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One of the most distinctive characteristics of the culture of the Byzantine élite is
the continued use throughout the existence of the empire of the classical Attic
language for formal expression. The mastery of this language required years of
schooling, and the sheer quantity of published and unpublished grammatical
treatises, commentaries and lexica — many composed by the most eminent
Byzantine scholars - is proof enough of its cultural importance. In what follows I
will discuss the evidence for the ways in which the classical language was taught
in Byzantine schools in the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, concentrating
on the commentary to Philostratos by Manuel Moschopoulos.I Anunderstanding
of teaching methods and the ways in which classical texts were presented to pupils
has much to contribute to our appreciation of Byzantine texts and the cultural
context in which they were composed. There is no shortage of sources on which
to base such a study. Some picture of the organization of education and the
curriculum, albeit a sketchy one, is given by the autobiographies, hagiography and
correspondence of the period.2 The commentaries on classical Greek authors by
Palaeologan scholars and teachers such as Maximos Planudes, Manuel
Moschopoulos, Thomas Magister and Demetrios Triklinios show which texts were
read and how they were presented to students. Here, the interest of modern scholars
in the transmission of classical texts has provided valuable information about the
working methods and interests of Byzantine scholars.’> The case of Manuel
Moschopoulos illustrates the extent to which our knowledge of the lives and works
of Byzantine scholars is dependent upon such studies. For in dismantling the
Moschopoulean Sophocles recension which Alexander Turyn had constructed in
the 1940s, Dawe has transformed Moschopoulos from skilful editor to mere
compiler.4 One consequence of this classical perspective, however, has been a
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concentration on the texts which are included in the modern canon of the classics,
such as Homer, Hesiod, the tragedians and Aristophanes. But while these authors
played an important part in the elementary stages of the Byzantine curriculum they
were by no means the only ones to be read in schools. Mostimportantly, they were
read for precise and limited reasons, for their linguistic rather than aesthetic value,
as will be illustrated below. The familiar classical texts thus take on a different
complexion when seen through the lens of Byzantine scholarship. The resulting
difficulty found by modern scholars in classifying and evaluating this aspect,
among others, of Byzantine culture can be seen in the debates surrounding the
application of the terms ‘renaissance’ and ‘humanist’ to Byzantium. In particular,
the last centuries of Byzantium have been described as the ‘Palaeologan Renais-
sance’ and its scholars termed ‘humanists’, on the basis of their intense activity in
the field of classical scholarship.5 But it is precisely the nature of this philological
output that has caused others to claim that it is inappropriate to speak of a
‘renaissance’ in this period, since Byzantine scholarship shows none of the
required characteristics, such as originality.6 But before any answer can be given
to the question of whether there was or was not a ‘Palaeologan Renaissance’ it is
necesary to place the existing examples of classical scholarship in their contextand
to consider commentaries on ancient authors alongside other Byzantine works on
language and grammar, within the context of the curriculum as a whole.

The Organization of Education and the Curriculum

The published letters of late Byzantine scholars such as Theodore Hyrtakenos and
Maximos Planudes give some information on the organization of education’.
Hyrtakenos informs us of his unceasing quest for a state pension, suggesting that
state support for education was available but took the form of subsidies for
individuals.® One of Planudes’ letters to the uncle of Manuel Moschopoulos gives
the important information that Manuel acted as an assistant teacher in Planudes’
school while continuing his own studies.”

For the place of language teaching in the educational system we have the
evidence of autobiographies and saints’ lives. 1 The picture they give is consistent
with that for the other periods of Byzantium.‘1 Education was based around the
mastery of language. Pupils progressed from learning to read and write syllables
and then words, to the mastery of grammar, involving agreement between words
in the phrase,12 and then to the structuring of rhetorical compositions and logical
argumentation in the study of rhetoric. Although some form of elementary teaching
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seems to have been quite widely available, boys frequently had to move to larger
towns to continue their studies. It is reasonable to suppose that many must have
gone no further than learning to read and write, or mastering the most basic rules
of classical grammar.13 One method of paying for an education is recorded in the
life of the fourteenth century Patriarch Philotheos Kokkinos, who is said to have
worked as a cook in the house of Thomas Magister in Thessalonike in return for
his schooling.l4 In his autobiography Nikephoros Blemmydes gives an idea of the
time-scale involved (although he modestly admits that he was an exceptional
pupil). Starting in Prusa at the age of eight in about 1205 he spent four years
learning grammar,15 then moved to Nicaea to study poetry, rhetoric and elemen-
tary logic.16 His study of the poets is described as being of the books of Homer
and the other poets (Opnpikol PifAot kot Aowmor mownTikod). After this his
studies of rhetoric were based on the Progymnasmata of Aphthonios, the treatises
of Hermogenes and logic: Aristotle and Porphyry described as dwvag Kol
koTnyopiog kol ept epunvetag. The passage, like much of Blemmydes® text,
is difficult to interpret but suggests that he was aged sixteen either when he had
completed this phase of his education or when he began his studies in logic.

Far more detail is provided by the autobiography of George of Cyprus, who
later became Patriarch of Constantinople. It contains an account of his early
education on the island of Cyprus under Latin rule and precisely because of the
difficulty he encountered in obtaining a Greek secular education it is the most
informative and lively of our sources. He lived athome while he went to the school
of the grammatistes, the teacher of reading and writing (perhaps of elementary
grammar as well), in his home village. As he proved to have an aptitude for study
he was then sent to Nicosia, where the Greek educational provision was apparently
very poor. At this point in his narrative George remarks drily that although the old
men claimed that this decline in educational standards was due to sixty years of
Latin rule, when pressed they were unable to name a single illustrious figure from
the earlier period.17 After a failed attempt to study grammar and logic in Latin
schools, George gave up and returned to his family and alife of hunting. But, driven
by his desire for education, he left his home secretly one night and made his way
to Nicaea, against the wishes of his family, where to his intense disappointment he
found only poetry and grammar were being taught, not the rhetoricians whom he
had hoped to study.18 George associates the ancient poets with the tedium of
grammar, giving an almost comic touch of pathos to his experiences in Nicaea: he
had braved the fierce seas, abandoned his family all for declensions of nouns and
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irregular verbs and ridiculous stories of battles fought over Helen and the dispute
between Oedipus’ sons.”

These accounts show how unstable the educational provision could be outside
the capital, whether this was Constantinople or Nicaea, and how dependent on the
availibility and abilities of individual teachers. From George’s account it is clear
that many less talented or less wealthy students must have confined their schooling
to what was available in their village or regional centre, simply learning reading or
the rudiments of writing. Only the wealthiest, or the most determined, could think
of learning to write in accordance with the rules of grammar and rhetoric. »

Although I am here concerned with grammar and the associated study of the
poets, it is important to bear in mind the later stages of the curriculum. The
Byzantine educational system evolved differently from that of the Medieval West
in that rhetoric retained much of the importance it had enjoyed in later antiquity.
Although rhetoric continued to play an important role in the western curriculum it
no longer had a place in society comparable to that of Byzantine rhetoric. 2

For however detached from reality the products of Byzantine rhetoricians may
seem, both church and state continued to require the composition and performance
of speeches, so that the study of rhetoric in schools continued to have a practical,
political end. In the West the divorce of theory from practice led to a separation
in teaching between invention — the art of analysing and ordering subject matter —
and the eloquent presentation of that subject matter, between meaning and
language. In this way, dialectic - the study of logic — which was originally part of
the art of eloquence, became an independent subject of study ? Within Byzantine
culture, rhetoric remained an integrated system, combining invention and elo-
quence. Although the nature of Byzantine rhetorical training lies outside the scope
of this article it is important to bear in mind this part of the curriculum. For the
existence of this later stage as a goal, whether realized or not by the individual
student, determined the orientation of grammatical studies. Students were trained
to master the classical language for their own use, not just to be able to read and
appreciate the great works of the past. Thus the reading of the poets as part of
grammar was a functional exercise, not primarily (if at all) an exercise in aesthetic
appreciation. But before discussing this in more detail I would like to ask some
questions about how grammar was taught in schools.

The sources are in agreement that grammar, together with the reading of
poetical texts, was the basis of the curriculum as it had been in antiquity and as is
also the case in the accounts of education in the saints’ lives of the iconoclast period
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surveyed by Ann Moffatt.® But they give no hint as to what exactly this teaching
consisted in. There is no way of telling from these references alone whether the
term ‘grammar’ meant exactly the same as it had done in antiquity, or in earlier
periods of the Byzantine Empire, or whether the same term ‘grammar’ in fact stood
for a continually evolving educational reality. An anonymous dialogue on the
curriculum preserved in a manuscript of the Palaeologan period seems to support
the view that Byzantine teaching methods remained largely unchanged for centu-
ries. The questioner asks his interlocutor what the principal texts are for grammar,
rhetoric and philosophy. In grammar this is the treatise by Dionysios Thrax, the
Canons of Theodosios and their ‘exegetes’ who include Herodian, the ninth-
century grammarian George Choiroboskos and the far less well known Oros of
whose work only fragments survive. ! Dionysios Thrax’s treatise seems to have
been memorised and recited by students. His work forms the basis of the
Erotemata composed by Manuel Moschopoulos in which Dionysios’ statements
are recast in question and answer form. Moschopoulos’ Erotemata are the earliest
example of a genre of Greek grammatical text which was to become popular in
Renaissance Italy with the simplified versions by Manuel Chrysoloras and oth-
ers.” But the question and answer format must reflect a much older practice of
testing students orally on their knowledge of grammar, as described by the tenth-
century schoolmaster.”® However, the analysis of parts of speech given by
Dionysios Thrax and the lists of paradigms of nouns and verbs which make up
Theodosios” Canons were hardly sufficient in themselves for a full and active
mastery of classical Greek.”’

More information on teaching practices can be gleaned from the commentaries
and glosses to classical texts and from collections of specifically Byzantine
pedagogical material such as schedography, detailed grammatical commentaries
on specially composed phrases or quotations from classical, biblical or liturgical
texts.”® This latter practice was familiar to Anna Comnena who criticized the
enthusiasm of her contemporaries, claiming that it distracted them from reading the
texts.”? Several important collections of schedography survive from the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries, and the collection of schedography published under
Moschopoulos’ name illustrates the nature of this exercise in the Late Byzantine
period.30 Here, short texts a few lines in length are followed by pages of
commentary addressing every aspect of each word. The case, morphology,
spelling, etymology, accentuation and dialect are discussed at length and illus-
trated by references to the language of classical and patristic authors. Moschopoulos’
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first example is a prayer for Christ’s blessing on the students and their work
beginning Kupie "Incod Xpiote 6 ©eog Nu@v. These five words alone give
rise to discussions of the vocative, of the etymology of ©€d¢, explained as deriving
from the verb O€lv because the ancient planets ‘are always running’, and an
analysis of the personal pronoun NU@v as well as to a general treatise on all
personal pronouns.31 Another feature of the schedographic analysis is the lists of
words beginning with syllables which were written differently but sounded the
same in Byzantine pronunciation.32 The beginning of the prayer cited above gives
rise to lists of words beginning kv and xot; xpt, xpn and xper; Ny, Lt and £1u.33
Although the principal aim of these word lists is to teach correct spelling, they also
explain, where necessary, the meaning of the words listed by the inclusion of
synonyms or antonyms or by quotation from classical authors and conjugate
irregular or contracted verbs. The lists thus teach orthography in the widest sense
while increasing the students’ command of vocabulary. Throughout, the quota-
tions from classical -authors are juxtaposed with liturgical language. In another
example the phrase, £k Tig dylog ©g0tékov, is followed by, among other things,
a lengthy discussion of prepositions, including examples from Aristophanes.34

1t is difficult to see quite how this system functioned in the classroom. Most
probably the boys were expected to learn the commentary, or its main elements, by
heart. An intriguing clue is given, for an earlier period, by references in eleventh-
century texts to schedographic competitions between schools in Constantinople.35
One can only try to imagine how these might have functioned, but it was perhaps
the students’ ability to improvise the most elaborate commentaries which was
judged. If so, this exercise would have demanded an astonishing command of a
range of classical texts and grammatical knowledge. However, in the case of
ready-made collections of schedography such as that described above, the teaching
method probably relied on memorization and recitation of an existing text. Some
evidence of this practice is given in the schedographic sections of Moschopoulos’
unpublished commentary to the Eikones of the Elder Philostratos.*® This commen-
tary, which will be discussed in more detail below, incorporates several long lists
of words presenting spelling difficulties, very similar to those found in
Moschopoulos’ schedography.37 In a few cases the list is presented as an answer
to a question: ‘which words are written with “w”[as opposed to “0”]?" probably
reflecting classroom practice.38

Schedography was clearly developed by Byzantine teachers to supplement the
grammatical textbooks and to illustrate precepts by example. A scholium by
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Tzetzes to Hesiod, Works and Days 1.285 suggests that in the twelfth century
schedography followed the reading of poe,ts.39 By the late Byzantine period it was
beginning to influence the ways in which ancient texts were presented to students
in their studies of grammar, as was the case with Moschopoulos’ commentary to
the Eikones. Philostratos is an unusual author to find at this stage of the curriculum.
Although the accounts of education speak of reading ‘the books of the poets’ as part
of grammatical studies, Philostratos is a prose author and one with a thoroughly
idiosyncratic style. While he does not use complicated periodic sentences which
might pose problems for a beginner, his elliptical brevity, his habit of breaking off
in mid-sentence and of employing uncanonical constructions such as the nomina-
tive absolute to imitate the inconsequentiality of conversation, all make him a
unusual choice for the schoolroom.‘w At first sight, therefore, Philostratos does
not seem to be an obvious candidate for the grammar curriculum: in fact Psellos had
specifically advised against boys reading him until they had been thoroughly
imbued with the noble periodic sentence structure of Demosthenes and the other
Attic orators, who would not have been read until the next stage of the curriculum,
that of rhetoric.*!

The Eikones, however, had two obvious advantages for the teacher. One is the
wealth of recherché vocabulary involved in Philostratos’ descriptions of scenes
based on epic and tragedy, taking place on land and at sea and involving battles,
sieges and hunts. The second is the far more mundane fact that the text is neatly
divided into short chapters. This latter point, dictated by the practical demands of
the classroom, was clearly important. The Eikones with the Moschopoulean
commentary is usually found in fourteenth century manuscripts as part of a
teaching collection, named ‘Scholastic Anthology’ by Gallavotti,42 which also
includes extracts from the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, Aelian’s Natural
History, both of which are divided into short passages of a few lines in simple prose,
and selected epigrams from the Planudean Anthology. All have a similar style of
commentary » Although the manuscript tradition of this collection is fluid — not
all the manuscripts contain all the texts mentioned above — the texts and commen-
taries form a whole and comments to one author are frequently complemented by
comments to another part of the anthology.

The commentary to Philostratos has been mainly discussed in terms of
authorship. Although it is unattributed in the manuscripts, the title of a lexicon of
Attic words based on this and other Moschopoulean commentaries refers to
Moschopoulos as the author of scholia to Philostratos. It has been suggested that
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parts of the commentary can be attributed to Maximos Planudes,* butitis far more
likely that the whole of the anthology as we have it is put together by Moschopoulos,
possibly, since he is known to have been Planudes’ teaching assistant, developing
methods first used by his teacher.”® The Scholastic Anthology is an important
source of information on the teaching methods developed in the school of Planudes
and Moschopoulos and then more widely diffused throughout the fourteenth
century, as the number of extant manuscripts from this period shows. The
Anthology illustrates the preoccupations of teachers of grammar at this period and
the attitude to the classical language which was instilled into the educated élite of
the fourteenth century. With its novel selection of reading material it also
represents a phenomenon which is supposed by many modern critics not to have
existed — innovation in Byzantine teaching methods.

Part of the innovation seems to have been the inclusion within the commentary
of long passages which are closely related to the exercise of schedography. These
are the lists of words beginning with syllables which sound the same but are spelt
differently —just as were found in Moschopoulos’ Peri Schedon. They are far more
than just lists, however, as they include quotations from the classical poets, and
occasionally from the Psalms, to illustrate the use of a word. They also relate words
to their opposites or to synonyms or mention variations found in the literary dialects
of ancient Greece. Throughout there is a constant cross-reference, ensuring that
each word is firmly anchored within a complex and multi-dimensional linguistic
system. In the first word list, for example, which groups words beginning with v
and o1, the Attic Bohog (glass) is contrasted with its koine form Vehog — a
distinction which derives from the second-century Atticizing lexicon of Moeris;
then comes Oyiera (health) and its derivatives including an explanation of how
the adjective Uyletvdg can mean both ‘health-giving’ and ‘healthy’; further down
the use of Vpvog by poets to mean any song, not just one addressed to God is
mentioned; the less common word Uvig (ploughshare) is also given, with its
genitive to show its declension; this part of the list also contains a quotation from
Sappho to illustrate the Aeolic 80g (= 6{oc branch) explained as resulting from
the transformation of 0 into v and of { into &'J; finally the list returns to its starting
point, SynAdg (high) which is contrasted with xounAdg (low) and the latter word
is illustrated by quotation from the Greek Anthology.

This method of working outwards from one word in the text to relate it to the
wider context of the classical language is evident too in the shorter comments to
the Eikones which are found in the margins of the manuscripts. In many cases these
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do nothing to elucidate Philostratos’ text, sometimes even obscuring his meaning,
but they do illustrate how to use a word correctly in different contexts. For
example, in a difficult passage Philostratos’ unusual use of the verb meptpdAim
to describe how armed men are ‘placed around’ battlements in one scene givesrise
to adiscussion of the different ways in which the verb can be used, with examples.46
Nowhere is the meaning of the phrase elucidated. In other cases a comment may
define the meaning of the word in question, but this proves simply to be a starting
point for a discussion of related terms, often illustrated with quotations from other
classical authors: Homer, Aristophanes or the tragedians.

The manuscripts themselves give no clues as to how such commented texts
might have been used in the classroom, nor is much known about the availability
of books in Byzantine schools. One twelfth-century representation of aschoolroom,
in the Madrid Skylitzes, shows boys looking at books on a table.* Some
suggestions may however be found in the detailed accounts left by Italian
humanists of how they were taught Greek by Byzantine émigrés. One student of
Varino Favorino Camerte — who had studied with Politian, who in turn had been
a student of the Greek Andronikos Kallistos — described his Greek classes in a
letter. First his teacher gave a literal translation of the text. The teacher then
worked out the inflexion of the verbs and nouns, if these presented any difficulties,
and also dealt with etymology and other figures. After this he would go through
the reading again, testing the students. Finally, one student would be asked to
explain the passage again at the end of the lesson.®® Itis possible todraw a tentative
relationship between the procedures described here and the levels of commentary
found in the manuscripts used in Greek schools. For example, it may have been
during a first reading that the teacher used the brief interlinear glosses found in
commented copies of classical texts and which provide alternatives to difficult
words or constructions sometimes amounting to a paraphrase of the original text.®
The longer marginal comments which develop points of morphology, syntax,
accentuation or meaning might then have been used as the basis for a more detailed
analysis, all of which was to be remembered by the students. There is no obvious
equivalent in Camerte’s practice to the schedographic word-lists found in the
Scholastic Anthology, and indeed the Renaissance manuscripts tend to omit this
part of the commentary, but they may have been recited and then committed to
memory after the study of each chapter had been completed. One further difference
between the Italian and Byzantine schools was, of course, the language used for
explanations. A speech by Michael Apostolis, recommending his own services to
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his Italian audience, suggests that all teaching of Greek in Italy was in Latin, even
when the teacher himself was Greek, a practice which, he claims, could only impart
a superficial knowledge and not the personal experience (Eumeipio) of the
language which was part of the definition of grammar according to Dionysios
Thrax.”® Apostolis clearly considered that the language used in Greek schools for
comment and explanation was essentially the same as that being taught. One might
also conclude from his remarks that he perceived a sharp distinction in pedagogical
function between the Greek interlinear glosses, which both clarified grammatical
difficulties and extended the students’ range of linguistic experience, and the type
of Latin translations given by Camerte which, in his terms, merely rendered the
meaning accessible.

Toreturn to the Scholastic Anthology, itis clear that such commentaries did not
aim primarily to help pupils understand or appreciate the text in question but rather
used it as a starting point for general prescriptions about language. Words were of
interest to the teacher only in so far as they could be located within a wider linguistic
network or continaum. That is to say that the aim of this and other commentaries
in the Scholastic Anthology is to ensure that the pupils learn how to use the
language in their own compositions — the reading of ancient texts is entirely
subordinated to the aims of rhetoric. Very similar points could be made about the
commentaries of Moschopoulos and Planudes to, for example, Sophoc]es.51
While there is a little more evidence of interest in the narrative content of the
tragedians —some scholia summarize the story or even draw a moral point from the
plot — on the whole, the comments are of a similar nature, concentrating on what
is typical, and therefore re-usable, in the author’s language.

It takes a major adjustment of literary perspective to accept that the very texts
which are now considered to represent the height of the fifth-century Athenian
achievement — the tragedies of Sophocles or Euripides — appear in this context to
have been little more than repositories of lexical and syntactical paradigms. But
from this point of view the Byzantine commentaries to the poets can be seen to
perform a limited task with perfect coherence. Indeed this treatment of ancient
literature is implicit in the work of Dionysios Thrax who defines grammar as
‘experience of what is generally said by poets and writers’.>2 Analysis of
individual style is not part of grammar. This is why Moschopoulos can concentrate
on what is typical of Attic Greek in Philostratos’ language, and can spend so much
time relating it to other author’s usages without mentioning any of his idiosyncra-
sies. Clearer still are the Byzantine commentators’ discussions of Dionysios
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Thrax’s statement that the sixth and finest part of grammar is kpicig literally ‘the
judgement of poems’ 3 They point out specifically that this should not be
interpreted to mean that the grammarian should exercise any aesthetic judgements
on the work in question, rather, they should concern themselves with linguistic
issues, such as questions of authenticity.54 The scope of Byzantine treatments of
classical authors was thus clearly defined.

Grammar, therefore, including the reading of poets, was oriented towards the
production of texts. This partly explains why there is no Byzantine equivalent —
except in the case of Homer, where the tradition goes back to antiquity55 —to the
full scale allegorizing and moralizing of classical authors found in the Western
middle ages, notably with the Ovide moralisé. Evidently there was no need for
ancient poets to be made relevant to medieval Greek society by Christian interpre-
tation, since their relevance lay first and foremost in their role as linguistic
paradigms.56

The close study of Moschopoulos’ commentary to the works in the Scholastic
Anthology and other commentaries used in the elementary stages of education
provides valuable evidence for the background to Byzantine texts and for our
understanding of the Attic language as used and perceived by the Byzantine élite.
They show how the individual words which Byzantine schoolboys met in their
reading were constantly related to other terms, as synonyms or opposites, making
the student aware of shades of meaning and thus building up a wide and precise
vocabulary which was essential for rhetorical composition. This is clearly stated
by Joseph Rhakendytes a learned monk of the fourteenth century and correspond-
ent of Nikephoros Gregoras, Nikephoros Choumnos and Theodore Metochites,
who composed an epitome of rhetoric as part of alarger encyclopedia.57 Heinsists
on the need to master a wide vocabulary, making full use of the riches of the Greek
language and thus avoiding the error of tautologia. For Joseph, ‘tautology’ does
not mean repeating the substance of what has been said, but rather repeating the
same word or phrase in a speech instead of finding a synonym or inventing a
periphrasis ® What appears to many modern critics to be needless repetition and
redundancy was evidently, for Joseph and his contemporaries, the mark of good
rhetorical style for which they were trained from the very beginning of their studies.
Joseph does not elaborate on this point, but it is possible to glimpse some of its
implications from the pedagogical works described above. Through their constant
cross-references, quotations and subtle distinctions between words these works
give us some idea of the precise connotations and associations which different
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terms might have held for the Byzantine audience and of the rich textures which
could be woven by the skilled rhetorician.

A further aspect of the richness of literary Greek which becomes evident from
the Moschopoulean commentary to the Scholastic Anthology is the existence of
several levels of language: the literary dlalects Ionic, Doric, Aeolic, Attic — the
language of high-style prose —and koine.”® These give a further dimension to the
interrelationships of words described above, for not only did the students have to
learn to distinguish between near synonyms, they also had to recognise the literary
register of a given word. In places Moschopoulos draws attention to items of
'poetic' vocabulary —i.e. words most commonly used by Pindar or Theokritos —or
defines particular forms as Homeric or koine. This latter category is difficult to
define as it includes both words used by Aristotle and Byzantine terms of Latin
origin such as kKaBOAAGPLOG and Epdivog, so that one suspects that any term
which does not fall into any particular category may be classified as koine. % In
general however, Moschopoulos’ classifications of dialect or reglster are precise
and, unlike those of some other commentaries, reasonably accurate.”’ Once again,
these categories are best understood from the point of view of thetoric. They serve
to teach the student which words to use in which contexts so that, when used by the
teacher of grammar, terms such as ‘Attic’ or ‘Aeolic’ refer to registers of literary
language rather than to historical phenomena. Thus even the comments on the
formation of dialect forms, such as the analysis of Aeolic cited above, can be seen
as prescriptive. This is certainly how they were seen by Theodore Metochites, who
composed verse in pseudo-Homeric language of his own construction. From the
historical point of view his attempts are full of ‘monstrous forms’, as Robert
Browning has pointed out.”? But historical accuracy is unlikely to have been
Metochites’ main concern: he wished rather to give his verse a grandiose Homeric
flavour and felt at liberty to coin sub-Homeric forms on the basis of analogy. This
is just one example of how the type of teaching represented by these scholia can
be seen reflected in the high-style literary production of the fourteenth century.
Further analysis of the prose language used by authors of this period with reference
to the categories and registers of language described in these teaching texts may
well shed light on the linguistic expectations of both author and audience.

There is no external evidence for the precise stage at which the Scholastic
Anthology was used in schools.®* However, itdoes seem likely that this collection
of short extracts of prose and verse — Philostratos, Marcus Aurelius, Aelian and the
epigrams — was designed to be an intermediate stage between grammar and the
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reading of full-scale poetic texts.5* It does suggest that more and more help was
needed by students on the earlier stages of the curriculum. But although the end
of grammatical studies remained constant — active command of language — the
means used to achieve it were ever evolving in accordance with student needs.

Grammar and Byzantine Culture

The value of grammar was not confined to the classroom. To the Byzantine €lite
amastery of the classical language and an awareness of the correct registers to be
used were essential. The fifteenth-century satire, Mazaris’ Journey to Hades,
mentions acharacter growing rich from the composition of decrees and chrysobulls
— an occupation which would demand linguistic and rhetorical skill — as well as
mocking another for a grossly inappropriate use of language in the phrase |
HEAAELG YEVELY Xoyoeétag.és The intricacies of most of Mazaris’ references to
contemporary figures at court are lost on us, but the humour of this phrase surely
lies in the contrast between the vernacular language and the august position of
logothete.

That the qualities which were perceived to be imparted by this highly literary
and linguistic education were part of the Byzantine elite’s self-definition vis-a-vis
the West, is suggested by Nikephoros Gregoras® dialogue Florentios, composed
around 1337.% In this text, the author portrays himself in the persona of Nikagoras
who is shown discomforting the bumptious Xenophanes, a caricature of the
Calabrian monk, Barlaam. Barlaam/Xenophanes is presented by Gregoras as
being entirely Latin in culture, so that the debate between the two characters
focuses in places on the cultural differences perceived by Gregoras between East
and West. '

Nikagoras’ challenges to Xenophanes in their cross-cultural battle of wits
follow the development of the Byzantine curriculum and he begins by proposing
that they should start with the basics, as teachers of letters do with their students.”’
But Xenophanes arrogantly rejects Nikagoras’ suggestion that they start with
grammar, saying that grammar is a slavish art (Tévn Gv3panodwdng kol
S8ovAn) and useless to a philosopher like himself,”® thus giving Nikagoras the
opportunity to point out that, without grammar, the works of Plato and Aristotle
would be unknown. Grammar, he says, arms the tongue and makes it ‘masculine’
for speaking and for writing,69 a phrase which shows the importance of this training
in grammar and rhetoric within the values of the Byzantine elite as a preparation
for life in the mainly male, public domain. Similar sentiments are expressed by
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Demetrios Cydones in his highly allusive account of his own education. Express-
ing his gratitude to his parents for having sent him to a teacher and his own
eagerness when a boy to acquire knowledge of letters (Adyor) as a “fitting
possession for a free man’ o

Xenophanes’ claim that grammar is a ‘slavish art’ is therefore to be seen as a
deliberate subversion of Byzantine values. In contrast to the manly and eloquent
Nikagoras the character of Xenophanes in Gregoras’ dialogue is depicted in a
caricature of western scholasticism, as being capable only of forming syllogisms,
the subject of dialectic, and being arrogantly dismissive of both grammar and
rhetoric. (Nikagoras is able to undermine the Latin’s reliance on logical demon~
stration by pointing out that a syllogism is only as true as its basic premiss. )
Naturally, Gregoras depicts the difference between East and West in absolute
terms which do not correspond to contemporary realities —Latin grammarians were
just as keen as their eastern counterparts to promote their subject as the foundation
of all learning. But the dialogue shows that, in the eyes of Gregoras at least, an
active command of eloquence was what distinguished Byzantine culture from that
of the West and that, within the Byzantine context as he depicts it, such eloquence
was a necessary skill for public life.” Gregoras’ depiction of western culture as
such is naturally to be read with caution, particularly given the polemical and
satirical nature of the Florentios. The value of his sketch lies in the evidence it
provides for his own evaluation of the ideals which characterised Byzantine
civilisation.

The attitude of Greek intellectuals towards the West was by no means
uniformly dismissive and, in the grammatical works of this period, there is some
evidence to suggest that contact between the two cultures may have had some
influence, or effect, in the domain of linguistic theory. In particular, two works on
syntax from the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries show what seems to
be a new approach to the analysis of classical Greek: these are the Dialogue on
Grammar and Treatise on Syntax by Maximos Planudes”” and the Treatise on
Syntax by Ioannes Glykys, a pupil of George of Cyprus, correspondent of Planudes
and later Patriarch of Constantinople.74L Glykys confines himself to a novel
treatment of the grammatical cases of Greek whereas Planudes, in his two works,
also provides explanations of tenses and other parts of speech. Both authors share
in common a desire to provide general explanations of linguistic phenomena which
transcended their individual manifestations in language. It has even been sug-
gested by some modern linguists that Planudes’ Treatise on Syntax anticipated by
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several centuries the localist theory of case, according to which the grammatical
cases express both concrete spatial relations between entities and abstract gram-
matical relations.” This suggestion has met with opposition, both on the grounds
that Planudes’ analysis was not original and that the passage in question — a
discussion of interrrogative adverbs of place — does not amount to a localist case
theory.76 However, in the context of late Byzantine education the important point
is not so much the question of whether or not Planudes was the first to devise such
a theory, but rather that he was clearly attempting to find ways to illustrate and
explain the underlying principles of grammar which appear to differ from the
approaches of his immediate predecessors.

Glykys’ work on syntax is devoted to a thorough examination of the cases and
their uses. Language for Glykys is God given, not man-made, and the relations
between words mirror the relations between things and people in the world.”” Each
of the cases has a range of meaning specific to it: the dative, for example, expresses
giving and shared efforts and is therefore morally the best and first case.”® Tobreak
these divinely created rules of syntax therefore constitutes far more than just a
grammatical fault and is akin to blasphemy. Philostratos’ idiosyncratic syntax, in
particular his use of the nominative absolute, thus makes him a target for harsh
criticism in Glykys’ work.” Ttis quite possible that it was precisely the fact that
Philostratos was being used to teach grammar at this period that prompted Glykys
to focus on such a relatively minor author.

Neither Planudes nor Glykys make any great claims for their theories, both
present their work as pedagogical methods. Glykys’ treatise is written as a letter
to a young man.*® Planudes’ Dialogue is between the teacher, Palaitimos, and the
young Neophron, depicted as a youth who has just completed his basic study of
grammar and is now ready for a slightly more theoretical approach to the subject.
The same author’s Treatise seems to presuppose a similar audience. All three texts
were widely diffused in the fourteenth century. It is clear that the needs of their
pupils led them to formulate what has been described in the case of Glykys as the
most original thinking on language since antiquity.8l It may well be that the ever
widening gap between spoken and literary Greek led the more conscientious and
imaginative teachers to invent such new approaches. The end, however, remained
the same. Their enquiries into language are expressed in elegant Attic prose.82 The
final end of Byzantine grammar never ceased to be the practical one of eloquence.
The minute inquiries into syntax and semantics found in the grammatical treatises
and commentaries were intended to provide the basis for a training in rhetorical
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composition, in which attention was turned to the larger elements of composition:
figures and the development of arguments.83

In their search for philosophical principles underlying language Planudes and
Glykys were following a similar path to their Western contemporaries, the
Speculative Grammarians, although they never reach the heights of abstraction
foundin the work of the latter. For the Speculative Grammarians moved away from
the study and imitation of the classical Latin auctores, preferring to use invented
and often nonsensical Latin phrases to illustrate linguistic structures, in contrast to
the practical, text-based approach of Planudes and Glykys.84 Itishowever possible
that there was some direct influence — Planudes knew Latin and translated several
works of Latin literature and philosophy into Greek for the first time. It is also
likely that, after the Latin domination, it was more difficult for Byzantine
intellectuals to maintain the indifference to the Latin language shown by the vast
majority of their predecessors and that this may have prompted such considerations
of general principles of grammar. If so, this would explain two somewhat puzzling
phenomena. One is the existence of an unpublished Greek translation of Donatus’
Ars minor attributed to Planudes himself.®® In this translation, everything,
including the examples, is translated into Greek (nouns in the ablative are
represented by &td with the genitive) so that, used by itself, it could not have been
of much help to anyone hoping to learn Latin. It may of course simply have been
used as a key to the Latin text and in one fifteenth-century copy, made by Michael
Souliardos in MS Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale, grec 2594, it is written on the
versos only, facing blank pages on which,presumably, the Latin was to have been
added.®® But the translation may well have been made, or subsequently used, to
provide an idea of the grammatical principles of Latin for comparison with Greek,
suggesting the same interest in the principles of grammar as are to be found in
Planudes’ and Glykys’ works on syntax.

A comparable approach to Latin is to be found in George of Cyprus’ autobiog-
raphy. He describes how, having exhausted the educational resources of the Greek
schools in Nicosia, he went instead to a Latin school hoping to pick up the elements
of grammar. What is intriguing is the explanation he gives for his failure which he
attributes to his inability to understand the language in which his teachers taught,
not to the fact that the grammar he was studying was that of the Latin language.
George seems to have believed that the study of Latin grammar could have
compensated for his lack of a Greek grammatical education. Like Planudes and
Glykys, George seems to take it for granted that grammatical structures tran-
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scended the individual language.

Conclusion

A close look at the teaching of grammar in Byzantine schools reveals educational
methods which were constantly evolving in response to the practical needs of
students. The educational system as a whole, with its emphasis on the acquisition
of linguistic skills, had developed to satisfy the needs of the Byzantine state and it
remained relevant to these needs throughout the Empire,87 Although the relative
literary values enshrined by this system — the privileging of rhetoric over poetry for
example —often seem perverse to modern scholars,® they reflected the importance
of the art of eloquence in Byzantine culture. In turn, the importance of rhetoric at
the highest levels of society ensured that the curriculum remained largely the same
in structure, if not in detail, as it had been in antiquity. The interests served by this
curriculum were, naturally, those of the élite and the number of those who enjoyed
access to the full curriculum was small.¥ However, as suggested above, the earlier
stages of the curriculum were far more easily available and could on their own
ensure a type of functional literacy which must often have sufficed.” Above all,
it is against the background of the educational system as a whole that the
grammatical and philological works of the Palaeologan period should be evalu-
ated. The approving label, ‘Palacologan Renaissance’, which has been given to
this period, precisely because of the attention paid by its scholars to classical texts,
has led to some unhelpful comparisons with the culture of Renaissance Italy.
Needless to say, Byzantine scholarship is found to be no match for Renaissance
humanism. In comparison with the originality and the thorough assimilation of
antique forms which are seen to characterize the Italian Renaissance, Byzantine
scholarship appears derivative and limited in its aimns and has thus been reclassified
as a ‘revival’ or ‘rediscovery’.”’  Alternative terms to describe the distinctively
Byzantine strain of classical scholarship are indeed necessary. But in these
instances both ‘rediscovery’ and ‘revival’ are proposed as second best, as appro-
priate labels for a phenomenon which, in Sevtenko’s words, ‘failed to turn into a
renaissance’.”> However, the value of this comparison for our understanding of
cultural history must depend on the definition of the terms involved. Unfortu-
nately, the terms ‘renaissance’ and ‘humanism’ are notoriously difficult to define.
A commonly accepted definition of ‘renaissance’ is set out by Alexander Kazhdan
in the Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium . In support of his argument that the
Byzantines never achieved a true renaissance, Kazhdan states that ‘a genuine
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renaissance “divinizes” man in his practical activity and in his practical goals,
whereas Byz. did not go far beyond the traditional perception of man as a pawn in
the hands of God or Fate’.”> This definition of ‘renaissance’ is closely associated
with the commonly accepted interpretation of ‘humanism’ as a philosophy of man.

However, these definitions of ‘Renaissance’ and of humanism are relatively
recent in date. The free-thinking and even agnostic connotations of the word
‘humanism’ can be traced back only as far as the nineteenth century and are quite
alien to the interests and beliefs of the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century scholars and
intellectuals now known as ‘humanists’.”® The Italian word ‘umanista’ was
originally university slang for a teacher or student of the studia humanitatis, i.e.
graminar, poetry, thetoric, history and moral philosophy 2% Moreover, the people
now known as humanists seem to have referred to themselves as oratores or
rhetorici.’® The aim of the education they professed was the revival of ancient
eloquence — the art of communication being the human art par excellence—through
the imitation of classical authors.”” In this respect, the ideals of Italian humanism
are surprisingly similar to those of the Byzantine education system described
above.

It might therefore seem reasonable to accept the use of the term ‘humanist’, in
the strict and historical sense of the word, to describe late Byzantine culture and
education. By underlining the parallels between the literary culture of fifteenth-
and sixteenth-century Italy and that of Byzantium such descriptions might encour-
age the re-evaluation of both cultures. They may also help to expose the realities
which underlay both the humanists’ claims to be innovators and Byzantine claims
to be preserving tradition, which have too often been taken at face value. However,
while comparisons between Byzantium and the medieval or post-medieval West
can be illuminating, one may question how useful it is to borrow terms from the
historiography of one culture or period to apply to another, particularly when they
are as broad and imprecise in their range of meaning and implication as ‘renais-
sance’ and ‘humanism’ tend to be. Moreover, the fact that the borrowing has been
in one direction, applying terms used primarily to describe post-medieval Euro-
pean phenomena to Byzantium, is both unfortunate and revealing. The very
strangeness of a reverse borrowing such as ‘Italian Palaeologanism’ shows the
extent to which ideals and values attributed, often incorrectly, to post-medieval
European culture are considered normative for all periods.

Studied in context, the products of Byzantine scholarship and pedagogy have
much to tell us about the values and codes of their society and can provide some
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clues to the reception of ancient and Byzantine texts. Only when Byzantine culture
has been studied, as far as possible, on its own terms can meaningful comparisons
be made.
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