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T IS OFTEN SAID that Byzantium and the Byzantines were negative, if not inimi-
I cal and hostile, to innovation.' Albeit not thoroughly studied” and contradicted,
directly or not, by a number of modern studies,’ the notion of Byzantium as a static
and changeless civilization has influenced a great number of historians, who have
presented the Byzantine understanding of innovation in negative light, particularly
in the fields of politics and religion, where the Byzantines are supposed to have
perceived innovation as rebellion and heresy respectively. But, really, did the Byz-
antines have only one understanding of innovation? Were they negative or sceptical
towards innovation as such? And furthermore, did they evaluate innovation in a
way that was originally their own?’

This paper aims to answer these questions by studying Byzantine lexica, textual
sources related to Byzantine politics, as well as religious texts.® After some prelim-
inary reflections on the study of innovation in historical writing, it looks briefly
at the Byzantine explanation of innovation in Byzantine lexica. Then it considers
if the Byzantine understanding of innovation in politics, that is to say innovation
as rebellion, was as monolithic as modern scholarship seems to believe. Finally, it
deals with innovation in theology, or, according to modern historians, innovation
as heresy. While studying innovation as rebellion and as heresy, the paper employs

*1 would like to thank Prof. Emer. Jonny Holbek (University of Agder) for having shared with me
thoughts on innovation, types of innovation and innovation in Byzantium; this essay would not be the same
without our discussions, which I am deeply grateful for. I am also thankful to Prof. Benoit Godin (INRS,
Montreal) and Dr. Vasileios Syros (Finnish Centre of Political Thought and Conceptual Change), for their
comments, corrections and criticisms.

! See, e.g., the entry on innovation in ODB 2.997: “The Byzantines did not appreciate innovation and
claimed to have stuck to tradition. Imitation or repetition of the standard authorities was praiseworthy. [...]
Reforms were usually couched in terms of the restoration of the past rather than of innovation.”

* See Spanos 2010.

? See, e.g., Littlewood 1995; Kazhdan & Epstein 198s; Odekan, Akyiirek & Necipoglu 2010.

* See, e.g., ODB 3.997: “More often the word [kainotomia] was used in a broader sense of novelty and
breach of tradition and applied predominantly to heretical doctrines or even rebellions”

* This paper will not enter in the discussion of whether the Byzantines had a notion of innovation similar
to our own, a problem that still remains to be studied.

¢ As the sources studied are not more than a drop in the ocean of Byzantine literature, the thoughts
presented here could be nothing but preliminary.
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ancient Greek sources, to examine whether the Byzantines understood innovation
in politics and religion in a way different than that of the ancient Greeks.

INNOVATION IN HISTORICAL WRITING

A classical definition of innovation presents the modern concept of the term as
“any idea, practice, or material artifact perceived to be new by the relevant unit of
adoption”” By focusing on the crucial role of the adoptive unit in the process (and
eventually the result) of any innovation, this definition points to the main problem
of the historical study of innovation, namely the oversimplification of the relation
between innovation(s) and unit(s) of adoption.® To make the point clear: by speak-
ing about Byzantine innovation in general, the historian creates and applies a unit
of adoption (Byzantium or the Byzantine civilization) that was enormous both in
space (at its largest from present Middle East to Spain and from the Danube to
North Africa) and time (from the fourth to the fifteenth century). Furthermore,
and this is the most important in our case, this superstructure, inhabited by a large
number of very different peoples, with varying interests and sets of concerns and
priorities, is supposed to have been homogencous enough to have articulated a sin-
gle understanding of what innovation was. Even more, it is also supposed to have
had and applied the same criteria concerning which new ideas, practices, or arte-
facts were to be accepted as positive innovations, and which were to be rejected as
negative or even dangerous.

While speaking about innovation in Byzantium, or any other civilization, a his-
torian should consider the civilization as a mega-system encompassing countless
units of various types, including — to name but a few — the state, the church, the
emperor, the army, society in general, various local societies and social groupings,
local aristocracies, or monastic communities. A new idea, for example a theological
doctrine, or a new practice, such as a fiscal system, could be accepted or enforced
by the central government and opposed by the church or the society. An innovative
law could be accepted by the state and the largest part of the society but opposed
by the biglandowners or the nobility. An innovation could be rejected immediately
after its first appearance but be accepted later, by the same or another unit of adop-
tion, or could be introduced to just one of the cities or the provinces of the empire
(that is to say: to one unit of adoption) to be adopted later by some other provinces
or the whole empire.

7 Zaltman, Duncan & Holbek 1973, 10; cf. Rogers 1995 [1962], 11. On the variety of definitions of inno-
vation, see Beregheh, Rowley & Sambrook 2009. Let it be noted that the term innovation is used in the rest
of my text in its modern meaning; when referring to the Byzantine understanding of innovation I will use
the two words mainly used by the Byzantines themselves, namely kainotomia and nedterismos.

8 Some of the questions related to the use of concepts such as innovation, novelty, invention, and the
like in historical writing are to be studied in a paper in preparation under the working title: “Rethinking
Innovation in Historical Studies”.
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Another problem in the historical study of innovation is that modern scholarship
presents, more often than not, concepts as originality, novelty, invention, and the
like as synonyms to innovation,’ something that may easily lead to perplexity and
wrong conclusions. These concepts are not identical, neither in modern times nor
in a historical perspective. This can be made clear by focusing only on originality:
it is not an axiomatic truth that every innovation by default is an original idea,
practice, or artefact. There are cases in which an innovation indicates simply the
creative use or realization of an old idea, or a newly-imported or transplanted idea
or practice, that was originally invented or set up by another unit, as for example
an individual, a group, a state, a civilization etc. (it is also possible that two or more
old ideas add up to an innovation). The adaptation of this(-ese) old idea(s) and its
appropriation, transformation or reinvention by the new unit may result in so great
a change that the new product or practice becomes an innovation, even though the
idea on which it is based is not original.

Another point should be added: unlike common practice in other fields, in his-
torical writing innovation is used as an unambiguous concept, without any refer-
ence to the various types of innovation.'’ Due to the scope and the limitations of
this essay, there is space enough to refer, by way of example, to only two distinct
types of innovation, namely the 7adical and incremental innovations. Radical in-
novations require a high degree of new knowledge and skills and they introduce
fundamental and, at least sometimes, revolutionary changes. Incremental innova-
tions may be achieved with a low degree of new knowledge and they introduce
minor improvements or simple adjustments in current ideas'" (it should be noted
though that a series of incremental innovations might result in a radical innova-
tion). The aphorisms on an anti-innovative Byzantium in modern scholarship refer
most probably to Byzantium’s scepticism towards radical innovation, particularly
in politics and religion. Yet, a study of various types of sources demonstrates that
the Byzantines were not hostile to innovation as such, neither to radical nor to
incremental innovations.

® One example will suffice: summing up the anthology Originality in Byzantine Literature, Art and Music,
A. Cutler realizes that “the authors of the papers that precede this treat originality variously as a synonym
for creativity, invention, or innovation”; Littlewood 1995, 203.

19 Zaltman, Duncan & Holbek 1973, 17-32, present a typology based on whether an innovation is: (a)
programmed or non-programmed, (b) instrumental or ultimate, and (c) radical or not. On types of innova-
tion see also King & Anderson 2002, 141-145; Zaltman & Lin 1971; Dewar & Dutton 1986; Chesbrough &
Teece 2002. ' See Dewar & Dutton 1986, 1422-1423.
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INNOVATION IN BYZANTINE LEXICOGRAPHY

The study of Byzantine texts and lexica'? shows that the Byzantines used mainly
two words for innovation: kainotomia (xovotopia) and neaterismos (vewtepiopde).”
The verb 0 innovate occurs in Byzantine lexicographical sources as kainotomein
(xavotopelv), nedterizein (vewtepilew) and kainourgein (xawvovpyeiv). Modern
scholarship seems to accept that the Byzantines used all these words in the same
meaning; and, mainly, in a negative way. But was it so?

The largest surviving Byzantine lexicon was composed in the fifth—sixth cen-
tury and is attributed to Hesychios. This lexicon defines the verb kainotomein in
a neutral way: “to innovate: to make/do something new” (Kawotopsioat xawvdv
mofjoet).”* This definition appears in a number of later Byzantine lexica, deriving
from or influenced by that of Hesychios, who adds that the word also means the
opening of a new mining field (Kawotopetv- xoauwvipy hatopiey téuvew).” An inno-
vator (kainourgekos) is someone who works/produces new things (Kavovpyn-
KéTa véo mpdrypote épyaodpevov).'® The verb nedterizein is presented as having a
different meaning from kainotomein; while kainotomein is defined as making new
things, neaterizein has the meaning of doing new things (Newtepilet- xouve, mpdit-
Ter)."”

A lexicon ascribed to Cyril, the fifth-century patriarch of Alexandria (412—444),
under the title Zvvarywyi, also presents the verbs kainotomein and neoterizein as not
having exactly the same meaning. Kainotomein is described as working/producing
something new (Kawotopel kawvovpyei), while neaterizein is defined as doing new
things (vewtepiler xave mpdrret).'® Somebody who deals with neaterismos, aneatero-
poios, is characterized as rebel, tyrant, plotter (Newtepomoide: dvtdptyg, Téparvvoc,
¢mbétng).”

Photios, the great ninth-century Byzantine statesman, scholar, and patriarch
of Constantinople (858-867 and 877-886) composed a lexicon in which he pre-
sented kainotomia, neoterizein, and neoteropoios in exactly the same way as Cyril of
Alexandria (Kouwvotopet: carvovpyel;* Newtepiler: karve mpdrret; and Newtepomotde:
GVTAPTNG TUPAVVOS ém@éﬂqg“).

The tenth-century Etymologicum Gudianum presents kainotomia as something
changed against the rules and the laws of nature (Kawotopio, ¢ott mpdyua, mapi

!> On Byzantine lexicography see Alpers 2001 and 1990.

'* The word kainourgéma (xoawvovpynua) was also used, but not very often.

* Hesychius, Lexicon k 246.

'* Hesychius, Lexicon k 247. The definition is not originally Byzantine, as it appears for example in Xeno-
phon, De vectigalibus 4.27. '¢ Hesychius, Lexicon k 248. 7 Hesychius, Lexicon v 431.

'® Synagoge x 34 and v 70. 1° Synagoge v 71.

*® Photios, Lexicon x 68. The lexicon also includes an entry on the infinitive kainotomein, which presents
the literal meaning of the word in mining, identically to the lexicon by Hesychios: “mainly to cut fresh into
amine” (kavoTopelv- katvijv Aatouiay Téuve kuping [k 59]). 2! Photios, Lexicon v 70; 72.
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Todg T $Uoewg dpovg kol vépoug mapnihayuévov).”” This definition most probably
correlates to a theological understanding of kainotomia, that is to say the Incarna-
tion of Christ, which took place against the rules and the laws of nature. We may
consider, for example, the definition of kainotomia as the Incarnation of Christ
in the entry of a thirteenth-century lexicon wrongly attributed to Ioannes Zo-
naras (twelfth century). This lexicon presents innovation as “what is by any means
changed against the common nature and not identified in anything to the human
custom. It is necessary to gain a deep knowledge of this term because of those who
misunderstand the innovation in Christ. Because although he innovated nature by
being born without semination, after his birth and as he was growing, many (of the
features) of his body [...] he did not have in innovation but in sameness to us, with
only the exception of sin”*

The so-called Souda Lexicon, a compilation of lexica, ezymologika and other
sources, most probably produced around 1000, defines the verb kainotomein as
meaning “to produce/work something new; as kainotomein is related to ruling”
(KavoTopel- aitiortix]. kouvovpyel. 871 16 xavoTopelv &ml 1o dpyew).”* In the entry
on the lyric poet Melanippides, the verb kainotomein is used in a manner reminis-
cent of the modern use of the verb 20 innovate, as the lexicon relates that Melanip-
pides innovated a lot in the composition of the dithyramb.** The noun kainotomia
is also listed in Souda, without any explanation. Souda presents the verb nedterizei
as meaning doing something new (Newrepilet: kouve mparrer).” It also includes a
passage by Thucydides under the entry nedterizein,”” and explains neoterismos as
rebellion and nedteropoios in exactly the same manner as Cyril and Photios, as re-
bel, tyrant, plotter (Newtepiopde: avtapoin and Newtepomords: dvtdptyg, T0porvvog,
¢mbétng).”®

All the lexica studied present kainotomia and kainotomein in a neutral way,
without reflecting any negative understanding of the term. An argumentum ex si-
lentio may be offered here, as a number of other Byzantine lexica and ezymologica

** Etymologicum Gudianum 292 Sturz.

** Pseudo-Zonaras, Lexicon 1154 Tittmann: T katé mdvta TpéTOY Tapn Maypévov Tiig kowijs dpvoews, Kai
v undevi 7 T@v &vOpiTwy cuvnBein égopotodpevov. TodTov 88 TOV 8pov dvaykalov émioTacbal did Todg kakg
voolvtag Ty xawvotopiayv év Xptotd. Ei yap éxarvotéunoe tiv dpioy dombpwe yevvnbeig, &M’ Suwg petd oV
Téxov TV abénow T Rhuciog, kel T TOXNE TE £V TY COUATL ... 0D KaTd KatvoTouiny Eoyev, X ko’ dpoléty-
T NuAV xwpls apaptiog. Translations are mine, unless noted otherwise.

** Suidae Lexicon x 1177.

** Suidae Lexicon p 454: Mehanmridng, [...] 8¢ &v 1] 76v 318vpduBwy pelomotin ixarvotdunoe mAelota. Let
it be noted that in this entry the verb kainotomein is used in the same meaning as in the lexica of Hesychios,
Cyril and Photios studied above. 26 Suidae Lexicon v 243 Adler.

%7 Suidae Lexicon v 244 Adler: Newtep(lery. ®@ovkvdidng- Tiig iuépag T mviyog EAOmet, vikTeg 8¢ petomwpval
xal Yuypal i) petaBoli] dobévelay évewtépilov. 6 8¢ BdpPapog 0ddt émi TV vewTepifovoay Ta Tpdypata TOXNY
Eoxev Aveveykely T aitiav, d¢ dv Evvoudv Tiva kal draibpov dywvicduevos udyxnv. Cf. Thucydides, Histories
7.87.1 (i Nuépag—évewtépilov) and Eunapius, Historical fragments 226 Dindorf (6 8¢ BdpBapoc—pdxnv).

*8 Suidae Lexicon v 245 and 24. The words are also used in this sense when employed in other entries of
the lexicon.
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that have been examined do not include an entry on these ‘innovation-terms’; this
probably indicates that the lexicographers did not find the words worthy of an ex-
planation, as they would have done — I am tempted to think — had kainotomia been
generally understood as something negative, or even dangerous or harmful. This
is, more or less, the case for the verb nedterizein as well, while neaterismos is clearly
presented as a negative change, or effort to change or alter, usually with regard to
the political order or existing regime.

Thus, we may say that the study of the verbs kainotomein and neoterizein and
their derivatives in Byzantine lexica does not support the theory of an unchang-
ing, negative understanding of innovation in Byzantium. Furthermore, this study
demonstrates that in Byzantine lexicography the words kainotomia and neoterismos
do not have the same meaning, since kainotomia is presented in a neutral way, while
neoterismos includes negative meanings, as for example that of rebellion or sedition.
This is also confirmed by the study of the manner in which Byzantine lexicogra-
phers introduced kainotomiai and neaterismoi: the word kainotomos (xawvotéuog),
was not deemed important enough to be honoured with an entry, while a neazeris-
tes (vewTeplatig) was presented only negatively as “rebel, tyrant, plotter”. To exam-
ine this theory further, let us turn to Byzantine historiography and theology.

INNOVATION IN BYZANTINE POLITICAL LIFE
According to modern scholarship, in the field of politics the Byzantines under-
stood innovation as rebellion, revolt, or revolution. One of the main arguments
for this interpretation, expressed in the Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, is a text
by the eleventh-century Byzantine scholar Michael Psellos. In his Chronographia,
Psellos comments on a revolt against the emperor Michael V (1041-1042), writing
that “by the majority the act was understood as an irrational innovation”” But
is this passage indicative of a Byzantine hostility towards innovation? First of all,
the established argument does not pay attention to a word that is of importance,
namely the word irrational, or senseless (8Xoyog). The fact that Psellos uses this ad-
jective to define the kind of innovation means that in the Byzantine mentality of
his time there were also rationally founded, or non-senseless, innovations. Further-
more, Psellos uses kainotomia and kainotomein no fewer that twelve times in his
Chronographia, in avariety of contexts; he refers, for example, to innovations by the

> Michael Psellos, Chronographia s.277 Renault: Toig uév obv moMoig kauvotopia Tig GA0yog TO TPaATTOREVOY
£d0&ev (“To most of the others it seemed a senseless revolt”, tr. Sewter 139). This text is used as an argument
for the Byzantine understanding of kainotomia as revolt in ODB 2.997.
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divine justice30 or by the emperor himself.** In another text, his encomium on the
patriarch of Constantinople Constantine Leichoudes (1059-1063), he praises the
patriarch for having opened for him the path to education; the verb used by Psellos
for this ‘opening’ is kainotomein.**

A number of other passages from various periods demonstrates that Byzantium
had also developed a positive understanding of innovation in politics. I could refer,
for example, to Anna Komnene and her Alexiad, in which she commends her father
Alexios I Komnenos (1081-1118) for introducing (kainotomiai) new political roles,
writing that

if anyone were to reckon the art of ruling as a science and a kind of high philosophy, as if it were
the art of all arts and the science of all sciences, then he would certainly admire my father as a
skilful scientist and artist for having invented [kainotomounta) those new titles and functions in
the Empire.”

To depart from the eleventh century, let us recall Pseudo-Kodinos and his Zreatise
on the Dignities and Offices (De officiis, composed between 1347 and 1368), in which
he makes clear that “it is possible for the emperors to kainotomein unhindered, both
in functions and titles”*

Let us note that in all these cases in which the concept of innovation is used in
a neutral or positive way, the verb expressing the concept is kainotomein and not
neoterizein. Thus, it could be argued that the positive understanding of innovation
in politics was expressed with the use of the word kainotomein and its derivatives,
while nedterizein was almost always, if not always, used for negative, unacceptable,
and radical changes in political life and state organization. But was this negative

% Chronographia 5.24 Renault: Aékw ..., tg &v olég Te &, 6méoa uetd T Tijg Bacthidog Dmepopiav 1 Bela i
TG Te kalp@ kal Tolg mpdypaaty ékarvotéunaey (“I will tell [...], to the best of my ability, an account of all
those things that the Divine Justice innovated in relation to time and the circumstances”, cf. tr Sewter 137:
“At all events, to the best of my ability, I will tell my story — an account of all those strange happenings that
followed the empress’s exile, events that Divine Justice brought to pass at this moment in history”).

*! Even if the evaluation of the kainotomia is here clearly negative, it could not be understood as rebel-
lion and the like. Chronographia 6.104 Renault: "Quovto 8¢ undt todg &v 7] I1éAel ¢ Bacthel mpoodioeabal,
TovTolg 88 AvTIoTHoEGOaL, 817 dpYijc Te TOV adToKpATOpA EXOVTAS, ETESH Katl KAUVOTOWE TLKAT adT@Y fipéato,
kal TV wpoedpiav adTod dvayepaivovtag, kal Bovhopévoug aTpaTi TNV idelv aldTokpdTopa, odPdV Te TPOKLV-
Suvedovta kal Tag émdpopds @V BapPlpwy dveipyovta (“Besides, they were under the impression that the
inhabitants of Constantinople would not remain loyal; they expected no opposition there, because the
emperor had made himself unpopular by introducing reforms which curbed the liberty of the citizens. The
people loathed him as a ruler and wanted to see a soldier-emperor, a man who would endanger his own life
on their behalf and put an end to barbarian incursions”, tr. Sewter 209—210).

** Michael Psellos, Encomium on the patriarch Constantine Leichoudes 420 Sathas: Avtég ydp pot Ty Tiig
moudeing 686V mpd THV ENMwv éxarvotéunaag. Psellos also uses positively kainotomia in theologys; see, e.g., n.
45 and 46 below.

** Anna Komnene, dlexiad 96 Kambylis & Reinsch: Ei ydp Tig ¢ig émotiuny xai tva dmeptdtny drho-
codiav dvdyol Ty Bactheinv domep TéxyNy oloay TEXVAV Kal EMTTAUNY EMTTNUDY, Bavpdooito &v kol TOV
uov Tatépa oldv TIvar EmaTHROVE, TE Kl ApxtTékTOVe, T 7o THY Bacthelay kavoTopolivta kal Tpdypata kol
ovéuata; tr. Dawes 79.

** Pseudo-Kodinos, Treatise on the Dignities and Offices 135 Verpeaux: "Efeott 8¢ xal Tolg Baaidebot kavo-
ToUEDY kol Tpdypate Kal dvouaTa AKWAITKG.
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understanding of nedterismos as rebellion, revolt, or revolution an originally Byz-
antine understanding? Or was it something the Byzantines inherited from their
predecessors?

A study of ancient sources demonstrates that a negative understanding of zeoteri-
zein and neaterismos in political thinking existed at least from the fifth century BC.
One may refer, for example, to Plato,” Aristotle,*® or Demosthenes.”” Almost half
a millennium later, the great biographer Plutarch (c. 46-120 AD) used the word
with the same negative meaning, for example in his biography of the second king
of Rome, Numa Pompilius (715-673 BC).* To the evidence given by Greek sources
we may add an argumentum related to the Roman precursors of the Byzantines:
in Latin sources the concept of revolution could be expressed as novae res (= new
things), that is to say radical changes, or nedarerismo.

INNOVATION IN BYZANTINE RELIGION

When it comes to the Byzantine understanding of innovation in religion, modern
scholarship demonstrates that the word kainotomia was used in Byzantine theolo-
gy mainly in relation to: (a) the mystery of the Incarnation of Christ and (b) radical
changes in dogma, which were not in accordance with the official doctrines and
teachings of the Church.”

Innovation as unacceptable change in dogma is presented clearly in the so-called
Synodikon of Orthodoxy, aliturgical document produced in the period between 843
and 920.% The study of Byzantine theological and religious texts reveals a number
of passages in which kainotomia is used in this meaning. But was this use of the
word indicative of the Byzantine understanding and evaluation of innovation in
religion? Many theological texts show clearly that innovation was anathematized

** Plato, Republic 8.565b: Alriav 37 Eoyov Umd T@V éTépwy, K&y pi| ¢TOVUAGL VewTepilewy, dg émiBovAetovat
T4 S kai eioty dOAryapyikol.

*¢ Aristotle, Politics 1262b: ...3¢1 8¢ Tol00ToUG glvat Todg dpyopévovg TPdG TO Telbapy ey Kal i VewTepiletv.

*” Demosthenes, On the Accession of Alexander 17.15: "EoTt yap &v tais ovvByjkalg émueheiobar Todg ouv-
edpedovTag kal Tobg €l Tf] Kowvf] PuAaky] TeTaYHEVOUG ETTwG v Tatlg Kolvwvolaalg ToAeat THG eipivng un Yiyvwy-
Tat dvator kal puyal Tapd Todg Kepévoug Tals ToAeat vopovs, undt xpnudtwy Snuelasls, undt yig dvadaauol,
undt xpedv droxomai, undt dovAwv dmelevbepwatelg £l vewTeploUQ.

** Plutarch, Life of Numa x 5: OUte yap méAepog odte oTdotg obte vewTepiopds mepl moliteiny iotépnrat Nopd
Baarkebovtog. The sentence is quoted by the Byzantine historian John Zonaras in his History 2.111 Dindorf.

*° This is, once again, an oversimplification of the study of innovation, as innovation in religion could be
studied from many different viewpoints. One may focus on innovations in religion as theory (belief, theol-
ogy) and as practice (ritual). Another possibility could be to study innovation in religions as independent
systems of cognitive beliefs or as systems that function within one or more wider cultures that host them.
Related aspects are discussed in Disbrey 1994.

4 See, e.g., Synodikon of Orthodoxy 313 Gouillard: Todg TapayapdTTOVTOG TG ATOGTOAKAG Kol TALTPIKAG
kol cuvodikdg Tapaddaeg g ékkAnaiag kal dX\o Tt kavoTopovTag i émvoolvtag ket Tig TioTews, Avddepa
(“To those falsifying the traditions of the apostles and the fathers and the councils of the Church, and any
other thing innovating or excogitating against the faith, anathema”).
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when it reflected drastic changes in faith and/or the ecclesiastical traditions and
practices, but only if these changes were not accepted by the Church; this means
that the understanding of innovation was no different from that in the Byzantine
lexica: the making/doing something new, the opening up of new paths. The prob-
lem for the Church was that novelties in specific fields or with specific content were
not acceptable, as they would threaten its foundations. The discussion, for instance,
on Christology was not just a theoretical debate but directly connected to the sal-
vation of the human being. Thus, the Arius” innovation of the concept of Jesus as
created by the Father was not to be accepted. At the same time, the innovative the-
ologies of the homoousios and the triune God were accepted by the First Ecumeni-
cal Council, thus becoming doctrines of the church.

The opinion that the Byzantine Church was not hostile to any theological inno-
vation as such may be strengthened by an argument on which modern scholarship
agrees, namely that the Byzantine Church understood — as we have seen previously
— the Incarnation of Christ as a kainotomia.*' And this was an innovation under-
stood in a very positive way. The Synodikon of Orthodoxy demonstrates this clearly
by anathematizing those who do not believe in this £ainotomia.* It should be not-
ed here that in the passages studied, the Incarnation is presented as kainotomia, not
neoterismos, which may indicate that Byzantine theology was acutely aware of the
specific differences between kainotomia, which could be either positively or nega-
tively evaluated, and neaterismos, which was always a negative change in doctrine
or practice. This should be studied further on the basis of a sufficient number of
sources.

Furthermore, Christianity seems to have understood itself, from the very be-
ginning, as a religion defined by innovative changes in concepts taken from the
ancient world. We should note on beforchand that some of Christianity’s funda-
mental doctrines were not completely new. Let us use the doctrine of Resurrection
as an example: gods, deities, as well as mythical figures resurrected, in some instanc-
es reborn, were known before Christ, the Sumerian Tammuz, the Egyptian Osiris,
the Greek Adonis and the Persian Mithra being characteristic examples. However,
there were also Christian doctrines drastically innovative, as, for example, the dog-
ma of the single, supreme God being at the same time one nature and three persons.
This doctrine was a thoroughly innovative concept in Late Antiquity, not only in
theology but also in philosophy. The same may be said for the doctrine on afterlife,

*! Let us refer here to John Chrysostom, In sancta lumina, PG 36.348: xouvotopodvtal ¢pioetg, kat @edg
8vBpwmog yiverar (“Natures are innovated, and God becomes a man”).

*2 Synodikon of Orthodoxy 57 Gouillard: Tofg [...] Aéyoig dthextiioig [...] éml Tij¢ dmEp dpvov kavoToping
T@V 800 $pvoewv Tol =0 kai &vOphTov Aoyopayelv Tetpwpévols, dvdbepa (“To those who by conversational
words try to argue against the over the principles of nature kainotomia of the two natures of God, anathe-
ma”).
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which was not original, but was given a new content and meaning in the Christian
world.

Thus, we may say that Byzantine theology was not innately hostile to the con-
cept of innovation as such. This fact is made clear by the new theology and practices
that originated during two very important theological controversies in Byzantium,
namely Iconoclasm and Hesychasm.

Iconoclasm (ca. 720-843) has been viewed, studied, and understood from di-
verse perspectives: political, ecclesiastical, economic, and theological. For the pur-
poses of the present paper, let us focus on only one dimension: the argument that
the iconoclastic part of the church (and, of course, the state and society) repre-
sented a conservative understanding of ritual and ecclesiastical practice. This the-
ory argues that during the iconoclastic debate iconoclasts upheld “the unbroken
and continuous tradition which existed between the views they expressed and the
teachings of Christ, the Apostles, and the Fathers of the Church, in contrast to the
false and innovative doctrine of their opponents”.* The iconophiles, on the other
hand, supported the veneration of icons, which was indeed an innovation (in many
ways, including the painting’s technique and style). After some hundred and fifty
years of turbulence and the persecution of iconophiles by the iconoclasts, the in-
novative veneration of the icons evolved into the official dogma of the church as a
result of the Council of Nicaea (843). Thus, the way was open to other innovations
regarding the painting and the production of icons, such as, for example, the pro-
duction of the so-called narrative icons, from the twelfth century onwards.*

Hesychasm (fourteenth century) was the last great theological controversy in
the Byzantine world, related to a specific type of monastic praying, which — ac-
cording to the theologian Gregory Palamas (1296-1359) and his followers — led to
the physical experience of the divine energy, through the so-called silent prayer (the
word Hesychasm derives from the Greek fiovyis, in the meaning of tranquillity, or
inner stillness). It was through this debate that new doctrines, such as the distinc-
tion between the divine essence and the divine energies, were canonized as dogma,
in the Council of Constantinople in 1351, even in cases in which they had previous-
ly been refuted by parts of the church (the patriarchate of Antioch for example)
as innovations. Once more, innovative understanding and argumentation won the
battle.

Apart from these two great eras of theological innovations, one could also refer
to passages from other periods, as for example Psellos arguing that “faith equal to
a grain of mustard seed removes mountains and innovates [kainotomei] the impos-

** Brubaker 2010, 331 (my emphasis). * See Chatterjee 2007.
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sible”* or that it is not the apostle Paul who first innovated [kainotomei] the third
heaven, as he based himself on the Bible.*

Let us now try again to compare the Byzantine understanding of innovation in
theology to the understanding of the ancient Greeks. Was innovation in theology
and philosophy always acceptable before Byzantium?

Religion in ancient Greece was not as systematic and doctrinal as in Byzantium.
Its ethical system was not so dominating as the Christian one and the priesthood
had neither the authority nor the power to intervene in the political and social life
as the Byzantine church did. Furthermore, we tend to think that polytheism facili-
tated the introduction of new gods, new ideas and new doctrines, in contrast to the
Byzantine theocracy, in which the powerful and conservative church could prevent
innovations in theology and religious practices. But was this really the case? The
famous trial, indictment, and execution of Socrates suggests otherwise. Let us not
forget that the Athenian philosopher was sentenced to death for corrupting the
youth, not believing in the established gods of the city and introducing new gods in
Athens."” One can hardly avoid thinking that the last accusation in reality means
innovating in religion. Thus, a negative evaluation of such innovation is demon-
strated to be much older than Byzantium, at least in specific cases (as was also the
case in Byzantium).

CONCLUSIONS

Taking into consideration the evidence presented above regarding the use and the
meanings of ‘innovation terms’ in Byzantine lexicography, historiography, and the-
ology (albeit in a limited sample), we may deduce that the Byzantine understand-
ing of innovation was not as monolithic as has been argued in previous scholarship.
The first striking element is that in Byzantine thinking, kainotomia and neoterismos
seem not to have had exactly the same meaning. While kainotomia was understood
in both a positive and a negative way, nedterismos seems to have been used mainly,
if not exclusively, in a negative sense. Even if this should be studied on the basis of
more sources, we may at this stage say that zedterizein seems to have been more
closely related to undertaking or attempting something against well-established
traditions, customs, or conventions, while kainotomein also had the meaning of

*> Michael Psellos, Oration on the decapitation of John the Baptist 222—223 (= 300 Fisher): IlioTig éoucvia
KOKKQ T1VATEDG pN UeBIoTAVEL Kol KAUVOTOUEL T AuXaAvaL.

¢ Michael Psellos, Theological works 27 Gautier: Tov 8¢ Tpitov TodTOV 0DpaVdY 00 TPGHTOG KAVOTOREL &
améaTolog, AME Tolg TG Ypadii Amoypwuevos prinact kal Tpitov ¢pnatv obpavov.

7 See, e.g., Plato, Apology of Socrates 24b—c (Swxpdtn dnotv &dikelv Tovg Te véoug diadBeipovta kol Beode
obg 1] A vouiler ov vouilovta, repa 68 daudvia kouvd), and Xenophon, Socratic dialogues 1.1 (H ptv yap
Ypady kat’ adtod Toidde Tig Av- Adkel Zwkpdtyg olg uiv 1 wdAig vouiler Beodg ov vouilwv, tepa 8t kouva
Saupdvia eicdépwv- adikel 8¢ xal Todg véoug dradBeipwy.
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changing the szatus quo in a way that leads to positive results or, at least, does not
harm the unit of adoption.

As to the overall Byzantine understanding of innovation, there were of course
fields in which most Byzantines understood innovation as something negative. In
other fields, however, innovation was not only accepted, but also appreciated and
encouraged. Furthermore, skepticism towards innovation, or at least certain types
of innovation, or innovation in specific fields, seems to have existed long before
Byzantium, as the study of ancient Greek sources may demonstrate.*

The widespread modern evaluation of Byzantium as anti-innovative can be
proven wrong by the study of various innovations in Byzantine architecture® (one
need only study the pendentives of Hagia Sophia), military techniques and prac-
tices™ (Greek fire being an excellent example, though far from the only one), tech-
nology (see for example the fifth-century mechanical sundial treasured today at
the British Museum of Science,” or the famous tenth-century hydraulic systems of
the imperial palace described by Liutprand of Cremona’), painting (the narrative
icon), theology (see above, on Iconoclasm and Hesychasm), or music.”

Thus, we may conclude that the modern theory that innovation was more or
less unwanted in Byzantium is contradicted by a great number of sources of various
types. Hence, one can assume that this theory is a result of (2) a minimal study of
the Byzantine understanding (or understandings?) of innovation and (&) neglect
of a principle in innovation studies that almost every innovation meets resistance,
whose power depends upon the specific characteristics and valence of the adoptive
unit (whether, for example, the majority of its members is receptive and amenable
to adopting new ideas and changes).”* Thus one is tempted to think that since inno-
vation seems not to have been unwanted in Byzantium, it is more likely the study of
Byzantine innovation that has not, thus far, been wanted by modern scholarship.

** See Godin 2012. * Qusterhout 1995.
* See Haldon 2007, Treadgold 1995, Bartusis 1992, Luttwak 2009. *! Field & Wright 198s.
*? Squartiti 2007, 197-198. 3 Velimirovié 1995.

>* See for example the chapter “Resistance to change” in King & Anderson 2002, 195-220.
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