
The NEH Summer Institute was a great way to meet and interact with a number 
of scholars, including a number of scholars who are at the forefront of 
Mediterranean Studies. Moreover, the Institute was allowed us (and me) to 
meet and engage with these scholars as they are in the process of thinking 
through new research. As a graduate student, I found it particularly helpful to 
be able to come to know scholars who are more advanced in their careers, 
many of whom had helpful advice. All of the scholars who participated as 
faculty, including Professors Catlos and Kinoshita, were helpful and generous 
with their time, but also were excellent at presenting sophisticated 
interpretations of themes in Mediterranean history and challenging the 
participants to engage with their ways of thinking about the field. 

I could multiply examples of this, but I found Professor Catlos' discussions of 
mutual intelligibility to be a particularly clear, forceful interpretation of themes 
I've noticed and frankly struggled to articulate in my own research on 
Mediterranean scholars who cross linguistic, cultural, and religious boundaries 
and yet seem to find a ready reception in multiple cultural contexts. In the same 
way, interacting with Professor Horden in particular prompted me to realize the 
indispensability of the ecological and geographical conditions that underpinned 
the activities of these scholars. 

To mention only to the scholarship of Catlos and Horden may seem an implied 
slight to the ideas and scholarship of the other faculty and participants, but I 
have simply mentioned two of the clearest cases where material presented in 
the Institute had clear implications for my own scholarship. The reality is that 
the Institute provided an excellent opportunity to read scholarship by (and 
recommended by) the faculty participants and fellow summer scholars, and 
then to press the engagement further in informal conversations and debates. 

For my research project, I read translations and original works by scholars in 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries, looking at texts in Byzantine Greek and 
Latin that I am studying in my dissertation, but also reading more widely than 
my usual scholarship: works of natural philosophy in Hebrew and scholarship 
on Hebrew translations, for example. Having the leisure to read the works of 
figures brought me to realize some rhetorical commonalities across a number of 
these figures. 

There have been two contrary tendencies in the interpretation of translators, 
transmitters, and interpreters of foreign knowledge. Some scholars have noted a 
tendency for such figures to conceal these foreign influences; while other 
scholars have emphasized the ways in which these figures play upon their 



command of foreign learning for their own benefit. In some cases, too, different 
scholars have seen opposed tendencies in the same authors and same texts. 

What I realized in the congenial surroundings of the NEH Summer Institute-- 
academic and otherwise-- was that in some cases, concealing influence and 
trading on foreign knowledge are two sides of the same coin, two aspects of the 
way that many of these figures attempt rhetorically to call attention to and 
simultaneously insulate or distance themselves from their use of foreign 
materials, using a range of strategies. These scholars might put themselves 
forward as translators, compilers, or adapters of foreign knowledge, hinting at 
times that they played a significant role in the production and shaping of these 
texts, but leaving the precise nature of that role ambiguous or unspecified. At 
times, the same authors merely claim to "tranfer" texts from one tradition into 
another. Translators from Arabic in the Latin West or Byzantium cultivate the 
impression that they are deeply engaged with the texts of classical Greek 
authorities, but also occasionally hint that their knowledge and use of more 
exotic traditions may be considerable. Such scholars, particularly those who 
first venture to draw from novel, apparently foreign traditions, play on these 
ambiguities and self-consciously attempt to obscure their precise relation to 
their sources. It is for this reason that interpretations of these early scholars 
have often been so divergent; this divergence of opinion in the secondary 
scholarship results from the ambiguity that these texts were intended to 
produce. Thomas Glick has suggested that social interactions between scholars 
across religious boundaries were largely unconstrained by religious ideology, 
and religious suspicions do not often appear to be at issue in these texts. 
Questions of literary style and uncertainty about the status of foreign scholars 
as authorities often seem to be objects of concern much more frequently in 
these texts. 

These findings are necessarily preliminary, as in the space of a month, of 
course, I was not able to study all of the texts that would bear on such 
questions, nor to review all of the secondary literature relevant to these 
questions. And furthermore, such reluctance to cite foreign sources appears to 
have been a passing thing. It is striking in the Latin West, for example, that the 
open citation of Arabic authorities becomes increasingly common in the course 
of the twelfth and particularly the thirteenth centuries (as seen in encyclopedias, 
for example). Perhaps it is that, to use Professor Catlos' formulation, after some 
initial hesitation and uncertainty the "mutual intelligibility" of the Arabic 
tradition became increasingly apparent to scholars in the Latin West. 

	  


