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Prooemium

The essays in this book are based on articles written in Russian
before my departure from the Soviet Union in 1978. I am fortunate
in having this opportunity to present them to a wider audience of
my western colleagues.

In my approach to Byzantine literature I have been chiefly
concerned with three questions. The first is traditional and, so to
speak, documentary: the examination, or re-examination, of dates
and facts. When was Eustathius promoted to the see of Thessa-
lonica? Was the uncle of Theodore Prodromus really John II,
metropolitan of Kiev? The importance of this kind of investigation
1s self-evident, even though individual factual arguments do not
substantially alter our general impression of Byzantine literature
and literati.

The second question is more controversial. I perceive Byzantine
literati, or at any rate the greatest among them, as being involved in
the real life of their time. Nor was this involvement only political
(although many of them were in fact politicians, or wrote about
political events): they belonged to various groups in Byzantine
society, and their writings thus reflect various social concepts and
moral tenets. One of my major goals has been the ‘social
localization’ of Byzantine writers. Some of my specific conclusions
may, I admit, be somewhat fragile, but the problem remains
intriguing and worthy of study.

The third question is purely literary. Is Byzantine literature
merely a collage of traditional stereotypes and borrowed situations,
or did Byzantine authors use their imagery to serve their own
particular purposes? Without hesitation [ accept that the latter was
the case. In some of these essays [ have tried to analyse how this
imagery worked: how, for example, Nicetas Choniates used the

Vil
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Prooemium

imagery of colour to express his own attitude towards people and
events. The literary analysis of Byzantine texts is still at an
embryonic stage. My own contribution is far from adequate to the
scale of the problem, but no progress is possible without initial,
perhaps over-tentative, steps.

The tasks of social localization and literary analysis are not
simple. Byzantine literature is far removed from our own model of
literary activity. Its hints and allusions frequently escape us. It can
seem so monolithic, so homogeneous, so static and unvarying.
How can one best penetrate this facade? How can one ‘crack the
code’, so as to discover the individuality behind the formulae? The
method I have generally applied is one of comparison: not the
traditional comparison of Byzantine copies with their ancient
originals, which seeks to demonstrate the degree of Byzantine
mimesis or plagiarism; but a comparison between authors of one
and the same period; a comparison of their attitudes, their ethical
values, and their artistic methods. Chrysoberges and Mesarites
both describe the same rebellion, but how very different are the
tales they tell: different not in their political stance, but in their style.
By ‘style’ I do not mean merely grammar, or the distinction
between the vernacular and the learned, but a system of imagery, a
mode of presentation, which reflects the author’s perception of life.
I have tried to treat writers in pairs, or in even larger groups, since it
is more instructive and productive to discover contemporary
contrasts than to show lexical and formulaic continuity over time.

I give pride of place not to the genre, but to the writer. In order to
construct a portrait of Eustathius, I combine the evidence of his
historical works, his speeches and letters, his sermons and
pamphlets, his commentaries on Homer and on John of Damascus.
I attempt to demonstrate that Zonaras the canonist developed the
same ideas as Zonaras the historian. An author — even a Byzantine
author — deserves to be regarded as an entity, not to be torn to pieces
in the interests of proving the eternal stability of genres. Since I have
concentrated on authors rather than on genres, and since  have tried
to present Byzantine literati in relation to each other, I have felt it
necessary to stay within fairly strict chronological limits. This book
deals mainly with the twelfth century, although there are occasional
excursions into the late eleventh century. My aim has been to show
the pattern of Byzantine literature over a limited span of time. The

viil
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Prooemium

pattern as presented here is far from complete: many individuals
and many subjects are not discussed. The gaps in this collection are
not difficult to spot. But this book is not intended to be a work of
reference. We already have several good reference books on
Byzantine literature. But there exists no proper history of Byzantine
literature. I hope these essays may be seen as a contribution to that
as yet unwritten history.

The idea of the book was born in the hospitable confines of the
Maison des Sciences de 'Homme, in Paris, and was supported by
the Cambridge University Press. The National Endowment for the
Humanities breathed life into the project by supplying funds for the
translation. To all these institutions, and to their representatives
who have dealt with the project, I am happy to acknowledge my
sincere gratitude. I am grateful, too, to my ‘American home’,
Dumbarton Oaks, where I found not only an abode, but also the
warmth so desirable for one whose life was so radically changed on
the eve of his sixtieth year.

All the articles have been thoroughly rewritten. I believe that the
reader will be interested in the subject, not in Kazhdan’s scholarly
biography, so the essays have been revised and brought up to date.
Some texts which I originally used in manuscripts have now been
published, and some new editions have appeared to replace those on
which I first based my arguments. The appropriate adjustments
have been made. Recent scholarship is also taken into account, as
are a number of books and articles which were not available in
Moscow libraries. In some cases I have introduced additional
evidence, corrected errors, or excluded what I now consider to be
superfluous. I have also tried to eliminate the repetitions which are
to some extent inevitable in a collection of this kind.

Dr Simon Franklin not only translated the original articles, but
also worked closely with me on their revision. He checked my
Greek references and quotations; in certain places he has restruc-
tured my text; he criticized my arguments, and provided alterations
and improvements. In short, this book has been produced jointly; it
has evolved and emerged through fruitful collaboration.

Dumbarton Oaks, Spring 1982 ALEXANDER KAZHDAN

1X
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