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Orthodoxy means ‘right belief’, ‘correct theological doctrine’; to its adherents, it represents 

immutable, universal truth. Yet the convener and the invited speakers of this session are all historians, 

and not even – or not just -  ecclesiastical historians, which tells us something about what some 

consensus of Byzantinists, at least, understands by the term. Not only is Byzantine Orthodoxy seen to 

be a historical phenomenon, subject to historical change, but it is also considered to encompass much 

more than theology. The word evokes, if it does not actually describe, a whole religious and political 

culture and the cultural identity of a group on a national or supra-national scale. In this sense, its 

application to the Byzantine past is heavily influenced by, and inseparable from, its use to designate 

the present reality of the Orthodox communion of churches. 

 

The idea of Orthodoxy as a religious culture, a group identity, and a mentality is broadly shared by 

Orthodox and non-Orthodox. It is more or less explicitly endorsed by most historians of the Byzantine 

church and religion, and it is even written into the title of a book on Byzantine secular history, Mark 

Whittow’s The Making of Orthodox Byzantium, which I have deliberately echoed in the title of this 

paper. However, only one Byzantinist, to my knowledge, actually spelled out the principle that 

Byzantine Orthodoxy was more than a set of theological beliefs. This was Hans-Georg Beck, who in a 

series of articles and then, more synthetically, in his book Das byzantinische Jahrtausend, put forward 

the thesis that Orthodoxy consisted of the whole system of political norms and devotional rituals 

which ensured public conformity to the theological formulae devised and approved by the elite. In 

Beck’s terms, politische Orthodoxie combined with rituelle Orthodoxie to produce a GefŸhl der 

Dazugehšrigkeit, a cosy sense of belonging that was made even cosier by the de facto toleration of 

minor inconsistencies and the maintenance of a grey area of ancient, pre-Christian culture, from the 

literary Hellenism of the urban elite to the bucolic revels of the peasantry. This “feeling at home”, 

according to Beck, identified not so much with the emperor but with the imperial idea, the imperial 

Lebensnraum, and the way of life shared by its inhabitants which not only set them apart from the 

non-Byzantine world but thereby created a special feeling of self-satisfaction (ein besonderes 

SelbstgefŸhl). “Just as everything in the Byzantine space was right, so everything outside that area 

was, if not wrong, at least slightly suspect. The people who inhabit this space can only be a Chosen 

people. But only one people can be chosen. The Byzantines claim a monopoly, in which people and 
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Orthodoxy are co-terminous, a monopoly of spiritual culture and thinking, of superior knowledge and 

savoir vivre which raises them above the outside world.” Beck’s work, which was never translated 

into English, did not have the impact it deserved, and few people outside the German-speaking world 

consciously built on his concept of Orthodoxy: apart from myself, I can think only of Michael Angold 

and the late Lowell Clucas. Beck’s generalisations were sweeping, fleeting, epigrammatic, and often 

unsubstantiated. They now have to compete with many other brilliant statements about Byzantine 

emperors and priests. Yet it seems to me that his concepts of political Orthodoxy, ritual Orthodoxy, 

feeling at home, and the self-satisfaction of a Chosen People, still offer the most complete basis for 

the discussion of Orthodoxy in the wider sense of the word. And Orthodoxy in the wider sense of the 

word still seems to me now, as it seemed twenty years ago, to offer the most sound frame of reference 

for studying and writing the history of Byzantine religion, culture and civilisation. 

 

The very deficiencies of Beck’s presentation suggest the questions that must structure the study of 

Byzantine Orthodoxy as culture and identity. These questions can all be reduced to one big one: how 

did the relationship between theological Orthodoxy narrowly defined and Orthodoxy in the wider 

sense evolve over the Byzantine period? To attempt a partial answer, I will look at some key moments 

in the process with reference to the questions in my subtitle. How was Orthodoxy defined? How was 

it displayed? Who and what was included and excluded? 

 

As a working hypothesis, I will posit, I hope uncontroversially, that the evolution was progressive, 

and saw a cumulative elaboration of Orthodoxy in both the narrow and the wider sense: theological 

Orthodoxy became more closely defined and more conspicuously displayed, while political and ritual 

Orthodoxy became more totalitarian, embracing more and more aspects of culture and public life, yet 

at the same time excluding outsiders more and more fiercely, and becoming identified with quasi-

national cultures. Some fundamental things, of course, did not change. The physical exclusion of 

unbelievers, heretics and unrepentant sinners from the communion of the faithful remained constant, 

as did the physical ejection of heretical clergy from their churches. Orthodoxia was always seen as 

indispensable to eusebeia, piety, and the two words were used interchangeably, although the latter 

implied so much more. But the concept of Orthodoxy in Late Roman Christianity was much less 

loaded with meaning than it would become in the late Byzantine and post-Byzantine world. 

Orthodoxy in the fourth and fifth centuries was essentially doctrinal, and took little or no account of 

cultural, linguistic or liturgical differences that were unrelated to doctrinal dissent; ‘orthodox’ was 

synonymous with ‘catholic’. In the fifteenth century and later, Orthodoxy with a capital O not only 

had a much longer main text of official doctrine that went well beyond the formulae of the Nicene 

creed; it had also acquired a significant subtext, or small print, of ritual prescription and polemic 

directed not just against certified unbelievers and heretics but even against other major Christian 
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communions. To be Orthodox was no longer to be a normal Christian but a special Christian, or rather 

it was to equate normal Christianity with a special regional and cultural identity. The traditional 

Orthodox view of the world was summed up for me when I visited a convent at Cetinje in 

Montenegro with a tourist group. One of the nuns asked the guide as we came in, “Are they 

Christian?” The answer was, “No, they’re English”. 

 

It is obvious that the key moment in the creation of this mentality was the split between Orthodoxy 

and Catholicism that began in the eleventh century with the formal schism between the churches of 

Rome and Constantinople. In this schism, the church of Constantinople effectively identified 

Orthodoxy with the beliefs and practices of the Byzantine imperial church, a view mirrored on the 

Latin side by the Papacy’s perception of the Patriarch of Constantinople as head of  a Greek national 

church, only one among several, albeit the largest and most ancient, of the national churches that 

made up the universal church of Christendom. It was the hate literature generated by the schism, the 

Byzantine lists of Latin errors, which first and most clearly gave expression to the idea that non-

Byzantines were non-Orthodox because they followed the wrong rituals, had bad habits, and ate 

unclean food. The appearance of the Byzantine lists in the eleventh and twelfth centuries coincided 

with a number of high-profile initiatives to proclaim and protect doctrinal Orthodoxy on other fronts: 

the condemnation of the philosopher John Italos and its addition to the Synodikon of Orthodoxy, 

followed by the condemnations of other intellectual disssidents; the burning of Basil and other 

Bogomils; and the compilation of self-styled dogmatic ‘armouries’ – collections of proof texts 

providing documentation for refuting all known heresies. 

 

But no less clear than this display of exclusive Orthodoxy in the eleventh and twelfth centuries is the 

fact that it did not crystallise overnight, that the making of Orthodox Byzantium was already complete 

by the time of the schism, and that the schism could not have happened if Byzantine Orthodoxy had 

not already developed into a self-satisfied, exclusive religious and political culture. Looking back 

from the schism of 1054,  the previous defining moment is not hard to find: it is the final ending of 

iconoclasm just over two centuries earlier by the synod of Constantinople in 843. It is surely 

significant that the event celebrated as the Triumph of Orthodoxy by the Orthodox church, and 

commemorated annually as the Feast of Orthodoxy on the second Sunday in Lent, was the decision, 

not of an ecumenical council, but of a local synod (albeit one which confirmed the decrees of an 

ecumenical council), and that the dogma it sanctioned was not a Trinitarian or Christological formula, 

but a prescription to venerate icons of Christ, the Theotokos, and the saints. In other words, the 

concept of Orthodoxy was linked primarily to symbolism, ritual and display, to objects of devotion 

that could be experienced, embraced, and possessed by all believers. The restoration of icons was also 

seen as a vindication of the monks who had laboured and suffered on their behalf, and boosted the 
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role of monasticism in all aspects of middle and late Byzantine spiritual life. More generally, the 

Triumph of Orthodoxy promoted a culture of Orthodoxy based on the notion of sacred order, taxis or 

eutaxia, of collecting, canonising and codifying the holy, which decisively shaped the art and 

literature, and indeed the whole profile of the Byzantine church. Among its immediate manifestations, 

one may mention the treatises against Islam and the Paulicians, the conversion of Bulgaria and the 

first conflict with the Latin church; among more indirect and long term effects, one thinks of the 

iconographic programme of the domed cross in square church, the concentration of relics in the 

imperial palace, and the grand hagiographical projects of the tenth century. One might even suggest 

that the encyclopaedism of the ‘Macedonian Renaissance’ was a ripple from the Triumph of 

Orthodoxy. 

 

The Triumph of Orthodoxy was important not just for what it led to but for what it reacted against. No 

statement of orthodoxy can be understood or explained except with reference to the heterodoxy 

against which it is articulated, all the more so when that heterodoxy has formerly been established as 

the official orthodoxy, as was the case with Byzantine iconoclasm for most of the period from 726 to 

843. The iconoclast emperors and their collaborators contributed significantly to the equation of 

religious orthodoxy with culture and identity. In condemning icons as idols they shifted the focus of 

definition and debate from Christology to cultic devotion and display, even though they were obliged 

to justify their condemnation on Christological grounds. Moreover, in making the Second 

Commandment the basis of their religious agenda, they were adopting the Old Testament view of the 

Chosen People chastised by God for transgressing his law and worshipping false gods. In this sense, 

their opponents were right to call them “Jewish-minded”. There is no doubt that their reaction against 

the traditional cultic practice of the Byzantine church was a response to the catastrophic reversals 

their empire had suffered at the hands of its enemies, mainly the Arabs, and although no-one would 

now claim that they imitated Islamic or Jewish practice, they cannot have been indifferent to the 

knowledge that their successful enemies avoided figural representation of the holy. Another effect of 

iconoclasm was thus to politicise orthodoxy by making a close connection between correct religious 

observance and success in war as well as success in staying on the throne: this was the main reason 

why Leo V revived iconoclasm in 815. Finally, it should be noted that the iconoclast emperors 

effectively, if not intentionally, identified the orthodoxy of the chosen people not with the universal 

church but with the imperial church on imperial territory. Leo III made church and state co-terminous 

by transferring the bishoprics of southern Italy, Sicily and Illyricum from the ecclesiastical 

jurisdiction of Rome to that of Constantinople. Not one of the 338 bishops who attended Constantine 

V’s iconoclast council of 354, which advertised itself as ecumenical, came from outside imperial 

territory. The iconophiles, of course, deplored this isolation. The support they drew from Rome and 

Palestine was one of their strongest cards, and was arguably decisive in the reversal of iconoclasm in 
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both 787 and 843. We cannot assume that the Triumph of Orthodoxy simply replaced the ‘national’ 

orthodoxy of the iconoclasts with an iconophile version of the same Chosen People ideology. But 

there are indications that point in this direction: for example, the fact that the triumphant Orthodoxy 

ignored the vital contribution to its cause by the Syrian St John of Damascus, that its victory day was 

the anniversary of a local synod from which Rome was excluded, and that only twenty years later the 

Orthodox Patriarch Photios was in schism with Pope Nicholas I and calling Latin a barbarous 

language. The Triumph of Orthodoxy was the work of highly political churchmen, most of whom 

came from administrative families, and some of whom had served as civil-servants under iconoclast 

regimes. It would be surprising if they owed nothing to the methods and mentalities inculcated by 

those regimes for over a century. 

 

But once we admit that the triumphant orthodoxy of icons may have taken a leaf from the book of the 

failed orthodoxy of iconoclasm, we cannot fail to ask whether iconoclasm in its turn had not been 

influenced by the successes and failures of the last great doctrinal controversy to have rocked the 

Church, that over the wills and energies of Christ, which despite its resolution at the Sixth Ecumenical 

Council in 680-681 had continued to make waves in Constantinople as late as 713, the emperor 

Philippikos Bardanes, deposed in that year, having been a convinced Monothelite opponent of the 

Council. Discussions of iconoclasm inevitably focus on one single element in the aftermath of the 

Monothelete controversy, the 82nd canon of the Council in Trullo forbidding the portrayal of Christ as 

a lamb and prescribing his depiction only in human form. But the significance of this prescription for 

the development of Orthodoxy cannot be appreciated in isolation from the Council as a whole, and the 

Council as a whole must be seen in the context of its convocation by Justinian II in 691, and of its 

relationship to the Orthodoxy proclaimed by the Council to which it was a sequel, i.e. the Sixth 

Council of 680-681. 

 

The Council in Trullo is also known as the ! "#$%&' ( or Quinisext because it was called to deal with 

the disciplinary business that had been missing from both the Sixth Council and its predecessor, the 

Fifth of 553. It was the first ecumenical council convened specially to legislate on matters other than 

doctrine, and the extent and range of its legislation were unprecedented. Many of its 102 canons 

repeated or echoed those issued by earlier ecumenical and provincial councils, but many were new. 

Some were responses to the recent crisis of the foreign, mainly Arab invasions, which had driven 

bishops from their sees. Only 50% of the canons were house rules for the clergy; the other half 

concerned the laity, and were aimed partly at making sharper distinctions between clerics and laymen, 

and partly at cleaning up the vices of lay society, from magic and divination and profane revels of 

pagan origin to pornography and dreadlocks. In general, there is a marked emphasis on the proper, 

unambiguous display of holiness: on the purity of sacred space, the correct performance and meaning 
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of sacred rites, particularly the eucharist, the proper reverence due to sacred symbols, the correct 

symbolic representation of holy persons, and the proper writing of sermons and hagiography. There is 

also a marked tendency to outlaw practices deemed alien, either because they were of Jewish or 

Hellenic, i.e. pagan origin, or because they did not conform to the usage of the church of 

Constantinople: thus 3 canons (32, 33, 56) condemn customs of the Armenian church, while others, 

notoriously,  challenge beliefs and practices that were known to be established in Rome. The Council 

in Trullo was thus a display of Orthodoxy in the widest sense, which sought to normalise the ritual 

behaviour of  a Chosen People under attack and in need of divine favour. This intention is all but 

stated in the opening address of the Council to the presiding emperor, Justinian II. After praising him 

as the divine champion whom God has raised up in this generation to fight the Devil, the assembled 

bishops declare that the present woes of the Christian people are due to the fact that the Fifth and 

Sixth Ecumenical Councils had issued no disciplinary canons: “thence it follows that the holy nation, 

the royal priesthood, on whose behalf Christ died, is torn asunder and led astray through the many 

passions [or sufferings] resulting from indiscipline ()* + * ,- - . # * / $. # ) * , 0* 1 2"#,# ), and is 

detached little by little and cut off from the divine fold”. Thus the emperor, resolving, in imitation of 

Christ the Good Shepherd, “to bring together this holy nation, as a special people (3 4 * "56,7 06,#  

- / +#), and to return it to the fold and convince it to keep the divine commandments and statutes”, has 

called this holy ecumenical council, in order that “if any remnant of Hellenic or Jewish perversity 

should be mixed in with the ripe grain of truth, it may be uprooted as a weed, and the corn-field of the 

Church be made clean”. 

 

So the Council in Trullo was an act of political Orthodoxy in the fullest sense. To get the full measure 

of it, we should look at the other ways in which Justinian II displayed his piety at almost exactly the 

same time. The Council coincided with the issue of the revolutionary gold coinage in which Justinian 

II had the icon of Christ represented on the obverse, moving his own portrait to the reverse. As well as 

being a statement of his subservience to Christ’s sovereignty, it was a practical affirmation of the 

Council’s canon 82. In 692, Justinian broke his treaty with the Caliph Abd al-Malik and mounted a 

major offensive, for which he mobilised, in addition to all the regular cavalry units, a large force of 

captive Slavs. According to the main source, Theophanes, he named this force the “chosen people 

(! "#$%&' $%(  ) * +#)”. The army was defeated at Sebastopolis because the chosen people accepted a 

bribe to defect to the other side. 

 

The Orthodoxy displayed by Justinian II in 691-2 should further be seen in the light of the show put 

on by his father Constantine IV ten years earlier, at the Sixth Ecumenical Council, with which the 

Council in Trullo identified. Indeed, it was held in the same building, the domed sekreton of the 

imperial palace later known as the Oaton. It is not clear, and no-one to my knowledge has even posed 
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the question, why Constantine decided to hold the assembly here, and not in a church, like the 

previous four councils, nor in another of the palace halls that were used for meetings. The clue may 

lie in the First Ecumenical Council, which Constantine the Great had hosted in the imperial palace at 

Nicaea in 325. The former palace hall shown to 7th-c. visitors as the venue of Nicaea I was a domed 

rotunda. It is thus plausible to suggest that the Oaton in Constantinople – which tradition attributed to 

Constantine the Great – was chosen for its authentically Constantinian and Nicene reminiscences of 

the most Orthodox of all councils. The interest of the Oaton does not end here. By the eleventh 

century, the dome was decorated with a picture of Christ, probably in mosaic, and occasioned, 

presumably, not by the building’s current function as a fiscal archive, but by its moment of glory as 

the venue of the Sixth Ecumenical Council which had reaffirmed the fully human nature of the 

incarnate Christ. It is indeed tempting to suppose that the mosaic was commissioned by Justinian II to 

dominate the proceedings of the Council in Trullo, and that it depicted the image he had represented 

on his coins. That would establish a tangible link between the coin issue and the 82nd canon of the 

Council in Trullo. But even without this link, the Sixth Council was remarkable for the visual 

propaganda and counter-propaganda which it generated. It was commemorated by an icon set up in 

the forecourt of the Great Palace between the fourth and the sixth Scholae. We hear of it because the 

Monothelete emperor Philippikos Bardanes had the picture removed when he deposed Justinian II in 

711, in addition to burning the Palace copy of the Council’s acts, as the deacon Agathon recorded in 

his account of Philippikos’ misdeeds, not failing to mention  that this emperor was a ‘Persarmenios’ 

and a mixobarbaros. Agathon also records that Philippikos had the first five ecumenical councils 

depicted on the Milion, the vaulted tetrapylon outside the Palace, along with portraits of himself and 

the patriarch Sergios, the founding father of Monotheletism. When Philippikos was deposed in his 

turn, the offending portraits were duly removed and the Sixth Council depicted in their place. The 

episode shows how the visual display and diffusion of doctrinal Orthodoxy gained ground as a result 

of the Sixth Council. It also shows that the Orthodoxy proclaimed by Constantine IV and Justinian II 

was visibly challenged in the generation following the Council in Trullo. This cannot have been 

unrelated to the manifest failure of Justinian II’s high-profile attempt to propitiate God and restore the 

fortunes of the Chosen People, a failure made all the more damning by the tyranny of his rule and the 

complete extinction, in his fall, of the dynasty which had ruled the empire for a century. Philippikos’ 

solution was to restore Monotheletism, because of his promise to the Monothelete monk who had 

prophesied his rise to power. But the solution was discredited by Philippikos’ own political failure 

and fall, which made it imperative to look elsewhere for the flaw in the Orthodoxy  proclaimed by 

Justinian II. This was where Iconoclasm came in. 

 

Ruthless timekeeping, that great British institution, precludes further analysis of what lay behind the 

orthodox mentality, culture and identity that were crystallising around the turn of the eighth century. 



   

  8 

On the one hand, this would require an analysis of the homilies, hymns and hagiography which 

bridged the gap between theological formulae and popular religious experience, On the other hand, it 

would be necessary to trace the key components of the Chosen People idea back to their roots, to see 

when and how the exclusivism that was developing in and around the Council in Trullo grew out of 

the basic Christian belief that Christians had taken over from the Jews as “a chosen generation, an 

holy nation, a peculiar people” (1 Peter 1,9). Either way, one has to go back to the sixth century.  

 

In concluding, however, I think it is useful to draw attention to three seventh-century developments. 

One is the intensification of apocalyptic fears that the disasters befalling the Roman Empire spelt the 

imminent dissolution of the Empire and the reign of Antichrist; the idea that the invasions of the 

Gentile Nations were punishments intended to bring the Chosen People to its senses was actually 

much more reassuring. Closely related to this was the intensification of polemics against the Jews, 

and of attempts to convert them, that followed the Persian conquests, for which they were blamed. 

The Jews saw the Empire’s woes as signs that their own deliverance by their own Messiah was at 

hand, so it became all the more imperative to emphasise that the Christian Empire was the new, true 

Israel – as Theodore Synkellos did, with an anti-Jewish thrust, in his homily on the Avar siege.  

 

Thirdly, there is the Christological controversy over the wills and energies of Christ which was 

resolved at the Sixth Council by the condemnation of all the churchmen (though significantly not the 

emperors) who had upheld the doctrine of one energy and will. Like iconoclasm in the eighth century, 

Monotheletism was for much of the seventh the official doctrine of the church and empire of 

Constantinople. Then, as later, Orthodox resistance was located in the same fringe areas of the 

Byzantine world, Rome and Palestine, though in the seventh century, the emperor’s power in Rome 

was still sufficient for him to have the main opposition leaders, Pope Martin I and Maximos the 

Confessor, arrested and brought to Constantinople to be tried for treason. In his trial, Maximos was 

accused of anathematising the emperor by anathematising the emperor’s religious edict (the Typos). 

Then he was asked, “Why do you love the Romans and hate the Greeks?”, to which he replied, “I love 

the Romans because I share their faith, and the Greeks because I share their language”. There could 

be no clearer illustration of the extent to which the state was seeking to equate religion, culture and 

political identity. In the end, it was Roman orthodoxy which prevailed at the Sixth Council. Yet the 

Council in Trullo made up for this by its anti-Roman canons. Moreover, the Sixth Council completely 

ignored Maximos’ contribution to the Orthodox cause, both as a theologian and confessor. It was not 

until he had been re-invented in the mould of the confessors of the iconoclast controversy, as a well-

educated member of a good Constantinopolitan family who served in the imperial administration 

before becoming a monk, that he was fully venerated as a saint in the Byzantine church. 
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Finally, I think it is worth pointing out that the Monothelete controversy and  the Sixth Council made 

explicit links between Orthodoxy and the display of divine favour.  The fathers of the Council, 

especially the Roman delegates, repeatedly hail the emperor as a New David, whose concern for the 

faith matched his concern for his people, and was victorious over the barbarians because he put 

Orthodoxy first. However, the Monothelete priest Constantine of Apamea appeared before the 

Council to declare that if his case had been properly heard, the empire would not have suffered the 

catastrophic defeat it had just suffered at the hands of the Bulgars. The Monothelete priest and monk 

Polychronios claimed to have seen visions of heavenly figures telling him to warn the emperor not  to 

change the status quo, and he appealed to a display of divine intervention to prove the rightness of his 

cause, by promising to publicly resuscitate a corpse. The proceedings were no doubt carefully 

managed, just as the report of the incident in the conciliar acts was carefully edited, but it is difficult 

to avoid the conclusion that the Council really did take the remarkable risk of allowing Polychronios 

to conduct his experiment before a large crowd. The assembled bishops were either impressively 

sceptical of miracles, or impressively convinced that God was on the side of two wills and energies in 

Christ. 

 

 


