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Strange and
challenging times. A
brief editorial.

“Strange times are these
in which we live ..."

Plato was referring to education but the opening phrase is just as applicable today as we

all try to adapt to a new, if temporary, way of life.

As with us all, Cambridge University is adapting by limiting much of its face-to-face

operations and moving online as far as is possible. The situation is evolving as everyone

learns how best to deal with the changing  circumstances, and the spirit shown by all is

encouraging and uplifting.

More and more teaching is being taken online and moves are afoot to facilitate online

exams. Meanwhile, every effort is being made to continue research wherever possible with

some buildings remaining open on a very limited basis.

First and foremost, in terms of research, are the contributions to the international efforts to

deal with Covid-19. The School of Biological Sciences, the Department of Veterinary

Medicine, and the Laboratory of Zoonotics are leading the University's fight in conjunction

with other organisations, private as well as public, including Addenbrooke's Hospital. On

the University's website, Professor Jonathan Heeney, Head of the Laboratory of Viral

Zoonotics, highlights the challenges facing researchers:

“A vaccine strategy needs to be laser specific, targeting those domains of the virus’s

structure that are absolutely critical for docking with a cell, while avoiding the parts that

could make things worse,”



Additionally, the Cambridge University Hospital and the Royal Papworth Hospital are

among many others recruiting Covid-19 patients onto the national Randomised Evaluation

of Covid-19 Therapy (RECOVERY) Trial which is testing various treatments for the

disease.

Some of our other academics are helping directly at Addenbrookes Hospital by

volunteering to assist in the delivery of services. This includes working to support the

mental health services teams whilst some medical students have signed up for the NHS

Taskforce.

Challenging times can lead to creative solutions. Schools everywhere have been finding

ways to keep our children learning whilst at home and are developing new skills in the use

of the internet to this effect. Whilst in Xanthi, northern Greece, and here in Cambridge,

groups of enterprising indivduals have been 3-D printing full-face visors. One mask takes

six hours to print so it's not volume production but every little helps.

Meanwhile, in the virtual Cambridge Centre for Greek Studies, we'll keep in touch

throughout this difficult time and, hopefully, provide an alternative to Covid-19 news.

Cambridge University's
project to digitise its
Greek manuscripts
reveals some fascinating
stories.

An investigation into the provenance of two manuscripts forming part of Cambridge

University Library's extensive collection, revealed that they had originated as part of the

same codex but had led separate existences for some two centuries - despite being only

feet apart on shelves in Cambridge University Library.

The two manuscripts formed part of a collection once belonging to Anthony Askew (1722 -

1774), physician and alumnus of Emmanuel College, Cambridge. Better known now as a

https://www.facebook.com/camcengreek


classical scholar and bibliophile, Askew amassed a collection of some 7,000 pieces which

were auctioned after his death and the University acquired the manuscripts in 1785.

One manuscript, which has been dated to the first half of the 16th century, is a varied

collection of texts which appear to have been used for educational purposes in Byzantium.

In her blog post on the subject, conservator Erica Elias describes the contents: "… two

collections of gnomic sententiae, poems by the Cappadocian Father Gregory of

Nazianzos, books 20 and 22 of Homer’s Iliad, the tragedy Alexandra by Lycophron, and

two short grammatical texts on declensions."

 The majority of the texts have been written by a hieromonk named Sabbas of the

Dionysiou monastery on Mount Athos, who signed and copied almost the whole

manuscript, with a contribution by another, anonymous scribe.

A detailed study of the codex revealed that it is formed of two distinct parts. Although

Sabbas has written both, and the same kind of paper has been used, the parts feature

non-consecutive quire signatures, again written by Sabbas. In fact it became clear that the

second part of the manuscript had once preceded the first.

The manuscript's origin in the Dionysiou monastery is shared by several other pieces and

analysis of these revealed that, as first suggested by Prof. Patricia Easterling, Emeritus

Regius Professor of Greek at Cambridge, other quires from the original codex, carrying the

relevant signatures, were to be found among these works.

The project team identified eleven quires bound in another codex. These have been dated

to the first half of the 16th century, are written in the same hands, mostly that of Sabbas, on

the same type of paper with the same watermark, and bear quire signatures which are in

sequence with those of the above-mentioned codex. The quires contain Euripides's

Hecuba and Orestes and a grammatical text.



Quires reunited. The image to the left bears the quire signature 50 and that on the right bears the signature 51 (both circled
red) which, together with other evidence, presents a compelling case that the two have the same origin.

Quite a few quires from the original manuscript are yet to be found but arranging the

identified quires in sequence seems to confirm that the original codex was used for

educational purposes.

The quest for the remaining quires continues as does an investigation into when the quires

parted company. The sale catalogue accompanying the auction of Askew's collection

describes the pieces as they were acquired by the University but whether it was Askew,

the previous owner, one Richard Mead (1673-1754), or others before that, is not currently

known.

Such work and accompanying insights highlight the huge benefits of the Polonsky Greek

Manuscript Digitisation Project.

Headed by Dr Suzanne Paul, Keeper of Manuscripts and University Archives, the project

aims to digitise, and at the same time conserve and catalogue, all the medieval and early

modern Greek manuscripts in Cambridge University's collections. These extensive

collections are found in the University's main library, the Fitzwilliam museum, and 12 of the

colleges. The project, which began in 2018, is being run in partnership with Heidelberg



University and the Vatican which both contain parts of the Bibliotheca Palatina which is

also beig digitised.

It is funded by the Polonsky Foundation, a charity established by retired financier Dr.

Leonard Polonsky, CBE and Dr. Georgette Bennett and forms part of a range of digitisation

projects aimed at protecting vital historical documents from damage and destruction. When

explaining the reasons behind the project, Dr. Polonsky described how the destruction of

the German National Library in Berlin, and the libraries of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, during

World War 2 were the motivation behind these projects.

A key feature of all the projects is that the material must be freely available and it's a policy

that yields results: when Isaac Newton's papers at Cambridge University were digitised,

the files were viewed over 100 million times in the first six months.

So far, about half of Cambridge University's Greek manuscripts have been digitised and

can found in the University's Digital Library. Links to this and other relevant websites can

be found on the CCGS website.

It’s all Greek:
Teaching Modern
Greek at Cambridge
University

Cambridge lecturer and CCGS Member, Dr Liana Giannakopoulou was
interviewed by @GreeceinUK, the newsletter of the Greek Embassy in London,
about teaching modern Greek at Cambridge, how she sees the present and the
future of Modern Greek Studies in the UK, and about the Society for Modern
Greek Studies, which she chairs. With their kind permission, we have reprinted
the article.

1. What does the teaching of Modern Greek in Cambridge entail? 

The students who wish to learn Modern Greek in Cambridge can do so by choosing one of



the two papers on offer in the second or final year of their studies as one of the scheduled

options of their degree. We have students from the Faculty of MMLL (Modern and

Medieval Languages and Linguistics), from the Faculty of Classics, from the Faculty of

Asian and Middle Eastern Studies and from the Faculty of History. This year we are also

able to offer a paper at MPhil level.Modern Greek papers in Cambridge have a broad

scope for one-year papers. The curriculum comprises the teaching of literature and cinema

as well as ab initio intensive language teaching that is expected to allow students to

approach the nation's literature and culture in the original language. The former is carried

out by myself and the latter by mycolleague, Dr. Regina Karousou-Fokas with whom we

share the duties of running the Section.

Modern Greek is a highly sought-after course among the

students despite the fact that it is a challenging option. On

the one hand, it is about coping with the intense pace of

language learning and literature study: students need to

acquire a good reading knowledge of Greek in the short

time of Cambridge’s three teaching terms (20 weeks in

all). In the first two terms, they attend two hours per week

of language classes which concentrate on the essentials of grammar and the development

of basic vocabulary. In the last term, students are required to attend workshops on

translation from Greek to English. They also become acquainted for the first time with the

work of important authors such as Cavafy, Seferis, Doukas, Koumantareas, Gourogiannis,

Markaris and Dimitriou as well as Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke, Zoe Karelli, Ritsos,

Engonopoulos etc. They are also exposed to Greek cinema, from Angelopoulos to

Koutras, Boulmetis and others. They need to familiarize themselves with the historical

frame in which the work appears and understand the socio-cultural context to which they

belong. In examination, they are required to tackle a compulsory unseen translation, taken

from a literary text of authors like Margarita Karapanou, Vasilis Alexakis, Dimitris Chatzis,

Vasilis Vasilikos. They also write two essay questions based on their literature and culture

choices.

The learning curve is steep indeed, but this is a challenge they all embrace with great

results!

2. Could you give us some details on the profile of students enrolled in the Modern Greek

Section of the University of Cambridge? How challenging is it to teach Modern Greek



Studies to foreign students who lack common cultural background and know almost

nothing about the Greek history and culture?

The students who take our papers usually have no connections with Greece and, with the

exception of students form Classics, the Greek language and this is why they are

considered challenging options. With no cognate language offered in the Faculty of MMLL,

they attract students that are highly motivated, determined and have a high aptitude for

language learning. Good progress on the subject necessitates independent work and self-

motivation.

The greatest challenge here is to try and make modern Greek literature and culture

relevant to them and to show that Modern Greek is not a niche, esoteric subject that one

studies in isolation but one that is intrinsically connected with the world in which they live.

Issues of multiculturalism, identity, otherness, immigration as well as women’s writing,

ideology and politics and many others are at the forefront of the topics they engage with

through the papers offered. Many of our students emphasize how studying Modern Greek

gave them a fresh outlook on to the world today.

 
"The greatest challenge here is to try and

make modern Greek literature and culture relevant ..."

3. What would motivate a foreign student to study Modern Greek literature and culture?

For most students, there is no eminently ‘useful’ reason for learning Modern Greek. No

obvious practical gain. Few are the ones that see this as an opportunity to engage with

their heritage. For most, it is the wish to explore a cultural landscape and a language that

lies outside what could be considered the 'canon' of mainstream European literature. To

engage with literature that they would otherwise never have been exposed to and, in the

case of students from the Classics Faculty, to gain a broader perspective of Greece than

just the classical.

Students are attracted for different reasons. Some are initially interested mostly in the

language itself, finding it refreshing or challenging to take up the opportunity to learn a

modern language or to start afresh with a new language, a language with a different

alphabet, different structure, a case system (as one of our students noted). A language that

can also be examined through its many heritages, and whose continuity can be seen in

terms of change and development.



Others find themselves immersed in modern Greece, learning about its complex

relationship with the ancient Greek civilization. This is where the study of the poetry of

Cavafy and Seferis, who use ancient Greek myth and history as a major component of

their subject matter, is of great appeal.

Some students are attracted to the subject because they wish to gain an understanding of

the country's cultural history relative to the political and economic crises faced by Greece

today, as well as how Greeks themselves consider their own identity both as a nation and

within Europe.

Last, but not least, in the process of engaging with the above, what students have found

fascinating is the insight they gain with respect to the nation’s history. Almost no one

begins their modern Greek studies with the intention to deepen their understanding of the

history of the place, but many are those who, having completed their studies, lament their

previous ignorance of the rich and multi layered recent history of Greece, and comment on

the connections they discover of modern Greek history with its European neighbours.

4. What are the prospects and what are the benefits one gets from such studies?

With the students reaching, as reported by one external examiner, ‘an impressive

standard’, it is no surprise that various students over the years have received scholarships

from the Greek Ministry of Culture and Sports for the International Summer School for

Greek Language, Culture and History organized by IMXA in Thessaloniki. Others have

self-organised and attended summer schools in Athens or other places in order to improve

their language skills.

Upon graduation, as is the case for all graduates from the Modern Languages and

Classics Faculties, our students find employment in a wide range of professions including

language teaching (school and university level), translation/interpreting, journalism, the

diplomatic service, publishing, marketing, public service, banking and investment,

accountancy, law, logistics and distribution, teaching English as a foreign language, arts

and recreation, speech and language therapy, and information technology among many

others. Notably, former students of Greek have gone on to work for the European Union or

gained experience in Greece that has allowed them to specialize in refugee studies.

Others have become volunteers in refugee camps in Athens.

However, even among those whose career destination after university is not related



specifically to Greek affairs, many continue their close relationship with the Greek

language and culture.

5. Do you believe that there are more advantages for a Greek graduate to continue his

post-graduate studies on Modern Greek literature, history and culture in the UK than in

Greece?

I do not think that there are more advantages, but rather different ones. One thing a post-

graduate degree outside Greece would offer to a Greek graduate would be a different

perspective on their studies: an opening up to a wider, multicultural community, an

encounter and more active engagement with other cultures and literatures, perhaps a

greater realization of the need to place and justify what they do in a broader context. Their

work becomes informed by a broader intercultural outlook and becomes, therefore,

relevant to a wider audience.

 
"The campaign for the support of STEM subjects at school is

also a�ecting the number of students who take on
Modern Languages at A Level..."

6. Modern Greek Studies in the UK don’t attract a great number of students anymore and

many chairs have been abolished. What are the causes for the decline of interest in such

studies and how could this be reversed?

Modern Greek, just like other languages and the Humanities more generally, has been the

victim of a change of priorities in Higher Education in Britain but also in modern societies

more widely. Universities are now increasingly managed as businesses, and courses are

evaluated in terms of their profitability. Therefore, the number of students registering for

them is of crucial importance. With the increase in tuition fees, students understandably

prioritize subjects that offer clearly identifiable job prospects and greater security.

Universities in turn tend to support such subjects at the expense of smaller, more ‘niche’

ones. The campaign for the support of STEM subjects at school is also affecting the

number of students who take on Modern Languages at A Level – and not just Modern

Greek.

This can be reversed, but in order to do so a very focused and orchestrated effort is

necessary. A good precedent is the US where Greek Studies have successfully been

funded by institutions and individuals willing to support the promotion of all aspects of



Modern Greek culture, history and society. For this to happen in Britain, a conscious and

targeted coordination between members of the academic community, the managements of

the universities and the various donor institutions and individuals would be required.

Already such an initiative and concerted effort led to the preservation of the Koraes Chair

at King’s College London: the academic community in Britain is very fortunate indeed to

count Professor Gonda Van Steen as one of its members.

I am also very proud to be part of another initiative myself at the University of Cambridge,

where the Faculty of Modern and Medieval Languages and Linguistics and the Faculty of

Classics have joined forces to launch in the summer of 2019 the Cambridge Centre for

Greek Studies.

This is a Centre that aims to become an international hub for the very best pioneering

research in cross-disciplinary Greek studies, covering the entirety of the Greek speaking

world from the Bronze Age to the present day. In this aspiring, large-scale frame scholars

engaged in the study of Greek culture will be encouraged to think ambitiously about issues

of identity, religion, gender, imperialism, regionalism, Europe and the East, populism,

technology, sexuality and the environment to name but a few. It will also encourage

imaginative collaborations and the addressing of big, bold questions that take our discipline

outside its comfort zones.

I hope that such an initiative will impress and inspire cultural institutions and foundations to

approach and support the Centre’s efforts and aims, grasping in this way another

opportunity to bring Modern Greek Studies forward.

7. Apart from some outstanding, world-known representatives of Modern Greek Literature,

active mainly during the late 19th century and in the first decades of the 20th century,

would you say that today’s Greek literature and poetry can showcase equally outstanding

authors and poets? Or do we mainly imply the giants of the previous century, when we talk

about Modern Greek prose and poetry?

We cannot ignore the giants of the previous century. One cannot teach modern Greek

literature and leave out Cavafy or Seferis for example. And I concede that it is very difficult

to achieve the impact that authors such as Nikos Kazantazkis or again Cavafy have had

abroad. But there is great admiration and respect for Seferis and Ritsos too. There are,

however, also other writers who are well-known and loved in the English and French

speaking world for instance, such as Petros Markaris and Katerina Anghelaki-Rooke. A



well-known hurdle here is the number of translations published in English – the percentage

of foreign titles in relation to the total number is very small. Big, commercial publishers do

not take on translations of modern Greek literature easily. But we are fortunate that gifted

translators such as Karen Emmerich for example, work hard to make modern Greek

literature available to non- Greek speakers and various small publishers such as the

Birmingham Modern Greek Translations, Denise Harvey, Colenso Books or Aiora Press

support such efforts.

 
"Big, commercial publishers do not take on translations

of modern Greek literature easily."

In our teaching programme in Cambridge we make a point of including more recent voices

too, authors whose work reflects contemporary issues that put the students in contact with

Greece in the 21st century. This is how they get to know all the writers I have mentioned in

question 1 above. No writer becomes a ‘giant’ in a vacuum and this is why we also try to

promote contemporary and younger poets and prose writers through events that we

organize in collaboration with the Society for Modern Greek Studies, the Cambridge

Hellenic Learned Society and the Hellenic Centre.

8. Many of your research projects focus on the close relation between Modern Greek

poetry and ancient sculpture. What do you believe Greek poets today draw inspiration

from? Is the antiquity today an exhausted source of inspiration?

It is certainly not exhausted, but it does not take center stage either. Greek poets today

draw inspiration from a wide variety of topics as recent anthologies testify. Antiquity is one

of them and it is approached in an original and often subversive manner. Although modern

Greek literature was in the past a ‘national institution’ it was also the space in which a

subversive discourse against antiquity’s powerful hold of Greek identity was developed. As

I have shown in my research, in both my books, from early on poets engage rather

critically with the glorious classical past. Today this past is perhaps not as dominant a

source of inspiration as it was in previous decades, but younger voices such as Phoebe

Giannisi or Harris Psarras offer new, original perspectives on it. Antiquity has the power of

transformation and adaptation and as such it can never be completely ignored.

9. Most academic and scientific fields especially humanities are being currently involved in

an interdisciplinary/inter-scientific dialogue in order to develop interfaces, expand, and

survive. Is this the case with the Modern Greek studies? Which scientific fields would



Modern Greek studies develop a dialogue with?

I have seen many fascinating dialogues developing between modern Greek studies and

other fields: in the domain of literature, with which I am more familiar, I have seen

comparative studies involving theatre, medicine, the visual arts and material culture,

adoption studies, gender studies, film studies, (post-) colonialism, classical reception,

translation, linguistics and heritage studies, cultural studies. I am sure there are many

others.

10. You are the Chair of the Society for Modern Greek Studies. Could you please tell us

more about the activities and the aims of the Society?

The main purpose of the Society for Modern Greek Studies is to provide free cultural and

educational events related to Greece and Cyprus and to support the teaching, learning and

research that relate to any aspect of Modern Greek and Cypriot culture. It is the UK

national body representing the subject and is affiliated to the European Society of Modern

Greek Studies.

The Society is open to students, academics and the general public – to everyone who

shares our passion for and commitment to the promotion of Greece and Cyprus through

their literature, history, cinema and any other aspect of their culture from the 19th century

to today. We have two annual flagship events: a public lecture on the occasion of our AGM

and a graduate research colloquium. The public lecture is given by an invited speaker, a

distinguished member of the academic community, and is open to all. The SMGS Graduate

Colloquium offers postgraduate students an opportunity to present their research to their

academic peers and seniors, and to receive constructive feedback. We believe that this

plays an extremely valuable part in our students' academic development.

The Society also has, since 2015, its own online peer-reviewed journal, MGSO which

published original work by new researchers and established academics alike and which is

available free of charge on the Society’s website.

On our website readers can find a list of the events we have organised in the past and the

ones we are planning for the coming months; it is also a useful source of information for

events organized by other bodies which are related to the Society’s interests and aims, as

well as training and job opportunities. Our only income comes from our membership fee,

so we always hope that more and more people will consider joining us in order to support

us in our aim of maintaining the relevance and impact of modern Greek and Cypriot culture



in the wider community.

11. What are you currently involved in as an academic and what are your plans for the

future?

I am involved in the teaching of our papers in Cambridge both at undergraduate and

postgraduate level and in the planning of an MPhil course that will contribute to the newly

established MPhil in Greek Studies that will be offered in Cambridge from the academic

year 2020-21.

My future research plans involve the developing of a digital edition of the work of one of

our most prominent poets – this is still in the early stages of planning. And I will of course

continue to publish in the areas of my research interests.

In terms of public engagement, I will participate at the annual event held in the University

of East Anglia, ‘Voices from Greece’, on the topic of Myth. My presentation is ‘Myth in

Greek women’s poetry’. I will also continue to support the Cambridge Centre for Greek

Studies in its activities to promote Greek culture and look forward to the planning and

implementation of future events of the Society for Modern Greek Studies.

Photos Courtesy Liana Giannopoulou.

Reproduced with kind permission of the newsletter of the Greek Embassy. First published Christmas

2019.

Cambridge Centre
for the Study of
Platonism

The Cambridge Centre for the Study of Platonism is a forum for research on the Platonic

Tradition, especially Neoplatonism, its sources, significance and legacy. Neoplatonism is

the shape that Platonism took in Late Antiquity, especially through Plotinus and Proclus,



and influenced decisively the philosophies of the Christian, Jewish and Muslim worlds.

‘Neoplatonism’ is thus a term that denotes not so much one school of philosophy, but

rather an intellectual paradigm, and a way of life, disseminating its influence in myriad

forms of thought and culture.

Committed to both the significance of this tradition and its continuing relevance, the centre

hosts a weekly seminar on a key Neoplatonic text and supports symposia and research

projects in the field. 

Under it current Director, Professor Douglas Hedley, The Centre has members from around

the globe and has featured luminaries such as the late Sir Roger Scruton, whose passing

in January of this year is noted on the Centre's website. In a touching and respectful piece,

the Centre notes:

"The nation has lost an eminent philosopher, and an ardent defender of the humanities in

an age when we urgently need his light. Throughout his illustrious career and prolific

writings, Roger Scruton developed a rich and nuanced system of thought, within which the

soul’s longing for beauty, a sense of wonder and a veneration of sacred are pivotal.

Schooled in Cambridge philosophy and drilled in the arguments of Wittgenstein and Kant,

he was always a man of letters and took up a torch from C.S. Lewis and T.S. Eliot,

Coleridge and Burke. His deep passion for nature and

his artistic creativity as a novelist, composer and critic

was unrivalled among his English peers and revered

abroad. His writing was elegant, witty, luminous and

trenchant; his appetite for metaphysics unabated. His

darling theme was beauty: not merely the objectification of pleasure but the index of a

transcendent dimension. Roger Scruton had the steady gaze of the prophet and rueful soul

of a tender poet: his vision was ultimately a summons to love and gratitude. 

The Cambridge Centre for the Study of Platonism has greatly benefited from Sir Roger's

philosophical insights." 

We hope to bring you more stories and insights from the Cambridge Centre for the Study

of Platonism both on our website and in future editions of this newsletter.

Links to the Centre's own website can be found on our website.
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