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ALEKSANDER GIEYSZTOR 

1 7 . 0 7 . 1 9 1 6 - 9 . 0 2 . 1 9 9 9

The dea th  of A leksander Gieysztor is a  painful loss to historical science. A leksan­
der Gieysztor, professor of W arsaw  University, w as one of the m ost prom inent 
contem porary  m edievalists. C hairm an of the In ternational Comm ittee for H isto­
rical Science In 1980-1985, twice p residen t of the Polish Academy of Sciences 
(1980-1983  and  1990-1992), doctor honoris causa  of m any Polish, French, 
B ritish, R ussian  and  H ungarian  universities, m em ber of over a dozen foreign 
academ ies and  learned societies. He had  been aw arded the h ighest Polish 
decorations, the Cross of the F rench Legion d ’Honneur an d  the G erm an G reat 
C ross of Merit.

A leksander Gieysztor w as born  In Moscow; h is father w as a  descendan t of a 
Polish family which cam e from the territories of L ithuania. The young A leksander 
w as b rough t up  and  educated  in W arsaw. He finished h is stud ies a t W arsaw 
U niversity in 1937 and  supplem ented  them  by special tra in ing  in Ecole de 
C hartres and  Ecole Pratique des H autes E tudes in Paris.

T hanks to h is uncom m on ta len ts , ou ts tan d in g  intelligence, im pressive 
erud ition  and  a perfect knowledge of foreign languages he could undertake  
researches in m any fields; the were all the m ore fruitful a s  he effectively com bined 
the research  m ethods of history, archeology, anthropology of cu ltu re , history  of 
a r t an d  linguistics. The nearly  1200 stud ies pub lished  by him  In m any languages 
concern  the Middle Ages seen in a  vast p ano ram a of space and  time.

Gieysztor w as a h is to rian  of Europe w hich he regarded as a  civilisational 
com m unity  linked by cu ltu re , econom y and  history. He paid special a tte n tion to 
the  genesis of E urope’s com m union of cu ltu re , seeing its m ain com ponents in 
C hristianity , the M editerranean tradition  w ith Greek cu ltu re , in Roman law and  
also in native tribal custom s. In h is view, the adoption of these values depended 
on the developm ent of economic foundations an d  social s tru c tu res . This is why 
he stud ied  all these questions s ta rting  w ith an  in -dep th  research  Into the 
beginning of the E uropean world in the tim e of C harlem agne (his first book 
published  In 1938 concerned C harlem agne’s power In the opinion of h is con tem ­
poraries) and  continu ing  these reflections w ith stud ies on the genesis of the 
c ru sades. He p u t effort, and  also h is heart, Into research  into the beginning of the 
“new  E urope”, a  Europe with a  m ainly Slav su b s tra tu m  which w as incorporated  
into the  world of C hristian  civilisation in the 10th century. At the end of the 1940s, 
he co-founded a vast program m e of stud ies on the beginning of the Polish sta te . 
Its aim  w as to exam ine the E ast E uropean societies and  their developm ent from 
anc ien t tim es to the end of the first m illenium .

A leksander Gieysztor’s research  and  organisational activity yielded two 
re su lts  of special im portance: first. It resu lted  in the integration of various 
disciplines of learning, beginning w ith h istory  sen su  strictiori, th rough  archeology, 
linguistics and  history  of a rt to paleobotany an d  geology. Secondly, it led to the 
elaboration  of the concept of civilisation materielle, a  concept useful for the theory 
of a  new  direction of research , popu lar also outside Poland, to w hich Gieysztor 
m ade a  great contribution .
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The stu d ies  he conducted  over m any years resulted  In Im portant observa­
tions on the cu ltu re  of R uthenla  (1964 an d  1982), the Slavs’ economic s tru c tu re , 
the economic an d  cu ltu ra l regions of th is  e thnic group (1962, 1973), the territo ria l 
aspects of s ta te -b u ild ing  (1973), the estab lishm en t of offices borrowed partly  from 
the W est (castellan) and  partly  of native origin (voivode, 1971). The crow ning point 
of h is reflections on the Slavs’ sp iritual cu ltu re  w as h is Mythology o f the Slavs 
published  in 1982, in which he subjected  well known theories to a critical analysis 
an d  on the basis  of m aterials concerning Slavdom verified G. Dumézil’s theory  of 
Indo-E uropean  triadic gods.

A leksander Gieysztor devoted m uch space In his works to social tran sfo rm a­
tions in the 9 th  an d  10th cen turies. He researched the beginning of Slav tow ns, 
p resen ting  the genesis of the large agglom erations set up  in the 9 th  cen tu ry . In 
h is view, their o ldest form in Moravia, Poland an d  Pom erania were cen tres of the 
n ascen t ru ling  élite and  of the craftsm en and  tradesm en who worked to satisfy 
its  needs. In h is  opinion, an  Im portant role w as played by the transfo rm ation  of 
villages from isolated  hom esteads into regularly p lanned  settlem ents, a  p rocess 
w hich took place from the beginning of statehood  to the great reform of the 13 th  
cen tu ry  (1964). He linked his stu d ies  on colonisation on the basis  of G erm an law 
with research  in to  the  beginning of the three-field system  (1980) an d  w ith the 
question  of ru ra l people’s services.

At the sam e tim e he con tinued  work on the history of tow ns d u ring  th a t 
period and  encouraged  research  into the socio-topography of Polish tow ns in  the 
13 th -15 th  cen tu rie s  (1974). In the course of detailed stud ies he worked ou t a 
financial docum entation  of tow ns ( 1964) and  of the whole Polish Kingdom ( 1966), 
m aking use  of late m edieval sources.

A nother sub jec t researched  by Gieysztor w as the history  of C hristian ity  an d  
the C hurch. He stud ied  the relationsh ip  betw een G erm an dioceses (Bamberg) and  
Poland’s ru lers (1971),  depicted the complex penetration  an d  developm ent of the 
Rom an C hurch  in Poland, exam ined C hurch  in s titu tions on a  com parative basis  
(Bohemia, Hungary), drew up  a  list of b ishops active in the 11th century , an d  as 
regards la ter tim es, wrote a  study  on H ussite iconoclasm  (1981). In th is s tu d y  he 
perfectly depicted the links betw een C hurch  ideology and  art, b u t a s  regards th is 
question, h is classic  work w as the one on the ideological content of one the m ost 
glorious treasu res  of R om anesque a rt in Poland: the 12th cen tu ry  door of Gniezno 
C athedral, w hich depicts the life of S t. Wojciech (Adalbert) in a version co n sis ten t 
w ith the political requ irem ents of the dukes who had  founded it. In the  m o n u ­
m en tal work Polish Pre-Rom anesque and  Rom anesque Art up to the E nd  o f the 
13th  Century (1971), of which he w as co -au thor, he sum m ed up  his research  into 
the  h istory  of a rtis tic  thought.

It would be difficult to enum erate  all the sub jec ts researched  by A leksander 
Gieysztor. Let me m ention b u t a  few exam ples. Among h is m any trea tises  w hich 
in itiated  fu rther s tu d ies  special m ention is due to h is essays on the form of royal 
crow n (non habem us cesarem  nisi regem) (1969), on the spectacle an d  liturgy In 
the  coronation rites of Polish kings (1978), and  on Jew s in E ast-C en tra l Europe 
(1980). M ention is a lso  due to h is  reflections on the roots and  shape of na tional 
consciousness in the Middle Ages; they show  a gradual, though irregular, 
w idening of the social circles w hich had  a  sense of national un ity  in conditions of 
a  growing th rea t to their identity  (1956, 1987).

A leksander G ieysztor’s stud ies on the d istric t which he regarded as  h is “little 
hom eland”, Mazovia, hold a special place In Polish historiography. He reco n s tru c ­
ted Mazovia’s o ldest boundaries, reflected on the origin of its nam e, depicted the 
d is tric t’s difficult h is to ry  in the 13th century , the time of L ithuan ian  invasions 
(1967), and  pub lished  excellent stud ies on the  p a s t of W arsaw, s tu d ies  w hich 
p resen t the city’s beginning and  the first cen tu ries of its  existence.

D uring the  la s t few years of h is life he devoted m ost time to stud ies on the 
histo ry  of m edieval universities. A chap te r he w rote on the beginning of Respub-
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licae Litterariae ln the east of E urope forms part of a  collective In te rna tiona  volume 
pub lished  ln 1992.

All of A leksander Gieysztor’s w orks testify to his perfect professional quali­
fications. He w as an  alm ost encyclopedic expert ln auxiliary sciences, ln sphra- 
glstlcs, diplom atics, paleography and  chronology. His handbook  on these sub jects 
(3rd ed. 1948) is still an  irreplaceable book for university  s tu d en ts , an d  his 
m onograph The History o f Latin Writing (1973) is ind ispensab le  for m edievalists.

A leksander Gieysztor accom panied h is scholarly, pub lish ing  an d  editorial 
activity by pedagogical work. He prom oted over 50 doctors, m any  of whom are 
now professors a t universities or research  in stitu tes. Among them  are  experts in 
B yzantium  and  ln Kiev R ussia, h is to rian s of early m edieval societies, of tribal 
o rgan isations, of the s ta te s  of the F ranks and  Longobards, scho la rs  engaged in 
research  into the h istory  of the n a tu ra l environm ent, the h is to ry  of the C hurch 
and  various ancillary sciences. He created  a school w hose d iscip les try  to carry 
ou t the program m e laid down by their m aster, a  m aste r who rep resen ted  the true 
e thos of a scholar, a  university  professor, a  m an  who recognised h igher values. 
He did no t have the tem peram ent of a  politician, b u t he though t th a t a s  a historian , 
a s  a  scholar, he should  take part in the life of the nation  an d  the  s ta te  w hen th is 
w as required  by the situation . D uring the Second World W ar he fought a s  an 
officer in  the Septem ber 1939 cam paign and  w as a m em ber of the  Inform ation 
and  P ropaganda B ureau of the  clandestine Home Army. He took part in the 
W arsaw  Rising. After the w ar he co-founded the H istorical In s titu te  a t W arsaw 
University an d  directed th is in stitu tion  for tw enty years ln difficult political 
conditions. His signatu re  figures am ong the signatu res of 34 scho la rs  who were 
the first to p ro test against the cu rta ilm en t of the freedom of science in 1964. He 
w as one of the in itia to rs of the reconstruction  of the Royal C astle in W arsaw  and  
becam e director of th is  m onum ent of na tional cu ltu re , con tribu ting  h is expert 
knowledge to en su re  th a t it w as probably reconstructed  an d  fu rn ished .

D uring the first free elections ln post-w ar Poland he w as elected President 
of the Polish Academy of Sciences in 1980. In 1989 he took p a rt ln  the debates of 
the Polish R ound Table. In the w orst years of Polish bondage he spared  no effort 
to enable  h is im prisoned s tu d en ts  to con tinue their work an d  a ss is ted  them  by 
w ords of comfort and  advice. B ecause of h is tact, personal charm  and  kind h eart 
he w as a great au tho rity  an d  w as an  exam ple w orth following. It is im possible to 
equal him  b u t it is the du ty  of h is colleagues, disciples an d  friends to try to come 
up  a s  n ear as possible to the exam ple he set.

Henryk Samsonowicz
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