SPOTLIGHT

One of CENTURY II's primary objectives is to encourage students to

prepare papers for publication. The critical thought, exacting research, and

careful rewriting necessary to bring a paper up to publishable quality
constitute one of the most valuable learning experiences in which students
can engage. This section of the journal, “Spotlight,” is designed to give
attention to BYU faculty members and students who have a noteworthy
record of publication. We hope their work will inspire us to aim for higher
standards of excellence than are necessary to get a degree or a good class
grade. And we want their work to be more widely read, so that it may

leaven the University.

There really was little question as to whom we should spotlight first.
Not only has Hugh Nibley often been referred to as the most important
scholar the Church has ever had, but he is also the University’s exemplar of

the publishing scholar.

The interview that follows was conducted by Janice Hirst and Scott

Lewis at the beginning of August. The selected bibliography was prepared

by Professor Louis C. Midgley.

CENTURY II: When you were an
undergraduate student, how did you
pursue knowledge? What was your
philosophy?

Nibley: 1 used Scaliger’s method,
or the method of the Renaissance
scholars.

CENTURY II: What was that
method?

Nibley: You have to have as
broad a field as possible, and as
deep a field as possible. If it’s too
broad, then it’s shallow. And if it’s
* very deep, of course, it’s too spe-

cialized, so you have to be both
broad and deep — you have to be
both. To do this, you have to cover
many fields, but how do you cover
them all? You have to work just one
at a time. This is what they did in
the Renaissance times. Documents
would come in, just discovered,
from Constantinople and places like
that, and they said: “How are we
going to classify them? How are we
going to find out what's in them?
What are they all about?” They’d
put them in piles, which is what you

have to do. The best pile, of course,
is by language. Then you’d arrange
these piles in chronological order,
too, you see. Egyptian would have
been over here, and Hebrew, and
your Greek, and your Arabic, and
so forth. Then you would spend a
week on this pile— you can't just
spend a day, because that doesn’t
get you far enough. If you had a
limited number of piles, five or six,
then you would start on the circle
again. )

CENTURY II: Do you choose a
topic?

Nibley: You don’t choose a topic
— no— you choose a pile of texts.
Then you arrange them in the best
order you can, chronologically, in
a particular language. Then you
read all the Greek writers in order —
that’s what ['ve been doing for years
and years. Read through the Latin
writers chronologically, read through
the Icelandic writers chronological-
ly, and so on. By the time you've
gone around the circle and come
back weeks later where you got
started, this had already gotten cold
[pointing to an imaginary pile].
So I had to do it a little faster — I
had to start making a three-day
cycle. I started to get impatient. I
tried to make the cycle in one day.
But, you see, just when you get ex-
cited, just when you get interested
in something, you have to leave it
to go into another field the next
day, and you don’t want to do that.
You have to have at least enough
time to finish up. Three days will
get you deep enough so that it will
leave an impression to be remem-
bered for the next time you come
around. And yet you go fast enough
so that you wouldn’t be lost. The
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reason you have to force yourself t
move from one to another is that th,
thing gets exciting and you mus
read it. Hopefully, you have t
move to the next one, regardless
because you'd get stuck with or
and you’d never get off that pile.

CENTURY II: Soyourphilosoph
about gaining knowledge is an his
torical approach? '

Nibley: Well, that happens to b:
what I am doing, yes. It has to ¢
with the records of the race; and s:
forth, because what we have abou
the past is all we have to show fc
our existence — the past is all the:|
is. . :

CENTURY II: Was history you;
initial field of study in college? !

Nibley: No. Originally, scienc|
was going to be my field. But whe:
I was on my mission I realized wha!
was being ignored completely wer
the documents — nobody was reac.
ing the documents. They had aj
ready been discovered — and ther
they were. Well, when I studied ;3,%
Berkeley, Popper taught all thi
Greek, all the Arabic and all th
Hebrew — one teacher! Today the:
have twenty in the department «
Arabic and more than that in tl
department of Greek. And yet ju«
in my time there was one teache:
who took care of the whole thing
because they thought it wasn’
necessary to have more. I was th:
only student in those classes.

CENTURY II: Would you sav
then, that these historical docu
ments cover science?

Nibley: Well, no. But they are :
part of it. AsIsay, there are 350,00¢
professional scientists in Americ:
today. There were nearly this man:
yesterday, but how many wer:



stpdying th3 documents — no-
body. At that time there were three
or four people studying Egyptian.
And so I said to myself, “Here is an
obligation. You have to be where
you are wanted. This material is
just as real, just as tangible, just as
scientific as what you get from fos-
sils and stars, and chemicals and
things like that. The record of the
human race is just as much a docu-
ment as all these other documents.”
That is why I started reading the
piles in that order. For a couple of
years | compromised and majored
in sociology, but I soon realized that
the lab notes and fieldnotes of the
human race are here in ancient
documents. They are not in The
Family Weekly where some sociol-
ogist tells us tall people tend to pre-
fer custard to reading about sub-
marines or something like that. Jt’s
completely absurd, but we get these
correlations, you know. They call
it being scientific, but it’s not.
CENTURY II: So would you say
that you are interpreting these
things for the modern world?
Nibley: It's the same thing as
science — we have to try to get a
picture of the world. Scholarship
does that, the artist does it better,
the gifted artist does it the best. We
are beginning to realize that the
Cartesian ideal of breaking things
down into discreet particles and
measuring mathematical units will
not give you the ultimate explana-
tion. It's like— who was it? —
Sir Arthur Thompson. As an an-
thropologist, he goes out and mea-
sures all the Chinamen. He takes
thousands of measurements and
then puts them all together and you
get a Chinaman. But why break it

down so you can re-assemble it
again? What I'm saying is that the
artist does not see things on the
superficial level at all. He’s the per-
son who sees the Nightingale as a
bird, just as much as a person who
sees it as so many molecules, or
breaks it down into organs. Put it
together and you have a Night-
ingale. The person who looks at
that, admires it, enjoys its singing —
that’s the ultimate experience. He's
the scientist, not the character who
tells us what kind of chemicals the
Nightingale secretes while it is
singing. You could do that, too.
They are both legitimate, but at
very different levels. The best level
is that of the artist.

CENTURY II: What about the
common conception of BYU as a
giant-size high school instead of a
really scholarly university?

Nibley: This is one thing people
think of BYU, but all people have to
do is go somewhere else and there’s
no difference. Students at BYU are
not sophisticated, and they’re not
involved in these everlasting discus-
sions and bull-sessions, which them-
selves become a cult. Actually, stu-
dents here may be dumb but they’re
not affected. The condition at BYU
has always been this: average very
low, but individuals very high. We
have the best. Here and there——
just maybe three or four in every
department. They are good enough
to be better than anybody else in
the world. And that is what has
kept BYU going. It's amazing what
we come up with, astonishing. They
could hold their own anywhere.
BYU will not prevent you from
learning. But it won’t make you
learn anything either — you don’t
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have to learn anything.

CENTURY II: What do you aim
for in the writings you prepare for
publication?

Nibley: Years ago when I wrote
the 1957 Priesthood Manual, An
Approach to the Book of Mormon,
the committee turned down every
chapter. But President McKay over-
ruled the committee on every chap-
ter. Every one of them. He said that
if it’s over their heads, let them
reach for it. And he left every chap-
ter just as | had it. The committee
fumed at the mouth and said, “We
can’t have it!,” and he turned right

around and said, “We jolly well |
have it! Let them work at ji
little.”” 1 was a very good friend
Brother Richard L. Evans, and

always used to tell me, “alw.
write as if you were writing to
tiredest farmer in Koosharem.’

you are writing to the tiredest far
er in Koosharem, what do you do
keep him awake? No attention Spi
no interest or anything. He’s jus
tired, dead farmer. If he’s the ¢
you have to write for, you're c
tainly going to lose your other au,
ence in a hurry. I never obeyed tt
counsel. .
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There is only one place I can try to overcoms evil, only one
place 1 can fight my battle, and that is the point where I am
defective in faith, hope and charity. The scriptures are very

explicit on this. The snemy we are marching against is sin.

The danger of polarization, which is taking place in ths
world today, is that we try to renounce our sins by denouncing
them. We have an obsession wltﬁﬁ;nqmy. It is a mockery of the
gaspel of repentence. If we fight the battlas where we ars teld
to-~(in our hearts)--then we cannot lose. Josaph Smith said .that

Satan cannot, and God will not, force the human mind.
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