The Dream of Scipio, by Iain Pears

When one’s country-folk start the slide towards barbarism, should a person join them or try to turn them back to civilization?  This question is mirrored to three different characters in three different eras in Iain Pear’s highly crafted novel, The Dream of Scipio.


Set in the Provence area of France are Manlius Hippomanes in the mid-fifth century when the Roman empire was divided into East and West, Olivier de Noyen in the 1300’s, the years of the Black Death, when the popes were fighting for political power, and Julien Barneuve in the bleakest days of the 20th century.


The scholar Julien is doing some background research on the poetry of Olivier in whose manuscripts he discovers the philosophical treatise of Manlius, which in turn was based on his conversations with the highly educated and idiosyncratic Greek woman, Sophia, and named after Cicero’s work on virtue and immortality, “The Dream of Scipio.”  This treatise which stresses the importance of subtlety of thought and generosity of spirit over superstition and personal greed is at the heart of the novel and in fact flows through it all.


It acts like a prism splitting its essence into three.  Manlius is an aristocrat trying to maintain his country estate in a cohesive whole in the midst of increasing scarcity and lawlessness.  Olivier is an archivist in the pope’s court in Avignon where he immerses himself in Church writings and the writings of the ancients, as events ferment in this era of political intrigue until he himself is sucked in to play a pivotal role.  Julien is intent on making an academic name for himself until personal and world events conspire to place him in the center of the Nazi control of France during WWII with him in the unlikely role of censor.  All three are pulled out of the contemplative lives they prefer by world events and the demands their philosophical beliefs make on them.


It may sound confusing, and the lives do interweave and swirl together, sometimes the narrative seeming to be about any one of the characters, but it is quickly resolved and one knows which century one is in.


Make no mistake, this is a complicated work which reveals its intricacies the more one looks.  However, two stylistic techniques stand out.  One is the sense of revelation the author creates by mentioning early on in the text several conventionally held historical beliefs:  The subsequent unfolding of the story shows these beliefs to be untrue and presents what really happened, often to ironic effect.  The other outstanding accomplishment is the sense of wholeness Pear achieves in this masterly plotted novel. He has essentially written a novel by writing three, but it coheres through strong thematic control.  The heart of Sophia beats through the centuries and influences these men’s actions as they try to change their times for the better.
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