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A selection of texts by Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius were translated into Syr-
iac during Late Antiquity. Plutarch’s De cohibenda ira' and De capienda ex inimicis
utilitate,” Ps.-Plutarch’s De exercitatione,” Lucian’s De calumnia* and Themistius’
De amicitia® and De virtute® are literary works by pagan authors that were trans-
lated between the fifth and the sixth centuries. They survive today in Syriac
manuscripts that were written between the seventh and the ninth centuries.”
Given the absence of prefaces, colophons or any information external to the
texts, there is no explicit indication about the identity of the translators or about
the origin of the translations. The only viable path to understand why Syrian
scholars were interested in Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius is a close analysis of
what the texts themselves (and their manuscripts) say.

Luckily, translations are a special kind of literature. The editing and abridge-
ment strategy that the translators adopted allows us to catch a glimpse of their
aims as well as of the audiences that they foresaw. I have argued elsewhere that
the omission of most references to pagan religion and mythology as well as the
practice of anonymising and glossing proper names of figures of the historical
past reveals that the translators intended to make use of Plutarch, Lucian and
Themistius as instructional texts suitable for Christians.® The present chapter
focuses on the translators’ aims by analysing the form in which the texts were
reshaped and presented to the target audience. It will be shown that the trans-
lators paid special attention to the form of the text, and it will be argued that
the gnomic sequences that they introduced display important similarities with
wisdom literature. A close textual analysis of the Syriac translations of Plutarch,
Lucian and Themistius can thus help remove them from the scholarly isolation
to which they have been so far relegated, and can open new paths to a more
organic understanding of the translations within established literary traditions
and, beyond that, within the cultural life of Late Antiquity.

Editing the Texts

The process of editing that the Syriac Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius under-
went reveals that the translations were meant to be used as instructional texts
suitable for a Christian readership. The first concern for the translators was the
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references to pagan religion that they found in the Greek originals. The trans-
lators systematically omitted mentions of pagan deities; or, whenever possible,
they rendered them with the word ‘God’. Secondly, the translators went about
carefully in their rendering of the anecdotes based on mythological figures, such
as Achilles, Agamemnon and Athena, which were for the most part omitted
in translation. While the exempla based on historical personalities were mostly
translated, the exempla based on mythological figures were mostly omitted.” A
third noticeable change that the translators applied to the texts relates to the
rendering of proper names. On many occasions the proper names of characters
appearing in anecdotes are omitted and replaced with generic and anonymous
designations, such as ‘a king’, ‘a wise man’ and ‘a philosopher’. To give a few
examples, ‘Xerxes” became, in Syriac, ‘a Persian king’, ‘Pindar’ became ‘a wise
man’ and the Pontifex Maximus ‘Spurius Minucius’ became ‘the judge’. It is
difficult to imagine that somebody able to read Plutarch in Greek would not
be aware of the identity of Xerxes or Pindar, and such changes should instead
be understood as indicative of the translators’ instructional aims. It is especially
remarkable that some of such descriptions correctly identify even lesser-known
figures when such information was not immediately available in the text: such
as ‘Porus’, who was described as ‘the king of the Indians’; ‘Arcesilaus’, who was
termed ‘a philosopher’; and ‘Pylades’, who was called ‘Orestes’ friend’."’

The present analysis focuses on another notable feature that likewise betrays
the aims that guided the Syriac translators of Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius.
Among the changes that they applied to the Syriac texts, a number of textual
additions and re-phrasings reveal the translators’ familiarity with gnomic com-
positions that are commonly used in wisdom literature. Often the translators
rewrote the original text following patterns such as programmatic admonitions,
aphorisms and inclusiones that reveal a concern to break down the text into
independent and reproducible units with edifying content. The practice of
expanding on the original texts was not uncommon in early Syriac translations,
yet the expansions of the Syriac Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius display the
introduction of gnomic formats."'

In the following passage, the translator paraphrased a quotation from Hip-
pocrates, and he broke down Plutarch’s argumentation so as to obtain an inde-
pendent gnomic unit. Also, the explicit reference to Hippocrates was omitted
in Syriac, and one finds, instead, two additions (in italics):"?
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First of all, as Hippocrates says that the most
dangerous disease is that in which the coun-
tenance of the patient becomes most unlike
how it was, so firstly I saw that those who are
moved by anger are also changed in (their)

First of all, we notice that as in the sick
to see their faces different from usual is
a sign of death, so also in the irascible the
ugliness of their appearance is a sign of their
defeat. Indeed, not only the colour of

countenance, skin, gait and voice [. . .] their faces is changed, but also their voice
(189.5), their movements and their sight,
and their outside is the image of what is in

the inside.

The first addition is explicative, and it relates the general example about
the sick with the specific example about the irascible man. The second
addition repeats the concept expressed above by playing on the correla-
tion between the inner condition of the angry person and his appearance.
As a result, the translator used the Greek text to produce a self-standing
gnomic sequence that could be easily extrapolated from the original Plu-

tarchan text.

Similarly, the Syriac additions to another passage break down the course of the
argumentation in order to create an independent textual unit:"

Kal tdv mpaypdtov dpiha molhd kai
amey0n xai avtinala toig Evruyyavovoty,
)’ OpQs 611 Kai vOooig Evior ohpatog eig
ampaypoovvny gxpnoavto [. . .|

Many situations are unkind, hostile and
adversary to those who meet them; but you
see that some have used the sickness of the
body to live a quiet life [. . .]

1w el ud e o1 had oo
v Ers . pdio oaaw  eoudued
amo . izel imiaas alan raa . (ihas
oo 2w wa mr (ommiaa [3.10]

It is possible to see that many things,
although adverse and harmful to us, in other
respects benefit us. How many have fallen sick
in the body, and this (3.10) sickness of theirs
refrained and hindered them from evil.

Koi mpdtov pév, §j gnowv ‘Immokpang
YoAemOTATRY elvar véoov &v [ TOd
VOGODVTOG Avopoldtatov avtd yivetat 1o
npdowmov, obTeg OpdV VT Opyiig
giotapévoug pdloto koi petaPaiioviag
Sy, ypbdav, padiopa, poviy [. . .]

o A oniam ia .ashu yms meala
s S @A L 00 i sl L hasm
ooy ;m A dhcaiis e ram
om ) fay_aludhes . ocuao giay holas
womla o A aauls (omiara rbay
oma  ..omiawo  eomhilmo [189.5]

. omhcuma) o0 o OmhcLin

The first addition results in the creation of an aphorism, while the second addi-
tion interrupts the original text and it closes the gnomic composition by repeat-
ing the message already provided in the opening aphorism.

On other occasions, the Syriac translators elaborated on the gnomic
structures already contained in the original text. In the following passage,
while the expansions simply add to the already binary structure of the
Greek text, the introduction and repetition of the words ~ax_ [gabs] ‘side’
and «haay [20kitd] ‘victory’ betray an interest for the gnomic format of
the text:'
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dovekiov ye piv kai 10 dvoept kai Tacay
<HEES> FTOSMV PETUOTOTEOV, 010V OTEPUOTO.
£xOpag edAafouvpévovg. OO yap év
avtayoviotoig, GAL’EV ouvaymvioTaig 1
QMda.

Competitiveness, contention and all
<rivalry> should be put aside, (and we
should) beware of them as seeds of enmity.
For there is no friendship among enemies,
but (there is) among fellow-combatants.

i o > aalidu handeo o uis
om &\ .hammilas [60.10] uax omem
ey am has oo Jialas maa vard Gy
A Lam e way o homy hasn
Mo ol ya A L B AD1 oo

.hast dunmia aema

Contention and division must be taken
away, for (60.10) enmity sprouts from them.
Indeed, it is not as if we fight our enemy so
that we may take the victory from one side to the
other side, but we compete with those who
are from our side about who shall be the first and
take the victory.
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formulas both at the beginning and at the end of a gnomic unit constitutes a
textual device known as inclusio.'®

Another instance of inclusio may be detected in the following passage from
De cohibenda ira. Although the passage is problematic since the translator mis-
understood what the Greek text expresses about the role of time in quenching
anger, it is nonetheless clear that the translator repeated the specific example
about anger in the close of the passage, despite the fact that it had been already

The same observation can be made regarding another passage in which the
Syriac translator elaborated a gnomic sequence already attested in the Greek
original. The passage is composed of an admonition (the opening sentence)
followed by a course of argumentation. The Syriac expansions (in italics) do
not add anything to the contents, but they elaborate the text by expanding on
the structure of the Greek sentence. The opening admonition is expressed in
greater length by the Syriac, and the Syriac text then provides the same course

expressed in the opening:"”

ABm pév odv fowg ovk Opyiig iatpeia
Qaveital, Sidkpovoig 8¢ Kal GUANKT TV &v
Opyfl tvog apaptnpdtrov. Kaitor kol
OTANVOG OIdNHOL COUTTOUN PéV EGTL TVPETOD,
TPaVVOUEVOV 3¢ Kovpilel TOV TupPETOY, (g
onow Tepdvopoc.

Perhaps this [i.e. gaining a delay] will not
seem a cure for anger, but rather a respite and
a guard for the mistakes of the irascible. Cer-
tainly the swelling of the spleen is a symptom
of the fever, and once it has been calmed it
assuages the fever, as Hieronymus says.

unordn [193.15] om r | hamumi
wer? .l ragam (s s (A Lo
.rd.u\,\ usas. oo ) v(i\,.l o) dudura
hordd jmalan @ hasuard .om e oo

o hoasy culsa hasuan?

Hastiness is not therapeutic for anger, but
it assuages it for a moment, as if it were
a guard to it. Behold, the swelling of the
spleen is due to fever, and the care of it
brings the trouble to an end; and the hasti-
ness that comes from anger, it is the care of it that

of argumentation as the Greek:'"”

Ovk dpa 0VdE &v Prrig 1O opddpa. Exatépa
Yap Toiv <O630iv> GAOGE oL EkQEpEL ) Bmot
del katoAdoar. ‘H pév yap émi kolakeiav
{yer, Tiig 68 &’ ExBpav 1) tekevTiy.

Then, (there should be) no excess in friend-
ship. Either <way> leads to a different place
than to where one should end up: the one
leads to adulation, while the end of the other
to enmity.

o @lam [63.1] o il & o o=
WA erelid A ral o ,AD pamod
oiord ;m o alo al L mio une war?
Al xums amo oo oo
hadheaze hal . hrdaw Ly hasums
hal . hedze ook hcuroo  .rdass

.amm hanoilas

Neither do I praise the friend who is too benevo-
lent nor (the one) who is too harsh. For both
things are separate as a road (leading) hither
and thither, rather than the path that brings
us to the lodging where we intended to go.
Indeed, excessive benevolence ends up in adu-
lation, and excessive harshness too fosters
enmity.

At the same time, however, the Syriac adaptor added and repeated the words
with the same roots ‘benevolent-benevolence’ and ‘harsh-harshness’ both at the
beginning and at the end of the passage. The repetition of the same words or

puts anger to an end.

In the close, the translator substituted the reference to Hieronymus of Rhodes
with the specific example about anger, where he repeated the word ‘hasti-
ness’ ha=umi [rhibiitd] used above, possibly aiming at the composition of an
inclusio.

The use of inclusiones, repetitions of the same words or same moral recom-
mendations both at the beginning and at the close of a gnomic sequence, is
a strategy that the translators used on a number of occasions. As a result, the
Syriac text appears broken down into smaller and independent units that could
be easily reproduced out of their contexts. Two other instances of inclusiones
affected passages of the Greek text that are too long to be reported in full here.
In the De capienda ex inimicis utilitate, Plutarch reported an anecdote about the
cytharedes, who play better when they are in competition than when they train
by themselves in solitude. Accordingly, Plutarch explained that we should take
our enemies as competitors for fame, and that we should regulate our deeds and
customs as if we were always in competition with our enemies. At the close of
the anecdote, the Syriac adaptor added a reference to the specific example of the
cytharedes mentioned only a few lines above.'"® Another instance of inclusio is
attested in the De amicitia, where, following a comparison between the practice
of reproaching friends and that of healing the sick, the Syriac adaptor added a
closing sentence that reiterates the similarity between the deeds of a friend and
those of a physician."
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Adding Advice

Another set of additions to the texts brings the translations closer to wisdom
literature. Such additions contain instructional remarks of an edifying nature,
and they can likewise be taken as indicative of the didactic aim that guided the
translators. In the following passage, the translator broke down the argumentative
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A few chapters below, the Syriac translator invited to give advice to friends
‘without being detached from the (friend’) issues, but rather bearing with the

.22

friend part of their burden, even if the issues are impure’:

sequence of the text by inserting an instructional addition (in italics):*’

"E@edpenel oov 10ig mpdypocty £ypnyopas 0
£0pdg ael kol AoPiv {tdv mavtaydBev
neplodevet Tov Piov [. . ]

The enemy, always awake, lies in wait of your
deeds and patrols (your) life on every side
seeking a grip [. . .]

el @ wm Ao Lvisol ML aoam
Wma 1 aals s asaral oo cadhal;
A azgen A mhobon @i el el

) riam rdihass s hal (A

(The enemy) tracks your customs, he does
not rest from inquiring into your ways, and
he strives to find a cause against you, while
he roams hither and thither. Well then, his
watchfulness does not harm you, but it recalls you
to beneficial customs.

[-..] mpdg éxhomy xpeiav 00 @iAoL T [59.10] Iutadn wem o duen A

npoomnov  oikelov petolopfavey, &v
appwotig pév iatpod, &v dikag O&
ovvnyopov, cupfodrov 8¢ amavtaxod kol
ovvePYOD £ Tf) YVOuY.

[ . .] you shall keep changing the role you
play according to the need (of the friend).
When he is sick, (play the role) of a physi-
cian; when he is in trials, (play the role) of a
lawyer; play (the role) of an adviser on every
occasion, and of a helper when he is taking
a decision.

e @) u om 1 .ohis) dud ahahen
Whao go Wiz Mo .o oo ”imiaas
A 1 ol .alsh ml durd souwo cua sy
& o ud o)) 1 A has & o0 due

has g Lalsy gy N> . emiac.

But you yourself shall promptly (59.10) par-
ticipate in his grief, being like a doctor when
he is sick, like a defender in the issues that
are disputed; and you shall give him advice
without being detached from the issues, but rather
bearing with him part of their burden, even if the

issues are impure.

Not unlike the passages reported above, the addition creates an indepen-
dent gnomic unit; but, in this case, its content consists of moral advice that
is in accordance with the edifying message of the De capienda ex inimicis
utilitate.

Other additions with moral contents do not radically alter the format of the
Greek text. The following passage from Themistius’ De amicitia describes the
attitude that a person should adopt in his relations with friends. In addition to

Another moralising addition seems to directly reveal the instructional aims of
the translators. After a negative exemplum, the addition ‘we shall instead emulate
excellent men’ opens a section of the text in which Plutarch reported exempla
of philosophers who were imperturbable in conditions that would have easily
made ordinary men angry:*

the Greek, the Syriac recommended that:”!

amd TOV opIKPOV Kol GUOLAOTATOV MG (v
doEeiev apyopévoug, olov Tod mpocopdv
eopevig kal draiéyeobar emdeing kol
ovpmapakadilecdar kai cvpPadiCev, xai
dijhov yevéaBa 611 fjdotto Opmpéve.

We should begin with what might seem to
be small and very insignificant steps, such as
casting kind glances (at our friend), convers-
ing with him tactfully, sitting and walking
with him, and making it clear that we are

Muss (oMo jcua woalo .rhaion o @aw
AL 2% s s Lhues [56.10]
Qe aama ..omdalil  ano L omay

Qe A o (e

Let us begin from the very small things.
First of all, let us look at them with (56.10)
benevolence, and let us sit next to them with
a pleasant talk; let us stick to their steps and
let us show that we rejoice at their sight;
and let us implant in ourselves the customs that

Kai dewov ovdev apEapévovg amd Thg
PoPNg  oclonf  xphoacbot  toig
TAPATLYYAVOLGTL, KO uf) TOAAL YoAovpEVODG
Kai dvokohaivovtoag amepréotatov Syov
£uPalelv £avtoig kol gidotg Ty Opyfv.

To start with food, it is nothing unpleasant
to stay quiet with guests, and not, by being
angry and peevish about many things, to
throw to ourselves and to (our) friends the
most unpleasing food, anger.

it aluo hole (ass gamaden A aa
el pe0 aia Aol his .
SN s i (A e

By not being angry during the time of the
meal — and (otherwise) instead of delicious
dishes we (would) put in front of us and in
front of (our) friends the bitterness of anger
— we shall instead emulate excellent men.

These passages show, then, that the translators’ interest lay in the morally

happy to see him.
they have.

edifying anecdotes that make up most of the texts by Plutarch, Lucian and The-
mistius.”* Thanks to the process of editing, the translations appear structured as
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collections of anecdotes and pieces of moral advice that could be extrapolated
and reused outside the original context. The phenomenon is especially evident
in Plutarch’s De cohibenda ira, whose Greek text opens as a dialogue between
two characters, but whose translation omits the dialogic sections and adopts the
format of a treatise that is mostly made up by maxims and moralising anecdotes.

The translators have thus rendered the Syriac Plutarch, Lucian, and Themistius
closer to wisdom literature. The editing process ultimately betrays a didactic
strategy based on the use of moralising texts arranged in gnomic formats such
as exempla, aphorisms and inclusiones that could be potentially reproduced in dif-
ferent instructional settings. Instances of wisdom literature, especially in the form
of gnomologiai or collections of sentences and anecdotes, are fairly common in
early Syriac manuscripts; and, in particular, Greek traditions had a major impact
on the composition of wisdom literature in Syriac. The Advice of Theano, Sayings
of Menander, Sayings of Pythagoras, Sayings of the philosophers on the soul, Definitions
of Plato, Advice of Plato to his disciple and the Instructions of Anton, Plato’s physician
are just some of the Syriac collections of wisdom literature that reveal the impact
of Greek literary traditions.”

Contexts and Use

The composition of Syriac wisdom and instructional literature provides a pos-
sible cultural environment within which to understand the Syriac translations of
Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius. Although still in need of systematic scholarly
attention both at a microscopic (editions, translations, textual criticism) and
at a macroscopic level (what they can say about the cultural life of the time),
Syriac wisdom literature displays a thrust towards literate instruction that finds
major parallels in early Christian literature in different languages. A remarkable
example is represented by the Apophthegmata Patrum, the edifying anecdotes
which could be used independently and reproduced in a variety of instructional
settings.?® The Evagrian ascetic corpus, which is mostly structured as a series of
sentences and anecdotes, is another Christian collection of instructional litera-
ture. The transmission of gnomic literature to ascetic settings via translation is
represented by Rufinus’ Latin translations of the Sentences of Sextus and of the
Evagrian ascetic corpus.”’

It is especially remarkable that a Syriac author whose life was roughly con-
temporary with the Syriac translations of Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius
confronts the modern reader with a very similar didactic strategy based on
the use of anonymised anecdotes and maxims as instructional texts: John of
Apamea, a prolific Syriac writer of the fifth century and who is also known as
John the ‘Solitary’, ~tsasss [i41doyd].” Within the works transmitted under his
name, two dialogues are especially relevant to the present analysis because they
depict a Syriac setting in which anecdotes and maxims were used as instructional
texts. The two dialogues, which betray some familiarity with the dialogic genre
of the Greek literary tradition, feature John the Solitary conversing with less
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experienced ascetics, all of whom bear Greek names; and their conversations
are set in a monastic setting, namely John’s own ~wiaa [kiirhd], ‘cell’ or ‘hut’,
for the Four dialogues.” The references to the daily prayers at the beginning of
most dialogues are reminders of the communal life pattern of the speakers of the
dialogues. The Six dialogues with Thomas deal with philosophical and theological
issues concerning the soul and its relation to virtues and passions, and with the
spiritual and ascetic life.” The Four dialogues with Eusebius and Eutropius on the
soul deal with the nature of the soul and the incorporeal, with the body, with
the creation and with divine economy.”!

The literary nature of the fictitious setting of the dialogues is a feature to
bear in mind, and one should avoid accepting John the Solitary’s picture
as a faithful description of early Syrian monasticism or as indicative of a
standardised sort of monastic education. At the same time, however, John'’s
dialogues betray an instructional strategy that has much in common with the
efforts of the Syriac translators of Plutarch, Lucian and Themuistius. If anything,
the unfolding of the dialogues has a prominently didactic character,and the most
suitable way to qualify the exchanges between John the Solitary and the other
speakers is that of a teacher—pupil relationship. The speakers’ attitude towards
John is well represented by their profound admiration for the solitary, which
itself led the young monks to John’s hut, and thus provided the occasion for
the encounter.

The occasions of the encounters of John the Solitary with his interlocutors
in the two dialogues are similar. Thomas on the one hand, and Eusebius and
Eutropius on the other, have all spent some time as hermits — Thomas after
gaining the ‘excellent education of the Greeks’ (rudan rhorins heans)® —
when they got to know John through literary pieces that John himself had
written. Thomas came across a book of hymns composed by John, while
Eusebius and Eutropius received a letter from John, presumably dealing with
Christian ascetic life. Positively impressed by the reading, the young ascetics
decided to meet John in person, and approached him with a number of ques-
tions on the soul, on the body and on divine economy. Also, Thomas confessed
that his doubts derived from the variance that he found among the opinions
of pagan poets.*

The instructional relationship among the speakers of John’s dialogues is strik-
ing in the Four dialogues. Here John routinely draws anecdotes from a straight-
forward imagery, such as the coxswain, animals and musical instruments.*® But
something unexpected happens towards the end of the second of the four
dialogues, when John decides to leave aside the dialogic format that he had
employed so far, and instead recounts to his audience a series of fourteen morally
edifying anecdotes about generic wise men and solitaries. John declares that he
intends to narrate such stories ‘so that the narration of them may be profitable
for you’ (emuds Laal (ihas N\ =a). ¥

The anecdotes are very similar to those that one can find in the Syriac transla-
tions of Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius, not least because they are anonymised
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and they often close with moral remarks. To give an example, the first anecdote
is about:

a certain wise man. In order not to be hindered from study, he ceased to live
in the city, and he built for himself a hut outside the wall. He had next
to his dwelling place a piece of land that was cultivated with wheat, and
he was always passing by its side. When somebody from his town asked
him if its seed had sprouted, he replied: ‘I do not even know if it has been
seeded!” Look how useful to the soul the love of study is! For, once the
soul is accustomed to studying, it is not possible for the mind to wander
outside it.”

It is regrettable that neither the editor nor the modern translator of the dialogue
systematically traced back the origin of the anecdotes that John recounted. One
of the anecdotes, which deals with anger, does not have a Christian origin and is
found in Epictetus’ Encheiridion,™ but it is referred to a monk in John’s version.
Another anecdote, instead, is found in the Apophthegmata Patrum.”

In the structure of the Four dialogues, the switch from the dialogic format
to the narration of exempla to describe the ascetic lifestyle is a considerable
discontinuity. In spite of wishing to convince by the use of arguments, the
exempla reiterate models of worthy conduct and they are underpinned by a
different strategy of persuasion, as John explains. Indeed, after pronouncing
the fourteenth and last exemplum, John gives the reason why he narrated
such stories:

because of the simplicity of those brothers who were present (at the discus-
sion) but have not completely understood what has been previously said,
lest they withhold their good will, I wanted to help their minds through the
narration of stories.*

In the setting of the Four dialogues, it is the expected background of the audience
that prompted John to report such anecdotes. It is John’s assumption that a part
of the audience would be happy to hear exempla of worthy conduct by generic
wise men, philosophers and hermits. At the same time, however, the audience
included also individuals like John himself, Eusebius and Eutropius, who must
have experienced some sort of philosophical training as shown in the arguments
that they used. In the case of Thomas, it may be that he was educated in Greek,
perhaps even in the city of Alexandria.*

While about half of the Four dialogues adopts a dialogic format, the same work
also contains gnomic material that reveals a different sort of didactic strategy.
This strategy appears again and even more strikingly in the fourth and last book
of the Four dialogues. Here, Eusebius puts forward a surprisingly elementary
request. He asks John for the definitions of a series of more than sixty words
with meanings related to virtue, such as ‘sufferance’, ‘poverty’, ‘mercy’, ‘charity’
and so forth:
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in order that we may discern clearly the words that are said about virtue,
we would like to learn the meaning of each of them, both physically and
spiritually, for, with the understanding of their difference, our mind will be
even more enlightened about the many varieties of virtue.*

John agrees to provide the definitions of such terminology, and, as a result,
the fourth dialogue consists entirely of a collection of moral sentences.
Again, as opposed to the dialectic arguments previously adduced in the
Four dialogues — which, incidentally, required familiarity with philosophical
concepts such as ‘element’ (ctotryelov 1.14) and ‘substance’ (ovoia 2.1) —
the definitions offered in the fourth dialogue reveal a different strategy of
persuasion: they respond to a concern for straightforwardness, and they
could be easily understood and memorised without previous experience in
philosophy.

Conclusion

John the Solitary’s choice to reproduce anonymous exempla and gnomic sen-
tences, then, betrays the same didactic strategy implemented by the Syriac
translators of Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius; and the anonymised anecdotes
of the Four dialogues share the textual format of several passages in the corpus of
Syriac translations that have been considered here. The analysis of the translators’
editing and abridgement strategy suggests a path that can help put the Syriac
Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius into context, and relate them to more familiar
strands in Syriac literature. Wisdom literature in particular is abundantly attested
in early Syriac manuscripts, and its overall significance for the study of Early
Christianity awaits full appreciation.*?

Through a close analysis of the texts, it has been argued in this chapter that
textual formats employed by the Syriac translators of Plutarch, Lucian and
Themistius can shed light on the enterprise of transmission of Greek secular
literature into Syriac. The introduction of gnomic formats such as aphorisms,
exampla and inclusiones, and the addition of moral expansions, reveal the same
didactic strategy used in the dialogues by John the Solitary. Also, these textual
formats ultimately suggest a link to wisdom and instructional literature, and
they show a didactic thrust within which to understand the transmission into
Syriac of Plutarch, Lucian and Themistius.
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