writer

Cicero was born in the village of Arpinum in the
Volscian hills near Rome. Cicero’s family was of the
equestrian order, which denoted some degree of
privilege and social standing. Caius Marius, a rela-
tive, dominated Roman politics and military affairs
for the first two decades of Cicero’s life, which in-
fluenced the aspirations Cicero’s father would have
for his own sons. The family took advantage of
connections with distinguished Romans to secure
the brilliant young Cicero a first-rate education in
rhetoric (the art of persuasion) and law.

Although Cicero desired a career in politics, he
decided first to make a name for himself as a pub-
lic advocate. Many of his existing writings are from
speeches he made on behalf of his clients in the
courtroom. He proved to be a captivating public
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speaker with an exceptional gift for oratory. His
talent, connections, and an advantageous marriage
to a moneyed woman named Terentia all con-
tributed to his successful candidacy for quaestor in
75 B.C., the lowest ranking of the magistrate posi-
tions. Ultimately, Cicero was elected to the
supreme magistrate seats, that of praetor in 66 B.C.
and consul in 63 B.C., an extraordinary achieve-
ment for a nonaristocrat.

Cicero enjoyed his greatest professional tri-
umph in 63 B.C. when he single-handedly thwarted
a conspiracy organized by the politician Lucius
Catiline. Because he summarily executed some of
the conspirators without benefit of trial, however,
Cicero was briefly exiled from Rome in 58 B.C.

His last years were ones of despair and bitterness.
He and Terentia divorced; his beloved daughter Tul-
lia died in childbirth; his son Marcus was a hopeless
underachiever; and, as Classics scholar Jasper Grif-
fin writes in the New York Review of Books:

The Republic that he loved, in which he had
won his spectacular successes, the Republic
which had conquered the world, had crashed
to defeat at the hands of one of its own gener-
als, the invincible Julius Caesar, who was in the
process of establishing a monarchy, with him-
self as its king.

Nevertheless, Cicero’s literary output during these
last years was prodigious, since he viewed writing
as an occupation to distract him from his sorrows.

After Caesar was assassinated, Cicero collabo-
rated with his killers to restore the Republic and
delivered a series of scathing denunciations of
Mark Antony, head of the Caesarian faction. The
Philippics, as the 14 orations were known, portray
Antony as despicable in personal appearance,
lifestyle, ancestry, background, morals, and politi-
cal skills. The vindictive Antony drew up a pro-
scription list with Cicero’s name on it. Cicero was
slain by bounty hunters on December 7, 43 B.C.,
and his head and hands were displayed over the
public speaking platform in the Forum.
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Cicero’s best-known speeches as an advocate in-
clude Pro Murena (63 B.C.), a successful defense of
the politician Lucius Murena against charges of
bribery, in which Cicero deflected the accusation by
satirizing lawyers’ nitpicking ways; Pro Sulla (63
B.C.), which helped acquit Publius Sulla of conspir-
acy even though, due to an obscure law, the prose-
cutor hand-picked the jury; Pro Archia (62 B.C.),
which appealed to Roman self-satisfaction and pa-
triotism in a petition to gain citizenship for the poet
Archias; and Pro Flacco (59 B.C.), which argued that
a person of the defendant Lucius Flaccus’s charac-
ter and achievement was incapable of committing
the malfeasance with which he was charged.

In De oratore (On the Orator, 55 B.C.), Cicero
provided instruction in the art of speaking to
arouse, persuade, or entertain an audience and in-
cluded vivid examples of the tricks of his trade. In
46 B.C., he composed two additional treatises on
public speaking: Brutus, which discusses the his-
tory of the art as well as the role of the audience;
and Orator, a depiction of the ideal speaker.

In his later years, Cicero’s work became increas-
ingly philosophical in nature. De re Publica (On
the Commonwealth, 51 B.C.), an homage to the
Greek philosopher PLATO’s Republic, is an account
in dialogue form of different types of government
and how they degenerate. He presents the Roman
Republic as the ideal state.

In 45 B.C., the year Tullia died, a heartbroken
Cicero produced Disputationes Tusculanae (Dis-
cussions in my villa at Tusculum), which under-
takes to demonstrate that widely held notions,
such as that death is evil, are false; and De natura
Deorum (The Nature of the Gods), a theological
discussion from the viewpoints of various philo-
sophical schools.

The following year saw the publication of the
dialogues De Divinatione (On Divination), De
Senectute (On Old Age), and De Amicitia (On
Friendship), as well as de Officiis (On Duties), an
essay to Cicero’s son providing principles of proper
conduct for those who aspire to political office.

Cicero was also an avid and accomplished cor-
respondent, and hundreds of his letters survive.

The conspiracy of Lucius Catiline inspired
some of Cicero’s greatest orations. Catiline came
from an aristocratic but rather dissipated family.
A reckless opportunist with a conspicuously self-
indulgent and decadent lifestyle, he held several
public offices in Rome, but the consulship eluded
him year after year and he did not have the finan-
cial resources to run indefinitely.

A desperate Catiline decided to organize a re-
volt. He began soliciting support from disgruntled
and volatile citizens, both destitute and patrician,
whose treatment by previous governments had left
them facing financial ruin. Catiline promised them
the cancellation of debts, and a scheme was de-
vised to seize the government by wreaking havoc in
Rome with arson and the massacre of aristocrats
and senators, and by instigating armed insurrec-
tion in Etruria. The murder of Cicero was another
item on the agenda.

Cicero was politically shrewd. He had many
well-placed observers and became aware of Cati-
line’s plot. The day after Cicero thwarted his
would-be assassins, he arranged an emergency
meeting of the senate and delivered an impas-
sioned speech, the first oration of In Catilinam. As
translated by Louis E. Lord, it begins with great
vehemence and endless rhetorical questions:

In heaven’s name, Catiline, how long will you
abuse our patience? How long will that mad-
ness of yours mock us? To what limit will your
unbridled audacity vaunt itself? Is it nothing to
you that the Palatine has its garrison by night,
nothing to you that the city is full of patrols,
nothing that the populace is in a panic, nothing
that all honest men have joined forces, noth-
ing that the senate is convened in this strong-
hold, is it nothing to see the looks on all these
faces? Do you not know that your plans are dis-
closed? Do you not see that your conspiracy is
bound hand and foot by the knowledge of
these men? Who of us do you think is ignorant
of what you did last night, what you did the
night before, where you were, whom you called
together, what plan you took?



In the second, third, and fourth orations against
Catiline, Cicero describes the measures being taken
to protect the city, reveals how the evidence against
the conspirators was obtained, and argues that the
penalty for the crimes against Rome should be
death. Cicero also states that, as consul, if a sena-
torial decree empowering him to order an execu-
tion of the conspirators were passed, he would do
s0. The decree was passed.

“This was the proudest moment of Cicero’s life,”
writes Olivia Coolidge in Lives of Famous Romans:

He had saved the State he loved and had also
shown himself as prompt as those who called
themselves men of action. Perhaps he had even
surprised himself on this occasion, for he never
allowed anyone to forget it. He even wrote a
long poem on his own consulship, most of
which has unhappily vanished except for one
crashing line of self-admiration: “Oh lucky
Rome that I was consul then!”

Cicero was a master of Latin prose, which served
his purposes as a philosopher, politician, or per-
suader. His use of the language transformed Latin
from a rough and serviceable tongue suitable for
military or commercial use to a supple, melodious
means of expressing the range of human thoughts
and emotions. Scholar Jasper Griffin calls him “in-
comparably the greatest stylist and the greatest
writer that the Latin language had ever seen.”
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Cid, El (Rodrigo Diaz de Vivar) (ca. 1043~

1099) legendary Spanish warrior
“El Cid” was the name given to the 11th-century
Spanish warrior who was one of the greatest
sources for legend and poems of the MIDDLE AGES
and later centuries. Though often depicted in liter-
ature as a hero of the Spanish Reconquest, the Cid
of history often fought alongside Muslims. The
name Cid came from his Muslim vassals and al-
lies, who called him Sayyid, or “My Lord.” He is
also known as the Cid Campeador, which means
“doctor (or master) of the battlefield.”

Historical records reveal that Rodrigo Diaz was
probably born around 1043 in the village of Vivar
near Burgos in the kingdom of Castile. His father,
Diego Lainez, belonged to the infanzones, or lesser
landowning aristocracy under Fernando I of
Castile, but his mother was of a more distin-
guished lineage. Rodrigo entered the service of
Fernando’s son, Sancho II, and was probably
knighted when he was 18 or 20. He quickly distin-
guished himself on military campaigns. After San-
cho was killed in 1072 by supporters of his brother,
who became Alfonso VI, Rodrigo entered the new
king’s service. In 1074, when he was about 30, Rod-
rigo married a relative of Alfonso, Dofa Jimena,
the daughter of Diego, the count of Oviedo. They
had two daughters, Maria and Cristina, and a son,
Diego. However, in 1081, Rodrigo fell out of favor
with the king and was exiled.

At the time, about two-thirds of Spain was
made up of small Muslim taifa kingdoms. El Cid’s
campaigns were sometimes directed against the
Muslims and sometimes in alliance with them. At
one time he fought in the service of the Muslim
ruler of Zaragoza (Saragossa). He was reconciled
with King Alfonso in 1087 but was exiled again
from 1089 until 1092. In 1084, he captured the
Muslim-held city of Valencia and successfully held
it against attacks by the Almoravid. He died on July
10 and was buried in the monastery of San Pedro
in Cardena, near Burgos. Jimena, who probably
died around 1116, was buried there as well.

Historians disagree about whether El Cid was a
Christian knight or a self-serving mercenary, but
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the Cid most loved by poets was the devout Chris-
tian warrior and ever-loyal vassal to an ungrateful
lord. In early medieval Spain, few people other
than kings and saintly monks attracted the notice
of chroniclers and biographers. El Cid was the first
to break with this tradition. He appears in two
Muslim chronicles of Spain, written shortly after
his death. One is by Ibn ‘Alqama, called the Elo-
quent Testimony of the Great Calamity (ca. 1110),
which describes the Cid’s conquest of Valencia.
The other is ibn Bassam’s Treasury of the Excellen-
cies of the Spaniards. Though the tone of these
works is understandably hostile, they both show
that El Cid was a formidable warrior.

The earliest poem about El Cid is an incomplete
work called the “Carmen Campidoctoris,” or the
“Song of the Campeador,” which may have been
written in his lifetime. The author, perhaps a learned
cleric, describes in vigorous Latin verses some of Ro-
drigo’s early campaigns. The earliest biography of
the hero, also written in Latin, is the Historia Roderici
(History of Rodrigo, ca. 1150). It is extraordinarily
detailed in some instances and may have been writ-
ten by someone involved in Rodrigo’s campaigns.

The legend of El Cid soon found its way into
the Spanish vernacular. A Latin poem from 1147
says that the story of “Meo Cid” was celebrated in
song. Some believe this song may actually have
been the later famous “Cantar de mio Cid,” while
others believe it refers to a simple popular song.
Another Spanish work, the Lineaje del Cid (ca.
1197), is a genealogy with an account of the hero’s
life that gives him a royal pedigree.

The culmination of this early development of
El Cid’s legend was the EPIC poem EI Cantar de mio
Cid. It omits the campaigns in which Rodrigo
fought for the Muslims, instead characterizing him
as a devout Christian warrior fighting against them.

A further development of the legend appears in
a work by the monks of Cardefia, El Cid’s burial
place, called the Estoria del Cid. Later, a team of
writers working under Alfonso X (1221-84) incor-
porated the Estoria into their Crénica de veinte
reyes; they also took much of the Cantar de mio Cid
into their Primera Crénica General.

Later works include a series of romanceros,
which began around 1300. The ballads they con-
tained were translated as Ancient Spanish Ballads by
Lockhart Scott, the son of Sir Walter Scott. These
romances give the legendary account of El Cid’s
romance with Jimena, in which he kills her father in
a duel but later wins her love and marries her.

Many works of later centuries drew on these ro-
manceros, including Guillén de Castro’s play Mo-
cedades del Cid (1618) and French dramatist Pierre
Corneille’s masterpiece Le Cid (1637).

Critical Analysis
The most famous medieval work about El Cid is
Cantar de mio Cid, also known as Poema de mio Cid.
It is the only complete epic poem in Spanish sur-
viving from the Middle Ages. Early scholar Ramén
Menéndez Pidal believed it had its origins, like the
French chansons de geste, in the song of a minstrel
and that it was written down before 1140. Most
scholars now believe the poem is a purely literary
work, written around 1207, the date found in the
only surviving manuscript from a nunnery in Vivar.

The manuscript says that Per Abad wrote the
work, but it is unclear whether he is the actual au-
thor or the copyist. He was probably associated in
some way with the monastery of San Pedro de
Cardena, which plays an important role in the
story. According to scholar and author Colin Smith,
the details of the Poema (poem) show that the au-
thor had an interest in genealogical and legal mat-
ters. He knew the SONG OF ROLAND and possibly
other 12th-century French epics. He also may have
had access to documents about El Cid contained in
Spanish archives in Salamanca, which enabled him
to fill the poem with the names of people who ap-
pear in historical records of the time.

The Poema is divided into three parts, or Can-
tars. The first recounts El Cid’s departure into
exile after his second dismissal by Alfonso VI and
his subsequent military campaigns, through
which he gains wealth and a number of follow-
ers. It incorporates some adventures that actually
took place during Rodrigo’s earlier life. The sec-
ond part tells of El Cid’s conquest of Valencia,



where he is joined by his wife and daughters.
After winning back his honor in military glory,
he is pardoned by King Alfonso and marries his
daughters to two Leonese noblemen. In the third
part, El Cid’s cowardly sons-in-law abuse their
young brides, and El Cid wins redress for their
dishonor in Alfonso’s court through judicial
duels.

The poem is written in lines with a caesura
(pause) in the middle and an irregular number of
syllables in each line. It also makes use of asso-
nance, or similar vowel sounds in the lines.

The description, dialogue, and characteriza-
tion are vivid. Fl Cid is an attractive hero, a man
of military prowess, stoic endurance, and gravity
but also good humor. He is not only brave but
generous to his men and honorable. He is an ex-
emplary husband and father, but most impor-
tantly, he is loyal to his feudal lord, Alfonso, even
when the king rejects and exiles him. In the
poem’s most thrilling passage, the conquest of
Valencia, the poet evokes greatly varied moods.
When El Cid’s young daughters hear the drums
of the Muslim army, for example, the hero com-
forts them:

He strokes his beard calmly, the good Cid
Campeador.

“Don’t be afraid, everything’s in your favor;

Before fifteen days are up, if it please the
Creator

We’ll have those drums in the house [for
you to play with].”

(11.1663-1666)

This image of El Cid contrasts nicely with images
of him during the heat of battle:

Using his lance first, the Cid got his hand
on the sword,
He killed so many Moors you could not
have counted them,
The blood was streaming from his arm
above the elbow.
(11.1722-1724)
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In his introduction to The Poem of the Cid,
scholar Tan Michael compares the poem to the Song
of Roland, suggesting that the Cid’s character is “an
amalgam of the poetic Roland’s youthful boldness
and Charlemagne’s elderly caution.” While Cantar
de mio Cid lacks the tragic grandeur of the Song of
Roland, it is a stirring work that illustrates the
virtues the medieval Spanish most admired in a
man and a warrior. It is a vision of heroism that
many other cultures respond to as well.
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Confucius (Kong Qiu [K'ung Ch'iu],
Kongfuzi [K'ung Fu-tzu]) (551-479 8.c)
philosopher

Kong Qiu (K’ung Ch’iu) is best known in the West

as Confucius, the Latinized form of Kongfui (K'ung

Fu-tzu; “the master Kong”). Confucius was born in

Nishan, Qufu (Ch’ii-fu), a town in central China

in what was then the state of Lu. During his life-

time, the Zhou (or Chou) dynasty (11th—third cen-
tury B.C.) no longer wielded the authority it once
had enjoyed. China was experiencing a period of
feudalism, during which power essentially rested
with the leaders of a number of small states. Strug-
gles for influence often occurred within individual
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states and between neighboring leader-warlords.
In his philosophy, Confucius would look back to a
supposed golden age earlier in the Zhou dynasty, a
time when order reigned and when rulers and sub-
jects behaved as befitted their roles in society.
Confucius’s father, who held a minor govern-
ment post, died when his son was three, leaving the
boy to grow up under his mother’s influence. Mar-
ried at age 18, Confucius had children and worked
at a number of menial jobs. Despite his love of
learning and desire to serve the state, Confucius
was unable to obtain a meaningful government po-
sition until, in his late 40s or early 50s, the duke of
Lu appointed him minister of public works, then
minister of justice. He soon left office, however.
Tradition says he was disgusted with government
corruption, but he may also have offended impor-
tant members of the nobility. He spent some years
traveling outside of Lu and in 484 B.C. returned to
his home state, where he died five years later.
History credits Confucius with editing the Book
OF SONGS, from which he often quoted, as well as the
Book of Documents and Lu court chronicles. Most
important, about 520 B.C. he established a school to
teach others how to govern. The curriculum fo-
cused on writing, mathematics, music, ritual,
archery, and chariot driving. Confucius empha-
sized morality over practical skills, and he culti-
vated an informal teaching style that seems to have
included many question-and-answer sessions.
Confucius’s answers to his pupils’ questions
often came in the form of brief but memorable
sayings. Like SOCRATES, to whom Western readers
have often compared him, Confucius never
recorded his teachings. It was his pupils who later
recorded a number of his sayings and comments in
the Lun Yu (Analects), a book that became the basis
for his later fame as a philosopher. His reputation
grew greatly after his death. A later philosopher,
Mencius (ca. 371-298 B.C.), claimed, “Ever since
man came into this world, there has never been
one greater than Confucius.”
In the third century B.C., the first Qin (Ch’in)
dynasty emperor ordered massive book burnings

that consigned many ancient texts to oblivion. The
state also buried Confucian scholars alive. Never-
theless, the Analects lived on, and Confucius’s life
took on an aura of legend. The historian Sima
Qian (Ssu-ma Ch’ien, ca. 185-145 B.C.) claimed
that Confucius’s impoverished family descended
from an imperial dynasty and that Confucius was
acquainted with La0z1 (Lao Tsu). Beginning in the
second century B.c., Confucianism was required
knowledge for government officials, and every gov-
ernment examination given between A.D. 960 and
1905 (except during the Yuan (Mongol) dynasty,
1271-1368) required would-be civil servants to dis-
play extensive familiarity with Confucian texts.

Later philosophers criticized and revised Con-
fuciun texts. In the 10th century, scholars, includ-
ing WANG ANSHIH (Wang An-Shih), drew on the
Analects in developing their philosophies, collec-
tively called Neo-Confucianism.

Critical Analysis

The Analects are divided up into 20 sections, or
“books,” that contain approximately 500 brief sub-
sections, or “chapters.” Each chapter consists of a
snippet of dialogue, a comment, or an anecdote,
including some of Confucius’s jokes and occa-
sional complaints about his life, as well his more
profound thoughts. Other chapters included the
recorded sayings of his disciples.

Rather than being composed all at once, the
Analects came together gradually, as various indi-
viduals added their memories of Confucius or
other Confucian teachers. It probably did not coa-
lesce into the book we know today until sometime
around the second century B.C. Scholars have con-
cluded that books three through nine and 11
through 15 are most likely genuine stories from
Confucius’s life rather than additions from writers
in later centuries.

The cornerstone of Confucius’s philosophy is
ren, a word that appears more than 100 times in
the Analects. It means “showing magnanimity,
compassion, and humaneness in one’s thoughts
and actions.” To exhibit humaneness is the epitome



of virtue. In one passage, Confucius asserts that
“the humane man, wishing himself to be estab-
lished, sees that others are established, and wishing
himself to be successful, sees that others are suc-
cessful. To be able to take one’s own familiar feel-
ings as a guide may definitely be called the method
of humaneness.” Elsewhere, Confucius reiterates
this idea: “Zigong asked: ‘Is there a single word
such that one could practise it throughout one’s
life?” The Master [Confucius] said: ‘Reciprocity
perhaps? Do not inflict on others what you your-
self would not wish done to you.”

The Analects also stress the importance of loy-
alty, filial piety, and harmony. Individuals prove
they are fit to govern others by exhibiting these
qualities, observing traditional rituals, and show-
ing humaneness. They should concern themselves
with their own virtue rather than with pleasing
those in power or attempting to obtain a salary.
According to Confucius, “One is not worried about
not holding position; one is worried about how
one may fit oneself for appointment.”

Confucius does not believe that everyone can
exhibit true virtue and humaneness. He com-
ments, “the people may be made to follow some-
thing, but not to understand it.” It is for this reason
that the “gentleman” must provide others with an
example to follow. “To govern,” he says, “means to
correct. If you take the lead by being correct, who
will dare not to be corrected?”

Confucius developed the philosophical and
ethical concept of ren, and he was the first to de-
scribe his ideal method of behavior as the Way.
Translator Raymond Dawson notes that many of
the Analects’s chapters “may be seen as seminal ex-
pressions of some of the typical ideas of Chinese
civilization.” He adds: “The earliest parts of the
Analects are the earliest [Chinese] writings . . .
which deal primarily with ethical matters for their
own sake and feature [people’s] inclination to act
for ethical reasons rather than for reasons of prac-
tical advantage. This is an important break-
through in the history of Chinese thought.” Thus,
the Analects are a key to understanding not only
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Chinese philosophy but also human nature and be-
havior.
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courtly love
See CHIVALRY AND COURTLY LOVE.

Coyote tales (Hopi)

In the ORAL LITERATURE of the Hopi, who originally
settled in the southwestern regions of the United
States, the coyote features prominently as a trick-
ster figure that possesses qualities both animal and
human, and sometimes divine. Coyotes appear fre-
quently in the folklore, myths, legends, and sacred
teachings of many Native American tribes. Schol-
ars of tribal religions believe that the coyote and
other animals represent the First People of the Na-
tive American CREATION MYTHS and therefore serve
as prototypes for human life and culture. In these
tales, wherein divine figures are given human per-
sonalities, stories about the coyote serve many pur-
poses. Intended for audiences of all ages, these
stories combine sacred and spiritual teachings,
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moral instruction, and humorous entertainment
in the form of the character Coyote’s adventures.

Scholars like Ekkehart Malotki and Michael Lo-
matuway ma, who have dedicated their careers to
the preservation and understanding of Hopi tales,
believe that the function of the coyote in the stories
reflects the impact of the coyote on Hopi life. To a
tribe whose livelihood consisted mostly of agri-
cultural practices, the coyote was sometimes a dan-
gerous predator, but most often a nuisance and a
useless creature that provided neither pelt nor
meat. In Hopi literature, the coyote is not given the
status of kachina, a powerful spirit in animal form
that protects and benefits humans. The tales most
often portray Coyote as a trickster figure whose in-
quisitive and highly gullible nature always gets him
into trouble.

In Malotki and Lomatuway ma’s Hopi Coyote
Tales, for instance, many of Coyote’s interactions
with other animals end with his defeat. Grasshop-
per confounds Coyote’s efforts to eat him and
leaves him starving; both Badger and Porcupine
trick Coyote into bleeding himself to death. The
tales can be taken as a lesson about gullibility; Por-
cupine, when he finds his friend’s corpse on the
hearth, yells at him: “Why do you have to believe
everything? What I told you had to be a lie!” Bad-
ger’s tale serves a moral purpose, for Coyote’s
death is his punishment for lechery, gluttony, may-
hem, and disobedience to Badger, who is the med-
icine man of their village and therefore a wise and
powerful being who ought to be obeyed. Badger,
too, berates Coyote’s corpse, telling him, “It’s your
own fault that you are so wicked.”

A characteristic of the Hopi Coyote tales is that
they make little attempt to drive home a moral
point; rather, they simply end the narratives with
“and here the story ends.” What the audience
makes of the Coyote tales is left to their own dis-
cretion. Close readers can find a wealth of infor-
mation about life among the Hopi, everything
from social relations, etiquette, and advice for rais-
ing children to detailed descriptions of spiritual
practices, village ethics, geographical descriptions,
and tasty menus. Many of the tales contain etio-

logical elements or explanations on how something
came to be; the story of Coyote and the turkeys, for
instance, tells why no turkeys are found in a Hopi
village.

Coyote’s flexibility, however, makes him more
than a simple buffoon character or lampoon. Coy-
ote can take the form of a male or female, a hunter
or mother, a boy or a girl, and can roam through
any landscape, including the underworld and the
sky. Some tales show Coyote engaging in the more
sinister side of witchcraft and sorcery, but these
tales, too, always end in disaster. In “Coyote Learns
Sorcery” in Malotki and Lomatuway’ma’s collec-
tion, Coyote gets turned into a jackrabbit and goes
home to some very hungry children.

Other tales show a better side to Coyote’s na-
ture. In “Coyote and So’yoko,” Coyote saves the
children of the Orayri village from being eaten by
an ogre. Later he defends his village from the Ko-
rowiste Kachinas. Coyote even experiences ro-
mance, falling in love with and marrying a girl
from Musangnuvi.

As a literary tradition, the coyote tales function
as more than other animal fables like those of
AESOP in European literature. Like the folklore of
all cultures, these tales, as Malotki observes in Hopi
Animal Stories, are “an important way of express-
ing culturally shared values, attitudes, and con-
cerns.” In this way the Hopi Coyote tales have
something in common with literatures of many
other cultures, from the PANCHATANTRA of India to
the German fairy tales of the Grimm brothers.
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creation myths, Native American

Each of the cultures that inhabited the continents
of North and South America before the arrival of
the first European settlers had a unique and dis-
tinct explanation for the creation and ordering of
the world as they knew it. As part of the ORAL LIT-
ERATURE that was handed down through genera-
tion after generation, the origin stories explained
how the world had come to exist, how humans
were formed, how and why plants and animals
were given their functions, and why such natural
cycles as sunrise, sunset, and the seasons governed
the world. These creation myths might explain
anything from why the landscape appeared as it
did to how a tribe had gotten its name, and from
the explanation of the deer’s antlers to the origins
of corn.

As a whole, the creation myths take place in a
prehistoric time when the same natural laws did not
apply. Animals could speak and reason, elements
had personalities and could communicate with each
other, and humans were created not to rule the
world but simply to be one of an infinite variety of
creatures who lived in it. These mythic First Beings,
who brought forth by one means or another the
world as it was known to listeners of the story, were
often regarded as still having an interest in the busi-
ness of human life. Therefore many Native Ameri-
can religions regarded the elements, the heavenly
bodies, and the spirits of animals to have the super-
natural ability to understand and participate in
human affairs. Plants, animals, insects, and even as-
pects of the landscape were frequently treated as
sentient beings that could either provide assistance
if appropriately addressed or might cause harm if
scorned or offended. Many ceremonies, rituals, daily
practices, and even whole systems of thought in Na-
tive American life acknowledged and celebrated the
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gifts that had been given humans by their divine
predecessors, and in this way, the creation myths
played an intimate and ongoing role in the daily
life of the tribe.

The creation stories are more than just litera-
ture. As David Martinez observes in The Legends
and Lands of Native North Americans, “they are the
foundation of culture itself, stemming from the
most basic and fundamental experiences required
for founding a people.”

Critical Analysis

Many of the creation myths told by different cul-
tures share similarities, not just with each other,
but with cultures from other parts of the world. In
the Hopi tradition, like the creation story in the
Hebrew BIBLE, the earth was originally covered
with water. The Lakota tell of a great flood that
wiped out humans except for one girl, who was
saved by Spotted Eagle. Later she married him and
bore children, thus repopulating the new earth
with the Lakota people. Aside from the story of the
Bible, a worldwide flood is also described in the
Sumerian epic GILGAMESH, set in an entirely differ-
ent hemisphere.

The creation myths traditionally describe how,
in the dawn of the world, before humans were cre-
ated, the earth was populated with creatures that
had animal, human, and divine qualities. Differ-
ent cultures account for the creation of humans in
different ways, but many share the common theme
that humans were created out of a natural sub-
stance—earth, or sometimes corn—that was ani-
mated by one of the First Beings, perhaps the
Wind, Old Spider Woman, or Old Badger Man.
Several Native American tribes regard the sun as
the first generative being. The Aztecs in the ancient
NAHUATL POETRY and the Inca in the MYTH OF
MANCO CAPAC recount stories of how their tribal
ancestors were descendants of the sun, and the
Navajo also tell a story of how the sun fathered a
child with the First Woman.

Often the prehuman world was inhabited by
water monsters, giants, or other creatures that
needed to be defeated so that humans could sur-



78 creation myths, Native American

vive. Most of the stories account, in some way, for
the progression from a prehistoric time when hu-
mans and animals could communicate with one
another, when all existed in harmony and balance,
to a fallen state where violence and conflict exist
in the world, humans experience strife with one
another as well as the natural elements, and ani-
mals have lost the power of speech, though they
might retain powers of another type.

Many cultures also preserve creation myths that
explain how humans came to possess certain skills.
In the OKLAHOMA CHEROKEE FOLKTALES, Selu pro-
vided humans with the first corn, and set the ex-
ample for women to plant, harvest, and prepare it
as food, while her husband, Kana’ti, showed the
first men how to be hunters. In the creation myths
of the Crow, Old Man Coyote is responsible for
fashioning the first humans; it was he who decreed
the functions of the animals, and he who created
the separate tribes with different languages, which,
for the Crow, explained why there was warfare,
tribal rivalries, and the practice of wife stealing. In
the creation myths of the Sanpoil, Coyote was the
one who taught the first humans how to catch and
prepare salmon, a staple of the Sanpoil diet.

The stories of creation and of the first interac-
tion between humans and the divine beings who
instruct them serve as more than entertaining sto-
ries; they convey the wisdom that ancestors of na-
tive peoples have deemed important for the
preservation and satisfaction of life. The Navajo
NIGHTWAY CEREMONY SONGS might call it hdzhd, the
ZUNI INDIAN NARRATIVE POETRY might call it the
Pollen Way, and the YAQUI DEER SONGS might refer
to it as the “flower world,” but in all cases, the
songs, poems, and stories that furnish the creation
myths of a people preserve directions for a way of
life lived in harmony with the divine things of the
world and their plan for human survival. As Jere-
miah Curtin explains in Creation Myths of Primi-
tive America: “Every act of an Indian in peace or in
war, as an individual or as a member of a tribe, had
its only sanction in the world of the first people,
the American divinities.” Part of the responsibility

of the listening audience, it was understood, was to
remember and continue to observe the wisdom
that the First People had brought to humans.

Particularly in cultures that do not make use of
written language, stories become a way to preserv-
ing and communicating cultural memory. In each
retelling, with the contributions of each storyteller
and the reception of the audience, the story inher-
its something. In this way, stories, like the lands
they describe, become living things with a history
of their own. Creation myths from many Native
American cultures share a common belief that a
territory, with its sacred features, its provisions,
and its abundance, is not given to people to own
but is given rather as a trust, a gift that must be
cared for and preserved. Scholars who understand
the value that the creation myths hold in preserv-
ing and communicating cultural foundations and
ancient wisdom have made efforts, in the past cen-
tury, to capture tales in writing and translate them
into English so their knowledge might be commu-
nicated to a broader audience. The settlement of
Europeans in the Americas irrevocably changed
the conditions under which the native tribes lived,
and our contemporary world, which depends on
written media and print culture, has made tradi-
tions of oral communication such as storytelling
seem quaint, old-fashioned, and obsolete. It re-
quires care and attention on the part of present-
day scholars to preserve the language, history, and
mythologies of the Native American creation
myths and thus ensure that entire cultures do not
become extinct.
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Crusades (ca. 1095—ca. 1291) historic event
The Crusades were a series of wars fought by Euro-
pean Christians between 1095 and 1291 to recover
the Holy Land, especially Jerusalem, from the fol-
lowers of Islam, known as Muslims. In the first cen-
tury A.D., Christianity spread through the Roman
Empire, including the Middle Eastern lands of
Palestine, Syria, and Jerusalem. By the end of the
fourth century, the Romans’ vast empire was offi-
cially Christian. It remained so until the seventh
century, when the religion of Islam rose out of Ara-
bia. While Islam officially condemned the use of
force as a means of conversion, states often found
the use of force necessary. Arab armies of Muslims
began conquering the Middle East, beginning with
Persia (now Iraq) and Byzantium. By A.D. 638, the
city of Jerusalem, considered by Christians the holi-
est of cities, was under Muslim control.

Though the Holy Land was under Islamic rule,
Christians who came to worship at the holy places
were, for the most part, tolerated. One exception
was “Mad” Caliph Hakim (996-1021), who de-
stroyed the Church of the Holy Sepulcher, Jesus’
tomb, and persecuted both Christians and Jews.
After his death, relations between Muslims and
other religious groups became more and more
strained. In the middle of the 11th century, the
Arabs were displaced as leaders of Islam by the
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Turks, who disapproved of Christian pilgrims.
When Byzantine emperor Alexius I found his em-
pire overrun by the Seljuk Turks, he appealed to the
West for help. In 1095, Pope Urban II, speaking at
the Council of Clermont, urged all of Christendom
to go to war to end Muslim rule of the Holy Land.

The result of Urban’s speech was the first Cru-
sade (1095-99). Combatants called themselves
“crusaders” because they took as their emblem the
Christian cross. The crusaders reached Jerusalem in
the summer of 1099, took it back from the Mus-
lims, and established four Latin states in the Middle
East: Edessa, Antioch, Tripoli, and the Kingdom of
Jerusalem.

The second Crusade (1147-49) transpired after
the Turks took Edessa. This attempt by the Chris-
tian soldiers to regain the country ended in failure,
and by 1187 most of the four Latin states set up
during the first Crusade had again fallen back
under Muslim control.

In 1187 the Kurdish Muslim military leader
Salah ad-Din Yusuf (1138-93), or Saladin as he
was known in the West, captured Jerusalem. Pope
Gregory VIII called on Christians to embark upon
a third Crusade (1189-92). For the next 100 years,
crusades continued to be fought by Christians
hoping to overturn Muslim rule over the Holy
Land. The ninth and final crusade (1271-72) was
led by Prince Edward of England, later Edward I.
Edward landed in Acre, near Jerusalem, but retired
after negotiating a truce. In 1289 Tripoli fell to the
Muslims, and in 1291, Acre, the last Christian
stronghold, followed. Conflicts between the Fast-
ern and Western cultures did not end at that point,
but after the loss of Acre, crusades were discussed
but not launched.

The causes for the Crusades are deep and var-
ied, and their consequences infinitely complex. Au-
thor Jean Richard, as translated by Jean Birrell,
suggests that the “crusade poses a problem that is
still present in the human consciousness, that of
the legitimacy of war.” Divine law for the Chris-
tians demanded the preservation of human life, but
the business of government often required defense
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or aggression. The code of CHIVALRY in Western Eu-
rope evolved as a way to reconcile Christian virtues
with life in violent times. Richard speculates that
“when the barbarian monarchies settled in the old
Roman Empire, warlike societies replaced a civil
society, and this led to an exaltation of war.” Liter-
ature of the Charlemagne cycle depicted the em-
peror’s battles against the “Saracens” of Italy and
Spain as a holy war, particularly in the SONG OF
ROLAND. The concept of the “just war” evolved as
Western Europe after Charlemagne found itself be-
sieged on virtually all sides: Scandinavian tribes at-
tacked from the north, Hungarian cavalry invaded
from the east, and Saracen (the medieval Christ-
ian appellation for adherents of the Islamic faith)
armies waged war from the south. The papacy felt
that the defense of the “patrimony of St. Peter” was
imperative, and the Crusades, as they developed,
had dual aims: to defend Christian lands against
Turkish invasion, and to secure Christian posses-
sion of the ancient Holy Land, where Christ had
lived and died.

Contemporary accounts reveal that, from the
start, the questions surrounding the Crusades have
received different answers at the hands of different
authors. Several writers of the early 12th century
preserve Pope Urban IT’s speech at the Council of
Clermont, among them Baldric, archbishop of
Dol, and Robert and Monk, who wrote History of
Jerusalem. The eyewitness accounts of the First
Crusade such as The Deeds of the Franks (ca.
1100-01), written by an anonymous crusader who
followed Bohemund of Antioch, reveal the com-
plex maze of motivations and consequences of
events. Fulcher of Chartres, who was also close to
the action, began his chronicle in 1101, which is
commonly held to be the most reliable of contem-
porary sources for the First Crusade. Raymond of
Aguilers, Odo of Deuil, and Oliver of Paderborn
were also clerics in close association with leaders of
various crusades.

The Fourth Crusade was memorably observed
and chronicled by Geoffroi de VILLEHARDOUIN,
whose account is remembered and read as much

for its historical value as for its lively prose. Ville-
hardouin (ca. 1160-1213) deals with the facts of
the Crusade rather than its deeper historical impli-
cations, and while he writes from a strong belief in
the rightness of his cause, his narrative makes clear
the internal opposition and debate among the cru-
saders. Robert of Clari, a knight who fought under
Pierre of Amiens, also wrote of the Fourth Crusade
in his Conquest of Constantinople (ca. 1216),
though his account has been overshadowed in
popularity by Villehardouin’s.

Jean de Joinville (1224-1317) completed his
Chronicle in 1309, describing his activities on cru-
sade under Louis IV. Translator Frank Marzials ob-
serves that while Villehardouin writes “soberly,
with an eye on important events . . . Joinville writes
as an old man looking lovingly, lingeringly, at the
past—garrulous, discursive, glad of a listener.”
Joinville’s account shows keenly the conviction and
idealism that motivated the men and women who
gave up their familiar lives to go on a holy crusade.

The above chronicles were written by either
combatants or clerics who had a stake in the suc-
cess of the Christian armies. A thorough evalua-
tion of the Crusades requires looking at the
viewpoint of the other side. Fortunately, accounts
of contemporary Arab historians and studies of
the Crusades’ effect on the Eastern states are be-
coming increasingly available to English audiences.

In the West, literature following the Crusades
tended to glorify the accomplishments and val-
orize the heroes. The French chansons de geste (lit-
erally, “songs of adventure”) frequently
embellished actual events with legendary mate-
rial, as in the Song of Antioch by Richard the Pil-
grim or the anonymous Song of Jerusalem. These
verse narratives preceded other chivalric romances
like Torquato Tasso’s Jerusalem Delivered, which
portrays Godfrey of Bouillon as an EpIC hero. Like-
wise, Western historians up until the Enlighten-
ment tended to exalt heroism and faith. However,
Denis Diderot, and Jean d’Alembert, authors of the
massive Encyclopedia, described the Crusades as “a
time of the deepest darkness and of the greatest



folly.” Voltaire, too, referred to the Crusades as
“that epidemic fury . . . marked by every cruelty,
every perfidy, every debauchery, and every folly of
which human nature is capable.”

The Crusades have been viewed, positively, as
bringing the West in contact with the East and re-
vealing a whole new continent, Asia, which could
then be explored (as Marco PoLO proceeded to do).
But they have also been blamed for deepening
gulfs between Christians and Muslims. Some his-
tories have argued that these wars were no less
bloody than any other wars in human history; oth-
ers see them as a tragic and destructive episode,
“nothing more,” as Steven Runciman writes in his
History of the Crusades, “than a long act of intoler-
ance in the name of God.”
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Daibu, Lady (Kenreimon-in Ukyo no

Daibu) (13th century) poet, memoirist
Lady Daibu lived during the decline of the Heian
court in Japan, between the 12th and 13th century.
Like most female writers of the Heian court, little
is known of her life, including her real name. The
first part of her name, Kenreimon-in, comes from
the name of the empress she served as a lady-in-
waiting. The second part of her name is the name
of her male sponsor at court. Several of Lady
Daibu’s poems appeared in the imperial anthol-
ogy Shinchokusenshu (1232), but she is mostly
known for her memoirs, the Kenrei Mon’in Ukyo no
Daibu shu (The Journal of Kenreimon-in Ukyo no
Daibu, ca. 1233). Her writing can be studied in re-
lation to other Japanese female court writers. The
most famous of these writers is MURASAKI SHIKIBU,
author of The Tale of Genji (ca. 1000).

Lady Daibu is not considered a first-rate writer
by most critics, but her writing contains vivid de-
scriptions of court life and moving reflections on
her tragic affair with the imperial regent Taira no
Sukemori. Although she never writes directly about
political events, her words reflect the tumultuous
times she lived in, particularly when she describes
her despair at the death of her lover in battle. Her
memoirs describe her personal experiences,
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interspersed with the poetry that these events in-
spired. She also includes poetry that she used to
privately communicate with other members of
court. She wrote short lyrical poems that used im-
ages from nature to express her emotions:

Unforgettable!

That time I gazed

At the morning glory,

With the dawn moon in the sky—
But would I had some way to forget!

The sincerity of Lady Daibu’s writing, together
with her portrayal of life in uncertain times and
her use of imagery to convey emotion, has given
her a place in the history of world literature.

An English Version of a Work by

Lady Daibu

The Poetic Memoirs of Lady Daibu. Edited and trans-
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Stanford University Press, 1980.
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Dante Alighieri (1265-1321) poet,
philosopher

Dante Alighieri, known simply as Dante, was born
in Florence, Italy, to Alighirro di Bellincione d’A-
lighiero, a notary, and his wife, Donna Bella, who
died during her son’s childhood. Although details
of Dante’s youth in Florence are scarce, it is likely
that during his early years he received a standard
Latin education, including schooling in the Triv-
ium (grammar, logic, and rhetoric) and the
Quadrivium (arithmetic, music, geometry, and as-
tronomy). Dante eventually engaged in the ad-
vanced study of grammar and rhetoric under the
tutelage of Brunetto LATINI, a renowned philoso-
pher, poet, and politician.

Among his most well-known works are La vita
nuova (The New Life, ca. 1292), Convivio (Banquet,
1304-1308), Monarchia (Monarchy, 1309—-1312),
and La Divina Commedia (The Divine Comedy,
completed in 1321). Banquet was a philosophical
piece comprised of 14 treatises containing the au-
thor’s opinions on his own works. Monarchy, an-
other Latin treatise, concerned Dante’s views on
the Roman Empire, the emperor, and the pope.
Dante’s greatest works, however, were The New Life
and The Divine Comedy, the first of which was in-
spired by a childhood event.

When he was nine years old, he met a young girl
named Beatrice Portinari (1266-90). This meet-
ing would prove to be one of the two most impor-
tant events in Dante’s life—and an equally
important event in the history of world literature.
In an early collection of autobiographical poems
and prose commentary entitled The New Life
Dante describes the profound impact that meeting
Beatrice had on him. “[From] that time forward,”
Dante reflects in that work’s opening prose section,
“Love ruled over my soul. .. .” Dante’s love for
Beatrice became a guiding force in his life and is
considered the inspiration for his greatest sonnets
and odes.

Dante and Beatrice were not destined to be to-
gether, however. On January 9, 1277, when Dante
was only 11 years old, his father arranged for him
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to marry a nobleman’s daughter, Gemma Donati,
whose considerable dowry Dante’s family received
when the marriage ceremony finally took place,
probably around 1285.

In 1290, when Dante was 25, Beatrice died. De-
spite having met her only twice, Beatrice’s death
propelled Dante into a state of profound despair.
In The New Life the poet laments:

To weep in pain and sigh in anguish

destroys my heart wherever I find myself
alone,

so that it would pain whoever heard me:

and what my life has been, since

my lady went to the new world,

there is not a tongue that knows how to
tell it.

In a way, the remainder of Dante’s life as a poet
would be devoted to finding the “tongue” to de-
scribe both the impact that Beatrice had on his life
and the state of his soul after she died. Although
The New Life ends on a note of failure, because it
closes with Dante’s decision “to write no more of
this blessed one until [he] could more worthily
treat of her,” he ultimately finds the language wor-
thy of his subject in his greatest poetic achieve-
ment, The Divine Comedy.

Before writing The Divine Comedy, however,
Dante endured a second life-altering loss, this time
losing his status as a citizen of his beloved Flo-
rence. Dante belonged to the Guelphs, the party
that controlled Florence at the time, but it was di-
vided into two factions, the Blacks and the Whites,
who constantly battled for political control. Dante
was a member of the Whites, and in 1301 he went
to Rome as part of a delegation to regain the sup-
port of Pope Boniface VIII. While Dante was away,
the Blacks regained power in Florence and subse-
quently banished many of the Whites (including
Dante) from the city. When the Blacks decreed that
he would be executed if he returned to Florence,
Dante went into permanent exile, leaving his wife,
his four children, and his birthplace behind. He
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spent the rest of his life in different cities in Italy
and other countries, and he died at Ravenna.

Critical Analysis

As scholar Robert Hollander notes, the premise on
which Dante’s poetic masterpiece The Divine Com-
edy is founded would be a difficult one to sell to a
publisher today: “Take a not-very-successful
(though respected), soon-to-be exiled civic leader
and poet, then send him off to the afterworld for a
week.” Yet this is, succinctly put, the plot of The Di-
vine Comedy. Dante’s great poem is the fantastic
story of his journey through Hell, Purgatory, and
Paradise. And while Hollander’s plot summary
makes it sound like an unlikely candidate for in-
clusion among the world’s greatest works of liter-
ature, The Divine Comedy is a poem of such power
and beauty that critic Harold Bloom has been
moved to rank Dante second only to Shakespeare
among the Western world’s literary figures: “When
you read Dante or Shakespeare you experience the
limits of art, and then you discover that the limits
are extended or broken.”

Dante’s ability to transcend the traditional lim-
its of art derives from his strength in three areas.
First, as the The Divine Comedy illustrates, Dante is
a master storyteller. The poem, divided into 100
cantos, takes the reader on a journey through Hell
(Inferno), Purgatory (Purgatorio), and Paradise
(Paradiso). The reader encounters various figures
from the Christian religious tradition, history, lit-
erature, and Dante’s own life, all of whom are
woven into a compelling narrative structure. Even
if a reader chooses to interpret The Divine Comedy
primarily as a Christian allegory, he or she can
hardly deny the allure of the literal level of the
story. On this level, the poem is a spellbinding
journey that rivals the great epics of HOMER in plot,
characterization, and imagery. All of these narra-
tive elements come together at the end of “The In-
ferno,” as readers find themselves climbing with
the poet and his guide, a shadow of the poet VIRGIL,
through the afterworld, over the disgusting body of
Satan. To escape Hell and enter Purgatory, Dante

and Virgil must literally and figuratively surmount
the beast who

. .. wept with six eyes, and the tears
beneath
Over three chins with bloody slaver dropt.
At each mouth he was tearing with his teeth
A sinner, as is flax by heckle frayed.
(Canto XXXIV)

This vivid description is just one example of
Dante’s power as a poet. Not only is his language
rich and vivid but he also maintains an elegant and
challenging poetic structure throughout his long
poem. Dante composed his verse in terza rima, an
interlocking rhyme scheme in which the last word
of the second line of each tercet (a group of three
lines) rhymes with the first and third lines of the
preceding tercet. In the original Italian, the open-
ing lines of The Divine Comedy read:

Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita
mi ritrovai per una selva oscura
ché la diritta via era smarrita.
Ahi quanto a dir qual era é cosa dura
esta selva selveggia e aspra e forte
che nel pensier rinolva la paura!
(Canto I)

According to Robert Hollander, “Dante’s invention
of terza rima was, as Erich Auerbach observed, a
brilliant solution for a narrative poem, for it both
‘looses and binds, at once bringing the verse to
momentary conclusion and propelling it forward.”

In addition to the poem’s structure, Dante’s use
of an Italian vernacular (as opposed to Latin) was
a significant poetic achievement because he
demonstrated that a vernacular language could be
a suitable vehicle for great literature. He makes this
argument more completely in an unfinished work
entitled De vulgari eloquentia (Eloquence in the
Vernacular, 1303-07). The fact that he did use an
Italian vernacular is one of the reasons that Dante
called his work a “comedy”; this term distinguishes



the poem from the tragic literature generally com-
posed in Latin.

The third distinguishing strength of Dante’s
masterpiece is its spiritual vision. This is without
question a Christian (specifically a Catholic) poem,
and any reader must be impressed by the power of
Dante’s faith. The work opens with Dante lost in a
dark wood at the midpoint of his life’s journey, and
it is ultimately Virgil and Beatrice (who takes over
as his guide in Purgatory) who lead him from dark-
ness and despair to the light and hope offered by
God. (This upward, positive trajectory is the second
reason the poem is called a “comedy.”) The jour-
ney to salvation—in both a literal and an allegori-
cal reading of the poem—is an arduous one that
takes great strength, determination, and conviction.
By the end of the poem, however, we, as readers, are
thankful that Dante had the courage to undertake it
and to allow us to share his experience. It is a testa-
ment to his brilliance as a poet that even those who
do not share his religious convictions can appreci-
ate the power and the beauty of his Divine Comedy,
a work that is truly one of the landmarks of West-
ern and world literature.
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Davanzati, Chiaro (ca. 1235-ca. 1280)
poet
Chiaro Davanzati was born in Florence, in the Ital-
ian province of Tuscany. Though the dates of his
birth and death are not known for certain, he is
recorded as having fought in the Battle of Monta-
peri in 1260 and maintaining a residence in the
Santa Maria quarter of Florence with his wife and
five sons. His surviving work includes 64 canzoni, or
lyric poems, and about 100 sonnets on everything
from philosophy and religion to politics and love.
His early poetry shows Davanzati borrowing
largely from the lyric traditions of the Provencal
TROUBADOURS and the vernacular tradition of
Sicily. The next phase of his poetry shows him par-
ticipating, along with his contemporaries Guittone
d’Arezzo and Guido Guinizelli, in the development
of a poetic style that came to be known as the dolce
stil nuovo (the “new sweet style”), used by later
poets Guido Cavalcanti, Cino da Pistoia, and, most
famously, DANTE ALIGHIERI. Davanzati’s later and
more mature poetry shows, in the words of one bi-
ographer, “conservative imagery, graceful phras-
ing, and new themes and sentiments inspired by
personal experiences and ardent patriotism.” As a
whole, the body of his poetry shows the broad
range of Davanzati’s interests, his personal com-
mitment to his Florentine homeland, his ability to
skillfully use the standard poetic imagery and de-
vices, and his willingness to explore themes per-
sonally important to him, particularly political and
ideological issues.



86 David of Sassoun

Translator Kenneth McKenzie says the Davan-
zati “is at his best in poems of a semi-popular style,
when he casts loose from the conventionality and
the metrical intricacy of the Sicilians, and appears
as a poet of the Florentine people.” Davanzati’s po-
etry received little attention after his death, and
for centuries he was discussed only as a forerun-
ner to Dante. However, current scholarly opinion
now recognizes him as an important and accom-
plished poet in his own right.

An English Version of a Work by Davanzati
Goldin, Frederick, ed. German and Italian Lyrics of the
Middles Ages. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1973.

A Work about Davanzati

“Davanzati, Chiaro.” In Cassell Dictionary of Italian
Literature. Edited by Peter Bondanella and Julia
Conaway, 127-128. London: Cassell, 1996.

David of Sassoun (ca. 10th—12th centuries)
epic poem

A medieval EpIC poem, David of Sassoun is the most

widely cherished literary work of the Armenian

people.

Armenians have lived in the eastern regions of
present-day Turkey and adjacent areas since the
second millennium B.c. Though exposed to many
diverse cultural influences, the common people
preserved their own language even while the aris-
tocracy adopted Greek during the Hellenistic and
Byzantine eras.

After the country adopted Christianity around
A.D. 400, an alphabet was developed and a literature
emerged using a standard literary tongue that sur-
vived up to the 19th century. ORAL LITERATURE, how-
ever, continued to flourish in the spoken dialects of
the various regions. For most of its history, the
David cycle existed solely in oral form, the posses-
sion of often poorly educated bards and storytellers
from every region of historic Armenia who, as early
as the fifth century, performed at pagan festivals.

The cycle, whose stories may partly be based on
incidents in ninth- and 10th-century Armenia,

probably reached its highest development during
the 11th century. Armenians were then reeling
from the onslaughts of the Seljuk Turks, and the
glorious victories of the epic’s heroes may have
consoled and inspired them. It probably reached
its final form in the 12th century.

In the second half of the 19th century, a nation-
alistic cultural revival began to champion the pop-
ular dialects, both in West Armenia (under Turkey)
and East Armenia (under Russia). In 1874 an Ar-
menian bishop recorded and published the first
David tale, causing a literary sensation. Over the
next few decades, scholars combed the mountains
of Armenia looking for storytellers who could add
episodes and complete the cycle, publishing some
50 different versions. From 1936 to 1951, a major
project was conducted in Soviet Armenia that pub-
lished 2,500 pages of variants. In 1939 a standard
version was issued in a unified dialect, though
under Soviet aegis the Christian religious aspect
was downplayed.

The work is divided into four sections, each
dealing with a different hero, or pair of heroes,
fighting to defend the common folk of the Sassoun
region. Scholars detect echoes from many different
episodes in the country’s history, from prebiblical
days to the struggles against the Arab Muslim in-
vaders in the early Middle Ages. However, the de-
tails are confused, with cities, countries, and
kingdoms exchanging names and switching cen-
turies. Thus, the work cannot be a reliable guide
to historical events.

The chief inspiration for the character of David,
who gives his name to the entire work, may well
have been Hovnan of Khout. Hovnan was a peas-
ant youth who led a successful rebellion of Chris-
tian Armenians against Arab overlords in the
Sassoun region in A.D. 851.

The David cycle is written in a mixture of prose
and poetry; the poetry, originally meant to be
sung, has a fairly loose meter and rhyming pattern.
Action predominates, described in compact, vivid
prose with many metaphors taken from rural life.

Though the saga in explicity Christian, it also
alludes to pagan legendary and mythological



themes and symbols, such as apparent references
to soma, the intoxicating beverage of Indo-Euro-
pean deities. Scholars find echoes from Sumerian,
Hittite, Indian, Persian, Greek, and biblical litera-
ture. On the other hand, many Armenian critics
detect a particular Armenian national ethos, or
value set, that brings all the elements together.

David and the other heroes all show a strong
sense of justice and duty. They are egalitarian and
have no use for wealth and power, they marry
princesses but reject the accompanying crowns,
and they are steadfast in defense of the oppressed.

David of Sassoun, in its various classic and pop-
ular versions, has remained an important cultural
reference point for Armenians in the home coun-
try and in the diaspora. The character of David,
often represented in paintings and sculpture, acts
as the Armenian national hero.

English Versions of David of Sassoun

Shalian, Artin K. David of Sassoun: The Armenian Folk
Epic in Four Cycles. Athens: Ohio University Press,
1964.

Tolegian, Aram. David of Sassoun: Armenian Folk
Epic. New York: Bookman Associates, 1961.
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Dead Sea Scrolls (ca. 200 B.c—AD. 135)
religious texts
The Dead Sea Scrolls are a collection of ancient
Jewish religious manuscripts, written mostly in
Hebrew on leather (parchment) or papyrus. They
were discovered in the 1940s and 1950s in caves at
various spots along the Dead Sea and the Jordan
River Valley. They include the earliest known texts
of the Hebrew BIBLE as well as other documents
that shed light on early Judaism and Christianity.
The scrolls rank among the most important lit-
erary and religious discoveries of the 20th century.
The dramatic story of how they were found, the
controversies surrounding their eventual release to
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the public, and their interpretation have only
added to their renown.

In the winter of 1946—47, a group of Beduin
shepherds were tending their flocks near the an-
cient ruin of Qumran near the northern end of the
Dead Sea, in what was then the British Mandate of
Palestine. High up the cliffs they chanced on the
narrow opening of a cave. One of them managed
to pass inside, and he retrieved some moldy an-
cient scrolls wrapped in cloth.

After some months, the scrolls were brought to
the attention of antique dealers and scholars. Fur-
ther explorations in the region eventually yielded
five major manuscript sites, including well over
one dozen separate caves. In all, more than 15,000
fragments were retrieved, which scholars have as-
sembled into some 800 discrete books, some with
multiple copies.

Most of the manuscripts came into the posses-
sion of a scholarly committee, which began analyz-
ing the material and publishing major documents.
The slow pace of publishing and the restricted ac-
cess to the fragments led to charges of a conspiracy
to withhold documents that might overturn tradi-
tional views of early Christianity or Rabbinic Ju-
daism. However, when all the fragments were
released in the 1990s by the Israel Antiquities Au-
thority, which had inherited control during the Six-
Day War in 1967, no new surprises were uncovered.

After the original discoveries were made in the
caves near the Qumran ruins, archeologists spent
several years poring over the site on the theory that
the manuscripts found nearby were written or
owned by the original residents of the ruins. Most
scholars believe that the ruins, and thus the man-
uscripts, belonged to the Essenes, an ascetic, mes-
sianic sect of the Jews mentioned by Josephus and
other historians of the time. Many of the manu-
scripts seem to reflect the beliefs and practices of a
tightly knit monastery or religious community.
These beliefs generally conform to what was previ-
ously known about the Essenes.

Other scholars theorized that the Qumrun man-
uscripts, whatever their date and origin, constituted
a “library” that was taken in its entirety from the
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Temple and placed in the caves for safekeeping dur-
ing the first-century revolt against the Romans. Still
another theory emerged in which the caves’ residents
were said to be Sudducees, another Jewish faction.

Archeologists were eventually able to determine
dates for most of the manuscripts. Accurate radio-
carbon testing confirmed earlier guesses based on
analysis of the various Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek
scripts used in the scrolls. Artifacts like pottery and
coins associated with some of the finds also helped
in pinpointing their period of origin—or at least
the time they were deposited in the caves.

The manuscripts were written from as early as
the third century B.C. up to the early second cen-
tury A.D., during the time of the Jewish rebellion
led by Bar Kochba against the Romans. Most of the
material dates to the first century B.C.

In terms of Christian history, this is the era that
precedes and frames the lifetime of Jesus. For Jews,
the same period saw the rise and fall of the last in-
dependent Jewish dynasties, the Roman conquest,
and the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. It
was also the time when Rabbinic Judaism arose (so
called because rabbis took the place of the temple
priests in leading the people).

The documents that comprise the Dead Sea
Scrolls fall into three major categories: texts from
the Hebrew Bible; sectarian texts probably relating
to the Qumran community; and other material,
also for the most part of a religious nature.

Some 25 percent of the documents are biblical.
Apart from the Book of Esther, every single book
of the Hebrew Bible is represented, from a single
fragment in the case of Ezra-Nehemiah and Chron-
icles to a nearly complete book of Isaiah (also rep-
resented by 20 partial copies). Thirty-seven partial
copies of Psalms were found at Qumran, as were
over 80 copies of the Books of Moses—including
one scroll with both Genesis and Exodus.

These Bible manuscripts are about 1,000 years
older than any previously known texts. In addi-
tion to the standard books found in Jewish Bibles,
several of the apocryphal books found in some
Christian Bibles were also found. Taken together,

the findings shed dramatic light on the process by
which the Bible was standardized.

When scholars compared the various fragments
of biblical books from the Dead Sea hoards with
the earliest previously known Hebrew, Greek, and
Samaritan Bible manuscripts, several patterns ap-
peared. Perhaps most importantly, scholars found
that the later the fragment was in date, the closer it
resembled the standard Hebrew text. Fragments
from the Bar Kochba era (ca. A.D. 135) are virtu-
ally identical to Bibles in print today. This gives
dramatic confirmation to extra-biblical evidence
in later Jewish works such as the TALMUD, which
seems to point to a similar date for the “canoniza-
tion” or standardization of the Bible.

The earlier scrolls and fragments show hun-
dreds of differences from the standard Bibles of
today, but most of these are minor variations that
do not affect the meaning of particular verses, let
alone the message of the books. These variations
include differences in spelling, the addition or
deletion of a word or short phrase, and obvious
copying errors.

Some texts showed more significant differences,
such as the addition of several previously un-
known psalms and the occasional insertion of ex-
planatory verses. Scholars have noticed three
different “textual families,” that is, groupings of
texts with similar variations. Some have made a
case that these families are those that gave birth to
the Septuagint (the Greek translation produced in
Egypt in the third century B.C.); the Hebrew text
in use today; and the Samaritan Bible, still used by
the tiny community of Samaritans in Israel. The
nonbiblical texts cover a large variety of genres,
including hymns, commentaries on biblical books,
so-called pseudepigraphic works (books suppos-
edly written by prominent biblical characters),
wisdom literature, and legal documents.

Many of these texts, including several large
scrolls, have been labeled “sectarian,” as they refer
to the beliefs and practices of the Qumran sect
(perhaps the Essenes). Some of the major sectarian
texts are (in the names scholars have given them)



The Rule of the Community (Manual of Discipline),
The War of the Sons of Light against the Sons of
Darkness, and a commentary on the prophet
Habakkuk. The Temple scroll, which is largely de-
voted to a plan for the construction of an ideal
Holy Temple, may be connected to the sect as well.

The Community Rule, which was found in one
fairly long scroll as well as fragments of about 10
other copies, is considered to be one of the oldest
documents of the sect, composed around 100 B.C.
Designed to be used by the Guardians or Masters
of the community, it contains instructions con-
cerning religious ceremonies and the holiday cal-
endar, rules for entering the community, and
guidance in disciplinary and penal matters.

The War scroll, found in seven copies, prophe-
sizes a 40-year struggle between the sons of light
and the sons of darkness, possibly including the en-
tire Gentile world. It goes into great detail about
battle plans, weapons, tactics, prayers, and person-
nel. In the end, God’s intervention will ensure the
prearranged victory of the just. Scholars have found
correspondences between this scroll, composed in
the early or mid-first century B.C., and certain con-
cepts and language found in the New Testament.

The Habakkuk commentary gives some details
on the origins of the sect, perhaps as early as the
early second century B.C., during the struggles be-
tween Jewish traditionalists and those who favored
assimilation into Hellenistic culture. It describes
the conflict between the Teacher of Righteousness
(perhaps the founder of the sect and probably a
temple priest of Jerusalem) and the corrupt
Wicked Priest (apparently a ruler of Israel who
persecuted the members of the sect).

The Copper scroll, so called because it is em-
bossed on copper foil, has also aroused great cu-
riosity and analysis. It describes 64 hiding places
for a huge quantity of silver, gold, and ritual ob-
jects. Some scholars believe the scroll refers to the
treasure of the Temple in Jerusalem, either some-
how rescued from the destruction of A.D. 70, or
collected in the years thereafter in anticipation of
its ultimate reconstruction.
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All of the scrolls and fragments are now in the
public domain and housed in the archaeology
wing of the Israel Museum in Jerusalem, providing
sufficient material to keep scholars and historians
busy for years to come.
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Demosthenes (384-322 B.c) orator

Demosthenes was born in Athens to a wealthy
sword maker who died in 377 B.c. When he
reached his majority and discovered that his
guardians had misused their power and brought
his estate to near bankruptcy, Demosthenes made
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his first public speech in a lawsuit against his
guardians and won some damages. This was sur-
prising, since he suffered from a severe speech im-
pediment; stammering made his words hardly
distinguishable, and he was often the object of
ridicule.

Demosthenes, however, overcame this hard-
ship. To improve his speech, he would go to the
beach and shout over the roar of the waves or talk
with his mouth full of pebbles. To avoid distrac-
tions, he built himself a place underground and re-
mained there for months, training himself to speak
properly. He even went so far as to shave half his
head so that he would not be tempted to make a
public appearance before he was ready.

All Demosthenes’ efforts paid off. At age 25, he
entered public life as an influential orator, speech-
writer, and politician. He wrote speeches for clients
in law courts, but those he wrote for the general
public concerning important political and social
issues are among his best works. He became not
only a leading speaker in Athens’ assembly, but also
a spokesman for the military and for Athens’ need
to be prepared for war. So effective was he as an or-
ator and political leader that he was eventually
forced into exile to escape prosecution for treason.

Demosthenes’ death was as illustrious as his life.
Tracked down at a temple where he was hiding, he
asked for permission to write a letter. The guards
granted him this right, not knowing that he had
poison hidden in his pen, and after finishing his
last letter, he bit his pen and died.

About 60 of Demosthenes’ orations survive
today. Most of them, such as Against Polycles and
Against Apatourius, denounce political figures,
while others, such as Against Aristocrates, criticize a
particular social class. His Erotic Essay reflects on
the nature of physical attractiveness and the often
destructive effect it has on people.

Demosthenes’ best-known works are the elo-
quent speeches in which he bids Athenians to unite
against King Philip of Macedon, who was then
conquering Greece. These speeches became known
as Philippics (351, 344, and 341 B.C.), the work for
which he is most widely famed.

Critical Analysis
One of Demosthenes’ best orations was On the
Crown, which he wrote to defend Ctesiphon, an-
other orator, against Aeschines’ claim that Cte-
siphon had broken the law by suggesting that
Demosthenes be given a golden crown in honor of
his speeches for Athenian freedom. As a result of
this speech, Aeschines, Demosthenes’ opponent in
the assembly, was forced into exile.

Demosthenes wrote On the Crown using short,
concise sentences and avoiding excessive literary
figures that might have confused or distracted his
listeners. He makes his thoughts clear by using rep-
etition and explanation. The logically sound struc-
ture of the speech is combined with highly
emotional appeals, as when Demosthenes refers to
Aeschines as a “bombastic phrase-monger.”

In Ancient Greece, an oration was not only a
piece of literature but also a performance. Thus,
to make his argument more visual, Demosthenes
presents different documents as evidence and in-
vites witnesses who support his point. He denun-
ciates Aeschines by alluding to his mother’s
promiscuous behavior. A brilliant politician and
spokesman, Demosthenes characterizes Aeschines
as an incompetent, disrespectful fool, while por-
traying himself as noble and wise: “I saw a man en-
slaving all mankind, and I stood in his way.”

It is this image of Demosthenes that remains: a
hero who dared to stand up against the over-
whelming political powers and who appealed to
his people with passionate, patriotic speeches. In
Demosthenes: Statesman and Orator, lan Worthing-
ton says that Demosthenes is “regarded as the best
of the Greek orators whose works have survived
today.” For contemporary readers, Demosthenes’
speeches are an invaluable source of knowledge
about Ancient Greek society and culture.
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deus ex machina term

Deus ex machina, a Latin term that means “god
from the machine,” refers to a theatrical device
used in ancient Greek drama, most conspicuously
in the fifth century B.C. by the tragedian EURIPIDES.
At the end of a play, when the character’s difficul-
ties seem beyond resolution, a deity such as Apollo
or Athena (the “god”) soars onto the stage in a bas-
ket maneuvered by a mechanical contraption (the
“machine”), untangles the plot, and extricates the
protagonist.

In contemporary usage, the term refers to any
extraordinary mechanism or intervention used to
resolve a situation in a theatrical or literary work.
Even in Euripides’ time, the agent was not always a
deus, or god. For example, his Electra tells the tale
of the ill-fated and murderous house of Aetreus
and of the final deadly acts that will bring the fa-
milial curse to an end. While the great general
Agamemnon is fighting in the Trojan War, his
daughter Electra and son Orestes, with some justi-
fication, slay their adulterous mother and her
lover. Immediately, they are stricken and incapaci-
tated by what they have done, at which point
Zeus’s sons Castor and Polydeuces (the deus ex
machina) appear overhead to mete out the appro-
priate punishment: Electra is exiled, and Orestes is
pursued by vengeful spirits.

In another of Euripides’ plays, Medea, the pro-
tagonist is princess of Colchis and a sorceress who
has tricked her father, murdered her brother, and
fled her homeland, all to help her beloved Jason
procure the mythic Golden Fleece. The self-serving
Jason, however, has taken a Corinthian princess as
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his bride. Medea punishes him by slaying their two
young sons. As Jason swears vengeance, Medea ap-
pears above the house in a dragon-drawn chariot,
poised to travel to Athens and seek refuge with the
old king Aegeus. For some critics of deus ex
machina, this is an unsatisfactory resolution to the
plot, because Medea does not solve the princess’s
problem; rather, she complicates it.

A more satisfactory use of deus ex machina is in
Euripides’ Alcestis. In this play, Admetus, king of
Thessaly, is fated to die young. The god Apollo in-
tervenes on his behalf by persuading Death to take
a substitute. Death agrees, on the condition the
substitution is voluntary. Admentus assumes his
elderly parents will die in his stead, but it seems
they are enjoying their twilight years and refuse.
Alcestis, Admetus’s wife, however, volunteers to die
in his place. The legendary hero Heracles, godlike
but not a deity, travels to the underworld, success-
fully wrestles Death, and, as the deus ex machina,
returns the queen of Thessaly to life.

The use of external or improbable means to
solve a dramatic problem is generally considered a
clumsy plot device and suggests the dramatist was
unable to resolve the story in a more acceptable
dramaturgical fashion. In the fourth century B.c.,
the philosopher ARISTOTLE gave his opinion of the
use of such a device in his Poetics, an instruction
manual of sorts for aspiring tragedians:

In portraying character, too, as in constructing
the events, the poet should always look for
what is either necessary or probable, so as to
have a given agent speak or act either necessar-
ily or probably, and [hence] to have one event
occur after another either necessarily or prob-
ably. It is evident, then, that the resolutions of
the plots, too, should come about from the plot
itself and not by the use of deus ex machina, as
in the Medea. . ..

Some contemporary Euripedean scholars have
argued that he deliberately used the device to make
a dramatic statement. These scholars suggest that
Euripides used supernatural or superhuman forces
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to make an ironic comment on the events and to
restore a sense of myth and the supernatural to his
stories after the tragic meaning of the human
drama was already conveyed. Regardless of the im-
pact of the earliest uses of deus ex machina, the de-
vice has evolved throughout time to become the
means by which the resolution is achieved in most
stories in world literature.

Works Featuring Examples of
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Diodorus (Diodorus Siculus) (ca. 90—

21 B.C.) historian
Although the city-states of ancient Greece had lost
their political independence by the first century
B.C., their culture remained intellectually vibrant,
producing many great writers and thinkers; in par-
ticular, Greek historical writing continued to flour-
ish. One of the Greek historians who lived and
worked during the time of Roman domination was
Diodorus.

Diodorus was originally from Agyrium, a Greek
city on the island of Sicily. He lived during the time
of Julius CAESAR, AUGUSTUS, Mark Antony, and
Cleopatra, and traveled extensively throughout his
life in Asia, Egypt, Europe, and other countries, liv-
ing part of the time in Rome. He is known today
for the massive history he composed, titled Biblio-
theca Historica (Historical Library). This work was
nothing less than a massive effort to record the
universal history of the part of the world known to

Greeks and Romans. In Bibliotheca Historica,
Diodorus discusses the ancient civilizations of
Egypt, the Middle East, and the Mediterranean.

It took Diodorus approximately 30 years to
compile Bibliotheca Historica. He divided it into 40
volumes, beginning with the mythical origins of
various civilizations and continuing until his own
time. Many of these volumes have vanished, and
only fragments exist of others. Volumes one
through five and 11 through 20 have survived
completely intact.

Compared to other classical historians, such as
HERODOTUS and THUCYDIDES, Diodorus is not par-
ticularly skilled as a historian, showing minimal
understanding of historical cause and effect and
making little effort to substantiate his claims. Nev-
ertheless, his work is important for the informa-
tion it provides on the people, culture, and events
of ancient civilization, including Alexander the
Great, Ptolemy, Eumenes, Macedonius, Antigonus,
the Gallic Wars, India, Iran, and details of the first
few years of the Roman Empire. Bibliotheca Histo-
rica also provides information on the now-lost
written works of Hecataeus of Abdera, Ctesias, and
Megasthenes, and draws on other histories (such as
those written by Ephorus, Philistus, Hieronymus
of Cardia, Timaeus, Philinus, and Posidonius),
thus giving historians a means by which they can
compare and confirm historical information. The
Bibliotheca Historica is also important for the vast
amount of information Diodorus provides on
Sicily, information that would otherwise be lost.

English Versions of Works by Diodorus
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Dionysius of Halicarnassus (ca. first
century B.C.) historian

Dionysius was a Greek from the city of Halicarnas-

sus who traveled to Rome in the late first century

B.C., when civil war was transforming the Repub-

lic into the Roman Empire. He worked as a teacher

for some time but soon turned to writing history.

Unlike other classical historians who wrote dur-
ing the reign of the Roman Emperors, among
them PLUTARCH or LUCAN, Dionysius does not focus
on simply telling a good story or extolling the
virtues of the noble man. His writing engages so-
cial history, and he was particularly concerned
with the question of the origin of Rome and its
connections with Greece. He did not think highly
of historians who chose to write about useless sub-
jects, and he criticized those who were careless in
how they obtained their information. For Diony-
sius, writing history was a serious business.

In his best-known work, The Roman Antiqui-
ties, Dionysius analyzes the various claims made by
previous historians concerning the rise of Rome.
He provides historical details of Rome to 264 B.C.
and of the Etruscans, who inhabited Italy before
the rise of Rome. This information is invaluable to
modern historians, as the works of many writers
whom Dionysius mentions have disappeared, and
their contents are known only through him.

Dionysius believed that the founders of Rome
were, in fact, Greeks. By popularizing this theory,
he attempted to spread the idea that the Greeks
and Romans were one people. Similarly, VIRGIL’s
Aeniad portrays Trojans as the founders of Rome.
Dionysius wanted to represent the Roman Empire
not as a conquering force but as a universal Greco-
Roman civilization.

In addition to his history, Dionysius also wrote
The Arrangement of Words, Commentaries on the
Attic Orators, and On Imitation. These works about
rhetoric and composition were not as popular as his
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historical writing at the time, but they provide an
important insight into Roman culture and thought.
Three literary letters that survive are also much
studied as examples of Dionysius’s critical thought.

Dionysius pioneered techniques still used by
modern historians. Extremely careful in the use of
his sources, he believed in the study of cause and
effect, and he believed a strong knowledge of his-
tory was important to society at large.

English Versions of Works by
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Donzella, Compiuta (La Compiuta

Donzella) (13th century) poet
Nothing is known about Compiuta Donzella ex-
cept that she lived and wrote in Florence, Italy, in the
early 13th century. This was the time of the TROU-
BADOURS, who were spreading a new type of lyric
poetry first developed in southern France. Donzella
most likely considered herself a trobaritz, one of the
female troubadours, and her poetry shows a famil-
iarity with the themes and poetic devices used by
the troubadours in their Provencal lyrics.

Donzella is sometimes referred to as “La Com-
piuta Donzella,” which may have been a pen name
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because it effectively means, in Italian, “an edu-
cated lady” or “a lady of perfection.” This was not
an unheard-of practice, and other female trobairitz
wrote under assumed names. For a time some
scholars doubted that La Compiuta was an actual
person, since nothing about her true identity was
known. However, the fact that three sonnets attrib-
uted to her survive in a manuscript of early Italian
poetry suggests that she did indeed possess a poetic
skill, and two contemporary references during her
own time indicate that La Compiuta was known to
her larger literate society. Two sonnets of Maestro
Torrigiano, also of Florence, referring to “a lady
skilled in poetry” and a lady who “tries to rhyme,”
are thought to be speaking of Donzella. Also, a pas-
sage in a letter written by the Tuscan poet Guittone
d’Arezzo expresses great admiration for Donzella
and her work.

Donzella’s surviving poems show her using the
motifs and images common to troubadour poetry
with an individual freshness and sadness. One of
her sonnets opens with the declaration “I wish to
leave the world and serve but God” and goes on to
poignantly document the disillusionment of an
idealist who, in the words of editor Rinaldina Rus-
sell, feels “contempt for a corrupt and vicious
world.” In another poem, a love sonnet in the
Provengal and Sicilian traditions, the female poet
speaks with independence and self-determination,
adopting the narrative stance frequently adopted
by male poets to address her beloved, another poet.

In a third sonnet, set in the “season when the
world is leaves and flowers,” the poet contrasts the
images of the joyous rebirth of spring with her

private despair over a marriage being forced upon
her by her father. The beauty of the season accen-
tuates her sadness over the fact that she has no
choice over her future. Taken together, Donzella’s
three poems explore the only two life paths avail-
able to a woman in 13th-century Italy—to marry
or lead a life of holy seclusion. “These motifs,” Rus-
sell says, “are a sad commentary on the destiny of
this talented and soon-forgotten poet and on the
options open to women in medieval society.”

Partly because of the lack of information about
her life, and partly because so few of her poems
survive, very little scholarship exists on La Compi-
uta Donzella. Yet she is considered the first known
woman writing in Italian and, as such, begins a
long tradition of literate Italian women producing
works of art and poetry. Despite her awareness of
and discomfort with the limited roles available to
women in medieval culture, Donzella managed to
make her voice heard. She and the other trobaritz
mark the origin of feminist literature in the ver-
nacular as known to Western Europe.

An English Version of a Work by

Compiuta Donzella
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Edda (ca. 800—ca. 1250) Icelandic literature
collections

The term Edda refers to two key collections of me-
dieval Icelandic literature, frequently distinguished
by age as well as genre. The Elder Edda, also called
Poetic Edda, is a collection of poems composed by
a series of anonymous poets between 800 and 1100
and written down in Iceland between 1150 and
1250. The surviving manuscript, which dates to
1270, contains 33 lays, or poems, describing figures
and events from Norse mythology (see MYTHOLOGY,
NORSE). Though some of the material is not Scan-
dinavian, these poems, which were originally writ-
ten in Old Icelandic, vividly portray the heroic and
frequently violent world of the pre-Christian Scan-
dinavian cultures.

The Younger or Prose Edda (ca. 1220) is a guide
to early Scandinavian poetry and mythology.
SNORRI STURLUSON composed this Edda in an effort
to preserve the art of Icelandic poetry. Together,
the three books—“The Tricking of Gylfi,” “The
Language of Poetry,” and the “List of Verse
Forms”—provide a systematic review of the poetic
rules and forms in addition to a comprehensive
discussion of Norse beliefs on the creation and end
of the world as well as the doings of various Norse
gods. Part of his discussion contains advice on
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kennings, a poetic device that uses a compound
descriptor to convey the qualities of a person or
thing. The kenning often serves as a striking
metaphor, for instance calling the sea the “whale-
road,” a person’s speech a “word-hoard,” and chest
a “heart-locker”

The Poetic Edda shares material with the Ice-
landic Volsunga Saga and the German Nibelungen-
lied, while tales of Norse gods and heroes
contained within the Prose Edda have inspired
artists for centuries. German composer Richard
Wagner (1813-83) based his Ring of the Nibelung
on the Poetic Edda, and writer J. R. R. Tolkien
(1892-1973) drew widely from the Norse myths
for The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings.

English Versions of the Edda

The Poetic Edda, 2d ed. Translated by Lee Hollander.
Austin: University of Texas Press, 1986.

The Poetic Edda. Translated by Carolyne Larrington.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999.

Sturluson, Snorri. Edda. Translated by Anthony
Faulkes. Rutland, Vt.: Charles E. Tuttle, 2002.

. The Prose Edda: Tales from Norse Mythology.

Translated by Jean L. Young. Berkeley: University

of California Press, 2002.
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Ennius, Quintus (239-169 B.c) poet,
playwright

Considered the first of the great Latin poets, Quin-
tus Ennius is often referred to as the father of
Roman poetry. His writings were the first examples
of EPIC and tragic poetry to be written in the Latin
language, and his influence touched almost every
Latin writer who came after him.

Ennius was born in the town of Rudiae, southern
Italy, in a region where Greek and Latin culture
came together. His education provided a healthy
mixture of Greek and Roman influences. While
serving in the Roman army during the Second
Punic War, his poetry was discovered by the Roman
politician Cato the Elder, who brought Ennius to
live in Rome. After settling down in the capital, En-
nius pursued his literary ambitions by writing po-
etry and plays, both tragic and comic. Although he
supplemented his income by working as a teacher
and translator, and despite his numerous connec-
tions with noble Romans, he lived in poverty.

Unfortunately, only fragments of Ennius’s
works survive. It is known that he wrote at least 20
plays, many in honor of mythological heroes such
as Ajax and Achilles. He also wrote a poem in
honor of Scipio Africanus, the great Roman hero
of the Second Punic War. He is most remembered,
however, for the Annals, a history of Rome in the
form of an epic poem. It covers the entire history
of Rome from its legendary foundation by Romu-
lus to the defeat of Hannibal, but only 550 lines of
the epic survive today. Its popularity during En-

nius’s time may have been due as much to its pa-
triotic vision of Rome’s destiny as to Ennius’s met-
rical use of language, specifically the hexameter,
and other poetic devices and forms that he bor-
rowed from Greek literature.

Ennius set the standard of Latin literature for
many years. His work combines Greek and Latin
influences, which has greatly affected Latin litera-
ture throughout its existence. The work of many of
the great Roman writers of later centuries, particu-
larly VIRGIL and LUCRETIUS, would be profoundly
shaped by Ennius’s earlier writings.

English Versions of Works by

Quintus Ennius

Annals of Quintus Ennius. Edited by Otto Skutch. Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 1985.

The Tragedies of Ennius: The Fragments. Edited by H.
D. Jocelyn. London: Cambridge University Press,
1967.

A Work about Quintus Ennius

Conte, Gian Biagio. “Ennius” in Latin Literature: A
History. Translated by Joseph B. Solodow. Balti-
more, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999,
75-84.

epic term

An epic is a lengthy narrative poem recounting in
lofty language the feats of a heroic personage
whose achievements either contribute to the devel-
opment of a race or nation or reflect the ideals of
a culture. Typically, the narrative announces the
moment in the story at which the epic begins and
then proceeds chronologically to the tale’s comple-
tion. The epic hero is characteristically courageous,
chivalrous, and proud. He is also accomplished on
the battlefield, a seeker of glory who fears disgrace
more than death and who may be more than a lit-
tle pessimistic about the fate of mankind. Other
characteristic elements of an epic include a central
mission or journey upon which the hero embarks;
encounters with mythic beasts, sorcerers, or deities
that may be either threatening or auspicious;



promises of immortality; and a descent into the
underworld.

Epic poetry has its origins in the oral tradition
of storytelling. In ancient times, minstrels would
travel to the courts of noblemen and entertain
their patrons by singing of great heroes and their
exploits. Some of the poem was memorized and
some was improvised, and the songsters often re-
used fixed descriptions or expressions for recur-
ring subjects, such as sunrises and sunsets, meals,
and the equipping of a hero with weapons. Metri-
cal patterns and specific rhythms were also em-
ployed to help bards remember the words.

According to classics scholar W. E. Jackson
Knight, specific types of literature arise from dif-
ferent social conditions, and oral poetry pertaining
to action and adventure tends to be generated in a
heroic age. This, according to Knight, is a time
when an emerging culture is influenced by a more
sophisticated and advanced neighboring culture
and spawns an audacious, individualistic upper
class that thrives on warfare and glory. The deeds
of the heroes of this time are retold and in later
generations develop into an epic tradition. Ancient
Babylonia, Greece, Germany, Britain, and other
countries have all produced epic literature.

Epics may be divided into two types. Folk epics
are those that accumulated over time from works of
various unknown poets, while classical epics are the
product of a single known author. By far the best-
known folk epics are the Iliad and the Odyssey
(both eighth century B.c.), attributed to the Greek
poet HOMER. Both poems begin with the traditional
invocation of the muse, along with a statement of
the purpose of the work, and feature numerous ref-
erences to supernatural phenomena and deities.
True to the oral tradition, Homer used numerous
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stock phrases (such as “swift-footed Achilles,” “re-
sourceful Odysseus,” “the wine-dark sea, and “rosy-
fingered dawn”) to create his epic adventures. The
Iliad tells how the great Greek warrior Achilles, in-
sulted by his army’s leader during the Trojan War,
withdraws from the battlefield to sulk in his tent
with disastrous consequences for the Greeks. The

Odpyssey follows the hero Odysseus’s adventure-
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filled and mishap-laden efforts to return home to
Ithaca after the war with Troy.

Other well-known folk epics include GIL-
GAMESH (ca. 2500-1300 B.C.), the first great epic
ever written, which relates the exploits of a semi-
divine Babylonian king; the MAHABHARATA (ca.
400 B.C.—ca. 400 A.D.), an ancient Indian poem
centering around royal brothers who battled for
the throne; BEOWULF (A.D. 900s), an Old English
tale of a dragon-slaying warrior; KALEVALA, the
2,000-year-old Finnish national epic; El Cid (ca.
1207; see CID, EL), concerning a Castilian warrior;
and the medieval romances SONG OF ROLAND (ca.
1130-70), about a paladin in Charlemagne’s
court, and NIBELUNGENLIED (12th century), based
on German folk legend.

Among the important classical epics are VIRGIL’s
Aeneid (19 B.C.), whose protagonist is a Trojan
hero; DANTE’s Divine Comedy (1321), which takes
the reader through hell, purgatory, and heaven;
The Faerie Queene (1590-96) by Edmund Spenser,
an allegory of moral virtues; and Paradise Lost
(1667), John Milton’s account of man’s expulsion
from the Garden of Eden.

See also EPIC OF SON-JARA.

English Versions of Epic Works

Gilgamesh: A Verse Narrative. Translated by Herbert
Mason. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2003.
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Epics: Storytelling and Poetry. Leiden, Netherlands:
Brill Academic Publishers, 2003.

Epic of Son-Jara (13th century) epic poem
The Epic of Son-Jara records the deeds and exploits
of Son-Jara, otherwise known as SUNDIATA, a 13th-
century king and the legendary founder of Mali, a
West African kingdom. The original Epic of Son-
Jara was composed in the Mande language as an
oral tale passed down by generations of griots to
their descendants. It is a story that is not only re-
cited orally in social functions but also performed
in accompaniment with music and dance. The gri-
ots (jeli in Manding) are keepers of oral traditions
and can be compared to the minstrel knights of
medieval Europe as they sing of the heroic deeds of
the kings of the past.

The EPIC opens with a praise venerating the
bravery, glory, and powers of Son-Jara, followed by
a narration of the casting of Satan out of paradise
and the genealogies of various religious figures
such as Adam, Noah, and Konde. Konde is the fam-
ily name of the Buffalo-Woman, Sogolon Konde,
who would later give birth to Son-Jara. The story of
Son-Jara begins midway through the long poem.

The poem relates Son-Jara’s struggle in his
childhood to overcome his handicap (at his birth
he is crippled by a curse), his kindness and gen-
erosity to his people, as well as his filial piety to his
mother, Sogolon. Unfortunately the wicked Sas-
souma, jealous of both mother and son, forces
them into exile. The travels strengthen Son-Jara’s
character and give him the opportunities to learn
new ideas and skills. With the help of his faithful
sisters, half brother, and friends, Son-Jara success-
fully defeats the evil sorcerer, Sumamuru, and re-
turns to Mali in triumph.

The Epic of Son-Jara as narrated by Fa-Digi
Sisoko offers valuable information on the function
of the bard, or griot, in traditional Mali society.
Sisoko, it is said, attended a reroofing ceremony in
Kaaba, West Africa, which improved his status and
made him able to recite and thus preserve the epic

of the hero king Son-Jara. Kaaba was and is still
considered the sacred center of the world in
Mande traditions. The importance of the griot as
a social recorder and observer is also represented
in the character of Kouyate, Son-Jara’s own griot
within the story. In addition to being an adviser
and spokesperson, the griot functioned as a histo-
rian, recording the important deeds and events in
a king’s life and singing him hymns of praise as
well as of chastisement when necessary. As John
William Johnson observes in his translation of
Son-Jara, the interaction between music and words
are essential to the performance of the tale.

Predestination and the supernatural constitute
two major themes in the poem. The importance of
destiny is represented in the prophecy of Son-Jara’s
birth and his future greatness. The prophecy is re-
vealed first by the two hunters who brought So-
golon Kunde to Fara Mangan, king of the Manden
and the father of Son-Jara. It is challenged briefly
when Son-Jara is found to be crippled, but he even-
tually overcomes his handicap and displays his ex-
traordinary strength by wielding a giant iron staff.
Perhaps the importance of predestination is best
represented in the inevitable battle between Son-
Jara and Sumamuru. Son-Jara must defeat the sor-
cerer-king to fulfill his destiny, and his victory over
the latter is not perceived as a victory of good over
evil but as a completion of his predestined task.

The theme of the supernatural surfaces
throughout the story. Son-Jara’s prowess is derived
from his maternal and paternal inheritances. He
inherits occult power from his mother, Sogolon,
the wraith of the Buffalo-Woman; and he derives
grace and knowledge from his father, the descen-
dant of Muslim migrants tracing their ancestry
back to Bilal, the second convert of MUHAMMAD.
Due to his lineage, Son-Jara possesses the ability
to wield occult powers without succumbing to evil.
This attests to his great strength, both physically
and psychologically.

The Epic of Son-Jara, besides being a literary
masterpiece and a representation of the richness of
West African oral tradition, also contains impor-
tant information about Mande culture. As Johnson



observes in the introduction to his translations, the

Epic of Son-Jara is “indeed filled with descriptions

and catalogues of cultural information useful to

those wishing to understand the remarkable soci-

ety from which this famous epic has emerged.”
See also SUNDIATA, AN EPIC OF OLD MALI.

An English Version of the Epic of Son-Jara

Sisoko, Fa-Digi. The Epic of Son-Jara: A West African
Tradition. Translated by John William Johnson.
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1992.

A Work about the Epic of Son-Jara

Austen, Ralph A., ed. In Search of Sunjata: The Mande
Oral Epic as History, Literature, and Performance.
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1999.

Epictetus (55-135) philosopher

Epictetus was born a Greek slave in the Roman
Empire and suffered from a permanent physical
disability. These circumstances might have influ-
enced him to turn to the philosophy of Stoicism,
which promoted stern acceptance of all the exter-
nal life facts without complaint or regret. At age 33,
Epictetus finally gained his freedom but was ex-
pelled from Rome by Emperor Domitian. He set-
tled down as a teacher of his own school of
philosophy in Nicopolis, Greece.

Epictetus’s teachings exist in two works compiled
by Arrian, one of his students and a Greek historian
and philosopher. One, the Encheiridion (Handbook),
exists in its entirety; of the other, Discourses of
Epictetus, only four of eight books survive.

In Discourses, Epictetus explores the develop-
ment of self-discipline and moral stamina as a
means of accepting one’s fate. “The good or ill of a
man lies within his own will,” he states. He also be-
lieved that in spite of hardships, people could live
happy lives by accepting everything that comes
their way as temporary and passing: “Make the
best use of what is in your power, and take the rest
as it happens.”

Epictetus’s teachings of morality, humanity, and
freedom greatly influenced Stoicism and affected
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a great number of later writers, such as George
Chapman, John Dryden, and Matthew Arnold.

English Versions of Works by Epictetus

The Art of Living: The Classic Manual on Virtue, Hap-
piness, and Effectiveness. Translated by Sharon
Lebell. New York: HarperCollins, 2004.

Discourses. Book I. Translated by Robert E. Dobbin.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998.

Enchiridion. Translated by George Long. Buffalo,
N.Y.: Prometheus Books, 1991.

Virtue and Happiness: The Manual of Epictetus. Cal-
ligraphy by Claude Mediavilla. New York: Ran-
dom House, 2003.
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Lillegard, Norman. On Epictetus. Florence, Ky.:
Wadsworth Publishers, 2001.

Long, A. A. Epictetus: A Stoic and Socratic Guide to
Life. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002.

Epicurus (341-2708.c) philosopher

Born on the island of Samos (in the Aegean Sea) to
father Neocles and mother Chaerestrate, Epicurus
was raised on a commune and later trained as a
boy-soldier for the Athenian military. In approxi-
mately 306 B.C., he found his way to the city of
Athens, where he established the center of his
philosophical school in the garden of his home.
The school attracted a devoted group of followers
who separated themselves from the influences of
city life and doggedly practiced the tenets of Epi-
cureanism, the school of thought named for its
founder. Epicureanism bases itself on the beliefs
that man’s existence is characterized by mortality;
that the universe came about accidentally rather
than as a result of divine design; and, perhaps most
famously, that the pursuit of intellectual pleasure
marks a fulfilled life.

Because its teachings flew in the face of more
typical ascetic philosophies, some looked down on
the Epicurean way. The Stoics, for instance, sub-
scribing to a system of thought developed by Zeno
around 308 B.C., believed that humans should seek
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to free themselves from passion and calmly endure
all events as the decree of a divine will. Stoics re-
garded Epicureans as little more than flagrant he-
donists, and critics purposely misunderstood
Epicurus’s teachings as instructions to blindly pur-
sue one’s every whim.

Still, Epicurus remains one of the most studied
of the ancient thinkers, and scholarly investiga-
tions document that he produced more work than
any other philosopher of his day—in total, 300
manuscripts covering topics from physics to love.
Only a handful of these documents remain, all of
which are included in Lives of Eminent Philoso-
phers, Book X (translated by R. D. Hicks, Harvard
University Press, 1925). We have gained a more
comprehensive understanding of Epicurean phi-
losophy, however, through the famed Latin poem
by Lucretius, De rerum natura (On the Nature of
Things).

Epicurus prioritized moral philosophy above all
other categories of the discipline, as it concerns it-
self with how humans may become and remain
happy. Pleasure, the main element of mortal hap-
piness, comes about not when it is obsessively and
inexhaustibly pursued, but when one’s present de-
sires are adequately satisfied and when these pleas-
ures counterbalance the pains that inevitably
accompany them. Philosophical study best culti-
vates the healthy quest for pleasure, since philoso-
phy encourages the intellectual contemplation of
corporeal pleasure rather than the actual acts of
satisfying desires, which, Epicureanism argues, is
less important than metaphysical rumination.

Famous works by Epicurus include Letter to
Herodotus, a treatise on natural philosophy; Letter
to Pythocles, which reflects on astronomy and me-
teorology; and Letter to Menoeceus, the definitive
work of Epicurean moral philosophy. In this work,
Epicurus makes clear his belief that the individual,
and not a pantheon of ancient deities, retains the
power to determine the course of his or her life.
With the directness of a true metaphysician, Epi-
curus encapsulates his school of thought in Me-
noeceus 128: “We say that pleasure is the beginning
and end of living happily.”

English Versions of Works by Epicurus
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Introduction by D. S. Hutchinson. Indianapolis,
Ind.: Hackett Publishing, 1997.
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Euclid (fl. ca. 300 B.c) mathematician

Euclid lived in the time of the Egyptian king
Ptolemy I, who had been a general in the army of
Alexander the Great. Alexander’s conquests had
taken him to Egypt, where he founded the city of
Alexandria on the Nile Delta in 332 B.C. The me-
tropolis flourished, accumulating half a million
residents and becoming the world’s seat of scien-
tific and literary scholarship. Among its chief at-
tractions was the Alexandrian Library, which
boasted more than 500,000 Greek manuscripts
and translations.

Euclid, who probably received his mathematical
education in Athens from followers of PLATO, was
among the scholars drawn to Alexandria’s offer-
ings, and he established a school of mathematics
there. It is said that one of his pupils asked Euclid
what advantage he would gain by learning geome-
try. Euclid instructed his slave to give the boy a
threepence, “since he must make gain out of what
he learns.”

The world’s most famous geometer did not dis-
cover or invent the laws of geometry, as his theo-
rems and proofs came from the existing body of
Greek knowledge. Rather, his genius lay in orga-
nizing and presenting them in a logical fashion.
Stoicheia, or Elements, totaling 13 books, is Euclid’s



masterpiece. The first six books cover plane geom-
etry (straight lines, intersection of lines, angles),
and the last three cover solid geometry (pyramids,
cones, cylinders, spheres). The middle books ad-
dress such subjects as ratios, proportions, magni-
tudes, and prime numbers.

Euclid begins Elements with 25 definitions of
points, lines, plane surfaces, circles, parallels, and
other terms. This is followed by a list of five postu-
lates, which assume that it is possible, for instance,
to draw a line from one point to another; and five
axioms, such as “Things which are equal to the
same things are also equal to one another” and
“The whole is greater than the part.” From these
fundamentals, the first proposition—“On a given
finite straight line to construct an equilateral tri-
angle”—is demonstrated. From these elements
plus the proven first proposition, the second
proposition may be demonstrated, and so on. Each
new proposition can be traced to the previously
proven propositions on which it is based, all the
way back to Euclid’s initial descriptions of as-
sumptions and self-evident truths. There are a
total of 465 propositions. Ptolemy once wondered
whether there was a shorter way to reach these in-
valuable conclusions, to which Euclid replied,
“There is no royal road to geometry.”

In addition to Elements, Euclid published sev-
eral other less-famous works. Fallacies, no longer
extant, provides methods for detecting illogical
conclusions; Data proves that if certain magni-
tudes in a geometric figure are given, other mag-
nitudes may be deduced; Figures shows how to
divide figures proportionally; Surface-loci concerns
curved surfaces; Conics studies cones; Optics ad-
dresses visual perspective; Elements of Music is
based on Phythagorean theory; and in his pioneer-
ing work Phenomena, Euclid applies spheric geom-
etry to astronomy.

Through the centuries, Euclid’s Elements has
appeared in more than 2,000 different versions.
According to William Dunham, author of Journey
through Genius (1991), “This work had a profound
impact on Western thought as it was studied, ana-
lyzed, and edited for century upon century, down
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to modern times. It has been said that of all books
from Western civilization, only the Bible has re-
ceived more intense scrutiny than Euclid’s Ele-
ments.” Great minds from Archimedes and CICERO
to Isaac Newton, Napoleon, and Lincoln have
studied this classic work, and it remains the defin-
itive geometry text in many classrooms.

English Versions of Works by Euclid

Euclid: The Thirteen Books of the Elements. Translated
by Sir Thomas L. Heath. New York: Dover Publi-
cations, 1908.

Euclid’s Phenomenon: A Translation and Study of a
Hellenistic Treatise in Spherical Astronomy. Trans-
lated by Robert S. Thomas. Edited by J. L.
Berggren. New York: Garland, 1996.
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Euripides (ca. 484-406 8.c) playwright
Euripides was born on the Greek island of Salamis
near Athens into a reasonably prosperous family.
He made his home there, most likely on an estate
owned by his father, and it is said he penned many
of his dramas in a seaside cave. He was married
twice, both times unhappily, and had three sons. A
scholar and an intellectual, Euripides counted
among his friends some of the leading philosophers
of the day, including SOCRATES, an admirer of his
plays; and the Sophist Protagoras, who debuted his
agnostic work “Of the Gods” at Euripides’ home.
Euripides saw roughly 88 of his plays produced,
but he was honored at the Greek drama festivals
only four times. Visionary and avant-garde, Euripi-
des’ plays reflected his unorthodox views, which
were not shared by the general public during his
lifetime. He was soundly ridiculed, and the comic
playwright ARISTOPHANES parodied his plays in The
Thesmophoriazousai (411 B.C.), which includes a
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group of women conspiring to punish Euripides
for his depiction of deranged female characters.

Around 408 B.C., Euripides, an embittered,
dispirited old man, went into self-imposed exile at
the court of Archelaus of Macedon, where he
wrote his masterpiece The Bacchae. There he died.
His son Euripides the Younger produced the
dramatist’s final plays posthumously in Athens,
where they won the prizes that had proven so elu-
sive when their author was alive. It is said that the
tragedian SOPHOCLES clad his own actors in
mourning upon learning of his great rival’s death.

Euripides was an iconoclast from the outset. He
did not treat with the traditional reverence the leg-
ends that were a playwright’s source material. In-
stead, he manipulated and reinterpreted them and
introduced within that context the conflict be-
tween fate and free will. The “bad boy of Athenian
drama,” as Euripidean scholar Daniel Mendelsohn
calls him, Euripides “questioned the established
Olympian pantheon,” slyly rearranging “tradi-
tional mythic material in bitter fables” and decon-
structing tragic conventions. He also attacked
traditional Greek customs and ideas, such as the
treatment of women as inferior, the shaming of il-
legitimate children, the practice of slavery, and the
glory of war.

Euripides’ greatest contribution to dramatic art
is his penetrating character studies, psychological
analyses that investigate how human beings behave
when they are subjected to sudden ill fortune. He
creates pathos without descending to the maudlin
or sentimental. The philosopher ARISTOTLE called
Euripides the most tragic of the tragedians.

Improbably enough, Euripides’ oldest surviving
work, Alcestis (438 B.C.), is a comic drama. In this
play, as in Electra (413 B.C.) and Medea (431 B.C.),
Euripides uses DEUS EX MACHINA, a literary device
in which the gods appear or an unexpected event
occurs to resolve the conflict.

Other tragedies by Euripides include Children
of Heracles (ca. 429 B.C.), which follows Heracles’
disinherited family, who are persecuted by the king
of Argos; Hippolytus (428 B.C.), in which a vengeful

god causes a queen to fall in love with her stepson;
Hecuba (ca. 424 B.C.), in which the Queen of Troy
is driven mad by the brutality and injustice of the
Trojan War and exacts violent revenge; and Suppli-
ant Women (422 B.C.), which dramatizes the pleas
of the mothers of fallen soldiers to bury their sons’
bodies.

Euripides’ later plays include The Trojan Women
(415 B.C.), another compelling indictment of war.
According to writer Erich Segal, “The ruthless
tyrant Alexander of Pharae was so ashamed to be
crying at the sorrows of Hecuba that he had to leave
the theater before The Trojan Women was over.”

Critical Analysis

The Bacchae (also The Bacchants, 408—406 B.C.) fea-
tures a well-constructed plot in which the title
characters are the priestesses and female wor-
shipers of Bacchus, also known as Dionysis. Dion-
ysis is the offspring of Zeus and of Semele, the
deceased daughter of Cadmus, the Phoenician
prince who founded Thebes.

Dionysis is a young and new god. When the play
opens, he has returned to Thebes from his travels in
the Orient. Slander against Semele is rife in the land
of Dionysis’ birth; the Thebans say that Zeus is not
the father of Dionysis, that Cadmus perpetrated
that rumor to save his daughter’s good name, and
that Dionysis is therefore not of divine birth.

To teach the city a lesson and assert his mysti-
cal powers, Dionysis has bewitched the women of
Thebes, and the city “shrills and echoes to [their]
cries”™

I bound the fawn-skin to the women’s flesh
and armed their hands with shafts of ivy. . ..
I have stung them with a frenzy, hounded them
from home up to the mountains where they
wander, crazed of mind and compelled to wear
my orgies’ livery. . ..

Dionysis, disguised, appears in the city, where he
is ill-treated by the young king Pentheus. Pentheus
refuses to recognize Dionysis as a god, failing to re-



alize that the stranger he repeatedly attempts to
shackle and imprison, whose “girlish curls” he has
forcibly shorn, is indeed the deity.

After repeated confrontations, Dionysis finally
hypnotizes Pentheus into donning the outlandish
attire of the Bacchae, complete with a blond wig,
and a possessed Pentheus flees to the mountains to
join the revelers. There, as a messenger later re-
counts in garish detail, Pentheus’s own mother,
Agave, “foaming at the mouth and her crazed eyes
rolling with frenzy,” leads a pack of madwomen
who rip him limb from limb. In a ghoulish climax,
Agave picks up her dead son’s disembodied head
and impales it on her staff. As she is released from
the Dionysian spell and recognizes her trophy,
Agave sees “the greatest grief there is,” and the
wretched woman is banished from Thebes.

The play demonstrates that the irrational,
amoral, ferocious, chaotic forces of nature, as sym-
bolized by Dionysis, can wreak hideous destruction
if they are denied. Pentheus is a callow youth and
vulnerable to the dangers of his own lack of self-
knowledge. He rejects the god instead of embracing
the primitive part of himself. According to transla-
tor William Arrowsmith, when Pentheus becomes a
parody of Dionysis, “we see in his costume and
madness not merely his complete humiliation but
the total loss of identity the change implies.”

Arrowsmith pronounces The Bacchae “a mas-
terpiece: a play which, for dramatic turbulence
and comprehensiveness and the sheer power of
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its poetry, is unmatched by any except the very
greatest among ancient and modern tragedies.”

Euripides’ plays are frequently produced. His
contemporary attitudes, social criticism, psycho-
logical insights, and especially his humanity make
his work timeless.

English Versions of Works by Euripides

Euripides. Translated by Anne Marie Albertazzi.
Edited by Harold Bloom. Langhorne, Pa.: Chelsea
House Publishers, 2002.

Euripides I. Translated by Richmond Lattimore et al.
Edited by David Grene and Richmond Lattimore.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1955.

Euripides’ Alcestis. Notes by H. M. Roisman and C. A.
Luschnig. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press,
2003.

Medea and Other Plays. Translated by John Davie. In-
troduction by Richard Rutherford. New York:
Penguin Classics, 2003.

Works about Euripides

Conacher, D. J. Euripidean Drama: Myth, Theme, and
Structure. Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1967.

Mendelsohn, Daniel. Gender and the City in Euripi-
des’ Political Plays. Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2003.

Zacharia, Katerina. Converging Truths: Euripides’ Ion
and the Athenian Quest for Self-Definition. Leiden,
Netherlands: Brill Academic Publishers, 2003.



Fan Chengda (Fan Ch’eng-ta)

(1126-1193) poet, travel writer
Fan Chengda is one of the great poets of the south-
ern Song (Sung) dynasty in China. He lived during
a period of great political transition following the
Qin (Ch’in) dynasty’s conquest of the northern por-
tion of the Song dynasty. He passed the important
jinshi (chin shih) civil service examination for place-
ment in the imperial bureaucracy in 1154. His
friend and fellow poet, YANG WANLL, also passed the
examination that year, and the two maintained a lit-
erary correspondence throughout their lives.

Fan Chengda’s temperament and literary ability
helped him to advance to high government posi-
tions during his career. In 1170 he became an am-
bassador to the Qin court in Beijing (Peking). This
appointment served as the basis for one of his
many travel writings, Lanpei lu (Lan-p’ei lu; Reg-
ister of grasping the carriage reins). His travel writ-
ings provide a glimpse of the day-to-day life of a
government official of the era and detail the local
folklore, social and economic conditions, and nat-
ural wonders of the region. They also show Fan
Chengda’s familiarity with the works of earlier
writers such as LI BAI and SU SHI.

Fan Chengda, like Yang Wanli and another
friend and contemporary Lu Yu, achieved his
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greatest fame as a poet. His poetry combines Con-
fucian, Buddhist, and Taoist elements while re-
flecting on nature and social concerns. Fan
Chengda’s poems consist of seven-character verses
brimming with content. Some sing the praises of
honest civil servants, others describe northern
landscapes while infused with politics, such as the
poem entitled “The Streets”:

Nearby runs Heavenly Street

Where elderly dwellers still await his
majesty

They hold back tears and question his
envoy

Shall we one day see his triumphal return?

Fan Chengda’s series of 60 poems, Impromptu
Verses on the Four Seasons of the Countryside, is
widely available in English translation.

English Versions of Works by Fan Chengda

Four Seasons of Field and Garden: Sixty Impromptu
Poems. Translated by Lois Baker. Pueblo, Colo.:
Passeggiata Press, 1997.

The Golden Year of Fan Chengda. Translated by Gerald
Bullett. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University
Press, 1946.



Stone Lake: The Poetry of Fan Chengda. Translated
and edited by J. D. Schmidt. Cambridge, U.K.:
Cambridge University Press, 1992.

Farazdagq, al- (nickname of Tammam ibn

Ghalib Aba Firas) (ca. 640-728) poet
Tammam ibn Ghalib Abu Firas, or al-Farazdaq
(“lump of dough”), was one of the most promi-
nent and widely popular of the “court poets” of the
Ummayad, or early Muslim period. He was known
for his dissolute life as well as his brilliantly insult-
ing hija (lampooning).

Born and raised among the Tamim tribal con-
federacy in eastern Arabia, Farazdaq spent most of
his career in the city of Basra in southern Iraq. At
one point, he was forced to flee to Medina after
choosing a too-powerful target for one of his hija,
but he was expelled from Medina as well after a
particularly indiscrete adulterous escapade.

Farazdaq made his living by writing fawning
panegyrics (superlative praises) for the Ummayad
caliphs and viceroys and by winning the patron-
age of other wealthy men who paid dearly to keep
clear of his vicious pen. He was also an enthusias-
tic participant in Basra’s intellectual and social life.
According to some traditions, he was a supporter
of ‘ALT IBN ABI TALIB, the murdered caliph, and was
jailed for a while at the age of 70 for supporting
‘Ali’s grandson Zayn.

Farazdaq’s personal life was stormy, which is
not surprising in light of the venom and bragging
found in his poetry. He had six or seven wives at
various times, but none brought him happiness.
The decades-long drama of his marriage with his
cousin al-Nawar bint A‘yun and then his longing
for her and regrets after their divorce provided the
subject of many of the poems in his Divan. “The
repentance of Farazdaq” became a popular expres-
sion, fed by such lines as “She was my Paradise
from which I was exiled, / like Adam when he re-
belled against his Lord.”

The poet is quite frank in describing his immoral
personal life. Departing from the Arabic tradition of

Farazdaq, al- 105

ghazal lyrics, which often depict passionate, unre-
quited love, Farazdaq’s poems do not idealize his
lovers nor show infatuation for them.

Farazdaq was an energetic, prolific writer whose
poems display a rough style and diction as well as
an awkward syntax. Some critics decry these char-
acteristics as poetic incompetence, a clumsy at-
tempt to exploit the rapid changes that were
emerging in spoken Arabic. Others speculate that
the poet was simply trying to update the literary
language, in keeping with the brash and cosmo-
politan urban life of the new Islamic Empire. In-
deed, he was among the first generation of Arab
poets to work in the cities and towns of Iraq and
Syria, rather than the desert of the Bedouin.

Farazdaq’s enduring fame, however, derives
from a 40-year naqa’id (literary feud) that he pur-
sued with rival poet Jarir ibn ‘Atiyya. The poems
that resulted comprise the Nagqaith of Jarir and al-
Farazdaq. Although Arabic poetry was only just
beginning to be written down in this era, the
streams of rhymed, metered insults and obsceni-
ties that poured forth from the combatants were
repeated by thousands of supporters of the two
poets all across the Ummayad realm. The feud was
originally based on tribal and political disputes,
but it eventually became a debate over literary
style. Arab literary circles have continued to debate
the relative merits of the two camps ever since.

Farazdaq played a key role in developing Ara-
bic literature from its spare desert origins to a ve-
hicle more suitable for an urban-based empire. His
sometimes-profane spirit won a wide mass audi-
ence for poetry in the new Islamic civilization.

An English Version of a Work by

al-Farazdaq

The Nagqaith of Jarir and al-Farazdaq. Translated by
Arthur Wormhoudt. Oskaloosa, Iowa: William
Penn College, 1974.

A Work about al-Farazdaq
Irwin, Robert. Night ¢ Horses & the Desert. Wood-
stock, N.Y.: Overlook Press, 2000, 45-47, 56, 67.
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See ‘ATTAR, FARID OD-DIN.

Firdawsi (Abu ol-Qasem Mansur

Firdousi) (ca. 935-1020 or 1026) poet
Firdaws1 is considered the national poet of Persia. As
author of the great epic the SHAHNAMEH (Book of
Kings), he has been an enduring source of pride and
entertainment to Iranians for more than 1,000
years.

Firdawsi was born in Tus, near present-day
Mashhad, in the Khorasan region of Iran, and was
apparently a modest landowner. To earn money
for his daughter’s dowry, he decided to write an
epic poem devoted to Persian history. He planned
to present it to the local governor, Abu Manstr, a
descendant of the old Sassanian royal dynasty and
a generous patron of the arts.

Several of FirdawsTs immediate literary prede-
cessors had been engaged in an attempt to free Per-
sian literary language of the many Arabic words
that had entered the language in the centuries fol-
lowing the Arab conquest in the seventh century.
At the same time, a tradition of prose epics had
emerged, celebrating the ancient glories of the Per-
sian Empire. Firdawsi based his Shahnameh on one
such prose epic. Like its predecessor, his poem was
written in pure Pahlavi, a Middle Persian dialect.
This has kept the work readable to the present day.

Firdawsi admitted that he built the poem’s
60,000 couplets around an original core of 1,000
lines written by an earlier poet. This may have been
a ruse to protect the poet from charges of pagan
heresy, since the poem extols Zoroastrianism, the
official religion of Persia before Islam.

The Shahnameh begins with the creation of the
universe and ends with the defeat of Yazdigard, the
last Sassanian king. The mass of material in the 50
intervening episodes is less a systematic history
than a collection of legendary tales, historical ex-
position, lyrical interludes, and love stories. The
heroes, all men, are larger than life and live and
rule for hundreds of years. The chief hero is the

fierce Rustam: “On the day of battle that worthy
hero with sword, dagger, mace and lasso / Cut,
tore, broke and bound, the heads, breasts, legs and
hands of his foes.” Rustam’s many battles were won
astride his horse Rakhsh. The horse’s eyesight was
so keen he could see an ant crawling on a piece of
black felt two miles away on a dark night. The pair
are often depicted in Persian miniatures.

Despite the storybook tone of the poem, Fir-
dawsi includes many interesting details about or-
dinary life and material culture, especially in the
Sassanian period, information which might oth-
erwise have been lost to history.

More than 30 years after he began, Firdawsi
completed the epic in 1010. By this time, a Turk-
ish sultan, Mahmud of Ghazna, ruled Khurasan.
Mahmud accepted the work but paid a paltry
sum of 20,000 dirhams. He may have believed
the charges that Firdaws1 was a Shi’ite heretic,
and he may have been unsympathetic to Persian
national feeling. In a rage, Firdawsi gave the
money away to a bath attendant and a beer seller.
He then penned a 1,000-line satirical attack on
Mahmud, which is still read with enjoyment
today as a model of the genre. He then had to flee
until the sultan’s anger subsided. Some years later
the sultan repented, but the 60,000-dirham prize
came too late; the 90-year-old poet had died
shortly before.

Firdawsi is revered by Iranians as one of the he-
roes of Persian culture. He is also recognized by
Muslims in general as one of the greatest figures in
Islamic cultural history, even though he never hes-
itated to honor pre-Islamic national and religious
traditions.

Anthologies Containing English

Translations of Works by Firdawst

Hasan, Hadi. A Golden Treasury of Persian Poetry.
Delhi, India: Ministry of Information and Broad-
casting, 1986.

Arberry, A. J. Persian Poetry: An Anthology of Verse
Translations. New York: E.P. Dutton, 1954.



Works about Firdawst

Arberry, A.J. “II. From the Beginnings to Firdawsi”
in Classical Persian Literature. London: Taylor &
Francis, 1994, 42-52.

Thackston, Wheeler M. A Millennium of Classical Per-
sian Poetry. Bethesda, Md.: Iranbooks, 1994.

Francis of Assisi, Saint (Francesco di
Pietro di Bernardone) (ca. 1181-1226)
religious writer, poet

Francesco di Pietro di Bernardone was born in As-
sisi, Italy, to Pietro di Bernardone, a wealthy cloth
merchant, and Madonna Pica di Bernardone. At
the grammar school in Assisi, Francis learned only
enough Latin to read the Psalter. The lively young
man’s imagination was aroused more by chansons
de geste like the SONG OF ROLAND and the works of
the TROUBADOURS.

Francis hoped to find glory as a knight, but in
his first battle, with the neighboring town of Peru-
gia, he was captured and imprisoned. Released
after a year, he fell ill and almost died. When he re-
covered, he began to question his previous life and
started caring for the lepers he had previously
shunned. Finally he gave up all his possessions and
began to serve God. In 1209, Francis and a few
companions obtained Pope Innocent III’s permis-
sion for their way of life, and they became known
as the Order of the Friars Minor (“Lesser Broth-
ers”), or the Franciscan Order. Inspired by hearing
Francis preach, Clare of Assisi, the daughter of a
count, left her home, took religious vows, and
founded the Order of the Poor Clares, the sister
order to the Franciscans.

Francis loved all nature and even preached to
the birds, but most of all he pleaded for peace
among the feuding factions in the Italian cities. He
particularly stressed that greed for riches was the
root cause of war. In 1219, he visited Egypt during
the Fifth Crusade (see CRUSADES) in hopes of mak-
ing peace between Christians and Muslims. Ill on
his return, he devoted his last years to prayer. In
1224, while he was meditating on Mt. Alverna in
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Tuscany, the stigmata, or the marks of the passion
of Christ, reportedly appeared on his body.

Francis believed that actions were more impor-
tant than words. In his Admonitions to the friars,
he said: “The saints have accomplished great things
and we want only to receive glory and honor by re-
counting them.” This may be why he left only a few
short writings, most of which were dictated to
scribes. His Latin works include the two rules for
his order, Admonitions, some letters and prayers,
his Testament, and a poem for Clare (later Saint
Clare) and her sisters.

All of Francis’s works are marked by poetic im-
agery, deep knowledge of the Bible and the cour-
teous language of cHIVALRY. His most famous
work, the Canticle of the Sun, is one of the earliest
lyric poems in the Italian language. Francis wrote it
in 1225, when he was dying and almost blind, yet it
is the most joyous of his works. Written in his na-
tive Umbrian dialect, it is based on an irregular
rhythm and has much assonance (the use of words
with similar vowel sounds but different conso-
nants) and rhyme. In Canticle of the Sun, Francis
declares that humanity is not worthy of the good-
ness and power of God, who is to be praised in-
stead through all His creation:

especially my Lord Brother Sun,
who is the day and through whom You give us
light.

Francis also calls for praise through Sister Moon,
Brother Fire, Sister Water, and “Our sister, Mother
Earth.” He later added a stanza praising those who
pardon others, and this was sung at his request to the
quarreling bishop and mayor of Assisi, who imme-
diately reconciled. A stanza written when he learned
he was about to die adds “Sister Death” to the things
that praise God. The principle of the song is media-
tion: God’s praise extends from Himself and His
own glory throughout creation, and is returned to
Him by humanity through all created things.
Francis was so widely loved that only two years
after his death at Portiuncula, Italy, he was canon-
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ized as a Catholic saint. His life and works were
widely taught, and a collection of popular legends
began to grow up about him, written down as the
“Little Flowers of St. Francis of Assissi” in the early
14th century. By stressing the brotherhood of all
men and women and all things created under God,
Francis offered a corrective to the excesses of me-
dieval asceticism and instead returned to the
theme of the love of creation found in the Hebrew
BIBLE. Partly because of his winsome biography,
and partly because his teachings are primarily
moral rather than doctrinal, which makes them
easier to understand and identify with, Francis is
one of the best-remembered saints in the Catholic
calendar.

An English Version of Works by

Saint Francis of Assisi

Armstrong, Regis J., O.EM. Cap.; A. Wayne Hellman,
O.FM. Conv.; and William J. Short, O.EM. Francis
of Assisi: Early Documents. Vol. 1: The Saint. New
York: New City Press, 1999.

Works about Saint Francis of Assisi

Chesterton, G. K. St. Francis of Assisi; The Everlasting
Man; St. Thomas Aquinas. San Francisco: Ignatius
Press, 1986.

Fortini, Arnaldo. Francis of Assisi. New York: Cross-
road, 1992.

Fujiwara no Teika (Fujiwara Sadaie)
(1162-1241) poet
Fujiwara no Teika was born into a family of Japa-
nese noblemen and poets. He was a direct descen-
dant of Fujiwara Michinaga, who ruled Japan from
995 to 1028. However, his family line descended
through a succession of younger sons, so his posi-
tion in the Japanese court, while respectable, was
not powerful. His father, Shunzei, was a great poet
and literary critic who compiled the seventh impe-
rial literary anthology, the Senzaishu, in 1183.
Fujiwara held minor court positions through-
out his life. His opportunities for advancement
through the imperial ranks were often stymied by

political intrigues or, in one case, by his own tem-
perament, as evidenced when he struck a court of-
ficial with a candlestick after being provoked. Still,
Fujiwara’s literary skill and his father’s favorable
reputation allowed him to achieve great fame as a
poet and critic. He wrote and taught TANKA, and he
was an accomplished essayist. For these reasons, he
was asked to compile the eighth imperial anthol-
ogy, the Shinkokinshu, by the ex-emperor Go-Toba
in 1201. Fujiwara included many of his own poems
in the collection.

Later in his life, Fujiwara began to teach young
writers about poetry. His Maigetsusho, or Monthly
Notes, was a detailed series of essays about poetic
style and sensibility. He also collected shorter an-
thologies of representative poems that he used to
teach young poets by example. He advised poets
to look forward in their work and not to “become
enamored of the archaic style.” As a champion of
poetry and as a master poet, Fujiwara continues to
influence Japanese literature.

English Versions of Works by

Fujiwara no Teika

Fujiwara Teika’s Superior Poems of Our Time. Trans-
lated by Robert H. Brower and Earl Miner. Stan-
ford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 1967.

The Tale of Matsura: Fujiwara Teika’s Experiment in
Fiction. Translated by Wayne P. Lammers. Ann
Arbor, Mich.: Center for Japanese Studies, 1992.

Fulgentius, Saint (Fulgentius of Ruspe,
Fabius Claudius Gordianus Fulgentius)
(468-533) theologian

After the collapse of the western half of the Roman

Empire in the fifth century, Western Europe entered

a period of cultural decline and political disunity.

The Christian Church, however, remained intellec-

tually active, producing a large number of impor-

tant theologians. One of these was Saint Fulgentius.
Fulgentius was born in the city of Telepte,

North Africa, and received an excellent education

in the Greek and Latin classics; it is believed he

memorized all of HOMER’s works. After beginning a



political career, he abruptly took monastic vows
and became a monk. Although he traveled
throughout the Mediterranean, he lived in volun-
tary poverty for the rest of his life.

The early centuries of the Christian Church
were a time of tremendous theological controversy
and debate, as proponents of rival interpretations
of Christianity struggled with one another for su-
premacy. Fulgentius was deeply involved in these
intellectual quarrels, writing numerous theological
treatises to promote his views of scripture. He be-
lieved fervently in the ideas of St. AUGUSTINE and
accepted the absolute damnation of all nonbeliev-
ers, as can be seen in the three books that make up
his Ad Monimum. He also struggled mightily
against the Arian sect of Christianity, writing nu-
merous sermons against them, including Contra
Arianos liber unus (A Work Against Arians), which
still exists today. By the time of his death, these
struggles were not yet over, but they would end in
triumph for the forces Fulgentius supported.
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His best-known work, still extant, is “De Fide”
(“Of Life”), about the matter of “true” faith. His
“Liber ad Victorem” and “Liber ad Scarilam de In-
carnatione” concern the religious view at the time
of incarnation and the Holy Trinity. These, along
with his other existing works, make Fulgentius one
of the leading theologians of his day.

An English Version of Works by

Saint Fulgentius

Fulgentius: Selected Works. Translated by Robert B.
Eno. Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of
America Press, 1997.

A Work about Saint Fulgentius

Ferguson, Thomas S. Visita Nos: Reception, Rhetoric,
and Prayer in a North African Monastery, Vol. 203.
New York: Peter Lang Publishing, 1999.



Galen (129-ca. 199) physician, philosopher,
treatise writer

When Greece was absorbed into the Roman Em-
pire, the Greeks’ political freedom came to an end.
But Roman domination did not prevent them
from continuing to achieve great heights in culture
and science. Indeed, some of the greatest Greek
thinkers and writers produced their work after
Greece had become part of the empire. One of the
most important of these men was the brilliant
physician and philosopher Galen.

The son of wealthy parents, Galen was born in
the influential Greek city of Pergamon, in what is
today Turkey. His family’s status gave him the abil-
ity to study medicine in various Greek cities and
undertake a serious study of physiology and
anatomy. He dissected corpses to better under-
stand the human body and became a highly skilled
physician. He eventually won the favor of the
Roman government and became the court physi-
cian to both Emperor Marcus AURELIUS and Em-
peror Commodus. In addition to his standard
duties, he prepared a potion for Marcus Aurelius as
a protection against assassination by poison. For
unknown reasons, he left Rome for a time but
eventually returned and resumed his place.
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Fortunately for scholars, about 500 of Galen’s
works have survived. Many of them are in the orig-
inal Greek or Latin, while others are translations
made by later Arabic scholars. Galen wrote exten-
sively on a multitude of medical topics. In his trea-
tise On the Uses of the Parts of the Body of Man, he
pays particular attention to questions regarding
the circulation of the blood (describing how blood
flows through arteries) and the functions of organs
(describing the functions of the kidney and blad-
der). He also discusses the methods and treatments
doctors should use with their patients.

Medicine was not very advanced in ancient
times and Galen’s writings were, in many cases,
breakthroughs of medical knowledge. However,
his writings still reflect the lack of scientific knowl-
edge at the time. For instance, he believed in the
then-traditional concept of the “four humors” as
the basis of his medical theories, which has long
since been proven false. Nevertheless, when viewed
in the context of his time, Galen’s work was aston-
ishing, and he is considered one of the two greatest
medical thinkers of the ancient world, the other
being HIPPOCRATES.

In addition to his vast contributions to medi-
cine, Galen was also a philosopher of considerable



importance. He accepted many of Aristotle’s ideas
and expounded greatly on the need for direct ob-
servation as a basis for scientific knowledge. Galen
also wrote on the subjects of history, linguistics,
and philology, and social commentaries occasion-
ally found their way into his writings.

In terms of his influence on later writers and
thinkers, Galen must be ranked among the most
important of classical figures. His emphasis on
direct observation and experiment as the founda-
tion of medical knowledge was critically impor-
tant to the physicians who came after him, and
his writings on medicine formed the basis of
Western medical science for a millennium after
his death.

An English Version of a Work by Galen
Galen on Food and Diet. Translated by Mark Grant.
New York: Routledge, 2000.

Works about Galen

Bendick, Jeanne. Galen and the Gateway to Medicine.
Bathgate, N.Dak.: Bethlehem Books, 2002.

Sarton, George. Galen of Pergamon. Lawrence: Uni-
versity of Kansas Press, 1954.

Gao Ming (Kao Ming) (1305—ca. 1370)
playwright

Though only one play by Gao Ming remains in ex-
istence, his work, The Lute, ranks among the great-
est of China’s literary creations. Gao Ming’s early
life was spent under Mongol rule. His father died
when Gao was very young, and the playwright was
raised by his mother. At an early age, he showed the
deep respect for family tradition that would be-
come a hallmark of his dramatic work.

Because the jinshi (chin-shih) examination, a
civil service test, was not given during the Mongol
regime, Gao Ming was not able to pursue a career
in the government immediately after finishing his
schooling. The jinshi was not reinstated until 1342,
when Gao was almost 40 years old. He passed the
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exam in 1344 and received his first government
post later that year as a judicial officer in Chuzhou
(Ch’u-chou), where he became respected for his
literary talents and his integrity. A transfer to a
naval post in 1348 began a swift decline in his po-
litical ambitions.

Gao Ming retired from government service in
the 1350s and moved to the town of Lishe (Li-she),
where he began to develop his writing skills in
earnest. He wrote The Lute during this period, as
well as many poems (shi, or shih) and songs (ci, or
tz’u). Though he achieved some fame during his
lifetime for his poetry, only one ci and 50 shi re-
main in existence. As a result, The Lute is the source
of Gao Ming’s present fame.

The Lute tells the story of an ambitious young
student, Cai Bojie (Ts’ai Po-chieh), who has spent
his youth studying for the jinshi examination.
However, when it is time to take the exam, Cai is
reluctant to leave his poverty-stricken, ailing par-
ents and his young wife, Wuniang (Wu-niang).
After his parents and wife insist that he go to the
capital to take the test, Cai reluctantly leaves and
passes the test with the highest marks in the coun-
try. He marries the daughter of a government min-
ister and lives in his father-in-law’s mansion.
Meanwhile, a famine ravages his hometown, and
his parents soon die from malnutrition. Wuniang
journeys to the capital in search of Cai, singing and
playing the lute on her travels. When she reaches
the imperial city, she is reunited with Cai, and the
two, along with Cai’s second wife, return to his
hometown and observe the traditional three-year
mourning period for Cai’s parents. The play ends
with Cai and his wives receiving a commendation
from the emperor for their displays of virtue dur-
ing their period of mourning.

The play has been recognized for its strong
moralistic themes, and it is regarded as one of the
Ming dynasty’s greatest plays. Technically, The Lute
also stands out for its complex songs and Gao
Ming’s use of colloquial and poetic dialogue. The
play has become part of the standard repertoire
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of the Chinese theater and was adapted into a
Broadway musical, Lute Song, in 1946.

An English Version of a Work by Gao Ming

The Lute: Kao Ming’s P’i-p’a chi. Translated by Jean
Mulligan. New York: Columbia University Press,
1980.

Geoffrey of Monmouth (ca. 1100-1155)
nonfiction writer, historian

In some of his writings, Geoffrey of Monmouth
refers to himself as Gaufridus Monemutensis,
which suggests he was born in Monmouthshire.
Probably of Breton origin, he was raised in Wales.
From 1129 to 1151, he lived in Oxford and was
thought to have been a canon of the secular college
of St. George. During his time there, he wrote his
two well-known literary works, Historia Regum
Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain, 1136)
and Life of Merlin (1148), both in Latin. His
Prophecies of Merlin, first written as a separate
piece, was later incorporated into the History.

In 1151, Geoffrey became bishop-elect of St.
Asaph, in northern Wales. He was ordained priest
at Westminster in 1152 and consecrated the same
year at Lambeth by Archbishop Theobald. Accord-
ing to the Welsh Chronicles, he died in 1155.

Geoffrey’s History of the Kings of Britain has
held an important place in English literature since
its completion. It is alternately a mere genealogy
of royal primogeniture, a terse chronicle, a detailed
sequence of dynastic lore, and a stirring narrative
of an event or anecdote. Though the form and
content of the History vary, the work as a whole is
an epic tale spanning nearly 2,000 years. It begins
with the fall of Troy in 1240 B.C. and tells the story
of Brutus, great-grandson of the Trojan Aeneas,
who was the first king of Britain and reigned for 23
years in the 12th century B.C. The epic ends with
the death of the last British King Cadwallader in
A.D. 689, after which the country was abandoned to
the Saxons.

Geoffrey’s remarkably vivid prose grips the
reader and is as exciting today as it was in the 12th
century. His purpose for writing the History was
to highlight the story of the Breton and Welsh
peoples, who were driven from the mainland by
the Saxons, and to describe the dominions and
ambitions of the Norman kings.

Some of Geoffrey’s writings are rooted in facts
he culled from various existing and authentic
sources, including BEDE’s Ecclesiastical History of
the English People, the British History by Nennius,
and Concerning the Ruin of Britain by Gildas. How-
ever, what material he couldn’t find he simply
made up.

To this day, Geoffrey is remembered for the ro-
mantic and heroic stories of valor, CHIVALRY, and
mystery in his History. These stories occupy an im-
portant place in English literature through Geof-
frey’s well-paced, well-crafted, emotionally skillful
handling of characters, places, and events. Readers
of all ages continue to delve into his tales of King
Arthur, Camelot, Avalon, the Knights of the
Round-Table, Queen Guinevere, Lancelot, Mor-
dred, and Merlin the Magician.

English Versions of Works by

Geoffrey of Monmouth

The Historia Regum Brittanie of Geoffrey of Mon-
mouth: Gesta Regum Britannie, Vol. 5. Edited by
Neil Wright. Rochester, N.Y.: Boydell & Brewer,
1985.

The History of the Kings of Britain. Translated by
Lewis Thorpe. New York: Penguin Classics, 1977.

Works about Geoffrey of Monmouth

Cooper, Helen. Romance in Time: Transforming Motifs
from Geoffrey of Monmouth to the Death of Shake-
speare. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004.

Curley, Michael J. Geoffrey of Monmouth. New York:
Macmillan Library References, 1994.

Parry, John J. and Robert A. Caldwell. “Geoffrey of
Monmouth.” In Arthurian Literature in the Mid-
dle Ages: A Collaborative History, edited by Roger
S. Loomis. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985.



Gilgamesh (ca. 2500-1300 B.C) epic

In the second half of the third millennium B.cC. (ca.
2500-2000), stories and poems about the half-
legendary god-king Gilgamesh came to be widely
told in Sumer. Within a few hundred years, these
stories were compiled and edited into a long Baby-
lonian poem, known today as the Epic of Gil-
gamesh. It can be considered the oldest surviving
literary masterpiece in the world.

The Sumerian civilization is the oldest known to
history. It emerged in the southern Tigris-
Euphrates valley of Iraq (Mesopotamia) sometime
in the fourth millennium B.C. Large city-states ap-
peared by the third millennium, boasting massive
civic and religious structures, elaborate irrigation
systems, long-distance trade, a written language, and
all the other attributes of a sophisticated culture.
Hereditary kings, who attained semidivine status in
the eyes of later generations, ruled the major cities.

One such king was Gilgamesh of Uruk (Erech
of the Bible). According to inscriptions, he ruled
sometime between 2700 and 2500 B.C., building up
the walls of the city and dedicating a temple in
Nippur. A body of oral legends soon grew up about
his superhuman achievements; these tales began to
be recorded on clay tablets soon after, written in
cuneiform script in the Sumerian language.

By around 2000 B.C., Sumerian ceased to be a
widely spoken language. However, the Babylonians,
the neighboring people who eventually conquered
all of Mesopotamia, accepted most elements of
Sumerian civilization, including the literary and re-
ligious heritage. Babylonian scholars and scribes
adapted their own language, Akkadian, to the
Sumerian cuneiform script. They also kept Sumer-
ian alive as a literary language, much the way Latin
was kept alive in Europe long after the fall of Rome.
Fortunately, they also preserved many old Sumer-
ian texts by rendering them into Akkadian.

Though archeologists have found and deci-
phered several Sumerian-language Gilgamesh
tablets, they have found many more such poems
and stories in other, later languages at digs across
the ancient Near East. The most famous and
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widely copied version of the Gilgamesh story was
written in Akkadian, a Semitic language. That ver-
sion was probably first composed in the Old Baby-
lonian period (ca. 2000-1600 B.C.). It went through
various permutations and adaptations in subse-
quent centuries, both in Akkadian and in Hittite
and Hurrian translations.

Eventually, toward the end of the Middle Baby-
lonian period (ca. 16001000 B.C.), the work seems
to have settled into its final form. This revised edi-
tion, which included a new introduction and an ad-
ditional section tacked on to the end, is generally
known today as the “standard version.” Ancient cat-
alogues referred to it as the Gilgamesh “series” be-
cause it was written across several tablets. It was also
known by its first line, “He who has seen everything”

A catalog from the library of Assyrian king
Ashurbanipal attributes the standard version to a
scholar/priest named Sin-Leqi-Unninni. His exact
role in writing, editing, or transmitting the epic is
not known, but scholars tend to agree that the work
as we know it bears the stamp of a single writer.

Many ancient copies of the standard version
have been uncovered in recent years, including a
later Assyrian translation and a rendition in
Elamite that may have been intended for perfor-
mance as a religious ritual. The latter discovery has
led some scholars to speculate that at least parts of
the epic may have been performed at religious fes-
tivals in Babylonia too. The standard late Babylo-
nian edition is the basis of all modern translations.

Critical Analysis

It should be noted that a complete text of Gil-
gamesh has not yet been found. Scholars have la-
bored to piece together the existing fragments like
a jigsaw puzzle and to fill in the remaining gaps
with inspired literary guesswork. They know that
the full text ran to 12 numbered tablets, with six
columns of text on each.

Enough survives to make the work engaging
even today. As it opens, the reader is drawn into the
tale through a tour of the majestic walls of Uruk,
built by the mighty Gilgamesh. Hidden in the walls
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is a copper box containing the tablets that tell the
tale of “he who has seen everything . . . but then
was brought to peace.”

Though a great king, son of gods, supremely
strong and beautiful, Gilgamesh oppresses the
young men and women of Uruk. The gods decide
to create a rival, Enkidu, who is depicted as an in-
nocent child of nature, at home with the animals.
Enkidu is soon seduced by a prostitute; he then
makes his way to Uruk and challenges Gilgamesh.
The king wins the hand-to-hand combat, but the
two become fast friends despite the vast difference
in status and personality. (Professions of friend-
ship and love are a recurrent theme in the rest of
the poem.)

Gilgamesh proposes a joint quest to visit the
Cedar Forest and slay its demon protector Hum-
baba, thus gaining a kind of immortality through
eternal fame. After a long journey, they succeed in
slaying the demon, and Enkidu also fells the tallest
cedar to use as a door in the famous temple at
Nippur.

Feminist critics claim that the next episode,
about the goddess of love, Ishtar, may signal a
change in gender relationships in Babylon. After
Gilgamesh rejects Ishtar’s proposal of marriage,
Ishtar has the gods send down the destructive Bull
of Heaven. The hero slays the beast, reducing
Ishtar and her priestesses to impotent grief.

The gods decide to kill Enkidu in punishment
for the slayings of Humbaba and the Bull. When
Enkidu asks for revenge against those who had se-
duced him away from his original state of inno-
cence, the sun god Shamash lectures him on the
simple civilized pleasures of food, wine, clothing,
and friendship he has known, and assures him he
will be properly mourned.

Gilgamesh cannot be consoled after the death
of his friend. Consumed with despair about his
own mortality, he decides to seek out Utnapishtim,
the only human who ever achieved eternal life.

On the way, surviving a series of dangerous ad-
ventures, Gilgamesh is lectured on the futility of
his quest. He is admonished to

“Make every day a delight,

Night and day play and dance . . .

Look proudly on the little one holding
your hand,

Let your mate be always blissful in
your loins,

This, then, is the work of mankind.”

Ignoring this advice, the hero eventually suc-
ceeds in crossing over the Waters of Death. Ut-
napishtim recounts how he himself survived the
great flood, which had been designed by the gods
to exterminate all of mankind. He was granted im-
mortality; perhaps if Gilgamesh can remain awake
for seven nights, he, too, will receive the gift. But
Gilgamesh drops off to sleep the moment he sits
down. When a serpent then makes off with a
youth-restoring herb that Utnapishtim has given
him, Gilgamesh accepts that he must return to
Uruk and reconcile himself to mortality.

Accompanied by the ferryman Urshanabi, Gil-
gamesh returns to Uruk. He invites Urshanabi to
ascend and traverse the walls, in language that re-
capitulates the opening device; thus, the poem
comes full circle.

As it has come down to us, Gilgamesh is an
amalgam of many different elements. The basic
Sumerian hero tales were enriched with motifs
taken from royal hymns and temple hymns, inde-
pendent creation myths, sacred marriage rituals,
curse texts, and stories about deliverance from un-
just rulers. The flood story seems to have been
taken, albeit in modified form, from the Old Baby-
lonian tale of Atrahasis. The style of the writing
does not depart from tradition; there are many
parallelisms and repetitive chant-like phrases, and
a great deal of hyperbole.

Modern critics note that all these elements were
gracefully unified to focus on a number of themes,
centered on the problem of mortality. As more
fragments are discovered, and more translations
are made into modern languages, one conclusion
becomes hard to evade. This ancient work, dating
back almost to the dawn of literacy, shows a level of



psychological and philosophical awareness that
can speak to contemporary readers.

Gilgamesh the king became one of the most
popular heroes of ancient times, at least amongst
the scholarly elite. His bearded face and muscular
body were depicted on cylinder seals, monuments,
and other works of art. He was the model of the
courageous but tragic figure whose search for
fame, glory, and eternal life was doomed to ulti-
mate failure.

Echoes of Gilgamesh have been discerned by
some scholars in Greek mythology and in HOMER.
Possible references to the king show up in the DEAD
SEA SCROLLS and in a Syrian Christian manuscript
from the seventh century A.D. Parallels with the He-
brew BIBLE have been widely debated, for example
concerning concepts of life after death. The biblical
story of Noah and the flood almost certainly drew
on Gilgamesh or related Babylonian material.

When the civilization of Mesopotamia died by
the end of the first millennium B.C., a moving and
thought-provoking narrative that had entertained
listeners and readers for some 2,500 years faded
into oblivion. Thanks to the accumulated work of
archeologists, historians, scholars, and poets, and
the epic has been reborn.

English Versions of Gilgamesh (Including

Notes and Analysis)

Gilgamesh: Translated from the Sin-Leqi-Unninni Ver-
sion. Translated by John Gardner and John Maier.
New York: Knopf, 1984.

Gilgamesh: A New Rendering in English Verse. Trans-
lated by David Ferry. New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1992.

The Epic of Gilgamesh. Translated and edited by Ben-
jamin Foster. New York: W. W. Norton, 2001.

The Epic of Gilgamesh. Translated by Maureen Gallery
Kovacs. Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press,
1989.

Works about Gilgamesh
Maier, John, ed. Gilgamesh: A Reader. Wauconda, Ill.:
Bolchazy-Carducci, 1997.

Gottfried von Strassburg 115

Tigay, Jeffrey H. The Evolution of the Gilgamesh Epic.
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1982.

Gottfried von Strassburg (ca. 1180-

ca. 1225) poet, novelist
Little is known about the life and personality of
Gottfried von Strassburg because there are no
records of his birth, activities, or death. All that re-
mains are brief references to him in his own works
and those of contemporary writers. It is not known
exactly when Gottfried was born, but from his
name it is to be assumed that he was active as a
writer primarily in the city of Strassburg. In terms
of a chronology, all that can be said is that he prob-
ably composed his masterpiece, Tristan, between
1210 and 1215. Though apparently not a noble-
man, Gottfried nevertheless attained a high level of
education in such fields as theology, mythology,
and philosophy, and this education served as the
foundation for his literary work.

Apart from individual poems in various an-
thologies of medieval German verse, Gottfried is
known essentially only for one work—his
Arthurian verse novel, Tristan. This book recounts
the courtly adventures of the protagonist, culminat-
ing in his search for the HOLY GRAIL. At the center of
the novel is the story of TRISTAN AND ISEULT (called
Isolde in Gottfried’s novel), who flee from the court
of King Marke (Isolde’s lover and Tristan’s patron)
to live together in forbidden love. It is this passage of
the novel that has captured the imagination of
artists over the centuries and given rise to any num-
ber of musical, literary, and artistic interpretations.

Left unfinished, presumably because of the au-
thor’s early death, the general plots, as well as in-
dividual episodes of Gottfried’s Tristan, are largely
based on CHRETIEN DE TROYES’s and WOLFRAM VON
ESCHENBACH’S Arthurian romances, as well as on
the Middle English verse narrative of the same
name. And yet Gottfried’s Tristan departs from
these sources to a great extent and is in many ways
revolutionary for MIDDLE AGES literature and
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thought. For example, the lovers’ insistence on per-
sonal happiness over the norms and expectations
of society, and their disavowing of the knightly
value system in the face of the intensity of their
love set Gottfried’s Tristan and Isolde apart from
similar works. The couple’s defiance of the aristo-
cratic codes has in turn been read as a kind of crit-
icism of courtly life and values in general This is an
example of the great subtlety of Gottfried’s writ-
ing, for although Tristan is a work primarily for
and about the aristocracy, through the characters
and their tragic fate Gottfried calls this aristocratic
culture into question.

Other aspects of Gottfried’s Tristan were also
highly innovative and suggest an at-times surpris-
ingly modern orientation on the part of the writer.
The representation of love as the guiding life prin-
ciple of the protagonists, more important than so-
cial norms and expectations, spoke against
medieval ideas of societal harmony and individual
submission. It would be this kind of vision of love,
however, that would dominate in the Renaissance
and modern eras, and in this sense Gottfried was
far ahead of his time.

Gottfried von Strassburg was praised during his
own time as a great artist and his Tristan, even in
its unfinished state, was considered a masterpiece
by audiences and peers. Later generations would
also recognize the beauty and accomplishment of
the work. In 1812 Jacob Grimm called Gottfried’s
Tristan “one of the most charming works of poetry
ever written.” More recently, the critic Ridiger
Krohn has said of Gottfried, “No author of the
German Middle Ages was able to put into practice
the ideal of medieval poetics with the same mas-
tery (218).” It is Gottfried’s version of the Tristan
saga that has come to predominate in the Euro-
pean imagination through the 20th century and
into the 21st, and in this way the mysterious au-
thor’s legacy lives on through the present.

An English Version of a Work by

Gottfried von Strassburg

Tristan. Translated by A. T. Hatto. New York: Penguin,
1960.

A Work about Gottfried von Strassburg
Batts, Michael S. Gottfried von Strassburg. New York:
Twayne Publishers, 1971.

Greek and Roman mythology

See MYTHOLOGY, GREEK AND ROMAN.

Guillaume de Lorris (ca. 1215—ca. 1237)
poet

Guillaume de Lorris is the author of the first 4,000

lines of the French verse poem Le Roman de la Rose

(ROMANCE OF THE ROSE, ca. 1225-40), one of the

best-known love poems of the MIDDLE AGES. The re-

maining 18,000 lines were written by JEAN DE MEUN.

Nothing is known of De Lorris’s life, but schol-
ars speculate that he was most likely born in Lorris,
a small town near Orleans, France. Based on his
writing, he was probably an educated man, was fa-
miliar with ovID’s Art of Love, and had an intimate
knowledge of court society and courtly love poetry
(see CHIVALRY AND COURTLY LOVE).

The Romance of the Rose is the story of a young
man who tries to win the love of a young woman,
personified as a rose. No one knows who the Rose
is. She may have been De Lorris’s beloved, his pa-
troness, or a fictional character. In any case, the
rose allegorically represents a beloved woman,
while the garden in which the rose grows repre-
sents courtly life.

In the beginning of the poem, the poet suggests
that the story is autobiographical and based on a
dream that came true later in his life. It is, in
essence, an ideal vision of the nature of love, and
the poet prays:

That she for whom I write with favor look
Upon my work, for she so worthy is
Of love that well may she be called the Rose.

De Lorris died before completing the poem,
and despite the fact that Jean de Meun’s section
presents a more cynical view of love, Romance of



the Rose remains one of the greatest achievements
of courtly love poetry.

English Versions of a Work by

Guillaume de Lorris

The Romance of the Rose by Guillaume de Lorris and
Jean de Meun. Translated by Charles Dahlberg.
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1995.
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The Romance of the Rose. Translated by Harry W.
Robbins. Edited by Charles W. Dunn. Syracuse,
N.Y.: Syracuse University Press, 2002.

A Work about Guillaume de Lorris
Luria, Maxwell. A Reader’s Guide to the Roman de la
Rose. Hamden, Conn.: Archon Books, 1982.



Hadewijch (fl. mid-13th century) poet,
mystic, theologian

Hadewijch lived in the duchy of Brabant, in what is
now Belgium, around 1250. Her writings reveal
that she was well educated and therefore probably
anoble. She seems to have served as the leader of a
group of Beguine women. Beguine communities,
which first appeared in the late MIDDLE AGES, had
less structure and fewer rules than traditional reli-
gious orders and consisted of individuals (usually
women) who attempted to lead lives of poverty,
prayer, and good deeds. Other members of
Hadewijch’s community eventually seem to have
questioned her leadership, perhaps because of her
unorthodox ideas about Christian love, and there
is some speculation that they may have forced her
to leave the community.

In the 1830s, German scholar E. J. Mone redis-
covered Hadewijch’s works, which had been pre-
served in 14th-century manuscripts. These works,
which are written in Dutch, include 16 Didactic
Poems, most of which are rhyming couplets; 45
Poems in Stanzas; 14 Visions; and 31 Letters to ad-
mirers and friends. They show that Hadewijch
knew some Latin and French and that she had read
many of the earlier Church fathers. She was aware
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of Ptolemy’s theories on astronomy as well as con-
temporary ideas about music and rhetoric. Her
writings also raise the possibility that she had read
Pierre Abélard’s poetry and listened to many TROU-
BADOURS’ love songs.

Like her near-contemporary BEATRICE OF
NAZARETH, Hadewijch concerns herself with the
idea of Christian love. She writes in one letter that
she has loved God since she was 10 years old: “In
the end, I cannot believe that I have loved Him
best, and yet I cannot believe that there is any liv-
ing man who loves God as I love Him.” In another
writing, Hadewijch names individuals whom she
sees as displaying a surpassing love for God. Her
list includes the Virgin Mary, Mary Magdalen,
Saint AUGUSTINE, HILDEGARD VON BINGEN, and
Bernard of Clairvaux.

Bernard of Clairvaux had argued in the 12th
century that individuals should strive above all to
love God, because by doing so they could become
one with God. Hadewijch, too, believes that
through love an individual can become one with
God. She perceives this union as both a burden and
a joy: “We all want to be God along with God; but
God knows that there are few of us who want to
be man with Him in His humanity, to carry His



Cross with Him, to hang upon it with Him, to pay
with Him the debt of human kind.” It seems to
some scholars that Hadewijch believed she was ca-
pable of such suffering. At the same time, she
shows humility and an awareness of her own limi-
tations in other works, as in her love poem “Draw-
ing Close to Love:”

I drew so close to Love

That I began to understand

How great the gain of those

Who give themselves wholly to Love:
And when I saw this for myself,

What was lacking in me gave me pain.

Such expressions of belief and love were un-
common during her time, especially for lay-
women of the Church, as was her style of
writing. Unlike most medieval Christian writers,
she rarely quoted the BIBLE. In addition, she
wrote in a Brabantine dialect of Dutch, no Latin,
and thus addressed a wider, less-learned audi-
ence. Rather than composing scholarly treatises
that her audience would find incomprehensible,
she communicated her thoughts in poetry, let-
ters, and stories of visions. Even more remark-
ably, her descriptions of religious love contain
passion and exaltation not often seen in reli-
gious writings of previous centuries. In one
poem, love brings a “high, loud gift of low si-
lence” and “completely rob[s] me of myself.”
Similarly, during one of her visions Hadewijch
“remained in a passing away in my Beloved, so
that I wholly melted away in him and nothing
any longer remained to me of myself.” When
medieval writers employed such paradoxical,
self-annihilating language, they usually had
courtly love in mind (see CHIVALRY AND COURTLY
LOVE), not religious love. Hadewijch was using
the language and style of the troubadours.

Scholar J. Reynaert has recently argued that the
“borrowing of a profane courtly model for commu-
nicating a religious ‘content’”” may not have origi-
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nated with Hadewijch, and it did not make her
unique. Nevertheless, it adds a layer of meaning
and beauty to the mysticism that saturates her
writing, as do her references to Love and the Soul
as female:

... The soul is the way that God goes when he
proceeds from his depths to his liberty, that is
into his ground, which is beyond the reach of
all things but the soul’s depths. And as long as
God is not wholly her own possession, she will
not be satisfied.

(“The Deepest Essence of the Soul”)

In the beginning Love satisfied us,
When Love first spoke to me of love—
How I laughed at her in return!
But then she made me like the hazel trees,
Which blossom early in the season of
darkness,
And bear fruit slowly.
(“Love’s Maturity”)

English Versions of Works by Hadewijch

Hadewijch: The Complete Works. Translated and ed-
ited by Mother Columba Hart. New York: Paulist
Press, 1980.

“Letters to a Young Beguine” and “Vision 7.” In Me-
dieval Women’s Visionary Literature, edited by
Elizabeth Petroff, 189-200. New York: Oxford
University Press, 1986.

Works about Hadewijch

Reynaert, J. “Hadewijch: Mystic Poetry and Courtly
Love.” In Medieval Dutch Literature in its Euro-
pean Context, edited by Erik Kooper, 208-225.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994.

Milhaven, John Giles. Hadewijch and Her Sisters:
Other Ways of Loving and Knowing. Albany: State
University of New York Press, 1993.
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Halevi, Judah (Yehuda ben Samuel

Halevi) (before 1075-after 1141) poet
Judah Halevi is often considered the most exalted
of all post-biblical Hebrew poets. His secular, reli-
gious, and national poetry have served as models
for Jewish poets in various languages ever since.

Halevi was born in Toledo, the chief city of
Christian Spain. He studied in Lucena and returned
to Toledo to practice medicine. He later moved
with his wife and daughter to Cérdoba, then under
Muslim rule. Overcome with longings for Zion, he
left his family when he was in his 50s to go on a pil-
grimage to the Holy Land. After visiting Cairo,
Tyre, and Damascus, he disappeared; legend has it
that he died a martyr at the gates of Jerusalem.

Halevi’s secular poems, written mostly during
his youth and early manhood, are linguistically
rich and complex. They have a bright, harmo-
nious, musical quality and a primarily optimistic
tone. They vary in subject matter, from friendship,
love, wine, and beauty to the vicissitudes of life.

For most of his life, however, Halevi focused his
poetry on religious themes. Like most of his fellow
Hebrew poets of the Andalusian school, he often
expressed an intense longing for God. His God was
a stern, distant ruler but also the ever-present
source of love in nature and human affairs. In
“Lord, Where Shall I Find You,” he writes: “Lord,
where shall I find You? Your place is lofty and se-
cret. And where shall I not find you? The whole
earth is full of Your glory”

It is Halevi’s “national religious” poems that
have endeared him to generations of pious and sec-
ular Jews. He lived in a more troubled era than the
earlier poets of the Spanish Jewish Golden Age. His
lifetime was marked by intermittent religious per-
secution in Spain from both Christian and Muslim
rulers. In his poems, he frequently questions God’s
justice in allowing the Jewish people to suffer in
exile. As the years pass, his sense of exile and long-
ing for Zion grow stronger, as vividly recorded in
his work. In perhaps his most famous poem, “My
Heart Is in the East,” he cries out: “My heart is in the
East and I am at the edge of the West. / Then how
can I taste what I eat, how can I enjoy it?”

Halevi’s later poems chronicle his departure
from Spain, his sea voyage, and his visit in Cairo on
the way to the Land of Israel. Whether he ever
reached Jerusalem, and what poetry he wrote there
if he did, will probably never be known.

English Versions of Works by Judah Halevi

Book of Kuzari. Translated by Harwig Hirschfeld.
Whitefish, Mont.: Kessinger, 2003.

In Penguin Book of Hebrew Verse. Edited by T. Carmi.
New York: Viking, 1981.

In Hebrew Poems from Spain. Translated by David
Goldstein. New York: Schocken, 1966.

A Work about Judah Halevi

Silman, Yochanan. Philosopher and Prophet: Judah
Halevi, the Kuzari, and the Evolution of His
Thought. Translated by Lenn J. Shramm. Albany:
State University of New York Press, 1995.

Halle, Adam de la

See ADAM DE LA HALLE.

Hanged Poems (Muallaqgat, Seven Odes,

Golden Odes) (sixth century)

Most Arabic poetry from the fifth and sixth cen-
turies is attributed to anonymous authors. However,
literary scholars generally agree that the Hanged
Poems (also called the Mu‘allagat, or “The hanging
ones”) were written by the following seven poets:
IMRU’ AL-QAYS, TARAFAH ‘AMR IBN AL-‘ABD, Zuhayr ibn
Abi Sulma, LABID, Antara ibn Shaddad, ‘AMR BN
KULTHUM, and al-Harith. They were displayed in the
Ka‘aba, the chief religious shrine in Arabia.

Little is known about the lives of most of these
poets. They likely read their works aloud in a po-
etry competition during an annual meeting of the
Arabic tribes. It is believed that the seven best of
the qasidas (long poems or odes) chosen through
these competitions were the ones hanged for dis-
play in the Ka‘aba, hence their collective title as the
“hanged ones.” They address the topics of warfare,
love, and famous cities of the region.



The oldest of the Hanged Poems was written by
Imru’ al-Qays, otherwise known as “the vagabond
prince.” He was of royal descent from the ancient
kings of Yemen, and the stories about his life differ.
In one telling, Imru’ took vengeance on his father’s
murderer and then fled the region for fear of re-
taliation. In another story, Imru’ became a wan-
derer because his father banished him for writing
of love rather than spending more time warring. In
both stories, Imru’ eventually arrived in Constan-
tinople and became a celebrated poet in the palace
of the Roman emperor Justinian (530). He was
later poisoned as punishment for falling in love
with a Byzantine princess.

Imru’ al-Qays is said to be the greatest of the
Mu‘allagat poets, the first to capture in a regular
rhythm the chanting of the earlier desert singers.
His poem speaks of the loss of love:

There my companions halted their beasts awhile
over me saying, “Don’t perish of sorrow; re-
strain yourself decently!” Yet the true and only
cure of my grief is tears outpoured: what is there
left to lean on where the trace is obliterated?

Antarah, another of the poets, was a son of an
Arab and his slave woman; he was raised as a slave
in his father’s house. He desperately loved Abla, a
young woman of his tribe, but never had a rela-
tionship with her because his tribe did not con-
sider Antarah, a slave, to be Abla’s equal. His poem
speaks of their unrequited love:

I was enamored of her unawares, at a time
when I was killing her people, desiring her in
marriage; but by your father’s life I swear, this
was not the time for desiring.

The poet Zuhayr is regarded as the philosopher
of the group of Mu‘allagat poets, a man of rank
and wealth from a family noted for their poetic
skill and religious earnestness. He sought, through
his poetry, to instill noble ideas in the people
around him. In this poem, he encourages peace
among the tribes:
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And war is not but what you have learnt it to
be, and what you have experienced, and what is
said concerning it, is not a story based on sup-
positions. When you stir it up, you will stir it
up as an accursed thing, and it will become
greedy when you excite its greed and it will
rage fiercely.

Many of the Arabic tribal poets passed their
works along orally. It was solely the public selection
of these seven poems, which were said to have been
written in gold on the walls of the Ka‘aba, that al-
lowed for their preservation for future generations.
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Han Shan (fl. 750-800) poet
Little is known of Han Shan, not even his given
name. While his poetry is well known and widely
available, his life is shrouded in mystery. The poet
was a Zen Buddhist recluse who lived in the Tientai
(T’ien-t’ai) Mountains of Danxing (Tang-hsing),
China, during the Tang dynasty (618-907); his
name means, literally, “The Master of Cold Moun-
tain.” Han Shan lived on Cold Mountain with his
friend, Shi De (Shih-te). Known for their light-
hearted manner, the two men were immortalized
in later pictures showing them laughing heartily.
Han Shan’s poetry was introduced to China by a
Tang government official, Lu Jiuyin (Lu Chiu-Yin),
who met the poet while visiting the local Buddhist
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temple. Han Shan wrote more than 300 poem:s,
which he inscribed onto trees, rocks, and walls. Lu
Jiuyin took it upon himself to copy these poems,
along with a few poems by Shi De, and collect them
in a single volume, collectively known as Hanshan
poetry.

Han Shan’s poetry is deeply religious. He wrote
mainly on Buddhist and Taoist themes, specifically
enlightenment, in simple, colloquial language,
using conventional Chinese rhyming schemes
within the five-character, eight-line verse form. Al-
though his poetry was not groundbreaking, the
imagery and spirit of his poems in creating what
scholar Burton Watson has called “a landscape of
the mind” and his ability to express Buddhist ideals
have given Han Shan a place among the finest of
Chinese poets.

English Versions of Works by Han Shan

Cold Mountain: 100 Poems by the T ang Poet Han-
Shan. Translated by Burton Watson. New York:
Columbia University Press, 1970.

The Poetry of Han-Shan. Translated by Robert Hen-
dricks. Albany: State University of New York Press,
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Han Yu (Han YU) (768-824) poet, prose
writer

Han Yu is one of the most important Neo-
Confucian writers of the late Tang dynasty. The
son of a minor government official, Han Yu was
born in the Honan province of China. His father
died when he was only two years old, and he was
raised by his older brother, Han Hui, and sister-in-
law. He spent his youth studying the Confucian
classics in preparation for the jinshi (chin-shih)
government examination, which he failed twice
before passing in 792.

Han Yu showed a predilection for Confucian
political critique early in his career. In 795 he wrote
the government’s ministers to seek employment
and to remind them of their duty to surround
themselves with talented writers and scholars, such
as himself. His initial pleas did not work, and it was

only after his marriage into a politically connected
family in Loyang the following year that he ob-
tained the first of many government posts.

Han Yu'’s first job was in Bianzhou (Pien-chou),
an important military outpost, where he was in
charge of supervising the provincial government
examinations. Through this position, he developed
a reputation as a man of letters, and a growing
number of scholars and poets came to Bianzhou to
become part of his circle. One such poet was Meng
Jiao (Meng Chiao), with whom Han Yu developed
a long literary relationship. In 806, the two wrote a
series of “linked verses,” poems in which the poets
alternate sets of verses. Han Yu’s assignment in
Bianzhou ended in 799 with the death of the im-
perial governor Dong Jin (Jong Jin) and the sub-
sequent mutiny of the soldiers under the new
leadership.

Throughout his life, Han Yu used his connec-
tions with the imperial universities in Chang’an
and Loyang to cultivate a group of Neo-Confucian
scholars who would enter the imperial government
after passing the examination. Despite his outspo-
ken criticism of the bureaucracy and run-ins with
many upper-level officials that led to several peri-
ods of exile, he was able to find allies within the ad-
ministration who allowed him to return to the
capital and positions of power.

Han Yu’s strict Confucian adherence to proper
bureaucratic procedures often gained him ene-
mies, but his trustworthiness and moral code also
allowed him to rise to great heights of power in
his later years.

Critical Analysis
Throughout his career, Han Yu used his poetry and
prose to elucidate political and social problems. He
led what is known as the “ancient style” (du-wen)
movement, which espoused clarity and simplicity
in writing, and he combined his beliefs about how
government should handle itself (sans heresy and
decadence) with his beliefs about literary quality.
In “An Enquiry into Slander,” for example, he the-
orizes over the loss of morals in people of his day.
He discusses how, in the past, men of high morals



expected as much, if not more, from themselves as
they did from others. “With the great men of the
present day, however,” he writes, “things are quite
different. They make the most searching demands
of others, but are sparing in what they ask of them-
selves. . . . How they can have any self-respect
passes my understanding.”

In another essay, “Against the God of the Wind,”
Han Yu uses satire to condemn the emperor’s de-
mand that taxes be paid during a hard year. “The
sentence of Heaven will fall upon you; when it does
there can be no repentance,” he writes, adding,
“even if you die, what man will mourn for you?”

Han Yu wrote a critique of the emperor’s inept
handling of the mutiny of 799 in his “Two Poems
on the Bianzhou Rebellion.” A later poem,
“Craven,” serves as a commentary on the social and
political situation at his next posting in Zhengzhou
(Cheng-chou) after the Yellow River flooded.

One famous critique, however, cost Han Yu his
job and nearly his life. The incident involved a
Buddhist relic purported to be the finger bone of
the Buddha. In 819, the finger bone, normally kept
in a Buddhist temple west of Chang’an, was put
on display in the capital. According to tradition,
the relic helped to ensure the health of the nation,
and thousands of people flocked to the capital to
pay their respects to this sacred piece of history.
The relic also brought in a large amount of money
for several government officials. Han Yu wrote
“Memorial on the Bone of Buddha,” in which he
attacked those who catered to the emperor’s use of
the ritual to gain public favor. He addresses the
emperor directly in the essay, saying, “Were he [the
Buddha] still alive today, were he to come to court
at the bidding of his country, your majesty would
give him no greater reception than an interview in
the Strangers’ Hall, a ceremonial banquet, and the
gift of a suit of clothes, after which you would have
him sent under guard to the frontier to prevent
him from misleading your people.” Han Yu does
not understand why the emperor insists on escort-
ing the Buddha’s bone into the building where it
will be viewed by the masses. He says, “To my
shame and indignation none of your ministers says
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that this is wrong, none of your censors has ex-
posed the error.”

The emperor evidently read the essay as a
ridicule of the ritual and a personal attack on him-
self rather than what it was—a call for government
officials to demonstrate strong values and proper
conduct. As a result, he commanded that Han Yu
be executed for his insolence, but two ministers ral-
lied support for Han Yu and were able to persuade
the emperor to exile him instead to southern China.
Han Yu immediately regretted his harsh testimo-
nial and suffered the further pain of losing his 11-
year-old daughter to illness on the journey south.
The incident became famous in Chinese history and
served as an indication of Han Yu’s skill at using lit-
erature as social and political commentary.

An English Version of Works by Han Yu
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Hartmann von Aue (ca. 1160-1200) poet,

novelist
Like virtually all great writers of medieval Ger-
many, little is known regarding Hartmann von
Aue’s life. From references made in his own works
and in the writings of his contemporaries, it can be
surmised that the writer was born to an aristo-
cratic family and grew up near the southern Ger-
man city of Freiburg. He likely received a clerical
education and learned Latin and French before be-
ginning his activities as a writer in royal and aris-
tocratic courts.

Hartmann’s first works were poetry and courtly
religious tales, but his literary fame and impor-
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tance rests on the strength of his longer verse nar-
ratives written between 1180 and 1200. His first
novel, Erec (ca. 1187), was the first story about
King Arthur’s court written in the German lan-
guage. He based Erec and his other Arthurian ro-
mance, Iwein (ca. 1193), on the work of the French
writer CHRETIEN DE TROYES, but he often diverged
from his source to impart his own unique vision of
courtly life and morals.

Hartmann’s most well-known and personal
work is his Poor Heinrich (ca. 1200). Written in
rhyming verse, the work tells the story of the hero’s
illness and ultimate physical and spiritual redemp-
tion. It is a kind of miracle tale with a strong Chris-
tian message. For his mercy and faith, Heinrich is
ultimately healed by God and therefore serves as a
model of Christian belief and self-sacrifice. Con-
sidered by many as Hartmann’s masterpiece, Poor
Heinrich established the writer as a key figure in
medieval German literature, and the work has
given rise to many modern interpretations and
variations, from the Grimm Brothers’ fairy-tale
version to Longfellow’s Golden Legend.

The scholar Volker Mertens has written of
Hartmann von Aue, “In his poetic precision and
sensibility . . . his mild irony and his feeling for so-
cial and existential problems . . . Hartmann
emerges as a writer with modern subjectivity and
vision.” These qualities continue to make Hart-
mann’s work both relevant and moving for pres-
ent-day readers.
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Heinrich von Veldeke (ca. 1140—ca. 1210)
poet

No official records have been found that give the
exact birth and death dates of Heinrich von Veldeke,
but it is known that he was a member of a family of
minor nobility in Limburg, then a German province
in what is now part of Belgium. He is best known
for his medieval adaptation of VIRGIL’s Aeneid, but
he also wrote a narrative about the life and miracles
of the fourth-century saint Bishop Servatius of Ton-
geren, as well as a series of love songs.

Heinrich began the Eneit around 1174 but did
not finish it until 1190, during which time, as he
relates in his epilogues, the manuscript was stolen.
He supposedly loaned it to Margareta, the countess
of Cleve and his patron. When she was married to
Ludwig IIT of Thuringia, it was “stolen” by Count
Heinrich (Ludwig’s brother), who sent it home to
Thuringia. Heinrich did not get the manuscript
back until he journeyed to Thuringia nine years
later. Count Palatine Hermann (another brother)
finally returned it to him and asked that he finish
the story. Thus the poet gained the patronage of
the two counts.

Heinrich’s Eneit, alternately called the Eneas, is
based heavily on an anonymous French translation
of the Aeneid called Roman d’Eneas (Book of Aeneas,
ca. 1160). Heinrich had also read Virgil’s epic in
Latin, and the Eneit maintains Virgil’s original nar-
rative; Heinrich changed only those elements neces-
sary in keeping with the Christian world of medieval
CHIVALRY, adapting the epic to fit court fashions and
customs of the 12th century and to emphasize ac-
tivities, such as jousting, of the noble classes.

Perhaps the biggest difference between the two
works involves details of the gods. In the Eneit,



Heinrich includes the pagan gods of Rome but gives
them a much smaller role. As a whole, the characters
in his adaptation have more responsibility over their
choices, and the story is about both the struggle for
self-fulfillment and the role of fate in our lives.

Love also plays a much more prominent role
in Heinrich’s version than it does in Virgil’s. For
example, Virgil uses the scene with Dido to ex-
plain the politics of Carthage and Rome, but
Heinrich uses it to theorize on the meaning of
love and obsession. As a result, the scene in the
Eneit becomes much larger and more important
to the poet’s message. In addition, the relation-
ship between Aeneas and Lavinia is established in
a very minor scene in Virgil’s Aeneid, but it carries
more weight in terms of its relevance to the
theme in the Eneit, revealing what love can be like
when it is reciprocated. Heinrich’s attention to
the idea of love is a direct result of his having read
oviD’s works and his being aware of his audi-
ence—medieval nobles for whom courtly love
was a way of life.

In terms of artistic achievement, the Eneit is
no match for the Aeneid; however, it is impor-
tant in that it was one of the first successful
books to be written in vernacular German rather
than in traditional Latin. This accomplishment
made Heinrich one of the founders of German
court EPIC poetry, and his influence on later Ger-
man writers was profound. In the introduction
to his translation of the Eneit, J. W. Thomas
quotes the Middle High German poet GOTTFRIED
VON STRASSBURG, who comments on Veldeke’s in-
fluence:

[I]t was he who made the first graft on the tree
of German verse and that the shoot put forth
the branches and the blossoms from which
they took the art of fine composition. This
craft has now spread so widely and become so
varied that all who devise tales and songs can
break off an ample supply of the twigs and
blooms of words and music.
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Herodotus (ca. 480-425 B.c) historian
Herodotus, whom the Roman statesman CICERO
would later hail as the father of history, was born at
the Greek colony of Halicarnassus in Asia Minor,
now Bodrum on Turkey’s Aegean coast. His
mother and father, Lyxes and Dryo, were promi-
nent in the community as well as wealthy and pos-
sibly aristocratic. Herodotus had at least one
sibling, a brother named Theodoros.

Exposure to historical traditions was part of
Herodotus’s upbringing. The city of Halicarnassus
maintained a listing of the priests who had served
the temple of Isthmian Poseidon from the time of its
founding 15 generations earlier. Furthermore, the
EPIC poet Panyassis was a close relative, perhaps an
uncle or a first cousin, who composed verse about
the settlement of the Ionian cities in Asia Minor.

Herodotus’s family relocated to the island of
Samos to escape the tyrant Lygdamis, who put Pa-
nyassis to death. Herodotus returned to Halicar-
nassus years later to participate in Lygdamis’s
overthrow. When he was living for a time in
Athens, Herodotus became an intimate of the
tragedian soPHOCLES. He finally made his home in
Thurii, in southern Italy, when it was being colo-
nized by the Greeks.

The first historian was an avid traveler, a zeal-
ous sightseer, and an intrepid explorer. His insa-
tiable curiosity and hunger for knowledge led him
to Egypt, Cyrene (now Tripoli), Babylon, Scythia
in the Black Sea region, Ukraine, Thrace, North
Africa, and India.

In the early years of the Peloponnesian War be-
tween Athens and Sparta, Herodotus published his
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life’s work, History. In English, it is also sometimes
called The Histories, The Persian Wars, or History of
the Persian Wars. The work made Herodotus the
first scholar to undertake research on the events of
the past and impart them in a rational, rather than
mythical, fashion.

Herodotus died in Thurii not long after publi-
cation of the History.

Critical Analysis

The History is contained in nine books, each
named for one of the muses. Its subject matter is
the legendary conflict between a motley band of
Greek city-states and the mighty invading Persian
Empire. Herodotus’s intentions in producing this
work, as he states in the very first lines, are to pre-
serve the record of the events for posterity and to
investigate why they occurred in the first place:

These are the researches of Herodotus of Hali-
carnassus, which he publishes, in the hope of
thereby preserving from decay the remem-
brance of what men have done, and of pre-
venting the great and wonderful actions of the
Greeks and the Barbarians from losing their
due meed of glory; and withal to put on record
what were their grounds of feud.
(Book I)

Herodotus does not share his countrymen’s dis-
dain for foreigners. He did not use the word bar-
barian in a pejorative way; it was simply the Greek
word for non-Greeks. His youth in a Greek city
that was not in Greece and his travels to far-off, ex-
otic lands had given him an outsider’s perspective
and an appreciation for other cultures that would
inform his magnum opus. He presents a balanced
treatment of the opposing sides and even reveals
an admiration for the Persians, whom he finds
valiant and heroic.

Herodotus represents the events in a vigorous
and high-spirited prose style, casting the Persian
Wars as a contest between tyranny and liberty; lib-
erty emerges gloriously victorious. Freedom tri-
umphs, he says, because the Greeks are free men

defending their self-government, while the Per-
sian soldiers are slaves risking their lives on behalf
of a despot. But the Greeks are not inherently su-
perior to the Persians; under tyranny, they behave
similarly:

And it is plain enough, not from this instance
only, but from many everywhere that freedom
is an excellent thing; since even the Athenians,
who, while they continued under the rule of
tyrants, were not a whit more valiant than any
of their neighbors, no sooner shook off the
yoke than they became decidedly first of all.
These things show that, while undergoing op-
pression, they let themselves be beaten, since
then they worked for a master; but so soon as
they got their freedom, each man was eager to
do the best he could for himself.

Although the Persian War is the ostensible rea-
son for the tome’s existence, Herodotus makes fre-
quent digressions. Two-thirds of Historiesis devoted
to the oddities he witnessed, was told of, and other-
wise learned about during his sojourns to far-off
lands. The people, places, things, and incidents are
recounted merely to set the stage for the central con-
flict. For example, Herodotus tells of one-eyed men,
gold-digging ants, Babylonian temple treasures,
Egyptian crocodile hunters, and men with the heads
of dogs. He tallies the amount of money spent on
radishes, onions, and garlic for the slaves who built
the pyramids; describes what unattractive girls in I1-
lyria do to get husbands and how people travel by
boat over land when the Nile floods; reveals that
Scythian royalty are buried in tombs containing sac-
rificed humans and horses, Libyan women are hon-
ored for having multiple lovers, Danube island
dwellers become intoxicated by scents, and the king
of Persia will drink only boiled water when he trav-
els. More than the father of history, Herodotus was
the father of ethnography, geography, archaeology,
sociology—indeed, all the social sciences that are
concerned with people, places, and customs.

In his translation of The Persian Wars, George
Rawlinson writes:



Apart from all deficiencies of historical tech-
nique and all merits of intrinsic interest, charm
of literary style, and more or less accidental
preservation of important historical facts, one
solid and important achievement stands out
in the work of Herodotus. He has succeeded
once and for all in expressing the conflict be-
tween the ideal of the free man defending his
autonomy and basing his state on the rule of
law, and the despot who bases his rule on force
and whose subjects have the status of slaves.
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Hesiod (eighth century B.c) poet
Hesiod’s father was a seafaring merchant from Asia
Minor who fell upon hard times and emigrated to
Ascra, on the lower slopes of central Greece’s Heli-
con mountain range, where he became a farmer.
When the patriarch died, he left his farm to his
sons, and Hesiod lived there most of his life.
According to legend, Hesiod visited a sacred
grove in his later years and was slain by his hosts
for seducing and impregnating their sister. His
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body was flung into the sea, but dolphins brought
it ashore, where it was buried. The lyric poet Stesi-
chorus is said to be the product of the illicit union.

Like his father, Hesiod was a poor farmer, for
his primary occupation was poetry. He entered at
least one poetry contest, at the funeral games of
Amphidamas in Euboia, and won a prize. He may
have been a contemporary of the epic poet HOMER,
and the biographer PLUTARCH has him defeating
Homer in a poetry competition.

Hesiod is often called the father of Greek didac-
tic poetry. His Works and Days is an 800-line poem
addressed to Perseus, his wastrel brother. It de-
scribes Ascra and the life of a farmer and also con-
tains some elements of EPIC poetry (such as the use
of hexameter verse, lofty language, and myths),
which is perhaps why VIRGIL used the poem as a
model for his Georgics.

In Works and Days, Hesiod observes the decline
of the world since the glorious Golden Age, which
was followed by the foolish Silver Age, the fierce
Bronze Age, and the age of the Heroes. Now is the
Age of Iron, which he characterizes as endless hard
drudgery, hardship, and weariness; “And I wish
that I were not any part of the fifth generation of
men, but had died before it came, or been born af-
terward.”

Works and Days is also scattered with tidbits of
advice, such as “Get two strong, seasoned oxen and
a mature, staid hired hand”; “Have one son to help
with the chores”; and “When the cranes fly over-
head, it’s time for winter planting.” Hesiod’s de-
scriptions and language have led translator
Richard Lattimore to write: “Hesiod is the poet of
the roadside grass and the many colored earth, and
of men who live by the soil. . . . Echoes of ancient
peasant wisdom and of the mysteries of the earth
linger in his pages.”

In another poem, Theogony, Hesiod describes in
1,000 lines the creation of the cosmos and the ge-
nealogy of the early gods. He begins by invoking
the muses, who kept a sanctuary at Mt. Helicon. It
was here, he says, when he was “shepherding his
lambs,” that the goddesses taught him his “splen-
did singing” (i.e., poetry). They handed him an
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olive staff, breathed a voice into him, and told him
to sing “the race of the blessed gods everlasting.”

Hesiod goes on to chronicle the origins of the
earth, oceans, fate, death, and dreams in Theogony.
He also personifies cheating Deception, loving Af-
fection, malignant Old Age, and hateful Discord.
He describes the origins of the more familiar
deities as well: Zeus bedded Demeter, who bore
him Persephone; he loved “Mnemosyne of the
splendid tresses, from whom were born to him the
Muses”; and from his head he produced gray-eyed
Athena, leader of armies.

Hesiod did not name the gods, but he was the
first to classify them. Greek scholar Edith Hamil-
ton marvels that “a humble peasant, living on a
lonely farm far from cities, was the first man in
Greece to wonder how everything had happened,
the world, the sky, the gods, mankind, and think
out an explanation. . . ” It is this explanation that
influenced later writers such as John Dryden, Ed-
mund Spenser, and John Milton, and gave Hesiod
a place in world literature.
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Hildegard von Bingen (1098-1179)
religious writer, mystic, composer

Hildegard von Bingen was born of noble parents
in Bockelheim, West Frankonia (now Germany).
She was educated at the Benedictine cloister of Dis-
ibodenberg by the prioress, Jutta, whom she suc-
ceeded in 1136. Throughout her life she was subject
to mystical visions, which she reported to her con-
fessor at age 43. The archbishop of Mainz called a
committee of theologians to convene to confirm
the authenticity of her visions, after which a monk
was appointed to help her record them in writing.
The finished work, Scivias, which took over 10 years
to complete, contains 26 of her prophetic and apoc-
alyptic visions concerning the church, redemption,
and the relationship between God and humans.
The vivid images and poetic symbols of Sciviashave
been compared to those of William Blake and
DANTE ALIGHIERL. One such image is her portrayal
of “life’s journey as a struggle to ‘set up our tent.”
As Matthew Fox writes in his foreword to Hildegard
von Bingen’s Mystical Visions, “The tent, in Hilde-
gard’s view, comes folded up in us at the time of our
birth as original blessings. But our life journey is
that of setting up the tent.”

In 1147 Hildegard founded a new convent at
Rupertsberg, where she continued to record her vi-
sions. She also wrote prolifically on a variety of
other subjects such as medicine, natural history,
and the lives of saints. Her Symphonia armonie ce-
lestium revelationum (The Symphony of the Har-
mony of Celestial Revelations), which she finished
in the early 1150s, is a collection of 77 of these lyric
poems and chants, each with a musical setting. As
she states in her letters, she regarded music as di-
vine inspiration: “Sometimes when we hear a song
we breathe deeply and sigh. This reminds the
prophet that the soul arises from heavenly har-
mony.” The Symphony has recently enjoyed re-
newed critical interest.

Before 1158, Hildegard completed another mu-
sical work, Ordo, a collection of 82 melodies that
is important as one of the first morality plays, in
which good is pitted against evil. In her lifetime,



Hildegard von Bingen overcame almost insur-
mountable obstacles as a medieval woman and was
consulted by bishops, popes, and kings for her reli-
gious insight. Though she has not been formally
canonized, she is listed as a saint in the Roman
Martyrology.

English Versions of Works by
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Hildegard von Bingen’s Mystical Visions. Translated
from Scivias by Bruce Hozeski. Introduction by
Matthew Fox. Santa Fe, N.Mex.: Bear & Co., 1986.

Mystical Writings. Edited and introduced by Fiona
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Hippocrates (ca. 460 B.c.—ca. 377 B.C)
physician, medical writer

During the fourth century B.C., the classical civi-
lization of ancient Greece flourished. The Greeks,
particularly the Athenians, achieved new heights in
art, literature, and science that have remained a
standard of human accomplishment up to the
present day. Of the many great thinkers and
philosophers who lived and worked during this
time, one of the most important and influential
was the physician Hippocrates, often considered
the father of medicine.

Hippocrates was born on the island of Cos, in
the Aegean Sea. Aside from his birthplace and the
years in which he lived, very little is known about
his life. It is known that the city-state of Cos con-
tained a thriving medical school, which may be at-
tributed to Hippocrates’ presence. His teachings,
however, are well known because they were col-
lected into a series of books known as the Hippo-
cratic Corpus.

Before Hippocrates, medicine in the ancient
world was hardly more advanced than supersti-
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tion. Illness and disease were thought to be caused
by evil spirits or the disfavor of the gods. The
remedies provided for patients were more like re-
ligious rituals than medical treatments.

Hippocrates changed this by transforming
medicine into an empirical science, based on ob-
servation and experiment. He taught his students
to search for natural explanations of medical
symptoms, as opposed to attributing illnesses to
supernatural phenomena. Rather than relying on
rituals or prayers to heal the sick, Hippocrates fa-
vored the use of dietary changes and other such
devices. Although his medical knowledge was
primitive compared with that of the modern
world, the fact that he recognized the empirical
basis of medicine was a considerable achievement.

Hippocrates is also famous for the so-called
“Hippocratic Oath.” A modified version of the
oath is still taken by many graduates of medical
schools today. By taking the oath, doctors swear to
assist any person who needs help, no matter whom
they are or what they may have done, and they also
pledge never to harm any patient under any cir-
cumstances.

The teachings of Hippocrates are collected in
the Hippocratic Corpus. It consists of about 60
books, written on a variety of medical subjects.
Most of them were likely written by Hippocrates’
students rather than by Hippocrates himself. In
addition to suggested treatments for a variety of
ailments, the Hippocratic Corpus speculates on the
causes of disease in general and can be considered
a philosophical and scientific text or a collection of
medical treatises.

Hippocrates’ teachings greatly influenced the
development of medicine and science. The Roman
doctor GALEN, the second most important physi-
cian of ancient times, greatly respected Hip-
pocrates. Indeed, Hippocrates’ work dominated
Western medical thinking until the Renaissance,
2,000 years later. Although the medical knowledge
of the modern world far surpasses that known to
Hippocrates, he is still greatly respected for his
teaching of medicine as an empirical science.
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Hirtius, Aulus (ca. 90-43 B.c) historian,
politician

During the first century B.C., the Roman Republic
was thrown into political and social chaos as rival
generals and politicians fought one another for su-
premacy. Despite this anarchy, however, many Ro-
mans continued to make important intellectual
and literary contributions. One of these men was
Aulus Hirtius.

Hirtius was a military and political ally of Julius
CAESAR who served as a general in numerous mili-
tary campaigns, as well as an administrator in var-
ious political posts. Caesar apparently trusted him
enough to nominate him to become a consul,
which was the most important office in the Roman
Republic. After Caesar’s assassination, Hirtius be-
came an ally of Mark Anthony but was persuaded
by the orator CICERO to switch sides. During an at-
tack on Anthony at the Battle of Mutina, in which
Anthony was defeated, Hirtius was killed.

Hirtius’s literary reputation comes from his im-
portant historical contributions to Caesar’s Com-

mentaries. It is thought that he authored the eighth
book of Caesar’s Commentaries, including De Bello
Gallico (The Gallic Wars) and Bellum Alexan-
drinum (The Alexandrian War). It is for these con-
tributions, as well as his written records of Caesar’s
African and Spanish campaigns, that Hirtius is re-
membered.

English Versions of Works by Aulus Hirtius

Caesar, Julius. Caesar’s Gallic War. Translated by W. A.
McDevite and W. S. Bohn. Harper’s New Classical
Library. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1869.

Gallic War: Seven Commentaries on the Gallic War
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Holy Grail religious object

The Holy Grail has been variously identified as a
cup, dish, or a life-giving stone, but each story
about it has shown it to be mysterious and spiritual
in nature. According to legend, the Grail has mag-
ical powers and can only be found by someone
who fulfills the highest ideals of Christianity and
CHIVALRY. Whatever it was or is, some scholars be-
lieve the Grail originated from the sacred cauldron
of Celtic mythology (see MYTHOLOGY; CELTIC); oth-
ers say that legend became combined with apoc-
ryphal Christian stories about Joseph of
Arimathea, the rich man who buried Christ in his
tomb, then took the Grail with him and suppos-
edly ended up in Britain. The early 20th-century
folklorist Jessie Weston sees the Grail and its mys-
tic powers of restoring potency and youth as a ves-
tige of pagan spring renewal ceremonies.

The great French poet CHRETIEN DE TROYES first
mentions the Holy Grail in his last unfinished
work, Perceval (1190). According to Chrétien,
Perceval, a young, inexperienced knight of King
Arthur’s court, witnesses a solemn procession in
which a beautiful maid carries a beautiful golden
platter with a single Mass wafer. This item sustains
the Fisher King, a wounded leader whose kingdom
has become barren. Only a pure and chivalrous



knight who can ask the right question about the
procession can eventually heal the Fisher King and
restore his kingdom to plenty.

Shortly after Chrétien de Troyes failed to finish
Perceval, Robert de Boron wrote Le Roman du
Graal (1200). His contribution to literature about
the Grail identifies it as the vessel used by Christ at
the Last Supper and by Joseph of Arimathea to
catch Jesus’ blood as He hung upon the cross. Sig-
nificantly, this characterization of the Grail not
only became the dominant one in legend and liter-
ature but also spiritualized the quest motif. This
spiritual quest can be seen as well in Le Haut Livre
du Graal or Perlesvaus, written around the same
time as Boron’s work by the monks of Glaston-
bury. Their text emphasized adventure and
chivalry (through the characters of Lancelot, Gau-
vain, and Perceval) as a means by which the monks
could attract wealthy nobles to support an abbey
known for its Arthurian relics. This theme of spir-
itual quest and chivalric adventure was continued
in a later collection of Arthurian stories, La Queste
del saint Graal (1225), in which Galahad, the son of
Arthur’s greatest knight, Lancelot, becomes the
only knight pure enough to find the Grail.

Chrétien’s unfinished poem also influenced one
of the greatest works of medieval literature, the
Parzival (1200) of WOLFRAM VON ESCHENBACH. Wol-
fram’s version is more serious and allegorical than
Chrétien’s, as it portrays Parzival’s spiritual
growth. In his poem, the Grail is a stone that fell
from heaven during Lucifer’s fall. As in Chrétien’s
version, Parzifal fails to ask the right question
about the Grail that will lead to the Fisher King’s
healing, but Wolfram has Parzifal going through a
long process of spiritual purification and success-
fully fulfilling his task.

Wolfram’s version became the most influential
in Germanic literature and inspired the 19th-
century composer Richard Wagner’s great opera
Parsifal. Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s Idylls of the Kings
(1869) was also inspired by the legend of the Holy
Grail, as were Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte
D’Arthur (ca. 1469), T. H. White’s Arthurian novels
The Once and Future King (1958) and The Sword in
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the Stone (1937), Charles Williams’s novels Tal-
iessin through Logres (1938) and The Region of the
Summer Stars (1944), and T. S. Eliot’s The Waste
Land (1922).

The motif of the Holy Grail quest gave a serious
moral and spiritual weight to the adventures of
King Arthur’s knights, which dominated the me-
dieval and early Renaissance imagination. It exists
to this day as a symbol of perfection, spirituality,
and Christianity in literature, art, and music.

English Versions of Works about the
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Homer (eighth century B.C)) epic poet

Homer is the name given to the man credited with
composing the Iliad and the Odyssey, great Greek
EPIC poems that are the earliest surviving exam-
ples of European literature. The Iliad, or “poem

about Ilion (Troy),” recounts an episode during the
Trojan War with Greece. The Odyssey follows one
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Greek warrior, the shrewd and wily Odysseus, as he
wends his way back home after the siege of Troy.

Almost nothing is known about Homer, includ-
ing whether he truly existed, but the ancient
Greeks in the centuries that followed the poems’
composition considered him a distinct individual
and depicted him in sculpture. Many scholars are
convinced that the two epic poems were created by
the same person, as they seem stamped with a sin-
gle artistic sensibility, sharing such traits as indi-
vidualized characters, humor (often derived from
the all-too-human antics of the gods on Mount
Olympus), and deeply moving scenes. They are
written in hexameter verse and reveal a structural,
stylistic, and dramatic harmony. The narratives are
characterized by swift descriptions, straightfor-
ward storytelling, generous use of simile (but little
if any metaphor), and such oft-repeated epithets as
“swift-footed Achilles,” “gray-eyed Athena,” “re-
sourceful Odysseus,” “Hector, tamer of horses,” and
“Zeus the cloud-gatherer.” Common themes in-
clude a reverence for lineage and the heroic code,
destiny and fate, and the role therein of the gods,
who guide arrows, bring false dreams, and directly
and indirectly influence human lives.

These masterpieces influenced almost all Greek
poetry that followed and much of Western litera-
ture. As H. C. Baldry, a scholar of Greek literature,
wrote, “For epic [Homer’s poems] were accepted as
models which all must imitate but none could
equal”

It is not known whether Homer was literate or
composed the poems orally while others wrote
them down. It is known that what has come to us
of the Iliad is not entirely the original composition.
The ancient Athenians altered the narrative to en-
hance their role in the Trojan War. Additionally,
each of the poems was divided long after their cre-
ation into 24 convenient sections, or “books.”

Of the two eminent Homeric epics, the Odyssey
was probably composed first, although the events
it relates take place at a later date than those in the
Iliad. The first four books of the poem tell two im-
portant background stories, one concerning
Mount Olympus and the other concerning the

state of Odysseus’s household in Ithaca. This is the
first documented use of the narrative device in
which the story is begun in the middle, and the be-
ginning is recounted at a later stage of the tale. The
Roman epic poet VIRGIL used this strategy in the
Aeneid.

As the story opens, the war goddess Athena had
been the Greeks’ greatest divine ally, but after the
Greeks sacked Troy they failed to pay proper trib-
ute to the gods, so she gives them bitter homecom-
ings. Odysseus, who had spent 10 years fighting the
Trojan War, is doomed to spend another decade re-
turning home from it. His son Telemachus, who
had been an infant when Odysseus left, is now a
fine young man.

Meanwhile, in Ithaca, Odysseus’s wife Penelope,
beautiful, wealthy, and presumably a widow, is
fighting off an onslaught of suitors who have taken
up residence in Odysseus’s home, devouring his
provisions and ordering his servants about. To dis-
courage the parasitic petitioners, Penelope tells
them she cannot select a husband from among
them until she has finished weaving a shroud for
Odysseus’s father; and she delays the odious obli-
gation by unraveling by night what she has woven
during the day.

Odysseus ventures into many a familiar folktale.
He escapes from the island of Calypso, a sea
nymph who loves him and wants to give him im-
mortality, and is washed up on the shores of
Scheria, home of the mythic Phaeacians, whose
king is a grandson of the sea god Poseidon. Here,
Odysseus tells of his adventures since he left Troy:
He and his crew had traveled to the land of the
Lotus-eaters, where men forgot their pasts; blinded
the Cyclops, a one-eyed monster; encountered the
sorceress Circe, who turns men into swine; trav-
eled to the underworld; averted being tempted by
the Sirens’ singing by placing wax into their ears;
and tried, not altogether successfully, to avoid
being eaten by the sea serpent Scylla.

The Phaeacians return Odysseus to Ithaca,
where he summarily slaughters his wife’s wooers in
a gruesome bloodbath. Penelope, no less cunning
and resourceful than her husband, tests him to



make sure he is who he claims to be. When
Odysseus reminds her that he built one of their
bedposts out of a growing olive tree, Penelope wel-
comes her husband home.

Critical Analysis

The Iliad, sometimes titled “The Wrath of
Achilles,” takes place over a few action-packed days
during the 10-year conflict between Troy and
Greece. Paris, the son of Priam, king of Troy, has
absconded with the beauteous Helen, wife of
Menelaus, king of Sparta. In retaliation, the
Greeks, led by Agamemnon, Menelaus’s brother,
have waged war on the Trojans. At the opening of
the poem, a priest of the sun god Apollo visits the
Greeks’ camp to request the return of his daughter,
who has been kidnapped to serve as Agamemnon’s
concubine. To appease Apollo, Agamemnon
agrees, but he insists that one of his colleagues give
up his own mistress to replace the girl he is relin-
quishing. Achilles, the Greeks’ greatest warrior, ob-
jects, so Agamemnon punishes him by seizing
Achilles’ mistress to take the place of the priest’s
daughter.

An enraged Achilles retreats from the battlefield
and withdraws his men. He prays to his mother,
Thetis, a sea nymph, to persuade Zeus to give the
Greeks ill fortune in battle so Agamemnon will be
humiliated and his fellow soldiers will realize how
essential Achilles is to their victory.

A series of savage battles follows. The Trojans,
led by Hector, son of Priam and brother of Paris,
and assisted by Zeus, trounce the Greeks in the
next day’s battle. Alarmed, Agamemnon sends an
envoy to Achilles, still sulking in his tent, offering
many gifts and honors if Achilles will return to the
battlefield. The warrior rejects the attempt at rec-
onciliation, but when his dearest friend, the kind-
hearted Patroclus, is slain by Hector, he leaps to his
feet and lets forth his famous war cry:

There he stood, and shouted, and from her
place Pallas Athene

gave cry, and drove an endless terror upon
the Trojans.
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As loud as comes the voice that is screamed
out by a trumpet

by murderous attackers who beleaguer a
city,

so then high and clear went up the voice of
Aiakides.

But the Trojans, when they heard the
brazen voice of Aiakides,

the heart was shaken in all, and the very
floating-maned horses

turned their chariots about, since their
hearts saw the coming afflictions . . .

Three times across the ditch brilliant
Achilleus gave his great cry,

and three times the Trojans and their
renowned companions were routed.

(XVIIL, 217-224)

With reinforcement from Achilles, the Greeks
massacre the Trojans. Achilles slays Hector and
drags his body by the heels behind his chariot
around the walls of Troy and back to the army
base. Patroclus’s body is buried amid much cere-
mony, and Achilles is persuaded by Priam to per-
mit Hector to have a suitable burial as well.

Critic David Denby describes the vividness of
the poetry:

The brute vitality of the air, the magnificence
of ships, wind, and fires; the raging battles, the
plains charged with terrified horses, the beasts
unstrung and falling; the warriors flung face-
down in the dust; the ravaged longing for
home and family and meadows and the rituals
of peace, leading at last to an instant of recon-
ciliations, when even two men who are bitter
enemies fall into rapt admiration of each
other’s nobility and beauty—it is a war poem,
and . .. it has an excruciating vividness, an ob-
sessive observation of horror that causes al-
most disbelief.

According to scholar Howard W. Clarke,
Homer’s epics have “retained a primacy . . . as the
first and probably the finest example of its genre,
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the beginning of the Western literary tradition,
and the ideal introduction to literature. ...
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Horace (Quintus Horatius Flaccus) (65—

8 B.c) poet
Horace was born at Venusia in southern Italy. His
first memories were of a nurse, so his mother must
have died when he was young. His father, Flaccus,
was a freed slave who farmed a small plot of land
and may have elevated himself to the position of
district tax collector. Flaccus made a modest living,
but he was able to save his money and accompany
his talented and vivacious young son to Rome for a
better education than could be had in their isolated
village. In Rome, Horace received scholarly instruc-
tion and moral training. Flaccus remained in the
city, walking the boy to and from his classes. After
he became a poet, Horace wrote movingly about
his father’s devotion and sacrifice on his behalf.

When he was about 19, Horace traveled to
Athens to complete his education with the study of
philosophy and Greek poetry. Some two years
later, in 44 B.C., Julius CAESAR was slain. Brutus, one
of his assassins, arrived in Athens, filled with patri-
otic zeal for the tradition of aristocratic republi-
canism, to recruit officers for his army. He was an

imposing presence, the very embodiment of the
republican ideal, and his fervor was infectious,
leading Horace, among many others, to join Bru-
tus’s forces.

It was an inauspicious career move that came to
an end, along with dreams of a republican revival,
at the battle of Philippi in 42 B.c. Horace returned
to Rome and meager prospects. His father had
died; what little Horace might have inherited had
been confiscated by Octavian, Caesar’s adopted
son and heir (later Emperor AUGUSTUS), and his old
friends had fallen out of political favor.

A failed revolutionary, Horace took a menial
job as a magistrate’s clerk. Undefeated in spirit,
however, he began spending his leisure time com-
posing verse and hoping to secure the support of a
benefactor. He became intimate friends with the
fledgling Roman poet VIRGIL, and his fortunes soon
brightened. Virgil recommended Horace to Mae-
cenas, the trusted counselor of Augustus and, like
the emperor, a generous patron of literature. (This
era would become known as the Golden Age of
Roman literature.) Around 33 B.C., Maecenas
made Horace a gift of the Sabine Farm, some 25
miles northeast of Rome, complete with tenants
and servants, so he might devote all of his time and
energy to writing poetry. Horace’s subsequent
fame reflected well on Maecenas for having “dis-
covered” the brilliant lyricist.

Horace’s friendship with the powerful political
adviser, his talent, and his considerable social skills
(he loved parties and flirtations and was a shrewd
observer with a good sense of humor) provided
him entry into the upper crust of Roman society,
and his eminent friends found their way into his
poetry. Although the poet had opposed the future
emperor at Philippi, he developed a sincere patri-
otic devotion to the new regime, its leader, and
peace. These sentiments, too, he expressed in his
writings.

Upon the unexpected death of his dear friend
Virgil in 19 B.C., Horace became the official poet of
the Augustans. As such, he was chosen to commem-
orate and immortalize imperial affairs in verse.
These compositions became his celebrated Odes



and ensured his enduring fame. He died shortly be-
fore his 58th birthday and a few weeks after the
passing of his benefactor and friend Maecenas.

Horace’s first published works, written between
41 and 30 B.C., were called Satires, but they do not
contain the caustic invective we associate with
satire today. Rather, they poke gentle fun at human
foibles (avarice, the yearning for wealth and sta-
tus, hypocrisy), cults of philosophy, various fash-
ions of the day, or whatever strikes the poet’s fancy
(ajourney from Rome to Brundisium with Maece-
nas; Flaccus’s devotion to his son). While the tone
is affectionate and good-natured and the style
chatty, the poems signify Horace’s distinguished
intellect, sharp wit, and sophistication. He fre-
quently identifies by name exactly whom he is car-
icaturing, and Horace himself is no less than
others a target of his own barbs.

The Epodes were published around 29 B.c. They
serve as a transition between the Satires and the
Odes, with the controversial character of the for-
mer and the lyric form of the latter. Their subject
matter ranges from a tribute to friendship, to the
joys of country living (his farm at Sabine was a
constant source of pleasure to Horace), to the ill ef-
fects on one’s social life of eating garlic.

The Odes were first published in 23 B.C., fol-
lowed by two books of Epistles, or letters, in
roughly 20 and 14 B.C. The Epistles are addressed to
Horace’s friends, including Maecenas and Augus-
tus, and feature agile, entertaining, and erudite ru-
minations on contemporary life and art.

Critical Analysis

The brilliant and lyrical Odes “at once raised Hor-
ace to the front rank of Roman poets,” writes
translator C. E. Bennett, and their popularity has
proved enduring. By the time he wrote these
poems, Horace was a more recognized artist than
he was when he composed his previous works. He
was self-sufficient and established, professionally,
socially, and financially. These factors are reflected
in a more confident and authentic poetic voice.

Because Horace was interested in artistic exper-
imentation, each of the first nine poems exhibits a
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different meter and a range of subject matter: a
dedication to Maecenas; a tribute to Augustus; Vir-
gil’s voyage to Greece; the arrival of springtime; an
entreaty to a flirt; and an exhortation to enjoy the
indoor pleasures of wine, women, and song while
winter rages outdoors. Other subjects in these
works include the gods, pastoral life, jealousy, van-
ity, and the poet’s immortality. The Odes are by
turns patriotic and sentimental, formal and light-
hearted, dotted with laughter and lamentations,
entertaining, and profoundly philosophical.

The Odes are presented in four books. The best-
known and most beloved poems are I:XI, to which
C. E. Bennett gave the title “Enjoy the Passing
Hour!”; and the dignified, majestic first six poems
of the third book, known as the Roman Odes, par-
ticularly IV:VII, “Spring’s Return,” on the constant
beat of the passage of time; and Carmen Saeculare,
a hymn that was officially commissioned by Au-
gustus to be sung at the ceremonies of the Secular
Games that celebrated the peace and prosperity of
the age.

Horace’s poem “Carpe Diem” is also well-
known because it introduces the enduring con-
cept of CARPE DIEM, or “seize the day,” a concept
Horace also uses in Ode I:XI: “Life Is Brief,” the
poet counsels. “Even while we speak, envious Time
has sped. Reap the harvest of to-day, putting as lit-
tle trust as may be in the morrow!” Carpe diem
later became a pet motif among 17th-century En-
glish lyric poets.

“Spring’s Return” is rich in mythological, theo-
logical, and natural imagery:

The snow has fled; already the grass is re-
turning to the fields and the foliage to the
trees. Earth is going through her

changes. . . . The Grace, with the Nymphs
and her twin sisters, ventures unrobed to
lead her bands. . . . The cold gives way be-
fore the zephyrs; spring is trampled under-
foot by summer, destined likewise to pass
away so soon as fruitful autumn has poured
forth its harvest; and lifeless winter soon re-
turns again.
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In his translation of Horace’s works, C. E. Ben-
nett calls Horace “unexcelled among Roman
poets”

English Versions of Works by Horace

Odes and Epodes. Translated by C. E. Bennett. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press; London:
William Heinemann Ltd., 1964.

The Odes and Epodes. Translated by Niall Rudd. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2004.

The Satires, Epistles, and Art of Poetry. IndyPublish.com,
2004.
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Anderson, William Scovil, ed. Why Horace? A Collec-
tion of Interpretations. Wauconda, Ill.: Bolchazy-
Carducci Publishers, 2001.

Coolidge, Olivia. Lives of Famous Romans. Boston:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1965.

Feeney, Denis and Tony Woodman, eds. Traditions
and Contexts in the Poetry of Horace. New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2002.

Mendell, Clarence W. Latin Poetry: The New Poets &
The Augustans. New Haven, Conn.; London: Yale
University Press, 1965.

Watson, Lindsay C. Commentary on Horace’s Epodes.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003.
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See XIE LINGYUN.

hubris term

Hubris is a literary term meaning “overweening
pride.” It was originally used to describe a theatri-
cal or literary device employed in classical tragic
drama but is more often used now to describe peo-
ple who exhibit too much pride, to their own and
others’ detriment.

The word was introduced by the Greek philoso-
pher and scholar ARISTOTLE in his work of literary
criticism, the Poetics, of which only fragments re-
main. Aristotle defined the term hamartia as a
tragic flaw or error in judgment that leads to a

hero’s inevitable downfall. Hubris is a type of
hamartia: excessive insolence, overconfidence or
arrogance that causes a great (or, at least, honor-
able) man to disregard the warnings of the gods,
ignore the established moral order, or violate the
heroic code. Examples of hubris can be seen in the
writings of the EPIC poet HOMER, the Histories of
HERODOTUS, and the tragedies of SOPHOCLES and
EURIPIDES.

Homer’s masterpiece, the Iliad, recounts events
that take place over a few days’ period toward the
end of the war between Troy and Greece. Achilles,
Greeks’ greatest warrior, has received a young
woman, Briseis, as a sort of war trophy. The com-
mander in chief of the Greeks, Agamemnon, has
been compelled to appease the gods by surrender-
ing his own mistress and so seizes Briseis to take her
place. Achilles wages a monumental tantrum, with-
draws from combat, and prays to his mother, who
has influence with the gods, to cause the Greeks to
be defeated in the next battles. Agamemnon tries
to make amends, but Achilles continues to pout. As
a result of his hubris, Achilles’ comrades are mas-
sacred, including his best friend, whose death
rouses Achilles to revenge. In brutally executing his
friend’s killer, however, Achilles precipitates his
own demise; for it has been preordained that his
death would soon follow that of the man he has
slain. Achilles” hubris hastens his own death.

Herodotus, considered the world’s first histo-
rian, wrote an exhaustive account of the great wars
between the Persian Empire and Greece. Persia was
a colossal force, while Greece was just a fledgling
group of city-states, poorly organized and barely
united. But the Greeks prevailed, Herodotus sug-
gests, because of Persia’s hubris. The invading em-
pire’s arrogance lay in the belief that it was
appropriate for the mighty to enslave and tyran-
nize the weak and in its attempts to achieve victory
in battle by dominating and defying nature (di-
verting a river’s natural flow, for example). These
actions brought divine retribution, and so the Per-
sian Empire was defeated. The tragedian AESCHYLUS
dramatizes a corresponding point of view in The
Persians (472 B.C.).



In Oedipus Rex, SOPHOCLES tells of the Theban
king and queen Laius and Jocasta, who learn from
a prophesy that their son will murder his father
and marry his mother. When Jocasta bears a son,
the couple casts him out to be exposed to the ele-
ments, but unbeknownst to them, he survives.
Later, when Laius is traveling on a sacred mission,
he is killed on the road by bandits. Oedipus then
arrives in Thebes and saves the city from the mon-
strous Sphinx with his cleverness. As a reward, he is
pronounced king and marries the widow Jocasta.
But a terrible plague descends on Thebes, and
when a prophet presages blindness and ruin for
Oedipus, the king dismisses him. Oedipus’s ex-
ceeding confidence in his own cunning and om-
niscience has tragic consequences. When they
discover the truth—Oedipus was, of course, Laius’s
murderer and he has indeed married his mother—
Jocasta commits suicide and Oedipus blinds him-
self with her brooches and condemns himself to
exile. Laius and Jocasta, too, have been punished
for their own arrogant conviction that they could
defy an oracle from the gods.

The Bacchae, Euripides’ master work, has as its
main characters Dionysis, a novice god who rep-
resents primal forces, and Pentheus, who is the
young ruler of Thebes. With the reckless self-
assurance of youth, Pentheus refuses to recognize
Dionysis as a god and treats him with bald-faced
contempt. Pentheus’s hubris leads him to reject
both religion and nature. As a consequence, he is
killed by his own mother, who has been hypno-
tized by Dionysis.
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Greek myths, as documented by ovID, HESIOD,
and others, also feature examples of hubris. Among
the most memorable is the tale of Prometheus, who
steals fire from the gods to give it to humans. He is
punished by being shackled to a cliff and ultimately
cast into the underworld.

Works Exemplifying Hubris

Euripides. Euripides V. Translated by Emily
Townsend, et al. Edited by David Grene and Rich-
mond Lattimore. Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1959.

Herodotus. The Histories. Translated by Robin A. Wa-
terfield. Edited by Carolyn Dewald. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1999.

Hesiod. Hesiod. Translated by Richmond Lattimore.
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1959.
Homer. The Anger of Achilles: Homer’s Iliad. Trans-
lated by Robert Graves. Garden City, N.Y.: Dou-

bleday & Company, 1959.

Ovid. Metamorphoses. Translated by A. D. Melville.
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998.

Sophocles. Sophocles I. Translated by David Grene.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991.
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Gowan, Donald E. When Man Becomes God: Human-
ism and Hubris in the Old Testament. San José,
Calif.: Pickwick Publications, 1975.

Mann, Mary Anneeta. Construction of Tragedy:
Hubris. Bloomington, Ind.: AuthorHouse, 2004.



Ibn Gabirol, Solomon ben Yehuda

(Abu Ayyub Sulaiman Ibn Yahya Ibn

Jabirul, Avicebron) (ca. 1021-1058) poet,

philosopher
Solomon Ibn Gabirol, one of the giants of Hebrew
poetry, was born in Malaga, Spain, around 1021.
His deeply personal poems are the source of most
of what is known of his life, though two critiques
from those days also survive. One Arab poet called
him a brilliant if shy student of philosophy, while
the Hebrew literary historian Moshe Ibn Ezra
wrote of his “angry spirit” and “his demon within.”

The poet was raised in Saragossa and educated
in literary Arabic, biblical Hebrew, and Greek
philosophy. Frail, short, and ugly by his own de-
scription, he was beset in his teens by the painful
ailments that would embitter his life. In T.
Carmi’s translation ( The Penguin Book of Hebrew
Verse), Ibn Gabirol writes: “Sickness burned my
innards with a fever like fire, till I thought my
bones would melt.”

Ibn Gabirol suffered one reversal after another,
beginning with his father’s death, followed by the
death of his court patron Yequtiel Ibn Hasan. Still,
by age 19, Ibn Gabirol had made his name as an ac-
complished poet.

After his mother died, Ibn Gabirol moved to
Granada and attached himself to its vizier (minis-
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ter of state), Samuel HaNagid, himself a great He-
brew poet who influenced the young Solomon. His
ambition stymied by court intrigues and the jeal-
ousy of lesser men, whom he skewered in verse,
Gabirol departed for Valencia, where he died while
still in his 30s. Over 400 of his poems survive, cov-
ering the full range of secular, religious, and philo-
sophical Hebrew forms. He also wrote a major
work of philosophy, Fons Vitae (The Well of Life),
an ethical treatise, On the Improvement of the
Moral Qualities; and some 20 other books that
have apparently been lost.

Ibn Gabirol was one of the founders of the “An-
dalusian school.” Nourished in the aristocratic
courts of the region, these poets derived their sec-
ular subject matter and their “quantitative” meters
from Arabic models while continuing to embellish
the rhyming traditions of the earlier Jewish reli-
gious poets (paytanim). They helped revive biblical
Hebrew as a literary medium, building on the lin-
guistic studies of such scholars as the 10th-
century Babylonian rabbi Sa’adia Gaon.

Ibn Gabirol’s nature and love poems can be in-
tensely lyrical, as evidenced in his poem “The
Garden™:

Its beads of dew hardened still,
he sends his word to melt them;



they trickle down the grapevine’s stem
and its wine seeps into my blood.

These secular verses, written for a sophisticated
public or for wealthy patrons, are considered less
innovative than Ibn Gabirol’s religious poetry. His
most famous work, Keter Malkhut (A Crown for
the King) is still read on Yom Kippur in Sephardic
congregations. It combines exalted visions of the
creation according to Ptolemaic cosmology with a
humble plea for divine mercy, totally out of keep-
ing with the poet’s otherwise arrogant persona.
“Adon Olam” (Master of the Universe), perhaps
the most popular hymn in the Jewish liturgy, is
usually attributed to Ibn Gabirol as well.

The poet’s religious works attest an ecstatic love
of God as his only consolation. In the poem “In
Praise of God,” he professes:

I sigh for You with a thirsting heart; I am
like
the pauper begging at my doorstep. . . .

Other poems, such as “Pitiful Captive,” show a
yearning for Jewish national redemption that may
have influenced the later poet Judah Halevi.

Ibn Gabirol is considered one of the transmit-
ters of Neoplatonism to the Christian scholastics of
the high MIDDLE AGEs. They knew only the Latin
translation of his Fons Vitae (The Well of Life), and
thought the author to be a Muslim or Christian.
The 19th-century discovery of Hebrew excerpts
rendered from the Arabic original helped identify
Ibn Gabirol as the true author.

In the Fons, Ibn Gabirol connects the earthly
and heavenly realms, composed alike of matter im-
pressed with form. By a spiritual effort, we can ex-
ploit this similarity to achieve divine wisdom and
bliss. His treatise On the Improvement of the Moral
Qualities was the first systematic Hebrew work of
ethical philosophy. He claims a close correlation
between moral impulses and physical senses,
which can be trained to promote right conduct.

From his day to the present, Ibn Gabirol has
kept his place in the Jewish literary canon. His
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original mix of secular and religious achievement
influenced Hebrew poets for 400 years in Muslim
and Christian Spain and continued to bear fruit in
other lands even after the decline and destruction
of the fabled Spanish Jewish community.

English Versions of Works by

Solomon Ibn Gabirol

The Fountain of Life: Fons Vitae by Solomon Ibn
Gabirol (Avicebron). Translated by Harry E.
Wedeck. New York: Philosophical Library, 1962.

Keter Malkhut: A Crown for the King by Solomon Ibn
Gabirol. Translated by David R. Slavitt. New York:
Oxford University Press, 1998.

Selected Poems of Solomon Ibn Gabirol. Translated by
Peter Cole. Princeton, N.].: Princeton University
Press, 2001.

Works about Solomon Ibn Gabirol

Halkin, Abraham S. “Judeo-Arabic Literature.” In The
Jews: Their Religion and Culture. Edited by Louis
Finkelstein. New York: Schocken, 1971.

Loewe, Raphael. Ibn Gabirol. London: Weidenfeld &
Nicholson, 1989.

Ibn Sina
See AVICENNA.

Imam ‘Al
See ‘ALT IBN ABI TALIB.

Imru” al-Qays (Amru al-Qays, Ibn Huijr)
(d. ca. 550) poet
Imru’ al-Qays is considered the most important of
the pre-Islamic Arab poets—those who lived and
wrote in the era before MUHAMMAD. He is tradi-
tionally credited with formalizing the rules of Arab
poetry, and his work has influenced Arab poets
throughout the centuries.
Imru’ lived in the mid-sixth century. His father
was king of the Kinda tribe of central Arabia,
which was in turn part of the Qays clan, which
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boasted the finest Arabic poetry of that era. Imru’s
pleasure-loving youthful years ended abruptly
when his father was killed as a result of feuds with
rival clans. The rest of his life was a fruitless quest
to regain power and avenge his father’s death. In
his Mu‘allagat ode, he writes: “Many a desolate
wadi have I crossed wherein a wolf howled . . . and
when it howled I replied: ‘We are both destitute.”
After finding refuge with the Jewish chief Samuel
of Taima, Imru’ won the support of the Byzantine
emperor Justinian, but when he seduced the em-
peror’s daughter, Justinian had him poisoned.

In Imru’s era, poetry was still transmitted orally.
Imru’s works were collected into a diwan, or an-
thology, but scholars doubt the authenticity of
many of them. The poet is mostly known for a
long, complex poem (untitled) that was included
in the Mu‘allagat (The Seven Odes), also called the
Hanged Poems) an anthology of major pre-Islamic
poems first collected 200 years after the poet’s
death.

Imru’s Mu‘allagat poem has 82 lines. It is con-
structed along fairly conventional lines, but its im-
agery and descriptive power have made it one of
the most popular poems in the Arabic repertoire.
It begins with an unusually erotic, self-congratu-
latory account of former lovers, recalled in sad-
ness at a deserted campsite: “Stop, both of you. Let
us weep for the memory of a beloved and an
abode in the lee of the sands.” This is followed by
the obligatory animal section, which praises the
poet’s horse and describes an antelope hunt, and,
finally, by a powerful rendering of a thunder-
storm.

Muhammad considered Imru’ the greatest of
the Arab poets. Subsequent generations of Arab
critics have confirmed that judgment.

See also HANGED POEMS.

English Versions of Works by Imru’ al-Qays

Arberry, A. J., trans. The Seven Odes: The First Chap-
ter in Arabic Literature. 61—-66. New York: Macmil-
lan, 1957.

Lichtenstadter, Ilse. Introduction to Classical Arabic
Literature. New York: Twayne, 1974.

A Work about Imru’ al-Qays
Huart, Clement. A History of Arabic Literature. Beirut:
Khayats, 1966.

Isaeus (fourth century B.C) lawyer, orator,
speechwriter

During the Golden Age of ancient Greece, which
was dominated by the powerful city-state of Athens,
questions concerning legal issues became extremely
important. With commerce expanding and wealth
increasing, a profession of lawyers developed whose
requirement it was to deal with questions concern-
ing property and personal estates. One such lawyer
was Isaeus, of whose life virtually nothing is known.
It is believed that he was born in the Greek town of
Calcis, he was a student of 1SOCRATES, and he subse-
quently passed on his knowledge of rhetoric to the
Athenian orator DEMOSTHENES.

Only a very small portion of Isaeus’s works has
survived: 11 speeches involving inheritance cases
and a fragment of a speech protesting a man’s ex-
clusion from citizenship. Isaeus wrote most of his
speeches for other people, yet he is counted among
the ten ATTIC ORATORS (a group of public speakers
and speechwriters). His writing and speaking style,
as revealed in his extant texts, were direct and to the
point but rather dry and academic, characteristic of
the Attic style. He was also not above making per-
sonal attacks against his opponents, a common
practice among lawyers in ancient Greece.

Despite the limited information on his life and
the small amount of surviving material, Isaeus’s
works provide important historical information
on the legal, social, and economic conditions of
Greece during his lifetime.

An English Version of a Work by Isaeus
Isauus. Translated by Edward Seymour Forster. New
York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1927.

A Work about Isaeus

Robinson, Charles Alexander. The Tropes and Figures
of Isaeus: A Study of His Rhetorical Art. Princeton,
N.J.: C.S. Robinson & Co., 1901.



Isocrates (436-338 8.c) orator, teacher,
speechwriter

In the fourth century B.C., the city-states of ancient
Greece were caught up in political turmoil and
constant warfare. At the same time, the Greeks
were making astonishing advances in literature,
art, and science. During this turbulent time, many
great thinkers and writers lived and worked,
among them Isocrates.

Isocrates was an Athenian, born into a well-to-do
family that lost most of its property during the Pelo-
ponnesian War. After receiving a good education, he
turned to speechwriting and teaching to make a liv-
ing. He developed strong opinions about politics
and education, and established a school in Athens
that soon rivaled the famous Academy of pLATO.

Isocrates believed that an effective education,
particularly in the art of speaking, was extremely
important for the people who would become lead-
ers of the Greek city-states. Students such as ISAEUS,
Timotheus, and Hyperides came from all over
Greece to study at Isocrates’ school, and many of
them went on to outstanding political careers. The
concept of a well-rounded, humanistic education,
which became a crucial part of Western civiliza-
tion, was largely his creation.

Isocrates also believed that the disunity plagu-
ing Greece was its chief weakness. He believed
Greeks to be superior to all other people and called
on them to unite in a great crusade against their
mutual enemy, the Persian Empire. In particular,
he believed that a single strong leader was needed
to bring the Greeks together, and toward the end of
his life, he came to feel this man was Philip II, king
of Macedonia and father of Alexander the Great.

All but 21 of Isocrates’ speeches have been lost.
In a speech titled Panegyricus, he states his belief
that being Greek is more about believing in Greek
culture and adopting a Greek mind-set than about
simply being born Greek. In many other speeches,
he repeatedly states his belief that the Greeks must
stop fighting amongst themselves and unite
against the Persians. In his most famous speech,
Philip, he calls on King Philip II to unite all city-
states under his leadership.

Izumi Shikibu 141

Isocrates was a fierce opponent of the Athenian
statesman DEMOSTHENES, who was strongly against
Philip. By the time Isocrates died, Philip was close
to consolidating his control over Greece, just as
Isocrates had hoped.

An English Version of a Work by Isocrates
Isocrates I. Translated by David Mirhady & Yun Lee
Too. Austin: University of Texas Press, 2000.

Works about Isocrates

Poulakos, Takis and David J. Depew. Isocrates and
Civic Education. Austin: University of Texas Press,
2004.

Yun Lee Too. Rhetoric of Identity in Isocrates: Text,
Power, Pedagogy. New York: Cambridge University
Press, 1995.

Izumi Shikibu (ca. 970-1030) poet, diarist
Izumi Shikibu lived during the highest point of the
Heian era and is considered by many to be one of
the greatest Japanese female poets. Little is known
of her early life, but historical and literary texts in-
dicate that at age 18 she married a provincial offi-
cial (the lord of Izumi Province) and had a
daughter named Koshikibu. Despite her marriage,
she began a passionate affair with the Empress
Masako’s stepson, Prince Tametaka, when she
joined the court. Disowned by her family, she was
separated from her husband, and then her lover
died, leaving her heartbroken.

Three years later, Izumi became the mistress of
her dead lover’s brother, Prince Atsumichi, and
moved into the royal compound. When Atsumichi
died, Izumi went into a period of mourning, dur-
ing which she wrote more than 240 poems about
her loss.

Izumi eventually returned to court and became
a lady-in-waiting to Empress Akiko, along with
MURASAKI SHIKIBU, author of The Tale of Genji. At
age 36, she married again and accompanied her
husband, Fujiwara no Yasumasa, to his post in the
provinces. She never returned to court.
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Although Izumi is best known for her poetry,
there is also a diary associated with her called the
Tzumi Shikibu Nikki (Izumi Shikibu Diary, also re-
ferred to as The Tale of Izumi Shikibu). This diary is
written in a mixture of poetry and prose, a com-
mon form for diaries written during the Heian era,
and mostly describes the events surrounding
Izumi’s relationship with Prince Atsumichi. There
is some question as to whether Izumi actually
wrote the diary, as the entries are not dated, and
while the narration is intensely personal, it is writ-
ten in the third person.

Little doubt exists about the authorship of her
poetry, however, for it was well known even in her
own time, and 67 of her poems appeared in the
Goshuishu, the Imperial anthology compiled in
1086. Her poetry often uses highly stylized lan-
guage, but it is also deeply emotional and at times
intensely erotic. Much of her work also reflects a
strong religious consciousness and her interest in
exploring the fleetingness of love and life:

The fleeting world
of white dew,

fox fires, dreams—
all last long,
compared with love.

Izumi’s poetry, written mostly in the TANKA
form, shows both a great passion for life and a
great sense of melancholy. She is regarded as one of
the few female tanka poets of the first century wor-
thy of note.

English Versions of Works by Izumi Shikibu

The Ink Dark Moon: Love Poems by Ono No Komachi
and Izumi Shikibu, Women of the Ancient Court of
Japan. Translated by Jane Hirshfield and Mariko
Aratani. New York: Vintage Books, 1990.

The Izumi Shikibu Diary: A Romance of the Heian
Court. Translated by Edwin A. Cranston. Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969.

A Work about Izumi Shikibu

Keene, Donald. “The Izumi Shikibu Diary” in Travel-
ers of a Hundred Ages: The Japanese as Revealed
Through 1,000 Years of Diaries. New York: Colum-
bia University Press, 1999, 36-39.



Jacopone da Todi (Jacopo dei
Benedetti) (ca. 1230-1306) poet, prose
writer

Jacopone da Todi, along with DANTE, was the great-

est religious poet of his time. Born into an aristo-

cratic family in Todji, Italy, he studied law and
became a notary. He lived a worldly and sensual

life until he married Vanna di Bernardino di

Guidone around 1267. Only a year later, his young

wife died in an accident. Jacopone, shocked out of

his complacent life, spent the next 10 years dressed
in rags and living as a wandering penitent, influ-
enced by the spirituality of FRANCIS OF ASSISI.

In 1278, Jacopone became a friar at the Fran-
ciscan convent of San Fortunato in Todi. Though
the friars there lived according to the relaxed inter-
pretation of the Francisan rule, Jacopone sympa-
thized with the Spirituals, those who wanted to
emulate the complete poverty of St. Francis.

In 1294, the unexpected election of Pier da
Morrone, a poor hermit, as Pope Celestine V, ex-
cited the Spirituals. They sought his protection
against the Conventuals, the friars who favored a
more relaxed rule. Many Spirituals saw Celestine as
a savior who would end the greed and corruption
of the clergy. But Jacopone was more skeptical,
writing in one of his poems:
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Now we’ll see what comes
Of all those meditations in your hermit’s
cell.
Disappoint those who have placed their
hopes in you
And they will rain curses on your head.
(Lauda 54)

As Jacopone feared, Celestine proved weak and
soon abdicated. His successor, Boniface VIII, with-
drew the protection that Celestine had accorded
the Spirituals. In 1297, the Spirituals defied the
pope but were defeated, and Jacopone was thrown
into prison, where he continued to write poems.
He was freed in 1303 and died three years later.

During his life, Jacopone wrote approximately
100 poems, called the Laude because many were
written in the style of the popular religious songs
(laude) sung by wandering groups of flagellants in
imitation of St. Francis. The poems are difficult to
interpret, however, since scholars do not agree on
the order in which the poems were written, or
which of the many poems attributed to Jacopone
are really his.

Jacopone’s poems describe his spiritual experi-
ences and political and religious struggles. Some
poems satirize businessmen who grasp after mate-



144 Jahiz, al-

rial things and, metaphorically, the friar whose
learning does him no good now that he is dead.
Other poems describe Jacopone’s imprisonment
and denounce Boniface VIII.

Two other prose works have been attributed to
Jacopone: Il Tratatto, a Latin treatise interpreting
his more philosophical poems; and the Detti, or
sayings written down by his admirers.

Jacopone’s religious poems celebrate the Nativ-
ity, Franciscan poverty, and above all his intoxica-
tion with God and the steps by which he passed
from grief for his sins to mystical contemplation.
Many of his works use the techniques and imagery
of the Provengal TROUBADOURS and the Italian
poets who imitated them; yet, rather than describ-
ing love for a woman as the troubadours did, Jaco-
pone focuses on loving God.

“Amor de caritate” (Lauda 90), like the
Provengal tenson, is a dialogue in verse. Evelyn Un-
derhill, a student of mysticism, calls it “a master-
piece of dramatic construction.” Jacopone begins
by exulting in the contemplation of Christ:

My heart melts, like wax near fire.

Christ puts his mark on me, and stripped of
myself (O wondrous exchange) I put on Christ.
Robed in this precious garment,

Crying out its love,

The soul drowns in ecstasy!

But Christ answers him with

O you who love me, put order into your love,
For without order, there is no virtue!

Jacopone replies:

If it was temperance you wanted,
Why did you lead me to this fiery furnace?

The language of ecstatic love and the images of the
furnace and the heart melted like wax are typical of
the 13th-century Tuscan and Sicilian poets.
Another of Jacopone’s most famous laude,
“Lady of Heaven,” is a dramatic dialogue between

the Virgin Mary, her son Jesus, and the bystanders
at the Crucifixion, and it influenced the develop-
ment of medieval Italian drama. A popular Latin
hymn of the MIDDLE AGEs with a similar theme, the
Stabat Mater, has been erroneously attributed to
Jacopone.

Jacopone’s religious lyrics were popular
throughout the Middle Ages, but modern critics
outside of Italy have neglected his work. Some
consider him coarse, unbalanced, and often in-
comprehensible, but Jacopone’s works have re-
cently attracted new interest. George Peck
writes that “Rarely has a poet revealed the mar-
row of his inner life with more precision and
more passion.”

An English Version of a Work by

Jacopone da Todi

Jacopone da Todi: The Lauds. Translated by Serge and
Elizabeth Hughes. New York: Paulist Press, 1982.

Works about Jacopone da Todi

Peck, George T. The Fool of God: Jacopone da Todi.
Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1980.

Underhill, Evelyn. Jacopone da Todi: A Spiritual Biog-
raphy. New York: Books for Libraries Press, 1972.

Jahiz, al- (‘Abu ‘Uthman ‘Amr ibn Bahr
ibn Mahbub al-Jahiz) (ca. 776-868)
essayist

Al-Jahiz (meaning “goggle-eyed”) was a very pro-

lific prose writer who authored nearly 200 books of

essays covering a very broad range of topics from
science to politics. He is considered the foremost

Arab intellectual of his era.

Al-Jahiz was born in Basra, reportedly the grand-
son of a black porter. He lived most of his life there.
Basra was then at the peak of its economic and cul-
tural glory under the new Abbasid Caliphate, as
Arab civilization began to assimilate the cultural
contributions of all the great peoples that had been
assembled together in the realm of Islam.

Al-Jahiz was known for his cosmopolitan
knowledge; his clear, accessible prose; the logic of



his argumentation; and most of all for his talent to
entertain. There was no topic in the sciences, litera-
ture, religion, or philosophy that escaped the atten-
tion of his pen. He treated all subjects with the same
combination of seriousness and humor. His humor,
however, led some critics to accuse him of triviality,
and indeed it is not always clear whether or not al-
Jahiz is being sarcastic; for example, he wrote one
book condemning wine and another defending it.

Al-Jahiz was a master of rhetorical argument,
often specializing in munazara, or parallels, a con-
temporary genre in which different people, ani-
mals, objects, or concepts argue their respective
virtues. Not surprisingly, he wrote a popular book
on rhetoric, titled Kitab al-Bayan wa al-tabayyun
(The Book of Excellence and Rhetoric). Among
the many topics he illuminated were the conduct
of kings, the customs of misers, the virtues of the
Turks, cripples, bureaucrats, mispronunciation,
singers, Christianity, and jokes. One widely read
work was a collection of sayings attributed to Alj,
MUHAMMAD’S son-in-law.

Like many Basrans, al-Jahiz was a Mu’tazilite,
one whose relatively rationalist Islamic philoso-
phy held that the current caliph could supplement
the laws of the KORAN with new rulings. He is con-
sidered one of the first great practitioners of adab,
or the cultivation of worldly knowledge. However,
al-Jahiz was also a consistent defender of Arab and
Islamic culture against the claims of Greeks, Indi-
ans, and Persians. He participated in the great lit-
erary debate against the Shu‘ubites, who sang the
virtues of the non-Arab Muslim cultures, espe-
cially that of Persia.

Al-Jahiz gained his greatest renown with his
seven-volume Kitab al-Hayawan (Book of Ani-
mals). In addition to animals, it addressed many
other topics in endless digressions, including reli-
gion, climate, crime, and the nature of matter. His
underlying purpose may have been to demonstrate
that Arabic scientific and practical knowledge had
become equal or even superior to its pagan prede-
cessors in Greece and Persia.

Al-Jahiz ’s life was a celebration of the culture of
books. As he wrote in the Book of Animals: “[A
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book] will amuse you with anecdotes, inform you
on all manner of astonishing marvels, entertain
you with jokes or move you with homilies, just as
you please. . . . there is no pleasanter neighbor, no
more fair-minded friend, no more amenable com-
panion.”

In the final irony, al-Jahiz’s love of books proved
his undoing. From time to time, he would have
himself locked into a bookstore at night to read
through the stock. On one such occasion, when he
was 92, a pile of books collapsed and crushed him
to death.

An English Version of Works by al-Jahiz
Nine Essays of al-Jahiz. Translated by William M.
Hutchins. New York: P. Lang, 1989.

Works about al-Jahiz

Pellat, Charles. The Life and Works of Jahiz. Translated
by D. M. Hawke. Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1969.

Huart, Clement. A History of Arabic Literature. Beirut:
Khayats, 1966.

Nicholson, R. A. A Literary History of the Arabs. Cam-
bridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1966.

Jataka (fifth century) sacred texts

The Jataka tales constitute part of the canon of sa-
cred Buddhist literature. The main body of Jataka
literature is a collection of 547 stories of Buddha’s
previous births in prose and verse, written in Pali.
Originally the Jatakas were oral tales that came
from the Varanasi region of north central India
and consisted of both animal and human tales as
well as parables for instruction. These were then
absorbed into the Buddhist literary canon, and the
stories later became an important part of the
Southeast Asian canon of Buddhist literature after
its indigenous kingdoms adapted Indian cultural
and religious philosophy.

The Jatakas contain stories that relate the self-
sacrificing spirit of the Buddha in his previous
lives. Several major themes and types are repre-
sented in the stories. These consisted of pre-
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Buddhist animal fables, heroic adventure tales,
tales of renunciation, and tales exemplifying total
charity and generosity. The themes of sacrifice and
continuous rebirth reveal the similarity between
Buddhist and Hindu beliefs regarding reincarna-
tion. They also represent Buddhist and Hindu
aims to escape the cycle of rebirth by attaining en-
lightenment or release from this world.

Though the stories originated as oral fables,
Buddhists believe that the Buddha told these sto-
ries as lessons to his followers. In the Theravada
Buddhist areas of Burma and Thailand, the most
popular Jataka is the story of Prince Vessantara,
who is known for his charitable nature; this a
virtue that most Buddhists wish their kings would
emulate. Vessantara leaves the comforts and luxu-
ries of his palace to wander all over his kingdom.
In his travels, he gives away many of his posses-
sions, including his wife and children when he has
nothing else to give away. The last 10 Jatakas, in-
cluding the story of Vessantara, are frequently de-
picted in murals, temple reliefs, and paintings in
Burma and Thailand.

English Versions of the Jataka

Jataka Tales: Animal Stories. Retold by Ellen C. Babbit.
New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1940.

Jataka Tales, Birth Stories of the Buddha. Retold by
Ethel Beswick. London: J. Murray, 1956.

A Work about the Jataka

Cummings, Mary. The Lives of the Buddha in the Art
and Literature of Asia. Ann Arbor: University of
Michigan, Center for South and Southeast Asian
Studies, 1992.

Jaufré Rudel (Jaufré Rudel 11, lord of
Blaye [Gironde]) (early 12th century)
troubadour, poet

Jaufré Rudel was born into a noble French family

in the first half of the 12th century. He inherited

the lordship of Blaye, a territory in southwest

France, from his father Girard after 1126 and be-

came known as a TROUBADOUR. He joined the Sec-
ond Crusade (see CRUSADES) in 1147, arriving in
Palestine in 1148, where he seems to have died.

According to legend, Jaufré fell in love with the
Countess of Tripoli, a woman he had never met,
and supposedly wrote several songs about her, in-
cluding the following lines from “When the Days
Are Long in May”:

But I'll find no love or joy

without the joy of my love far away,
for I know none gentler, better,
north or south, near or far away;

so high is her true and fine worth
that upon Saracen earth

I'd be called captive for her.

As the legend continues, Jaufré also became a cru-
sader in order to travel to Tripoli, where the count-
ess was alleged to be, but unfortunately fell ill on
the way. After his arrival in Tripoli, the countess
visited his sickbed. Jaufré thanked God for allow-
ing him to see his love and then died.

Six of Jaufré’s poems remain in existence, along
with the melodies meant to accompany four of
them. As most troubadour songs do, Jaufré’s con-
cern courtly love (see CHIVALRY AND COURTLY LOVE)
and are written in Provencal, which he calls “a
plain old Romance tongue.” As scholar Frede
Jensen notes, “troubadours of southern France
were the first European poets to write in the ver-
nacular” rather than in Latin.

Jaufré’s songs are comprised of lines of seven
or eight syllables. Between six and eight lines make
up each stanza, and each poem contains five to
eight stanzas. “When the days are long in May,”
which is regarded as his best song, repeats the same
rhyme scheme (ababccd) for seven stanzas, then
concludes with a final three lines whose rhyme
scheme is ccd.

While Jaufré lingers on the feelings he has for
his “distant love,” he remains vague about whom
the “distant love” is. Some critics have theorized
that his poems were really about a love for the Vir-



gin Mary or for Jerusalem. Others have pointed
out that Jaufré occasionally speaks of his beloved
in words that could only apply to a living woman.
Either interpretation could be correct.

Perhaps partly because of their ambiguity,
the poems reach beyond the time and place of
their composition to speak to readers of every
century. During World War 11, French exiles and
prisoners of war read and reread Jaufré’s poems.
In addition, his works and legendary life have
inspired numerous writers, including the au-
thor of the French MEDIEVAL ROMANCE Guillame
de Déle; Petrarch, who mentions Jaufré in his
“Triumph of Love”; the 19th-century poet
Robert Browning, who wrote a poem entitled
“Rudel to the Lady of Tripoli”; and the 20th-
century poet Ezra Pound, who refers to Jaufré in
his Cantos.

Jaufré’s poems remain appealing less because
of their beauty than because they describe a uni-
versal feeling: the longing for love. As scholar
James Wilhelm writes, Jaufré acknowledges his
“earthbound condition” yet “constantly keeps
striving for higher ideals. These ecstatic flights,
more clearly pronounced in him than in any
other troubadour, show him as a forerunner of
DANTE.”

See also MIDDLE AGES.

English Versions of Works by Jaufré Rudel

The Poetry of Cercamon and Jaufré Rudel. Edited and
translated by George Wolf and Roy Rosenstein.
New York: Garland, 1983.

Songs of Jaufré Rudel, Vol. 41. Translated by Rupert T.
Pickens. Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval
Studies, 1978.

Works about Jaufré Rudel

Rosenstein, Roy. “A Medieval Troubadour Mobilized
in the French Resistance,” Journal of the History of
Ideas 59, no. 3 (1998), 499-520.

Wilhelm, James J. Seven Troubadours: The Creators of
Modern Verse. University Park: Penn State Uni-
versity Press, 1970.
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Jean de Meun (Jean de Meung, Jean
Chopinel, Jean Clopinel of Meung-sur-
Loire) (ca. 1240—ca. 1305) poet, translator

Jean de Meun, best known as the author of the
final 18,000 lines of the ROMANCE OF THE ROSE, was
born in the French town of Meun-sur-Loire. Very
little is known about his life. Since he was known
to contemporaries as Master Jean de Meun, schol-
ars believe that he received a Master of Arts degree
at the University of Paris and that he likely taught
there. He was living near the university at the time
of his death. His work contains satires of the Fran-
ciscan and Dominican orders of friars, who were
under attack at the university at the time. He had
also studied Alan of Lille and other philosophical
poets of Chartres who exalted Nature.

Jean’s works show that he was an expert in Latin
with an encyclopedic knowledge of many subjects.
He describes himself in the Romance of the Rose as
“joyous of heart, agile and sound of limb.” He also
describes himself as a lifelong servant of love. His
style is lively and filled with satirical wit, and he
popularizes abstract philosophical ideas through
the pungent dialogue of his characters.

The variety of works attributed to Jean reflect
the interests that led him to complete the Romance
of the Rose. Among these works is his translation of
the Latin work de re Militaria by Vegetius, which he
called The Art of Chivalry (1284). He also trans-
lated The Consolation of Philosophy by BOETHIUS
and the letters of the famous lovers ABELARD AND
HELOISE. Two other works, the Testament of Jean de
Meun and the Codicil of Jean de Meun, have also
been attributed to him. The dedications of his
works show that he had many friends in high
places, including Jean de Brienne, count of Eu, and
King Philip the Fair of France (1285-1315).

De Meun said that he read GUILLAUME DE LOR-
RIS’s Romance of the Rose and liked it so much that
he decided to finish it. But he had things in mind
that went beyond Guillaume’s work. While Guil-
laume wrote somewhat uncritically from within
the courtly tradition (see CHIVALRY AND COURTLY
LOVE), De Meun, writing as a next-generation poet,
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had a more critical, satirical view of courtly love
and its conventions. He brings in satire of women
and relations between the sexes, and sets forth ar-
guments that passionate love has no importance in
comparison with procreation. His digressions are
encyclopedic in length and cover a wide range of
topics to interest his medieval listeners.

De Meun’s contribution to the Romance of the
Rose was a popular one; all of the medieval manu-
scripts except one include his continuation of the
text. The work has both survived and become con-
troversial because of him.

An English Version of a Work by

Jean de Meun

The Romance of the Rose by Guillaume de Lorris and
Jean de Meun. Translated by Charles Dahlberg.
Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1995.

Works about Jean de Meun

Hill, Jillian M. L. Medieval Debate on Jean de Meung’s
Roman de la Rose: Morality Versus Art. Lewiston,
N.Y.: Edwin Mellen Press, 1992.

Kay, Sarah. The Romance of the Rose. London: Grant
& Cutler, 1995.

Jerome, Saint (Sophronius Eusebius
Hieronymus) (ca. 340-420) translator,
prose writer

Saint Jerome was born in Strido, where Croatia is

now, into a family that highly valued education.

Although they were Christian, Jerome’s parents

sent their young son to a prominent pagan school

in Rome, where he studied classical literature and
became fluent in Latin and Greek.

Concerned that secular studies had corrupted
his love of God, Jerome left Rome and spent many
years traveling. He befriended monks and other
young Christian scholars who had renounced ma-
terial concerns to dedicate themselves to their
faith. This spiritual quest led him to the Syrian
desert, where he lived as a hermit for several years.

Taunted and tempted by memories of Roman
decadence, Jerome gained mastery over his desires

with acts of penance, contemplation, and the dis-
cipline of learning Hebrew. He then journeyed to
Turkey and became engaged in the theological de-
bates of the day. Sharp-tongued and hot-tempered,
Jerome strongly criticized the clergy’s worldly pur-
suits, earning himself many foes. While addressing
these controversies at a council in Rome, Jerome
found favor with Pope Damasus, who made him
his private secretary. At Damasus’s behest, Jerome
translated the New Testament into contemporary
Latin. He also translated the Old Testament from
Hebrew to Latin. For centuries, Jerome’s Vulgate
(“of the common people”) was the only version of
the Bible sanctioned by the Catholic Church.

When his champion Damasus died, Jerome left
Rome and established a monastery at Bethlehem.
There, he reportedly extracted a thorn from the
paw of a lion, who remained his loyal companion.

While the Vulgate was his crowning triumph,
Jerome was also a prolific writer of letters, com-
mentaries, biographies, and translations of histor-
ical works. In the MIDDLE AGES, Jerome was
designated “Doctor of the Church” for his out-
standing piety, contributions to Christianity, and
learnedness.

Jerome is the patron saint of translators. “One
need only utter the name of Jerome and the most
humble of us immediately feels taller, and re-
minded of the duties and the honor of his calling,”
wrote 20th-century translator Valery Larbaud.

An English Version of Works by

Saint Jerome

Select Letters of St. Jerome. Translated by Frederick
Adam Wright. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Uni-
versity Press, 1999.

Works about Saint Jerome
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Orchard Books, 1991.

Larbaud, Valery, An Homage to Jerome: Patron Saint of
Translators. Translated by Jean-Paul De Chezet.
Marlboro, Vt.: Marlboro Press, 1984.



Josephus, Flavius (Joseph ben

Mattathias) (ca. 37—ca. 101) historian
Flavius Josephus was born in Jerusalem during
Roman rule. His father was a Jewish priest, and his
mother was a member of Jewish royalty. He was
well-educated, studying both Greek and Hebrew
literature, and it is said that at one point he spent
three years with a hermit in the desert.

In his early 20s, Josephus traveled to Rome to
negotiate the release of several Jewish priests held
hostage by Emperor Nero. When he returned home
after completing his mission, his nation was begin-
ning a revolution against the Romans (ca. 66). Jose-
phus immediately became a commander of the
revolutionary forces in Galilee (present-day Israel).

In one battle, Josephus successfully defended
the fortress in Jotapata for almost two months. He
eventually surrendered and was taken prisoner by
the Roman general Vespasian, who planned on
sending him and other prisoners to Emperor Nero,
who most likely would have had them executed.
Josephus avoided this fate by presenting himself as
a prophet and professing Vespasian’s rise to impe-
rial power. After this successful move, Josephus
served the Romans by assisting them in under-
standing and negotiating with the Jewish nation.
The Jewish revolutionaries considered Josephus a
traitor and refused to follow his advice to surren-
der. Thus he became a witness to the destruction of
Galilee, Judea, and the Holy Temple. When Ves-
pasian released him, Josephus joined Vespasian’s
family name, Flavius, with his own, and eventually
followed Vespasian’s son Titus to Jerusalem (70).

Josephus’s experience as Vespasian’s captive re-
sulted in his first work, Jewish War, which was
published in seven books in 78, when its author
was serving at the Flavian court in Rome. The
work did not merely state the facts of the war but
proclaimed the emperor’s military might, flattered
his wisdom, and warned other nations against op-
posing his power. A significant part of the Jewish
War is devoted to poorly masked adulation of its
author’s qualities as a warrior and a writer. Jose-
phus first wrote the book in his native language
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of Aramaic but then translated it into Greek,
which was the most widely used language of the
Roman Empire.

Josephus’s later work Jewish Antiquities was
published in 93 or 94 in 20 books. In this written
work, entirely in Greek, Josephus explains the his-
tory of the Jews to the general non-Jewish audience
of the time and explains the title of his work by
emphasizing the age of the Jewish culture and the
Bible. Almost half of the work consists of Jose-
phus’s rephrasing of the Hebrew BIBLE, for which
he used the works of earlier historians as his
sources. Jewish Antiquities was zealously read by
the early Christians, and numerous translations in
later centuries revived interest in the work. One of
the best English translations was done by William
Whiston (1667-1752) in 1737.

Two shorter works by Josephus include Autobi-
ography (or Life), in which the historian attempts
to justify his position at the beginning of the Jew-
ish uprising; and Against Apion, in which he refutes
Apion’s charges against the Jews in the first cen-
tury. This, like Josephus’s other works, provide sig-
nificant details on the Roman-Jewish conflict of
the ancient world, as well as information about
written texts that no longer survive.

English Versions of Works by

Flavius Josephus

Life of Josephus: Translation and Commentary. Trans-
lated by Steve Mason. Boston: Brill, 2003.

The Jewish War. Translated by H. St. J. Thackeray.
Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1997.
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Bible. Boston: Brill, 1998.
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Juvenal (Decimus Junius Juvenalis)

(ca. 50—ca. 127) poet
Throughout history, writers have sought to use sar-
castic comedy as a means to express their concerns
about the society in which they live. Such authors
as Voltaire and Jonathan Swift achieved their fame
through satire, while also articulating important ob-
servations about life. Among the ancient Romans,
no one made better use of satire than Juvenal.

Juvenal was born in the town of Aquinum, Italy,
at a time when the Roman Empire was at its
height. This age was known as the Pax Romana, or
“Roman Peace.” The empire controlled the entire
Western world, ruling millions of people and out-
wardly appearing to be a model of tranquillity and
stability. All was not perfect, however, and Juvenal’s
writings articulated this fact quite well.

Little is known about Juvenal’s life. He came
from a wealthy family and served both in the army
and as a public official. It is not known if he ever
married or had children, but records indicate that
MARTIAL was one of his friends. His knowledge of
the workings of rhetoric schools have led some to
speculate that he might have been a teacher, but
there is no proof.

Juvenal’s writings got him into trouble with the
authorities, a fate suffered by many other socially
conscious writers both before and after him. The
Emperor Domitian sent him into exile for having
criticized Domitian’s favorite comedian, but Juve-
nal was apparently held in high regard by another
emperor, the cultured Hadrian.

Juvenal wrote his most important work be-
tween 110 and 130, during which time he pub-
lished his 16 major satires, composing them in
dactylic hexameters. His themes vary, but every
satire revolves around Juvenal’s conviction that
Roman society was rapidly decaying and losing
its sense of purpose. He writes about the corrup-
tion of the aristocracy, moral degeneration and
sexual depravity among all classes, congestion in
Roman cities, and numerous other social ills. He
also displays strong anti-Semitism as he ap-
proaches all of his subjects with derisive sarcasm
and intense bitterness.

Juvenal did not expend all his energy on seri-
ous social commentary. Some of his works also
lampoon less crucial problems. In his Satire I, for
example, he begins by making fun of banal and
long-winded poets:

Must I always be stuck in the audience at
these poetry-readings, never

Up on the platform myself, taking it out on
Cordus

For the times he’s bored me to death with
ranting speeches

From that Theseid of his?

... When you find

Hordes of poets on each street-cornet, it’s
misplaced kindness

To refrain from writing. The paper will still
be wasted.

By cloaking these feelings with wit and humor,
Juvenal both infuriates and amuses his readers.
Furthermore, his meticulous and precise style gives
his works a sense of poetic perfection, which was
emulated by many poets who came after him.

One of Juvenal’s most famous phrases became a
part of the lexicon of historians who studied
Rome. Juvenal claimed the Roman people were in-
terested only in “bread and games.” In other words,
as long as Roman citizens had enough to eat and
were entertained, they did not care about the crit-
ical issues facing their society, such as reforming
the government, managing the economy, or pro-
tecting the borders from barbarian enemies. The
“bread and games” observation thus became an
analogy for everything that caused the collapse of
the Roman Empire.

Juvenal’s works are important for several rea-
sons. From a purely literary standpoint, his poetic
style and satirical technique served as models for
many later writers. He also provides information
that has been extremely useful to historians as they
attempt to piece together a picture of Roman cul-
ture during the Pax Romana. Finally, the social ills
Juvenal lampooned were hardly unique to his own
time and culture, and his bitter criticisms, aside



from his anti-Semitism, can be seen as a warning to
our current societies, just as they were to his own.

English Versions of Works by Juvenal

Juvenal in English. Edited by Martin M. Winkler. New
York: Penguin Books, 2001.

The Sixteen Satires. Translated by Peter Green. New
York: Penguin, 1999.
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Wor