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Jack Lindsay: B yzantium  into  Europe

The B yzantium  as the firs t E urope (326— 1204 A. D.) and the  fu rth e r  C ontribution  
till 1453 A . D. London, The Bodley H ead, (1952)

The basic idea of L indsay’s B yzantium  
im age, draw n in huge outlines and power
fu l colours, is b rought home by  th e  subsid
ia ry  title . Since its foundation in  326 up 
till the  disgraceful L atin  conquest which 
stopped the rule o f the basileus over the 
c ity  for a  tim e B yzantium  had been — 
according to  the au tho r — p a r t and parcel of 
E urope. This s ta tem en t is surprising and 
i t  seems to  be a  daringly one-sided one. 
All over the 485 pages of his book Lindsay 
brings an  unm atched knowledge and w it 
to  bear upon his argum ents to  prove th is 
thesis o f his. W hat we get is, perhaps, 
n o t so m uch a com plete conviction as a 
m asterfu lly  w ritten  w ork which stirs 
tho u g h ts  as well as con trary  argum ents — 
a  w ork which enriches the  reader in very 
m any  respects.

The beginnings of B yzantium  —  as is 
well known — are connected w ith two 
dates. In  667 В. C. some seam en of Megara 
had  founded a small colony on the  hilly 
pen insula pro truding in to  the  Propontis 
and  it was a t  the same spot th a t  a thousand 
years la te r Constantinos founded the  capi
ta l of the  Rom an E m pire — a Christian 
em pire by th is tim e — and nam ed it N éa 
R hóm e —  la ter to  be called K onstanti- 
noupolis, by  his own nam e. A ncient 
B yzantion  had been an insignificant, small 
se ttlem en t com pared to  th e  m etropolis 
tak in g  shape a t  th is tim e, b u t i t  neverthe
less was the em bodim ent o f the  cultural 
heritage o f pagan Hellas doomed to  de
struction . And these traces of th e  heritage 
w ere to  interfere —- as L indsay po in ts out 
—  w ith  the fate o f the m etropolis bu ilt 
upon th e  po rt o f the M egara seam en as 
well as its culture. W ith  the  form ing of 
th e  city  they even helped to  shape the 
spiritual lifo of the whole em pire. U ndoubt
edly, C onstantine’s B yzantium  becam e the 
cap ita l o f the Christian em pire even though 
it  had been born am idst the  enormous 
crisis of an  antic s ta te  (23— 30). L indsay’s

presen tation  of C onstantine’s s ta te  is 
detailed and conscientious b u t th e  social 
analysis is only seemingly deep-going 
(33—64). I f  we accept th a t  th e  social 
order o f m ediaeval E urope is feudalism  it 
is — to  say the least —  debatab le  th a t  it 
is identical w ith  the W estern, classical 
form  o f feudalism. L indsay  says quite 
categorically: “The g reat in te rest o f B yzan
tium  and its various achievem ents underlay  
th e  whole of m ediaeval E urope will be seen 
in its full cogency . . .” (64) The following 
sentence is acceptable only in  p a r t:  “ the 
th ird  cen tu ry  represented th e  open crisis 
of slave-economy and th e  anc ien t sta te , 
and the  Constantinean S ta te  the  firs t phase 
of a new  world in which th e  feudalizing 
forces fig h t to  tak e  over and contro l the 
ancient inheritance.” (ibid.) The sentence is 
d ispu tab le only inasm uch as we regard 
B yzantium  as the exclusive sta rting -po in t 
of th is  tru ly  involved social an d  cu ltu ral 
process. We get a very effectively w ritten , 
though  ra th e r short, survey of B yzantine 
historic events (66— 104).

In  the  following p a r t we are acquain ted  
w ith th e  life o f the s ta te  (105— 168). The 
Ju stin ian  code of rights, the  figh ts o f the 
parties, the life o f cities and villages, the 
arm y, the  life and struggle o f peasants, 
the  organization of th e  peasan t-a rm y  of 
the  them as are all well-known facets of 
B yzantine history  . . . B u t L indsay  ac
quain ts the reader w ith  m an y  original 
s ta tem en ts th a t  are near th e  M arxist 
(Levchenko) point o f view and w hich tes
tify  th a t  his approach is m ore individual 
th a n  th e  cu rt (but useful) surveys o f Bre- 
h ier and Diehl bu t which do n o t surpass 
O strogorsky’s analyses. B u t th en  th is  could 
no t have been L indsay’s aim  either.

This is w hat we can say  ab o u t his presen
ta tio n  o f the religious fights. T he figh ts of 
the orthodoxia and the heresis in  B yzan
tium  ra th e r th an  in the W est w en t on in a 
very  refined spirit b u t also w ith  an  un-
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m a tch e d  cruelty (169— 259). 11. G. Beck 
(Byzantinisches Handbuch 2 /1 . Theologi
sche Literatur und Kirche in  Byzanz. Hb. 
der Altertum swiss.) p robab ly  tells more 
new s ab o u t the subject in  h is nice system 
b u t L indsay again surprizes us w ith  m any 
orig inal ideas. His favourite one is the fol
low ing up of the ‘pagan ’ a n tic  infiltration 
in to  C hristianity. The idea h as  a lready  been 
tack led  by H arnack and N o rd en  b u t for 
th e  s tu d e n t of the h isto ry  o f religion L ind
say  has brought m any in te res tin g  thoughts 
an d  results. The destructive opposition of 
th e  orthodoxia and the  na tionalistic  here
sies, th e  inner problems o f th e  iconoclas- 
m os (221— 235) is discussed in  a  w ay th a t 
is fu ll o f novelties. Talking a b o u t the  bogu- 
m ils L indsay stresses th e  ex trem e  rapidity  
w ith  w hich the heresies sp read  am ong the 
p ea sa n t masses of the  N o rth e rn  Balkan 
(244—254).

A fte r  such a m inutely d e ta iled  analysis 
o f  th e  complicated h is to ry  o f  B yzantium  
an d  its  shaping forces th e  sk e tch  o f Byzan
tin e  culture, under several head ings, can
n o t possibly lack substan tia l basis. Byzan- 
tia n  cu ltu re came abou t from  a  long co
ex istence of late-Rom an an d  G reek culture 
to  w hich significant O rien ta l influences 
w ere added. Lindsay u n ea rth es  splendidly 
th e  ingredients of a com pila tive  and yet 
o rig ina l culture. “ H ellenistic a r t  in the 
fo rm  tak en  in the countless A lexandrian 
w orkshops flowed in w ith  i ts  graceful 
rh y th m  and fresh im pression ist nuances 
o f  colour and atm ospherics; Syriac a rt 
b ro u g h t its harsh d ram atic  im p ac t and 
M esopotam ian art, its h ie ra tic  contours . . . 
A llegory  and realistic n a rra tiv e , pagan 
m o tives and apocalyptic p ass io n .” (251). 
A ll these  changing and  sh ap in g  forces 
an d  form s come from  th e  people. Man, 
to rm e n ted  by the great changes o f  the late 
an tic  tr ied  to  express its  p ag a n , Jewish 
an d  C hristian  notions ab o u t th e  world in 
D ura -E uropos’s images (266— 267). The 
m ark ed  and three-dim ensional world of 
th e  polis —  we could say  —  g av e  w ay to 
th e  two-dim ensional new  s ta te  burdened 
w ith  a n  Assyrian splendour a n d  obscure 
no tions and the Oriental over-heatedness 
o f  A ntiocheia (ßaaiXeia tcov 'Pcoyavmv). 
A nd  th is  is how culture changes. A new 
a rt- fo rm  appears, the m osaic, an d  a  new 
k in d  o f  church-architecture com es about in 
th e  H ag a  Sophia as its  p ro to ty p e  (276) 
w hereas the  finest exam ples o f  m osaic a rt 
a re  p reserved in the R av en n an  S an  Vitale, 
th e  se a t o f B yzantian I ta ly ’s exarcha. 
T he B yzantine m asters, g e ttin g  in  touch 
w ith  th e  a r t  of the Scyth ians, b ring  the 
em ail-technique to  perfection  to  mediate 
i t  to  th e  W est (277— 278). The penetration

of B yzan tine  a r t  into Europe can be de
m o n stra ted  in m any other exam ples 
(Aachen, S t. Denis, Germigny, Quimperlé). 
The a u th o r  is quite willing to  discuss the 
rôle o f th e  iconoclasts in the h isto ry  of 
B yzan tine a r t  in  a  positive light. There 
were popular, hum anistic features coining 
to  the  foreground w ith the  too h ieratic 
Syrian trad itio n s receding backw ards. 
(281— 286). D uring the reactionary  and 
d istu rbed  reign o f the Macedonian dynasty  
(867— 1057) some other tendencies also 
gained ground. I t  is probably  enough to  
refer to  th e  newly consecrated H agia 
Sophia in Paulos Silentiarios w hich recalled 
th e  fresh  colours o f early spring —  the 
ligh t p en e tra te s  th e  huge edifice showing, 
as i t  were, th e  m eaning of its arch itecture 
(Sophia). The heavy  architecture o f B yzan
tia n  churches arose under the tw o-century- 
long M acedonian reign, w ith the  a r t  of the 
icons also showing a new, m ore rigid and 
ascetic tendency  on the  hands o f monk- 
pa in ters an d  perpe tuated  by  th em  —  as 
L indsay  m ain ta ins. Y et, we m ust propose 
th a t  th e  sen tim ental sim plicity o f the 
S lavian w orld annexed to  B yzantium  
m ust have given w arm th  to  th is canonistic 
w ork o f a r t .  One m ust look a t  th e  icons 
a t  leng th  . . .

The B y zan tian  em anation reached the 
ex trem e p a r ts  of W estern E urope, the 
B ritish  Isles (cf. w ith  the Y ork Hodegetria 
p . 293, W inchester Psalter 1160, p . 294), 
the  N orm an  countries (N orm andy and 
Siculo-N orm andy) and even C hartres. 
The influence of B yzantium  is, o f course, 
even m ore pow erful on th e  te rrito ries of 
its ow n cu ltu ra l suprem acy: on th e  lands 
of th e  Slavs belonging to  th e  E astern  
Church and  in  Southern I ta ly . In  Russia, 
however, B yzantium  was forced to  share 
its  influence w ith  the Caucasian (Arme
nian-Syrian) and  Iranic im pacts. As to  
Southern  I ta ly , Lindsay —  deplorably, 
perhaps —  ta lk s about indirect im pacts 
only, th e  influences through M onte Cassino. 
E ven  if  h e  dwells on two classic Siculo- 
B yzantine relics (the capella p a la tin a  of 
Palerm o and  th e  Monreale cathedral) 
he fails to  m ention  the Greek cloisters of 
C alabria and  Sicily, which originally used 
to  be G reek cathedrals. He, o f course, 
touches on  th e  contacts between D ugento 
and B yzan tium  (301— 302).

“ B yzantium , true , never created a  g reat 
w ritten  d ram a; b u t its whole h is to ry  was 
essentially d ram a tic .” (303) The d ram a of 
B yzan tium  is litu rgy  —  and th e  circus 
w ith  th e  m im es whose antic predecessors 
had  a lready  m ade fun of Christian rites. 
They could n o t s tay  in Christian B yzantium  
for long (304— 305). The musical and p er
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forming festivals, however, were very 
popular: the  akroaseis and th e  ekphrasois. 
The accepted tim es of these w ere the Ka- 
lenda New Y ear, the M aioum as (every 
th ird  y ear)and  theB rum alia in th eau tu m n s 
(305). On o th e r  occasions popu lar dances 
were perform ed m ost often by th e  guilds. 
The songs accom panying th em  were gener
ally folkloristie in character. W ritten 
dram a was really  started  by th e  play of a 
Jew, Ezechiel, under the tit le  o f Exodus, 
w ritten  in th e  m ost classic H ellen  in an 
iambic m eter. A school o f d ram a was, 
however, s ta rte d  by somebody else called 
Methodios. This play was called “ The 
Feast of the  T en Virgins” (Ludus de decern 
virginibus). The true  form o f th e  B yzantian 
liturgie p lay  differs from  its  W estern 
counterparts. I t  presented serm ons and 
homilies.

The g rea test dram atic creation  of Byzan
tium  is the  lithu rgy  th a t is connected with 
Basileios and  Ióannés Chrysostom os (307 — 
308). The influence of an tic  elem ents is 
unm istakable in this great d ram a tic  work. 
Compared to  it  the P ro te stan t, b u t even 
the Catholic lithurgies of W estern  Europe 
are poor im itations. — R igh t to  the sixth 
century th e  classical trad itio n  of music 
had survived. B u t from th is tim e onwards 
some basically new, Oriental form s appear
ed. The com m on source of B yzan tian  and 
pre-Gregorian music were th e  A ntiochean 
and Jerusalem  churches w ith th e  synagogue 
in the background (309). A ntic  music was 
built upon th e  quan tita tive  form s of the 
verse, popu la r psalms arose under quite 
different circum stances. A m ore perfect 
hym nody is th e  way the people of the bios 
theóretikos, th e  monks used to  sing (311). 
I t  was from  the  psalms th a t  th e  heretics 
created th e ir  lighter types o f  songs. The 
theme o f lithurgic dram a re tu rn s  la ter on 
as a  tru ly  homiletic p resen ta tion  of a 
biblical scene in contrast to  th e  theoretical 
ludus of th e  W est which w as also biblical 
in its insp ira tion  but which w as far less 
theological (316—323). N evertheless, in 
the la te-B yzan tine age th e  W estern-type 
lithurgic ludus, regarded profane by the 
Greek hierarchs, re-appears. I t  is impos
sible to  enum erate L indsay’s interesting 
rem arks on  the  musical o rnam entation  of 
the lithurg ic play (320—321). The orna
m ents are full of splendour, alm ost too 
refined com pared to  the W estern  cantus 
planus (except the jubili) and  they  had 
undoubted ly  entered B yzantium  through 
Syrian (and Jewish) m usic. The oldest 
B yzantine musical form, the  kon tak
tion, goes back to  R om anos who had 
been a  S yrian  Jew before he became the 
g reatest church-com poser o f Byzantium .

A fter a sho rt discussion of the heirm os and 
troparion  Lindsay goes back to  th e  sub
je c t o f the  kontakion (as the m o st favoured 
o f all forms) which was sung m uch  outside 
th e  church as well. Christm as kontakions, 
for exam ple, were perform ed in  th e  em pe
ro r’s palace by some fifty  psaltes, the 
hym n-singers of the Apostoleion and the 
Sophia. Solemn acclam ations, th e  ak ta  
featured  bo th  in the em peror’s and  the 
chu rch ’s lithurgy. The same can be said of 
th e  m usical, and even dancing, ornam ents 
o f th e  above-m entioned d ram atizations of 
logoi panégyrikoi. The people o f the  Greek 
villages had a  patronal festival w hich they 
called panegyris and on these occasions 
the  choir leaders and the people gave a 
com m on singing and dancing perform ance 
o f the  enkom ions (322). The colourful, rich 
m usical culture imites and resounds in an 
angelic tone, the echo, the  ’e p ’ ouran ious’. 
M ay we suggest th a t it is above all in this 
kind of music th a t the O riental (Syrian- 
H ebrew ) religious notions express them 
selves best together w ith th e  teach ing  of 
th e  ea rth ly  reflection o f th e  ‘ideas’. 
A beautifu l hym n of the Caroling culture 
can, a t  its best, place the sa in ts  am ong the 
cherubim : “ in ter ardentes cherubim  cater- 
vas . . .” A kontakion cherubikon, deriving 
from  the  same period, represents the  flam 
ing inhabitors of heaven w ith  m ortals: 
“ H oi, ta  chéroubim m ystikós eikozontes...” 

As to  literatu re Lindsay m akes th e  fol
lowing general statem ent: “ L ite ra tu re  is 
n o t as g rea t as Byzantine A rt; i t  lacks the 
universal quality, the m ass-elem ent, except 
in religious term s.” (340). L ite ra ry  works, 
he explains, had to  suffer from  the  double 
controlling power of the o rthodoxeia  and 
th e  basileia. L indsay’s rem ark  is exact: 
“ The basic dilemma appeared in the  fact 
th a t  when the w riter moved fu lly  in to  the 
m ass-area he became a religious polem ist 
o r expounder, and when he tried  to  draw 
on the  hum anist positions o f  th a  pagan 
p a s t he tended to  fall into the  élite a ttitudes 
o f th a t  p a s t.” The represen tative genre is 
h istoriography. B ut the B yzan tine  rhetor 
does n o t only draw on th e  Thukydidean 
heritage. The greatest o f th e m  all was 
Jóannós Malalas, a  Syrian o f Antiochy 
(M alalas m eaning rhetor in  Syrian). Aga- 
th ias, ano ther historiographer, was a 
ju r is t as well as a  poet, a  tru e  represen
ta tiv e  of the Priscinean and even Cicero- 
nean type of writers (342). T he tru e  over
tu re  in poetry, by the w ay, w as heralded 
w ith  the appearance of the E g y p tian  school 
in the  4th and 5th centuries. (E gyp t a t 
th a t  tim e belonged to  the P a rs  Orientalis 
and th u s to  the E astern-R om an Empire.) 
(544) The 7th-century Joannes lived also
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on th e  peripheries o f the  B yzan tine  world, 
in  D am ascus, which was un d er Arabic 
ru le in  addition  —  he even surpassed the 
g rea t p o e t of th e  E m peror C ity, Theodo- 
ros, th e  hégum enos of th e  Stoudios cloister 
(545). T he history  of B arlaam  and Josephat 
a rriv ed  in  B yzantium  from  Georgia and 
on to  th e  L atin  W est including H ungary, 
a lth o u g h  L indsay m akes no m ention of 
th a t .  In s tea d  of going in to  details let us 
conclude th a t  B yzantium  assim ilates much 
ra th e r  th a n  m akes o thers to  assim ilate in 
c o n tra s t to  th e  daring and risky  ven ture of 
th e  P a la ia  Rhóm é which gave the  new 
people th e  hard  lesson of having to  acquire 
th a  a n tic  erudition together w ith  th e  acqui
sition  o f  C hristianity. I t  seems th a t  the 
h a rd  rationalism  of the Ita ló n  sophia was 
m issing here and th is is w hy th is  colourful, 
rich  cu ltu re  could no t achieve anything 
qu ite  as  dynam ic and creative as its Latin  
co u n te rp a rt. L indsay arrives basically  a t 
th e  sam e conclusion: “ There are no great 
w orks in  th e  sense the w ritings o f Hom er 
and  Aischylos, P lato  and A risto tle , Sappho 
and  T heokritos are g reat . . .  o r those of 
D an te  an d  Chaucer, R abelais an d  Villon, 
C ervan tes and Shakespeare.” (351) Lindsay 
supp lem en ts th e  picture w ith  som e more 
concrete features through a discussion of 
th e  p o e t Nonnos, a B yzantine legend, 
P ho tio s  and  Psellos (representatives of 
B y z an tian  hum anism ) and th e  Digenes 
A k ritas , an  epos (353—368).As to  th e  la tte r: 
th e  s ty le  o f the  popular epics (agyrtes) 
had  a n  effect on the style o f th e  official

inscrip tions which, in their tu rn , becam e an  
in tegral p a r t  o f B yzantian h istoriography. 
This is how  elements in the  h is to ry  of 
style connect the popular epic w ith th e  
h isto riography  of the court (368—376). 
And finally , we m ust not forget ab o u t the  
last service Byzantium , on th e  brink of 
its des truc tion , m ade to  E uropean cu ltu re: 
the  insp ira tion  it  gave to  L atin  hum anism  
(Michaél Chrysoloras —  Coluccio S alu ta ti, 
pp. 377— 383). Lindsay resum es th e  sub 
jec t som ew hat la ter (447—452).

A fter discussing some better-know n sub 
jects (B yzan tium  an I the W est, B yzantium  
and th e  Arabs) Lindsay deals w ith  th e  
achievem ents of E astern  Rom e in the  field 
of the  n a tu ra l sciences (alchemy and te ch 
nology) —  in a  highly interesting ch ap te r 
on the  h is to ry  of sciences.

In  the  final chapter (Conclusions) L in d 
say gives a  clever survey of the  h is to ry  of 
B yzantine studies from the end o f the  17th 
cen tu ry  (D u Cange) to  Gibbon and Toynbee 
I t  is a  g rea t p ity  he does n o t m ention 
M ontfaucon or the Bonn byzantin ists. H is 
blam es concerning the prejudices of G ib
bon and  Toynbee are fully justified . W e 
cannot know  Europe w ithou t know ing 
B yzantium . A nd if we —  in conclusion —  
apply  L in d say ’s results on H ungary  we are 
bound to  say  the same. The age o f th e  
Á rpáds w ith  its  literary  and general cul
tu re  can  never be fully discovered w ithou t 
a com plete confrontation of the  H ungary  
of those tim es w ith  Byzantium .

László Mbzey

Robert Goff in: F il d ’Ariane p o u r la Poésie

Précédé de la le ttre  de J e a n  Cocteau. A. G. ÎSTizet, Paris, 1984, pp  280

R o b e rt Goffin est l ’une des personnalités 
rep résen ta tives de la  poésie contem poraine 
de langue française e t le recueil de ses m or
ceaux choisis, publié en 1966 dans la  collec
tion  «Poètes d ’A ujourd’hui» de Seghers, 
avec u n e  excellente p résen ta tion  d ’Alain 
B osquet, a  pu  convaincre les sceptiques, si 
ta n t  e s t q u ’il y  en eut, de ses qualités. Gof
fin  es t u n  poète disposant d ’une expérience 
quasi un ique  en son genre: il a  publié  son 
p rem ier recueil il y  a un  demi-siècle, en 
1918, ses œ uvres sont le m iroir des m ouve
m en ts  poétiques les plus m arq u an ts  du 
siècle. M algré cela, son in tonation  est to u t 
à  fa it personnelle, on ne sau ra it s ’y  trom 
per. Sa carrière a débuté sous le signe du 
sym boliste A lbert Samain; puis c ’est l’una- 
n im iste  Ju le s  Rom ains qui l ’a  influencé;

plus ta rd , ce sera le cubisme d ’A pollinaire, 
ensuite C endrars, les surréalistes —  B reton  
e t É lu a rd  su rto u t; à ce dernier, il a  em 
p run té  le t i t re  de l’un de ses récents volumes: 
Sources du  Ciel — , enfin le néo-classicisme 
de P au l V aléry. Mais il n ’est pas resté insen
sible à  la  rhétorique cosmique de P au l 
Claudel non plus. A vant tou t, c ’est cepen
d an t au  jazz q u ’il s ’est nourri, il lui a  con
sacré p eu t-ê tre  le premier article an a ly ti
que au  m onde et, en 1930, dans A u x  
Frontières du  Ja zz , il l ’a taxé de «première 
forme du  surréalisme».

F il d 'A riane pour la Poésie est une con
fession su r ce tte  carrière de cinquante ans 
dans le dom aine de la poésie e t de la  c riti
que, une som m e au sens le plus large du  
term e: autobiographie poétique, livre de

Acta Litteraria Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 10, 1968


