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A  Message from the President 

Thanks in large part to the work of previous presidents and committees, it is now unnecessary to list 
all the ways in which the Oxford University Byzantine Society (OUBS) has contributed to the vast 
range and depth of Late Antique and Byzantine Studies (LABS) at Oxford. The OUBS is now a well-
established institution at the heart of the LABS communities in both Oxford and for that matter 
Britain. With such establishment, the society’s position offers new opportunities and new challenges 
for the future.  

Given the stimulating environment for studying LABS in Oxford, created in large part by the 
OUBS, it is tempting to look inward. I am therefore pleased to say that we have been instrumental in 
founding a British Byzantine Postgraduate Network (BBPN), in cooperation with students from a range of 
other British universities, and especially our sister society at the University of Birmingham. The 
BBPN aims to better integrate postgraduate students and early-career researchers working in 
Byzantine studies, with a view to facilitating inter-institutional collaboration, supporting isolated 
researchers, and challenging current academic orthodoxies. The BBPN represents the postgraduates 
and ECRs of thirteen different universities and is affiliated to the Society for the Promotion of Byzantine 
Studies (SPBS). I encourage you all to visit our page on the SPBS website 
(http://byzantium.ac.uk/bbpn) to see details of the events being run by the network. I hope that the 
OUBS will maintain its role in this wider community, continuing to learn from our colleagues at other 
institutions. 

The student mentoring system set up last year has been maintained and the OUBS still tries 
to offer a supportive environment for new and current students, although improvement is certainly 
both possible and necessary. This year, under the direction of one of the society’s secretaries, Sukanya 
Rai-Sharma, the OUBS made its first tentative steps into critically addressing the past and present 
difficulties posed by the academic environment. An event organised by Sukanya, entitled Being a 
Woman Byzantinist, brought together a number of prominent female Byzantinists to discuss the 
challenges they faced and continue to face during their careers and to discuss the future of Byzantine 
studies. I believe this can be a promising start to addressing the remnants of institutionalised sexism 
in our academic environments, especially those in which it often remains unacknowledged. I hope 
that the next OUBS committee continues and expands on such initiatives, acknowledging the barriers 
our environment can present for women, and other less privileged groups. 

Following on from the trips run by the OUBS to Thessaloniki (2014) and Serbia and Kosovo 
(2015), the OUBS will run a research trip to Armenia this Easter. That this trip will go to Armenia is 
truly representative of the core aims of the OUBS, which seeks to expand the horizons of the Oxford 
LABS community. The opportunity to see sites and artefacts that are not otherwise easily accessible 
on a student budget demonstrates the privilege of being part of the large community that has been 
fostered in Oxford. We are excited to take advantage of the knowledge of staff and students working 
on Armenian material both in its own right and comparative contexts, as well as building links with 
Armenian scholars. 

The International Graduate Conference, now in its eighteenth year, continues in its traditional 
format. Boasting forty-eight speakers from thirty different institutions, this conference is our most 
diverse yet. Taking as its theme Trends and Turning-Points: Constructing the Late Antique and Byzantine 
World (c. 300 - c. 1500), the conference aims to provide a platform to identify, discuss and debate the 
major trends and turning-points in the Late Antique and Byzantine world. Postgraduate scholars will 
hopefully choose to examine trends and turning-points on their own terms and to reflect critically on 
the limitations and blind-spots of our discipline, questioning the ways in which medieval Romans, 
their contemporaries and modern scholars have gone about constructing this past. In particular, the 
conference seeks to elicit a self-reflexive approach to studying the Late Antique and Byzantine world, 
as well as the cutting edge scholarship we have come to expect of this event.  

Matthew Kinloch, President 2015 – 16 
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In 2015, you received the Wittgenstein Prize from the Austrian Science Fund (Fonds zur Förderung der 
wissenschaftlichen Forschung). Such an award represents huge public recognition of the growing field of Byzantine 
Studies in Austria. How do you plan to use this grant?  

The Wittgenstein Prize is not only a great honor, but also the opportunity to spend 1.5 million 
Euros over five years to foster research in Byzantine studies. The research program ‘Mobility, 
Microstructures and Personal Agency’ builds on ongoing work among Vienna Byzantinists (both at 
the University and at the Austrian Academy of Sciences), but will also allow us to engage with 
younger and more established colleagues from other countries. There will be several individual 
research projects, as well as workshops and conferences.  

The aim is to challenge the common perception of Byzantium as static, rigid and inward-
looking. The project will explore Byzantium as a global culture between the Latin West, on the one 
hand, and the Middle and Far East, on the other, and investigate cultural exchange as a result of the 
mobility of people, ideas and objects. At the same time, we will take a closer look at social mobility 
within Byzantium. What did it take to improve one’s situation in life? How did people form 
personal relations or networks, and pool their resources in order to better themselves (hence 
‘microstructures’)? And what initiatives were they able to develop, below the radar of church and 
state, in order to achieve this (hence ‘personal agency’). One example for the latter is the ritual of 
brother-making (adelphopoiesis), the subject of my forthcoming book.  

 
You are the director of the Abteilung für Byzanzforschung/Division of Byzantine Research in Vienna. Can you tell 
us more about this institution, and what kind of research is going on there at the moment?  

The Division of Byzantine Research has since 2012 been part of the Institute for Medieval Research 
(with Walter Pohl as its Director) of the Austrian Academy of Sciences. Its roots reach back to the 
1960s, when Herbert Hunger initiated several long-term projects of the kind that can only flourish 
in a research institution that guarantees continuity of funding and of highly skilled personnel over 
several decades. A rarity in today’s academic world, this is the basis for the international reputation 
of Vienna Byzantine studies, along with the first-rate research library at the Institute for Byzantine 
Studies of the University that is unparalleled in Europe. Some projects are nearing completion, 
others are ongoing, yet others are just starting up. The Dictionary of Byzantine Greek will reach the 
letter omega next year. Its earlier volumes are already available, free of charge, online, and linked to 
the TLG (http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/lbg/#eid=1&context=lsj). 

 

 
 

Claudia Rapp is Professor at the Department 
of Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, 
University of Vienna and Vice-Director of the 
Institute for Medieval Studies, Austrian 
Academy of Sciences. She is the Scholarly 
Director of the Sinai Palimpsests Project and is 
also on the editorial board of many academic 
publications such as Journal of Early Christian 
Studies, Translated Texts for Historians 
(Liverpool), and Dumbarton Oaks Medieval 
Library (Byzantine Greek Series). She was 
awarded the Wittgenstein Prize in 2015, the 
highest Austrian Science Award. Since this 
interview was conducted, Oxford University 
Press has released her latest book, Brother – 
making in Late Antiquity and Byzantium. 
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The Tabula Imperii Byzantini, regional 
histories plus gazetteers of the areas of the 
Byzantine Empire, continues to add new 
volumes. Volume 15 on Syria, published last 
year, now serves an additional—unintendend 
and unfortunate—role as a record of past 
remains, due to the terrible warfare and 
destruction in that region (online at: 
http://hw.oeaw.ac.at/7090-7?frames=yes). 
The edition of the Patriarchal Register, two 
manuscripts in the Austrian National Library 
that contain the ledger of the patriarchal 
administration of the 14th and the early 15th 
century, is progressing apace. A new project 
on Byzantine prayer books (euchologia), 
presented at the recent International 
Congress of Patristic Studies in Oxford, will 
gather the extensive manuscript evidence for 
the small prayers that address situations of 
everyday life of all strata of society as a 
source for social history. Last but not least, 
we are beginning to gather material for the 
study of the connections between Byzantium 
and Austria, the Danube region and the 
northern Alps. 

Late antique, medieval and Byzantine studies seem to be thriving in Vienna. Do you work closely with other 
established researchers in this community in Vienna, for example Walter Pohl?   

There are many points of convergence with other areas of scholarship in Vienna, both in research 
and in teaching: classical, medieval and modern Greek studies, philosophy and theology, archaeology 
and art history. Two recent projects in the digital humanities exemplify this approach: Mapping 
Medieval Conflicts: Digitizing Patterns of Power: Peripherical Mountains in the Medieval World 
(http://dpp.oeaw.ac.at/index.php?seite=Home) and A Digital Approach Towards Political Dynamics in the 
Pre-Modern Period (https://oeaw.academia.edu/MappingMedievalConflict).  

 
You have studied and worked in different countries and in various institutions – Free University Berlin, University of 
Oxford, Cornell University, UCLA (University of California, Los Angeles), Dumbarton Oaks, University of 
Utrecht and now University of Vienna (pardon me if I have missed others!). How different did you find institutions 
and students across the globe? 

In the US, I quickly learned that the intensity of curiosity and intellectual rigor—both essential 
components of first-rate research, in my view— does not necessarily depend on proximity to 
research materials beyond a certain level, whether in libraries or museums. In Europe, by contrast, 
further important components—language skills and training in palaeography—are more readily 
available. Academic cultures on different continents have a lot to learn from each other. 

How has the life of a travelling scholar been?  

Computers and the internet make it easy to take my work with me, and I always feel at home when I 
see familiar books on the shelves of colleagues or in libraries. So much so that when the lower 
reading room of the Bodleian, where I practically lived during my doctoral studies, was recently 
adapted to current needs, I felt a strong sense of dislocation (and age!).  
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You are a native German speaker, but you have lived and worked in English-speaking countries for most of your 
career. How does it feel to work in a university where the language of instruction is German?  

 
It took a while to re-gain complete fluency, especially in academic as opposed to colloquial German, 
and I still find myself thinking in English. But Vienna is an international university, which means that 
we can offer the occasional lecture course in English (much to the delight of foreign exchange 
students).  
 
You were a graduate student at Oxford under the supervision of Cyril Mango, and then returned as a Visiting Scholar 
at All Souls’ College. Could you tell us about your experiences at Oxford? 

There was one decisive moment during my year as an exchange student from Germany when I 
realized that I wanted to continue my studies in Oxford: that was when I was scheduled to present 
my humble efforts of two terms worth of work in a seminar, and several dons took the trouble to 
send apologies for their absence. Two things I learned in Oxford that I continue to share with my 
students and colleagues: research is a collegial, team effort, not a blood sport; and the quality of 
academic work is not necessarily reflected in academic rank and recognition. There is much work to 
be done, and many people—with or without adequate positions—are making a contribution to the 
field.  

 Interviewed by Sukanya Rai-Sharma 

 
ENDANGERED ARCHAEOLOGY IN THE MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA: 

INTRODUCING THE EA MENA  PROJECT 

This project is a voyage of discovery using satellite imagery 
and historic aerial photographs to discover and interpret 
archaeological sites.  It has created an open access database 
of archaeological records that provides basic information so 
that the sites can be better understood and preserved in the 
future (see our website http://eamena.arch.ox.ac.uk/). The 

threats to sites in the Middle East and North Africa are increasing and creating a record of previously 
unrecorded sites using this methodology may be our the last chance before they are destroyed. 

Archaeological sites across the Middle East and North Africa are at risk from a range of 
threats: intensification of agriculture; population growth and the concomitant expansion of villages, 
towns and cities; industrial developments, dam and road building; looting and the illicit traffic of 
artefacts; warfare and deliberate and targeted destruction of heritage for religious or ideological 
reasons.  Moreover, in many countries the pace of change is accelerating either because the economy 
is growing, or because there is conflict.  

Discussions about ‘endangered archaeology’ in the Middle East and North Africa have a long 
pedigree.  In Jordan, Nelson Glueck lamented the growth of modern villages over ancient ruins in the 
1930s (Glueck 1939).  Discussions to develop this project on ‘endangered archaeology’ began in 2014 
and built on previous archaeological surveys in Jordan, especially by Kennedy and Bewley (Kennedy 
and Bewley: 2004, and see http://www.apaame.org/) and a pilot-study in Saudi Arabia by Kennedy 
and Bishop (2011, pp. 1284–1293).  Previous work demonstrated that the very rich archaeological 
resource of the Middle East was under enormous pressure, from a variety of agents (Kennedy and 
Bewley: 2010).   

Similarly fieldwork conducted in North Africa by Mattingly and colleagues at the University	  

Robert Bewley is the Project Director of the Endangered 
Archaeology in the Middle East and North Africa (EAMENA) 
Project.  
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of Leicester demonstrated that the project should also include that region (Mattingly and Sterry 
2013). 

The Endangered Archaeology in the Middle East and North Africa (EAMENA) project 
began in January 2015, generously supported by the Arcadia Fund 
(http://www.arcadiafund.org.uk/about-arcadia/about-arcadia/.aspx).   The project is based in the 
School of Archaeology at Oxford University (with 10 staff), and has one core team member and an 
affiliated researcher in the School of Archaeology and Ancient History at the University of Leicester 
under the supervision of Professor D. Mattingly. The project stretches from Mauretania to Iran 
(http://eamena.arch.ox.ac.uk/).  See Figure 1.  

The approach for the project is what might be termed ‘rapid archaeological survey’ involving 
the examination of satellite imagery, historical aerial photographs and other sources to provide the 
location and brief description of each site and an assessment of threat. It is a first, but major, step in 
creating and then disseminating information about archaeology which is at risk, or ‘endangered’. The 
intention is that this will help those with the responsibility, or desire, in their respective countries, to 
preserve and conserve those archaeological sites that need better protection, so that future 
generations can study, enjoy and profit from them. 

Although the world’s media have recently focused on the shocking and headline-grabbing 
events in Iraq and Syria in 2015 (for example at Hatra and Nimrud in Iraq, and Palmyra in Syria), 
similar incidents of wanton destruction have also occurred much more widely across the Middle East 
and North Africa region. This includes the destruction of many Islamic monuments alongside the 
non-Islamic heritage, although the latter has received more media attention in the West. However, 
there are also other forces of destruction at work, as already listed, less dramatic but which, in 
aggregate, pose an even greater threat to the cultural heritage of the Middle East and North Africa 
countries.  Every day, through a range of destructive agencies archaeological sites are being lost.  This 
loss is primarily through a lack of information and planning.  Here we mean ‘planning’ as in the 
development sense of ‘town planning’ and the principle that any development, be it a road or a 
shopping centre, is only built after an archaeological investigation (or at least a proper evaluation of 
the archaeological implications of the development) has taken place. Even the rapid-approach 
employed by EAMENA can help to alleviate the worst damage, when it comes to understanding 
where archaeological sites are, as it aims to create an initial record before many sites disappear 
completely.  

In western Europe, many archaeological sites have been ploughed and some of the remains 
are buried largely invisible beneath the soil. But in the arid or semi-arid regions of the Middle East 
and North Africa, many sites remain visible on the surface and are made of stone or earth, rendering 
them detectable by means of aerial photography and satellite imagery. The vast majority of the sites 
we examine have not been recorded and are largely unknown to the relevant authorities in the 
countries concerned. The use of satellite and aerial imagery is especially important for those countries 
where access on the ground is either impossible or severely restricted. The satellite imagery used is 
mainly that available on Google Earth and Bing Maps, though we have purchased some satellite 
imagery for specific sites in Syria, Libya and Iraq, which is currently being analysed. We also examine 
historic imagery where it is available and we have a programme of digitising collections where we 
have permission, the most recent example being the Sir Aurel Stein collection, held at the British 
Academy, which contains nearly 700 images:   

https://www.flickr.com/photos/apaame/sets/72157652009016911.  
The approach is to look for sites in areas of high archaeological significance, where previous surveys 
may or may not have taken place, and assess these areas for the threats to the sites and landscapes. 
We have also worked in co-ordination and collaboration with authorities in certain countries, for 
example in Jordan, to survey places in advance of infrastructure projects, such as the Madaba ring 
road. From the very beginning, the project aimed to use the open source Arches software 
(http://archesproject.org/) for a variety of reasons, not least because the MEGA-J archaeological  
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database (for Jordan) was its prototype (funded by the Getty Conservation Institute and the World 
Monument Fund, http://megajordan.org/). The Arches software has also been designed using 
agreed international data standards in a user-friendly way.  The database now forms part of the 
EAMENA website and can be accessed via http://eamena.arch.ox.ac.uk/. In 2015, records of over 
90,000 archaeological sites have been entered on the database.  
 The information created, including both samples of the imagery and the database records, will 
be used to undertake or support fieldwork in those countries where this is possible.  So far fieldwork 
has been possible in Jordan, Lebanon and Morocco, with plans in place for fieldwork on Iraq, and 
possibly Egypt, Iran and Oman. In association with the project we have developed a series of 
conferences and workshops, Protecting the Past (http://www.protectingthepast.com/wordpress/) 
which aims ‘to highlight, and promote discussion of threats to cultural heritage sites as well as to 
develop strategies aimed at their preservation’.  These workshops are aimed at raising awareness of 
the EAMENA project information and for developing networks for on-the-ground monitoring of 
sites by local archaeologists. 

Thanks are due to our funders, the Arcadia Foundation and all the members of the team: 
Professors Andrew Wilson, David Kennedy and David Mattingly; Rebecca Banks, Michael Bishop, 
Jennie Bradbury, Emma Cunliffe, Michael Fradley, Richard Jennings, Robyn Mason, Louise Rayne, 
Nichole Sheldrick, Martin Sterry, and Andrea Zerbini. 

 

* Landscape through the Lens. Aerial Photographs and Historic Environment. Occasional Publication of the Aerial 
Archaeology Research Group, D.C. Cowley, R.A. Standring and M.J. Abicht (eds) (Oxbow: Oxford, 2010) 

* N. Glueck, Explorations in Eastern Palestine, III, Annual of the American Schools of Oriental Research (1937-
1939) 

* D.L. Kennedy and R.H. Bewley, Ancient Jordan from the Air (Council for British Research in the 
Levant: London, 2004) 

* D.L. Kennedy and R.H. Bewley, ‘Archives and aerial imagery in Jordan: rescuing the archaeology of 
greater Amman from urban sprawl’, Archaeology from Historical Aerial and Satellite Archives, W.S. Hanson 
and I.A. Oltean (eds) (Springer:  New York, 2010), pp. 193–206. 

* D. Kennedy and M.C. Bishop, ‘Google earth and the archaeology of Saudi Arabia. A case study 
from the Jeddah area’, Journal of Archaeological Science, 38 (2011), pp. 1284–1293. 

* D.J. Mattingly and M. Sterry, ‘The first towns in the Central Sahara’, Antiquity, 87 (2013), pp. 503-
518 

Figure 1: Number of sites recorded during 2015 
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Peter Sarris is Reader in Late Roman, Medieval and 
Byzantine History, University of Cambridge and a 
Senior Fellow of Trinity College, Cambridge. He was 
a student at Balliol College, Oxford and at All Souls 
College, Oxford as a Prize Fellow. He has held a 
Visiting Fellowship at Rice University, Texas, and 
was twice elected to Fellowship at the Dumbarton 
Oaks Research Library, Washington DC. He is also a 
Quondam Fellow at All Souls College, Oxford and a 
Fellow of the Royal Historical Society.  

 
 
You were granted a mid-career fellowship award by the British Academy in 2014 to translate the ‘Novels’ of the 
Emperor Justinian. Could you tell us what kind of work such an enterprise entails?  
 
The Mid-Career Fellowship was to write a commentary on the Novels to go with the translation that 
I had been working on for a number of years with my collaborator David Miller. The translation itself 
is the first from the text of the ‘Greek collection’ into English, so it was a major undertaking. But I 
have always believed that the translation of sources is incredibly important, not only in terms of 
making material accessible to people, but also because it is only when you translate something that 
you are forced to make up your mind as to what you think it actually means. The main challenge with 
respect to the commentary was to stop it getting too long. What I had to keep in mind throughout 
was that I was not only trying to explain law to historians, but also history to lawyers. 

Your recent book Empires of Faith: The Fall of Rome to the Rise of Islam, 500-700  has been very 
popular. What led you to undertake such a project?  
 
As with a lot of my publications, it was the result of a commission rather than an idea on my part. 
Oxford University Press had decided to launch a series of books entitled ‘The Oxford History of 
Medieval Europe’, and I was approached by the editors asking if I would write a volume covering the 
period from 500 to 700. So the dates were chosen for me, and I wrote to the brief of getting from 
‘Point A’ to ‘Point B’.  I enjoyed the process of writing it a great deal. When an undergraduate in 
Oxford, General History II (476 – 717) and the Further Subject on Justinian and Muhammad had 
always been my favourite papers, and the period covered by the book is still the one that most 
fascinates me. 

The website of the Faculty of History, University of Cambridge also mentions that you are ‘currently writing a history of 
Western Eurasia from the fifth to fifteenth centuries’. How do you plan to tackle such a huge topic? 

This project grew out of studying relations between Byzantium and the nomadic world in the early 
middle ages, and conversations with my friends Michael Maas and Richard Payne. The underlying 
concept is that the Hunnic expansion of the fourth and fifth centuries inaugurated a new era of 
connectivity in the history of the West Eurasian world, the core power dynamics of which would 
remain in place until the discovery of the New World. Within the parameters established by that 
dynamic, the book is essentially a comparative social and economic history which also embraces the 
transmigration of religious and other ideas. 
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What made you interested in legal and economic history? Did your time as a student at Oxford have any influence on 
you?  

When I first arrived as an undergraduate in Oxford, I anticipated that I would end up specializing in 
the history of the French Revolution, or Chartism or suchlike. However, the first paper I was made 
to study was on early medieval England – Oxford didn’t do ‘British’ history then. The study of the 
Anglo-Saxons drew me into thinking about the demise and transformation of the late Roman 
Empire, which I became increasingly interested in from a social and economic angle by virtue of the 
fact that I have always found economically-driven accounts of historical change the most convincing. 
Because the evidence for economic history was richer for the East than the West, I was led eastwards. 
My interest in the law really took shape when I arrived at All Souls. I had the sense that the legal 
sources could tell us more about the social and economic history of the empire of Justinian than 
much of the secondary literature was letting on. In order to use the legal sources historically, 
however, I realized one had to learn to read and appreciate them legally, so I spent a lot of my first 
year at All Souls reading about Roman law. 

Who at Oxford would you say influenced you the most? 

With respect to Byzantine history it would be James Howard-Johnston, with respect to the Early 
Medieval West it would be Patrick Wormald, and my mentor at Balliol was the great Maurice Keen. 
My view of Byzantium as a civilization has also been profoundly shaped by having had the 
extraordinary privilege of sitting at the feet of Cyril Mango. But the 1990s were a great period to be 
studying late antiquity and Byzantium in Oxford. Marlia Mango’s lectures on the archaeology of 
Byzantium were incredibly rich, and Bryan Ward-Perkins’ lectures for General History II were one of 
the great highlights of my time as an undergraduate. 

You are also a Councillor for the Labour Party for East Chesterton in Cambridge. How do you balance your academic 
and political role?  

I have always found that I am at my most productive academically when I also have something else 
to do, so in general terms I have tended to find the council work more of a help than a hindrance. 
However, it has caused me some difficulties. My election was crucial to our gaining control of 
Cambridge City Council in 2014, I played a very active role in unseating the MP for Cambridge in 
2015, and I have enjoyed winding up the opposition in the Council Chamber – you can see one of my 
speeches on YouTube. As a result, it is understandable that I should have found myself subjected to 
the occasional bit of score settling, which has probably had an impact.   

Can you talk to us about your work as a councillor and whether such a job has given you any fresh perspectives on the 
study of history? 

A lot of it is effectively casework dealing with problems that my residents contact me about. The rest 
consists of sitting on committees. Where I think I have learned lessons that inform the way I think 
about certain aspects of history is really with respect to campaigning and electioneering, the lessons 
of which are broadly applicable to military history. At the end of the day, any successful campaign 
depends on organization, morale, and a readiness to attack where least expected. 

Where do you think the future of history lies? Do you have any message for students?  

In terms of Medieval and Byzantine studies, I fear that as funding becomes increasingly constrained, 
and as language learning becomes harder, we are in danger of falling back on narrower and more 
conservative visions of the Middle Ages. That is very palpable in Cambridge. We need to fight against 
this and continue to push to break down the intellectual barriers between ‘ancient’ and ‘medieval’ and 
between ‘East’ and’ West’.   

Interviewed by Sukanya Rai-Sharma 
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Robin Whelan is the Hulme Humanities Fellow, a post shared 
between The Oxford Research Centre in the Humanities 
(TORCH) and Brasenose College, Oxford. He did his BA in 
History (2009) and MSt in Late Antique and Byzantine Studies 
(2010) at Oxford, before a PhD in Classics (2014) at Cambridge. 
His work involves, among other things, worrying about Augustine of 
Hippo.  

WORLDS END 

Le sermon sur la chute de Rome (The Sermon on the Fall of Rome) by Jérôme Ferrari (translated by Geoffrey 
Strachan; quotations and page references from the English edition) 
 
Jérôme Ferrari’s Sermon on the Fall of Rome (winner of the Prix Goncourt in 2012, and translated into 
English in 2014) is an acutely observed family saga set in Corsica. In interspersed chapters, it tells the 
story of Marcel Antonetti (from his birth in 1919 through the middle decades of the twentieth 
century) and his grandson and granddaughter Matthieu and Aurélie (in the present day). Spanning the 
twentieth century, the Sermon uses the lives of its protagonists to meditate on grand political and 
philosophical themes: from Corsican identity and French colonialism to feelings of separation, grief, 
and the quest to make one’s own life meaningful. 

The Sermon on the Fall of Rome is also the title accorded to a homily preached on some date in 
410 or 411 by Augustine of Hippo (bishop of a North African city of middling importance and, 
incidentally, one the greatest influences on modern historical views of late antiquity). In August 410, a 
Gothic warband had sacked the city of Rome after negotiations with the imperial court broke down. 
The news caused consternation across the Roman Empire. For many observers, in Rome and 
beyond, the cause of the sack was the dominance of Christianity and the end of the traditional 
Roman religious practices—usually called ‘paganism’ both by hostile late-antique observers and 
modern scholars—which had maintained the stability and prosperity of the Roman world. This blow 
to the symbolic capital of the empire undermined the notion that all was for the best in those heady, 
‘Christian times’ (tempora Christiana) and that the providence of the Christian God now underpinned 
imperial affairs; it raised the possibility that the ‘empire without end’ promised to Aeneas and his 
successors in Vergil’s epic might not be quite so eternal after all. Augustine felt the need to answer 
these (pagan) accusations and (Christian) anxieties, not least because many Roman aristocrats had 
turned up in his basilica, having decided this was probably a good time to check up on their North 
African estates. His first responses came in a series of sermons preached from the autumn of 410 
through to the latter part of 411. In these homilies, Augustine plotted out ideas about divine 
providence which he would work up in a more developed form in his much more famous City of God, 
a monumental and deeply idiosyncratic 22-book treatise which, alongside his earlier (sort of) 
autobiographical work, the Confessions, represents his main footfall in modern popular culture. 

What all this has to do with a twentieth-century Corsican family might not be readily 
apparent. Most obviously, Ferrari interweaves Augustine’s career and writings with the lives of his 
protagonists. The first characters to encounter the bishop in the book are the youngest generation: 
the Parisian Matthieu Antonetti, who longs to be an authentic Corsican, and his childhood friend 
from the island, Libero Pintus. Together, they study philosophy at the Sorbonne: Libero chooses the 
Sermon and the City of God for his dissertation, but soon despairs of his choice as part of a broader 
disillusionment with his studies. Soon after, Libero and Matthieu abandon university to return to their 
Corsican hometown and run a bar. Matthieu’s grandfather, Marcel, encounters Augustine when 
posted to Algeria during WWII; he visits the site of Augustine’s cathedral at Bône/Annaba, by then ‘a 
waste land’ (p. 96), en route to his posting at Casablanca. His archaeologist granddaughter, Aurélie, 
introduced in the second half of the novel, herself travels to Bône/Annaba as part of a team trying 
(fruitlessly) to rediscover that basilica. 
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These recurring encounters with Augustine encourage frequent irruptions of the bishop of 
Hippo and the early fifth century into the narrative voice. Ferrari’s novel represents a sustained 
engagement with its 1600-year-old namesake. Quotations from Augustine’s Sermon 81 — another 
homily on the sack, delivered at Hippo Regius, most likely in October or November 410 — act as 
chapter headings. More subtly, the themes of the Sermon, the City of God and the era in which they 
were written shape the novel. Ferrari’s Sermon is about how worlds end: be they an empire, the ‘small 
world’ of a village bar, or the relationship between two lovers. The sack of Rome and the response in 
Hippo Regius give him a recurring image of dislocation: Ferrari evokes ‘the square sail of a ship 
crossing the blue waters of the Mediterranean, in the open sea off Hippo, bringing the inconceivable 
news from Rome that men still exist but their world is no more’. (p. 29). The most obvious parallel 
within the narrative comes in a long chapter on Marcel’s service as a colonial administrator in sub-
Saharan Africa. Here, Marcel experiences the end of French imperialism from a small, disease-ridden 
outpost (yet another frustration to add to many in a life lived at the margins of history). For Matthieu 
and Libero, too, the gut-wrenching dissolution of the heady, polyamorous commune formed around 
their bar is written in dialogue with both the sack of 410 and the conquest of Augustine’s Africa in 
the 430s by the Vandals, another ‘barbarian’ warband: in an epoch-defining coincidence which 
historians still delight in recalling, the Vandals besieged Hippo Regius as the bishop lay dying. In this 
book—as in most histories of late antiquity—Augustine is always lurking. 

By the end, he has taken over entirely. The last chapter leaves the Antonettis behind, 
providing only the most perfunctory of postscripts to the main narrative. Instead, it re-narrates these 
two central episodes of the bishop’s life: the delivery of the sermon on the sack in 410, and his death 
in 430 (reimagined as taking place on the marble floor of the very same basilica—Augustine is 
actually said to have died in his bed, facing a wall covered in penitential psalms). The sermon is a 
particularly intriguing authorial concoction: not identical with any of the homilies which Augustine 
delivered in response to the sack, but combining elements from all of them: the contrast of worldly 
and eternal things; the perishability of human cities (as with everything worldly); the heavenly reward 
(not punishment) of those who died at Rome; the inscrutability both of divine providence and of the 
timing of the apocalypse; and, above all, the removal of the privileged status of the Roman Empire. 
‘Rome has fallen but is it not, in truth, as if nothing has happened?’ (pp. 232 – 33)  

Augustine comes off rather well from all of this (and not surprisingly, since the account of his 
death is partially lifted from the hagiographical Life of Augustine). The world which followed the 
sack and the conquest of Africa—and the military men from beyond the northern frontiers who had 
the greatest stake in it—get a much less positive write-up. Ferrari delivers a catastrophist view of the 
end of the western Roman Empire and of Europe after Rome. Marooned in his colonial outpost, 
Marcel yearns ‘to be numbered tenth or twentieth in Rome, rather than thus being the governor of a 
desolate kingdom on the outskirts of the Empire, but no-one would ever offer him such an 
alternative because Rome no longer existed, it had been destroyed a good long time before and all 
that now remained were the kingdoms, some more barbarous than others’ (pp. 158 – 59). Even 
Marcel’s body is a ‘barbaric kingdom’, in which ‘terrible wars were waged’ (p. 164); the barbarians, in 
this analogy, are diseases and parasites. In all of the descriptions of the Gothic sack and the Vandal 
conquest, the barbarians are the bloodthirsty savages of the most lurid ancient ethnography. There is 
little sign here of the more sympathetic approaches to this period symbolised, above all, by the 
scholarly terminology of late antiquity and the early middle ages (as a replacement for the ‘Dark 
Ages’—the value-laden designation which still dominates popular culture). 
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The root of this depiction is perhaps revealed in Libero Pintus’ conversion away from the 
study of Augustine. Libero had clearly read his Gibbon. ‘He now saw [Augustine] as nothing more 
than an uncivilised barbarian who rejoiced in the fall of the Empire because it marked the arrival of 
the world of mediocrities and triumphant slaves, of which he was a part, his sermons were dripping 
with vengeful and perverse relish, there was the ancient world of gods and poets disappearing before 
his eyes, swamped by Christianity with its repellent cohort of ascetics and martyrs, and there was 
Augustine concealing his glee beneath hypocritical accents of wisdom and compassion that smacked 
of village priests.’ (pp. 74 – 75) The snide allusions to Christian ‘slavery’ and monasticism are telltale 
signs: this is the triumph of Christianity and barbarism bemoaned in The Decline and Fall of the Roman 
Empire.  

Of course, this is a view which the author 
attributes to one of his characters, and a 
character who spends the rest of the book 
ploughing a deep furrow of world-weariness. 
Ferrari-as-narrator sets out a view totally at odds 
with this ‘barbarian’ Augustine. The narrative is 
imbued with a close and sympathetic reading of 
his thought. Particularly revealing is Aurélie’s 
realisation, at Annaba, that compartmentalisation 
is not possible as a strategy in life: ‘for every 
world is like a man, it constitutes a whole from 
which it is impossible to pick or choose, and it is 
as a whole that you must reject or accept it, the 
leaves with the fruit, the straw with the grain, the 
vileness with the grace’ (p. 135). Augustine’s 
conciliation (and chastisement) of his 
congregation peeks out here, and his great notion 
of the corpus permixtum, the ‘mixed body’ of 
humanity: people cannot expect differential 
treatment, for while those chosen for salvation 
and damnation are known in advance by God—
if ‘in advance’ has any meaning for an eternal 

being—they are all mingled together in this world. No mortal can know who is who, until they find 
out at the Last Judgement. Ferrari’s characters strive for meaning in a world which, when all is said 
and done, cannot provide it. Their relationships embody the sense of ‘fractured humanity’—to 
borrow Carol Harrison’s evocative phrase—which characterised Augustine’s view of human society. 

The Sermon on the Fall of Rome is a fascinating (and idiosyncratic) act of reception: an Augustine 
for the twenty-first century (to pinch the title of a very different literary exercise). It is perhaps all the 
more striking that its subtle Augustinianism is not matched by its approach to the fifth century. For 
its pathos, Ferrari’s novel leans heavily on a very old-fashioned view of the end of the western 
Roman Empire: savage invaders and the death of civilisation: the end of a world. His nuanced 
portrayals of individuals flirting with utter catastrophe, yet somehow coping—often through a weary 
resignation—with worldly existence, are in constant dialogue with this ‘true’ cataclysm. There is 
perhaps no better indication of our deep-rooted attachment to the Dark Ages. 
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The Cult of Saints is a five year research project, based at the Faculty of 
History and funded by an Advanced Grant from the European Research 
Council, investigating the emergence and formation of the cult of saints in 

late antique Christendom. Along with Latin, Greek, Syriac and Coptic material the project examines 
data from the South Caucasian region, which encompasses Armenia, Iberia (Georgia) and Caucasian 
Albania. In terms of the sheer amount of material, compared to other regions, the Caucasus occupies 
a rather modest space, but sheds a different and in a certain sense unique light on the place that the 
cult of saints occupied in late antique political and religious life.  

Armenian and Georgian literature appeared during the fifth century, when the lands were 
newly converted and Christianity was still struggling with the external Sasanian menace on the one 
hand, and with the persistent presence of pagan practices, whether among the aristocracy or the 
wider population, on the other. Thus, inevitably the literature produced was particularly concerned 
with the rapid spread of the cult of the saints. The newly christianized lands urgently required a solid 
establishment of new cult both in its capital and, most importantly, along its peripheries, that would 
supplant Zoroastrian sites and practices. As narrated by a certain Agathangelos and by the Armenian 
Epic Histories, the mnemonic strength of the traditional shrines of the Zoroastrian deities was still 
strong among the population. These two sources eagerly recount how, immediately after the 
conversion to Christianity, Gregory the Illuminator imported relics of some of the great saints of 
Christendom, of John the Baptist and of Athenogenes (a martyr killed during the Diocletianic 
persecutions), while also establishing the commemoration of Armenia’s own neo-martyrs, Hrip‘simē 
and Gayanē. The dramatic wars against the Persians in the following century gave rise to a new type 
of saints, the multitude of martyrs who fell at the 451 battle of Avarayr and were hailed by historian 
Ełišē as ‘the martyrs for faith and the fatherland’ – a paradigm that was recently emulated with the 
canonization of the victims of the 1915 Genocide.  

Georgian hagiography, a predominant genre of late antique writing, narrates the valiant 
opposition of martyrs to the local Iranian rule, the marzpanate, epitomized whether in St Šušanik’s 
uncompromising stand against her apostate husband or in the long anti-Mazdean speech given by the 
Persian convert Eustathius of Mcxeta. The first martyrs, who are not Georgian at all but rather 
Persian converts, provide an exemplum for the readers of a zealous opposition to Zoroastrian 
expansion, the main concern of Georgian writers before the arrival of the Arabs. It is curious that 
almost all the late antique martyrs of Georgia were non-Georgian, and that the idea of an ethnic 
Georgian martyr appears only much later and in entirely different political and rhetorical 
circumstances, when the Georgians had to face the Byzantines’ suspicious of the Orthodoxy of the 
Georgians. 

Although nothing has survived in the Albanian language, apart from several palimpsests, the 
History of Albania, written in Armenian, recounts the political and ideological weight that the relics of 
the saints had enjoyed in sixth-century Albania, when King Vačagan III the Pious was attempting to 
define the political, cultural and religious limits of his kingdom. Vačagan’s elaborate royal processions 
with relics, and the distribution of the same relics among the Albanian dioceses, illustrates the close 
association of the cult of saints with the body politic. As if a symbol of Albania’s political orientation, 
the royal procession included relics of Armenia’s great saints Gregory the Illuminator and of 
Hripsimē and Gayanē, of the martyrs Zacharia (father of John the Baptist) and the Nicomedian  

THE CULT OF SAINTS IN THE LATE ANTIQUE CAUCASUS 

Nikoloz Aleksidze is a research associate at the Cult of Saints Project and is based 
at the Faculty of History, Oxford. He is completing a monograph based on his 
doctoral dissertation at Oxford, entitled The Caucasian Schism as an 
Interpret ive  Schema.  
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Pantaleon, together with the martyrs from within the Albanian tradition. The narrative recounts a 
virtual quest for the relics of the founder of the Albanian Church, patriarch Grigoris, where one relic 
leads to another, with new clues, testimonies and apparitions emerging in due process, all of this 
leading to the recovery of the foundation of the Albanian Church and ultimately of the discovery 
Albania’s raison d’être. 

The saints and the places of their martyrdom were 
celebrated as certain realms of memory, often serving as 
symbols of unity among ethnic groups, in this case Armenian 
and Georgian. Queen Šušanik, for instance, an ethnic 
Armenian princess of the great family of the Mamikoneans, 
married to a Georgian duke and martyred by the same, was 
retained in the memory of the Armenians and Georgians as a 
symbol of unity and peace between the two nations. 
Georgians and Armenians would regularly meet at the site of 
her martyrdom, situated precisely between Georgian and 
Armenian lands, would celebrate her memory, and would 
also intermarry. It was only after the religious schism 
between Chalcedonian Georgia and non-Chalcedonian 
Armenia that from a symbol of unity, the martyred queen 
turned into a rhetorical and polemical tool.   

Thus, the cult of saints in late antique Caucasus was a 
phenomenon of political and ideological value, used for the 
sanctification of domains, the legitimization of individual royal or princely dynasties, and for the 
creation of ethnic identities in the region. The martyrs and other saints of this foundational era of 
Christian Caucasian cultures, were firmly engrained in the cultural memory, and were persistently 
used within the identity discourse of the two nations, whether in the nineteenth-century or in Soviet 
and post-Soviet national rhetoric.  
 

GRADUATE STUDENT PROFILE: KRISTINA TERPOY 

I am a second year DPhil History student under the joint supervision of Dr Mark Whittow and Dr 
Ine Jacobs at Lincoln College. Before beginning my studies at Oxford in October 2014, I completed 
my MPhil degree in Medieval History at the University of Cambridge under the supervision of Dr 
Peter Sarris. My undergraduate Honours Bachelor of Arts degree was completed at the University of 
Toronto in Canada, where I am originally from. I imagine that some people reading this newsletter 
may have an interest in applying to study at Oxford or in pursuing academic study at an international 
university, and so I am happy to share a few experiences of my journey and my time at Oxford with 
you.  

I arrived at studying late antique and Byzantine history by a series of fortunate accidents. I 
entered my undergraduate program with only a general interest in history. However, it was after I had 
attended one of my first classical civilisation lectures that I found myself interested in ancient history. 
The lecturer of this particular class became an influential figure in my undergraduate career as it was 
she who initially inspired my interest in academia and continues to support my research all these years 
later. I later took a class covering the years between 300 and 800 AD and was intrigued by this period 
of history. It is difficult to pinpoint exactly what aspects of this class I found so interesting, but I 
enjoyed analysing primary sources and engaging with various pieces of historical evidence. What I 
found most impactful about this particular class was acknowledging the necessity for historians to 
understand the challenges and limitations presented by our sources. Looking back then, it seems as  

 
 

 

Relief of St John of Zedazani, 7th c. 
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though it was Ammianus Marcellinus who initially courted me away from classical civilisations to late 
antique and Byzantine studies.  
 As my undergraduate program was drawing to a close, I decided that I would apply for 
Master’s programs in Canada and the UK. The decision to apply to international universities was not 
taken lightly, as many aspects (funding, distance, length of program) needed to be taken into 
consideration, but my intention of studying outside of Canada was supported by my family, and so I 
sent off my applications. A few months later, I found myself boarding a plane destined for the UK, 
where I would later unpack my things at the University of Cambridge. After twelve months of hard 
work and another round of applications, this time for PhD programs, I completed my MPhil degree 
and had decided to take up a place at Oxford.  

Again, the decision to remain in the UK for another program, this time at least three times 
longer than the last, was made after careful consideration of what best suited me and my research. 
Oxford offered opportunities to work under the supervision of and with experts in my field of 
interest and by extension offered access to a wealth of information and sources for my research – it 
was rather a straightforward decision.  My thesis is a comparative socio-economic study of three 
regions in Anatolia in the late antique and early Byzantine periods. By analysing various 
archaeological sources alongside literary evidence, I investigate to what degree late antique prosperity 
reached both coastal and inland settlements in southern and northern Anatolia, what facilitated 
economic exchange in these regions, and within which networks of exchange coastal and inland 
settlements participated. My research is ongoing and continues to evolve and these are a few aspects 
of the late antique economy that I am examining. I am keen on integrating archaeological evidence 

into my historical investigation as the results of recent 
archaeological studies in the regions of my thesis, Lycia, 
Isauria and the south coast of the Black Sea, are now 
available and crucial for this type of study. Likewise, I 
am excited to expand the historical attention often paid 
to the Mediterranean basin by integrating evidence from 
northern and southern regions of Anatolia in order to 
better understand how differing maritime networks may 
have impacted and facilitated exchange and the 
exploitation of resources of particular geographic 
regions.  
At Oxford I have also had the opportunity to explore my 
research in ways that I would not have thought possible, 
as I recently returned from two trips to Turkey to 
sightsee the regions of my research. Over the course of a 
combined eighteen days, I travelled along the south coast 
of Turkey visiting the archaeological sites that I read 
about almost every day in the quiet of the Sackler 

Library. While it is one thing to read about the length of city walls, dimensions of buildings and 
street plans, it is an entirely different thing to be able to experience these places in person. After 
having spent afternoons driving on the winding roads of the Turkish coast and sailing on the 
Mediterranean Sea (apart from missing the hot summer sun and Turkish coffee), I find myself being 
able to approach my research with a higher level of understanding and appreciation for the Turkish 
landscape that shapes my research so much.  

Hopefully I will find myself in Turkey in the near future, but until then, there are books 
waiting for me in the Sackler Library.   
	  

Kristina at modern Anamur (south-east 
Turkey) with the remains of ancient 
Anemurium in the distance. 
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Sam Kennerley is a third-year PhD student at Trinity College, 
Cambridge. His PhD topic, funded by the AHRC, is a study of the 
Latin reception of the Greek church father John Chrysostom 
between 1417 and 1588. 

CONNECTING BYZANTIUM AND THE LATIN 
WEST: AN EARLY MODERNIST’S EXPERIENCE 

 

 

 

Last year, I was asked by the previous President of the Oxford University Byzantine Society, 
Andrew Small, to present a short paper at the XVII International Graduate Conference, after a 
speaker dropped out at the last minute. Andrew and I had studied together as undergraduates at the 
University of St Andrews, where we attended Dr Timothy Greenwood’s courses on the Middle East 
during late antiquity, and his Special Subject on tenth-century Byzantium. At the same time, I 
combined this thorough grounding in late antiquity and Byzantium with an interest in early modern 
history, leading me to notice the profound impact that the literature of the late antique Greek east 
had exercised on western Europe, particularly during the Renaissance and Reformation (but certainly 
not limited to these periods, see figure below). I began to explore this interest through a study of the 
influence exerted by the late antique commentary tradition on the Florentine philosopher Marsilio 
Ficino (1433 – 1499), who creatively reinterpreted the work of Neo-Platonists like Proclus (412 – 
485) to defend what he saw as the harmony between Plato’s philosophy and Christian theology. Over 
time, however, I became aware that this was a well-studied topic. What struck me instead was how 
little attention had been paid to the interest that the Greek church fathers, rather than their pagan 
contemporaries, also held for Latin scholars during the transmission of knowledge from the east to 
the west in the early modern period. My doctoral research, conducted at the University of Cambridge 
and now in its final year, is an attempt to challenge this historiographical blindspot. In it, I retrace the 
reception of the Greek church father John Chrysostom in the Latin west between 1417 and 1588, 
following the ever-changing image of Chrysostom as an orator, exegete, and model bishop devised by 
westerners in response to the intellectual pressures of two fraught centuries of intellectual change.  

Thanks to our undergraduate connections, Andrew was aware of my interests, and after a 
quick email, he kindly asked that I deliver a paper based on my thesis research. I chose to focus on 
Chrysostom’s reception on Renaissance Rome between 1447 and 1484, and the opportunity to 
present my research to an audience of Byzantinists proved to be fertile. As a result of feedback on 
that day, I became aware that neglect of the reception of the Greek church fathers has caused us to 
overlook one field in which Byzantine scholars exercised a particular influence on the Latin west. 
Perhaps even more so than the Greek classics, Byzantine scholars were in a position to shape western 
perceptions of the ancient Greek-speaking church, whose history, as Anthony Grafton has shown us, 
was no less important to Latin humanists than that of the classical period. Certainly, Byzantine 
scholars were instrumental to the reception of Chrysostom in Renaissance Rome. Exiles and refugees 
from Byzantium such as George of Trebizond (c.1395 – 1472/3) and Theodore Gaza (d.1475) 
translated Chrysostom from Greek into Latin for popes and princes, their prefaces to these 
translations combining shameless demands for patronage with Byzantine interpretations of 
Chrysostom that hoped to influence the way that their Latin readers engaged with the translated text. 
And even where translations of Chrysostom were not carried out by Byzantine scholars active in 
Rome, they were pursued in an atmosphere where Greek interpretations of Chrysostom were never 
far away.  
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One of the two major translators of Chrysostom in Renaissance Rome, Francesco Griffolini 
(1420 – <1490), lived for a time in the household of Isidore, metropolitan of Kiev and later a cardinal 
of the Catholic church (d.1463). His likely rival, the Pisan humanist Pietro Balbo (1399 – 1479), was 
bishop of Tropea in the heartland of Greek monasticism in southern Italy, and a member of the 
circle of Basilius Bessarion (1403 – 1472). Bessarion was himself an important intermediary of 
Byzantine culture into Italy, a Greek churchman who became a cardinal of the Catholic Church, 
whose rich collection of books now forms the historic core of Venice’s Biblioteca Marciana.  

These Byzantine emigres, and the Italian patrons and clients whose view of Chrysostom they 
aimed to inform, laid the foundation for the editions and translations produced by northern 
European scholars such as Desiderius Erasmus (c.1466 – 1536) and Henry Savile (1549 – 1622) in 
later centuries. Indeed, the translations produced in Renaissance Rome, lightly edited by these later 
scholars, are sometimes still the standard Latin versions available to us through Migne’s Patrologia 
Latina. What the International Graduate Conference did therefore was to connect me with Oxford’s 
rich culture of research into the transmission of people and knowledge from the east during the 
medieval and early modern period, such as carried out by scholars like Catherine Holmes and John-
Paul Ghobrial. There is much more to be done here- there is no handbook, for example, on the 
reception of the Greek church fathers comparable to L. D. Reynolds and N. G. Wilson’s study of the 
reception of the classics, Scribes and Scholars- but it is exactly through interdisciplinary and inter-
institutional events such as the International Graduate Conference that we can be spurred from our 
historiographical comfort zones to reflect on the chronological and geographical specialisms that 
inhibit our understanding of the past, and through the past, our present. As a student researching 
early modern history, I can only stress the hope that links between historians of Byzantium and of the 
early modern west will continue to grow with time. 
	  

The Byzantine Catholic Church of St John Chrysostom in Pittsburgh, the 
boyhood church of Andy Warhol (1928 – 1987), whose bright, repetitive interior 
decoration some scholars believe had an impact on the artist’s style. 
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‘Crossing of the Red Sea’. Fresco from Dura-Europos Synagogue, Syria, 3rd c. (Yale University Divinity 
School, New Haven) 

‘Mountains between Tibet and India’. Persian historian Rašid-al-Din’s ‘Compendium of Chronicles’  
(‘Jāmeʿ al-tawāriḵ’). Iran, 14th c. (Khalili Collection, London, MS. 727) 

‘Agriculture in the Byzantine world’. Byzantine Gospel, 11th c. (Bibliothèque nationale de France, Paris,  
MS. Cod. gr. 74) 


