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The unusual use of Byzantium

Olof Heilo

Byzantine themes are rare in Swedish literature. In fact, in order 
to find such themes one has to make a thorough archaeological 
dig.

Non-Swedes might find this surprising, given not only the famous 
historical presence of Nordic warriors at the Byzantine court in “Mikla-
gård”, but also the much later enmity with Russia and the Orthodox 
Christian world. One could at least have expected some kind of Swedish 
“Byzantino-orientalism” to have developed during the centuries that 
passed since Novgorod turned down the Christianizing efforts of the 
14th century Swedish king Magnus IV Eriksson with the words “go to 
Constantinople … for that is from where we received our Christianity.”

But historical memories are shorter than they want to imply. The 
Kulturkampf that inspired 19th century nationalist Swedish authors pit-
ted Protestant Christianity against Catholicism, and Swedes against Rus-
sians only in more general terms. As for the Viking era, it was mostly too 
distant, exotic and eccentric to create a lasting point of identification for 
the literate bourgeoisie. The 20th century, finally, saw the rapid moderni-
zation of Sweden under the banner of a Social democracy that had little 
use for any such points of cultural reference.

There are, however, a number of interesting examples from mo-
dern Swedish literature in which Byzantium is used both as a projec-
tion screen in the “Orientalist” sense, and in a more positive sense as 
a source of inspiration. Bruken av Bysans (“The Uses of Byzantium”, 
2011) by Helena Bodin offers a thorough insight.

Negative Swedish perceptions of Byzantium tend to have a thing in 
common, which is not particularly Swedish, but rather connects them to 
the usual Western anti-Byzantinism from the time of Gibbon and Mon-
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tesquieu: they all suffer from some sort of obsession with Classical Anti-
quity. Displaying anti-Christian sentiments that became mainstream in 
the mid-20th century (characteristically late compared to the continent) 
these Classicists considered Byzantium as something that had gone 
awry in every sense: politically, culturally, religiously. As their Mediter-
ranean inclinations indicate, they were hardly nationalist Swedes. But 
most of them seem to have written from the embedded perspective of a 
well-defined national state and attributing a high level of consistency to 
other cultural systems, which is hardly an advisable way of approaching 
the complex realities we call “Byzantine”.

Swedish authors in Finland, bordering the Orthodox East, reveal 
strikingly different attitudes. These may be called “Orientalising” too, 
in the sense that they treat Byzantium and Orthodox Christianity as 
something mysterious and exotic. Karelia, the legendary borderland 
between Finland and Russia, turns into a Nordic Byzantium in a way 
that recalls the ”Nesting” Orientalisms sometimes observed throughout 
Eastern Europe. But it is never resentful: rather, the encounter with the 
oriental Other seems to signify the discovery of a reality unknown or 
forgotten to the Western self. Perhaps it is no coincidence that Edith Sö-
dergran (1892-1923) was also a feminist pioneer – her poems are uncon-
taminated by the male prerogatives normally associated with Western 
attitudes towards the East, even if they sometimes reveal Dostoyevsky-
like notions of a “childish purity” found in the Orthodox faith.

A completely unique disposition towards Byzantium is revealed by 
the Swedish poet Gunnar Ekelöf (1907-1968). His late Diwan-trilogy 
(1965-7) was initiated by a visit to the modern chapel of the Blacher-
nai in Istanbul; before that, he had lived for longer and shorter periods 
in Greece, absorbing its living Byzantine heritage and ostentatiously  
avoiding the Classical past – something Swedish journalists, who came 
to interview him, found it extremely difficult to comprehend. To Eke-
löf, “Byzantium” was a borderland in its truest “Acritic” sense: a place 
where the Ancient and Medieval worlds, where Pagan, Christian and 
Muslim realities, where beauty and violence met and conflated – in this 
sense he was well ahead of his time. Considering how difficult it can 
be still on an academic level to explain it, one can only imagine the 
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confusion it must have caused Swedes who had been taught in school 
that Orthodox Christians were “Greek Catholics”. Adding further to the 
general disorientation, Ekelöf initially described his Diwan as an “inter-
pretation”, a statement he was later forced to modify.

English readers may find Bodin’s book bypassing one of very few 
Swedish depictions of Byzantium to have been translated into English: 
the story of Are in Frans G Bengtsson’s bestseller Röde Orm (1940-5; 
transl. M. Meyer as “The Long Ships”). Instead, Bengtsson is repre- 
sented by a historical essay that mirrors his overall Gibbonesque attitude 
to Byzantium and connects it to another lover of Classical antiquity, the 
gifted essayist Alf Henrikson (1905-1995) whose entertaining but very 
erroneous Byzantinsk historia (1971) has unfortunately become some-
thing like a main Swedish standard work on the whole Byzantine era. 
The bottom line of all this, one should consider, is an overall Swedish 
indifference towards Byzantium, a reality so distant and different that it 
was useful neither as an ideal nor as a bogeyman.

Things are changing in Sweden, however: if Orthodox Easter cel- 
ebrations in Stockholm were still in 1954 mistaken for a fire alarm, the 
Orthodox Church – which has been a recognized state religion in Fin-
land since 1918 – is now present all over the country, not least with 
recent waves of immigrants from the Middle East. Sweden is slowly 
turning into a borderland, just like Byzantium once was: whether it will 
have any consequences for future Swedish literature remains to see.
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