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Abstract 

Since the Romantic era people have attempted to legitimise their existence as nations 
or/and as nation-states, by forging myths of origin but also by ‘inventing traditions’. 
However, within Europe there is a unique case of ‘invented tradition’: the case of 
Modern Greece. It is unique since Modern Greeks (or Hellenes) activated myths of 
origin much earlier, during the Enlightenment, than the rest of the European nations-
to-be. This paper sets out to provide plausible answers as to why this early cultural 
movement took place during the eighteenth century. 
 

 

In recent years, debates about Europe and European history and also about nations 

and national identity have attracted the attention of academics and scholars from all 

over the world. Theorists and intellectuals have attempted to examine the diverse 

aspects of these issues, particularly as multi-cultural Europe and its history is a current 

‘hot’ topic. Furthermore, nationalism in different forms still triggers insurrections and 

political upheavals around the globe, exemplified in the recent upheavals in Egypt, 

Libya and Bahrain in February and March 2011. In the English-speaking world, the 

debates over nation-formation processes, myths of origin and Europe as a multi-

cultural concept have produced an immense body of literature, transversing quite 

different academic fields, most of them sharing intellectual vigour and useful insights 

despite the disparate and often competing approaches. In the Greek-speaking world 

and primarily in Greece, the theoretical discussions on the same subjects have 

followed the international paradigms closely, while in recent years relevant 

specialized literature has proliferated.1 In fact, contributions have been made from a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 It is almost impossible to review the relevant literature here. Hence I have left out works that refer to 
issues relevant to Greek identity as a supplementary theme of their overall framework. Instead, I will 
focus on fairly recent studies that address the issue of Greek identity and nation-formation processes as 
their main theme. Paschalis Kitromilides’s Enlightenment, Nationalism, Orthodoxy. Studies in the 
culture and political thought of south-eastern Europe (1994) was one of the first books to treat 
nationalist issues in the Balkan Greek-speaking world as part of a broad South-East European 
phenomenon. I also mention more recent contributions, such as Peter Mackridge’s latest book, 
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number of different disciplinary perspectives, e.g. history, literary studies, sociology, 

anthropology, to name but a few.    

Nevertheless, there exists a well-camouflaged lacuna as regards the study of 

the emergence of a Greek identity during the Enlightenment within a European 

framework. It is well concealed due to the fact that in the Greek-speaking world 

Enlightenment and nationalism have rarely been examined together in detail as 

interrelated phenomena. Most scholars approach the issue of Greek nationalism only 

with respect to the period after the establishment of the independent Greek state, that 

is, after 1833. On the other hand, historians have generally focused on the history of 

the big European states.2 Consequently, there is a need to study the lesser-known 

countries and their histories within a European historical context in order to enrich our 

knowledge about significant ideological movements such as the numerous nation-

formation processes within Europe and the related topic of inventing myths of origin 

on the part of newly-born nations. By contextualizing nation-formation processes in 

the Greek lands within a European intellectual framework, I set out to contribute to 

the ‘canonization’ of the study of Modern Greece as an internationally interesting case 

study.3   

The aforementioned topics constitute the broader framework of this paper. 

However, due to the nature of the subject and the limited time I have, I will deal with 

them only indirectly, focusing instead on a single scholar who is an interesting case 

within the intellectual movement of the Greek Enlightenment: Grigorios Fatzeas, a 

Greek-speaking scholar, and representative of the enlightening movement which was 

taking place in the Greek lands in the course of the eighteenth century. By taking him 

as an exemplary case I set out to show how historical and geographical works written 

in Greek treated the imported knowledge from Europe and transferred the dominant 

European intellectual trends to a Greek-speaking audience.  

Let me first attempt to sketch in broad brushstrokes the intellectual activity in 

the Greek lands in the course of the eighteenth century. Since the beginning of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Language and National Identity in Greece (1766-1976) (2009), which examines the relationship 
between the language question in Greece and the impact it had on the formation of the Modern Greek 
identity, and Kitromilides’s most recent book, Adamantios Korais and the European Enlightenment 
(2010), which analyses Koraes’s ideas and his influence in the creation of the Modern Greek state.   
2 Hroch 1985: xi. 
3 Kitromilides (2009: 22-24) correctly notes that Modern Greek studies outside Greece have largely 
been marginalized unlike other comparable fields, e.g. Turkish studies.    
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eighteenth century Greek-speaking scholars expressed their interest in historical 

narratives which had the history of the Greek lands as their main subject. However, in 

their attempt to describe the Greek lands in time and space these scholars faced a 

serious impediment: the lack of relevant contemporary Greek literature to draw upon. 

They therefore had to rely on Ancient Greek and Byzantine sources along with 

European productions in order to produce specialized and detailed treatises regarding 

the Greek lands comparable with studies by Europeans. On the one hand, their works 

were influenced by traditional forms of historical and geographical writing such as the 

Byzantine tradition; on the other hand they renewed their outdated sources with the 

inadequate but fairly up-to-date European historical narratives influenced by 

antiquarianism. Undoubtedly their most innovative task was the filling of the gaps 

European scholars had left regarding the history of the Greek lands, especially from 

antiquity onwards.  

Another factor that contributed to the recasting of the history of the Greek 

lands by Greek scholars into a new historiographical framework was the new role that 

history, as a scientific discipline, assumed during the Enlightenment. History as a 

modern method and mode of thinking is anchored in eighteenth-century thought. 

Since the beginning of the eighteenth century historical writing was separated from 

religious or metaphysical affairs and focused on culture and society.4 The 

philosophes, in particular, addressed the problem of creative historiography and 

sought a principle of selection in order to write their philosophical histories.5 These 

‘philosophic’ historians asked questions about the present mostly through the 

exploration of the past.6 In the Encyclopédie the number of articles of historical 

interest attested the priorities of a new historical culture,7 which was identified from 

the combination of antiquarian and historiographical scholarship as seen in the work 

of Edward Gibbon.8 In the Greek-speaking world the new cultural interests met the 

emerging demands for educational reform on the part of the learned scholars. In what 

follows I explore the presuppositions and the development of the newly-born cultural 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Stongberg (1951: 299) argues that the eighteenth century established the independence of historical 
knowledge.  
5 Cassirer (1951: 213-18) stresses Montesquieu’s role in the development of social and political history.  
6 Momigliano 1950: 307. 
7 Gusdorf (1973: 378) traces almost six thousand articles d’histoire. Schargo (1947: 206) mentions that 
almost ten per cent of the articles were detailed discourses on historical research, historical method and 
historical criticism.  
8 Ligota 1995: 105.  
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interests as they were expressed in Fatzeas’s work. Cultural issues became more and 

more fashionable and aligned with the emerging self-awareness of Greek scholars, 

who regarded the Greek-speaking people as a distinct cultural community, earlier than 

most of the other European nations-to-be. All in all, in examining Fatzeas’s work, I 

intend to trace the ideological uses of cultural history by Greek-speaking intellectuals 

and the political dimensions of this trend in Greek thought. 

Fatzeas’s geography was one of the first texts to focus on the state of the 

Greek lands of the time. The work, entitled Grammatiki Geographiki (meaning 

Geographical Grammar) was published in Venice in 1760. Like many works of the 

time the book oscillated between adaptation of foreign treatises and original 

contributions. Fatzeas chose to translate Patrick Gordon’s Geography Anatomiz'd or 

the Geographical Grammar, which was first published in England in 1693. As one of 

the most popular geographical textbooks in Britain, this work underwent many 

subsequent editions.9 On the title page Fatzeas admitted that his work was more of a 

‘largely expanded’ translation. Despite the similarities between the two works, 

geographical thought served different purposes in Europe and the Greek world. If 

geography enabled Europeans to promote an imperialistic ideology or enforce their 

self-fashioning as a supreme civilization compared to the rest of the world,10 Greek 

intellectuals saw their encounter with geographical thought as a means to seek their 

identity through and within history. 

At the beginning of the work, Fatzeas quoted the introductory part of the 

original where Gordon stressed the crucial link between history and geography by 

enumerating the benefits for the readers. The educational character of this geography 

favoured the description of places and, as I have already mentioned, was an enriched 

version of the original text. Regarding the Greek lands, Gordon’s book only covered 

the climate, commercial activity and various ancient sites. In contrast, Fatzeas 

furnished supplementary evidence about the schools, customs and morals of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Bowen (1981: 147) mentions that Gordon’s book made twenty editions until 1754, whereas Fatzeas 
(1760: v. 1; λέ) claimed that the Italian edition underwent sixteen reprints. According to Gordon, the 
book was innovative and presented geographical data in a new and student-oriented way. Bowen, 
though, argues that this geography was only a compilation of extracts from previous geographers such 
as Echard, Heylyn and Cluverius.   
10 Bowen (1981: 147-48) also adds that in the course of the eighteenth century geographical texts 
became more frequently a vehicle for teachings related not only to Christian piety, but also to the 
expansion of Christian domains by the Europeans. Indeed, at the end of his book Gordon put a 
catalogue of the diverse commercial bases the Europeans had founded all over the world. This 
catalogue was kept by Fatzeas in his translation; Fatzeas 1760: v. 1; λγ΄ and v. 3; 176. 
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Greeks, the political situation and language, and chose to add a catalogue of the 

archbishops of the Greek lands. It took him four pages to illustrate this ecclesiastical 

‘panorama’, while he devoted only two to the description of schools. As a clergyman, 

he introduced a religious attribute into a secular-scientific work by stressing one of 

the principal cultural characteristics of the Greek lands as he conceived it: the 

religious organization of the Orthodox Church. The mixture of religious and secular 

discourses on the part of Fatzeas exemplified the process of the cultural awareness on 

the part of the Greeks in the second half of the eighteenth century. 

His additions occupied a crucial role in the work, highlighting sensitive 

aspects of Greek civilization and culture. He coloured the reference to the Greeks of 

his time with the allusive but also misleading phrase ‘descendants of the [Ancient] 

Hellenes’, thus introducing one of the most powerful myths of origin in modern 

European history. It is indicative that in the same section the author of the original had 

avoided any historically charged comments. In these pages he also referred to the 

monasteries of Mount Athos as a representative element of Greek culture.11 He 

mainly focused on the condition of the Greek mainland of the time, adding new data 

to the original text. While Gordon had devoted seven pages to the Greek lands of the 

time, Fatzeas enriched the relevant chapter, making it as long as seventeen pages. In 

particular, the description of each territory drew on memorable cultural aspects of a 

given people, partly reflecting the antiquarian tradition the original work had relied 

on.12   

Fatzeas’s scholarly labour is significant because by incorporating numerous 

new cultural indices he offered a new set of cultural givens which reflected both his 

personal interests and the way he conceived the actual situation of the Greek lands of 

the time. His additions as regards the cultural markers of the Greek lands appear to be 

well in tune with an attempt on his part to construct a distinct Greek cultural 

background as seen by an insider; thus introducing new cultural conventions for the 

depiction of the Greek lands. His work, among others, would entrust the scholars of 

the next generation with the task of reinterpreting the cultural givens that Fatzeas 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11 Fatzeas 1760: v. 2; 142.  
12 Downes 1971: 382. Gordon mainly relied on Varenius, Cluverius and Heylyn. His view of 
geographical knowledge was arranged by continents and ‘nations’ under several fixed headings, 
problems, theorems and paradoxes, reflecting the antiquarian method of organizing the material under 
headings rather than attempting to find explanations and sufficient answers to existing historical 
problems.   
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described, although in a different theoretical and ideological framework, inspired 

mainly by the doctrines of nationalism.13 

Fatzeas’s geography, however, is significant for one more reason: it functions 

as a telling example of the shifts that were taking place in the meaning of terms 

usually used in order to define the Greek-speaking people of the time. In the almost 

twenty instances where he explicitly referred to Greeks, he employed a variety of 

terms such as ‘Romans’, ‘Christians’, ‘Hellenes’ and ‘Greeks’.14 Most of these were 

already in use, but in Fatzeas’s work they acquired a new meaning. His originality lies 

in the fact that he retrospectively used the word ‘Greek’ (graikos) in order to 

denominate the Ancient Greeks.15 It is widely known that one of the existing 

terminological conventions of the time was the use of the term ‘Hellene’ for the 

denomination of the Ancient Greeks.16 In contrast, Fatzeas introduces a semantic 

innovation which relates to the aforementioned myth of origin regarding the historical 

lineage of Modern Greeks. 

Thus with a rich gamut of semantic innovations Fatzeas signalled a 

development in the way Greek scholars referred to their cultural community. Whereas 

before him Greek-speaking intellectuals had deployed the distinction between Ancient 

Greeks and Modern Greek-speaking people by using the conventional terms for both, 

Fatzeas appeared to set aside this framework. Instead, he used the word ‘Hellenes’ for 

both the Ancients and the Greek-speaking people of his time, thus homogenizing 

Greek history through terminology. This pioneering but also arbitrary use of 

terminology introduced a ‘true lie’: a misunderstanding on the part of Fatzeas of the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Fatzeas might be regarded as belonging to the first phase of Hroch’s three-stage schema for the 
description of nationalist phenomena. In Hroch’s (1985: 22-23) terms during the first stage there is an 
initial cultural awareness on the part of a few scholars and intellectuals.  
14 Fatzeas 1760: v. 1; ς΄, θ΄, title page and ιγ΄.  
15 Fatzeas 1760: v. 1; ζ΄.  
16 Dimaras 1977: 83. It must be stressed though that this term had already been used in the thirteenth 
century by the Byzantines as a ‘national’ term within a quite different political setting, the truncated 
Eastern Orthodox Roman Empire. According to Angold (1975: 51-53), this terminological choice 
showed a transition from ‘ecumenical’ to ‘national’ identity regarding their self-awareness. During the 
last few centuries before the fall of Constantinople some Byzantine intellectuals regarded themselves as 
‘Hellenes’. Browning (1989: 127) stresses that some Byzantine scholars were aware of their two 
cultures, Hellenic and Christian and, especially after the thirteenth century, they considered themselves 
Greeks. Others preferred to call themselves ‘Christians’. Livanios (2006: 37-39) points out that while 
Plethon regarded himself as a ‘Ηellene’, Gennadios, the first Patriarch of the post-Byzantine period, 
unsurprisingly opted for the term ‘Christian’. In addition, even before the fall of Constantinople, in the 
thirteenth century the Frankish conquest, as Page (2008: 277-81) shows, encouraged the development 
of a religious Christian Orthodox identity on the part of the Romans (Byzantines) at the expense of the 
established Roman identity, which was founded in the Roman imperial tradition. 
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criteria by which modern cultural communities were entitled to regard themselves as 

descendants of cultural communities of the long-gone past. However, his choices 

reflected a crucial shift in the perception of reality. In Koselleck’s terms, the use of an 

already existing term with a new meaning revealed a new attitude regarding the 

perception of the Greek ethnicity as a distinct cultural community.17 

In his work Fatzeas used ‘Hellene’ differently to scholars of the previous 

generation. They both described the same lands and people, and both were influenced 

by the European antiquarianism, but their views contrast with each other.18 For 

scholars before Fatzeas the Greek-speaking cultural community was only composed 

of Christians living under Ottoman rule, whereas Fatzeas took a step forward, 

transforming these Christians into Hellenes. Although the point of reference (the 

Greek-speaking Christian inhabitants of the Greek lands) remained unaltered, its 

name changed from Christians to Hellenes without excluding the former from the 

imagined community of the Greek ethnicity. In other words, it was a semantic shift, 

which also affected the self-awareness of Greek intellectuals. In Fatzeas’s work the 

meaning of the term ‘Hellenes’ underwent a considerable change. 

Fatzeas managed to link the old term ‘Hellenes’ with the new reality by 

introducing an innovation: he arbitrarily used the term to denote both the inhabitants 

of Ancient Greece and his own contemporaries. He also referred to the Ancients not 

as pagans or giants 19 – a common topos in religious narratives of the time – but as a 

glorious people. The inevitable corollary of similar shifts in terminology suggested by 

Greek scholars would lead to the subsequent alteration of the terms with which the 

Greeks would describe themselves. The formation of the unverifiable myth of Greek 

continuity from ancient times to modernity was already underway with Fatzeas’s 

work.   

In our attempt to understand the reasons behind this shift in terminology, the 

first plausible answer that comes to mind, as it has already been mentioned, is the 

changing self-awareness of Greek-speaking intellectuals. This terminological but also 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Koselleck (1997: 20) studies how all socio-political concepts around the French Revolution 
encountered a temporal tension which assigned the past and the future in a new way. 
18 Momigliano’s (1950: 293) main distinction refers on the writing of ancient history. Fatzeas and 
Meletios heavily drew on both ancient and contemporary histories and geographies of the Greek lands 
by mixing the two genres in their quest to offer an original work.     
19 The superficial meanings of the term can be found in Menounos 1979: 115-16. When referring to the 
Hellenes, Kosmas o Aitolos indirectly called them heretics and atheists. 
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conceptual shift provides evidence to be interpreted through the examination of the 

changing intellectual and social milieu.20 After the middle of the eighteenth century 

educated Greek-speaking people gradually started to regard themselves as the 

inheritors of the ancient Greek glory. This change was a newly-acquired taste, through 

close contact with Western thought. In the beginning of the century Greek scholars 

spoke of themselves as being ‘Christians’. Nearly half a century later Fatzeas used the 

term ‘Hellenes’ to denominate the Greek cultural community of the time. In this 

respect, the filling of old terms such as ‘Hellene’ with new semantic connotations 

reflected a shift in the perception of Greek reality.  

To summarize, with his innovative terminological choices Fatzeas invented a 

historical link between his time and a distant past. His originality lies in the fact that 

in his work ‘Greekness’ was a matter of history and more specifically a matter of 

historical interpretation and, as Koselleck put it, of historical ‘constructibility’.21 

Quite arbitrarily Fatzeas invented ‘deep historical resources’ for the Greeks by 

creating a ‘deep history’ through semantic shifts in terminology.22 With his work the 

pasts on offer for the Greeks to choose had multiplied.23 Antiquarianism, which 

inspired other Greek scholars to study the history of the Greek lands, also stimulated 

Fatzeas to attempt a similar venture. For him the ‘deep resources’ were already there, 

it was their interpretation that changed. 24 Certain sites of interest, like the Parthenon, 

functioned not only as cultural landmarks of the territory, but also as symbolic 

indicators, defining people’s history.  

In conclusion, shifts in terminology reflected the related shifts in the self-

awareness of Greek-speaking scholars. Influenced by European thought these 

intellectuals saw a different reality in what was previously the Orthodox or Ottoman 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Iliou (2005: 113) explores the publishing practices of scholars through a network of subscribers in 
connection to the changing social and intellectual milieu.   
21 Koselleck (1985: 31-37) argues that after the rejection of the old didactic role of history in the 
eighteenth century the emergence of the concept of progress and the uniqueness of historical processes 
led to the temporalization of history through historical interpretation.  
22 Smith (1996: 575-98) comments that one of the practices involved in nation-formation processes was 
the exploitation of what he calls ‘deep resources’ by scholars in order to reappropriate an earlier 
historical past.    
23 In contrast to Fatzeas, both Meletios and Kosmas o Aitolos suggested a quite different interpretation 
of the past. These quite contradictory interpretations clearly evidenced the intellectual ferment which 
characterized the ‘long’ Greek eighteenth century.     
24 Smith (2001: 58-59) points out the ideological processes of the reinterpetation of myths, symbols, 
memories, religious practices and emblems by the intelligentsia of ethnic groups to legitimize their 
‘national’ existence. 
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commonwealth.25 The world around them was changing fast and they felt the need to 

distance themselves from previously used terms. In their attempt to describe the new 

reality they experienced they often made interpretational and theoretical leaps, thus 

introducing new perceptions of a given reality. As a result, the link between Ancient 

and Modern Greeks was introduced as one of the most powerful myths of origin of 

Modern Europe. However, this link was an honest lie, meaning that Fatzeas forged it 

unconsciously. And because it was an unconscious lie, it could not be verified or 

rejected since it was based on a historical interpretation related to geographical 

proximity and language similarities. Fatzeas’s model was followed by others in the 

course of the eighteenth century; hence, since then, Greek-speaking people came to be 

called Hellenes due to a triumphant misunderstanding: the putative selective historical 

affinities between Ancient and Modern Greeks through the centuries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Kitromilides 2008: xiii-xiv. 



                                                                      Stratos Myrogiannis 
University of Cambridge 

efstratios.myrogiannis@cantab.net 

10	  

	  

Bibliography 

 
ANGOLD, MICHAEL (1975), 'Byzantine "Nationalism" and the Nicean Empire', 

Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, 1, 49-70. 
BOWEN, MARGARITA (1981), Empiricism and Geographical Thought, From Francis 

Bacon to Alexander Von Humboldt (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press). 
BROWNING, ROBERT (1989), History, Language and Literacy in the Byzantine World 

(Northampton: Variorum Reprints). 
CASSIRER, ERNST (1951), The Philosophy of the Enlightenment (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press). 
DIMARAS, K. TH. (1977), Neoellinikos Diafotismos (Athens: Ermis). 
DOWNES, ALAN (1971), 'The Bibliographic Dinosaurs of Georgian Geography (1714-

1830)', The Geographical Journal, 137 (3), 379-87. 
FATZEAS, GRIGORIOS (1760), Grammatiki Geographiki (3 vol.; Venice). 
GORDON, PATRICK (1693), Geography Anatomiz'd or the Geographical Grammar 

(London). 
GUSDORF, GEORGES (1973), L’avènement des sciences humaines au siècle des 
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