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II. THE DUMBARTON OAKS CENTER 
FOR BYZANTINE STUDIES 

Ernst lCitzh1ger 

The Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Co1lection ,va.s founded 
by I\,1r.. and I\1rs. Bliss as a . center of sch ola rshi p "in the Byzantine and 
1\1ediacval hun1anities." As other activities developed in and near 
Dun1barton Oaks ju the early 196o's - ,vhen the Pre~Colu1nbian Col-
lection und the G-ardcn Librar) 7 ,vcrc added and I--Iarvard"s Center 
for Hellenic Studies ,vas built on an adjacent hill-it \Vas decided to 
define the institution's pri1naryr concern 1nore clearly by designadng 
the Byzantine Ebral') 7 , collection, and research institution as the Dun1-
barton Oaks Center for Byzantine Studies. 

Byzantine studies, particular} y in art, have flourished in America 
for over t\VO gencr::i.tions,. ''J~hc Depa.rttnent of Art and Archaeology 
of Princeton Uni vcrsity ,Yhic h has promoted, or he1pe d to pron1otc~ 
major projectsl such as the archaeological expeditions to Syria, Sardis, 
Antioch~ and Sinai, the Index of Christian Art, the corpus of Greek 
illu1ninated 111anuscripts of the Scpruagint,. and the Stt1dies-i11 A1auu-
scrijit l}hnninntiou, has long held u leading position in this field. Dur-
ing the san1c years in ,vhich 1\1r. and l\-1rs. Bliss built up their collection, 
Thomas ,~lhitten1ore f oundcd the Byzantine Institute, and began to 
uncover and publish tl1c mosaics of Saint Sophia and other Byzantine 
n1onuments. Dun1barton Oaks~ 1Yhile also having a pri1nary focus in 
the visual arts, has had special opportunities through being limited in 
its vtork neither by conventional dcpartn1cntal boundaries nor by !1 

con1mitment to a particular task of salvage or discovery; and has be-
come a center for un integrated sn1dy of Byzantine civilization <1S a 
\V hole. R csea rch es in his tor37 , literature, th co logy., Ii tn rg y., 111 u ~ic, 
and l~nv have been carried on side by· side ,, 7ith studies in art and 
arch1lcology, and ,vherever possible opportunities hav-e been sought for 
the various disciplines to thro,v light on one another. 

The period ,vith ,v hich the Center is spccificall y concerned begins 
\Vith the founding of Constantinople in 326 and ends ,vith the fall 
of the city- to the Turks in 145 3. Byzantiu1n's antecedents in the 
H ellcn isdc and Ronl'a.n periods are also considered as directly relevant. 
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D u1 JJ bnrt o 11 0 n ks 

Geographica1ly, the field of interest is not confined to the politjcal 
boundnries of the Eastern En1pire, but jncludes the entire sphere of 
Ily·zantine cultural influence in the Slavic and Near Eastern countrics 1 

as ,veH ~s jn the J J:ttin ,~lest. In fact, it is the aim of Dun1barton Oaks 
to con1prehcnd the contribution and a chievernent of the Eastern 
En1pire \Vithin the fran1c,vork of n1cdicval history· and civilization as 
a ,vhole. The collection und the ljbrary, the programs of research nnd 
publicationJ and the acaden1ic staff have hecn formed in accordance 
,vi th ti 1 esc princi pies. 

1'lithin its special .field the Dumbarton Oaks Byzantine Center 
offers to the student ,vhat are undoubtedly· the most con1plete ~nd 
con1prchcnsivc research faci]itics in the ,Yorld today. Its t\vo n1ost 
important resources~ the Jibrary and the collection~ 1.vill be de~ 
scribed helo,v in separate sections. Oth~r research tools are a card 
index Jisting every,. title in the bibliographies of the Byz(l11tiniscbe 
Zeitscbrif t and of Kru,nbacher,s Gescbicbte der byza11ti11ischen J_,iter-
atur (arranged by authors, ,vith a second copy gradual13r being de-
veJoped jnto a co1nprchcnsivc subject index) parts of ,vhich ,viii soon 
be published in book f or1n); a photographic copy of the Princeton 
Index of Christian Art; a steadily· expanding .file of photographs of 
,vorks of early Christian, Byzantine~ and n1cdicva1 art and architecture; 
and, distinct from this, a census of objects of early Christian and 
Byzantine art in the Cnitcd States and Canada~ cornprising photographs 
-and desciiptive data. Available to nll qualified pcrsonst these facilities 
attract .sch ol -a rs I b or h An1 erican and f orei gn1 even aside from those 
,vho hold regular appointments at Durnbarton Oaksa 

Because of its phy.sical separation from Harvard the Center cannot 
con1bine research ,vith instruction in the norn1al n1anner of university 
instirnccs. A small perrnanent f acuity is suppl crncnte d each ye nr by 
a numb er of visiting scholarsl tcn1 poraril }7 invited, and b )7 or hers , v ho 
hold special ])un1barton Oaks seek,~ to contribute to 
th c raising of a ne, v generation of B yza n ti nists pr i tn a r i l y through a 
fe11o,vship progrnn1, under ,vhich advanced graduate and postdoctoral 
students are enabled to spend periods, norn1~lly of one or t\Yo years, 
at the ]ibrary in purst1it of their ,vork. But the core of the Center's 
activities is research, discussion~ and pub]ication. 

This is not the pince to give a complete survey of research projects 
in ,vhich the institution as a ,yholc or individual 1nc1nbcrs have been 
or current l }T arc en ga gcd. There arc scvera l n1 a j or projects in art '1 nd 
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archaeology, ,vith n1osaics and 111ural paintings) on the one hand, und 
architectural monuments, on the other 1 forming principal foci of 
interest. Field ,vork in Istilnbul and elsc,vhere~ \vhich Dun1barton 
Oaks h-as been carrying out since the ea.r]y 195o's (first on behalf of 
the Ilyzuntine Institute and n1ore recently under its o,vn auspices), 
provides a steady nnd continuing irnpetus for studies in these subjects. 
j\1cntion rnust .i.Jso be n1ade of J\1r .. R. J__.+ \Tan Nice's architectural 
survey of the church of Saint Sophia in Ista11bul~ a 1nonunlental enter-
prise of ,vhich the fir.st installrnent ,vas published in 1966; and of 
the catalogues of the Du1nharton Oaks colJcctions of art objects 
and of coins~ of ,vhich five volutncs have so far been issued. Con-
currently the Center has endeavored to pron1ote the study and pub-
lication of Byzgntinc texts. For this purpose it has joined a long~tcrn1 
international effort to produce a ne,v Corjrus F'ontiu1J1 Historine 
Ryzrn1ti11ae, of ,vhich the first volu1ne ,vas puhlished by J)u111barton 
Oal{s in 1 967. Source publications, ho,vcvcr~ arc not considered an 
end in tl1en1scl vcs., but rather a basis for historicill research. l\1any of 
the ~tudies carried out at Du111barton Oaks bring into p1a)T the different 
disciplines represented h)T its scholars. There l1as been 1 and continues 
to be1 considerable interchange of ideas and inforn1ation bet\vccn -art 
historians l historians, phi lo log is ts l and the o I ogia ns as , vc] l as spccia lists 
in or[1cr pertinent fields such as nun1ismatics and epigraphy.. A1nong 
the topics ,vhich have proved particularly 11otable rallying points for 
di ff ercnt sch ol8 rs arc B yza n ti nc icon oc] g s111 and the phase of B yz~ 11 tine 
political and jnte]lectual history centered in the figure of the Patriarch 
Photins. 

Discussion and interch2nge re~ ind ccd, a major function of the 
Cc n ter, even nsid c fro 111 f or1nalizc d rescrn: cl l pro j eels. The , vor kin gs 
and effects of th csc exchanges are no 1 ess i n1 p ortant for b cin g to n 
considerable extent intangible. ~fhey take place bet,veen individual 
faculty n1cmbcrs, bct\vccn thcn1 and the Fcllo\vs, bct,vccn residents 
and visiting scholars.. An ~nnual series of public lectures -- n1ostly 
by visitors from other institutions - also provides opportnnitie.s for 
the interchange of idea~ -and information. D u1nbarton Oaks f urthcr 
promotes debate on n1ajor problc1ns in its chosen field through its 
syn1posja, the topics of \vhich usually arc chosen in such a. ,vay as to 
be of interest to rcprescntutivcs of various disciplines and tu provjde 
opportunities for a n1eeting of n1inds operating in different specialized 
fields .. The focal point 1nay be a monun1cnt, a place or area, a periodt 



Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XIX, Number 1 (January
1971)

Duurbarton Oaks 3 I 
a sector or aspect of Byx::tntine civilization, or Tiyzantium's rcla tion 
to an adjoining cuhure. A regular annu~l feature of the Jnstitution's 
program u1111ost fron1 the beginning~ the sy111posia ~re I1enceforth to 
he replaced evcr)T other }"Car by colloquia of a n1orc spcchilizcd 
character ,\~ith a more restricted attendance. 

l .. hc principal raison d'etre, ho\vever, of the Du111barton Oaks 
B yzan tin c Cen tcr, as of any research ins ti nlte, is pub I ica ti on~ A sub-
stantial portion of the ,vork done by· Dun1barton Oaks scho1nrs js 
printed under other anspices. lts o,vn 1111blications, though prin1arily 
vehicles of ,vork actually· done at tl1e Center or by scholars assocjated 
,vith it~ also fro1n time to time provide hospitality· to nuthors ,vho h-:1ve 
no connection \Vith Dumbarton Oaks. The series of D111nbarto11 Oaks 
I'npers ,vas started h1 194r \vith a vo1ume containing the ]ectures he]d 
at the inauguration of Du1nbarton Oaks as a I-larvnrd institution the 
previous yearr At first issued at irregular intervals, the series has been 
published annually since 1953 .. The Papers can accommodate ,vritings 
of substantial length that norrna1ly· ,vould not find roon1 in a periodical. 
Since 19 56 the Papers have functioned as a vehicle for the publication 
of the field reports of the Byzantine Institute, and 111orc rcccntl)r, of 
the field ,vork carried out by· Dumbarton Oaks itself .. They also serve 
to pub}jsh under one co,Tcr a portion of the papers read at one of the 
syn1posia~ JJargcr ,vorks that ,varrant individual publication in hook 
form are jssucd in another series kno,vn as Du,nbartou Oal~s Studies. 
Other series - already 1nentioned - :arc the Du,l!bartou Onks Te .. i·ts, 
the ca ta] o gues of various parts of the coll c cti ans, and the bj b Ii ogra phi cs 

• 

no"\"\' 1n preparation .. 
It is an aim of historical studies in our tin1c to nchicvc an integrated 

picture of the past, to vic,v together the political., socia], intellectual, 
aesthetic, and spiritu2l forces that shaped it and to nndctstnnd their 
inteiaccion. The Dumbarton Oaks Center for Byzantine Studies has 
set its elf this task for one particular ci v jJ i za ti on. In a sense its ,v ork 
is a test tube expcrin1cnt in 1nodern ](11lt11rgescbicbte, carried out 
under cxccptionaHy· favorable conditions. They are f avorabJ e, not 
only be cause .of the extcr n :1 l circu 1n st~nccs \ v hich ha v c b ec n 111 en~ 
tioned, but also because Byzantine civilization lends itself to, and 
indeed calls for th1s jntegrated approach to a q uitc exceptional degree .. 
It is a highly centralized civj]ization, not only jn the po]itical sense, 
but 21s0 in the sense th::tt a ~inglc ideology, a creed of rc1nark2ble 
vitality and staying po,ver ,vhich undergoes relativc]y little change 
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through the 1ong centuries of the Empirc)s existence, pervades all 
aspects of Ilyzantine life. 1-Ience the correlation of these aspects is 
particularly fruitful. 1l1e fgct that the visual arts are 50 111uch in the 
foreground of activities at Dun1barton Oaks isi to be sure, <lne to the 
cir cu msta nces in ,v hi ch the i nsti tu ti on ,vas born und d evcl oped. But 
it is significant also in tcr111s of Byzantine civilization itself., to ,vhose 
ideological coic the arts stand in a peculiarly· inti.tn-atc relationship. 
They not only are a111011g Byzanriun1's 1najor creative 1n2r.Iifcstations,, 
but they are a]so a key leading directly to its vit~lJ spj rirual center. 
It ,\~as, jn fact,, inevitable that a con~cru ,vith Byz~ntine art shou]d 
lead to a. stud)T of the Byzantine hun1anitics. The -airn of Dun1barton 
Oaks, ho,vcvcr~ is to .study Byzantine ciYilization not only as a self~ 
contained phcno1ncnon but also in its medieval context. It seeks to 
prornote the understanding of the 1\Iiddle Ages by placing proper 
cn1phusis on ,vhat ,vas in the j\1iddle Ages" O\vn tern1s a hub of 
political and cu 1 n1 n1 l lif c. , ,, it h out o v crstr cssing Byzantium 1 s ro I c., 
Dumbarton Oaks seeks to counteract the fore cs of \\' cstcrn parochial-
js111 , v hi ch u n d ou b tcd l y exist in historical sch o 1 arsh i p. This a pp roach"t 
it n1 ust be ad 111i ttc d in vo 1 vcs a potential co nfl ic t ,vi th the sear ch for 
an integrated vie, v of Byzantine ci viliza tio n ~s such. It calls for an 
exploration of the links be.nvecn Byzantiun1 and rhc ,vorld around it 
jn particular areas of human activity, and to this extent ·is apt to 
detract from th c syn optic sn1 d y of B yzantiu n1 as an organic entity. 
I c is, .so to speak, c entr if u gal, ,v hi I c th c other approach j s cen trip c tnl. 
lndiYidnal studies necessarily· ,vill tend either in one djrection or the 
other.. They can rarely proceed in both. But a certain state of tcnsi on 
,vhich results from the presence of both tendencies and their re~ 
spectivc demands is one ,vhich the institution as a ,vhole can, and 
should, Jive ,vith. 

There is., of cou rsc a third di tn cnsion, 11am cl y, B yzanti 11111' s in-
fluence on the post-medteval history· and l'.ivjlization of Europe~ 
and Eastern F.urope especially· - do\vn to our o,vn age. Du111harron 
Oaks docs not specifically carry out investigations in this area. It 
believes, ho,vever, that by seeking a fuller kno,v]edge of Byzantium 
itself and of its medieval context~ a contribution can be n1adc also to 
the understanding of the conten1 p orary ,vorl d. 

Adapted frou1 n.n ~rticlc written for Vol. X of the J '1hrbiicbt:r f'i7r Gesc!Jicf:Jte 
Osteuropns! ·whusc editor and publisher have kindly givf.:n their pcnnission for this 
use. 

I -. 
i .. 
I . 
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