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To all the librarians, writers, readers, booksellers, publishers, teachers, and others who defend the freedom to read






6. Do not overwrite. Rich, ornate prose is hard to digest, generally unwholesome, and sometimes nauseating.

—William Strunk Jr. and E. B. White, The Elements of Style

Why are we reading, if not in hope of beauty laid bare, life heightened and its deepest mystery probed?

—Annie Dillard, The Writing Life

Dead writers and living Gods became my truest friends, and I prefer to be alone with them.

—Amit Majmudar, Godsong








INTRODUCTION [image: ] “Books Are Weapons in the War of Ideas”


In May of 1933, the Nazis burned books. And not a few. Across Germany, books were incinerated by the thousands. Under watchful Nazi eyes, obedient students gathered before large bonfires to consign to the flames the works of such German writers as Karl Marx, Erich Maria Remarque, and Nobel Prize winner Thomas Mann, along with books by Ernest Hemingway, Jack London, and Helen Keller. These public spectacles were carried out by Hitler’s acolytes, chanting “fire oaths” with the near-orgiastic fervor that had once accompanied the burning of witches and heretics. In the most notorious of these book burnings, some forty thousand people assembled in Berlin to hear Reich Minister of Propaganda Joseph Goebbels proclaim, “No to decadence and moral corruption!” before they threw books into a massive conflagration.

Across America today, another daunting spectacle is taking place under the guise of morality. The country has been swept by a partisan-driven wave of book banning, censorship, and yes, in some places, threats of book burning. School and public libraries are being purged of certain books, sometimes following a single complaint, usually about books regarding sexuality, gender, the Holocaust, and/or racism—many by writers of color. Librarians have quit in disgust or been fired; others have been viciously harassed online or physically threatened. Under the pretext of “parental rights,” the highly coordinated grievances against books have multiplied alongside a spreading attempt to scrub American history classes of anything that might cause some students to feel “shame.”

Are you frightened? I am. There is nothing new about censorship in America: attacks on books and writers are older than the nation itself. But something is different about this well-organized and highly partisan onslaught. It is about more than a few books that are claimed to be unfit for young readers. It is a purge of ideas. A rising chorus of voices has sought to powerfully counter these modern American book banners. The stakes could not be higher.

Nearly a century ago in Berlin, the “decadence and moral decay” of Thomas Mann, the “soul-shredding overvaluation of sexual activity” of Sigmund Freud, the “literary betrayal of our soldiers” in Remarque’s World War I classic All Quiet on the Western Front, and the “falsification of our history and disparagement of its great figures” justified the destruction of literature. These distant echoes from 1933 should serve as a bright, flashing red light for us. The demise of Germany’s constitutional democracy was swift and sweeping. As a further warning, we might recall the words of German playwright Heinrich Heine, whose work was tossed into the bonfires in 1933: “Where they burn books, they will also ultimately burn people.”

As a historian, I look to the past to understand the present. And here is what I see. During World War II, while the Nazis burned books and people, the United States made a remarkable decision to give books away. Under a plan launched in 1943 by a consortium of American publishers known as the Council on Books in Wartime, millions of Armed Services Editions were printed and distributed for free to Americans at war. Members of the armed services were encouraged to read more books. Intended as a morale boost, the program introduced men and women in uniform to a wide selection of stories and ideas from a broad array of writers. Handed out to Americans serving on battleships, bombers, and in barracks around the globe, the Armed Services Editions were published under a simple motto: “Books Are Weapons in the War of Ideas.”

Today we are in a new War of Ideas. Like all wars, this one is about control, fear, and power. The opponents of books have decided that some books contain ideas that disturb a carefully ordered world, which is today predicated on sexism, racism, and white supremacy. To them, books are dangerous. These enemies of books want to limit the spread of ideas for a simple reason: books make us think.

So, first they come for the books.

This battle over books is profoundly disturbing to me. For many years, I have lived a life in books. Books made me who I am. An avid library goer from childhood, a voracious reader, a former bookseller, and a writer, I have long advocated for reading, learning, and knowing. I have always tried to champion the power of books to sharpen critical thinking, question easy assumptions, and facilitate the spread of knowledge. I believe that open books open minds.

In my first book, Two-Bit Culture: The Paperbacking of America (1984), I wrote about the democratization of reading in America through the revolutionary introduction of mass-produced and -distributed paperbacks, all sold for twenty-five cents, or “two bits.” In Two-Bit Culture, I identified consequential books that educated the public and shaped our culture because they were widely available and affordable. The “paperback generation” was part of a true sea change in reading and thinking.

To win this current War of Ideas we need first to acknowledge how much books matter. How they educate, inform, and inspire. We need to fight for the right to read what we want to read. And, perhaps most importantly, we simply need to read more books.

But which books? Where do we begin? There are millions to choose from—at least for now. If you seek some guidance, I am here to help.

In the spirit and style of my previous book Great Short Books: A Year of Reading—Briefly, a compilation of short novels, welcome to a compendium of some of the most consequential but concise nonfiction ever written. The World in Books offers a selection of fifty-two short but provocative works of nonfiction. Here you will discover a curated collection of some of the world’s most influential and profound thinkers and writers and their consequential ideas. All of these fit into a roughly two-hundred-page limit, with a few occasional exceptions. Many are much shorter. This means, Gentle Reader, that each of these selections could easily be read in a week’s time or less, making for another “Year of Reading—Briefly.”

In compiling this collection, I highlighted books that provide insight, inspiration, and illumination. They range across many important ideas, issues, and isms—racism, fascism, sexism, socialism, and authoritarianism among them—along with religious freedom, creativity, and the climate crisis. Together, these fifty-two entries comprise a rich intellectual adventure, while also underscoring what has always been for me an article of faith: books matter.

That may seem obvious on its face. But a little publishing history is in order. Once upon a time in much of the Western world, there was only one set of permitted books and one accepted truth. Most of these books were in Latin, which meant few people could read them. And they were very expensive, which also limited their availability. For the most part, these books asserted the sole truth of Christianity as decreed by the Church in Rome.

The Renaissance and the spirit of humanism changed that. Bringing to light ideas from ancient sources that clashed with Christian orthodoxy, along with books increasingly written in common languages such as Italian, German, and English, the Renaissance and humanism were fueled by the revolutionary advent of Gutenberg’s press around 1440. Johannes Gutenberg’s movable type completely altered the trajectory of history by mass-producing books, which made them vastly less expensive than the medieval era’s handwritten, illuminated manuscripts. By the end of the fifteenth century, hundreds of presses across Europe were producing hundreds of thousands of books.

The books being more widely printed and shared did not necessarily propose new ideas. The Renaissance and the flowering of humanism came about because people learned about old ideas—very old ideas from ancient Greece, ancient Rome, and the Arabic world. Many had been suppressed because they had been considered pagan heresy. But with the increased availability of books, and the growth of European universities, literacy and education exploded. Once the exclusive purview of the aristocrat and the cleric, books became available to the many. The result was the dynamic burst of creativity and thought in Western civilization’s arts, writing, philosophy, the sciences—and religion. The printed word was central to Europe’s next great movements, the Reformation and Age of Reason.

It is this simple: open books open minds.

That is an obvious and glorious truth.

But why focus again on short books?

Reading books is a fundamental skill and valuable pleasure that has sadly fallen victim to the pressures of our times. The recent years of pandemic and political chaos have wreaked havoc on our ability to focus and read. But these events only exacerbated a deeper issue: the impact of the internet. It is the subject explored in a provocative book titled The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains by author Nicholas Carr, who diagnosed this vexing modern problem:


Over the last few years I’ve had an uncomfortable sense that someone, or something, has been tinkering with my brain, remapping the neural circuitry, reprogramming the memory. My mind isn’t going—so far as I can tell—but it’s changing. I’m not thinking the way I used to think. I feel it most strongly when I’m reading. I used to find it easy to immerse myself in a book or a lengthy article…. The deep read that used to come naturally has become a struggle.



Carr is not alone in that struggle. It is a commonly shared problem as we bury our faces in screens. But in confronting this technological assault on our ability to focus, amid the deluge of crises we confront, one of the most useful things we can and must do is read. When I previously wrote about the therapeutic value of reading, I was unaware that this activity has a name: Bibliotherapy.

The idea can be traced to the ancient Greeks, as New Yorker writer Ceridwen Dovey explains, “who inscribed above the entrance to a library in Thebes that this was a ‘healing place for the soul.’ ” Dovey continues: “For all avid readers who have been self-medicating with great books their entire lives, it comes as no surprise that reading books can be good for your mental health and your relationships with others, but exactly why and how is now becoming clearer, thanks to new research on reading’s effects on the brain.”

While the “Bibliotherapy” described by Dovey focuses on novels, I argue that reading nonfiction conveys similar advantages. Recent studies confirm that reading books provides mental stimulation and other healthful benefits. In a January 2023 New York Times article on regaining focus and concentration, Dana G. Smith explained: “Try deep reading (on paper). Traditionally, our brains tended to read print materials more slowly, in part because we were more likely to go back and double-check what we just read. That extra time lent itself to sophisticated mental processes like critical analysis, inference, deduction and empathy.”

These are attributes we all sorely need to cultivate. So, think of reading nonfiction as another form of fitness. Reading short books, I contend, is like the “high-intensity interval training”—quick bursts of vigorous activity—that we are now told is the most efficient way to stay fit. I would suggest, to extend the exercise analogy, that an athlete aspiring to run a marathon starts training with short runs. Brief nonfiction, then, provides a form of mental and psychological workout that prepares us to bring our brains into peak condition.

Short nonfiction engages us, makes us think, helps us refocus, and primes us for longer, more challenging efforts.

But where to start? That is what this book is about.

Moving in chronological order from ancient times to modern days, this collection takes us from some of the earliest known books to our own times—from the Bible to James Baldwin, from Machiavelli to Toni Morrison. I hope these entries will carry readers on an exciting voyage that includes many of the greatest books, writers, and ideas of all time. But Gentle Reader, travel through these selections in any order you choose. Think of this collection as a wonderful book buffet at a great all-night diner: you can eat as much as you like and even go for dessert first.

I will quickly admit that the task of winnowing down this collection was daunting. Even by limiting my field of vision to books of no more than two hundred pages, the array of choices—like the menu at that twenty-four-hour diner—was overwhelming. After culling centuries’ worth of consequential books, the final choices are presented in the following format:


	the book’s title, date of composition, author, specific edition and translation cited, and page length

	a brief sample, which may consist of the opening words or another memorable excerpt

	a biography situating each author in the times in which they lived

	a concise “Why You Should Read It” commentary

	a final section suggesting “What to Read Next”—either books by the same author or related works, many of a similar length.



So, what is here? You will find works ranging from the earliest recorded literature to modern writers, from Gilgamesh and the Bhagavad Gita to Dante to Joan Didion. I set out to include an equal number of works by writers identified as male or female—with the recognition that some of these selections have unknown or legendary authors. That said, we must acknowledge that until fairly recently in recorded time few women were taught to read or write. Women’s voices have largely been silenced throughout history, an argument made in one of the selections, Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own.

These wide-ranging readings were chosen to provoke questions and reflection. How, for instance, do Aristotle’s thoughts on writing resonate today? Why did an ancient Hindu poem influence Thoreau and Gandhi? What can we learn from an observer of Mussolini’s Italy in a time of rising authoritarianism? The collection moves on to modern times, probing works that address such issues as civil rights, women’s rights, and the threat of autocracy. And did I mention sex?

This meant returning to familiar works as well as discovering new books. Included are some classics you may have read and would benefit from revisiting now, and those you wish you had read but never did. Perhaps you were assigned one of Plato’s dialogues in Philosophy 101. But you may have missed The Symposium, a lively narrative set at an Athenian drinking party in which the central subject is “eros”—desire. See, I told you there would be sex.

With offerings ranging from The Art of War to All About Love, you will encounter a mélange of classic philosophy and contemporary wisdom—along with some powerful history and poignant memoirs. In this way, The World in Books offers a progression through intellectual history in palatable portions. But this is not your freshman-year Western Civ textbook. Nor is it meant to supplant Dr. Eliot’s Five-Foot Shelf of Books, so-named for Harvard president Charles W. Eliot who compiled a collection of classic literature that any educated person should read. (It filled fifty volumes!)

No, this is intended as a lively illumination of the ideas and people that have shaped thought and history from the earliest times to our own—presented without pedantry. It adds up to what I would call the thinking-driven life.

How, you may ask, did I choose? Besides length, I had four essential considerations:


	Consequence: What was the book’s impact?

	Timeliness: Do the ideas speak to us today?

	Literary value: Is the writing richly rewarding?

	Accessibility: Does the language resonate with modern readers?



Most of the included works ring all four bells. But my selection process placed slightly more weight on the first two of these: consequence and timeliness. As I culled the possibilities, I became convinced that books that address our present world deserve greater attention. I moved from the general goal of presenting a wide range of thought and experience to exploring works that speak specifically to the crises we now confront. We live in a time when religious intolerance and fundamentalism, racism, sexism, authoritarianism, and the cloud of climate catastrophe dominate our lives. Increasingly, I turned to books that speak to these issues.

For example, James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time, a blistering indictment of America’s racism written in 1963, could easily have been written in 2023. And in a time of heightened nuclear tensions, John Hersey’s Hiroshima offers searing lessons about the cost of atomic warfare that are as powerful now as when they appeared in 1946.

I will be the first to admit that this is an audacious undertaking. I know that some will skim the table of contents and shriek, “How could you leave out _________ [fill in the blank]?” But that is the nature of any subjective list. Keep in mind my guiding principles of length, consequence, timeliness, literary value, and accessibility. And I suggest many other works—some that missed the cut—in the “What to Read Next” sections; the afterword also provides an extended list of more recommended great short nonfiction.

I set out to provide a year-long reading plan that was broad in both the time it covered as well as the ideas it presents. My selection process was also clearly guided by my passions and preferences. Ultimately, the books chosen reflect my judgment of what is profound, provocative, and poses a challenge to our accepted ideas and assumptions. To borrow from French Enlightenment philosopher René Descartes, “I read, therefore I think.”

“Je pense, donc je suis”—“I think, therefore I am”—was written by Descartes in his 1637 Discourse on the Method. Descartes coined this bedrock tenet of Western thought along with its later Latin equivalent, “Cogito, ergo sum.” The phrase has since become a foundational principle of Western philosophy: one must be a thinking entity to have a thought or, for that matter, a doubt.

Overcoming the hurdles presented by this selection process meant operating with some essential ground rules. Chief among these was sticking to nonfiction—even though it might be argued that works like the Bhagavad Gita and Utopia are essentially works of fiction. A related issue is that “nonfiction” might preclude poetry. But I bent this guideline by acknowledging that the earliest poetry was, in fact, a form of nonfiction. In the ancient world, poetry was first spoken, not written, and only later set down on clay, papyrus, parchment, and other writing materials. Among the included verse works are the Chinese classic Tao Te Ching and the poetry of Sappho of Lesbos—chosen in part as the rare sample of a woman’s writing preserved from the Greek Classical period.

The next ground rule was grasping some of the foundational texts of world religion and philosophy. To do so meant viewing the Bible not as one book, but a collection of many books, and choosing to include two of them: Genesis for the Old Testament and the Gospel of Luke in the New Testament. Similarly, I include a single sura as an excerpt from the Qur’an (Koran) to introduce readers to Islam’s sacred text. No reasonably educated person should be ignorant of what the fundamental works underlying world faiths actually say.

These examples speak to another significant challenge: translation. Over the centuries, many of these works have been translated many times. My ground rule here was to rely upon recent, widely accepted English translations with the understanding that every translation is also an act of interpretation. In many cases, I point to alternative versions.

And that brings me to my final—and perhaps most arbitrary—rule: to include books that engage modern readers. First and foremost, I sought works that make us think—but also those that provide a degree of reading pleasure.

Honestly, many of us recall that our class reading assignments could often be a slog. Without singling out specific examples, quite a few of the books I encountered in my sifting process may have once been consequential and timely. But some of these “classics,” I found, were more like “museum pieces” composed in dense, dated prose that rendered them impenetrable. Mary Wollstonecraft’s A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, a bedrock work in feminist history, fell into the category of books well past their “freshness date.” If part of the point is to read for pleasure, the writing must be pleasing. But by all means, read Wollstonecraft if you choose.

During my year of reading great short nonfiction, I sought writing that arouses the imagination and intellect. We all know that we must eat our vegetables, but they can still be appealing. Broccoli can be boiled away to a limp lump. Or it can be beautifully prepared and plated. Achieving such an appetizing presentation, with minimal jargon, is my goal.

Against the challenges posed by the troubling times in which we live, I also moved through my reading in more personal terms. After a writing career of more than forty years, I recognize that each book I begin may be my last. As I approach my seventies, the questions that many writers ask of their work—“Is it any good?,” “Does it matter?”—become even weightier. Coincidentally or not, I found myself drawn to books about examining life—and death—especially in a post-pandemic world. As Socrates supposedly said at his trial for impiety and the corrupting of youth, “The unexamined life is not worth living.”

Confronting mortality is not a personal exercise in fatalism. Instead, it is a recognition that life and death are linked and the work we do must somehow count. When we begin to inventory our lives—to search for meaning—we are forced to ask: What have I accomplished? Did I succeed as a writer, a spouse, a parent, a human being? But this is not a memoir. I will only underscore the fact that many of the works I encountered helped me ponder such solemn questions.

All of these books—some very ancient, some contemporary—challenge assumptions regarding profound questions of how we should be in the world. I believe, perhaps more than ever, that it is possible—and never too late—to change, if we choose. I came away from my readings more convinced that learning, questioning, and thinking must be ongoing if we are to be that so-called change in the world.

Of course, one rationale for this project is to broaden our individual educations and become familiar with some landmarks in literary history. But this project goes beyond the notion of throwing out titles to impress the guests at a cocktail party or answering that Jeopardy stumper. We stand at a moment in history that requires informed, questioning, thinking people. The times demand a new Renaissance, a new humanism, that challenges orthodoxy and introduces powerful ideas. It is a moment that confirms H. G. Wells’s dire 1920 prediction in The Outline of History that “human history becomes more and more a race between education and catastrophe.”

Educating ourselves is the fundamental and central solution to averting such a catastrophe. By posing questions, expanding our knowledge base, and thinking for ourselves we can actually challenge those who would erase facts and science with propaganda and misinformation. “Only the educated are free,” wrote the enslaved Stoic philosopher Epictetus, who greatly influenced the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, a Roman emperor included here.

It is for enduring ideas like these that reverberate in our time that we must rediscover ancient classics and explore modern wisdom. This is what makes great literature timeless. We learn from its lessons, even after thousands of years. And that is especially true while we struggle through a War of Ideas.

During World War II, a wartime poster, depicting a Nazi book burning, featured a quote from President Franklin D. Roosevelt:


Books cannot be killed by fire. People die, but books never die. No man and no force can put thought in a concentration camp forever. No man and no force can take from the world the books that embody man’s eternal fight against tyranny. In this war, we know, books are weapons.



In bringing together this extraordinary array of writings, offering historical context without encyclopedic dullness, and connecting the past to the present, the history to the headlines, I hope I have provided a rich reservoir of contemplation, insight, inspiration, resistance, and perhaps even a glimmer of truth—which, as we are told, “shall set you free.”






“Bitterly Gilgamesh wept for his friend Enkidu”



The Epic of Gilgamesh

— CIRCA 2000 BCE —

Author Unknown
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New York: Penguin Books, 1972; translated with an introduction by N. K. Sandars; 128 pages
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NOTE: This is a prose version, written at the suggestion of legendary Penguin Books founder Allen Lane and first published in 1960. I used it for its accessibility and readability. But there are numerous verse translations including The Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic, critical ed. and cuneiform texts, translated and edited by Andrew George, London: Oxford University Press, 2003; The Epic of Gilgamesh, 2nd Norton critical ed., translated and edited by Benjamin R. Foster, New York: W. W. Norton, 2019, with extensive notes and essays; and more recently, Gilgamesh: A New Translation of the Ancient Epic, translated from the Akkadian by Sophus Helle, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2021.



OPENING WORDS



I will proclaim to the world the deeds of Gilgamesh. This was the man to whom all things were known; this was the king who knew the countries of the world. He was wise, he saw mysteries and knew secret things, he brought us a tale of the days before the flood. He went on a long journey, was weary, worn-out with labour, returning he rested, he engraved on a stone the whole story.

When the gods created Gilgamesh they gave him a perfect body. Shamash the glorious sun endowed him with beauty, Adad the god of the storm endowed him with courage, the great gods made his beauty perfect, surpassing all others, terrifying like a great wild bull. Two thirds they made him god and one third man.






SUMMARY

We begin at the beginning.

Considered the oldest epic poem in world literature, The Epic of Gilgamesh tells the story of a semidivine king named Gilgamesh, who may have been based on an actual historical figure in one of the world’s first cities, Uruk in ancient Mesopotamia (modern Iraq), but who can also be considered the world’s first superhero. Perfectly formed, possessing superhuman powers and knowledge, larger than life, and with an ego to match, he fits the mold of many other heroes of legend, myth, and literature, such as Hercules, King David of the Bible, or King Arthur of the stories of the Knights of the Round Table.

Ruling over the kingdom of Uruk, Gilgamesh is nearly godlike in his wisdom: he knows all, sees mysteries and secret things; he is unmatched in strength. Despite these gifts, he sets off on a series of adventures, in search of first enlightenment and eventually immortality. Older by far than the Homeric epics and the recorded stories of the Hebrew Old Testament, this tale of his journey takes us through a series of “hero’s quests” that mark this epic poem as a landmark in world literature.

But his arrogance is equal to his wisdom and strength. And he takes women as he chooses. “His lust leaves no virgin to her lover, neither the warrior’s daughter nor the wife of the noble.” To punish his unseemly behavior, the gods create Enkidu, part man, part beast, formed from clay, who lives among the animals. A prototype Frankenstein monster with prodigious sexual endurance, Enkidu leaves the wilderness to challenge Gilgamesh to a fight. Both supernaturally strong, Gilgamesh and Enkidu brawl in the city streets until their match ends in a draw and the pair become friends.

Yes, Gilgamesh is the first “buddy movie”—or perhaps “the first queer love story,” as author and Cambridge University Fellow Robert Macfarlane wrote in the New York Review of Books in 2022, a suggestion that has elicited considerable serious scholarship. Homoeroticism is an ancient theme and comes into play when discussing such heroes as Homer’s Achilles and Patroclus or the Bible’s David and Jonathan, two other pairs of warrior-comrades. These ancient tales remind us that the view of same-sex love in the ancient world was markedly different from that of the condemnation found in Judeo-Christian views, a subject further explored in this collection in Plato’s The Symposium (see entry).

Angry over the failure of their plan to rein in Gilgamesh, the gods send the Bull of Heaven to punish both Enkidu and Gilgamesh. But the pair again confounds the gods. Together, they defeat the bull and dismember it, hurling its thigh—or severed penis, in another translation—at the goddess of fertility and sex, Ishtar. Responding to this new affront, the gods strike Enkidu with a fatal illness. Grieving for his beloved Enkidu, Gilgamesh sets off to find the secret of immortality and encounters the survivor of a great flood—yes, there is a flood story in Gilgamesh that is older than the Noah story in Genesis. Gilgamesh seeks a plant that will allow him to live forever. Will Gilgamesh discover that missing piece that will make him like a god?




ABOUT THE AUTHOR: UNKNOWN

Nothing can be said about the author of these epic poems, which predate Homer and the Bible, because nothing is known. Like the Bible (see Genesis entry), The Epic of Gilgamesh was more likely the work of many authors in the oral tradition before being set down centuries later. “The poem we call Gilgamesh is based on copies of a work assembled over a millennium after the earliest stories were written in Old Babylonian,” explains historian Michael Schmidt. “… A specific scribe, editor, collator, poet is given credit for bringing it all together. He may have also been an exorcist, magician, diviner, priest, or seer; or a combination of these not unrelated vocations…. He is certainly not what we would regard as an author or a poet. His contribution was curatorial.”

So how did the world’s oldest written story come to us? It is an intriguing tale of archeology and human passion. A set of fragmented clay tablets, inscribed in cuneiform, one of the earliest known forms of writing, was discovered in the ruins of a temple in Nineveh, capital of the ancient Assyrian Empire, and brought to London in the mid-nineteenth century. There these shards of ancient writing remained until George Smith, a young printer, studied the tablets in the British Museum on his lunch break and cracked the code of the language inscribed on them. He was eventually given a position in the museum. Smith created the first English translation of one of the fragmented tablets of Gilgamesh and, in 1873, he published an article titled “The Chaldean Account of the Deluge,” an episode from Gilgamesh trumpeting a story of a great flood that mirrored the flood account in Genesis.

Smith’s revelation about the existence of a flood account that predated the story of Noah and his ark made international headlines. Newspapers began to sponsor expeditions to find further pieces of the story. Smith himself was sent by the British Museum to excavate an Assyrian site and died of dysentery in August 1876 during that trip. Since Smith’s first translation, many other fragments of Gilgamesh have turned up and multiple translations now exist of what is considered the world’s oldest story.




WHY YOU SHOULD READ IT

I’ll be honest here. My Akkadian isn’t great.

So, why read this ancient text when we don’t really know why—or for whom—it was written? I first encountered Gilgamesh in writing my earlier books about the Bible and mythology, for the simple reason that, like many before me, I was fascinated by the idea that there was another flood account from the ancient Middle East. Raised on the story of Noah’s ark from childhood Sunday school lessons, I experienced one of those “Why didn’t they tell us that?” moments.

Gilgamesh explores themes that have driven storytelling from its very beginnings to modern times. It is an essential hero’s quest: a series of adventures and trials aimed at gaining knowledge and power; in the case of Gilgamesh, he seeks the ultimate power of immortality. This is a reflection of the powerful desire of humans to be like gods, prevalent throughout mythology. It is also a story about friendship and loss. It is a story of the quest for meaning. In a recent version, translator Sophus Helle writes: “One reason for the epic’s appeal is that it lures the reader in with a mix of wild energy and sober reflection. Gilgamesh the hero is youthful and rash, but Gilgamesh the epic is much more melancholic, full of meditations on death and the burden of community.”

For these reasons, this ancient work—still being investigated and retranslated as new fragments turn up—remains such a subject of deep fascination. A 2003 edition of Gilgamesh is based on more than 180 fragments. And as recently as 2015, an Iraqi museum reported the discovery of twenty missing lines of poetry. In other words, there may be more Gilgamesh yet to be discovered. As new discoveries open up ancient mysteries, we must continue to explore the connections between myths and folklore that have influenced the sacred stories people have told for thousands of years. Storytelling is one key to what makes humans different from other creatures, and there are many stories, like this, that people have told for longer than we know.

Including Gilgamesh in this book represents the first case of an arbitrary bending of my rules. Like the Bhagavad Gita and other epic poems across the ancient world, Gilgamesh is essentially a work of fiction. But as with other legends, myths, fables, and fairy tales told by people across human time, it is fiction that gets at truth. Myths, after all, are not simply “make-believe.” They have always been a culture’s sacred stories, meant to convey a vision of truth. And like much of the greatest literature, it speaks to us over the centuries.

“Why does Gilgamesh continue to concern us? One reason is the durability of its central preoccupations,” Robert Macfarlane wrote. “Ecocide, poor governance, toxic masculinity, fear of death, invasion, insomnia: Gilgamesh’s themes could be transcribed from yesterday’s newspaper.”




WHAT TO READ NEXT

There is no sequel. Sorry. If Gilgamesh intrigues you, I would suggest an excellent—but short—deep dive into the history of the work and its many translations over time, Gilgamesh: The Life of a Poem. Michael Schmidt’s work, cited earlier, offers a fascinating history of how the poem came to be and how it has been viewed over history and continues to be revitalized today.

To explore further the mythology and literature of ancient Mesopotamia, the so-called Cradle of Civilization, I suggest Inana: Queen of Heaven and Earth, by Diane Wolkstein, and Inana: Lady of Largest Heart, by Betty De Shong Meador, which explore the goddess Ishtar. Some of the poems about this goddess are attributed to a priestess named Enheduanna, credited as the first named author in history. She Who Wrote: Enheduanna and Women of Mesopotamia ca. 3400–2000 tells her story and provides a rich visual introduction to the society from which Gilgamesh emerged. Another way to explore these ancient stories is through the work of Joseph Campbell in such books as The Power of Myth or The Hero with a Thousand Faces, or through Harvard professor Maria Tatar’s 2021 book, The Heroine with 1001 Faces, which deals specifically with the traditional absence of women in male-centric hero quests and the important history of “heroinism.”








“The man said, ‘The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me the fruit from the tree and I ate.’ ”



The Book of Genesis

— CIRCA 1000 BCE (?) —

Author Unknown
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The New Oxford Annotated Bible, New Revised Standard Version, edited by Bruce M. Metzger and Roland E. Murphy, New York: Oxford University Press, 1991; 68 pages, double columns


OPENING WORDS


In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening and there was morning, the first day.






AUTHOR’S NOTE: A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE BIBLE

In any discussion of reading “the Bible,” we must begin with two basic questions: “What is the Bible?” and “Which Bible?” So, before summarizing Genesis and discussing who wrote it, a quick overview of the “Good Book” and how it came to be.

A compendium of many shorter books—how many depends on which version of the Bible you’re reading—the Bible is believed by many to be the divinely inspired Word of God. But a Hebrew Bible differs from a Roman Catholic or Greek Orthodox Bible, which differs from a Protestant Bible in the number and ordering of books. So again, “Which Bible?”

The first five books of the Bible, known in Judaism as the Torah and to others as the Five Books of Moses, were passed down orally by nomadic tribespeople for centuries before being inscribed on scrolls in archaic Hebrew. These stories and laws were first set down in Jerusalem around 1000 BCE, approximately during the reigns of King David (circa 1000–960 BCE) and King Solomon (circa 960–922 BCE). Over several centuries, these were supplemented with books of history, poetry, philosophy, and prophecy. These ancient writings have since been edited, translated—and sometimes mistranslated—revised, published, and republished in myriad versions over the millennia.

In other words, the story of the Hebrew Bible, or TANAKH—an anagram of the Hebrew words for Law or Instruction, Prophets, and Writings—or the Christian Old Testament, is complex and still in dispute. Scholars disagree about when the Hebrew canon—meaning those books selected as sacred and divinely inspired—was first established; some argue for a date of 140–40 BCE and others say it was not fixed until the second century CE. The complete collection of books that made up the Hebrew scriptures was translated into Greek, in a version known as the Septuagint, in the first and second centuries BCE in Egypt. This Greek version became the basis for what Christians later called the Old Testament.

After the life and death of Jesus, the Hebrew scriptures were extended by various accounts and letters written near the end of the first century CE, recording Jesus’s ministry and miracles and the founding of the Christian church, first as an offshoot or sect of Judaism. Composed by people without firsthand knowledge of Jesus, in Greek and Aramaic—a form of Hebrew spoken by Jesus—these writings later became Christianity’s New Testament. The question of which New Testament books would be considered canonical—accepted by early Christian authorities as divinely inspired—was debated at the Council of Nicaea in 325 CE. The Roman emperor Constantine, who decriminalized Christianity in 313 CE, commissioned fifty copies of the Bible in 331 CE.

After Christianity became Rome’s official religion in 380 CE, a Latin translation of both Old and New Testaments was ordered by Pope Damasus. Begun in 382 CE by Jerome, a Christian cleric who was later sainted, it became known as the “Vulgate,” from a Latin word for a commonly used language. The Vulgate became the official Bible of Christianity for much of the next thousand years. Complete Bibles and collections of portions of the Bible were created in the form of illuminated manuscripts—intricately hand-copied and lavishly decorated books, available only to a few.

But, as I point out in my introduction, the development of movable type in Europe changed everything. Printed Bibles became more widely available. First produced in 1455 CE, Gutenberg’s most famous creation remains the Gutenberg Bible, a Latin edition. Among the world’s most priceless objects, forty-nine of these Bibles are known to exist, although only twenty-one of them are complete. The rapid spread of printing led to a boom in European literacy, which increased demand for Bibles. And people could read the Bible for themselves.

“The printing press had now become the collaborator and vehicle of the Protestant spirit,” wrote historian and Librarian of Congress Daniel J. Boorstin. “And so it opened the path to a popular scriptural theology—and the Reformation.” During the Protestant Reformation, the Bible was produced in commonly spoken languages, including Martin Luther’s German-language Bible (1522–1534 CE) and early English translations such as the Tyndale Bible of 1525. Denounced as a heretic by men such as Thomas More (see entry), William Tyndale was strangled before being burned at the stake. In 1611, the most renowned English translation was issued as the King James Version. Described by prominent eighteenth-century cleric and scholar Robert Lowth as “the noblest monument of English prose,” the King James Version has immeasurably influenced English language and literature ever since.

It later became clear that this widely quoted English “Authorized Version” contained errors of translation and interpretation. Many people are surprised to learn, for instance, that Moses and the Israelites did not actually cross the “Red Sea,” but the “Sea of Reeds”—a mistranslation of the original Hebrew later immortalized by Hollywood in The Ten Commandments.

In other words, the story of the Bible is a meandering tale of many translations, interpretations, and decidedly human editorial decisions—not all widely agreed upon. The edition cited here, the New Revised Standard Version of The New Oxford Annotated Bible, is the one I was introduced to in college while studying the literature and history of the Bible. It is the result of extensive research and scholarship into the earliest known texts of the Bible by respected experts from a variety of faiths and offers valuable explanatory notes and editorial material about these ancient writings. For that reason, I recommend it. An alternative translation, also available from Oxford University Press, is the Jewish Study Bible, which features the Jewish Publication Society TANAKH translation.




SUMMARY

Spoiler alert! This story, which begins when God creates everything, does not end well. Adam and Eve are tossed out of Paradise. Their son Abel is done in by his older brother, Cain. Most of humanity drowns in the Flood, with the exception of Noah, his family, and an ark full of animals.

And we’re just getting started. The first of the Bible’s Five Books of Moses, Genesis offers a catalog of catastrophes. After wiping out most life on earth in the Flood, God repopulates the world. But when men attempt to build the tower of Babel reaching to the heavens, God frustrates this human attempt to be like gods and “confuses their language” as punishment—a legendary explanation for the world’s many spoken languages. God then scatters humanity across the earth. Later a nomadic shepherd called Abram (later Abraham) is told by God to sacrifice his son Isaac, and he almost does. Esau is cheated out of his inheritance by his twin brother, Jacob. And Joseph has serious sibling rivalry issues with his eleven brothers and is sold into slavery.

In other words, the fifty chapters of Genesis cover a lot of ground and contain some of the most significant stories in religious history and Western tradition. Through highly dramatic narratives, Genesis recounts the history of the world, beginning with the Creation and the Fall of Man, and underscoring God’s special relationship with the Jewish people who are descended from Abraham. He is promised by God that he will be the father of a great nation in whom “all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”

Following the generations of Abraham’s descendants—with the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah thrown in there—Genesis concludes with the extended account of Joseph, famed for his “coat of many colors,” or “a long robe with sleeves,” according to the New Revised Standard Version. Sold into slavery by his jealous brothers, Joseph rises to become a trusted advisor to the Pharaoh.

Facing famine in their homeland, Joseph’s brothers travel to Egypt, to be reunited with Joseph, and eventually bring their father, Jacob, and the people of Israel to live there. Genesis closes with Joseph’s death at the age of 110, but with the expectation that these people will return one day to the land that God had promised to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR: UNKNOWN

While commonly described as the Books of Moses, the first five books of the Bible—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy, and known as the Torah (“Law” or “Teaching”) in Judaism—were not written down by Moses. We may logically assume that Moses, whose life story begins in Exodus, could not write of his own death or other events that occurred after his demise.

So, then, who wrote Genesis?

Centuries of archeology, scholarship, and research have concluded that the earliest sacred writings of Judaism were part of an ancient tradition passed along orally well before they were set down, just as the epic poems of Homer were sung before they were written. The process of recording these books dates to approximately 1000 BCE, based on stories that may go back another thousand years, drawing on legends, narratives, and folktales from Egypt, Mesopotamia, and other early civilizations.

Long-standing scholarly consensus holds that the earliest Hebrew scriptures were composed by five principal authors, or perhaps schools of writers and editors. Widely taught at leading religious and divinity schools, this concept is based on several distinctive writing styles and themes identified throughout the Five Books of Moses. Scholars commonly designate these “authors” by letters. In rough chronological order, they are:


	J, or the Jahwist: the oldest presumed source, dated between 950 and 750 BCE, known as J, for the German word Jahwe, translated in English as “Yahweh” and source of the English word “Jehovah,” as well as its connection to Judah, one of two ancient monarchies. In his best-selling 1990 The Book of J, literary critic Harold Bloom contended that J was female. Besides contributing to the Books of Moses, Bloom argued, J may have also written an epic poem called the “Song of Deborah” found in the book of Judges. For these contributions, Bloom placed J alongside Homer, Shakespeare, and Tolstoy as a literary genius.

	E, the Elohist: so-named because this author preferred to use the word Elohim for God and may have been active between 850 and 800 BCE.



In The Bible: A Biography, biblical scholar and author Karen Armstrong writes: “The J and E authors interpreted the saga of Israel very differently, and later editors made no attempt to iron out these inconsistencies and contradictions. Subsequently historians would feel at liberty to add to the JE narrative and make radical alterations.”


	D, the Deuteronomist: thought to have worked between 700 and 600 BCE, responsible, as you might guess, for the book of Deuteronomy—fifth of the Five Books of Moses—and some of the later historical books of the Old Testament. Some scholars assert that D was the Hebrew prophet Jeremiah who lived from circa 650 BCE to 570 BCE.

	P, the Priestly source or author: Credited with “In the beginning,” the P contribution is composed in formal language, and is especially interested with ritual observations and the duties of the ancient Jewish priesthood. Highly concerned with laws and religious observances, these sections are thought to have been written from 550 to 500 BCE.

	R, the Redactor or Editor: a group that took the existing strands of the texts and wove them together, probably around 400 BCE.






WHY YOU SHOULD READ IT

Whether you accept that Genesis is the “Word of God,” or that it was composed and edited by a variety of authors over centuries, or that it is a collection of folktales and mythical stories told by a wandering ancient people to explain their world, you cannot dismiss its central place in world history, literature, and language.

Genesis is significant, first, as a foundational text for two of the world’s principal monotheistic religions, Judaism and Christianity. Just as significantly, the narrative includes an account of Ishmael—Abraham’s firstborn son—making Judaism’s patriarch an ancestor of the prophet Muhammad, honored as the forerunner of Islam. For these reasons alone, an educated person must understand these stories and appreciate their impact.

Beyond recognizing its central significance in world religion, read Genesis for its amazing storytelling and lasting imprint on culture. Simply put, its stories are among the most important ever told and are at the center of much of Western history’s intellectual traditions, literary themes, and religious tenets.

Many people have heard these stories told or mistold, or perhaps have seen Hollywood versions, without actually having read them. So read them for yourself. And to do that, you must begin at the beginning, with the Creation—both of them.

Yes, the book of Genesis contains two Creation accounts, separate and unequal. These two versions differ in literary style, details, and the order of the Creation. The first account in chapter 1 contains the familiar opening lines—cited earlier—and a six-day Creation, concluding with the appearance of humanity, male and female, at the same time, and unnamed:


in the image of God he created them;

male and female he created them.



After this, on the seventh day, God rests.

What follows is a very different rendering, which tells of Adam being made and Eve following later, the temptation of Eve by the serpent, and the first couple eating of the fruit of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil—no, not an apple. Scholars view these two variant accounts as clear evidence of different sets of authors, with the first account attributed to the Priestly source (P).

The second version is credited to J, whose narrative is thought to be the older, more folkloric version set in the Garden of Eden, a word meaning “delight.” In the J version, a very human God walks about the garden in the cool of the day. Out of this garden flow four rivers, two of them identified as the Tigris and Euphrates in ancient Mesopotamia. In J’s version, the order of creation is different, with man created before the animals and woman created later, formed from a rib a taken from the man. She is later tempted by the serpent to eat from the tree and shares the fruit with the man.

When an angry God asks the man if he has eaten the fruit, Adam doesn’t hesitate to fatefully point a finger: “The woman whom you gave to be with me, she gave me the fruit from the tree and I ate.”

Clearly, these Creation stories influenced the course of history and were central to cementing the second-place status of woman in powerful religious traditions. Various interpretations of other Genesis stories have also had enormous impact. They include the mistaken interpretation that Canaan—the son of Noah’s son Ham—was cursed to serve his brothers. In later interpretations, Canaan was said to be the ancestor of Africans and this “curse” was used as the biblical justification for the enslavement of Africans. Another is the tale of the legendary cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, destroyed by God for their “wickedness.” Many scholars have refuted the idea that the “wickedness” of Sodom was a metaphor for homosexuality—hence the word “sodomy”—but for centuries this biblical tale served as the basis of viewing same-sex love as sinful.




WHAT TO READ NEXT

The obvious answer is to move on to the immediate sequel, the book of Exodus. The second book of the Bible introduces Moses after the people of Israel have been transformed in Egypt into a people in bondage. Born to a Hebrew mother, Moses is set afloat in a basket after the Pharaoh calls for all newborn Hebrew males to be thrown into the Nile. Rescued by the Pharaoh’s daughter, Moses is raised as a prince of Egypt. After learning his true identity, Moses is directed by God to lead his people out of captivity, which he does in a series of miraculous events now marked as Passover. Following a long sojourn in the wilderness, Moses delivers the Ten Commandments.

In other words, this is also among the most significant narratives in history. Like Genesis, the book of Exodus describes events at the core of both Judaism and Christianity, and that are significant in Islam as well.

Beyond these two essential books of the Bible, you could read the Old Testament, or Hebrew Bible, in its entirety. But it can be rough sledding.I By all means, read the Psalms and Proverbs, for the richness of their language alone. And the Prophets, both major and minor, have provided spiritual sustenance and a source of faith for centuries. But if you prefer to cherry-pick, I recommend a few relatively short books from Hebrew scripture:


	
Ruth: a brief, charming tale of a woman who accepts the God of Israel, in a story emphasizing faith and familial loyalty

	Job: which raises the thorny problem of why bad things happen to good people and probes faith in the midst of suffering, a fairly universal theme

	Ecclesiastes: a philosophical treatise that also poses questions of existential weight about the meaning of human existence and opens with the despairing declaration that “all is vanity”—the author’s way of asking what the point of life is

	Song of Solomon (Song of Songs): a collection of richly sensuous love poems exchanged between a man and woman that is said to represent the relationship between God and his people but does so in very evocative, often erotic language



In other words, there is a lot more to the Bible than your childhood religious education might have offered, if you had one. And if you did not learn about the essential stories and the language of the Bible, these books will certainly make you reconsider some of your assumptions—and perhaps gaze up at Michelangelo’s paintings in the Sistine Chapel with different eyes.


	
I. In Don’t Know Much About the Bible (New York: William Morrow, 1998), I offer a book-by-book summary of all of the books in both the Old and New Testaments, with an emphasis on their meaning, historical context, and impact on the course of human events.










“Who knows doesn’t talk.”



Tao Te Ching (The Book of the Way)

— CIRCA 400 BCE —

Lao-tzu (Attributed)
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Tao Te Ching: A Book about the Way and the Power of the Way, Ursula K. Le Guin with J. P. Seaton, Boulder, CO: Shambhala, 1997; 126 pages. Among many other translations, I have also referred to Tao Te Ching: A New English Version, translated by Stephen Mitchell, New York: Harper Perennial Modern Classics, 2006; and Tao Te Ching: The Tao and the Power, translated by John Minford, New York: Viking, 2018


OPENING WORDS


The way you can go

isn’t the real way.

The name you can say

isn’t the real name.






SUMMARY

In eighty-one succinct—but sometimes perplexing—verse entries, Tao Te Ching presents ancient Chinese wisdom about living a life of meaningful contemplation. Translated very roughly as “the way of integrity,” Tao Te Ching celebrates living with honor, virtue, and what is now in vogue as “mindfulness.” Tao Te Ching is also the basis for what would become Taoism (also spelled “Daoism”), a religion and philosophy that traditionally emphasizes living in harmony and balance with the energy that is within and guides everything in the universe.

Taoism, according to one recent translator, John Minford, “emphasized inner freedom, meditation, and the Self-Cultivation of the individual, surrender to the spontaneous rhythms of nature, primordial intuition, and exploration of the mysteries of the human condition and the wonders of the cosmos, listening to the silent music of the Tao.”

These seemingly simple nuggets of Lao-tzu’s teachings can be puzzling. For instance, in the third verse—“Hushing” in the late novelist and essayist Ursula K. Le Guin’s version—Lao-tzu states:


When you do not-doing,

nothing’s out of order.



On this central ideal of Tao, Ursula K. Le Guin comments: “Over and over Lao Tzu says wei wu wei: Do not do. Doing not-doing. To act without acting. Action by inaction. You do nothing yet it gets done…. The whole book is both an explanation and a demonstration of it.”

In his translation, Stephen Mitchell dismisses the notion that “doing not doing” means passivity and discusses Lao-tzu’s central concept as similar to entering the “zone”: “A good athlete can enter a state of body-awareness in which the right stroke or the right movement happens by itself, effortlessly, without any interference of the conscious will…. The game plays the game; the poem writes the poem; we can’t tell the dancer from the dance…. Nothing is done because the doer has wholeheartedly vanished into the deed.”

At its heart, the ancient wisdom of Tao Te Ching lays out a path of living harmoniously, with a serene and generous spirit—as the last lesson says: “Wise souls don’t hoard; the more they do for others the more they have.”




ABOUT THE AUTHOR: LAO-TZU

Very little can be said with certainty or authority about the person who composed Tao Te Ching. Just as we have names but no real identities for the original authors behind Gilgamesh, Genesis, or the Iliad and the Odyssey, Tao Te Ching may have been compiled by multiple Chinese scholars over time and then attributed to the legendary Lao-tzu. Modern consensus holds that the work was first compiled around 400 BCE by one “Laozi,” a philosopher whose name translates simply as “old master.”

In one widely told ancient legend, the philosopher Laozi departs the kingdom of the Zhou dynasty and comes to a pass at the entrance to the state of Qin. In this apocryphal story, the guardian of the pass begs Laozi to write a book for him. Laozi writes a book in two sections of five thousand characters, in which he sets down his ideas about the Dao (literally “Way”) and the de (its “virtue”). Then he disappears, according to ancient Chinese accounts.

“Nothing about it is certain,” writes Le Guin, “except that it’s Chinese, and very old, and speaks to people everywhere as if it had been written yesterday.”




WHY YOU SHOULD READ IT

Laconic and sometimes mystifying, Tao Te Ching might sound to some like one of the most memorable lines in the Star Wars saga: When Yoda explains the Force to young Master Luke, he says, “Do. Or not do. There is no try.”

So read it, as Le Guin did, for “the profound modesty of the language that offers what so many people for so many centuries have found in this book: a pure apprehension of the mystery of which we are part.”

In the twenty-first century, when it seems that “doing” is what most occupies so many of us, this is a paradoxical instruction. Many people raised in a Western tradition are far more familiar with the “Thou shalt” and “Thou shalt not” approach to proper living. Alan Watts, a writer given much credit for introducing Eastern thought to America, once explained: “The West has no recognized institution corresponding to Taoism because our Hebrew-Christian spiritual tradition identifies the Absolute—God—with the moral and logical order of convention. This might almost be called a major cultural catastrophe, because it weights the social order with excessive authority.”

Much to ponder. But “just do.” That is the point. Read it to help develop awareness of ourselves and our surroundings, one of the central ideas in Tao Te Ching. It is not surprising, then, to find that Lao-tzu is cited often in Wherever You Go, There You Are, Jon Kabat-Zinn’s best-selling book on mindfulness, first published in 1994.

The book forms the basis for Daoism, which became a powerful force in several Asian countries. But like other religions, Daoism was banned in China after the Communist takeover in 1949. However, it is now recognized as one of five faiths permitted in China—the others are Buddhism, Islam, Catholicism, and Protestantism—though all are strictly monitored by the Chinese government, according to the Council on Foreign Relations. Daoism is still widely practiced in Taiwan, Korea, and other Asian nations.




WHAT TO READ NEXT

Among the many available versions is translator Stephen Mitchell’s popular Tao Te Ching: A New English Version. Mitchell’s often differs from Le Guin’s, underscoring the contrast between translation and interpretation; Mitchell cites the fact that more than one hundred English versions of Tao Te Ching had been produced by 1986. The Le Guin edition provides a list of some of the other notable translations made through history. Both Mitchell and Le Guin emphasize that they have produced versions. In comparing these two without any sense of written or spoken Chinese, I was drawn to the poetic sensibility of Le Guin’s interpretation.

Another and important corollary text in Chinese history to explore is The Analects of Confucius, a collection of aphorisms and wisdom brought together in 497 BCE by students of the most famous and influential Chinese philosopher besides Lao-tzu. According to legendary accounts, Confucius met Lao-tzu and acknowledged him as the Master. The teachings of Confucius are more focused on a moral code of proper behavior, with an emphasis on wisdom, self-knowledge, courage, and sincerity. Among his renowned sayings is “Do not impose on others what you yourself do not desire” (Analects, book 15, 24), the Confucian version of the Golden Rule.

I would also point to two other works of short nonfiction worth investigation. The Way of Zen by Alan Watts is important for its role in the introduction of Zen Buddhism, with its roots in Taoism, to Western readers in 1957. And You Are Here: Discovering the Magic of the Present Moment is one of many works by the late Thich Nhat Hanh, among the most prominent proponents of Buddhist thought and practice in recent history. A key figure in the modern mindfulness movement, Thich Nhat Hanh died in 2022 at age ninety-five.

“Some people live as though they are already dead,” he wrote. “There are people moving around us who are consumed by their past, terrified of their future, and stuck in their anger and jealousy. They are not alive; they are just walking corpses. If you look around yourself with mindfulness, you will see people going around like zombies. Have a great deal of compassion for the people around you who are living like this. They do not know that life is accessible only in the here and now.”








“You will have memories Because of what we did back then When we were new at this,”



Stung with Love: Poems and Fragments

— CIRCA 610–570 BCE —

Sappho
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New York: Penguin Books, 2009; translated with an introduction and notes by Aaron Poochigian and with a preface by Carol Ann Duffy; 102 pages

[image: ]

NOTE: Since the discovery of additional fragments of Sappho’s poetry in 2012, translating Sappho for a modern audience is something of a scholarly cottage industry. Among the more recent editions are Sappho: A New Translation of the Complete Works by Diane J. Raynor and André Lardinois, Cambridge, UK, Cambridge University Press, 2014.


EXCERPT


Sweet mother, I can’t take shuttle in hand.

There is a boy, and lust

Has crushed my spirit–just

As gentle Aphrodite planned.






SUMMARY

Poignant, personal, and often erotic, these are the poems of Sappho, one of the few women of the Classical Greek era whose writings have survived the centuries. Elegant and refined, both sensual and sensuous, Sappho’s verses plumb the heights and depths of passion and intimacy, fused with the fragrances and sensory delights of Lesbos, a large island in the Aegean Sea.

Whether describing a scene from the Trojan War from a woman’s perspective or expressing the pain of unrequited love and the torturous delights of the lover and the beloved, Sappho’s poems still speak plainly to us today—


You will have memories

Because of what we did back then

When we were new at this,

Yes, we did many things, then—all

Beautiful…



Timeless sentiments. “However,” as translator Aaron Poochigian notes, “we are left to wonder just what beautiful things the speaker and addressee ‘did back then’ when they were young.”

Writing in archaic Greek, Sappho may have created some ten thousand lines of poetry, but only about one hundred poems and poetic fragments are known today; at least 90 percent of her work has been lost. Imagine if instead of 154 Shakespearean sonnets, we possessed only 15—or only four of some forty plays attributed to him. “The greatest problem for Sappho studies is that there’s so little Sappho to study,” writes Daniel Mendelsohn in the New Yorker. “It would be hard to think of another poet whose status is so disproportionate to the size of her surviving body of work.”

Frustratingly slim, this collection contains bits and pieces of two-thousand-year-old songs. And songs they were. Today we read Sappho in lines on a page, but her words were intended to be accompanied by a lyre, a handheld stringed instrument. This is, in essence, what “lyric poetry” means—words meant to be set to music and sung to the lyre. There is still debate over whether Sappho’s “lyric poetry” was meant to be sung publicly or in private, and by one performer or a chorus.

There is no debate about her impact. For more than two thousand years, the work of the Greek lyric poet Sappho has inspired lovers, as well as other poets and writers. Even in ancient times, Sappho was renowned to other poets of the Greek and Roman Classical periods. Coming down through the ages, her collections of poems or mere fragments have inspired, besides other poetry, many myths and misconceptions about one of the few women artists from that time whose work has survived.




ABOUT THE AUTHOR: SAPPHO

In 1972, lesbian feminist activists Sidney Abbott and Barbara Love wrote a book called Sappho Was a Right-On Woman. Addressing both feminism and lesbianism, the title became a rallying cry among women on the barricades of the fledgling gay rights movement of the 1970s as well as mainstream feminism. Posters heralding the phrase helped make a modern icon of this somewhat mysterious Greek poet who lived more than two thousand years ago.

Yet, for a person whose name and birthplace have become part of the language, Sappho of Lesbos largely remains a cipher, an enigma. Her identity and life are concealed in the mists of a lost history. A mythology, fueled by centuries of speculation—and ancient snark—has sprung up around her life and work, leaving few certainties. She was, as critic Daniel Mendelsohn wrote, “the seventh-century-B.C. lyric genius whose sometimes playful, sometimes anguished songs about her susceptibility to the graces of younger women bequeathed us the adjectives ‘sapphic’ and ‘lesbian’ (from the island of Lesbos, where she lived).”

But what else can we know? Scholarly agreement, including the chronology in the edition cited here, places her birth around 630 BCE and death around 570 BCE, in Mytilene on the island of Lesbos, the third-largest island in the Aegean Sea, near the coast of modern Turkey, and renowned for its wine and olive oil. A member of an aristocratic family, Sappho had three brothers, one of whom was a wine exporter who sailed to Egypt. One of her poems mentions a daughter, but according to some modern translators, the ancient Greek word can also be interpreted as “child” or “slave.”

Beyond such basics, much of Sappho’s life remains a legend. “No other woman from early antiquity has been so talked about, and in such conflicting terms. The sources are as sparse as the legends are manifold, and any attempt to distinguish between the two virtually hopeless,” wrote Judith Schalansky in the Paris Review. “Every age has created its own Sappho. Some even invented a second in order to sidestep the contradictions of the stories: she was variously described as a priestess in the service of Aphrodite or the Muses, a hetaera,I a man-crazed woman, a love-crazed virago, a kindly teacher, a gallant lady; by turns shameless and corrupt, or prim and pure.”

Sappho apparently lived much of her life in Mytilene. But during a time of political turmoil, she and her family fled or were exiled to Syracuse, in Sicily. Even her appearance is debated. One ancient source described her as beautiful; another, according to Schalansky, said she was “ugly, being dark in complexion and of very small stature.”

At some point, Sappho returned from exile and founded a school or gathering place for girls, again according to Schalansky, as either “a women’s circle in Mytilene, which may have been a cultish community set up to honor Aphrodite, a symposium of fellow females bearing an erotic attachment to one another, or a marriage preparation school for daughters of noble birth: no one knows for sure.”

Nor is there even certainty about her sexuality. Was Sappho of Lesbos a lover of women? Not so fast, according to Daniel Mendelsohn. “However exalted her reputation among the ancient literati… Sappho was known primarily as an oversexed predator—of men,” he writes. “This, in fact, was the ancient cliché about ‘Lesbians’: when we hear the word today we think of love between women, but when the ancient Greeks heard the word they thought of blow jobs. In classical Greek, the verb lesbiazein—‘to act like someone from Lesbos’—meant performing fellatio, an activity for which inhabitants of the island were thought to have a particular penchant. Comic playwrights and authors of light verse portrayed Sappho as just another daughter of Lesbos, only too happy to fall into bed with her younger male rivals.”

In fact, among the most popular and lasting legends of Sappho’s love life was one about her passion for a handsome young boatman called Phaon, which supposedly led her to jump off a cliff. There is no evidence to support such a story. Sappho’s life, like much of her verse, exists only in fragments.




WHY YOU SHOULD READ IT

Read it first for pleasure in the beauty and sensuality of Sappho’s poetry. She employed recurring images of flowers, bright garlands, naturalistic scenes, altars smoking with incense, and perfumed oils for the hair and body. All of these were elements of rituals in devotion to Aphrodite, the ancient Greek goddess associated with love, lust, passion, and procreation. Yes, we are back to sex.

Sappho’s lyrics also offer a distinct view of life in this extraordinary time, as Greece emerged as a center of culture in the Mediterranean world. Consider, as Judith Schalansky writes in the Paris Review, “There are not many surviving literary works older than the songs of Sappho.” She lived and wrote in a time not far from the recording of some of the earliest books of the Bible. But her point of view is distinct. Lyrical, romantic, and sensual, Sappho presents an extraordinary contrast to the tales of sin, murder, deception, and a punishing deity found in the book of Genesis (see entry).

In her pioneering work Goddesses, Whores, Wives, and Slaves, Sarah B. Pomeroy commented: “As a poet, she was inventive, using new poetic structures and meters, but she was a self-conscious artist too, often addressing herself. Although so little of her poetry survives, the power of her writing is great enough to show that she merits the praise she earned from antiquity, when Plato called her the tenth Muse, to the present.” So, read it because it is among the earliest known existing remnants of a female artist. It is lyrical poetry, echoing the very human experience of love and desire that has animated poetry—and all literature—for all time.




WHAT TO READ NEXT

It is impossible to recommend more of Sappho’s work, simply because none has yet been found. We must content ourselves with tantalizing bits and pieces currently available and hope that some enterprising archeologists eventually turn up some more stray mummy wrappings that add to the Sapphic library.

Unfortunately, there is sparse work by any women of the Classical era. Of a handful of known names from earlier periods in history, little writing survives. Other women who wrote were forgotten or ignored. So, to follow up on Sappho, I would suggest the Song of Solomon, mentioned after the discussion of Genesis (see entry). Contrast the love song considered “divinely inspired” in both Judaism and Christianity with the passionate verses of this Greek poet.

Finally, I suggest comparing the work of Sappho to that of American poet Emily Dickinson, whose fragmentary poems, many critics contend, evoke the lyrics of Sappho. “We know that the letters Emily Dickinson wrote to her friend and future sister-in-law Susan Gilbert had a series of passionate passages deleted from them, prior to publication, by her niece Martha, Gilbert’s daughter, who omitted to indicate these deletions,” Judith Schalansky writes. “One of these censored sentences, from June 11, 1852, reads: ‘If you were here—and Oh that you were here, my Susie, we need not talk at all, our eyes would whisper for us, and your hand fast in mine, we would not ask for language.’ ”


	
I. A heataira (Greek) or hetaera (Latin) was “a class of professional independent courtesan of ancient Greece…. Usually living fashionably alone, or sometimes two or three together, the hetairai enjoyed an enviable and respected position of wealth and were protected and taxed by the state.” Encyclopedia Britannica.










“Warfare is the art of deception.”



The Art of War

— LATE 6TH CENTURY BCE(?) —

Sun Tzu or Sun Tzi (Attributed)

[image: Image]

New York: Norton, 2020; translated by Michael Nylan; 157 pages


OPENING WORDS


Arms are a vital matter for the ruling house, says Master Sun. As the arena of life and death, as the path to survival or ruin, this subject merits due reflection. Hence the five considerations that must always be kept before you when gauging the strength of the two sides and investigating the true conditions, so as to arrive at a good grasp of the situation: (1) the Way; (2) the heavens; (3) the earth; (4) the field commander; and (5) the regulations.

The “Way,” by definition, refers to whatever allows the people and their superior to be of one will, and therefore willing to live or die with him, undeterred by danger.






SUMMARY

An ancient Chinese text, considered the earliest known guide to war and military science, The Art of War lays out fundamental rules for tactics and strategy on the battlefield. Some twenty-five hundred years old, the book continues to be widely read by world leaders, military commanders, and businesspeople—and is still considered essential reading at such places as the U.S. Military Academy at West Point.

In ten concise chapters—in Michael Nylan’s translation—Sun Tzu discusses such concepts as the first calculations before going to battle, initiating and planning a battle, “attacks with fire,” and the use of spies. In discussing the “Nine Kinds of Ground,” for instance, Sun Tzu advises to “never attack the enemy on ground worth fighting for,” advice that has been wisely followed—and foolishly ignored—many times throughout history.

Perhaps more important than its practical and tactical advice for navigating the battlefield is Sun Tzu’s broader message of understanding the enemy and knowing oneself:


Know the enemy and your own,

And victory is in sight.



As Nylan writes, this sense of knowing who we are is “perhaps the most profound message derived from The Art of War.”




ABOUT THE AUTHOR: SUN TZU

Translated variously as Sunzi or Sun-tzu, also spelled Sun Wu, the author of The Art of War is widely thought to be a military strategist and commander who served the Chinese state of Wu between 770 and 476 BCE. However, some scholars, including Nylan, contend that the text may have been written later, between 475 and 221 BCE, when China was divided into six or seven warring states.

Nylan further argues that the text is more likely a “composite” of wisdom accumulated over time and that Sun Wu is closer to a legend than an identifiable historical figure. Long credited with leading a great victory by deploying mass infantry in battle, instead of using noblemen in chariots, Sun Wu was a legendary hero, but he may not have existed at all or was a real person whose exploits were later greatly magnified. Nylan dismisses the “hero narrative” as lacking strong historical evidence. So add Sunzi to the ranks of those part-legendary warriors through history, such as the biblical King David or the legendary King Arthur, who were based on actual people and later draped in fabulous tales.




WHY YOU SHOULD READ IT

Most likely, Gentle Reader, you are not preparing to deploy troops, either to defend your land or to conquer a neighbor. You may not need, for instance, to follow this specific requirement for:


a thousand four-horse light chariots;

a thousand leather-clad carts;

ten thousand armored soldiers;

enough provisions for a thousand leagues.



And you are also not likely—like The Sopranos’ Tony Soprano—to be fretting about the correct strategy for dealing with your Mob enemies. After an episode aired in which Tony told his therapist, Dr. Jennifer Melfi, that he had read Sun Tzu at her recommendation, the book was suddenly in wide demand. One publisher even issued an edition whose cover trumpeted: “As featured on The Sopranos.”

Since I was preparing for none of these eventualities, I first read The Art of War as a fascinating historical document. Studied by military tacticians throughout history, Sun Tzu has been notably influential for many centuries and is worth knowing on that basis alone.

The Art of War appeared in the West in the late eighteenth century, when it was translated into French by a Jesuit priest, and it is thought that Napoleon may have read the work. Military historians have suggested that it influenced his breakthrough approach to European warfare, although this conclusion is somewhat speculative.

The book clearly influenced military leaders over the centuries, though its impact is historically and morally complex. In 2014, retired Japanese admiral Fumio Ota wrote: “Europe first discovered Sun Tzu during the late 18th century. Wilhelm II, the emperor of Germany, supposedly stated, ‘I wish I could have read Sun Tzu before World War I.’ General Douglas MacArthur once stated that he always kept Sun Tzu’s The Art of War and Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass on his desk. At the end of the Cold War, the United States borrowed from Sun Tzu when it created ‘competitive strategy,’ which aimed to attack the Soviets’ weaknesses with American strengths. This is exactly Sun Tzu’s meaning when he said an ‘Army avoids strength and strikes weakness.’ ” Ota argues that The Art of War still is studied by and influences the Chinese military.

But there is some ambiguity about the book’s intent. As Nylan comments, “Like the general public, military men and textual scholars have long debated whether the ultimate message of The Art of War text is prowar or antiwar. By some accounts, Ho Chi Minh, his general Giap [Communist leaders of North Vietnam] and Mao Zedong scoured the text in order to plot their next strategic moves (although not a few dispute these claims). At the same time, the text urges upon its followers the notion that it is better to outthink the enemy than to fight him, in part because of the devastating costs of war.” In other words, in offering strategy, the real advice offered is the importance of war as a last resort.

Apart from its intrinsic historical interest, The Art of War also offers intriguing insights into human psychology, which is one reason business leaders still flock to it. According to a 2015 Business Insider article, a tech CEO threatened with a hostile takeover by a rival CEO purchased copies for his company’s team to gird for a business battle. “It’s a smart book,” opined Business Insider before distilling its advice for corporate leaders. “It’s also poetic, repetitive, and arcane.”

True, it does suffer a bit from being overly aphoristic. But the book highlights the fundamental importance of self-knowledge—another example of timeless wisdom.




WHAT TO READ NEXT

There are no other known writings by Sun Tzu, but anyone interested in military history and other influential theories on strategy for leaders might look to Niccolò Machiavelli’s 1519 work by the same name. Unlike Machiavelli’s more famous work, The Prince (see entry), this book was published during his lifetime. It offers a series of dialogues between Florentine aristocrats and humanists on the tactics of war and the author’s belief in the importance of a citizen army, or militia, instead of reliance on untrustworthy mercenary forces.

Another influential text on military matters is On War (1833) by Karl von Clausewitz—admittedly, a much heavier lift than Sun Tzu or The Prince. It is notable for the author’s famous dictum “War is not merely a political act, but also a political instrument, a continuation of political relations, a carrying out of the same by other means.”








“So if I had my way I wouldn’t want to go too far in drinking and I wouldn’t advise anyone else to do so, especially when you’ve still got a hangover from the night before.”



The Symposium

— CIRCA 385–370 BCE —

Plato

[image: Image]

New York: Penguin Books, 1999; translated with an introduction and notes by Christopher Gill; 90 pages


EXCERPT


Then Agathon, who happened to be lying on his own on the bottom couch, said, “Come and lie down beside me, Socrates, so that, by contact with you, I can share the piece of wisdom that came to you in the porch. It’s clear you found what you were looking for and have it now; otherwise you wouldn’t have stopped.”

Socrates sat down and said, “How splendid it would be, Agathon, if wisdom was the sort of thing that could flow from the fuller to the emptier of us when we touch each other, like water, which flows through a piece of wool from a fuller cup to an emptier. If wisdom is really like that, I regard it as a great privilege to share your couch. I expect to be filled up from your rich supply of fine wisdom. My wisdom is surely inferior—or rather, questionable in its significance, like a dream—but yours is brilliant and has great potential for growth. Look at the way it has blazed out so fiercely while you’re still young; it was on display the other day, with more than thirty thousand Greeks there to see it.”






SUMMARY

If it was called “Frat Party”—or even “Cocktail Party”—you probably wouldn’t pay much attention to this essential piece of Classical Greek philosophy. But no, it is called a symposium, which may summon an image of tweedy professors, bespectacled intellectuals, and other wordy academics discussing weighty questions of existentialism, literature, and language in lofty terminology.

Told by Plato—one of the three greatest Greek philosophers, along with Socrates and Aristotle—this book is composed as a series of conversations at a lively drinking party in late fifth-century BCE Athens. It kicks off with a classic Athenian smackdown by Socrates of Agathon, a poet who has just won a prize and is also hosting the dinner. Soon after, “they then poured libations, sang a hymn, and performed all the other customary rituals, and turned to drinking.” Then the men start talking about just how much they have had to drink. Not exactly the way I remember Philosophy 101.

As these Greek men, in loose tunics, recline on couches and drink some more, what follows is a discussion about love or, more precisely, eros—desire—or Eros, the god of love, and eventually, in particular, love between men.

As translator and editor Christopher Gill explains, “A marked feature of the Symposium, as of other early and middle Platonic dialogues, is the emphasis on sexual (or at least erotic) relations between males…. It is now accepted that ‘homosexuality’ is a modern, post-Freudian category. In ancient Greek culture, as in some others, there is a widespread assumption that male sexual and erotic desire may be directed, in a non-exclusive way, at males as well as females.”

With its witty repartee among well-known Athenians of the time—Plato’s mentor, Socrates, sits center stage—it reads as if it could be performed as a drama. The scene is set as the men finish eating, have their hands washed, then send the “flute girl” off to play for the women. Each of the seven dinner companions, including the noted playwright Aristophanes, will offer thoughts on love. Finally, Socrates sets everyone on the path toward some universal truth by relating his conversation with Diotima, a legendary priestess, who explains the highest form of love to Socrates:


And why is reproduction the object of love? Because reproduction is the closest mortals can come to being permanently alive and immortal. If what we agreed earlier is right, that the object of love is to have the good always, it follows that we must desire immortality along with the good.



Diotima is not just talking about children. She goes on to explain that men can be pregnant “in their minds” and bring forth wisdom and other kinds of virtue by finding “a mind that is beautiful, noble, and naturally gifted.” She later continues: “People like that have a much closer partnership with each other and a stronger bond of friendship than parents have, because the children of their partnership are more beautiful and more immortal.”

On this lofty note, a drunken gate-crasher, Alcibiades—a prominent Athenian general—barges in on the arm of a flute girl, accompanied by more drunken men. More drinking and a final speech by Alcibiades follow, after which most of the men fall asleep and Socrates departs.




ABOUT THE AUTHORS: PLATO—AND SOCRATES

How to reduce twenty-five hundred years of debate and entire libraries filled with books on Greek philosophy to a few pages of essentials about Plato and Socrates?

Let’s start with Socrates, teacher of Plato, who wrote The Symposium. Born around 470 BCE, when Athens was reaching the height of its power and prestige as a center of cultural, political, and economic growth, Socrates is widely regarded as the founder of Western philosophy and rational inquiry. The Athens of his day was in its Golden Age: some of the most influential figures in Greek theater, history, and medicine all lived from around 480 BCE to 404 BCE.

But in 431 BCE, during this time of relative peace, prosperity, and prominence, Athens entered a war with rival city-state Sparta. Known as the Peloponnesian War, it would continue for nearly thirty years; Athens was also devastated by an unidentified plague in 430 BCE, eventually bringing an end to that glorious era.

A veteran of the long wars between Athens and rival Sparta, Socrates had been a hoplite, or a soldier, in the Athenian infantry. Said to be stoic, fearless, and quite ugly, he was credited with saving the life of the Athenian general Alcibiades—the drunken character who appears at the conclusion of The Symposium and discusses his love for Socrates. Bravery in battle—not his philosophy—initially brought Socrates fame.

By the time he was in his late thirties, Socrates had a following among young Athenians impressed by his personality and views of life. Among these was the idea that everything we see, from a chair to such concepts as courage, goodness, or beauty, is illusory—mere shadows that represent a more perfect and changeless form of such ideas. To Socrates, the pure essence of these ideals was accessible only to the mind—and only logic and reason could reveal them. His chief antagonists were the masters of public speaking called Sophists, itinerant teachers who were less interested in seeking the truth than being paid to teach young Athenians the art of persuasion through rhetoric and oratory.

Claiming he was driven by a divine inner voice, Socrates never wrote anything. But he was certainly written about. One of his first literary appearances is in the play Clouds by Aristophanes, called the Father of Comedy, who is also one of the speakers in The Symposium. Clouds, mentioned in the dialogue, was written while Socrates was alive, and mocks him as one of the Sophists, a professional teacher who runs a “Think Factory” where young Athenians learn rhetoric to “make the weaker argument the stronger.”

Most of what is known about Socrates’s philosophy comes down through the dialogues composed by Plato, the second of the great Athenian philosophers. Socrates’s greatest student—and the most significant witness to his life and thought—Plato was born into a wealthy, prominent, and influential Athenian family in 428 or 427 BCE. He became a follower and friend of Socrates. Once an aspiring playwright, Plato made Socrates his primary character, as he does in The Symposium.

It is easy to see why. “The Socrates of Plato’s works professes an exclusive commitment to making his fellow Athenians ‘better’ by urging them to examine their values and actions systematically, on the grounds that ‘the unexamined life is not worth living, (Apology 38a),’ ” writes Professor Elizabeth Watson Scharffenberger, a specialist in Athenian culture. “He exhorts them to think and act in consistently virtuous, just, temperate, and courageous ways, even if such behavior endangers material prosperity and life itself (for example, Apology 29c–30b); he argues that the welfare and health of the soul are more important than any consideration of material comfort.”

In many of Plato’s dialogues, it is difficult to determine whose views are being presented: Do they belong to Socrates, or is the character of Socrates merely a mouthpiece for Plato’s ideas? “So a halo of ambiguity surrounds the life of Socrates,” as historian Daniel Boorstin put it. “The scholars’ ‘Socrates Problem’ allows each of us to have our own Socrates. Besides the biographical memoir Plato had to invent a new literary form—the dialogue—to communicate the meaning of Socrates…. Then he used his dramatic talent to interpret a philosopher whose message could be carried only in the spoken word. For a philosopher whose mission was the discovery of ignorance, the Socratic dialogues provided a convenient vehicle.”

And in those dialogues, Socrates made enemies. Like many gadflies who challenge authority and ask hard questions, Socrates irked the powerful. While he was friends with one of the so-called Thirty Tyrants who took control of Athens in 404 BCE after the city surrendered to Sparta, he refused to go along with the actions of these oligarchs, who were responsible for putting many Athenians to death.

In 399 BCE, Socrates was tried in Athens for “impiety and corrupting the youth.” In his defense, he rebutted some but not all of these charges, making his famous declaration about “the unexamined life.” Convicted, he might have chosen to escape or to suggest another form of punishment. Instead, Socrates drank the poison hemlock and died.

After the death of his mentor, Plato left Athens and traveled to Syracuse, an ancient city settled by Greeks on the island of Sicily. Inspired by Socrates, Plato sought a cure for the ills of society through inquiry. He arrived at the conclusion that society could not be fixed until philosophers were kings and kings were philosophers.

Returning to Athens in the early 380s BCE, Plato founded a school where he taught these ideas to the sons of wealthy Athenians. It was near a grove of trees named for Academus, a mythological Greek hero, and would come to be known as the Academy, the first formal site of philosophical teaching and considered the forerunner of the university. His most renowned student was Aristotle, who would later start a school of his own called the Lyceum.

Clearly drawn from Socrates, Plato’s writings and teachings emerged as the basis for what was later called Platonism—a belief in eternal realities called Forms that existed apart from the changing things of the physical world. Explaining Plato’s belief in the “sublime power of the intellect,” philosopher Luc Ferry writes: “To attain a successful life—one which is at once good and happy—we must remain faithful to the divine part of our nature, namely our intellect. For it is through the intellect that we attach ourselves, as by ‘heavenly roots,’ to the divine and superior order of celestial harmony.” Plato went on to write the philosophical dialogues, many featuring Socrates, that became the foundation of Western philosophy. The exact date and circumstances of Plato’s death around 347 BCE remain unclear; in some accounts he died at a wedding feast and in another in his bed while a young girl played the flute.

While the grove of his Academy was destroyed by the Roman general Sulla in 86 BCE, Plato’s “school” lasted some nine hundred years until the Christian emperor Justinian shut it down in 529 CE. Dismissed as “pagan” and mostly lost for centuries, Plato’s work was not completely forgotten during the early Christian era. The Christian philosopher Augustine was influenced by certain of Plato’s ideas, such as his argument for a “divine craftsman” in the dialogue Timaeus and the immortality of the individual soul. But it would take the rediscovery of many ancient Greek texts during the Renaissance to bring about a complete rebirth of the ideas of Socrates and Plato, among other significant Greek classics in mathematics, astronomy, and other sciences.
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