INTERVIEW WITH CHARLES BURNETT
ОВ      
Well, Charles, nice to meet you again, I think it’s a nice way to celebrate ten years of our friendship speaking a bit about you, your work, your research, international research in history of texts, ideas, knowledge, sciences, philosophy from, let’s say, Himalaya to Lisbon, Ponte de Lima, and Toledo, and between different seas, oceans, and lands.
But in order to let make our readers and listeners understand what is your research field I think it would be the best way to start with your formation, education at Cambridge and elsewhere, and your wonder years, your youth. Can you tell as a bit about yours first years of research?

ЧБ 
Well, I suppose I could go right back to my youth because a was brought up partly in East Africa, in Nairobi, Kenya, where the lingua franca was Swahili, a Bantu language whose vocabulary is mainly Arabic because it was the language of communication for trade with Arabic traders along the whole of this cost of Africa. So I was brought up for 4 years of my youth with Arabic words in my ears and then when I came back to England when I was just getting of a 9 years old, I traveled first time to Manchester and was lucky enough to get a place in a prestigious Manchester Grammar school, where we had a very good training in classics, in Latin and Greek.

OB 
When you were nine or ten?

ЧБ 
Well, I was ten. I was a year younger than other students in fact and a year ahead of my age. Then I won a scholarship to St. John’s Сollege, Cambridge, from Manchester Grammar school, in order to study classics. So I had a very good basis in Latin and Greek. And then in my third year at Cambridge university I was still studying classics but I had to take an option. We had a wide range of subjects to choose from history, archaeology or literature. One option was Medieval Latin, and I thought that it was much more interesting, or could potentially be interesting. I really wanted to do research, but I thought that everything had been done on classical Latin and Greek texts. 
OB 
Do you still think so?
ЧБ 
No, no, in fact, there’s very exciting and innovative work that has been done on classical texts, because many new texts are being discovered in papyrus, there are new finds all the time, so I was wrong. But even so medieval Latin was attractive because it was may be a little bit exotic but certainly I had the feeling that there were many many texts which had not been explored at all, and I was not disappointed. My teacher was Peter Dronke. He was a very inspiring master of many languages, poets and had a real flare both for appreciation of medieval Latin literature and also for teaching, for getting other people interested in it. 

OB 
You were working in his seminar in the 3rd year?
ЧБ 
In the 3rd year. We were following set-books and one of those set-texts was the Cosmographia of Bernardus Silvestris.
OB 
Yes, he was working on his critical edition…

ЧБ 
Yes, it was just by that time. He has completed his critical editio minor of that text and we were using that as well as, alongside with Boethius’ Consolatio Philosophiae and Alain de Lille’s Anticlaudianus. But I was particularly interested in Cosmographia because we were told by Peter Dronke that it included material from the Arabs and from new Arabic translations into Latin. And there was another text called Experimentarius which allegedly was translated by the same Bernardus Silvestris, there were other connections with Arabic learning, perhaps Hermannn of Corinthia. So I thought, this looks interesting line to persue: the Arabic influence on Medieval Latin literature.
OB
 And you’ve already had some Arabic in memory?

ЧБ 
No, no, only from Swahili. And then, at the end of the year I discussed with Peter Dronke what I might do research in, because it was quite clear that I was going to do research in that area rather than in classical Latin and Greek. He simply gave me his copy of Charles Haskins’ “Studies in history of medieval science”, which discusses wide range of texts translated from Arabic, texts from Spanish translations, giving extracts from them, often prefaces. And Peter Dronke said: “Look at that book and choose one of those texts”. A lot of the texts mentioned by Haskins have not been edited or studied. Even though his book was published in 1927, a long time ago, but… 
ОВ      It’s still a very valuable book.
ЧБ 
It’s still my Bible, really, and I think that it hasn’t been superseded.
OB 
Do you have a copy of it?

ЧБ 
I have my own copy, yes. And I picked the De essentiis of Hermann of Carinthia to which Haskins had devoted a whole chapter. This is the main text of Hermann on cosmography, on the essences of things, which discusses both the coming into being of the universe, of man, and the man’s position in the universe: a very fascinating, very settled work altogether. I came back to Peter Dronke saying: “Listen, this looks very interesting and Hermann has got a connection with the Bernard Silvestris we’ve already heard about. How about studying this De essentiis? We discovered that there had been an edition of it by Manuel Alonso. That was a little bit disappointing, but Peter Dronke fortunately had a copy of this edition and we saw that it was based on a single manuscript with no commentary, no attempt to make sense of the text.
OB 
My impression was that he worked very fast, on many-many things. 
ЧБ 
He did. He was particularly interested in Hermannn’s colleague Dominicus Gundissalinus and so on. But anyway, he thought that the oldest manuscript had been destroyed in war: in fact it was not right, we still have this manuscript from Naples, which happenes to be probably contemporary with Hermannn, or belonging to Hermannn’s circle: it included not only the De essentiis, but also a work by his pupil Rudolph of Bruges. It is a much better manuscript to use than the XVth century Oxford manuscript, the sole source for the Anonso’s edition. There’s also a fragment in London. So I decided to work on this text. And it proved to be such an interesting text, because Hermannn was clearly a very intelligent author who had the unique position, or rare position, of having access both to a very wide range of Latin texts and also the new Arabic texts which none of his colleagues were reading. The De essentiis itself is modeled on the Timaeus of Plato, but the actual details of the universe, the planetary paradigms, the discussion of metals, of different kinds of being, from plants to animals, minerals – this is all from Arabic sources, but he put this into a framework of Plato’s Timaeus. And this writing at that time was also represented by Bernard Silvestris, Alain de Lille and Adelard of Bath: he belongs to a group of scholars who believed that in order to convey scientific information one has to use beautiful, elevated language.
OB 
This is the charm of these authors.
ЧБ
 The charm, yes, their writings sometimes burst out to poetry, not Hermannn in fact, but he does write in a very attractive style.
OB 
Did you feel the attractiveness of this style of the scientific thought while choosing this subject and these authors. You just told us about your preparation in Latin and Greek: for me, it’s a kind of esthetic preparation in education. I myself like when the text is written in a good Latin, or let say, in a good old-French or good Italian… Did you also have this esthetic attitude to authors and subjects you were choosing?

ЧБ 
I’m sure I did, yes, one criterion is layers of the meaning, of course, the use of metaphor and the allusions to classical mythology. Hermannn starts by by invoking the same kind of situation as we have in the beginning of any Plato’s dialogue: two people talking about the event which has happened and he (in this case it’s Robert of Ketton, his colleague, whom we know he collaborated with in translating works from Arabic into Latin) and himself, Hermannn, Robert is complaining that Hermannn has been neglecting him, it’s quite dramatic dialog starting off with the murmur of the Atlantides and we might think of waves on the shores of Spain, of the Atlantic ocean, but of course no, it’s the complaint of the daughters of Atlas and we soon realize that this is the murmur of Minerva herself, the goddess of wisdom who is complaining that Hermannn has been neglecting the scholarship that they were working on together. This is a complex of drama and references to the classical mythology. In the same story Hermannn is replying saying how important it is to actually share the knowledge that that Hermann and Robert have received from the inner shrines of knowledge, and what they’re referring to is obviously this Arabic knowledge which they have had access to. Now they should share… But at the same time, there is a worry that it might be revealing mysteries which are not worthy of a large audience, a public audience, you know, how we listen new knowledge to be received. Again it is a reference to the classical myth from Macrobius, who talks about the Numenius being punished for revealing the Eleusinian mysteries
. And there is another nice joke here: Hermann is referring to the revealing of the underclothes of wisdom which nobody should have a look at really. 

OB The veil if Isis.
ЧБ In the end, of course, they decided: “no, it’s necessary to spread one’s knowledge”, because knowledge increases in its value when it’s widely spread. So again all this intermixion of classical allusions to Latin texts Hermann was very familiar with, but also the new Arabic information that he wants to convey in elevated style. In the same period, we have literal translations: Robert’s translations are not in such an elevated style, more pedestrian, they convey with information in more direct way. These are texts in specialized subjects, like astronomy, astrology, weather forecasting, alchemy, and what you need to convey is the knowledge in a straitforworded way is possible. 

OB 
As far as I know Peter Dronke’s works, he should have accepted these esthetic and scientific subjects with great easiness and with great pleasure because he himself worked on such texts. But I know that it is your master and you made your PhD with him and collaborated a lot with him during all these years. He is still active and publishes.
ЧБ 
He is: his last book is called “The Spell of Calcidius”, so he is interested in Calcidius and Timaeus.
ОВ      But did you have other seminars or other masters during your youth?

ЧБ 
Oh yes.
OB 
At Cambridge or elsewhere, I mean. 

ЧБ 
Yes, I regard three people as being my mentors and models, if you like. I was lucky to be able to get a grant, when I was doing my PhD, to spend three months in Paris where I was able to spend time with Marie-Thérèse d’Alverny.
OB 
She was at CNRS or at the Cabinet des manuscrits?

ЧБ 
She was at the Cabinet des manuscrits.
OB 
And she was appointed, let’s say, your tutor in Paris?
ЧБ 
She couldn’t have had this position. My teacher in Paris in fact was Jean Jolivet.
OB 
Also an Arabist and Latinist?
ЧБ 
Yes, the Arabist and the Latinist. He had just starting with a little équipe on al-Kindi. And that was the beginning of what became a very large équipe taken over by Roshdi Rashed: “Equipe de l’étude de philosophie arabe au Moyen Âge” and involves all scholars of medieval Arabic.
OB 
Rashed was at the Institut du monde arabe?

ЧБ 
His équipe was situated at the CNRS. But when I was in Paris, 1975 it was just the beginning. What was exciting about being in Paris as opposed to Cambridge is that for the first time I was actually with Arabophone scholars: there were so many Algerians, Moroccans, Tunisians and so on from French North Africa. For them it was natural to study in Paris, rather than in Cambridge and anywhere in England. So not only this équipe of Jean Jolivet interested me, but also École pratique des hautes études. Gérard Troupeau was the Arabic specialist and he ran a group which was a kind of inspiration for me because it consisted of himself and Mlle d’Alverny and other people who ware just being establishing themselves in the field as Arabic, Syriac and Latin scholar; like Danielle Jacquart, Hugonard Roche and we were reading Arabic texts alongside the Latin translations. This is what I really appreciated: the philological study of the Arabic, of the Latin and the connection between the two. That’s where I had the first and the most direct experience with Marie-Thérèse d’Alverny but of course we developed that soon by the work we did together. So I may say that Peter Dronke was one mentor, or model, and Marie Thérèse d’Alverny a second one, and the third one was David Pingree.

OB 
So I’ve mentioned the right persons…
ЧБ 
That’s right. After I finished my PhD I became a research fellow at Saint John’s College, Cambridge, but I spent a couple of months in Providence private university with David Pingree, a fine scholar in astronomy, astrology and in many different languages. I only was able to share and to participate just in a small area of his research. 

OB
 He worked on Sanskrit texts…
ЧБ 
Yes Shumerian, Akkadian, Egyptian, often in collaboration with other scholars. But he was able to see the whole pattern as it were of the transmission of the science of the stars from the ancient world, how India, Mesopotamia, Egypt, Greece were connected with each other, even China, to a lesser extent. I suppose he wouldn’t consider himself a Chinese scholar, but when I started to be interested in Tibetan science, I telephoned him and said “give me an advice”, and he read a few texts in Tibetan as well.
OB 
I think as soon as he was interested in a text in a given language he just spent a bit of time at his working table in his studio and he learned the language in question. 

ЧБ 
If you are interested in particular technical language (astrology, astronomy; these are very technical languages) you don’t have to learn the whole of language, you can quite quickly obtain enough knowledge in that language to handle the material that you are interested in. It was extraordinary working with him. We decided to edit a text together I’m not quite sure I still remember the conversation in the Bodlean library in Oxford when we first discovered the range of the same text by Hugo of Santalla with the translation by Hugo of the book which he called “The book of Aristotle taken from 255 books of Indians on both nativities and the revolutions”, a very long, very pretentious title, claiming to be based on a large library of astrological texts and obviously an adopted translation Hugo was a bit literary but the translations of Arabic texts. But this Arabic text itself seems to be written by one of the earliest Arabic astrologers, Masha’allah, a Persian Jew. So the text itself is based on Jewish and Persian materials. When I was working alongside with David Pingree on this texts in his office in Providence I was establishing the Latin text, but David kept saying “oh, there is a parallel source in VIth century Greek astrologer Retorius, or this is the parallel in Indian astrology, there is a parallel in Persian astrology”. He was able to interpret the text because of his recognition of the sources, the influences on these texts which went right back into Sanskrit and ancient Egyptian.

OB He was unique probably all over the world or you met some other scholars also able to reconstruct this difficult many centuries links between ideas and texts? He was himself pupil of Otto Neugebauer as far as I remember.
ЧБ 
Well, at Brown university at that time, in the early 70s, there was a department of History of Math. They still had Otto Neugebauer, Gerald Toomer, Abraham Sachs. All of them were very fine scholars of history of science, basing themselves on texts and then revealing texts, editing texts and interpreting texts, whether it was the cuneiform texts, Sachs was working on, the whole sweep of Greek and Latin astronomy in Otto Neugebauer, or more specifically the Greek and Arabic astronomy, that was Gerald Toomer working services. There was a concentration of this group of very fine scholars who were working at the same place and collaborating with each other. And so many other scholars who are the other scholars who are in this field are very indebted to them, this people there were world known. I could name quit a few scholars who went there, wrote PhDs there and are now teaching at other universities. History of math and astronomy has always been a very minor subject as it were. They had the group in Brown it’s not there anymore unfortunately, after the death of Neugebauer and Pingree and the retirement of Gerald Toomer, the department of the history of Math doesn’t exist anymore. But we also have a group of fine scholars in Barcelona who do continue.
OB 
Julio Samsó? 

ЧБ 
Julio Samsó, grandson of Millàs Vallicrosa, the first founder. He was the first person to really map up the details the transmission of scientific, especially astronomical, texts in the Iberian Peninsula. One of his students was Juan Vernet who continued this tradition, Samsó and his students are now continuing to work on astronomy of al Andalus, Arabic texts, astronomic translations at the court of Alfonso X of Castile in the third quarter of the XIIIth century, it were Castilian translations. So that was another centre which I have also very benefited from being associated with. 

OB 
Some Italians?

ЧБ
 Well, the third centre I was going to mention was Frankfurt. Where you have on the one hand the Institut für Geschichte der Arabisch-Islamischen Wissenschaften. This is Fuat Sezgin’s institute where completely new bibliography of Arabic literature has been put together. And next to it you have the Institut für Geschichte der Wissenschaften where David King was, before he retired. David King and his students, like Silke Ackermann and her colleagues, have really been very important in the history of astronomy and astrolabes. The combination of those two centers also has insured that there was a lot of work having been done on Arabic astronomy and mathematics and the transmission of Arabic mathematics to the West. As for Italy, I suppose the Istituto orientale in Naples has been and is still the most important place, with people like Paolo Lucentini (unfortunately he is no longer alive) with Carmelo Baffioni: they have always been interested in Italy and relations between Italy and Islamic countries. 

OB So we understand now what were and are your sympathies, let’s say, your circle of orientation. And we can summarize that you were and still working with people editing texts in different languages of medieval knowledge. Did you find or did you have readings or encounters with scholars you didn’t agree with, sorts of thinking you didn’t agree?

ЧБ It’s rather the other way round: I have had encounters with colleagues who didn’t agree with me. I suppose in any spheres, especially in specialized spheres you are going to account some opposition, competition or simple blind-mindedness. There was I scholar who was a professor in New York University who established himself as an expert in the history of astrology. Am I entitled to name him? But he was really rather antagonistic against any other scholar who was in his field you see... 

OB
 It was the mind of Richard Lemay.
ЧБ 
Ok, you’ve mentioned his name. Richard Lemay, originally a French Canadian, he really put Abu Ma’shar on the map, the greatest of the Arabic astrologers, of which the two translations of his “Great Introduction to astrology”, the two translations into Latin were really influential in the Latin West and could be regarded as being the basis for the development of astrology in the West. There is no doubt that the “Great introduction to astrology” is a very important work, largely because Abu Ma’shar takes the time to explain in philosophical terms, usually based on Aristotle’s natural science the doctrines of astrology. It is a very well argued work defending each of the doctrines of astrology using natural philosophy, the arguments of natural philosophy for elements, the theories of causation, the cosmology that had been established by Aristotle and developed by Ptolemy. So it’s very important and Richard Lemay really put this text on the map, edited it in nine volumes (Arabic and the two Latin translations) and wrote an important book on Abu Ma’shar and the introduction of Aristotelian thought in the West, around 1962. 

OB 
It’s the only book he wrote in his long life.

ЧБ 
Yes, It’s the only book he wrote. And unfortunately when he died, he left a lot of materials unpublished and one of the tasks of myself and some other scholars is to complete his uncompleted work. But he didn’t collaborate very easy with people during his lifetime.

OB 
Well, I feel it. I didn’t know him personally but a read many things by him starting with his dissertation on Abu Ma‘shar’s Latin Aristotelinicm. And I always had the impression that he wanted to be a special one, just to be one who knows how it really was. Haskins, Thorndike and everyone were wrong and now he will explain us, readers, everything. As one would say in French, he was going “contre vents et marées“. 
ЧБ 
That’s right. I think he felt a little bit an persecution complex himself ... But going in a better direction as it were, I think it’s really so important in these areas to work with other people, to cooperate. 

OB otherwise you are… you become blind minded?

ЧБ You become blind and also because you can’t really expect to be an expert in so many different languages or to be so competent in different languages. I myself always very happy to collaborate with an Arabic scholar. Even if I read the Arabic I don’t feel confident actually to edit an Arabic text. So it’s very enjoyable working with another person, discussing Latin and Arabic texts together, we work out exactly what was the meaning of the texts. 

OB 
Well, like Toledan translators worked.
ЧБ 
They worked together yes, yes. It’s rare that you find the translator who is working in isolation. The Christian translator who knows Latin very well comes to the Iberian peninsula, to Toledo: Gerard of Cremona, Alfred of Sareshel, Daniel of Morley. They were coming from outside and they used local talents, often Jews, who knew the Arabic very well because they have been brought up in that contexts. But they also knew the vernacular language because there was vernacular Arabic spoken in Toledo, or Romance language which they can communicate with these scholars coming from abroad. And so you have the translator which putting something in a good Latin but you also have the interpreter who usually is interpreting orally the original text. By the time you come to the XIIIth century, the time of Alfonso X, we have Jewish translators of Arabic texts translating into the vernacular language, into Castilian, and then another translator will come along to translate Castilian texts into Latin. So for the first time we have the intermediate language written down; but in the XIIth century all this interpretations actually would have been done almost entirely orally just in discussion. So I reproduce that. I mentioned the centers of Providence, Barcelona, Naples and Frankfurt, but in fact my collaboration is largely with scholars in Japan and Israel, or probably now in Moscow.
OB
 Why exactly?

ЧБ 
The Japanese connection is quiet easy to explain. One of the students of David Pingree was Michio Yano, very interested in Sanskrit astrology. He returned to Japan and was invited to join the faculty of a new private university near Kyoto, founded by somebody who was particularly interested in astrology. The university was owned by this very rich businessman, whose name in Japanese meant “Sitting on top of a horse”. So he adopted as his constellation the sign of Sagittarius, for this reason he was very akeen on to have somebody within his university who was interested in the history of astrology, astronomy: Michio Yano was appointed to this position. And then, when for personal reasons I went to Japan, David Pingree recommended that I should get in touch with Michio Yano, I did so, and very soon we start this collaboration with him and with his student Keiji Yamamoto.
OB
 You made an edition with him.
ЧБ 
We made a couple of editions: Abu Ma’shar’s “Abbreviation of the Great Introduction to Astrology”, a text by Al-Kindi on finding hidden treasure, then I continued working primarily with Yamamoto. That collaboration continues to this day. When Arabic scholar has in charge the Arabic side of the translations of the text you looking at and I’m in charge with the Latin translations of this text we work together on the glossaries and commentary. And what is particularly helpful for me is that Keiji Yamamoto is also very skilled at producing cover ready copies with sophisticated software. 

OB He is Japan. Well there are flights from London through Moscow to Kyoto so probably it will constrict access or help…

ЧБ Yes, Well my first trip to Japan when I was poor research student was on Aeroflot by Moscow. I’m fond of Japan and I’m very glad to have this opportunity to go regularly there to work in this beautiful environment in Kyoto Sangyo Industrial university as it’s called and I manage to go every year and we hope that there are just so many Arabic texts on astrology and astronomy that remain to be published.
OB 
There are also too many Latin astronomical and astrological texts. But how do you choose some? Well, you are especially an editor of texts and commentator of texts and I your love for this kind of research. You are doing now for 35 years. First edition comes from 77 as far as I remember. How do you choose the text to be published? You have already mentioned key personalities, but how to construct priorities? 
ЧБ 
Unfortunately, yes, one has to construct priorities. Within the astronomy and astrology for me with my Japanese collaborators it’s quite clear that there is a triptych of basic, essential works by Abu Ma‘shar, the first being his book on historical astrology that we already edited, the second “the Great Introduction” which we are providing a new edition of to replace Richard Lemay’s edition, which didn’t include an English translation, and the third is the largest of his works, called “Book of the revolutions of the nativities”: the kind of astrology which you use every day not just when a child is born but at every birthday your client will ask his astrologist for advises what to do during the year and what to be worry of, or whether they are going to have a disease or some economic problems and so on. There are three important works that have to be finished in respect to Abu Ma’shar and medieval astrology. But there are other areas, medicine, for example. And there I suppose the focus of my interests is being on the work called the “Pantegni”, or “Kitab al-Maliki” in Arabic, by ‘Ali ibn al-’Abbas al-Majusi which was translated twice: once by the Constantine the African, the pioneer in translating from Arabic because he already working in the end of the XIth century, and the second, much more literal, translation made by Stephen of Antioch in the XIIth century. And this is a work in 20 books and this was a kind of book no one no person can ever dream of editing.
OB 
You could found an institute especially for that. 

ЧБ 
So one chooses separate books or separate studies. I’ve been involved for many years in working on Constantine the African, in his other texts as well, but especially in this first introduction of Arabic medicine in the West. And then, in this new area of Antioch: Stephen of Antioch is a figure who is just emerging as a very important, or very intelligent XIIth century scholar, who happened to be in the wrong place. He was in the Antioch which was the right place as far as getting Arabic texts and also because there were plenty of Greek speakers around, Antioch was a cosmopolitan place with Armenians, Georgian, Greeks, Arabic speakers, several different Christian nominations.

OB 
In dialogue or…?

ЧБ 
In dialogue, yes, certainly. Stephen of Antioch, probably treasurer of the monastery of Saint Paul, refers specifically to Greeks and Arabs that he was working with. He at the same, the second translation much better, much more accurate translation of the twenty books of the “Kitab al-Maliki“ of Ali ibn al-'Abbas al-Majusi, but he also translated very basic work on Arabic cosmology by ibn al-Haitham, adding his own commentary to this translation. He translated, or assisted the translation, of Ptolemy’s “Almagest”, probably the first translation of Ptolemy “Almagest” from Arabic rather than original Greek. Unfortunately he didn’t have any ready readership for these translations, the texts were still born. We only have one manuscript of two astronomical texts. The medical texts exist in more manuscripts, were used in Montpellier, an important medical centre. But what is new is this translation activity in Antioch, this interest in the highest quality of medical and astronomical texts. As a student of mine Dirk Grupe has been showing recently, the astronomical text are right at the full front of the Arabic astronomical learning of the time and differ very much from the Arabic astronomical texts translated at other end of the Mediterranean, in al Andalus: in many ways the texts that were available for the translators in al Andalus and in Toledo, the center of translation from the 1140s onwards, were very old-fashioned texts, not of the latest in Arabic learning. Ironically it were texts that have been written some 200 years earlier in Arabic that will be translated into Latin and became very well difused, became set-books within the emerging universities in Europe.

OB 
You were and are writing a lot on different communities and milieux of translators in the Mediterranean world but especially focuses in scientific texts. Do you think that these translators had the same attitude to the originals they used, did they use the same methods while translating scientific and sacred texts of other religious? I’m thinking specifically to Ibn Tumart or al Qur’an. 

ЧБ 
Yes, I think so, certainly. In my experience of comparing Robert of Ketton’s translations of the “Judgements” of al-Kindi which are astrological text with his translation of the Qur’an. He is a very honest translator, he’s not changing things, not change the doctrine of the Qur’an because he dislikes it. He translates what’s there and tries to interpret it. In the case of the Qur’an we know that he had the help of a Muslim called Mohammed who probably introduced him to the Arabic Tafsir. But in terms of the translation method itself it’s very similar between the sacred works and the scientific works. And I think this is even more the case for Mark of Toledo who did the second translation of the Qur’an in the early XIIIth century, along with the works of Ibn Tumart, because he was an extremely literal translator and so he uses the same methods again for the Qur’an, as for the translating of Galen’s medical works. And this was partly, I suppose, a legacy of Boethius who claimed that in translating of scientific works is necessary to be a fidelis interpres, very faithful interpreter, and not to use rhetorical language as he did in his own translation of the works of Plato. 

OB 
With Qur’an we actually have these two translations of the XIIth century, one is more literal and the other is as you know more elegant.
ЧБ 
Well, Robert of Ketton’s is certainly more elegant but he uses even so… if he looks at his work on al-Kindī, he tries to be elegant there, as far as he can, in a very pedestrian, banal way, of astrological text but he varies the vocabulary for example to make it more interesting.

OB Do you think in our days when we are studying and comparing these texts of XIIth-XIIIth centuries translators we can learn something for our own job when we are translating each other from English into Russian or from Arabic into English? I comment my idea. I’ve just read here in the library a very nice essay you surely know by Huygens, the Netherlandish author, very fine Latinist and editor of difficult medieval texts that… Actually, you told me that… you a couple years ago that editing the text you shouldn’t edit a line without translating it for yourself. Even if you are not publishing your translation you have to translate the text for yourself, you have to be sure that you are understand everything. And if you don’t understand there is a reason why you don’t understand. And I think you were following this principal in your editions and I’ll try to do the same. When I translate medieval or modern scientific or literary texts into Russian and I consider my work scientifically reliable I don’t have a rigid rule what means a faithful translation. Because you also surely know that sometimes you find very literal rendering of a syllable, of a phrase or even paragraph, but then you look at it in your own language or let it look a friend of you who understands what it is, who is good in your language or even in the language you used, I translate a lot from French or from Italian, and they don’t understand what I meant by my “faithful” “reliable” translation and they want something more literature, more elegant in order to understand what the author, the original author meant by that. Do you have rules for every situation or you have to be flexible? 
ЧБ 
Well, it’s always being a debate between the translations ad literam and the translations ad sensum, you know.

OB 
Where is littera and where is sensus…
ЧБ 
…Or somehow you combine the two. A XIIth century litteral translator, like Gerard of Cremona, follows the letter very strictly, but then, in the margin, he will explain: “we write certain phrases which a literal translation makes obscure”. And very often you do have both the literal translation and then a paraphrase, which, I suppose, to large extend is what Albertus Magnus was doing in the XIII century with the literal translations from Greek, Arabic, of Aristotle’s texts: he was paraphrasing them, keeping being faithful to Aristotle’s philosophy, but making it more understandable to his Latin audience. The great dilemma was whether you were speaking on your own or in the words of the original author. We have a very detailed discussion of translations by Burgundio of Pisa in his preface to the translation of Saint John Chrysostom’s Commentary to Saint John’s Gospels, in which he says, you know, it’s a morally wrong to change the original words with your own words. You have to elect, to give the original author the credit of everything that he said. So there are cases of extremely literal translation in which you efface your own personality altogether; and we have other instances in which someone is accused of putting himself forward rather than putting the words of the original forward. So there is a moral element in translating this real paraphrasing. For what one can learn from it nowadays, I suppose, it just depends on the context, our legal context in which one does have to have extremely literal translations. In the field of literature it’s much better not to translate literally. And this was also the case in the Renaissance where there was the reaction against literally, overliterally translations and someone like Argyropoulos, for example, would translate Aristotle in the light of the fact that Aristotle had the reputation of writing a Greek good style: so he had to replace it with good Latin style…
OB 
…which is very much different in two languages. 

ЧБ 
So you couldn’t translate it literally, but Argyropoulos was very much criticized by the philosophers in universities who said he was not giving the word of Aristotle himself.

OB
 You were right to mention the moral implication of work of translator in the XIIth and XIIIth century, but I think that studying philosophy or teaching it in new universities or in cathedral schools in this period was always a moral involvement, a kind of moral exercise. My question can seem too much personal and not as academic as it should be, but do you consider your editing work as like if you were revealing your treasure, does it have a moral implication for you? I’ll comment: a translator does not impose his person and his name to what he is doing. Well, everyone in our field knows who is Charles Burnett, but you are not producing summas like that of Thorndike. 
ЧБ 
No.
OB 
You are a person of little genre: many articles always with editions in appendices. And it’s your own style of research which I appreciate a lot, and we all appreciate the the texts you offer us. But in the same time, I remember, in his “Ars edendi“ Huygens says: when you edit a text this might be the last word on it. So, while editing, it’s not your book, but one by Burgundio of Pisa, or by Guibert of Nogent. You are just an editor, but it’s so much: you share with others your treasure, but not your own ideas.
ЧБ 
Yes.
OB 
You share something you really love. In your case, let say, Hermann of Carinthia, you published your edition of him in 1982 and you are still coming back to this text as you did in Moscow one year ago.

ЧБ 
As it is for Adelard of Bath. I made a little book on introduction of Arabic learning into England. But you are right that most of my work has been of editions and translations. And I like the way you put it that you are sharing your treasure to other people. It’s not your own work but it’s the work if these medieval authors that you are ravealing, you are extending the scope, as it were. One could place this under service to greater ideals and not really as ideals’ person. But I could say and I often do say that it is important to acknowledge just how much European culture is indebted to Arabic culture and that by editing these texts, by documenting the process of transmission of Arabic texts, by looking at how Arabic learning was appreciated and revered in the Middle Ages and even in the Renaissance. One is contributing to this greater ideal of showing that European culture is a blend of the Antique, Greek, Latin, Arabic and indeed also Jewish culture, we cannot omit or disregard the contribution of Muslim Arabic scholars to our present day culture. So one could put this research under this higher idea. I don’t want to push this too far: one can start to overemphasize that the Arabs were the first, not the Europeans. I don’t really like such an idea of “competition”. But if one can just think of enrichment of European culture, technology, science, practical science and so on, you can trace all kinds of links, influences or impact that is very interesting and probably valuable thing to do.
OB Well, I hope we will work together on it. And just summarizing what we were discussing about your research field, I’ve found a rare exception in your publications which, as I said, are always accompanied by critical editions of fragments of different texts. It’s an article of yours I like a lot but not a “classical” Burnett, I’d dare say. It’s an article of some 15 years ago on the perception of the sound in Latin West in XIIth-XIVth centuries. It is probably the most rich article in the quantity of the notes.
ЧБ 
Yes, may be.
OB 
It’s very rich in bibliography and sources, you’ve used some manuscripts also and published sources in the history of music. Is it something personal, because you play violin, violoncello, piano? 

ЧБ 
I do play instruments, I enjoy music and it is my main hobby. I am involved in musical research as well, so a wrote that long article.
OB 
It was a conference?
ЧБ 
It was a conference organized by Penny Gouk, at the Warburg, we’ve got together to organize this conference. And the result of that was the book called “The Second Sense” looking at hearing the musical perception. But I’ve also looked at the question of the influence of Arabic music on the West which is quite a lively, yes, this a lively discussion about the extent to which Arabic music and Arabic musical instruments were influential, of course, if you talking in terms of popular music and musical instruments you can’t really include texts in your articles. More recently I’ve been looking at the lute as a conveyer of theoretical music and cosmology: in the Arabic world the lute was regarded as a kind of analog of the universe itself with the 4 strings representing the 4 elements and 12 threads representing the 12 signs of the zodiac and so on.
OB 
Christian Mayer recently wrote to me that he doesn’t find real musical treatises where this celestial harmony or the world’s harmony is discussed. It sounds strange to me because, as you know, there is a little treatise on music in the "Liber Introductorius” by Michael Scot, you always find musical metaphors or technical terms through the whole text when he speaks about astrology or cosmology, but Christian says this is an exception. Do you think he is right? 
ЧБ 
Boethius’s “De musica” was the set-text used as the starting point for the study of theoretical music. There is a text which I’ve been studying recently from a manuscript in Cashel in Ireland, where the author at beginning says that unfortunately Boethius, although at the beginning he says that he is going to talk about musica humana and musica mundana, was imprisoned and he didn’t have his books with him, so he was only able to write about musica instrumentalis. The instrumental music was including musical voices not instruments. And so he didn’t get run to write about human music and celestial music and that’s why we don’t write about it either, he says. So the main tradition of musical theoretical writing, from Boethius onwards, through works of Guido d’Arezzo, Jean de Mures and all these musicians does not include or include surprisingly little even about musica humana. If you want to look at the music of the human body you look at the medical texts and if you want to find more about celestial music, you find it in cosmological or astrological works. 
OB 
Or in the “Divine Comedy” 

ЧБ In “Comedy”, that’s right but not in musical treatises themselves. 

OB 
You’ve already mentioned some of your activities at the Warburg, let’s speak a bit about your coming to the Institute, what you found here what is for you the Warburgian tradition?

ЧБ Yes, well, having been at Cambridge for 10 years. In 1979 I came to Warburg for the first time as the research fellow and that was my first experience at the Institute and I really enjoyed been here and then was a little break when I was in Sheffield working on Peter Abelard and in Princeton (I was at institute of the Advance Studies for 6 months) and last I was there, there was an advertisement for what is cold new lectureship, settled by the then prime-minister Margaret Thatcher for universities departments, who hadn’t be able to appoint any new lectures for the previous 10 years but who now would be offered money to appoint lecturers in areas which were not normally studied or taught in Great Britain. The Warburg Institute advertised for a lecturer on the influence of either Arabic or Hebrew culture on Europe and I was very successful in getting the lectureship in 1983 and then have stated at institute ever since. In 1999 my lectureship was upgraded to professorship, partly on the basis of my being elected to the British Academy. 
OB 
Was it the same year?

ЧБ 
Yes. I think, it seemed a bit silly just being a lecturer if you were at the British Academy: it raised my promoting. It’s really an ideal place for myself, because the Warburg institute has always been concerned with the transmission of ideas from Antiquity, with the classical tradition, which means not only the transmission of ideas from Ancient Greece and Rome to Europe, the rediscovery of so much of classical in arts and esthetics in the period of the Renaissance, but also the transmission of more old philosophical and scientific ideas by the Arabic world and then their recovery in the West through the transmission I looked at. We are not just looking at linear transmission from Antiquity to the present day, but also at all the links between the Mediterranean cultures of Middle Ages whether the Jewish or Arabic, Western Arabic or Eastern Arabic, Italian, German, English. Maybe one should not talk more in terms of influences, but links, inspirations and connections between the various disciplines and one always has to place the architectural form within the geographical and cultural context of that form and so on. And the library of the Institute has been built up in order to trace these links.
OB 
There is no other library of this kind in the UK.
ЧБ 
I’m about to say that the Warburg library is unique not only in this country but throughout the world: in the arrangement of its material, even in the topographical relationship. We have an ascent, if you like: it goes through the floors of the institute, you find the thought as it’s expressed in the picture, the image on the first floor of the library, then you go on to the second floor and you see thought as it’s expressed in the word, humanism, languages and different literatures; on the third floor you have pure thought, if you like: religion and philosophy. Finally, on the fourth floor you come down to earth again with the practice of theoretical ideas in medicine, science, low and in history.
OB 
Political, social history…

ЧБ 
Political history, social history and there we also have music and drama. So the library itself is a kind of organism of thought. All the books are available on open shelves and have been arranged in most sections, divided into two: sources and studies, with the emphasis on the sources, it’s particularly reach in originals, critical editions, translations in so many different languages.
OB
      You also have a nice collection in Russian. 

ЧБ 
Yes, we have it as well. 

OB 
In Russian, and not only critical editions of historical sources, but also in Russian literature and art. It’s amazing. Well, probably because of William Ryan. 

ЧБ 
Well, we had this librarian, specialist in medieval Russia and Russian magic. The other thing which is very helpful for readers that we just have prepared a large collection of off-prints which actually share off together with the books of the same subject.
OB
 It’s true: normally you don’t find them easily. You know, my problem at the library was and is always the fact that, wondering in the library, I’m not lost, but I am attracted by everything. I suppose, you made a similar experience when you came to the institute more or less at my age. Instinctively I’d rather eat all these books, in order to appropriate all this knowledge. It’s very difficult to focus on something, because you have all these links that the library imposes you, like Aby Warburg imposed them to his pupils and friends: Fritz Saxl, Erwin Panofsky, Cassirer and so on. And it worked, it was many times described by visitors, even by some important visitors of this library, from Carlo Ginzburg to Salvatore Settis, and recently to Jeffry Hamburger. Even if your field is large enough, how do you manage to be focused?

ЧБ 
People imagine that when you are in the Warburg institute you are in a researcher’s heaven as it were, because you have all the time you like to do research and you have all the books you need. But in fact there are also many diversions, not only because we are teaching MA and PhD students, not even by the fact that we are publishing our own books, which takes some time, and organizing seminars and conferences. When I want to spend some time just writing my own article or work, I’ve got to go somewhere else, either to Japan or stay at home in London. And then when I’ve written the article I come back to the Institute and start completing references, taking notes and looking at books. On the other hand, I do find that being physically in the Institute is inspiring, because of talking to other people… 

OB 
I know: the Institute’s Common Room.
ЧБ 
I think, the atmosphere makes one’s brain larger... 

OB 
Do you find there are changes in the atmosphere, with different directors for instance?
ЧБ 
There have been changes, but probably not as dramatic as in the way you have access to knowledge. There was I really big change: when I first came here, it was only for books, and it was ideal to spend one’s time reading books. But now you spend your time in front of the computers, typing, reading e-mails, looking at books and manuscripts on line. So the percentage of time which is devoted to actual reading of books has completely changed.
OB 
Two last things about your activity I’d like to ask you are about your new-born Center and about your students. It’s interesting for my self, my Russian colleagues and my students to know what is a kind of ideal Warburg PhD or MA thesis, how do you work with students, do you impose them subjects and manuscripts, or you let them wonder themselves for a while and then you say “OK”, like Peter Dronke said to you? 

ЧБ 
We very much appreciate or encourage prospective PhD students to have a clear plan, proposal of what to do, the research on.
OB
They have to propose?

ЧБ 
Yes, because it’s not like the American system, for example, where you have two years of courses during which you have to find out what you are really interested in and then start your PhD. Here you have to start from your PhD immediately. We have the MA course of one year, specifically geared to prepare students for a PhD. During that period they would be writing two short essays and a long dissertation, and that gives them a very good practice of writing, but also the opportunity to really work out exactly what they want to do. So a lot of AM students are led to go on their PhDs here already with very clear idea what they will do the research on and with very good training for doing that research. But students who are not doing our own MA (we have usually the MA from someone else, in fact), have to discuss with us in very great detail before…
OB 
Before you accept them? 

ЧБ 
Yes, just what this research will be on. There is a certain moment of flexibility once you arrive, but three years pass very quickly. This is another big difference from when I first arrived here, when people were just tried their PhD for seven or eight years. Now we are being much more insistent the PhD having to be finished in time.
OB 
Everywhere people and academic organisms are always more pressing, at the High School of Economics it’s also the fact. How long, in terms of pages, a normal MA has to be?
ЧБ 
The essays are around 20 000 words, about 30 pages, and the dissertation 100 000 words. 

OB 
And Warburg PhDs are more or less like other english PhDs in history, art history or philology or it is something special?
ЧБ 
Again I hope that Warburg’s PhD is something that you can only do within the Warburg institute. We have exactly the right resources for doing it.
OB 
Not only library, but also courses in languages and appropriate matters?
ЧБ 
We do offer courses in languages, paleography, techniques of scholarship, the opportunity to introduce one’s subject in the Director’s “Work in progress” seminar, and receive comments on it. PhD students are part of an academic community and we expect to see them every day in the Institute, we can talk to them, they can talk to us, to the academic stuff quite freely, at any time. And there are regular checks on the progress of the PhD every six months, the student has to submit some 5 000 words.

OB 
Not only to their tutors?
ЧБ 
To more tutors… and then at one stage of course the upgrade from … because your register at first was “M phil”, the master of philology and then at one stage usually after a year and a half or so you have an examination in which an external assessor is brought as well, so that you can go on and be routed to the PhD level. And that examination really establishes that you have a very good potential for actually completing the PhD on time and subjects that you have decided to write your PhD on. If you don’t fulfill that category you have the choice of remaining at that field and get a lesser degree as it were. So we are pretty vigorous, I think, in the way that we supervise and guide our PhD students.

OB 
Are they more from abroad then from the UK?
ЧБ 
Well, from all places. 

OB 
The atmosphere at the Institute is very cosmopolitan.

ЧБ 
Yes, PhDs from abroad, from Russia also, are very much welcome. We’ve had not only an expert in Medieval Russia Will Ryan, but a couple of years ago we’ve had a librarian Natalya Smelova, a very fine Syriac scholar and so she was contributing also for PhD students, in terms of scholarship, directing a course in Syriac. One could say there isn’t a strong sense of hierarchy here, we are all scholars together, and PhD students contribute to the life of the Institute not only in terms of subject of their studies, but also by languages they know. I mean, if you have a problem with…

OB 
…let say, with Siriac, you go to see Natalya.
ЧБ 
…you go to see Natalya, yes, and so on. There is a great sense of helping each other and just working together in one place.
OB 
And the last thing: your Centre for the History of Arabic Studies in Europe. 

ЧБ 
At the origin of this Centre, created one year ago, was an idea to bring together the kind of research or interest already present in the Institute, we wanted to raise the profile of this research, bringing in people from outside and establishing the Institute as an international centre ready for anything which involves the European awareness of greater perception of the Arabic culture, whether that is through the translations which were made in the Middle Ages or through the establishment of lectureships, professorships in Arabic in the Early Modern period, collection of Arabic manuscripts, the interest in Arabic, in Islam, as a fuel for the debates between the Protestants and Catholics and so on in Europe in Early Modern period, and anything within this field: the experience of travelers, of merchants, doctors working in embassies in Istanbul or Damaskus. All this contributes to interests of our Centre. In the first year we were able to host a conference on the translations of the Qu’ran in the Early Modern period: we started with the Middle Ages, but we also involved present day scholars who have been translating the Qu’ran; that was followed by a series of lectures and seminars by eminent scholars on Islam and the Enlightenment, on the interest in Islam in the XVIIIth century. Next year we collaborate with other universities, establish new contacts and bring more money to increase the activities and raise the profile of the Centre.
OB 
Is it your main perspective now?

ЧБ 
Well, I’m one of the two directors and the other is Alastair Hamilton, well known for his work on the translations of the Qu’ran in the Early Modern period, on Islamic scholars, Arabs, Christian Arabs in this period. The third person is Jan Loop, administrator of the centre, who is the scholar in his own right working on the Hottinger who wrote the first biographiy of Arabic scholars and poets and Arabic man of letters. But we hope to increase that personal… to enable people actually working in the centre through research fellowships, through having the post-doctoral researches. It’s just one of my many activities after the Centre.
OB 
Other last thing, last let’s say last things you would mention as your own personal perspectives, what you want to do?

ЧБ 
That’s so much!

OB 
I suppose editions. 

ЧБ 
There is a queue of editions waiting to be completed both of my own and with other people. I suppose eventually there should be a synthesis, a big book on the transmission of Arabic learning to the West. That should be written but depends on how long I stay here, when I’m retired and...

OB 
Well, you have many years before it.

ЧБ 
I hope so. 
OB 
Good. Thank you very much, Charles, for this long discussion and I hope our readers and listeners will enjoy it.
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