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T

HE subject of this book is the imaginative world of an Orthodox Christian village in Greece, and specifically the cosmological, religious and moral imagination associated with
the characteristic forms of its life. The pattern of this life, formed for
the most part by villagers living directly on the fruits of their own
labour in their fields and forests, was the subject of my previous book,
Portrait of a Greek Mountain Village,1 and the present book aims to
reveal the inner world which corresponds to that outer world.
To become aware of the religious imagination in subsistence villages of this kind in Europe involves engaging with a living reality
which is often only seen at a distance, through the prism of debates
which remain very much alive in the religious history of the West.
With a Greek village this is particularly the case: Greece has remained to many the mother of the western world, whether as the
first source of free, rational thought or as the source of the Greek
language in which the New Testament was first written. And for this
reason western preoccupations with Greece have shaped perceptions of the Greek imagination in at least three distinct ways.
First, in the nineteenth century, European Hellenists saw Greece
as the birthplace of reason, the heir to classical antiquity; they
formed the notion of a self-governing Greek nation state, destined
to rise from the ashes of Ottoman oppression and recreate appropriate institutions of free speech and democracy. These lovers of
classical antiquity liked to see the traditions practised in the villages
almost as an earthy rationality in contrast to Christianity, admiring,
for example, the bleak realism of Greek death practices even though
at times they were moved to condemn aspects of them as at best
magical and at worst destructive.2 From the folklore industry generated by this perspective, and from some fine historical and ethno1
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graphic studies too,3 the notion grew up that the Greek villages, at
any rate as they existed before the flight to the towns, were a repository of thinly-veiled pre-Christian or non-Christian ways of
thought—a proof of their classical pedigree.
This way of looking at the religious imagination is associated
with the modern period in the West, with its strong distinction between rational and magical thinking, where what is not explicitly
reasoned is by definition illusory. Given impetus by the rationalizing tendencies of Protestantism, and later by proselytizing atheists,4
this distinction continues to surface in some historical accounts as
well, such as in those which continue to portray the peasantry of the
European middle ages as ‘magical’ thinkers who used fragments of
older thought forms on which the medieval Church is thought to
have had little impact.5
With time though, European Hellenism has generated opposing
evaluations, which point instead to the Byzantine and Ottoman inheritance of Greece, encapsulated in a term which resounds with subtle connotations of both—Romiosýne (Ρωμιοσύνη), the historical experience of the Romaíoi (Ρωμαίοι, sing. Ρωμιός), the former people of
the Eastern Roman Empire. The associations of this term under the
Ottomans—reflecting the way in which these people learned to cope
with their subjection using a varied repertoire including secrecy, lies,
braggadocio and trickery—have gained a new lease of life in a view
that sees Greece as possessing not only the institutions of a modern
European nation state, and the professional identities which go with
them, but also often a contrary identity. This contrary identity is resistant to Europeanism and is kept secret among one’s own familiars,
protected by lies, jokes, tricks, irony and plays upon words—a
Romiosýne like that of Ottoman days which, coexisting uneasily with
the European values that dominate public life, is deviously asserted
in encounters with others, especially with strangers and with insti3
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tutions.6 In the villages this perspective has drawn particular attention to the individualistic and competitive behaviour of men, to such
things as their blasphemy and their irreverence towards public organizations, their games with auguries and competitive stealing.7
This view of the Greek imagination has affinities with postmodern currents of thought in the West. From the 1930s onward, closer
encounters with other cultures have been making the whole notion of
magical thinking problematic and have encouraged an increasing
openness to symbolic languages. Between the wars, social anthropologists working among the varied cultures of the British Empire had already found themselves at the limit of modernist assumptions, and
they began to draw attention to other forms of rationality even in
African ideas about witchcraft.8 As a consequence, which was further
stimulated in the last few decades by widespread cross-cultural encounters in cosmopolitan cities, a second way of seeing religion has
emerged in reaction to modernism which recognizes a variety of alternative rationalities, and, correspondingly, a variety of alternative
ways in which individuals may thread together a self-made identity.
The individualism of this postmodern sense of identity is indeed perhaps its chief distinguishing mark. Individualism and competitive
choice of lifestyles permeate the market for religious experience which
goes under the name of the ‘new age’, just as they permeate the growing fashion for agnosticism. And the implication that both are a
lifestyle choice undermines any sense of belonging to a greater whole.
Both these western perspectives on the Greek religious imagination have drawn attention to a part of the reality; but if the Hellenist
view was too narrowly focussed on the Greece of antiquity, so too, in
a different fashion, has been the postmodern alertness to the disenchantment with western ways which is a facet of the term Romiosýne.
Another great part of Romiosýne is the Byzantine legacy of the Orthodox Christian faith, whose symbols and thought forms are em6
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bedded throughout the culture, and Greeks may resist the ethos of
the modern European state not only from individualism or scepticism, but also from an Orthodox vision of society.9 Studies in Greek
literature, especially poetry, by writers such as Zissimos Lorenzatos
and Philip Sherrard, set a pattern establishing the influence of Orthodox as well as classical symbolism on the Greek poets.10 Positive
revaluation of the Christian influence on the Byzantine heritage had
begun in the 1930s with Steven Runciman’s Byzantine Civilisation,11
and it continued with Sherrard’s historical and theological treatise The
Greek East and the Latin West,12 and with the history of the contemporary Greek nation state which the anthropologist John Campbell
and Sherrard later co-authored.13 Ethnographic studies, too, have increasingly noticed the influence of Orthodoxy on Greek popular culture; and for this they are deeply indebted to the vision of their first
exponent, John Campbell, for he not only achieved the classic study
of patronage, economics and kinship among the Sarakatsani,14 but he
also perceived a whole range of imaginative elements, such as the sacred ties between shepherds and their sheep, the symbolic structure
of relations within the household, the sense of release felt after the
Easter service, the nature of the blood, moving as a ‘mysterious and intelligent force’ binding people together. In this way he was the
pathfinder, and provided an incomparable base for those who came
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after him. More recently aspects of church practice15 and church ritual,16 pilgrimage centres17 and monasteries18 have been described, and
monastic teaching has been extensively documented;19 and even in
the more elusive arenas of city, village and mountain pasture, distinctive Orthodox conceptions, for example of the angelic and diabolic
worlds,20 of time and memory,21 of women’s role and the use of household space,22 of the sacramental quality of substances like wheat, wine
and oil,23 and of the relation between man and the land24 and man and
the natural world,25 have been found largely intact and persisting.
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