
Preface and Acknowledgements

The story behind Black Athena is long, complicated and, I believe, 
sufficiently interesting as a study in the sociology of knowledge to 
deserve extended treatment; thus I can give only a brief outline of 
it here. I was trained in Chinese studies; for almost twenty years I 
taught about China and carried out research on both intellectual 
relations between China and the West at the turn of the 20th century 
and contemporary Chinese politics. After 1962, I became increas-
ingly concerned with the war in Indo-China, and in the virtual 
absence of any serious scholarship on Vietnamese culture in Britain, 
I felt obliged to study it. This was both to contribute to the move-
ment against the American repression there, and for its own sake 
as a fascinating and extremely attractive civilization that was at 
the same time both thoroughly mixed and entirely distinctive. 
Thus in many ways Vietnam and Japan—whose history I had also 
studied—have served as my models for Greece.

In 1975 I came to a mid-life crisis. The personal reasons for this 
are not particularly interesting. Politically, however, it was related 
to the end of the American intervention in Indo-China and the 
awareness that the Maoist era in China was coming to an end. It 
now seemed to me that the central focus of danger and interest in 
the world was no longer East Asia but the Eastern Mediterranean. 
This shift led me to a concern for Jewish history. The scattered Jew-
ish components of my ancestry would have given nightmares to 
assessors trying to apply the Nuremburg Laws, and although pleased 
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to have these fractions, I had not previously given much thought to 
them or to Jewish culture. It was at this stage that I became 
intrigued—in a Romantic way—by this part of my ‘roots’. I started 
looking into ancient Jewish history, and—being on the periphery 
myself—into the relationships between the Israelites and the sur-
rounding peoples, particularly the Canaanites and Phoenicians. I 
had always known that the latter spoke Semitic languages, but it 
came as quite a shock to discover that Hebrew and Phoenician were 
mutually intelligible and that serious linguists treated both as dia-
lects of a single Canaanite language.

During this time, I was beginning to study Hebrew and I found 
what seemed to me a large number of striking similarities between 
it and Greek. Two factors disinclined me to accept these as random 
coincidences. First, having studied Chinese, Japanese and Vietna
mese as well as a little Chichewa—a Bantu language spoken in Zam-
bia and Malawi—I realized that this number of parallels is not 
normal for languages without contacts with each other. Secondly, 
I now realized that Hebrew/Canaanite was not merely the language 
of a small tribe, isolated inland in the mountains of Palestine, but 
that it had been spoken all over the Mediterranean—wherever the 
Phoenicians sailed and settled. Thus there seemed to me no reason 
why the large number of important words with similar sounds and 
similar meanings in Greek and Hebrew—or at least the vast major-
ity of those which had no Indo-European roots—should not be 
loans from Canaanite/Phoenician into Greek.

At this stage, led by my friend David Owen, I became heavily 
influenced by the works of Cyrus Gordon and Michael Astour on 
general contacts between Semitic and Greek civilizations. Further-
more, I was convinced by Astour that the legends concerning the 
foundation of Thebes by the Phoenician Kadmos contained a ker-
nel of truth. Like him, however, I dismissed the legends of Egyp-
tian settlement either as complete fantasy or as cases of mistaken 
identity, believing that—whatever the Greeks had written—the 
colonists had really been Semitic speakers.
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I worked along these lines for four years, and became convinced 
that anything up to a quarter of the Greek vocabulary could be 
traced to Semitic origins. This, together with 40–50 per cent that 
seem to be Indo-European, still left a quarter to a third of the Greek 
vocabulary unexplained. I hesitated between seeing this irreducible 
fraction conventionally as ‘Pre-Hellenic’ or of postulating a third 
outside language, either from Anatolian or—as I preferred—
Hurrian. When I looked into these languages, however, they pro-
vided virtually no promising material. It was only in 1979, when I 
was glancing through a copy of Černy’s Coptic Etymological Diction-
ary, that I was able to get some sense of Late Ancient Egyptian. 
Almost immediately, I realized that this was the third outside lan-
guage. Within a few months I became convinced that one could 
find plausible etymologies for a further 20–25 per cent of the Greek 
vocabulary from Egyptian, as well as the names for most Greek gods 
and many place names. Putting the Indo-European, Semitic and 
Egyptian roots together, I now believed that—with further 
research—one could provide plausible explanations for 80–90 per 
cent of the Greek vocabulary, which is as high a proportion as one 
can hope for in any language. Thus there was now no need for the 
‘Pre-Hellenic’ element at all.

At the beginning of my research I had had to face this question: 
Why, if everything is as simple and obvious as you maintain, has 
nobody seen it before? This was answered when I read Gordon and 
Astour. They had seen the East Mediterranean as a cultural whole, 
and Astour had demonstrated that anti-Semitism provided an expla-
nation for the denial of the role of the Phoenicians in the forma-
tion of Greece. After hitting upon the Egyptian component, I soon 
became even more acutely involved in the problem of ‘why hadn’t 
I thought of Egypt before?’ It was so obvious! Egypt had by far the 
greatest civilization in the East Mediterranean during the millen-
nia in which Greece was formed. Greek writers had written at length 
about their debts to Egyptian religion, and other aspects of culture. 
Furthermore, I found my failure still more puzzling because my 
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grandfather was an Egyptologist, and as a child I had been extremely 
interested in Ancient Egypt. Clearly there were very profound cul-
tural inhibitions against associating Egypt with Greece.

At this point I began to investigate the historiography of the ori-
gins of Greece, to make sure that the Greeks had really believed 
they had been colonized by Egyptians and Phoenicians and had 
taken most of their culture from these colonies, as well as from later 
study in the Levant.

Once again, I had a big surprise. I was staggered to discover that 
what I began to call the ‘Ancient Model’ had not been overthrown 
until the early 19th century, and that the version of Greek history 
which I had been taught—far from being as old as the Greeks 
themselves—had been developed only in the 1840s and 50s. Astour 
had taught me that attitudes towards the Phoenicians in historiogra-
phy were profoundly affected by anti-Semitism; it was therefore easy 
for me to make a connection between the dismissal of the Egyptians 
and the explosion of Northern European racism in the 19th century. 
The connections with Romanticism and the tensions between Egyp-
tian religion and Christianity took rather longer to unravel.

Thus, one way and another, the scheme set out in Black Athena 
has taken me more than ten years to develop. During this time I 
have been a public nuisance in both Cambridge and Cornell. Like 
the Ancient Mariner, I have waylaid innocent passers-by to pour my 
latest half-baked ideas over them. I owe these ‘wedding guests’ a tre-
mendous debt, if only for their patient listening. I am even more 
grateful for the extremely valuable suggestions they made, which—
although I have been able to acknowledge only a few of them—
have been of incalculable help to my work. Most mportant of all, I 
want to thank them for their excitement about the subject and for 
the confidence they gave me that it was not madness to challenge 
the authority of so many academic disciplines. They appeared to 
believe in what I was saying and they convinced me that although 
some of my ideas were probably wrong in particular, I was on the 
right track.
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I owe the experts a different kind of gratitude. They were not 
simply in my way. I pursued them into their lairs and pestered them 
with requests for rudimentary information and explanations of the 
reasons behind their ideas or conventional wisdom. Despite the fact 
that I took up much of their valuable time and sometimes upset 
their most cherished beliefs, they were uniformly courteous and 
helpful, often going to considerable efforts on my behalf. The help 
of the ‘wedding guests’ and the experts has been central and essen-
tial to the project. In many ways I see the whole thing as a collec-
tive rather than an individual effort. One person could not possibly 
have covered all the many fields involved. Even with this massive 
outside help, however, I have inevitably fallen short of the thorough-
ness one would rightly expect of a monographic study. Further-
more, I am fully aware that I have not understood or properly 
assimilated much of the best advice given to me. Thus none of the 
people mentioned below is in any way responsible for many errors 
of fact and interpretation the reader will find. Nevertheless, the credit 
for this work belongs to them.

First, I should like to thank the men and women without any 
one of whom I could never have completed this work: Frederic Ahl, 
Gregory Blue, the late and very much lamented Robert Bolgar, 
Edward Fox, Edmund Leach, Saul Levin, Joseph Naveh, Joseph 
Needham, David Owen, and Barbara Reeves. In different propor-
tions, they gave me the information, advice, constructive criticism, 
backing and encouragement that have been crucial for these vol-
umes. All of them are exceptionally busy people and working on 
extremely important and fascinating projects of their own. I am 
more moved than I can say at the great amounts of time they spent 
on my work, which was often presented to them when it was at a 
very primitive level.

I also want to thank the following men and women—and rec
ord my gratitude to those who are now dead—for the time and trou
ble they took to help me: Anouar Abdel-Malek, Lyn Abel, Yoel 
Arbeitman, Michael Astour, Shlomo Avineri, Wilfred Barner, Alvin 
Bernstein, Ruth Blair, Alan Bomhard, Jim Boon, Malcolm Bowie, 
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Susan Buck Morse, Anthony Bullough, Carol Caskey, Alan Clugs-
ton, John Coleman, Mary Collins, Jerrold Cooper, Dorothy Craw-
ford, Tom Cristina, Jonathan Culler, Anna Davies, Frederick de 
Graf, Ruth Edwards, Yehuda Elkana, Moses Finley, Meyer Fortes, 
Henry Gates, Sander Gilman, Joe Gladstone, Jocelyn Godwin, Jack 
Goody, Cyrus Gordon, Jonas Greenfield, Margot Heinemann, Rob-
ert Hoberman, Carleton Hodge, Paul Hoch, Leonard Hochberg, 
Susan Hollis, Clive Holmes, Nicholas Jardine, Jay Jasanoff, Alex 
Joffe, Peter Kahn, Richard Kahn, Joel Kupperman, Woody Kelly, 
Peter Khoroche, Richard Kline, Diane Koester, Isaac Kramnick, 
Peter Kuniholm, Annemarie Kunzl, Kenneth Larsen, Leroi Ladu-
rie, Philip Lomas, Geoffrey Lloyd, Bruce Long, Lili McCormack, 
John McCoy, Lauris Mckee, Edmund Meltzer, Laurie Milroie, Livia 
Morgan, John Pairman Brown, Giovanni Pettinato, Joe Pia, Max 
Prausnitz, Jamil Ragep, Andrew Ramage, John Ray, David Resnick, 
Joan Robinson, Edward Said, Susan Sandman, Jack Sasson, Elinor 
Shaffer, Michael Shub, Quentin Skinner, Tom Smith, Anthony 
Snodgrass, Rachel Steinberg, Barry Strauss, Marilyn Strathern, 
Karen Swann, Haim Tadmore, Romila Thapar, James Turner, 
Steven Turner, Robert Tannenbaum, Ivan van Sertima, Cornelius 
Vermeule, Emily Vermeule, Gail Warhaft, Linda Waugh, Gail 
Weinstein, James Weinstein, and Heinz Wismann. I should partic-
ularly like to thank the few among them who objected strongly to 
what I was trying to do but still knowingly and willingly provided 
very useful aid.

I should like to express my deep gratitude to everybody at the 
Department of Government at Cornell who not only tolerated but 
encouraged my involvement in a project so far from the usual con-
cerns of a government department. Equally, I should like to thank 
all at Telluride House for many years of hospitality and for the intel-
lectual stimulus that led me to turn to my new field. I am also very 
grateful to everybody at the Society for the Humanities at Cornell, 
where I spent a very productive and happy year in 1977/8.

I owe a deep debt to my publisher, Robert Young, for his confi-
dence in the project and the constant help and encouragement he 
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has given me. At the same time, I want to thank my editor, Ann 
Scott, for the huge amount of work she has put into this volume, 
her patience, and the sympathetic way in which she has vastly 
improved the quality of the text without bruising my amour pro-
pre. I am deeply indebted to the two scholarly readers, Neil Fla-
nagan and Dr Holford-Strevens, and the copy-editor, Gillian 
Beaumont. I can assure the readers that the many errors, inconsis-
tencies and infelicities still lurking in this book are nothing to those 
abounding in the text before it came under their expert scrutiny. 
Despite the frustrations of their Augean task, they have been 
extraordinarily patient and charming in all their dealings with me. 
I should like, too, to thank Kate Grillet for her first draft of the 
maps and charts and her extraordinary skill in interpreting my 
rushed and imprecise directions. I am also very grateful to my 
daughter, Sophie Bernal, for help with the bibliography and for her 
cheerful and patient gofering.

I owe an incalculable debt to my mother, Margaret Gardiner, 
who gave me my basic education and self-confidence. More specifi-
cally, she has provided the means for me to complete this volume 
and has given valuable editorial help with the introduction. I should 
like to thank my wife, Leslie Miller-Bernal, for her useful judge-
ment and criticism, but above all for providing the warm emotional 
base upon which so large an intellectual undertaking is utterly 
dependent. Finally, I should like to thank Sophie, William, Paul, 
Adam and Patrick for their love and for keeping me so firmly rooted 
in the things that really matter.


