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Emil Constantinescu 
The Institute for Advanced Studies in Levant Culture and Civilization 

 
 
 
 

Rediscovering the Levant: An Opportunity 
for 21st  Century Western Civilization.  

The reason and mission of an Institute for 
Levantine Studies in Romania 

 
 

 
 
Preliminary considerations 
Why does it appear that contemporary Western civilization is 

ignoring the Levantine roots that underpin its fundamental cultural 
identity in the globalized world of the 21st century? This question opens 
us unto a series of complex discussions. An initial answer can stem from 
the fact that, over the past decades, scientists, scholars involved in 
education and political and religious leaders alike have shown scant 
interest, if any at all, in this region wherefrom the culture and civilization 
of the entire world originated from. Europe finds itself represented by the 
memorable prediction of Stephen Hawking1: “it is the past that tells us 
who we are. Without it, we lose our identity”. 

In order to better understand the present and to anticipate the 
future, the time has come to look back upon the Eastern Mediterranean 
and draw the attention of the enlightened minds of our age to both the 
cultural potential and to the economic, political and social issues of a 
region sorely tested by history. Romania, situated at the confluence 
between the Balkan and Central European cultures, with an important 
geostrategic location at the Black Sea, wishes to sound an alarm that goes 
beyond merely highlighting the issues, but one that also offers a 
perspective for changing existing European paradigm regarding the 
Levant. This attitude was made manifest in 2017 through the creation of 
an Institute for Advanced Studies in Bucharest charged with capitalizing 
upon Romania’s regional and European experience through a form of 
scientific expertise that favors the creation of the foundations for a lasting 

 
1 Ferguson, 2012, p. 99. 
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cultural diversity and of European faiths, can serve to remodel and 
rebalance contemporary man. In support of this claim, we offer the 
timeline of the evolution of Levantine studies in the modern period, a 
time of nation-building in South-Eastern Europe and of colonial 
domination in the Middle East and northern Africa, as a reference and 
justifying argument for our editorial project, The International Journal 
of Levant Studies in this new historical epoch dominated by globalization. 

 
The Levantine academic genealogy in the modern period 
 

A retrospective of the complex and fascinating cultural landscape 
of the Levant’s reception by modernity begins in the 18th and continues 
throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, at a time when Europe whetted its 
creativity on the Levant and when Levantine culture departed the Eastern 
Mediterranean for the West through academies, universities and research 
institutes, enriching both Western Europe and the New World alike. 
Oriental research in the period was dominated by the United Kingdom, 
France and Germany, followed by the United States of America. Their 
intellectual genealogy contains resonant names the likes of Renan, 
Gobineau, Humboldt, Steinthal, Burnouf, Remusat, Palmer, Weil, Dozy 
or Muir. New scientific societies emerged that brought the culture of the 
Eastern Mediterranean to the forefront of the contemporary world’s 
stage. Yet even these were preceded by the presence of Christian societies 
and organizations in the Levantine space: The Society for Promoting 
Christian Knowledge, est. 1698; the Society for the Propagation of the 
Gospel in Foreign Parts, est. 1701; the Baptist Missionary Society, est. 
1792; the Church Missionary Society, est. 1799; the British and Foreign 
Bible Society, est. 1804; or the London Society for Promoting Christianity 
Among The Jews, est. 18083, to name but a few. These institutions were 
an intrinsic component of European colonial policy from the close of the 
17th century all the way to the beginning of the 19th. Moreover, the cultural 
mission that these societies undertook in the Levant would prove decisive 
in shaping European knowledge and perception of this space (through the 
creation of schools, archaeological activity, manuscript transfers and the 
translation of numerous texts emblematic of Levantine cultures and 
civilizations), just as they would benefit the success of European colonial 
policy in the region through the dissemination of the English and French 
languages and of Western civilization as a whole. At the same time, we 
cannot forget that the Levantine cultural traditions of these places were 

 
3 See Said, 2000, pp. 276-277. 
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Harvard in 1954: the Centre for Middle Eastern Studies. Meanwhile in 
Germany, Freie Universität Berlin established the Institut für 
Islamwissenchaften in 1948, while the University of Göttingen became 
renowned for its expertise in Oriental Church History, and in particular 
in the history of the Syriac Church. In the United Kingdom, Durham 
University would open its School of Oriental Studies in 1951. 

 
The Levant in recent history: the State of the Art 
 

It is the duty of any new institute and any new scientific 
publication to accurately portray the state of the art of their chosen 
research fields, and the underlying political and social context in its own 
evaluation. In the case of the Levant, this might verily appear to be an 
impossible mission, as the number of specialized volumes and articles on 
the region accumulated over millennia amount to somewhere in the 
millions of individual texts. Perhaps unexpectedly, however, the first few 
decades of the third millennium present us with both the “opportunity” 
and the “possibility” of such an endeavor: the unerring advance of our 
“information society”, allowing for the storage and classification of an 
immense quantity of data, offers us the possibility, while the failure of the 
“society of knowledge”, swiftly replaced with the globalization of our 
current “consumer society” which currently skews the humanist values 
that trace their roots to the Levant, affords us our opportunity. 

The current landscape of the material and immaterial heritage of 
the Levant bears the scars of political, military and economic upheavals 
occurring in the latter half of the 20th century, which caused profound 
changes in how cultural heritage is both researched and capitalized upon. 

In 1956, the Suez crisis would mark the end of Anglo-French 
imperialism, shortly followed by the decolonization of the Middle East 
and Northern Africa. The Caucasian Republics would remain part of the 
Soviet Union for a while to come. In the Balkans, Romania and Bulgaria 
would fall under the Soviet sphere of influence, an Iron Curtain 
separating them from Greece and Turkey, both of whom were NATO 
members. Yugoslavia, alongside India, would spearhead a non-aligned 
movement between the Eastern and Western military blocs. The socialist 
BAAS movement would fail to unify the Arab states which, under the rule 
of totalitarian despots, stymied Islamic fundamentalism. The Arab-Israeli 
wars of 1955-1956, 1967 and later 1973 would exacerbate the conflicts in 
the Middle East and Northern Africa. 
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Figure 1. Map from the collection of the Institute of Advanced Studies in 
Levant Culture and Civilization 

 
At the turn of the 20th century, two states, Romania in the Balkans 

and Azerbaijan at the Caspian Sea – where petroleum had long been 
known as bitumen and regularly used since Antiquity – became, 
alongside the United States, the sites of the first industrial oil 
exploitations in the world. This would place these two regions at the 
center of military strategies during the First and especially the Second 
World War. In the latter half of the 20th century, the massive oil reserves 
of the Middle East began to be drawn upon, turning the region into a 
global business hub with considerable influence over international 
politics. Irrespective of financial crises, the oil industry would generate 
tremendous economic and social progress, and would increase the 
confidence of both governments and populations in domestic 
development capabilities. The economic boom would, in turn, positively 
affect education and culture, while researching cultural heritage would 
transform into a symbol and topic of national pride. 

Following the American moon landing of 1969 and the sampling 
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culture presumes, above all, the existence of a form of dialogue from 
which all parties have something to learn. Fundamentally, the common 
denominator to both is the human being itself, in all its guises; and, from 
this perspective, Muslims, Christians and Jews alike can work together in 
order to better understand the greatest mystery of our world: Man 
himself”. 

In September of 2010, King Abdullah II of Jordan addressed the 
65th United Nations General Assembly, proposing the idea of a “World 
Interfaith Harmony Week” to promote mutual understanding between 
peoples of different convictions, and to thus encourage the creation of a 
culture of peace. The United Nations General Assembly unanimously 
adopted this proposal, and scheduled it for the first week of February 
every year15. 

Today’s tensions caused by terrorist acts that some 
extremist groups have undertaken in the West, with the support of certain 
Islamist religious factions, have led to an often-negative reception of 
Islamic culture in the West, and led to the accentuation of a tendency to 
study the phenomenology and the doctrines of this religion 
predominantly in terms of its threat to global security. There is a need for 
a new paradigm by which to tackle radicalism in Islamic societies, aiming 
to attenuate it by promoting themes of conviviality, common religious 
elements and the diversity of traditions in order to counteract interfaith 
and interethnic tensions and escalations. Likewise, there is a need to 
promote the spirit of tolerance already present in contemporary Western 
societies within the Levantine space, in order to quell existing frustrations 
that may easily evolve into hatred, aggression and violence. 

The inclusion of Islamic culture among categories for sociological, 
demographic, political and cultural analysis, alongside its metamorphosis 
into a public phenomenon, may lead to the discovery of a path towards a 
lasting peace, and to the prevention of negative global trends such as 
Islamic terrorism, which was exacerbated in the aftermath of the 
September 11 attacks on New York. 

Faced with the growing interest of the Muslim world in promoting 
its own culture to the West, Europe, a body which claims to positively 
incorporate existing differences, must in turn generate initiatives of 
cultural dialogue through cultural diplomatic strategies in order to 

 
15 See Nkurunziza, 2014, pp. 93-95. See also the Resolution adopted by the UN General 

Assembly on November 23rd 2010. Further foundational reading includes the 
Global Agenda for Dialogue among Civilizations and its associated Programme of 
Action, issued by the UN General Assembly on December 1st, 2005. 
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rethink and deepen its understanding and appraisal of the complex 
religious, social, economic and cultural realities of the Levant, including 
the protection of Christian minorities, of the cultural heritage of the 
nations in the region, and of fundamental human rights. 

The lessons of the past remain useful as a barometer for the 
pulse of the present, and for the resolution of the challenges of the future. 
We cannot claim to understand the Other’s culture, religion and 
specificity while ignoring the established tradition of searching for them. 
In a 19th-century novel that charmed my adolescence, The Talisman, Sir 
Walter Scott tells of a meeting between a crusader and Saracen in the 
Palestinian desert during which, as the crusader and his adversary 
(Saladin himself in disguise) progress in their conversation, the Christian 
discovers that his Muslim opponent does not appear to hold nearly as 
many beliefs conflicting with his own Christianity as he had been led to 
assume16. Today, the hermeneutical analysis of the correctness of Islamic 
doctrine which the story tells seems of much lesser importance, to me, 
than the exhibited willingness to come to know the Other, and to let 
oneself become known to them, that revelation that changing opinions 
and the abandonment of prejudice can indeed bring many cultural 
benefits for both parties. 

The time has come to take responsibility for entering into a 
dialogue with the societies of the Eastern Mediterranean, not in order to 
exploit them for our own economic or political gain, but rather, through 
coming to know their sensitivities, to serve to advance a mutual education 
through shared knowledge. 

 
The opportunity of an Institute for Advanced Studies in the 
Levant 

 
The idea of creating a new Institute for Advanced Studies in Levant 

Culture and Civilization was not put forward to society by the academic 
environment, but rather came into effect piecemeal from a calling of civil 
society towards the academic environment in order to resolve a global 
crisis that the current political, military and financial establishment 
cannot overcome: world peace. The elimination of war as a means for the 
resolution of conflicts represents a long road from darkness into light that 
requires a profound shift in our human consciousness. 

Contemporary society is affected by both open and frozen 
conflicts, whose profound causes stem from lingering differences in 

 
16 Scott, 1825, pp. 38-39. 
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Extremist movements have attempted to weaponize cultural 
differences for political aims. It is now time to focus our attention on the 
cultural and civilizational aspects in order to provide durable solutions to 
the conflicts besetting the region, by engaging with authentic local 
representatives in a meaningful dialogue and cooperation. 

Referring to the Orient over 50 years ago, H.A.R. Gibb, the 
Director of the Centre for Middle Eastern Studies at Harvard University, 
wrote: “The Orient is much too important to be left to the Orientalists. 
What we now need is the traditional Orientalist plus a good social 
scientist working together: between them, the two will do 
‘interdisciplinary’ work”23. Linguistic and historical research represents 
one of the Institute’s avenues of inquiry, yet our aim will be to bring 
together specialists with a broad variety of expertise, from Orientalist 
linguists to political analysts, economists, security experts, sociologists, 
specialists in the dialogue of monotheistic religions and philosophers, 
that we might all work together to seek answers to the challenges of the 
present and the forthcoming shocks of the future. 

The cultural melting pot that is the Levant can easily become a 
brew for conflicts and tension, without the cooperation of European and 
global political actors for the creation of a culture of peace. Scholars’ 
unerring perseverance in support of cultural dialogue may indeed tip the 
balance from conflict to cooperation. 

 
Why a Levant Institute in Romania? 

 
While I was a Visiting Professor at the Duke University, I had the 

possibility to become familiar with the specifics of an Institute for 
Advanced Studies. First of all, I was preoccupied with ensuring the 
“independence” of the research programmes and of the entire activity. By 
the Statute of the Institute for Advanced Studies in Levant Culture and 
Civilization, all decisions are taken exclusively by the Scientific Council. 
Secondly, the quality of the research activity is essential, and this is 
ensured by the Scientific Council, of which I am a member.  

The relationship of Romanians with the Levant is informed by 
geography, history and commercial exchanges which evolved into 
powerful cultural influences, generating a series of customs, traditions 
and affinities and thereby prefiguring a shared destiny. 

The geographical realities define Romania as a Carpatho-Istro-
Pontic space. The Southern and Eastern Carpathians represent the 

 
23 Gibb, 1963, pp. 12-13. 
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The structure of the Institute for Advanced Studies in Levant 
Culture and Civilization 

 
The breadth of possible choice topics in researching the Levant 

necessitates a certain complexity in approaching any scientific endeavor 
focusing on the region. This, in turn, has mandated that the Institute for 
Advanced Studies in Levant Culture and Civilization, since its inception, 
be structured into three complementary departments: The History of the 
Culture and Civilization of the Levant; Cultural Diplomacy; and Nature, 
Culture and Society. In what follows, we briefly outline several of the 
ongoing projects active in each department in turn. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 12. At the headquarters of the Institute for Advanced Studies in 
Levant Culture and  Civilization 
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Figure 14. Poster from the archive of the Institute for Advanced Studies 
in Levant Culture and Civilization 
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Figure 16. In the library of the Institute for Advanced Studies in Levant 
Culture and Civilization 
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The Institute’s series of editorial projects, managed by Dr 
Simona Deleanu, was inaugurated in 2019 through two collections: 

- The “Romanian Scholars in Levantine Research” collection, with 
two published volumes: Emil Condurachi, Pars Orientis. Studies in the 
History of European Culture (“Emil Condurachi, Pars Orientis. Studii de 
istorie a culturii europene”, ed. by Valentin Bottez, Romanian Academy 
Press, 2019) and Mihai Berza, From the Mediterranean to the Black Sea. 
Edition curated and presented by Andrei Pippidi (“Mihai Berza, De la 
Méditerranée à la mer Noire. Edition établie et présentée par Andrei 
Pippidi”, Istros Press, forthcoming 2020). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 17. The front cover of the volume devoted to Mihai Berza’s studies 
from the archive of the Institute for Advanced Studies in Levant Culture 

and Civilization 
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The case for a scientific publication of international scope – 
The International Journal of Levant Studies 

 
Interdisciplinary perspectives. The reasoning behind the 

decision to create an International Journal of Levant Studies stemmed 
from the observation that the study of the history, archaeology, 
linguistics, sciences, arts and culture of the Levantine civilization, of 
cultural diplomacy and of Mediterranean politics, sociology and religions 
can scarcely be found discussed in a unitary manner across existing 
scientific publications40. Our editorial project, coordinated by Dr Cătălin-
Ștefan Popa as editor-in-chief, is nothing if not ambitious, aiming to 
encapsulate the perspectives of contemporary academic experts which 
are researching or focusing on the Levant in order to offer sage insight 
and specialist solutions and perspectives to the region’s current 
evolutions. The greatest strength of the International Journal of Levant 
Studies shall be its elaboration of a holistic, perspectival vision on the 
region, starting from specific analyses of its material and immaterial 
heritage, its religious traditions and myths and its open or frozen conflicts 
tackled through the lens of cultural diplomacy – an editorial goal that has 
thus far been insufficiently pursued, at least in Romania or the Balkans. 
The theories behind the historical sciences and current political 
developments, in combination with practical field studies in the 
disciplines of cultural geology, geography, biology, archaeology, sociology 
and ethnology shall constitute our principal avenues of inquiry, open to 
both specialists and younger generations interested in coming to know 
the broader context of a Levant upon whose stability world peace so often 
depends. The agenda of Levantine culture and its global involvement will 
be approached from an interdisciplinary perspective, that it may serve to 
identify solutions to current crises and to anticipate their evolution, with 
the aim to configure a vision and strategy for sustainable regional 
development. 

 
The abandonment of cultural and ethnic stereotypes. The 

Journal argues for the re-consecration of the Levantine space as a 
coherent region whose stability is closely dependent on that of the 

 
40 We could here include Cahiers de la Méditeranée, published by the Centre de la 

Méditeranée Moderne et Contemporaine (CMMC) at the University of Nice, or 
the Journal of Levantine Studies, published under the aegis of the Van Leer 
Institute in Jerusalem. 
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cultures and traditions which comprise it. Our impetus in this endeavor 
stems not from the search for prestige or scientific authoritativeness, but 
from the very real need to provide an alternative to the lack of vision and 
of cultural-diplomatic involvement in the region. We will not limit our 
inquiries to a cursory evaluation of the region’s history or present through 
the lens of the Institute’s projects, but rather seek to promote and foster 
a meaningful dialogue in service of stability and conviviality. 

The issues which the Journal aims to return to the forefront of 
scientific research can be found expressed in the nexus of connections and 
routes situated between the Middle East, northern Africa, the Balkans and 
the Caucasus. Each of these regions shaped their distinct cultural profiles 
under the influence of the numerous currents stemming from the biblical 
Levant in the distant past (Israel, Palestine, Syria, Jordan, Lebanon) and 
which coexisted under successive imperial authorities. 

 
The partition of cultural heritage. One of the main challenges 

that the Journal aims to approach head-on is the reconciliation of space 
and time, opening a discussion on the partition of a space which, over 
millennia, has become ingrained into the cultural identity of several 
peoples – perhaps the Levant’s thorniest of problems, requiring the 
concurrent protection of both material and immaterial heritage. As 
Bryant has aptly noted41, the concept of “peaceful coexistence” is 
inoperable in this space, as the term, as employed by post-war 
international diplomacy, presumes “hard borders between collective 
entities, and requires non-interference between these identities”. It 
describes “horizontal rather than vertical rapports between different 
social orders”, and cannot be used to defuse the civil strife that has taken 
the place of international conflicts after 1989, when the Cold War ended 
at the global level. The memory of violence must not necessarily be 
erased, but rather internalised in order to avoid a repeat of previous 
conflicts. There is a visible need for closer cooperation, which is acutely 
felt by the different groups inhabiting the Levant’s most sensitive regions. 
Coexistence can be reinforced through joint actions, and supported 
wherever its roots have not yet gained enough strength. Sociologists 
perceive coexistence as “an active means of managing differences”42. It 
requires “the understanding of how to live with recognized differences”. 
In the countries of the Levantine space, inhabited by different ethnic or 
religious groups, we can indeed speak of a certain “quotidian 

 
41 Bryant, 2016, p. 7. 
42 Bryant, 2016, p. 7. 
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cohabitation” between them43. Whether we speak of “coexistence”, which 
implies a passive form of existing together, or of “conviviality”44, which 
marks the performative nature of transgressing boundaries and a 
conscious experience of difference45, both imply a plurality of daily 
attitudes fed from more or less fluid elements that outline identities and 
stimulate a dialogue predicated on diversity. Understanding the nature of 
local communities’ quotidian cohabitation falls within the remit of the 
Institute’s stated objectives, and requires the development of new 
theoretical and methodological instruments to seek solutions for 
fostering both regional and global peace and understanding. 

 
Conserving and capitalizing upon material heritage. Case 
studies on the sensitive areas of the Levant 

 
Thus far, scientific inquiries have either focused on political and 

ethnic fragmentation, or have otherwise viewed it as a testament to ample 
sociocultural syntheses, highlighting its relevance to the polysemic 
character of culture or for a space of inclusivity and synthesis. Without 
aiming to circumscribe each issue of the present Journal to a particular 
theme or topic, we encourage authors interested in submitting future 
contributions to consider the urgency of conserving and capitalizing upon 
mankind’s material and immaterial heritage as expressed throughout the 
Levantine region, and the imperative to de-escalate national, ethnic and 
religious conflicts linked to the management of this heritage across 
certain sensitive regions in the Balkans, the Caucasus, Northern Africa 
and the Middle East. 

 
The Balkans 
With regard to the Balkans, we have already identified several 

promising avenues for resolving frozen conflicts through extensive 
cultural and religious dialogue in Bosnia and Herzegovina and in Turkey. 

For Bosnia and Herzegovina, the conflict of 1992 was strange 
indeed, a war in which the armies of all parties failed to fight each other, 
instead preferring to murder enemy ethnic civilians and, in particular, 
opting to destroy cultural sites in order to erase the identities of those with 
whom until then they had either peacefully or violently coexisted 
throughout history. In 1999, I travelled to Sarajevo for a meeting with the 

 
43 Bryant, 2016, p. 8. 
44 Suárez-Navaz, 2004, 191f. See also O’Shea, 2006. 
45 Bryant, 2016, pp. 7-8. 
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The Caucasus 
On the one hand, the region of the Caucasus has been home to 

forms of coexistence that date back millennia; yet, on the other, it has also 
seen significant tension due to ethnic fragmentation. Ever since 
Antiquity, the southern Caucasus was a region in which Persian, Greek 
and Roman rivalries historically played out; these would later be 
supplanted by rivalries between Arabs, Iranians, Turks and Russians. The 
region’s intrinsic multiculturality and the broad variety of traditions on 
display are managed at present by three states that have for a long time 
been satellites of the Russian Empire and of the later Soviet Union: 
Georgia and Armenia, boasting an ancient Christian heritage on the one 
hand, and majority-Muslim Azerbaijan on the other – the latter also 
harboring a Russian Orthodox minority and home to Zoroastrian 
traditions and Albanian cultural influences which can be traced back to 
the roots of an old Christian religion. After Azerbaijan and Georgia 
achieved their independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, a series of 
new conflicts sprang up while older ones that had lain dormant during 
totalitarian regimes erupted anew. At the same time, the administrations 
of the two states embarked on a policy of active diplomatic cooperation 
both bilaterally and multilaterally, attested to through the over 100 
bilateral accords ratified between the two nations48. 

Since the 10th century, The history of Georgia was long 
dominated by the Bagrationi dynasty49, who ruled over the Georgian state 
until its annexation by the Russian Empire at the beginning of the 19th 
century50, the Russians having become the dominant geostrategic power 
in the region towards the end of the 17th century51. The advent of World 
War I, coupled with military clashes between the Ottoman Empire and 
Russia, exacerbated ethnic conflicts in the region52. One point of dispute 
between Georgia and Azerbaijan is the Monastery of St David Gareji on 
the Holy Mountain (Mtatsminda in Georgian), built in the 6th century and 
subsequently expanded in multiple iterations. The vast majority of the 
monastic complex lies on the territory of Georgia, however a small yet 
significant segment, which includes the important Udabno Church, lies 
on the Azeri side of the border. Minor tensions flared in 2012, when the 
Azeri authorities denied tourists’ access to the Udabno Church, a move 

 
48 Tsereteli 2013, p. 18. 
49 See Toumanoff, 1966; Rapp, 2003. 
50 See also Suny, 2007; Tsereteli, 2013, pp. 8-9. 
51 Tsereteli, 2013, p. 9. 
52 Tsereteli, 2013, pp. 10-11. 
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that generated public discontent within Georgia. Potential escalations 
were mitigated, however, through the joint intervention of the two 
countries’ Presidents which resolved the issue during the NATO Summit 
of May 20th 2012 in Chicago. Although the Azeri authorities were open to 
a bilateral restoration of the monastic complex alongside their Georgian 
counterparts, the Catholicos Patriarch of the Church of Georgia, Elijah II, 
claimed that “the monastery is a sacred shrine that should rest in its 
entirety on Georgian soil”. After a series of meetings to discuss the specific 
demarcation of borders around the holy site, on February 27th 2019, 
during a reunion in Azerbaijan, Salome Zurabishvili, the President of 
Georgia and Ilham Aliyev, President of Azerbaijan, came to an agreement 
regarding the demarcation process. There exist, however, certain cultural 
tensions with regard to underlying linguistic issues. The Iranian religious 
influence on the Azeris in Kvemo Kartli represents another field where an 
agreement must be reached between the Georgian and Azeri authorities. 
From a political and economic standpoint, Azerbaijan, as a country rich 
in natural gas, and Georgia, a transit country par excellence, need one 
another both in order to supply Eastern and South-Eastern Europe with 
energy and in their relationship with the European Union, such that, at 
present, there are promising perspectives for a fruitful continuation of 
this dialogue. 

 
Northern Africa 
The north coast of Africa has returned to the world’s attention in 

the aftermath of the Arab Spring, which brought to light old conflicts that 
simmered under the region’s totalitarian regimes, among them the 
situation of the Coptic Christian communities. 

In Libya for example, a North African space of exceptional and 
ancient history, the 40.000-strong Roman Catholic community (divided 
into the two bishoprics of Tripoli and Benghazi) and the more recent 
Anglican community have come to supplement the surviving native 
Coptic Christian tradition, which developed under the influence of the 
Roman Empire and is currently practiced by around 60.000 faithful 
centred in the area around Tripoli. In 2015, the entire world watched in 
horror as a group of 21 Coptic Egyptian Christians were beheaded in Libya 
by the Islamic State. The Coptic Church counted them among the martyrs 
of the faith, enshrining them in its Synaxarion. Although Libya boasts 
impressive oil reserves, ongoing military conflicts and parallel 
administrations have caused thousands of emigrants to risk their lives in 
pursuit of a better future in Europe. Therefore, the creation of the 
premises for a lasting peace in Libya is essential, and could be more easily 
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implemented through recourse to the country’s significant historical and 
cultural heritage. 

In Egypt, the demographic influence of Coptic Christians – a 
community with an impressive cultural history – has diminished steadily 
since the 19th century, today numbering only about 10% of the total 
Egyptian population, with 9 ½ million members. On January 1st 2011, a 
bomb attack on Coptic Christians in Alexandria drew attention to the 
plight of this community which has gifted a series of notable personalities 
to Egyptian culture, diplomacy, politics and economics. Upon hearing the 
news of the tragedy befalling Coptic Christians in Libya and Egypt, 
Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew stated that “this unjust and 
unjustifiable incident has revealed to us and to the entire world the great 
price that Christians continue to pay for their faith in Jesus Christ”53. In 
the end, after repeated warnings and crimes ignored, the European 
Parliament tabled a discussion on the attack on the Christians in 
Alexandria, and on January 20th 2011 adopted a Resolution54 pertaining 
to the situation of Christians in the context of religious freedom. It is 
worth mentioning that, despite mounting pressure, the Coptic Church 
continues its efforts to play a mediating role in Egyptian society. 

 
The Middle East 
In this region of a long and complicated history, Lebanon, Syria, 

Iraq and Israel are forced to manage both ancient problems and more 
recent sensitivities concerning interconfessional relations with a 
potential for conflict generation. Tolerance and open debate on elements 
of shared identity, culture and history are a few of the paths by which this 
space can move away from estrangement and violence55. 

 
53 See Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew’s message of condolence to Pope 

Shenouda III, January 3rd 2011, p. 11. 
54 Under Article 9, the Resolution “urges the authorities of states with alarmingly 

high levels of attacks against religious denominations to take responsibility in 
ensuring normal and public religious practices for all religious denominations, to 
step up their efforts to provide reliable and efficient protection for the religious 
denominations in their countries and to ensure the personal safety and physical 
integrity of members of religious denominations in the country, thereby 
complying with the obligations to which they have already committed themselves 
within the international arena”. Under Article 18, it “reiterates its support for all 
initiatives aimed at promoting dialogue and mutual respect between religious and 
other communities; calls on all religious authorities to promote tolerance and to 
take initiatives against hatred and violent and extremist radicalisation”. 
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/HR/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52011IP0021 

55 Mouawad, 2012, p. 1. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/HR/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52011IP0021
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Abstract: 
Culture is the finest flower of human social evolution containing the 
essence of knowledge and experience accumulated through long centuries 
of history and civilization. It has an unrivalled capacity to generate 
positive, constructive human relations. Cultural diplomacy is the highest 
in an ascending series of social measures that can be applied to sublimate 
humanity’s aggressive instincts and reliance on physical violence and 
political power to resolve disputes and forge cooperative interactions 
between individuals and social groups. Because of its subtle character, 
cultural influences permeate by osmosis from one society to another, 
defying the political and social barriers that often obstruct understanding 
and recognizing the value of other societies. Experience suggests that the 
comprehensive, systematic application of cultural diplomacy in concert 
with appropriate economic and other strategies can achieve a sudden 
breakthrough in relations within the Levant, which have defied resolution 
for decades through more conventional forms of diplomacy. 
 
 
 
Keywords: Cultural diplomacy; social interaction; reconciliation; 
strategies for peace and development 
 
  

 
1 This article is based on a presentation at the Bucharest Forum “Levant, Cradle of 
the Cultural Diplomacy: Rediscovering the Mediterranean”, May 23rd–25th, 2013, 
Bucharest. 
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human welfare. The WAAS is committed to the principle that cultural 
diplomacy through ideas and interchange can succeed where conventional 
methods fail. The International Centre for Cultural Diplomacy is founded 
on a similar principle, and can play a leading role in the promotion of 
cultural solutions to difficult problems. Situated in Berlin at the meeting 
place of Eastern and Western culture, a synthesis of the emotional east 
and mental West, the ICD is well-positioned to promote effective, 
practical strategies based on the efficacy of cultural diplomacy. 
 
A comprehensive strategy for the Levant 
 

Cultural diplomacy is usually an informal process occurring at 
countless points in an unorganized manner, much in the way fashions 
spread from one country to another. What is happening now informally 
can be made far more powerful if fully organized. As the spread of 
information resulted in a vast reduction in under-5 mortality from 
measles, an intensive campaign by a global network of organizations to 
disseminate information on the lethal threat of nuclear weapons can 
overcome the inertia and insensitivity that have long impeded political 
measures to abolish these pernicious relics of the Cold War. 

Countless piecemeal efforts have been undertaken to improve 
political, economic, social and cultural relations in the Levant. Culture 
does not exist separate or divorced from commerce, economy or from 
other aspects of life. What we now need is a concerted and comprehensive 
effort involving major nations, civil society and international institutions. 
The strategy proposed is to exhaust all potential areas systematically and 
in concert. History shows that social and cultural tensions become 
severely aggravated during times of hardship. Therefore, cultural 
diplomacy will be successful only when it is combined with serious efforts 
to address the economic hardships of the people in the region. The rising 
level of unemployment, especially among youth, is a case in point. It is 
unrealistic to expect purely cultural methods to resolve issues unless real 
underlying problems are addressed in concert. Rising levels of education 
raised public awareness and expectations among youth, leading to the 
Arab Spring14. No effective solutions can be brought about without 
addressing the serious problem of youth unemployment in the region. 

A comprehensive approach to bringing peace to the Levant should 
include elaboration of a master economic plan for the development of the 
region. The plan should set forth methods to raise income levels and 

 
14 See Alfadhel, 2016; Brownlee et al., 2013. 
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employment opportunities throughout the Levant through collaborative, 
inter-cultural initiatives. It should also include strategies to raise levels of 
training and education in the region, utilizing the newly emerging 
opportunities for on-line education to reduce costs while increasing the 
range, quality and accessibility of courses. Moreover, water represents 
another critical element of any comprehensive plan. There is ample scope 
for improving water productivity and conservation throughout the region. 
Intensive attention can increase rainfall, as documented by the 30% rise 
in average rainfall in Southern Israel over a thirty-year period of intensive 
attention to water resources15. 

A comprehensive cultural approach to the region could involve the 
creation of regional professional associations for MDs, lawyers, engineers, 
all academic disciplines, for universities, research institutes, media, 
broadcasters, filmmakers, for writers, artists, and musicians. Such 
associations could also include film festivals, cross cultural educational 
programs, the translation of literary works and cinema into other 
languages, intensive foreign language training, a conscious dissemination 
of foods and fashions from other cultures, concerted study of the history 
of other cultures, measures to promote travel and student exchange, as 
well as a master plan to utilize the potential of the Internet to promote 
cultural exchange on all aspects. 

The actions of governments are often hampered by the absence of 
support from the general public. A comprehensive cultural initiative 
combined with supporting economic measures can prepare the way for a 
diplomatic breakthrough in the Levant that has long defied traditional 
measures. The sudden demise of the Cold War and recent end of decades-
long violence in Northern Ireland are indicative of the opportunity for 
bringing lasting peace to the Levant. 

 
15 Ben-Gai et al., 1994, pp. 59-67. 



113 
 

Răzvan Theodorescu 
Vice-President of the Romanian Academy 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Levant as an European space 
 
 
 
 

Abstract: 
The present article tackles the concordances between the European idea 
and the Levant through the ages, and posits the argument that the Levant 
is an intrinsically European space. Europe carries the Levantine spirit – 
first mentioned by Greek mythology and later developed until the present 
– in its very essence. Birthplace of the world’s three major monotheistic 
religions, the Levant has always been a space dominated by imperial 
realities, impressive in its complexity, a space of negotiation, of 
expectation, of agrarianism, of sumptuousness and of mystery. Through 
its capacity to assimilate spiritual experiences, Levantine Christianity 
became the model for European Christianity at large, and for the broader 
European civilization that would come to carry a permanent Sehensucht 
for this Eastern Mediterranean state of being. 
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“The land of the rising sun”, the Levant is much more than a mere 
geographic and historical space. For the civilizations of Europe, the 
Levant is a state of mind, most prevalent in those places where they come 
together with the civilizations of Asia. More accurately, from a geopolitical 
standpoint, the Levantines have lived and continue to thrive in the region 
between the Eastern Mediterranean – once called the ‘Mare Internum’1, 
or the ‘Mar di Levante’, and the ‘Sinus Arabicus2’ – the Red Sea, and the 
Indus river further afield. 

In fact, other names for the Levant are, in modern languages, ‘le 
Proche Orient’, ‘the Near East’, ‘der Nahe Osten’, encompassing – in a 
very broad sense – the entirety of the Balkans, southern Asia Minor, 
Egypt, Syria, Lebanon and Palestine alongside their Arabian extensions, 
wherein can be found the great metropolises of the ancient, mediaeval 
and modern world, such as Istanbul, Smyrna, Beirut and Alexandria – 
just as the Western Mediterranean encompasses Sicily and the Balearics, 
the southern coasts of France and Spain, and part of the Maghreb – ‘Land 
of the Setting Sun’ in Arabic – in Morocco and Algeria. 

It seems evident that the vast space of the Levant belongs, for the 
most part, to Europe in spirit and in history, even though the above 
enumeration featured a number of Afro-Asian territories; for, in the 
famous words of Paul Valéry almost one century ago, “in reality, Europe 
is a small peninsula of the Asian continent”3. 

Situated at the central point of this Levant, of the Eastern 
Mediterranean, the island of Crete is where myth tells us the kidnapped 
Europa was spirited away to by Zeus in the guise of a bull – the very same 
Europa described as an okeanid in verse 357 of Hesiod’s Theogonia4, 
almost three millennia ago; later personified by Isocrates in the 4th century 
B.C. as the embodiment of Hellenism in opposition to barbarism; and yet 
later defined by Latin geographer Pomponius Mela in the 1st century A.D. 
as the region ending at Tanaris and the Maeotid marshes, nowadays 
known as the Azov and Don rivers5. 

The Levant persists in universal history not solely as the cradle of 
the world’s three monotheistic religions, but also as an imperial space in 
quasi-perpetuity, the home of a plethora of Semitic and Indo-European 

 
1 For ‘inland sea’, see Brodersen, 1994; Rackham et al., 1949; Eichholz, 1954; Smith, 1854. 
2 Pliny’s Natural History. VI: 107. 163; Pomponius Mela, De chorographia. I 9. III 72f. 
3 Valéry, 2000, p. 405-414: “L’ Europe deviendra-t-elle ce qu’elle est en réalité, c’est-

à-dire: un petit cap du continent asiatique?” 
4 See Hesiod’s Theogony, v. 357, Johnson (ed.), 2017. 
5 Pomponius Mela, De chorographia, 1.15, Brodersen (ed.), 1994. 
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Abstract: 
The church in the monastery of Jacob the Recluse in Ṭūr-‘Abdīn, dated to 
the Byzantine period, contains a collection of Syriac inscriptions dated 
between the 8th and the 14th centuries. Eight inscriptions commemorate 
deceased monks and a bishop, while four inscriptions commemorate 
donations made to the monastery. More than a century ago, the French 
Henri Pognon published the funerary inscriptions, and more recently 
Andrew Palmer translated a lengthy inscription containing names of 
donors into English. The present article contains a new edition and 
English translation of the inscriptions using digital images that facilitate 
decipherment and hence more accurate translation.  
 
 
 
 
Keywords: Syriac epigraphy; Syriac monasticism; Syriac Orthodox 
Patriarchate; Byzantine architecture; Endowments and gifts.   
 
 
  



Amir Harrak 

126 
 

A1. Inscription of 908 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Place: Left side of the wall, between A2 and A6 and to the left side of A3, 
Studies: Pognon, Inscriptions sémitiques, p. 64-65 (hand copy; French 
translation); Palmer, Monk and Mason, pp. 209-218 (English 
translation). 
Date: Seleucid 1219. 
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.  ܢܦܩ ܡܢ ܥܠܡܐ ܗܢܐ 1  

. ܡܐܠ ܫ̈ܚܩܐ ܘܫܢܝ 2  

. ܠܘܬ ܡܪܗ ܚܣܝܐ ܡܪܝ 3  

. ܝܘܚܢܢ ܐܦܝܣܩܘܦܐ 4  

. ܕܣܪܘܓ ܡܢܗ ܕܥܘܡܪ]ܐ[ 5  

. ܗܢܐ ܫܢܬ ܐܠܦܐ6  

. ܘ̈ܡܬܝܢ ܘܬܫܥܣܪ]ܐ[ 7  

ܢܝܐ ܐܝܪܚ ܐܒ8
̈
. ܕܝܘ  

. ܒܘ ܒܗ ܝܘܡ ܥܪܘܒܬ]ܐ 9  

. ܟܠ ܕܩܪܐ ܢܨܐܠ ܥܠܘ]ܗܝ[ 10  
 
(3b-7a) The virtuous Mōr-John, Bishop of Sarug, from this monastery 
(1-3a) left this world 
full of miseries, departing to his Lord, (6-10) the year one thousand two 
hundred and nineteen (AD 908) of the Greeks, the month of Āb 
(August), 6 in it, a Friday. May the one who reads (this) pray for him.  
 
Notes: 
Line 4: The bishop served his bishopric rank between 887 and 895. He 

was ordained by Patriarch Theodosius:     ܕܝܪܐ ܡܢ  ܠܣܪܘܓ   
̄
ܐܦܝܤ ܝܘܚܢܢ  ܟܐ: 

 ,John, bishop for Sarug, of the Monastery of the Recluse“ ܕܚܒ݂ܝܫܐ ܕܒܛܘܪܥܒܕܝܢ
which is in Ṭūr-‘Abdīn”8. Pognon concluded that the bishop may have 
given up his rank or he may have been expelled from Sarug, because he 
died in the monastery. Nonetheless, Michael the Great, who listed all the 
Syriac Orthodox bishops throughout the centuries until the year 1195, 
noticed in the list of bishops that some were indeed expelled by 
parishioners, which is not the case of John of Sarug. In addition, we do 
not know the age of John when he retired to the monastery of Jacob the 
Recluse.  
Lines 7-10: Slightly damaged, but legible. Pognon thought that the 

stonecutter began to cut a word in line 9 different from  ܝܘܡ, but this 
cannot be verified since, as said earlier, the line is slightly damaged. 
  

 
8 Ibrahim, 2009, p. 760. 
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Abstract: 
It was, above all, among the languages of the early Christian Church that 
translation of literary texts became, from the second century AD onwards, 
a widespread practice. Among the Oriental Christian languages, Syriac is 
exceptionally rich in translated texts. These cover not only biblical and 
specifically theological topics, such as monastic literature and liturgy, but 
also medicine, scientific literature and philosophy. Each of these areas 
deserves a separate consideration in this paper. 
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Latin where it was adapted as a drama by the enterprising 10th-century nun, 
Hrotswitha of Gandersheim. 
 Syriac texts travelled east as well as west. A number of important 
texts of the 4th and 5th centuries were translated into Armenian. These did 
not only include works by Syriac writers such as Ephrem and Aphrahat, but 
also Syriac works that had been translated from the Greek: thus, the 
Armenian Church read Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History and Basil of 
Caesarea’s Homilies on the Six Days of Creation in translations made from 
Syriac, rather than directly from Greek. Belonging to a considerably later 
date, the writings of a Syriac medical writer named Isho‘ are only known 
today through an Armenian translation. By contrast, Syriac authors for the 
most part reached Georgian through intermediary translations, notably 
Arabic – which came to be an important conduit of translations of Syriac 
authors in the Middle East, and also, by way of Egypt, to Ethiopia.  
 The eastward expansion of the Church of the East along the Silk 
Route, reaching China by the early 7th century, resulted in a need to translate 
from Syriac into different local languages: Sogdian, Turkic, and Chinese. 
Numerous fragmentary Sogdian translations, mainly of liturgical, monastic 
and hagiographical texts turned up in the early 20th century in German 
excavations of a monastery of the Church of the East at the Turfan Oasis; it 
is only recently that quite a number of these have been published. 
 
 
3. Significance 
 
 
 One might ask: What is the role and significance of all these 
translations from Greek into Syriac, and of those from Syriac into other 
languages? Such questions can be answered from two different aspects: 
from the internal perspective of the Syriac tradition itself, and from an 
external perspective of the ways in which some of these translations have 
had an impact outside the Syriac tradition. 
 From an internal perspective, it goes without saying that 
translations from Greek proved to be immensely important for the 
development of Syriac literary culture. Not only did they provide channels 
by which to gain an awareness of intellectual and other developments in the 
Greek world, but they also indirectly came to have a profound effect on the 
development of the Syriac language itself and of the Syriac literary style. It 
was often through translations that new Greek loanwords first entered the 
Syriac lexicon; less obviously, they had an important effect on the expansion 
of Syriac word formation in several areas. Thus, early Syriac, like Classical 
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Hebrew, makes use of very few adjectives; by contrast, in Greek adjectives 
are extremely common. This disparity led translators, especially from the 
6th century onwards, to devise numerous corresponding Syriac adjectival 
forms, most of which then rapidly came into widespread use in literature 
composed in Syriac. As far as style is concerned, the influence of Greek will 
become immediately obvious to the reader of many 7th and 8th century 
Syriac authors.  
 More relevant from the standpoint of this paper is the external 
perspective. Here, it must suffice to highlight two aspects in particular. One 
of the most influential events in the course of the intellectual history of the 
Middle East was the ‘Translation Movement’ under the Abbasids, when 
large amounts of medical, scientific and philosophical literature was 
translated into Arabic, thus providing a stimulus for all sorts of new 
developments in these disciplines. What is often forgotten is the fact that 
many translations, including several by that doyen of translators, Hunayn 
ibn Ishaq himself, were made by way of Syriac. Especially in the early years 
of the Translation Movement, before any expertise in translating Greek 
directly into Arabic had built up, it was practical to make use of the 
experience of at least two centuries of translating technical Greek works into 
Syriac, and to work first from Greek into Syriac, and then from one Semitic 
language into another. Thus, there will have been a short period at the 
beginning of the Translation Movement, when the work of these Syriac 
translators was absolutely essential, and without them the Movement could 
never have taken off – with the consequence that the entire subsequent 
intellectual history of the Arabic-speaking world and beyond, in western 
Europe, would have taken a completely different course. As things turned 
out, however, it was solely due to the fact that the Translation Movement 
had taken place that, for example, Muslim, Jewish and Christian 
philosophers living during the heyday of Arabic philosophy, with 
translations into Latin and Hebrew, were all speaking the same 
philosophical language, whether it be in Arabic, Greek, Latin, Hebrew, 
Syriac – or indeed Armenian and Georgian as well.  
 The second aspect of the external perspective has already, in part, 
been hinted at: the relevance of the Syriac tradition to the Christian 
tradition as a whole. All too often, the Christian tradition has been regarded 
as having just two main channels of transmission: the Latin West and the 
Greek East – Pope John Paul II’s ‘two lungs’ of the Church. Regrettably, 
according to this understanding a third important component has been 
entirely forgotten, namely what might be called the ‘Syriac Orient’. Each of 
the three traditions retains distinctive elements of its own that are also of 
value for the other two, where they are either absent or have since been lost. 
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Abstract: 
The present article offers a glimpse into the city of Mardin, in the 
Ottoman Empire, at the beginning of the 20th century. Poised to become 
an important stop along the Baghdad Railway, Mardin was of great 
interest to Germany, in particular due to its agricultural capacity and 
fertile soils, reasons for the acceleration of German charity, religious and 
economic interests in the Armenian community, through the mediation 
of the German Oriental Mission (‘Deutsche Orientmission’) founded in 
1886. 
The paper will focus on the persona of German entrepreneur Paul 
Rohrbach in the context of expanding German imperialism into the 
region at the time of the Baghdad Railway’s construction. Rohrbach’s 
own account sheds light on German regional ambitions and aspirations, 
as well as on the divided local perceptions with regard to the great 
infrastructure project of the Baghdad Railway motivated by economic, 
colonial, ethical and religious ambition. The most influential Christians 
in the region, the Armenian community, wishing for a change in their 
societal status, urged that the Baghdad Railway should be completed; in 
contrast, the Kurds set themselves against this project which, to their 
view, would severely limit their own autonomy and power in the region. 
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Abstract: 
Based on the methods of Historical Anthropology, the present study 
focuses on the main diplomatic principles that governed the first Graeco-
Roman contacts in the early years of the 2nd century BC, emphasizing the 
importance of cultural semantics with regard to the communication 
process between Rome and the Greek poleis. Accordingly, the survey of 
diplomatic friendship takes the structural differences of the ancient 
societies into account, differences that ultimately led to diverging views 
on the concepts of philia and amicitia. Attention is also paid to the 
ancient vocabulary of freedom (eleutheria / autonomia – libertas), which, 
given the antagonism between the egalitarian notion of the Greeks and 
the hierarchical concept of the Romans, likewise constituted a potential 
source of intercultural misunderstandings. At the same time, a 
historiographical and interdisciplinary analysis of the applicability of 
modern-day approaches to cultural diplomacy is undertaken, advocating 
a constructionist course of action, which would suit the interests of 
comparative studies. 
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1  The following paper has been presented in an abridged form at the conference 

“The Levant Initiative for Global Peace: through Cultural Diplomacy towards a 
Sustainable Peace”, held from the 20th to the 21st of November 2017 in Bucharest, 
Romania. 
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Within most of today’s historiographical trends there is a broad 
scientific consensus regarding the need for an interdisciplinary approach 
as an epistemological basis. Ever since the reception of various 
sociological theories by the Annales School and up to the contemporary 
influences of ethnology and anthropology, reflected by the multitude of 
‘turns’ in modern Cultural Studies2, new methods and concepts belonging 
to neighbouring research fields have enriched the historiographical 
vocabulary. These have often led to a change of perspective on old 
questions, entailing a refinement of the hermeneutical procedures and 
allowing the application of plausible heuristic categories. It would not be 
exaggerated to claim that the ethnological definition of ‘culture’ has 
played a crucial role in avoiding the trap of anachronism during the last 
decades. It is therefore only natural to turn our attention to a notion that 
by its very name alludes to this essential concept, while promising a 
scientific examination of a phenomenon that has been indispensable in 
any age of human civilization: cultural diplomacy. 

 
1. The notion of cultural diplomacy 

 
The ubiquity of cultural considerations in past diplomatic efforts 

has also been highlighted by the discipline’s theorists3. Nevertheless, 
structures that anticipate recent practices can only be traced back as far 
as the age of ‘absolutism’, having been perpetuated, in relatively stable 
forms, until the first decades of the 20th century4. It is during that time 
that the foundations for the first cultural institutes – as well as for 
diplomatic missions destined exclusively to the dissemination of one’s 
own culture abroad – have been laid. However, the interest that can be 

 
2 For details cf. Bachmann-Medick, 2009. 
3 The title of Richard Arndt’s book (Arndt, 2005) is inspired by the perception of 

cultural diplomacy as “the first resort of kings” (ibid., p. 1). The author also draws 
attention to the fact that, despite a multitude of historical examples in modern 
studies, a comparison of the actual practices in different ages is still a desideratum 
(ibid.). The ancient practice of drawing a positive image across borders as well as 
of intercultural dialogue is highlighted by Gienow-Hecht & Donfried, 2010, p. 16. 

4 The historical development and particularly the diplomatic primacy of France 
from the 17th to the 19th centuries are outlined by Mitchell, 1986, pp. 22-27. For 
the reception of Spanish culture at the Court of the Bourbons cf. Changhe, 2013, 
p. 544. Examples of cultural relations between France and England as well as be-
tween Spain and Venice are presented by Gienow-Hecht & Donfried, 2010, p. 17. 
By employing the term “absolutism”, we have adhered to a terminological 
convention, although its historical accuracy is contested by many scholars (cf. 
Henshall, N., 1992; cf. also the review by Duchhardt, H., 1994). 
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Abstract: 

The article covers a situation in which archaeologists deal with finds that 

were not retrieved in an excavation, and they construct various 

interpretations upon these negative results. The article clarifies how one 

can know of finds that were not found and perhaps could have been there, 

and under what circumstances one can safely suggest an interpretation 

based on this want of data. Further, under what circumstances might such 

an interpretation prove faulty, and when could more finds be retrieved 

that might refute the original interpretation? For the clarification of this 

issue, several case studies from various excavations in ancient Jerusalem 

are to be examined.  
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Introduction 

 

Archaeology studies man and his culture through the remains uncovered 

in an archaeological excavation. The archaeologist can only study ancient 

findings inasmuch as these were preserved. Some remains have been 

preserved well, others only partially, and there are yet other remains 

which were not preserved at all, because of various reasons, and which 

were not uncovered in the excavation. The present article attempts to 

tackle these latter items of material culture, those which were not 

uncovered. The reader might wonder how one can deal with that which 

was not found? More so, how can one know that some finds were expected 

and yet that they are totally missing? And furthermore: why are these 

items missing? Has their absence any meaning?  

 

Finds in their context 

 

Man has always operated within an environment (natural, rural, urban 

etc.). Various interrelations have existed between man and the 

environment: Man lived in the environment, subsisted on it, created 

within it both physically and spiritually, was influenced by it, etc. The 

archaeological record is always uncovered within a certain context. That 

context might be environmental, material or historical, or a combination 

of these. The environment encompasses various aspects that pertain at 

once to the land (water sources, topography, geology, landscape) and to 

the Flora and Fauna which inhabited it.  

 From a certain moment during their ascent, humanity began to 

express itself in creative forms. A greater part of this creation was for 

utilitarian purposes, but part was to express states of mind. When writing 

was invented, the historical era had begun. 

 Here, we can begin to answer the questions presented above. How 

can one speak of things that were not found, or even know about their 

existence in the past? Their context might hint to these. The 

environmental context might be in accordance with the discovery, or in 

contradiction to it1.  Likewise, the historical and cultural context might 

 
1   For example, a building constructed of white limestone (e.g. the ancient Synagogue 

of Capernaum near the Sea of Galilee) in the heart of a large region covered by 
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lacunae of information are sometimes only seemingly present, there is 

always a chance that a number of plausible interpretations may be refuted 

by newly found data. The archaeologist has to identify the probability of 

this for a specific subject he or she lacks data on. This absence has to be 

proven with statistical tools. In the case that a historical source has served 

as a starting point for this possible absence, the archaeologist should 

return to it and try to evaluate the true nature of this absence.   

 It seems that, in some cases, an archaeologist should restrain his 

or her efforts for immediate publication of conclusions based on partial 

information, augmented with arguments from silence, when the 

obtaining of additional data would have perhaps supported a conclusion 

based on positive data.  
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tired … He takes care of the other soldiers. He is always prepared. 
That’s how, one night, I caught four Egyptians who would have 
killed us. The next day I saw how the Russian tanks [of the Egyptian 
army] fled from our tanks for no reason. It was really a miracle. I 
think that the entire Six Day War was a miracle …But the generals 
did not give God any credit.” 

He then reads out loud a passage from Judges 6, commenting: 

“The bad soldiers were the first to come to drink. The good ones 
walked slowly, checked that there was no trap, drinking with one 
hand, while the other held their sword. Then I get down on one 
knee and drink from the waters of the well. This demonstration is 
one they won’t forget for the rest of their lives.” 

Kobi repeatedly performs a narration of his life in accordance with both 
the Biblical narrator of Judges and Evangelical understandings of 
contemporary history. Kobi is Gideon’s good soldier and a grateful 
performer of God’s plan for His people in the present. Through his 
proclamation of a shared faith in God and in Jesus as the fulfilment of 
Biblical prophecy, Kobi seduces the pilgrims by implying that they too can 
be good soldiers – “those who give the credit to God.” All that remains to 
be done is to become active players in realizing God’s word on the world 
stage. They can do so, Kobi encourages them, by supporting God’s people 
of Israel in these times of conflict: “they return to the church, write their 
senators and conduct pro-Israeli propaganda.” 

By merging the Biblical battle of Gideon with Israel’s battles in the 
present, Kobi implicitly identifies the Midianites – the ungodly enemy – 
with the present-day Arabs. Some guides, catering to Christian Zionist 
views (or post-9/11 Islamophobia), do so more explicitly. 
 
Lessons from the Holy Land: Power, trust and spiritual labour 
in interfaith encounters 
 

As we see, Holy Land pilgrimage can offer a unique venue for 
inter-religious encounter. The protective nature of the environmental 
bubble of the tour, and its separation from the pressures and hierarchies 
of everyday life encourage intimacy and a Christian spirit of harmony, 
rather than arguments on doctrinal or denominational boundaries. 
Insofar as the guide can establish trust as protector and shepherd of the 
foreign visitors, and authority as Biblically-sanctioned native, he gains 
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‘speaking rights’ on matters Biblical and Christian, even if he is not one of 
the club.  

The guide and group share a spiritually significant landscape and 
(partially) share a sacred text that grants that landscape significance. 
Furthermore, the guide's position as native in the land, and as host of the 
foreign group, enable a much freer expression of Jewish positions than 
often takes place where Jews are a minority in a Christian surrounding.  

In this interfaith encounter, guides often perform intense spiritual 
labour (akin to the emotional labour performed by air hostesses25 
maintaining a respectful or earnest demeanour, even when faced with 
beliefs they find offensive or ridiculous). Such performance is often 
essential to building a rapport of trust necessary for the smooth 
functioning of the tour. Yet Jewish-Israeli guides may also be seduced by 
the Christianity of the pilgrim groups they lead or get ‘caught up’ in their 
own seductive performances. The result may be adoption of Christian 
language or categories, even as they attempt to draw a border between 
Judaism and Christianity. Guiding narratives developed to deal with 
Christian groups may be incorporated into larger narratives of guides’ 
own long-term Jewish identity and may affect guides’ off-tour practice.  

I have mentioned here several guides’ strategies – carrying two 
Bibles, not going into churches, not calling Jesus ‘Saviour’, showering 
after church – that serve as prophylactic means of border maintenance. 
These are all defences that attempt to delineate a frame in which 
interactions and compromises take place, outside the daily lives of the 
Jewish guides. But because of the intensiveness of many pilgrimages, and 
the overlap of Christian and Jewish ways of being in the world and 
attachment to certain places, the borders of the frame are often hard to 
maintain. Even the most adroit performers experience ‘leakage’ between 
the public persona of the guide in the tour frame and the stories they tell 
themselves – and sometimes their children – in private life. 

Zali Gurevich suggests that the Zionist relation to the land is based 
on Biblical paradigms: “The book that tells the place’s story [...] also 
resists the place as a totality that harmonizes the relation between 
humans and their immediate earthly abode. In Judaic thought, the place 
is human but its meaning is taken from the voice that is out of place and 
defies placeness”26. I have suggested that this textual mediation of 
belonging makes the Jewish-Israeli trained guide’s approach familiar to 
foreign Christians. This is particularly true for immigrant guides, whose 

 
25 Hochschild, 1983. 
26 Gurevitch, 1997, p. 213. 
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motivation to come to the land is founded in a Zionist vision of becoming 
native, of returning from diaspora or exile to a place anchored in the 
Jewish – and Christian – Bible.  For both Jewish guide and Christian 
group, the spaces of Israel and the Holy Land are full of storied sites that 
connect to communal roots. In spite of the differences between them, the 
shared performances of the sites are an affirmation of belonging, a balm 
against alienation.  

Finally, while the shared Biblical landscape may unite Jews and 
Christians, creating a basis for mutual understanding and solidarity, the 
common narrative may also buttress a shared claim against Muslims, 
Arabs or Palestinians. They may become the excluded, hostile other – 
particularly if Muslim/Palestinian claims to the land are seen as contrary 
to the shared Bible-based narratives. Thus, the question remains: is there 
a way of fostering a spirit of inclusiveness without erecting a common wall 
against a competing Islamic/Arab/Palestinian Other? 
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Abstract: 
This paper introduces the reader into the cultural and linguistic dynamics 
of the Levant during the 6th-9th centuries, a period characterized by the 
interaction of Greek and Syriac-Aramaic culture, and their transfer to the 
Arab world. The Levant was culturally diverse. The Syriac theologians 
have contributed decisively to this diversity. Personalities such as Sergius 
of Rēšʿainā, Athanasius of Balad and Jacob of Edessa translated the Greek 
philosophers and incorporated this type of philosophical reasoning into 
their theological treatises. The inheritance of Greek thought was also 
present at the Medical School of Gundīšāpūr, at the Theological 
Academies of Nisibis and Seleucia-Ctesiphon, and in the monastery 
centres such as Qennešrīn (near the Euphrates) and Mār Mattai (near 
Mosul). It was during this time that both concepts and modes of 
philosophical reasoning became part of the Syriac-Aramaic theology. This 
transfer continued between the 8th and 9th centuries to the Arab world, 
when actors such as Ḥunain ibn Ishāq returned to Greek culture, and 
assimilated it at the Caliphs’ court in Baghdad through Syriac-Arabic 
traductology. 
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1 This paper was presented at “The Levant Initiative for Global Peace: through 

Cultural Diplomacy towards a Sustainable Peace” international conference 
organized by the Institute of Advanced Studies in Levant Culture and Civilization 
and held at the Romanian Parliament in Bucharest between the 20th and the 21st 
of November, 2017.  
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