
P A N A G IO T IS  N O U T S O S

DIM ITRIOS VIKELAS: TOWARDS A RE-EVALUATION OF 
«BYZANTIUM” -  PREREQ U ISITES AND IN FEREN CES

1. Introduction

It is probably necessary tha t th is paper should  be prefaced by certa in  
preliminary clarifications which delimit more precisely its working hypothesis. 
Thus:

(a) “re-evaluation” should be seen as an attempt to remove “undervaluation”;
'(b ) the main weight falls upon the  “prerequisites” and “in ferences” of 

such an undertaking;
(c) the field of research concerns the history of ideas;
(d) the method is defined this time also as “historico-critical”;
(e) as to Vikelas, I shall confine myself principally to his study Concerning  

the Byzantines;
(f) the complex of causes which make up the sta te  of affairs in society, 

domestic and international, has not escaped my attention.

2. On the «empire of decline”

I come straightaway to Vikelas’s text. To be more precise, th is consists of 
three lectures which were delivered in 1873 “before the Greek A ssociation 
of Marseilles”, and which were published in complete form in London in the 
following year. The declared in ten tio  auctoris consists in the “dissem ination 
of a more correct and more just estimation of the B yzantine world”.1 This is 
in line w ith the m otto on the  cover: tha t is, the  words of C onstan tinos 
Paparrhigopoulos, to  whom, in any event, V ikelas refers frequently , about 
the need for “the sun of scientific accuracy to shine forth  unclouded” “upon 
our medieval history”, since we peruse it “in the darkness of night or in  the i.

i. Dimitrios Vikelas, Περί βυζαντινών με7>.έτη, London 1874, p. 5.
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m idst of the densest of mists”
T h e  focusing of V ikelas’s in terest is upon “certain  general conclusions” 

w ith  a view to re-exam ining “how we have been taught h ithe rto  to imagine 
th e  B y zan tin e  era” as an “em pire of d ec lin e”. If, on th e  o ther hand , in the  
“course  of general h is to ry ” it is estim ated th a t the  “destiny” of B yzantium  
was the  “preservation and conservation of c iv ilization”, then the fact that “it 
fu lf ille d  th is  m ission to  th e  good of a E urope being reb o rn ”2 cannot be 
undervalued.

It was Europe, moreover, w hich has shown itself un thankfu l, concealing 
“th is  in g ra titu d e  beneath  un just rep resen ta tions of a d istorted  h isto ry”3 4 of 
Byzantium . Clearly, the  lens is tu rn in g  upon M ontesquieu and G ibbon, who 
“con tribu ted  to  this unjust assessment of the Byzantines”/1 T heir historiogra
phical refutation is credited, apart from Paparrhigopoulos, to Spyridon Zambelios 
(w ho, in an attem pt to outflank  the “exclusive cult of A n tiqu ity”, contributed 
to  the countering of the underestimation of Byzantium),5 6 George Finlay (1864), 
and A.N. Ram baud (1870).

3. Prerequisites and inferences

H ow is “B yzan tium ” (obviously  under its later and now cu rren t name) 
defined, and, more particu larly , how is it endowed with meaning? How much 
w eight, and , more p articu larly , for how long a period, did the estim ation of 
T he H istory  o f  the D ecline and Fall o f  the Rom an Empire  carry? The evidence 
has been collected and has been in te rp reted  by the  relevant bibliographical 
harvest, w hich, it should be noted, is uneven as to the  second leg of its acta. 
F u rtherm ore , the undertak ing  of having the  “biased judgm ent of the W est” 
on the  “em pire of decline”0 w ithdraw n had a long duration  and endogenous 
cham pions of a d isdain fu l approach to the “G raeco-Rom an Em pire”, and to 
the  M acedonians as “enem ies of G reek freedom ”. I leave aside the fact that 
th e  quarrels of the  “chairs” have as the ir object the delim itation of “themes” 
(w ith  the  conno ta tions w hich the  B yzantine use of the term  carries w ith it)

2. Περί βυζαντινών, pp. 11, 12, 15.
3. Περί βυζαντινών, ρ. 15.
4. Περί βυζαντινών, ρ. 01.
5. See Panagiotis Noutsos, Ιστορικών και φιλοσόφων έλεγχος, Athens 2008, ρ. 53.
6. Περί βυζαντινών, ρ. 14.
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as to the “vernacular”, Byzantine/post-Byzantine, or Modern Greek linguistic 
and literary production, which extends to Cretan literature, and beyond that.

The early “chroniclers” (Elladios, Prokopiou, Voulgaris, Koraes, Koumas, 
Zaviras, etc.) of the intellectual production of the modern Greeks contributed 
to bringing out the self-sufficiency of modern Hellenism and, consequently, 
to the autonomous status of the constituent studies, as, at the beginning, they 
unwound the thread of the life of the “learned Greeks” and then reconstituted 
the historical horizon of the “pa/de/a” or the “moral and intellectual change” 
which brought about the “rebirth of Greece”.

M ore specifically, for indigenous Greek th ink ing  w hich re-thought its 
beginnings, the “Fall” of Constantinople— in contrast with Western European 
historiographical enterprises which resulted from an over-em phasis on the  
“Renaissance” and the “condem nation of the dark” M iddle Ages,7 and use 
(Cellarius 1688) 1453 as a m ilestone of the modern era—m eant some four 
hundred years of enslavement and “most dense”8 intellectual darkness. T he 
“beginning in the increase in pa/de/a”9 is dated by a jo in t consideration of 
the educational and merchant marine “take-off’ of the Greeks to 1720, whereas 
from another viewpoint (influenced by the anti-Byzantinism  of G ibbon), the 
“rebirth of Greece” 10 11 is credited to the processes of transcending B yzantine 
and Ottoman barbarism.

Nevertheless, w ithin the newly-constituted Greek state, “national” 
historiography, to which the study of its intellectual gestation was subordinated 
as an individual subject, with the starting-point of its conception constantly  
being transposed into the past, contrasted with the research schema of the “three 
stages” (“Antiquity” - “Middle Ages” -  “Modern Times”). In the case, moreover, 
of the “media aeias”,11 after the “revolution of the medievalists”, which was also 
sparked off by the Romantic movement, the “diachronic nature” of the Greek 
nation had to be conceived in such a way as to revalue the Byzantine period.

The School of Philosophy of the U niversity of A thens, the country’s first, 
and at that tim e only, university , established in the  closing decades of the

7. See Panagiotis Noutsos, Ο Νομιναλισμός Athens, 1980, pp. 13-16.
8. Constant!nos Koumas, Ιστοριαι των ανθρωπίνων πράξεων, Vienna 1832, ρ. 554.
9. Koumas, Ιστορίας ρ. 555.
10. See Panagiotis Noutsos, Νεοελληνικός Διαφωτισμός, Athens 2005, pp. 162-166.
11. Cf. A. Klempt, Die Sakularisierung der universalhistorischen Auffassung, G5ttingen- 

Berlin 1960, p. 75.
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n in e te e n th  cen tu ry  th e  ch a ir of “M edieval and  M odern G reek Philo logy”, 
w hose sub ject-m atte r and  academ ic com petence have been reta ined , in the  
synonym ous form  of th e  Section of “M edieval and M odern Greek Studies”, 
unchanged to the  present day. Furtherm ore, the institu tional d istribu tion  of 
academ ic knowledge, as brought about by the  tripartite  division of the  School 
of P h ilo sophy  (1 9 8 2 /1 9 8 3 ) ,  to  the  independen t D epartm ent of Philology 
cu t o ff to  a large ex ten t, bo th  in  th e  educa tional and in  the  research field, 
M odem  Greek studies from historical science, the social sciences, and philosophy, 
w h ich  are  c u ltiv a ted  in  tw o o th er departm en ts of the  same school. T h is 
o b se rv a tio n  form s a c o n tra s t w ith  w hat happens, grosso m odo , w ith  the  
institu tiona l contextualisation of M odern Greek studies in universities abroad.

F requently , the historiographical revaluation of “Byzantium ” has been a 
function of homologous research into the (W estern) “M iddle Ages”. In the purely 
historiographical sphere, that is, taking into account many other factors, noteworthy 
a ttem pts at a d irec t—th a t is, based on the  sources—knowledge of medieval 
philosophy made the ir appearance: these were inaugurated by Cousin (1836) 
and Rem usat (1 8 4 5 ) and continued  by H aureau and Stockl. T he first two, in 
special monographs, confined themselves to Abelard, whose thinking was studied 
as the  daw n of French thought. T he second two, some decades later, using the 
earlier wealth of research, undertook to systematise and see from a holistic viewpoint 
the beginnings and evolution of philosophy in the M iddle Ages.

O f course, these presuppose th e  m ore general tren d  to  delim it the 
phenom enon of the “M iddle Ages”— the term  “media aeta£' had already been 
b rough t in to  c ircu la tio n  by the  hum anists of the  early six teen th  cen tu ry— 
and  to  id en tify  the  basic phases of its h isto rica l developm ent. Even before 
th e  “rev o lu tio n  of the  m ed ievalists”, as W.K. Ferguson term ed the  radical 
change in the  approaches of the students of the history of the medieval period, 
had m anifested itself, the threefold pattern  of history (by which the bourgeois 
ph ilosophy of H isto ry  apotheosised the  last stage—the “positive”) had been 
dem ytho log ised  and  the  app rehension  th a t the  M idd le  Ages were “a mere 
in te rru p tio n  of h isto ry  by a thousand  years of general barbarism ” had been 
revised. W ithin  this framework, the technological, socio-political, and ideological 
acquis  o f th e  la te  M id d le  Ages, w hose c o n tr ib u tio n  to  the  shaping  of the 
im petus of modern European society was enormous, were noted and assessed.1'

W ithou t R enieris having yet embarked upon a revaluation of the M iddle 12

12. See Panagiotis Noutsos, ΝεοεΏ^νιχή φιλοσοφία, Athens 1980, p. 16.
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Ages in the East, with the exception of a reference to the differences in the 
Creed and the amalgamation of the two forms of “Catholicism ” (particularly  
“in the face of their common enemy”—Protestantism), he shows an early osmosis 
with the re-orientation of historiography. I am referring to  his Philosophy o f  
History ( 1841), which, with the “apocalyptic” style of this “essay”, seems to 
provide a cohesive “abstraction” of the vertebrae of world history, with express 
debts to A ncillon , de Boland, C hateaubriand, C onstant, M adam e de Stael, 
and T hierry , who were at the cen tre—or sim ply on the  periphery—of the  
French R om antic movement and were subject to the  coun te r-in fluence  o f 
like-minded Germans such as the Schlegel brothers and Savigny. A t the same 
time, use was made, w ith in  the fram ew ork of th is  v iew point, of th e  
historiographical harvest from Machiavelli and Montesquieu to Maurer, Creuzer, 
and M uller, with the idea of “civ ilization” in its successive m anifestations, 
and with the undisputed  in te rp re ta tive  b ipo larisa tion  of “people” and 
“individuality”, as a unit of reference

Soon, in 1842, he was forced to  c larify  the  h isto rical p a rticu la rity  of 
Greece the “man of politics” who avoids solving th is issue “is like a seaman 
sailing on the Ocean w ithout map or compass”. W ith  the  dem and th a t the  
parties should be elevated “to a higher level, where the struggle is not between 
men, but between divine ideas”, R enieris pronounces tha t “Greece is by its 
nature, by its c iv ilisation , by its h isto ric  m ission, W est and  no t E a s f  
consequently, the “original” which it must im itate is Britain and France, and 
not Russia.

Together with this position, affirm ation towards the metakenotic project 
of Koraes, of the “interpreter of the West to Greece”, is distinctly  expressed, 
and his anti-Byzantinism is fully adopted: “in the times of decline and corruption, 
under the Byzantines”, the country “seemed to forget itself and be transformed 
into the opposite of itse lf’, whereas now, “already reborn”, it promises “to be 
afresh the leader of the West in the moral conquest and refashioning of the  
East” Such an expectation is interwoven with the proof of the “rottenness” 
of Fallm erayer’s “assertions”—to the effect th a t, supposedly, between the  
Greeks and the Europeans “nature has erected an eternal dividing wall”, which 
are encouraged by “the few champions of Byzantine ideas” by their programmatic 
position that “the Wall of China” should be raised “around Greece”.13

13. See Panagiotis Noutsos, «Ο Μάρκος Ρενιέρης ως πολιτικός διανοούμενος», in: Marcos 
Renieris, Φιλοσοφία της ιστορίας[1841], Athens 1999, ρρ. XXV-XXVI.
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W hen  K oraes pub lished  P tochoprodrom os ( 1828 ;14 see also Takovakis 
2004: 361 - 376), the lectures of Frangois G uizot, leader of the ‘D octrinaires’ 
m ovem ent, at th e  Sorbonne, on th e  h isto ry  of “c iv iliz a tio n ”, 15 16 had already 
begun. A s to  the  earlier writings of the French historian, the “citizen of Athens- 
Paris”, he m ade use of them  at an earlier stage in the appraisal of the “M iddle 
A ges” as “an iron age for the  nations, except for the  clergy and nobles, who 
a lone enjoyed them  as a golden age”, w ithou t, tha t is, having m oderated his 
ev a lu a tio n  of th e  age of “illi te ra c y ”. H ow ever, th e  “h isto ry  of the  M iddle  
Ages” explains for him  also why it is essential for the “clergy” to be removed 
“from  politics”. H e thus perceived that the  road to Byzantium  also led to the 
‘th ird ’ Rom e, w hich he him self would be most reluctant to v is i t ...

I t  was only that in the  tw elfth  century , poetry “gives an adequate picture” 
of the “common state of the whole nation”, and more particularly the “obstinacy 
of th e  com m on people in not en tering  in to  union  w ith the  Papists”. T hat is 
to  say, it is a m atter of the  “superstition” (“if superstition ever brought forth 
any th ing  good”) to w hich “we present-day Greeks owe our existence”.10 This 
a ff irm a tiv e  app roach , m oreover, to  th e  la te  (E aste rn ) “M idd le  A ges” was 
ignored both  by the “enem ies” and the  “fam iliars” of Koraes.

4. Instead of conclusions

W hat did V ikelas him self do? Two years earlier than his Concerning the 
B yzan tines  he had prepared a lecture Concerning the  attem pt o f  Adam antios 
K oraes at the  restoration o f  H ellenism . M ore particu larly , the  tu rn  towards 
th e  “great teacher of the  R ace” involved the  need for the  “fashioning of the 
spoken G reek language”. H e had already spoken (21 -3-1871), in the hall of 
th e  G reek School in L ondon , of the h isto ry  of the  “spoken language”, w ith 
specific reference to  Ptochoprodromos, Fiorios, Veit handros, etc. The closeness 
to W ilhelm  W agner and the other European hellenists who concerned themselves 
w ith the  transition from late Byzantium to modern Greek literature is obviously 
p e rcep tib le—th a t is, w ith  those w ho approached the  issue of the  “fro n tie r”

14. See Nashia Takovaki, «Τα Πτωχοδρομιχά του Κοραή: Μεσαιωνικές αναζητήσεις», in: 
University of Thessaloniki, Τα άφθονα σχήματα του παρελθόντος. Μ νήμη Ά λκη  Αγγέλου , 
Thessaloniki 2004, ρρ. 361-376.

15. See Panagiotis Noutsos, Στην αυγή του νέου αιώνα, Athens 2002, ρ. 151.
16. For this citation of Korais see Noutsos, Νεοελληνιχός, pp. 162-166.
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on the criterion of the openings on either side, and not as “fron tier guards” 
of established symbolic goods.17

Vikelas, however, in Concerning the Byzantines never discusses Koraes’s 
ideas on the history of the Eastern “M iddle Ages” A lthough the separation 
of Church and State had not yet been legislated,18 he realises that the leeway 
for a positive evaluation of ‘hierocracy’ is minimal. On th is point, moreover, 
he is unable to “quarrel with the opinion of G ibbon” on one of the principal 
causes of the “fall of Byzantium ”. T he consequence of th is is his agreem ent 
w ith what was unfo ld ing  in his own time: “W e therefo re  canno t bu t look 
favourably upon those kings who have attem pted to restrict m onasticism  in 
order to restore society”.19

The main interest of Vikelas, who was in accord with “the historical plan, 
full of significance” of Paparrhigopoulos, tu rned  tow ards the  inclusion  of 
the “Byzantine empire” as an “integral part of Greek history”.20 O f course, in 
this approach to “continuity”, what comes to the forefront is what it “received” 
from antiquity and what it “handed on” to the modern world. W ith  the  idea 
of “character”21 as his canvas, V ikelas con ten ts h im self w ith  defin ing  the  
“destiny” of Byzantium , in the outline of the “course of general h isto ry” as 
“the preservation and conservation of civilisation during the age of barbarism 
which we call the M iddle Ages”.22 If, more particu la rly , it re ta ined  and 
“supplemented the legislation of Rome”, the same also applies to the “lamp of 
ancient learning”: “dim and sterile of any great achievements, but certainly  
retaining the light of the Greek intellect”.23 24

The “preservation and conservation of all the genuine characteristics of 
Hellenism”2'1 is dependent upon the linking of “nation” and “civilization” in 
such a way that “national characters” are formed by the d ifferen t language

17. See Panagiotis Noutsos, Προστρίψεις στο πεδίο της λογοτεχνίας, Athens 2008, ρρ. 
43-46.

18. Cf. I. Botouropoulou, Separation des Eglises et rE ta t en France, Athens 2007.
19. Περί βυζαντινών, p. 90.
20. Περί βυζαντινών, p. 73.
21. Cf. Panagiotis Noutsos, Κόμβοι στη συζήτηση για το έΰνος, Athens 2006, ρρ. 349-351.
22. Περί βυζαντινών, ρ. 14.
23. Περί βυζαντινών, ρ. 13.
24. Περί βυζαντινών, ρ. 34.
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and  c iv ilisa tion  w hich shapes it.25 W ith in  th e  fram ew ork of such a “gnosio- 
an thropology” V ikelas does no t hesitate to  im pute to  the  “English character” 
th e  “th eo ry  of h is to ry ” w hich  is derived  from  “respect fo r th e  rig h t of th e  
stronger” and  the  “w orship of power”.26

In  conclusion, as to the  period of “Frankish invasion and conquest”, Vikelas 
stresses th a t the  “resistance of th e  Greeks, defeated to  begin w ith” proves the  
“su p e rio rity  o f th e  B yzan tines in  th a t period  of decline  also”.27 A s regards 
th e  “fo lk ” language, it  is th e  “class o f m en o f le tte rs” w hich  despises it by 
cu ttin g  themselves off from  th e  “sp irit of life” and the  “modern movement of 
in te lle c ts”, th a t is, from  th e  “ch arac te ris tic s  of all f lou rish ing  and healthy  
na tional th in k in g ”.28

25. Cf. Noutsos, Κόμβοι, p. 350.
26. Περί βυζαντινών, p. 67.
27. Περί βυζαντινών, pp. 21, 93.
2& Περί βυζαντινών, pp. 119, 120.
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DIMITRIOS VIKELAS: TOWARDS A RE-EVALUATION OF 
“BYZANTIUM” -  PREREQUISITES AND INFERENCES

SU M M A R Y

This paper deals w ith the contribution of D im itrios V ikelas to the re-assessment 
of “B yzantium ”, dw elling on the prerequisites and  th e  accom panying inferences 
of such an undertaking. W ith  Concerning the study of the Byzantines ( 1874) as 
a main point of reference, the  in ten tio auctoris as to the  reasons for and the m anner 
of re-exam ination of the  ‘m ission’ of th e  ‘em pire of decline’ is clarified. A s to  the  
prerequisites and th e  inferences of th is  re-exam ination , th is  paper u n d ertak es  a 
critical review of th is  th in k in g  from  G ibbon to  K oraes and R enieris. I t  th is  way 
it can be m ore fu lly  u n d ers to o d  w hy V ik e las  was in te re s ted  in  th e  tra n s it io n  
from  late B yzantium  to  m odern G reek lite ra tu re  w ith o u t engaging in  a positive  
evaluation  o f th e  “h ierocracy”. M ore p a rticu la rly , he  in teg ra tes  th e  B y zan tin e  
Em pire as an “in separab le  p a r t” in to  G reek  h is to ry , and  as to  “w orld  h is to ry ”, 
propounds the “preservation and m ain tenance o f c iv iliza tio n ”, w hereas in  term s 
of the country’s history, he insists - by the linking of the  “nation” and “civilization”— 
upon the preservation of th e  ‘national character’ o f th e  Greeks.
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