Aglae Pizzone
From Recollection to Innovation: Notions of Progress in 12th-century Byzantium

1. “New”, a problem?

“They were familiar with the supposition or subterfuge that the new might in fact be ‘nothing new’. Assimilating novelty to
tradition, and viewing innovation as no more than renovation, can often operate as conscious or unconscious mechanisms for
allowing individuals and collectives to come to terms with novelty: such strategies do not reduce innovativeness, but can
reframe it in a way that may be felt to make it more acceptable” (A. D’ Angour, The Greeks and the New: Novelty in Ancient
Greek Imagination and Experience, Cambridge University Press, 2010, p. 223).

2. The future is in the past: Ecclesiastes I 9-10
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What is that which has been?

The very thing which shall be:

and what is that which has been done? The very thing which shall be done:
and there is no new thing under the sun.

[Who is he] that shall speak and say, Behold, this is new?

It has already been in the ages that have passed before us.

3. The “recollection” model

3.a Theodore Prodromos, Speech for the Patriarch John Agapetos, pp. 237, 257-238, 270
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And what are these? The fact that learning is most necessary for a good life, the fact that the mind is somehow led to
intellection through the senses, the fact that recollections are not useless, those, I mean, in which memories have been
impaired by oblivion; for to affirm that learning itself is recollection should not lead us straight to recollection proper, on the
contrary let’s bid it farewell together with the pre-existence of the souls, which is consequentially linked to it, if I ever
wanted to recall a bit of Plato’ Phaedo here. 1, on the contrary, would posit and would not deny that recollection is one sort of
learning, as is the case when oblivion ensues from a subsequent ignorance, as long as I do not have myself led astray by the
philosophers of our times into believing that the souls pre-existed. Given these premises, we shall not overlook that, among
the most useful things in life, books help a great deal or else they do all the job as regards the first learning and also as
regards the second recollection and they are a barrier against the time that seizes the visible world (transl. A. Pizzone).



3.b Theodore Prodromos, Speech for the Patriarch John Agapetos, p. 240, 302-308
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And where do all these men philosophizing in the city, both indigenous and strangers, come from? Those who climb the
tribune and attend the senatorial meetings, to whom I would maintain that all the Aristotles and the Platos, if still alive,
would give the first prize? Where would this zenith of knowledge and this boast of philosophy come from, if books had left
us altogether, unless we are willing to buy the story of earthborn philosophers, along the lines of the giants’ myth (transl. A.
Pizzone).

4. The “innovation” model
Eustathios of Thessalonike, Oration for Michael of Anchialos, 7, pp. 113, 60—114, 93 Wirth
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For in the present times we should not assign a limit to beauty, on the assumption that our souls are not in a position to break
new ground in a distinguished life and that by contrast we must stick to the ancients who have preceded us and must follow
in their footsteps and walk endlessly in circle, busy with the same old practices. Nor shall we think that time grows old or
that nature grows tired: this is the opinion put forth by some people who in my view do not believe it in earnest but say that
to champion a certain thesis, on the assumption that our contemporaries are not able to advance some original /ogos or to
accomplish a peculiar action that goes beyond the good deeds of old times (transl. A. Pizzone).
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For I shall not put a constraint on the variegated nature of Jogos by straight-jacketing it into plain uniformity nor would I
condemn to poverty the richness of human nature, on the assumption that she can acquire nothing in the way of original
discoveries besides the noble properties that belong to her since the dawn of time. We should not endorse such opinions, for
our generation too possesses in the highest degree god-given good, even though it is necessarily rare; and this generation too
has received from God the ability of finding out further skillful devices and try their hand at a number of innovations
pertaining to good Jogoi as well as at the design of corresponding actions. Looking back to ancient deeds makes it no easier
to envisage these qualities, but they stand by themselves, setting an example of nobility for the generations to come. Clever
devices were conceived of and designed, as many as one will not be able to embrace, not even in an entire, long life, and yet
invention has not reached its limits, so that a fine deed could not be achieved anew anymore or a superb plan conceived or
else a noble idea, whose magnificence lies in being most novel; on the contrary, just as the basic letters forming the /ogos



have been defined and so has their composition and the more articulated sayables arising from them, whereas the /ogoi that
are built upon them would never forever cease to add new thoughts to new thoughts, so too in human actions, right /ogos is
limited by rules that have not been infinitely divided, whereas the actions that arise from [these rules] cannot be limited
(transl. A. Pizzone).

5. No Byzantine discourses on originality?

“In what sense can we say that a society which did not share our sense of originality acted originally? I ask this not because
of the illusory danger that we shall confuse our perceptions with theirs [...] but because not one of the contributors has been
able to point to the existence of the notion of originality in Byzantium™ (A. Cutler, ‘Originality as a cultural phenomenon’, in
AR. Littlewood [ed.], Originality in Byzantine Literature, Art and Music, Oxbow, 1995, p. 203).

6. A mixed model
6.a Theodore Metochites, Semeioseis 1 6-9, pp. 22-24 Hulst

Kol 0088v 8 11 oxedov Aéhewmtod ye Nuiv, 008¢ ydpa 11 Shog lg Kowmeelfi Tva popdv icwg doTig dv 0ldg T° €in, obdte
Kapog €ig dvepéantov duwmg Enideiiv Tiva Kai mpokonfig éviedbev Guddav, GAL i povov, nlca avaykn, yhdtng dnpotio
Kol k@0e1p&ic 61 mévtav. ‘Omov yip &v Tig kai Kviioar TOV vodv, véov odk v épeiv &yor, GAN 6 mpodtepov 116N eBdcay
fivoetai v, Kol T0ig dkpowpévolg mposiinator Koi Aowtdv dndig tadth eépsw, fij mpdg eloTipiav iowe, 1 npdg € Tl
xphoiov, &g ye 86Eeiey &v, kol mepi v &AAoL TpdTepov fidN kol Towe e Kkail kopdt] PEATIOV, Gmovdalsv adTéV Tva ViV Ye

gtvan Kol Katenetyesdat, olg 00 kabanal dpa i Sel yehmt’ dplovra, 008’ EoTv 1iTIc0DV Ypsio.

There is hardly anything left for us, no room at all for any contribution of general usefulness for that person [among us] who
is perchance able [to make such a contribution], and no opportunity for an at least legitimate display [of wisdom] and
accompanying striving for improvement. There is only the enforced inactivity and confinement of the tongue at all times. For
wherever someone might move his mind he cannot say anything new, but only something which has already been achieved
by someone else, and already received by the listeners. The only thing left to do is to reluctantly present the same results,
either, perhaps, to gain glory, or for some supposedly useful purpose, and now oneself study things that others have studied
before, and perhaps much better, and incur ridicule by exerting oneself on subjects where absolutely no exertion is required,
or of any use whatsoever (transl. Karin Hulst).

6.b Nikephoros Gregoras, Letter 23, 43-59 Leone, to Theodore Metochites
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After reaching this point in my discourse, I was reminded of the wise Solomon, who said: “There is nothing new under the
sun, whereof a man shall speak and say ‘Look this is new’; and he says that it has already been in the ages before us: but
there, the present is new and such as it never was anywhere in the ages before us”. As it is impossible to find any of the
valiant kings of the past matching the mind of our emperor, which can easily rule and smooth away big troubles, likewise it
is impossible to find any of the wise men of the past matching your wisdom. And it looks as if the time in its entirety had
designated all those wise men, as it seems, as premise and preparation and so to say as inductive elements leading to one
conclusion of the syllogism, the best, you, so that those wise men from the past will fall into oblivion, while those to come
will not have any usefulness, in that you do not neglect any form of wisdom, that has escaped the men of the past or that will
perhaps be a new invention for those of the future and ‘something new under the sun’, whereof a man shall speak and say
‘look this is new’ (transl. A. Pizzone).



