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it is probable that Western architects seeing it realised
how usefully it would aid them togive to their buildings
the extra height that their taste of the time demanded—
for a pointed arch can take a heavier downward thrust
than a round arch. Now the pointed arch had been
known to the Sassanians. who however seem 1o have
disliked it. It does not appear in early Moslem archite-
cture. which. was under Svrian-Byzantine influence.
But after the Caliphate moved to Bagdad and fell under
[ranian influence, it begins to be used freely in the
Moslem world. Its Iranian origin seems beyond question.
The pointed vault. to be seen first in the Sassanian
palaces of Qasr-i-Shirin, was certainly copied by the
Armenians who transmitted it to the West. This Iranian
device thus had an undoubted affect on the whole histo-

ry of mediaeval European architecture.

| have only been able to give you a rough and
summary treatment of a vast. alimost unlimited, question.
But I have, 1 hope. shown to some extent how great is
the debt that Mediaeval Furope owed to Iran, particularly
Sassanian lran. Its constitutional development and its
faith both showed Iranian influence: and above all its
art, whose works give us eternal pleasure and pride,
could never have grown and flourished without Iranian
help. The old Christian legend is correct in its symbo-
lism. Europe was blessed in that the cradle of its culture
was visited by the Wise Men from the FEast, by the
Magi, the scholars and the artists of Iran.

Steven Runciman
Teheran 1944
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mel work, whose technique was also Egyptian in origin,
was developed as an art in Sassanid Iran. The handsome
enamel ewer known as the Ewar of Saint-Maurice-en-
Valais, shows to what perfection Iranian enamellists
raised their work. Here again Byzantine artists develo-
ped the style and transmitted it to the West: but it was
Sassanian in origin. The same is true of carving in
ivory. The Sassanian coffer known as the Gzartorisky
casket though less splendid that later Byzantine work
illustrates the source from which the Byzantines drew
their inspiration. There are even early Sassanian cxam-
ples of glass wall-mosaic, barely studied as yet, but
which may revolutionise our history of that important
art. There was scarcely a branch of art practised in
Mediaeval Europe that did not show some Sassanian
influence. Even some of the ['rench {resco paintings of the
12th Century show startlingly strong Iranian tendencies.
though it is difficult to explain how they travelled there
unless perhaps surreptitiously through Moslem Spain.
The influence of post-Sassanid Iran had not time
to penetrate far into Europe till the Middle Ages were

almost over. I shall not therofore attempt to describe
them, except to mention the somewhat controversial
case of the pointed arch. Gothic architecture of the high
Middle Ages is based on the use of the pointed arch. It
is possible that the Western architects evolved this arch
on their own. But it only appears after the West had
been brought into closer and more direct contact with
the East owing to the Crusades. The pointed arch was
by than in general use in the Moslem FEast, and was

also employed by Armenian architects in Anatolia; and



but there is no need toignore the undoubted connections
that existed between East and West. in this case the
agents were probably Armenians. The Armenians were
the travelling stonemasons of the Middle Ages. They
were strongly influenced by Iranian methods and copied
Iranian devices which were mainly made for a brick
architecture, and they adapted them to stone work. They
then propagated the style throughout the Byzantine

provinces and Europe.

In sculpture also we find the Sassanid influence
strong in Furope. Early Byzantine work, for example the
triumphal reliefs round the Column of Theodosius at
Istanbul, are far closer toSassanid work in their formalised
treatment than to previous Roman triumphal reliefs.
Later, the usual group to be found over the doors of
early Mediaeval churches in Furope, of Christset between
two lesser figures, is not classical in design; its lineage
goes back to the Sassanian reliefs of Tag-i-Bustan. Simi-
lar grouping, of a similar origin. is to be found in the

mosaic lunettes in many Byzantine churches.

Nor is the story restricted to the major arts. 1
have mentioned that the Sassanians encouraged indus-
tries in Iran. Egypt still provided the best technicians;
and the Sassanids induced Eygptian workmen to come
to Iran. There they developed such arts as the weaving
of silk brocades, in designs Iranian in origin quite
unlike the older designs used in Egypt. Dress brocades
were greatly valued in the West. Later they were copied
in the magnificent Immperial brocades of Byzantium, but
Byzantine artists remained faithful to Iranian patterns,
and sent them on to the West. Similarly Cloisonné ena-
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But a dome is of little use architecturally unless it can
be placed over a square base. This wasa constructional
problem that the Romans never solved. The solution
was worked out in Iran. We find an early and rough
attempt in the pre-Sassanid ruins at Kih-i-Kwaja
in Eastern Iran; and we find it fully established in the
great Sassanid palace of Sarvistan built probably inthe
late 4th Century. The device employed is that known
as the squinch or frompe d’angle, a curved niche that
goes across the top ol the angle of the square. Once
this device was known the problem presented no
difficulty. All over the Mediterranean world architects
hastened to follow the Iranian example. Later architects,
especially in Europe, preferred the alternative device
of the pendentive, whose country of origin is still dispu-
ted; but without the squinch the pendeuntive would not
have been so easily evolved. It was thus the architects
-of Sassanian lran who enable the domed buildings of
Furope to arise.

These architects were pioneers in other construc-
tional devices, suck as cross-vaulted aisles and internal
buttressing. And all these devices gradually found their
way to the West; we see them in the Byzantine archite-
cture ol Constantinople and of [taly, and, more strikingly,
in the Romanesque architecture of I'rance and Germany.
For example the Sassanid building of Evan-i Kasra is
almost exactly copied in tbe church of Saint-Philibert
de Tournus in French Burgundy, built some five centu-
ries later. The use of cross-vaulting and interior buttres-
sing and the placing of the windows is identical. Some

historians have regarded such similarities as fortuitous;
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But these two branches of Iranian influence on
the changing luropean world both concern immaterial and
imponderable things. In the realm of art we are on more con-
crete ground, and we can demonstrate our argument more
easily. It would need many hours of lecturing and many
illustrations to cover the subject adequately. |1 must ask
you to forgive me for a very summary treatment. I
have already mentioned that by the 3rd Century A.D.
it was only in districts in tou'h with Sassanian [ran
that an active art was to be seen. The signs of Iranian
influence were at this time to be found in a far richer

vocabulary of decorative design and pattern than the
old Greco-Roman world had known. Instead of mere

geometrical patterns, patterns made of intricate formalised
flowers and fruits and animals appear. FHeraldic animals,
such as lions and peacocks, are readily adopted, as they fit
so well with the taste of the time for symbolism. This
variety of pattern is a striking characteristic of the new
rising art.

But it is in architecture that the lranian influence
is most fundamental. The characteristic device of early
mediaeval architecture in Mediterranean lands is the dome.
Much has been written of the origin of the dome and
much is still controversial. The rounded vault, which
necessarily precedes the dome, is a natural development
in any land where wood is scarce and cannot be used for
roof-beams, and from the round vault itis easy for the
cross-vault to develop. Similarly, the construction of a
dome over a round base is simple enough to have pro-
bably developed independently in various places. It was,
in Europe, known to the Mycenaeans and the Etruscans,

and it was practised on a large scale by the Romans.
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tine, a few years later, supplied the missing force. By
elevating Christianity to the role played by Mazdaranism
in [ran he raised himself to a position parallel to that
ol the Sassanid King. It was this elevated and [ranian
conception of monarchy which henceforward prevailed
in Europe. It enabled Byzantium to survive for eleven
centuries. In the West it provided an alternative to the
chaotic feudalism of the Middle Ages. 1t was, it is true,
a totalitarian conception according to modern ideas; but
it was a totalitarianism guided by religious laws accep-
table to the people, and infinitely more lelpful to
civilisation than the military dictatorships or the feudal
disorders that had preceded it.

In the realm of thought the Iranian influence is
harder to identify, but it was strong. The thought of the
late Roman and early Mediaeval world in Mediterranean
conntries was dominated by the growing force of Chris-
tianity. Christianity is fundamentally a simple Semitic
religion restated in the terms of Greek philosophy and
reinforceZ by customs and doctrines acquired from many
sources. The visit of the Three wise Men to the infant
Jesus was not an empty legend. Zoroaster’s teaching,
with its clear doctrines on the most fundamental of
religious problems, the problem of evil, directly affected
many sects, in particular the sect founded by the Iranian
Mani, who attempted to bind Christianity and Zoroastia-
nism into a new religion. Manichaeanism never spread far
into Europe, though it lasted long in Asia. But it had a
profound influence on the Christian teacher, who him-
self had most influence on mediaeval Western Christen-

dom, Augustine of Hippo.
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establishments, fine buildings still were erected. But
then the Palmyrenes were in close touch with Ctesiphon,

the Sassanid winter capital in Iraq.

We can give three headings under which Iranian
culture was used to revivify the failing culture of the
Greco-Roman world and helped to carry it through the
dark periods that were abead. I'irst, the authorities of
the Roman Empire found in it an example that enabled
them to give more power to their government. The Em-
pire was an autocracy; but the autocrat ruled subjects
divided by provincial jealousies and split into warring
sects of doubtful loyalty. His only sanction was military
force, and if he lost the suppori of the army he lost his
throne. Even the majesty of Roman Law provided no
protection for him. But across the Fastern frontier he
could see the Sassanid monarch hedged with divinity.
At his coronation the Sassanid dedicated himself to rule
his peoples according to the laws of their religion. By the
ceremonial of his Court he reminded them of the holi-
ness of his task. Rebellion and revolution might occur
were the monarch incapable of fulfilling his role. But
they were comparatively rare. The long reigns of the
great Sassanian Kings were in marked contrast to the
brief glory allowed to the later rulers of Imperial Rome.
The reforming Emperor Diocletian, at the end of the
3rd Century, saw the truth of this and attempted to but-
tress up his authority by borrowing such ceremonials as
the Iranian monarch used; but he failed because he could
give himself no religious sanction. The cult of the Em-
peror, the official cult of Rome, was too unreal and too

unpopular to be of any value. Butthe emperor Constan-
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In art there was a complete renascence. Old Iranian
forms were revived, new forms were evolved. There was
a rich increase in ornamental patterns. In architecture
revolutionary new devices were thought out and perfec-
ted. From Hellenism little was retained save a classical
sense of proportion. Such forms as were imported came
rather from the North and East. The old so-called “Ani-
mal Art of the Steppes”, with its hunting scenes and its
rampant lions, was adopted into Iranian art and given a
heraldic splendour. Like all great arts Sassanian art was
in origin largely eclectic, but was soon merged together
into a vigorous and distinctive style—of which. alas, today

far too little remains.

The Sassanid revival took place at a period when
the Roman world was weary and in decay. Constitu-
tional, administrative and economic difficulties had
reduced its citizens to a level of material and moral dep-
ression, in which their culture was becoming barren
Their state of mind was reflected in their art. Technical
skill was high, but taste was low, and uncertain, alter-
nating between a slick prettiness liked by the Greeks
and an ornate grandiosity liked by the Romans. Philoso-
phy and thought showed a similar elaboration and un-
certainty, characterised by pessimistic fantasy. As they
grew conscious of their own sterility, the men of the
Roman Empire began to look more and more towards
the East where across the frontier they saw the vigorous
Kingdom of the Sassanids. Already it was only in the
Eastern provinces that there was any true artistic or
intellectual life; in parts of Syria and in Egypt, in the
districts where the Arab merchaats of Palmyra had their
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Christians they were Magi-Philosopher priests from Iran;
for Christendom liked to believe that its founder had
been blessed by members of the wisest community that
the world then knew.

At the same time the Eastern influence began to
take a more material form. owing to the increasing trade
between Rome and the Orient. Raw silk from China
and spices from the Indies were in constant demand in
the luxury-loving Roman world; and Iran lay right
across the trade-route. Syrian and Egyptian merchants
in search of such goods travelled to Iran to meet them,
while Iranian merchants began to carry them themselves
to the Black Sea or to the Mediterranean. The great
industrial centre of the world at this time was Egypt;
but the Iranians began to see that they might profitably
become manufacturers and pass on to Rome not only
raw materials but finished articles made in Iran.

The next stage in our story comes in the mid-3rd
Century A. D. with the displacement in Iran of the
Parthian Arsacids by the Sassanids from Fars. The
Arsacids had been in some ways a Hellenistic dynasty
Morever their government had been loose; to usea Wes-
tern expression, one might call it feudal. Sassanid Iran
was a closely-knit, centralised state. The Sassanid
dynasty moreover represented a nationalistic Iranian
reaction against Hellenism. Both politically and ar-
tistically the change was soon evident. The Sassanid
King was august and powerful as no Arsacid had been.
His throne was surrounded with a semi-divine majesty
and was buttressed by the national Mazdaran religion.
To his people he was the unique symbol of the State.
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cids restored national independence to the Iranian
peoples. For the Romans in cultural matters followed
the lead of the Greeks, while the Parthians for all their
political independence were deeply tinged with Hellen-
istic culture. Parthian art is still mainly Hellenistic in
conception, though we can see in it Iranian elements

struggling to reassert themselves.

It is difficult to say at this period precisely to
what extent Iranian ideas had established themselves in
the Greco-Roman world. One can only notice certain
significant facts and legends. In the later Parthian period
the Anatolian philosopher - magician, Apollonius of Tyana,
travelled widely through the Parthian Kingdom and
freely admitted the great influence that Iranian philo-
sophy had over him:; and Apollonius’ own influence on
late Greek thought carried on this influence to the Neo-
platonists and the Gnostics. About the same time a new
religion was coming into the forefront of the Roman
world, a religion that was purely Ivanian in origin. This
was the cult of Mithras. a form of Mazdaranism. Mithr-
aism became esscntially the religion of the Roman army:
and though eventually it was outstripped by Christianity.
yet it had an enormous effect on Christian development.
Not only did it pass on to Christianity many of its
forms and festivals, but it taught it much of religious
discipline and the sense of fellowship amongst the
members of the Church. Perhaps even more significant
is the early Christian legend that tells that when the

infant Jesus was in his cradle three wise men from the
East came to bring him gifts guided by a star. Later
legend called the Wise Men Kings, but to the early
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victory over the Iranian East: but in fact it symbolised
nothing. Alexander, when he died at Babylon, died as
the heir of the Achaemenid Kings rather than as the
heir of the Hellenised Balkan chieftains who had been
his blood-ancestors. His queen Statira was an Achae-
menid; the mother of his heir, Roxana, was a Princess
from Bactria. Many of his generals and soldiers married
[rantan wives and settled in lranian lands adopting the

customs and fashions of their newly established homes.

The era that followed, the era that we call Hellen-
istic, was of the greatest importance for the future
history of Europe. Superficially Greece had triumphed.
The Greek language and Greek standards of art were
accepted as far to the Last as the plains of India. In
Bactria and in the mountains of Afghanistan, Kingdoms
were founded that to the outward eye seemed entirely
Greek. But this Greek culture was purely superficial.
The true significance of the Hellenistic age was, rather,
that, bv means of the Greek lenguage and Greek out-
ward usages, the conceptions of the East and, above all,
Iranian conceptions, were translated into forms that
made them more readily acceptable to the Mediterranean
world, that is to say to the Greco-Roman world wherein the
foundations of later European culture were faid. Intercourse
at this time was free. Greek travellers could pass through
Iran and notice its marvels. Greek thinkers and philoso-
phers could study its religion and its thought. Greek
statesman could ponder on its governmental theories and
practice. And the results of this intercourse gradually
became evident in the West. Nor did it stop when the
Romans overran the Western provinces of the Hellenistic
Kingdoms, nor when the Parthian dynasty of the Arsa-
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the mutual borrowing of its children. Cultural autarky

can never exist.

Till the days when Columbus and his successors
made their voyages and the ocean became not a fron-
tier but a highway—till then the development of civilisa-
tion had arisen out of the interplay between the
countries of the Mediterranean and the countries that
lay to the East—between Egypt and Babylon, between
Iran and Greece and Rome, between Byzantium and
Bagdad, between the I'ranks and the Saracens. It is one
stage in this constant interplay that | wish to examine

today.
It used to be believed that the civilisation of

mediaeval Furope arose when the Nordic Barbarians,
standing amidst the ruins of Rome that they had helped
to destroy, slowly and painfully reconstructed their
world, rescuing and preserving certain Roman traditions
and adding customs and ideas that were purely their
own. Nowadays, with greater knowledge., we cannot
accept so localised a view. Our range of vision must
include the East. ’

FEastern influence had long been seeping into the
Roman world. Before ever Rome had conquered the
countries on the Fastern shores of the Mediterranean.
those countries had been in tnuch with the -civilisation
of the Iranian plateau. They had formed part of the
Achaemenid Empire, and their subsequent history could
not destroy the memory of this experience. When Alex-
ander of Macedon and the Lady Thais in their drun-
ken triumph set fire to the palace of Persepolis, the

wanton act might seem to have symbolised the Grecian



THE IRANIAN INFLUENCE ON
MEDIAEVAL EUROPEAN CULTURE

The tendency of today in every branch of learn-
ing lies towards specialisation. These methods of close scru-
tiny have added enormously to the sum of our knowledge;
but in some branches, in history, for example, this addi-
tion is gained at a price. The historian who concentrates
his attention on the development of some small country
or district or on the events of some decade, however
important it may be, must of necessity restrict his view.
He runs the risk of losing his sense of proportion, of
thinking his little story more important than the greater
story of the civilisations of mankind. He makes himself
artificial boundaries in space and in time. But cultural
development is apt to ignore national frontiers and to
stretch across the centuries. Differences of language and
political organisation may split the world into units
and an era may have its passing fashions. But the story
of civilisation tells of the interplay of forces acting on
a vaster stage and ataleisurely rate. There have always
been travellers amongst mankind, whether as nomad
tribes or as individuals, pilgrims or merchants or
diplomats; and the traveller wherever he goeslearns of
new ideas and new practical devices. Sometimes these
discoveries spread rapidly; sometimes they mature slowly
in the consciousness of those that find them. But it is
only in lonely and isolated districts that civilisation
stands still and nothing penetrates across the border.

The world advances owing to the mutual intercourse and






Professor the Hon. Steven Runciman M. A
delivered o lecture entitled, “The Iranian Influence on
the Mediceval Culture of Europe” in the Anglo-Per-
sian Institute on Tuesday September 26th 1944
under the auspices of the British Council. Professor
Runciman after obtaining a double first at Cambridge
became a fellow of Trinity College (1927-38 ), and
was Lecturer at the University of Cambridge from
1932 to 1938. At the present time he holds the Chair
of Byzantine Art and History in the University of
Istanbul. His publications include The First Bulgarian
Empire (1930) and Byzantine Civilizations (1933). It
was while he was in Cambridge that Prof. Runci-
man'’s interest in Persia was first owakened by Prof.
E. B. Browne, to whose inspiration so many orien-
talists and others owe a deep debt of gratitude. In
thanking the lecturer Miss Lambton said that Prof.
Runciman’s talk would stimulate the interest of his
listeners in the problems of the interaction of socie-
ties upon each other. He had shown that the ins-
piration for many of the ideas which culminate in
Byzantine Art was to be sought in the East rather
than the West. His talk suggested that the histori-
cal significance of Sassanian Art might lie largely
in the influence it exerted on Byzantine Art.
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Translation of this lecture.




