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Petr Balcarek’s work examines the
contacts and interactions between
“Byzantium” and the “Czech lands.”
Here, “Czech lands” refers not only
to the modern territories of the Czech
and Slovak Republics but, accord-
ing to historical period, to a broader
expanse of East-Central Europe, par-
ticularly neighbouring Slavic regions,
including Hungary and the Balkans.

This broad geographical scope is sig-
nificant, given the book’s extensive
chronological range, which is divided
into two primary sections: from the
fourth to the eleventh century, and
from the eleventh to the sixteenth. It
thus spans the foundation of Constan-
tinople through to the post-Byzantine
era.
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This book is a substantially re-
vised version of the author’s earlier
work, Ceské zemé a Byzanc. Prob-
lematika byzantského uméleckého
vlivu [The Czech Lands and Byzan-
tium: The Issue of Byzantine Artistic
Influence], published in 2009 and
based on a dissertation at Palacky Uni-
versity in Olomouc. The 2009 volume
garnered critical interest and acclaim
as one of the first systematic studies
to explore the Présence de Byzance in
the Czech lands. Now more accessi-
ble to English-speaking readers, this
new book has clearly benefitted from
the author’s continued research and
numerous publications in the field.
Comprising eleven chapters aligned
with subdivisions of the main histor-
ical periods, the volume offers both
historical context, supported by useful
maps, and a close analysis of material
evidence and selected artifacts, each
accompanied by extensive commen-
tary and bibliography, although addi-
tional updates since 2009 would have
been welcome.

In this study, Balcarek presents
some of the most remarkable artifacts
now preserved in Czech and Slovak
collections: these include famous
objects as diverse as the sixth-century
ivory pyxis of Cierne Klagany, the
Byzantine textiles kept at the St. Vi-
tus Cathedral in Prague, the ninth- or
tenth-century bronze enkolpion found
in Velka Maca, or the lavish thir-
teenth-century Zavis reliquary Cross
housed in the Cistercian Monastery
of Vyssi Brod decorated with enam-
els perhaps made in Constantinople.
Other fascinating examples include
the thirteenth-century Madonna of
Old Brno, also known as the city’s

palladium — a piece embodying the
dialogue between Eastern and Western
traditions and likely produced on Ital-
ian soil. In discussing these and other
lesser-known artifacts, either directly
“Byzantine” or local adaptations of
Eastern models, Balcarek reflects on
the ways they arrived in the region,
often considered a buffer zone of
Constantinopolitan diplomacy and re-
ligious influence. He addresses themes
such as conversion, trade, gift ex-
changes, pilgrimages, allegiances, and
marriages. Key moments of height-
ened contact with the Eastern Roman
Empire are identified, including the
ninth-century mission of Saints Cyril
and Methodius to Great Moravia, the
influence of the Pfemyslid dynasty in
the thirteenth century, and the reign
of Charles 1V, who shaped Prague
into a Christian and imperial centre
notably through the collection and
display of Eastern Christian artifacts.
Though Balcarek offers a thorough
overview, he seldom delves deeply
into scholarly debates on specific
artifacts, often leaving readers desir-
ing more. Many of these objects are
indeed subjects of ongoing debate
about their origins and dating, making
definitive conclusions difficult. How-
ever, in some cases, more recent (and
older) relevant literature is omitted.
As the author confesses himself, the
conclusions are “therefore, more of
a basic outline rather than definitive
answers.” (p. 4) Despite this limita-
tion and the somewhat rigid structure
inherited from the dissertation format,
the book serves as a valuable introduc-
tion for both students and scholars.
A few words must be devoted to
the opening of this book. The histori-
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ographical introduction is, in my view,
among the volume’s most important
sections and might well have merited
a dedicated chapter. Here, Balcarek
examines how Czech historiography
has traditionally prioritised connec-
tions with Western Europe, frequently
downplaying interactions with the
Eastern Roman Empire. Balcarek po-
sitions his work as a form of modern
corrective to this broader issue.

In the introduction, he further pre-
sents prominent Czech Byzantinists
who navigated not only the broader
development of the field, but also
local ideological and political issues
shaped first within Austria-Hungary
and later Czechoslovakia. These
political contexts include Europe-
an-wide debates, such as the Orient
oder Rom controversy, the widely
discussed question of the Mission of
Saints Cyril and Methodius (viewed
alternately through pro-Slavic or
pro-Western lenses), the presence of
Russian émigrés in Prague during the
1920s-1940s, and the contributions
of Czechoslovak émigrés like Father
Frantisek Dvornik (1893-1975).
Dvornik, a central figure in Byzantine
studies already before World War II,
made an enduring impact on genera-
tions of scholars at Dumbarton Oaks
from the 1940s through the 1970s
(see the 2018 special issue of Byz-
antinoslavica, LXXVI, 3 — Supple-
mentum). Also featured is Tomas
Garrigue Masaryk (1850-1937),
the first President of Czechoslo-
vakia, who, in Balcarek’s words,
“wrongly confused ‘Byzantium’ or
‘Byzantinism’ with Tsarist Russia”

(p. 16). Masaryk’s role in ushering
in a flourishing era for Byzantine
studies in Prague contrasts sharply
with his writings, where he attributes
to the Byzantine Church a formative
influence on Russian Orthodoxy and
autocracy. However, Masaryk also
saw democratic potential in Slavic
unity and a shared historical identity,
actively supporting Byzantine studies,
most notably through the founding
of Byzantinoslavica.

Still in the introduction, Balcarek
references the contribution of scholars
such as Jaroslav Pesina (1912-1992)
(mistakenly called Josef on p. 29)
in the 1960s and Josef Myslivec
(1907-1971) in the 1970s. Apart from
citing a historiographical reflection by
Milena Bartlova, Balcarek offers little
commentary in his own voice on the
extent to which Soviet cultural and
ideological dominance shaped Byz-
antine studies from 1948 to the 1990s.
Such an in-depth historiographical
analysis would be invaluable, particu-
larly if, as the author asserts, this study
aims to “bring a further contribution
to the less biased research conducted
on the impact Byzantine culture has
had in East-Central Europe” (p. 33).
One hopes that today, “unbiased”
research on objects can proceed along-
side rigorous explorations into the
mechanisms of marginalization and
manipulation within the field of art
history — from scholarly discourse and
the lives of individual scholars to the
provenance and history of collections.
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