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RESHAPING THE WORLD 
UTOPIAS, IDEALS, AND ASPIRATIONS IN LATE ANTIQUITY AND BYZANTIUM 

 
There is nothing better than imagining other worlds – he said – to forget the painful one we live in. At least so I thought 
then. I hadn’t yet realized that, imagining other worlds, you end up changing this one’.  
 
– Umberto Eco, Baudolino  
 
It is the creative power of imagination that 
Baudolino described to a fictionalised Niketas 
Choniates in this dialogue from Eco’s homonymous 
novel. The creation of idealised imaginary worlds 
has the power to change the past, the present and 
the future. When imagination is directed towards 
more worldly goals, it becomes aspiration and such 
aspiration can influence policies of reform. When 
imagination is unrestrained, utopias are born. The 
Oxford University Byzantine Society’s twenty-
fourth International Graduate Conference seeks to 
explore the impact utopias, ideals and aspirations 
had in changing the course of history and, 
therefore, how imagined or alternative realities 
shaped the Late Antique and Byzantine world(s), 
broadly understood.  
 
Literature is the natural habitat of idealisation. 
Fictional realities and utopian societies are 
common in works of Byzantine literature; 
however, a broad understanding of utopia also 
includes allegory as a versatile tool for rearranging 
a written reality and allowing alternative readings 
to spring from long-established ‘classics’ like the 
Iliad or the Song of Songs. Similarly, recent 
approaches to historiography have emphasised the 
influence of authorial conceptions of the ideal in 
the creation of a historical narrative. 
The writing of history in Late Antiquity and 
Byzantium often entailed judging historical figures 
and contemporaries alike against ideal ‘models’ – 

be they Biblical, classical or from living memory. 
This is even more true for encomia, where, under 
the cover of praising the current ruler, rhetors 
could urge the pursuit of particular virtues and 
advocate for their personal vision of ideal 
rulership.  
 
Naturally, aspirations go beyond the textual 
dimension; they are often manifested as reforms – 
whether legal, administrative, martial, economic or 
religious – but they can also be realised 
architecturally and visually. Examples include the 
renovation of Byzantine cities to mirror their 
heavenly counterparts, and numismatic imagery 
which visually depicted victory and concord. Art, 
architecture and material culture strove to 
reproduce – sometimes even just symbolically – 
those same imaginaries. These are the utopias we 
see – or could formerly see – and their very 
existence altered the world.  
 
Our conference seeks to join the ongoing dialogue 
on utopias, ideals and aspirations in Late Antique 
and Byzantine Studies by providing a forum for 
postgraduate and early-career scholars to reflect 
on this theme through a variety of cultural media 
and (inter)disciplinary approaches. In doing so, we 
hope to facilitate the interaction and engagement 
of historians, philologists, archaeologists, art 
historians, theologians and specialists in material 
culture.  
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Welcome 
The Committee of the Oxford University Byzantine Society wishes you all a very warm welcome to 
our 24th International Graduate Conference, ‘Reshaping the World: Utopias, Ideals, and Aspirations 
in Late Antiquity and Byzantium’.  
 
We hope the next two days will raise as many questions as they will resolve. Above all, we aim to 
provide a forum for interdisciplinary discourse on Late Antiquity and Byzantium.  
 
We would like to take this opportunity to thank our colleagues who helped with the organisation of 
the Conference, without whom it would not have been able to take place: Per Jonas Jordfald, Benjamin 
Sharkey, Josh Hitt, Alexander Sherborne, Chloé Agar, Nathan Websdale, Esme Gray, Zhang Kaiyue, and 
Daniel Murphy. 
 

We look forward to listening to and engaging with our speakers’ research.  
Best wishes from the OUBS Committee,  
 
Alberto Ravani, James Cogbill, Arie Neuhauser, and Tom Alexander  

 

 

We are grateful for the support of: 
 

The Oxford Centre for Byzantine Research (OCBR) 
 

The Society for the Promotion of Byzantine Studies (SPBS) 
 

The Society for the Promotion of Hellenic Studies (Hellenic Society) 
 

The Oxford Centre for Late Antiquity (OCLA) 
 

Oxford Medieval Studies, in association with the Oxford Research Centre for Humanities (TORCH) 
 

The Faculty of History of the University of Oxford 
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CONFERENCE PROGRAMME: 

The conference is structured into 5 sessions. For each session, 2 separate themed panels of will run in 
parallel in separate rooms and on separate livestreams.  Details of both livestreams (labelled ‘A’ and ‘B’) are 
provided to attendees registered with the Eventbrite page (http://bit.ly/35S3OPp). Each panel consists of 3 
papers of 20 minutes each (4 papers in the case of the fourth session), with 10 minutes of questions after 
each paper. Livestream participants should post questions using the Zoom chat function either by typing out 
the full question or indicating that you have a question for a participant so that we can unmute you.  

10.00 — INTRODUCTORY REMARKS 

11.00 — FIRST SESSION: 
1A:  ‘UTOPIAS AND DYSTOPIAS’ 
1B: ‘CONSTRUCTING HOLINESS THROUGH HAGIOGRAPHY’ 

14.00 — SECOND SESSION: 
2A: ‘ON PARODY AND PRAISE: LATE ANTIQUE LITERATURE AND THE IDEAL’  
2B: ‘HOLY SPACES AND CREATING CHRISTIAN UTOPIAS’ 

16.00 — THIRD SESSION: 
3A: ‘BYZANTINE HEROES AND ANTIHEROES’  
3B: ‘ASPIRATIONAL AND IDEAL ADMINISTRATIONS’ 

12.30 — LUNCH 

FRIDAY, 25TH OF FEBRUARY 
 

15.30 — BREAK 

17.30 — WINE RECEPTION 

10.30 — FOURTH SESSION: 
4A: ‘STANDARDS OF IMPERIAL LEADERSHIP IN LITERATURE AND HISTORIOGRAPHY’ 
4B: ‘FAITH COMMUNITIES AND IDEAL CHRISTIAN ORDER’ 

15.00 — FIFTH SESSION: 
5A: ‘PARADISE AND ITS ANTITHESIS’  
5B: ‘PRAISE AND PERSUASION TOWARDS THE IDEAL’ 

17.00 — GENERAL DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING REMARKS 
3A ( ‘BYZANTINE HEROES AND ANTIHEROES’)  

12.30 — LUNCH 

16.30 — BREAK 

18.00 — WINE RECEPTION 

SATURDAY, 26TH OF FEBRUARY 
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SESSION 1, FRIDAY: 11.00–12.30 
1A: UTOPIAS AND DYSTOPIAS 
(Chair: Tom Alexander) 

Yael Krämer & Sarah Yona Zweig 
 (Hebrew University of Jerusalem)  
Shedding Light on the Land of Darkness: An 
Intertextual Study of the Syriac Song of 
Alexander  
Göksu Kolaylı  
(Bilkent University, Ankara)   
A Trapezuntine Mystery: (Mis)conceiving the 
Empire of Trebizond in the European Imagination 
during its Period of Decline  
Simona Puca 
(Federico II-University of Naples)   
Louis XIV in Front of the Basileus: A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream in Istanbul  

1B: CONSTRUCTING HOLINESS THROUGH 

HAGIOGRAPHY 
(Chair: Chloé Agar) 

Natacha Puglisi 
(Independent Scholar)  
The Invention of St. Macrina the Younger: The 
Idealised Incarnation of the Cappadocian Spiritual 
and Social Model  
Daniel Murphy 
(Exeter College, Oxford)  
Marching in Defence of the Faith in Late Fifth-
Century Constantinople  
Nicolas Varaine 
(École Pratique des Hautes Études, Paris)   
Shaping the Holy Body in Pictorial Hagiography: 
Two Examples from Venetian Crete  

 
SESSION 2, FRIDAY: 14.00–15.30 

2A: ON PARODY AND PRAISE: LATE ANTIQUE 

LITERATURE AND THE IDEAL 
(Chair: Esme Gray) 

Alexander Sherborne 
(Magdalen College, Oxford) 
Mentula Omnipotens and the Playful Subversion 
of Christian Ideals in the Sixth-Century Elegies of 
Maximianus 
Francesco Mori 
(Roma Tre University) 
Utopia and Ideal in Julian’s Misopogon 
Antonella Carbone 
(University of Liverpool) 
Papyrus Encomia in Late Antiquity. The Rhetoric 
of Praise in Late Antique Greek Poetry 

2B: HOLY SPACES AND CREATING CHRISTIAN UTOPIAS 
(Chair: Zhang Kaiyue) 

Alina Kondratiuk 
(National Preserve “Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra”) 
The Idea of Kyiv as a New Jerusalem in the Murals 
of the Church of the Saviour at Berestove 
(1643/1644) 
Friederike Theresia Kranig 
(Georg-August University, Göttingen) 
Late Antique Church Buildings as Celestial 
Instruments for Experiencing the ‘musica 
mundana’ 
Daria Likhacheva 
(Higher School of Economics, Moscow) 
In Search of Ideal City: The Architecture of 
Constantinople and Byzantine Artists in the 
Macedonian Period 

 
 SESSION 3: FRIDAY, 16.00–17.30 

3A: BYZANTINE HEROES AND ANTIHEROES  
(Chair: Alberto Ravani) 

Nafsika Vassilopoulou  
(University of the Aegean, Mytilene)  
Reflections of the Byzantine ‘Chevalier’ in Late 
Byzantine Texts (Twelfth-Fifteenth Centuries)  
Carlo Berardi  
(University of Michigan, Ann Arbor) 
Old Tales Told Anew: Homeric Heroes and 
Komnenian Ideals in the Illustrations of the 
Marciana Iliad  
Yan Zaripov  
(St. Hilda's College, Oxford)   
 Dispelling the Homeric Utopia: Antiheroic 
Tendencies in Twelfth-Century Byzantine 
Literature  

3B: ASPIRATIONAL AND IDEAL ADMINISTRATIONS  
(Chair: Arie Neuhauser) 

Zhang Kaiyue  
(St. Stephen's House, Oxford)  
 Aspiration of the Marketplace: The Political 
Participation and Civil Unrest of Agoraioi, A.D. 
1180 – 1204 
Nathan Websdale 
 (Wolfson College, Oxford)  
 Contextualising the Ethnic Purges within Nicholas 
Mesarites’ Depiction of John ‘the Fat’ Komnenos’ 
Attempted Coup of 1200/01  
Thomas Laver  
(St. John’s College, Cambridge)  
Monks, Priests, and the Ideals of Local 
Administration in Late Antique Egypt 
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SESSION 4, SATURDAY: 10.30–12.30 
4A: STANDARDS OF IMPERIAL LEADERSHIP IN 

LITERATURE AND HISTORIOGRAPHY 
(Chair: James Cogbill) 

Sean Strong 
(Cardiff University) 
Communicating the Changing Ideals of 
Imperial Leadership: Theophylact Simocatta 
on the Military Identity of Emperor Maurice,  
578-602  
Nicola Ernst 
(University of Exeter) 
Constructing the Ideal Christian Emperor: 
Athanasius of Alexandria and the 
Construction of the Emperor Constans  
Radka Pallová 
(St. John’s College Cambridge) 
 Processing the Empire? Modelling the 
Emperor and the City in the Parastaseis 
Syntomoi Chronikai  
Sofiya Shevchuk 
(Higher School of Economics, Moscow) 
‘All the West and All the East’: The Idealised 
Saint and Hagiographical Spaces of Empire 

4B: FAITH COMMUNITIES AND IDEAL CHRISTIAN ORDER 
(Chair: Nathan Websdale) 

Tom Alexander 
(St. John’s College, Oxford) 
A Nubian ‘King of Rūm’, An Abyssinian Conqueror of 
Mecca: The Imaginaries of Christian Africa in Copto-
Arabic Historiography  
 Daniel Alford 
(Corpus Christi College, Oxford) 
Priests and Psak: Christianisation and Compromise in 
the Late Antique Armenian Wedding  
Andrew Hochstedler, OFM Conv. 
(Campion Hall, Oxford) 
Egalitarianism in Evergetis Dining? Hierarchical 
Refectory Seating and the Question of Evergetine 
Monastic Reform  
Anna Carroll 
(The City University of New York) 
Patron, Bishop, Regent and Saint: The Siegburg Lion 
Silk and The Legacy of St. Anno  
  

 
SESSION 5, SATURDAY: 15.00–16.30 

5A: PARADISE AND ITS ANTITHESIS  
(Chair: Daniel Murphy) 

Chloé Agar 
(St. Cross College, Oxford) 
Utopias in Coptic Hagiography: Presentations 
of Heaven and Hell  
Frederick Bird 
(Regent’s Park College, Oxford) 
Dreaming of Paradise: George of Pisidia’s 
Longing for a Perfect World  
Aleksandar Anđelović 
(University of Vienna) 
Riots, Earthquakes, Emperor, Savior, Ideal 
Order: Romanos the Melodist’s On 
Earthquakes and Fires 

5B: PRAISE AND PERSUASION TOWARDS THE IDEAL  
(Chair: Alex Sherborne) 

Leandro César Santana Neves 
(Federal University of Rio de Janeiro) 
In the Land of Incense and Thunder: Ecclesiology and 
Utopia in Metropolitan Hilarion of Kiev’s Sermon on 
Law and Grace 
Angus Docherty 
(Pembroke College, Oxford) 
On the Verses of Great Beauty: Paraenesis and Power 
in Thirteenth-Century Palaiologan Poetry 
René de Nicolay 
(University of Zürich) 
Ideal or Empirical Political Theory? The Dialogue On 
Political Science Between Plato and Cicero  
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ABSTRACTS OF PAPERS: 
 

PANEL 1A: UTOPIAS AND DYSTOPIAS: 

 
Shedding Light on the Land of Darkness: An Intertextual Study of the Syriac Song of Alexander 

Yael Krämer and Sarah Yona Zweig (Hebrew University of Jerusalem) 

 

This paper explores Alexander’s journey into the Land of Darkness in the so-called Song of Alexander, 

a Syriac homily (mēmrā) erroneously attributed to Jacob of Serugh (d. 521). At the centre of this 

episode, is the puzzling term hwmt (or according to the other two recensions, hmty or ymta). Initially, 

Alexander states that hwmt is the aim of his journey. It is only later that he specifies that his heart’s 

desire is to bathe in the Source of Life. This ambiguity raises the question of whether the account is a 

product of conflation between different versions, or if Alexander’s reluctance (to reveal the true aim 

of his journey) plays a role in the narrative. To cut the Gordian knot of hwmt, we need to examine the 

narrative in light of the rich literary worlds of Late Antiquity. Comparing the different versions of 

Alexander’s journey brings up more questions: Where is the mysterious Land of Darkness? Why did 

Alexander venture on this journey? What purpose does the Source of Life serve in the narrative? We 

examine these questions in light of numerous textual traditions, ranging from the Qurʾān and the 

Babylonian Talmud, to Greek, Syriac and Ethiopic accounts of the Alexander story, seeking to trace 

the travels of this narrative through different cultures, religions and languages, much like Alexander 

did. 

 

 

Yael Krämer received her BA in Talmud and Comparative Religion from the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 

where (jointly with Yale University) she is now completing an MA in Early Christianity. Her master’s 

dissertation aims to point at a Jewish source to the beginnings of the Christian Maccabean cult in fourth-

century Antioch, as well as to examine the distinctive reception of the Maccabean narrative in both Syriac 

liturgy and hagiography. 

 

Sarah Zweig studied Philosophy at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and at the Sorbonne, Paris. She then 

obtained an MA in Comparative Religion at the Hebrew University and the Pontifical Gregorian University. 

She is conducting doctoral research on the Moses episode in Sūrat al-Kahf 18:60-82 and its literary 

background in Late Antiquity. She is currently a fellow in the residence program at the Doha Institute for 

Advanced Studies and a research fellow at the India International Centre, New Delhi. 
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A Trapezuntine Mystery: (Mis)conceiving the Empire of Trebizond in the European Imagination 

during its Period of Decline 

Göksu Kolaylı (Bilkent University, Ankara) 

 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art holds in its collection a Florentine wedding chest (cassone) painted 

with a panel that was long believed to depict the Ottoman conquest of Trebizond in 1461. This 

orthodox view was challenged after Pope-Hennessy and Christansen’s discovery of a faint inscription 

which identified the monarch figure as ‘Tan[b]urlana’ (that is, Tamerlane) and the subsequent 

suggestion that the panel might be depicting Tamerlane’s defeat of Bayezid II at the Battle of Ankara 

in 1402. This interpretation, however, raised contradictions. The battle took place fifty years before 

the cassone was made and Trebizond’s inclusion in the scene made no apparent sense. Baskins (2012) 

offered the alternative explanation that the scene depicted Uzun Hasan’s victories against Mehmed 

II in 1459-1460; Uzun Hasan was a Turkoman and the son-in-law of Trebizond’s Komnenos dynasty. 

Thus, it is possible that the panel allegorised the defeat of the Ottomans as a defence of Trebizond – 

and, by extension, of Christianity. Focusing Baskins’ reading of this Florentine cassone, I discuss 

Trebizond’s ‘utopisation’ in the European imagination. This motif endures over time, as it essentially 

reflects an exoticisation of Trebizond’s geographical insularity, its peculiar place in Constantinople’s 

symbiotic relationship with the Ottomans during its decline, and a misconception of the alliance of 

necessity between the Turkomans and the Trapezuntines as they tried – and failed – to balance the 

rise of the Ottomans. 

 

 

Göksu Kolaylı is an MA student in Archaeology at Bilkent University. Her research focuses on the Byzantine 

Empire and specifically the material culture of the Black Sea region in Late Antiquity. She holds a BA in 

International Relations, also from Bilkent. 

  



 -9- 

Louis XIV in front of the Basileus: A Midsummer Night’s Dream in Istanbul 

Simona Puca (Federico II-University of Naples) 

 

Byzantium first entered Western discourse as a vehicle of Classical Greek culture and subsequently 

re-entered it in a more orientalising frame. Louis XIV drew the formal pretext for an intervention from 

the sale by Andreas Palaiologos of the rights to the crown of Constantinople to Charles VIII (1495) 

and then begun preparations for an anachronistic crusade which never took place. He did not mobilise 

armies, but sent not only spies, dignitaries and diplomats, but also scholars and intellectuals, true 

hunters of antiquities and curiosities, to Constantinople. These scholars brought back to Paris 

manuscripts on which Labbe, Du Cange and Mabillon and Cusin would work – the works of the Church 

fathers, as well as Byzantine secular and religious writings – but also drawings of Ottoman 

architecture, the tales of the Caliphs in Galland's Thousand and One Nights and accounts of the customs 

of an eccentric ‘Roman Empire of Istanbul’. Louis XIV, in confronting the Ottoman giant, launched this 

great operation of recovery and rediscovery of the Byzantine world. Europe ‘rediscovery’ was of an 

orientalising and lustful version of Byzantine history and culture. Byzantium was finally offered as a 

repertoire of symbols. This paper analyses the birth of the myth of a Byzantium which was no longer 

seen exclusively through its transmission of classical literature and culture to the Western world.  

 

 

Simona Puca graduated from the University of Naples ‘Federico II’ with a thesis in Medieval History entitled 

‘Justinian in the historiographic work of Procopius of Caesarea’. After a period spent at the Sorbonne, she 

specialised in Byzantine History with a thesis entitled ‘Justinian's barbarian, Roman and Hellenic identity in 

the historical and legal sources of the sixth century’. She is currently a doctoral candidate at the University of 

Naples ‘Federico II’, with a thesis on the relations between Charles I of Anjou and Michael VIII Palaiologos. 

 

  



 -10- 

PANEL 1B: CONSTRUCTING HOLINESS THROUGH HAGIOGRAPHY 

 
The Invention of St. Macrina the Younger: The Idealised Incarnation of the Cappadocian Spiritual 

and Social Model 

Natacha Puglisi (Independent Scholar)  

 

In the fourth century, in the turbulent context of the construction of the Christian cult, the 

Cappadocian Fathers elaborated an original eschatological theology, founded on the hope of the 

Resurrection and based on an egalitarian model of life in community, consisting of prayer, humility, 

charity and renunciation of material comfort. This joint theological and social ideal, which deeply 

influences the Eastern Church up to the present day, was still a marginal and controversial proposition 

in the fourth century. To promote their ideas to a still largely pagan society and their fellow Christians 

of different convictions – without them being associated with the accusations of excessive asceticism, 

embezzlement and heresy that already stained the reputation of the Cappadocian Fathers – Gregory 

of Nyssa implemented a full-scale hagiographical operation. He established his own sister Macrina, 

the simple abbess of a familial monastery, as a saint worthy of the martyrs of the great persecutions 

and put her to the forefront as the champion of the Cappadocian metaphysical principles. For this, he 

wrote two influential texts, the Vita Macrinae, the earliest Christian Life of a woman, and the De Anima 

et Resurrectione, a fictional philosophical dialogue, in which Macrina, endowed with holy wisdom and 

feminine softness, exposes the Cappadocian ideals. Thanks to this stamp of holiness, Macrina became 

the successful showcase of their social and spiritual model, to the point of still being celebrated today 

as the ‘Fourth Cappadocian’. 

 

 

Natacha Puglisi is a postdoctoral researcher in Late Antique and Medieval History with a particular focus on 

the formation of the Church, Byzantine hagiography and commemorative practices. She was awarded a 

doctorate from King’s College London in November 2020, for a thesis entitled ‘Memory and Commemoration: 

A Comparative Study of Four Late Antique Saints of Eastern Christendom’. 
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Marching in Defence of the Faith in Late Fifth-Century Constantinople 

Daniel Murphy (Exeter College, Oxford) 

 

This paper reassesses an oft-misunderstood incident of the reign of the emperor Leo I. The march of 

the people and monks of Constantinople against the appointment of Patricius, son of the Arian general 

Aspar, as Caesar has been interpreted as an example of civil unrest by Brian Croke, or political 

manoeuvring on the part of Leo by Rochelle Snee. Using the evidence of the Vita Marcelli Acometi and 

the Vita Danielis Stylitae, I instead argue that the incident should be understood as part of a wider 

conflict over the ideal role of local ascetics in the capital’s religious affairs. Comparison with Daniel’s 

march against the Miaphysite policies of Basiliscus demonstrates that the writers of these 

hagiographies used their subjects’ involvement in public processions to explore the relationship 

between the patriarch and local holy men: whilst Marcellus’ hagiographer adopted a conciliatory 

attitude towards the episcopal hierarchy, Daniel’s hagiographer subordinated the patriarch’s 

authority to that of the stylite. For these hagiographers, the authority of the holy man was 

demonstrated through processions in defence of orthodoxy, and could be mobilised to contest, or 

reinforce, the patriarch’s position as spiritual leader of Constantinople. The hagiographers thus used 

descriptions of such processions to promote their own views of the ideal relationship between 

patriarchal and ascetic authority. 

 

 

Daniel Murphy is an MSt student in Late Antique and Byzantine Studies at the University of Oxford. His 

research interests lie in the legitimation and exercise of different forms of authority in the late Roman Empire 

and its western successors. Currently, he is investigating how the relationship between institutional and 

charismatic religious authority was depicted in late fifth-century Constantinopolitan hagiographies. 
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Shaping the Holy Body in Pictorial Hagiography: Two Examples from Venetian Crete 

Nicolas Varaine (École Pratique des Hautes Etudes, Paris) 

 

In a very theatrical manner, the visual narratives of saints’ martyrdoms painted on the walls of 

Byzantine churches present their audience with the spectacle of holy persons as they are achieving 

sainthood. This process is made manifest in the depiction of their bodies: as the saints undergo a series 

of ordeals, their bodies are transformed as they become the locus of the sacred and testify to their 

superhuman qualities. This is particularly manifest in two cycles of Saint Paraskevi’s life found in the 

churches dedicated to this saint in the Cretan villages of Episkopi (Heraklion province) and Kitiros 

(Chania province) – two of the most extensive surviving painted cycles of Paraskevi’s exploits. In 

Episkopi, the twenty scenes of Paraskevi’s martyrdom depict her in several ontological states: the 

living, unaltered tortured body of the martyr; the fragmented, mortal body of the saint; her soul 

carried away to Heaven; and the worshipped relics of her remains are consecutively presented to the 

viewer. In Kitiros, several episodes from her passion assimilate her body to that of Christ. Through an 

analytic approach of the iconography of these two visual cycles, I will therefore attempt to bring to 

light the means through which images shape the ideal body of St. Paraskevi, bearing witness to the 

embodied nature of sainthood, the alteration of the substance of Paraskevi’s body as well as its 

importance in the establishment of her cult. 

 

 

Nicolas Varaine is a doctoral candidate in Art History at the École pratique des hautes études working on a 

thesis entitled ‘The Church in the feminine: message and function of the images of female saints in the painted 

churches of Venetian Crete (thirteenth-fifteenth centuries)’. He is also a Junior Research Fellow at the Institut 

national d’histoire de l’art, where he participates in the ‘Ontology of Medieval Christianity in Images’ research 

program led by Dr Isabelle Marchesin.  
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PANEL 2A: ON PARODY AND PRAISE: LATE ANTIQUE LITERATURE AND THE IDEAL 

 

Mentula Omnipotens and Playful Subversion of Christian Ideals in the Sixth-Century Elegies of 

Maximianus  

Alexander Sherborne (Magdalen College, Oxford) 

 

After a hiatus of five centuries from Augustan-era Latin love elegy, the genre makes an 

extraordinary reappearance in the Elegies of the sixth-century Italian poet Maximianus. This paper 

will examine the means by which his Elegies toy with the ideals of their (in this case highly Christian) 

contemporary society, a subject that, despite this being textbook behaviour for the genre, remains 

almost entirely unanalysed by modern scholarship. After bemoaning the ascetic existence he has 

come to lead as an old man when compared with the luxuries he formerly enjoyed, and after 

reminiscing over his illicit sexual escapades and the type of female figure he found best suited to 

pleasurable intercourse, despite his supposedly ‘chaste heart’, he finally reaches the most unabashed 

of his subversions: a eulogy in which an unnamed ‘Greek woman’ he meets while on a diplomatic 

mission to Constantinople sings to his mentula, which fails to rise to the task. She quickly broadens 

her lament however to the idea of a general lack of phalli rising and praises this appendage’s normally 

all-powerful nature that rightfully conquers all: virgins, kings and even ‘Wisdom’ (‘Sapientia’) – easily 

lending itself, this paper argues, to potentially blasphemous connotations. How then should we read 

the elegy-collection, especially when, immediately following this eulogy, Maximianus ends his work 

as he begins it, by begging death to take him since his ‘greatest part’ has perished? The answer is as a 

teasing subversion of the ascetic ideal, with a clear final message: life with an unusable phallus 

shouldn’t be lived. 

 

 

Alexander Sherborne is reading for an MPhil in Late Antique and Byzantine Studies at Magdalen College, 

Oxford, having previously studied Classics at Durham University. He is primarily interested in aspects of 

Roman literature and history from the fifth to seventh centuries. 
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Utopia and Ideal in Julian’s Misopogon 

Francesco Mori (Roma Tre University) 

 

In Julian’s Misopogon, the author combines satire and rhetoric in order to give rise to a violent literary 

attack against the citizens of Antioch under the guise of self-criticism. By demeaning his attempts at 

political, social and religious reforms, the emperor implies the opposite: the customs of Antiochenes 

are severely criticised as immoral and corrupt. Julian’s aspirations to a certain idea of social justice, to 

the restoration of pagan cults collided with the reality of Antioch, where the ideal of σωφροσύνη, 

legacy of classical Athens, cannot be accepted. His idea of empire is utopian and untimely in itself. The 

coexistence of his philosophical education and monarchic role represents the failure of the unrealistic 

project whose theoretical roots are Plato’s reflexions on the state. His intention to benefit the 

weakest sections of society, to restore pagan religion and the values of σωφροσύνη, φιλανθρωπία, 

δικαιοσύνη, is disappointed by the distorted concepts of εὐδαιμονία and ἐλευθερία advocated by the 

Antiochenes. He tries to demonise his attackers, but he just makes even more evident his belonging to 

a world that no longer exist. The paper aims to trace into Julian’s text elements of utopia as essential 

tools for the literary interpretation of the Misopogon. From the analysis of select passages, it will 

appear that the line between utopia and ideal is very fine and the two categories are not always 

perfectly applicable to this unusual and original literary work. 

 

 

Francesco Mori received a bachelor’s degree in Classics from the University of Parma and a master’s degree 

in Philology, Literature and Classical Traditions from the University of Bologna. He is currently a doctoral 

candidate in Roma Tre University. His research focuses mainly on Greek tragedy and the indirect tradition of 

Greek classics in the Byzantine period. 
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Papyrus Encomia in Late Antiquity. The Rhetoric of Praise in Late Antique Greek Poetry 

Antonella Carbone (University of Liverpool) 

 

My contribution aims to investigate the rhetorical strategies of encomiastic poetry in Late Antiquity. 

Poetry was an essential aspect of the education of the Late Antique élite and had a marked public and 

political function, which is evident in the copious production of encomiastic poems. Poets put their 

culture at the service of the ruling classes, composing eulogies of individuals and constructing utopian 

images of their virtues. I intend to focus on papyrus encomia, as they best represent the daily use of 

praise in Late Antiquity. Indeed, the poems on papyri deserve further study: since these poems were 

created specifically within city contexts, they reflect local social and political dynamics, allowing us to 

understand the pragmatic function of praise literature (Cavero, Poems in Context 2008). My paper will 

focus mainly on an encomium of the patrician Theagenes, patron of several philosophers in the fifth 

century belonging to the Neoplatonic school at Athens (Perale 2020 Adespota Papyracea Hexametra 

Graeca, n. 45.4). The text can be considered an ‘extreme’ example of the observance of rhetorical rules 

for the composition of praise for emperors. Theagenes is obviously not an emperor, but for the author 

it is as if he were. I am interested in determining to what extent this process of ‘amplification’ relies on 

the application of rhetorical devices known from the rhetoric manuals of the time. The analysis of the 

literary and rhetorical strategies seen in this text will allow a better understanding of compositional 

techniques and highlight how poetic encomia succeeded in constructing idealised images of eminent 

personages. 

 

 

Antonella Carbone received her bachelor’s and master’s degrees from the Sapienza University of Rome, where 

she studied Greek and Latin literature, philology and ancient history. In particular, she specialised in Greek 

literature from the Roman era to Late Antiquity and in papyrology. In January 2022 she began a PhD in 

Liverpool, where she researches encomiastic poetry in the Late Antique period (fourth-seventh centuries) in 

order to produce a rhetorical analysis of a wide selection of encomiastic works, including papyri, inscriptions 

and manuscripts. 
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PANEL 2B: HOLY SPACES AND CREATING CHRISTIAN UTOPIAS 

 

The Idea of Kyiv as a New Jerusalem in the Murals of the Church of the Saviour at Berestove 

(1643/1644) 

Alina Kondratiuk (National Preserve ‘Kyiv-Pechersk Lavra’, Kiev) 

 

The ruined Byzantine Church of the Saviour at Berestove was restored in 1643/1644 by Metropolitan 

Petro Mohyla of Kyiv to memorise the Great Equal-to-the-Apostles Prince Volodymyr, the Baptiser 

of Rus. The church’s murals and inscriptions reflected the ideas of the holy city of Kyiv as a New 

Jerusalem. They also indicated the succession of metropolitan power established by St. Prince 

Volodymyr. The system of murals of the seventeenth century was very archaic. It resembled church 

decoration of the epoch of the Macedonian Renaissance. Ktitor’s composition presents the Virgin 

Mary, St. Prince Volodymyr and Petro Mohyla standing before Christ. Mohyla holds the model of the 

restored temple in his hands. Comparative analysis allows us to assert that the painting of the Church 

of the Saviour was inspired by the eleventh-century monumental ensemble of St. Sophia of Kyiv. 

Strong emphasis on the theme of the Incarnation in the Church of the Saviour, typical for the post-

iconoclastic polemics, is compliant with the mosaic image of the Virgin Orans from St. Sophia 

Cathedral and its framing inscription from the Psalm 45:6. 

 

 

Alina Kondratiuk studied Art History at the National Academy of Fine Art and Architecture in Kyiv, from 

where she holds a doctorate, and studied Theology at the Saint Thomas Aquinas Higher Institute of Religious 

Science in Kyiv. 
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Late Antique Church Buildings as Celestial Instruments for Experiencing the ‘Musica Mundana’ 

Friederike Theresia Kranig (Georg August University of Göttingen) 

 

In his 2010 thesis, Jonathan Knight poses the idea that Late Antique church buildings could be 

considered as a kind of celestial instrument through which to experience the ‘musica mundana’. The 

buildings can be considered as a synthesis of the arts, and creates an illusion of heaven. The 

architecture, especially in connection with the composition of the interior decoration yields the spatial 

framework within which the Divine can be performed. The participants’ experience within is therefore 

generated by human multisensory impressions. On the basis of San Vitale in Ravenna it is possible to 

examine some aspects of how architecture and acoustics are entangled. As mentioned by Knight, both 

are based on the same idea of perfect numerositas. This term, introduced by Augustine of Hippo in De 

musica (c.388), provides a terminological and theoretical basis for Boethius’ De institutione musica 

(c.500). In his theorem, Boethius postulates a tripartite division of music itself. The musica mundana is 

characterized as of a celestial and transcendental nature, which is juxtaposed by the more earthy 

forms of musica instumentalis and musica humana. The case study of San Vitale explains how the utopia 

of heaven is created with the aid of a church’s interior, light and decoration. Its sounding space 

confronts the question of whether a Late Antique church be considered as an instrument that makes 

audible the music of heaven 

 

 

Friederike Theresia Kranig is a doctoral candidate at the Institut für Archäologie und Kunstgeschichte der 

Spätantiken und Byzantinischen Welt of the Georg August University of Göttingen. Her doctoral thesis 

focuses specifically on the significance of acoustics in the Late Antique and early Byzantine period. She 

graduated with a double master in musicology and Late Antique archaeology from the Ludwig Maximilian 

University of Munich in 2019. 
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In Search of the Ideal City: The Architecture of Constantinople and Byzantine Artists in the 

Macedonian Period 

Daria Likhacheva (Higher School of Economics, Moscow) 

 

Architectural images in the visual culture of the Middle Byzantine period are one of the most 

compelling, yet unexplored sources. For a long time, these images were considered as abstract and 

bizarre decorations, copied from early manuscripts, without any special resemblance to the real 

architecture surrounding them. However, thanks to recent studies, architectural images are today 

studied as a more complex phenomenon: now we can say that such images were not only a great tool 

for creating the ideal space for the heroes of sacred history and hagiography, but also a reflection of 

the artist’s view of the urban space he lived in. Thus, in the space of a book miniature, elements of real 

architecture and architecture copied from an early manuscript often blended, creating a colourful and 

fantastic topography of paradise. My paper will focus on the times of the ‘Macedonian Renaissance’, 

as artists of this epoch created the brightest architectural images of the whole Middle Byzantine 

period. Using the example of several manuscripts, including the famous Menologium of Basil II, I will 

discuss if there is a connection between the real Constantinople and the ideal landscapes of painted 

icons and, if it is, how the space of a real city was transformed, becoming part of an ideal landscape. 

 

 

Daria Likhacheva graduated with a BA in History from the Higher School of Economics in Moscow in 2020, 

with a thesis about the idea of architecture in the visual culture of Byzantium in the Macedonian period. She 

is currently an undergraduate in the ‘Medieval Studies’ master’s program at the same institution. Since 2019, 

she also works at the Centre for Medieval Studies of the Higher School of Economics. 
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PANEL 3A: BYZANTINE HEROES AND ANTIHEROES 

 

Reflections of the Byzantine ‘Chevalier’ in Late Byzantine Texts (Twelfth-Fifteenth Centuries) 

Nafsika Vassilopoulou (University of the Aegean, Mytilene) 

 

Among the multiple utopias found in Byzantine sources it is the ideal of chivalry, a western notion 

inserted into Byzantine society after the Crusades, presented in various shapes and forms throughout 

the texts of the Late Byzantine era, but with solid foundations in the earlier centuries of the Empire 

and the Byzantine war ideology. Images of a ‘chivalrous’ society are present in Greek medieval 

accounts, especially when a vast majority of Greek-speaking population was under foreign rule from 

the early thirteenth century onwards. The new multicultural societies emerging from conquest were 

forged with the institutions of the feudal West, a concept widely recognised through the mercenaries 

and merchants traveling in Byzantium since the tenth century. This phenomenon is not limited in the 

contacts with the West. The long wars with the Arabs in the East created a hero-type, a defender of 

the frontier as depicted in the epic poem of Digenis Akritis. A number of texts provide us with 

examples of the inspirations for their literary heroes. Learned historiography and orations, but also 

vernacular chronicles and romances build their narratives around this model. Quite often literary 

characters reflect or introduce actual figures that embody the Byzantine war theory and the idea of 

valour, as well as imperial greatness and ideology. This paper aims to showcase the facets drawn from 

the Eastern and Western societies that led to the creation of a Byzantine ‘perfect knight’ on paper and 

its real-life inspirations, highlighting the social and historical framework. 

 

 

Nafsika Vassilopoulou holds a doctorate in Byzantine history from the National and Kapodistrian University 

of Athens, where she also completed her undergraduate and postgraduate studies. Her research interests are 

focused on the Late Byzantine period, diplomacy, war, identity issues, religious conflict and relations between 

the Byzantine Empire, the West and the Ottomans. She is currently a postdoctoral research fellow at the 

University of the Aegean, working on the project ‘The world of the Palaiologan Romance’, funded by the 

Hellenic Foundation for Research and Innovation. 
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Old Tales Told Anew: Homeric Heroes and Komnenian Ideals in the Illustrations of the Marciana 

Iliad 

Carlo Berardi (University of Michigan, Ann Arbor) 

 

Recounting her father’s decision to ransom the Crusader knights captured at the battle of Ramlah 

(1102), Anna Komnene adds: ‘to him, these men […], at the height of their strength, of noble lineage 

seemed to rival the heroes of old’. This is one of many instances when the prowess and daring of 

twelfth-century aristocrats are celebrated by Byzantine authors as a new incarnation of the Homeric 

ideal. Often dismissed as mere rhetorical artifice, this conflation between the familiar world of the 

classical epic and a more recent fascination with the chivalric ethos ought to be examined more 

closely, as it reflects what the Komnenian elites found relevant in both traditions and how their 

reciprocal interaction (re)shaped the perception and representation of those traditions. This paper 

focuses on the so-called Venetus A (Marc. Graec. Z 454), the oldest extant manuscript of the Iliad, and 

on the illustrations that were added to the tenth-century text in the late Komnenian period. These 

depictions, I argue, reflect a shift in the understanding of the Homeric poem in Byzantium. On the one 

hand, it mirrors closely a romance-like reworking at the hands of intellectuals such as Constantine 

Manasses and John Tzetzes. On the other hand, it reveals how the archetype of the mounted warrior 

influenced the visualisation of Achaean and Trojan heroes. This syncretic approach, in turn, shaped 

the self-perception of the Byzantine nobility, a group both striving to rival the deeds of the heroes of 

old and to forge a new ideal of aristocratic warfare. 

 

 

Carlo Berardi received both his BA in Cultural Heritage Studies and his MA in Medieval Archaeology at the 

University of Pisa, and a specialised diploma in History of Art at the Scuola Normale Superiore. He is currently 

a doctoral fellow at ANAMED in Istanbul (2021-2022) and a doctoral candidate at the University of 

Michigan (Ann Arbor). His dissertation project explores the cross-pollination of ideas surrounding strategies 

of aristocratic self-representation and the reframing of the visual and literary discourse around martial values 

in the twelfth-century Mediterranean, with a special focus on Byzantium and on the relationship between the 

Komnenian elites and their neighbours. 
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Dispelling the Homeric Utopia: Antiheroic Tendencies in Twelfth-Century Byzantine Literature 

Yan Zaripov (St. Hilda's College, Oxford) 

 

The twelfth century has been labelled a Homeric century, and for a good reason. The Komnenian 

dynasty built its ideology on the ideals of military prowess, aristocratic nobility and aggressive 

imperialism. The court ideologists and historians indulged in epicising their accounts of military 

achievements of the Komnenian emperors: Anna Komnene in her Alexiad represents the life of her 

father as a toilsome journey worthy of a Homeric hero, whereas Theodore Prodromos revives the 

outdated hexameter to celebrate the campaigns of John II and Manuel I Komnenos. The Homeric 

world also captured the imagination of literary scholars, who compiled voluminous commentaries to 

the Iliad and the Odyssey. It is not exaggeration to say that the Komnenian obsession with Homer 

produced a utopia, in which the idealised past was used to support contemporary aspirations. The 

purpose of this paper, however, is to move away from imperially- motivated idealisations and to draw 

attention to the literary works that subvert the Homeric ideal by highlighting the antiheroic qualities 

of their protagonists. I will draw my evidence from three case studies. First, I consider the piece of 

begging poetry by Theodore Prodromos, in which the author’s misery stands in sharp contrast with 

the upbeat tenor of the heroic meter. Second, I discuss the Hodoiporikon of Constantine Manasses, 

who models his travelogue on the Odyssey but represents himself as a helpless intellectual separated 

from his books (in other words, a complete antipode of Odysseus). Finally, I demonstrate how the 

Homeric ideal is overturned in the history of Niketas Choniates, who dismisses his fellow Romans as 

‘earthern pots striking (Western) kettles’. The destruction of the Homeric ideal therefore coincides 

with the breakdown of the Empire in the wake of the Fourth Crusade. 

 

 

Yan Zaripov is a doctoral candidate at the University of Oxford. His thesis explores literary imitation in 

twelfth-century Byzantine literature, whereas his previous research projects dealt with conceptual history, 

rhetoric and ancient literary criticism. 
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PANEL 3B: ASPIRATIONAL AND IDEAL ADMINISTRATIONS 

 

Aspiration of the Marketplace: The Political Participation and Civil Unrest of Agoraioi, 1180-1204 

Zhang Kaiyue (St. Stephen's House, Oxford) 

 

The agoraioi, people from the marketplace, made their first appearance on the political stage in 1180 

in Choniates’ Historia, and since then their appearance become more and more frequent in different 

sources under the Angeloi. In Latin diplomatic documents, they urged Isaac to confiscate Pisan and 

Genoese properties. Their affluence and growing influence was reflected in their participation in the 

swearing of oaths between Isaac and Frederick Barbarossa, as well as in the addressing of Alamanikon, 

where the emperor gathered them to ask for financial contributions. Since the start of Alexios III’s 

reign, the frequent usage of the word in Choniates’ Historia marked one of the most turbulent eras 

across Constantinople’s history as at least three violent civil disturbances against the emperor were 

orchestrated from the marketplace. They were also attested by different sources as a major concern 

that influenced Alexios III’s final decision to abandon the polis. This paper will answer why agoraioi is 

not a mere antiquarian appellation, but that its growing usage reflects much deeper socio-economic 

development which had taken place across Byzantine society. This paper will then closely analyse the 

political participation and the civil unrest staged by agoraioi, and will discuss the following issues: Who 

were the agoraioi in the sources? How were they organised, were they organized through the old 

systemata, or new commercial organizations? What were their political aspirations, what they wanted 

to achieve through their collective actions and what influenced their decisions? Finally, this paper will 

address the pragmatic ramifications of their ideals on Byzantine history and will put forward the 

discussion on whether the utopia, or the governing model ‘the people from the marketplace’ wished 

to instil, was within the political philosophy of Byzantine world or beyond it. 

 

 

Zhang Kaiyue is a second-year MPhil student in Late Antique and Byzantine Studies at the University of 

Oxford. He previously graduated from Nanjing University. His major research interests are in the social 

history of sixth- to eighth-century Byzantine Italy and in civil unrest in Byzantium. 
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Contextualising the Ethnic Purges within Nicholas Mesarites’ Depiction of John ‘the Fat’ Komnenos’ 

Attempted Coup of 1200/01 

Nathan Websdale (Wolfson College, Oxford) 

 

The end of the twelfth century was an intensely difficult period in Byzantium. Mass provincial unrest 

combined with an ethnic tension that caused several provinces to secede from the empire, often 

permanently. The growth of Western European influence and general mistrust of the ‘Latins’ had 

shaken Byzantine confidence in their ability to assimilate ethnic groups as they had once been able to. 

Expressed in multiple ways, the attempted coup of John ‘the Fat’ Komnenos in 1200/1201 

demonstrated a Byzantium in a state of crisis that witnessed elite Constantinopolitans unable to 

assert a pan-Roman ethnicity over the multi-linguistic population of the empire. Critically, the division 

now reached Constantinople, allowing an analysis of textual evidence which several recent 

discussions of a homogenised Byzantine ethnicity struggle to explain. Therefore, in this paper I will 

trace the contraction of the Rhomaíoi as an ethnic grouping such as it appears within our eyewitness – 

Nicholas Mesarites’ text. For only by addressing who it was that had become ‘otherised’ can we begin 

to understand the fictional utopia the uprising rallied around, a crucial image for our appreciation of 

ethnic developments before and after 1204. For it was with the support of a purging mob that John 

Komnenos’ coup announced a call for societal purity and self-determination for Constantinople by 

Constantinopolitans. This ethnically focused language, abundant in the years preceding 1204, reflects 

a redefinition of who some Byzantines judged as being within their own éthnos and the fluctuating 

dynamics in the final years of Byzantium’s imperial era. 

 

 

Nathan Websdale is a first-year doctoral candidate in History at the University of Oxford. He is a graduate of 

the Late Antique and Byzantine Studies course at the intercollegiate University of London, after which he 

worked as a language teacher and independent researcher in Euboea. He is currently writing a thesis studying 

the social contraction of Roman identity before and after the Fourth Crusade. 
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Monks, Priests, and the Ideals of Local Administration in Late Antique Egypt 

Thomas Laver (St. John’s College, University of Cambridge)  

 

As has been demonstrated at length by Claudia Rapp and others, bishops during the Late Antique 

period took various significant roles in secular affairs, helping to manage civic and fiscal 

administrations across the Roman Empire while also engaging with higher levels of government. 

However, this paper will also demonstrate – through close analysis of various Egyptian papyrus 

archives – how bishops were not the only religious figures involved in civic affairs, with monks and 

priests having highly significant secular roles in Egyptian villages during this period, on a smaller (but 

still significant) scale than their episcopal colleagues. This includes their involvement in numerous 

legal arbitrations and contracts, assistance in some fiscal matters, and generally helping to maintain 

local order. It will be argued that these local religious figures were so highly involved in local secular 

matters because priests and monks best embodied what this paper will infer from the papyri were 

some key Late Antique ideals of local administration: good learning, religious faith, detachment from 

society, having access to serious methods of enforcement, and more. As such, through closely 

examining the secular activities of monks and priests, we can extrapolate some of the aspirational 

ideals of local administration in Late Antique Egypt. 

 

 

Thomas Laver is a doctoral candidate in History at the University of Cambridge, focusing on monastic 

administration and building new approaches to the rural economy in Egypt during the fourth to ninth 

centuries, with a particular emphasis on using papyri and quantitative methods. He previously completed a 

BA in History & Economics and an MSt in Late Antique and Byzantine Studies, both at the University of 

Oxford. 
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PANEL 4A: STANDARDS OF IMPERIAL LEADERSHIP IN LITERATURE AND HISTORIOGRAPHY 

 

Communicating the Changing Ideals of Imperial Leadership: Theophylact Simocatta on the Military 

Identity of the Emperor Maurice, 578-602 

Sean Strong (Cardiff University) 

 

An emperor’s inauguration ceremony completed the full transfer of an individual’s previous military 

identity to one that embodied their new civilian, but imperial, role and duty. Acknowledgement of this 

transfer was not hidden away by the emperor, their propagandists, nor by the historians and 

chroniclers narrating their transition into power, but rather it was celebrated. During Late Antiquity, 

a number of emperors perished or were humiliated on the battlefield, and this sent shock waves 

through the imperial hierarchy. From the fifth century onwards, it was assumed that, for the 

preservation of the empire, the emperor upon their imperial accession would exchange their military 

boots for the imperial robes, and therefore, would not undertake active military service. In the late 

sixth century, this unwritten notion of non-campaigning emperors was shaken and from the imagery 

found within Theophylact Simocatta’s History comes Maurice, the proto-return of the soldier-

emperor. The identity and notion of being a soldier-emperor would not be fully adopted until the 

emperor Heraclius (610-641).  

 

This paper will examine the transitioning, and often adapting, military identity of the emperor 

Maurice. Starting at Maurice’s appointment as magister militum per Orientem in 578, this paper will 

trace the literary identity placed upon him during his rise to the imperial throne, as well as his three 

consequent military ‘expeditions’ in 584, 590 and 598. Importantly, how and why our sources, most 

notably Theophylact Simocatta, portrayed or, indeed, intended to depict Maurice will also be 

evaluated; and therefore, some discussion will also take place on how that impacts our understanding 

of not only Maurice’s identity, but also that of the emperor Heraclius, during whose reign Theophylact 

composed his History. 

 

 

Sean Strong is a doctoral candidate at Cardiff University. His thesis is an examination into Theophylact 

Simocatta's portrayal of Roman and Sasanian leadership in both imperial/royal and military contexts. The 

study aims to tackle Theophylact's text in a new methodological approach that focuses on the ideals and 

perceptions of leadership at times of transition. 
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Constructing the Ideal Christian Emperor: Athanasius of Alexandria and the Construction of the 

Emperor Constans 

Nicola Ernst (University of Exeter) 

 

The youngest son of Constantine I, Constans (r. 337-350) is frequently presented as a champion of the 

orthodox cause in Nicene ecclesiastical literature. This construction of Constans as the image of the 

ideal Christian emperor has its roots in his presentation within the works of Athanasius of Alexandria. 

Indeed, the creation of this version of the ideal emperor by Athanasius served a clear purpose within 

his works, particularly those he penned against Constantius II (r. 337-361), Constans’ elder brother 

and co-ruler. These works, including the Historia Arianorum present Constans and his reign as the ideal, 

which in turn resulted in the representation of Constantius’ reign and its religious policy as wholly 

heretical and wrong. This representation of ideal Christian rule became pervasive, with Constans 

appearing as the orthodox champion commonplace in the Nicene ecclesiastical histories, especially in 

those of the fifth-century writers Socrates and Sozomen. This paper will consider the construction of 

Constans as an ideal Christian emperor, and will argue that this idealised construction was used by 

Athanasius and the Nicene writers to underline and highlight the failures of Constantius II, and his 

‘heretical’ religious policies and subscriptions. It will be shown that this Athanasian idea of the ideal 

Christian emperor has come to dominate our understanding of the events of the 340s, in particular. 

 

 

Nicola Ernst is a third-year doctoral candidate at the University of Exeter, where she is working on her thesis, 

‘The Sons of Constantine and Ecclesiastical Politics’, under the supervision of Professor Richard Flower. She 

previously completed her BA and MPhil at the University of Queensland, in Australia. 
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Processing the Empire? Modelling the Emperor and the City in the Parastaseis Syntomoi Chronikai 

Radka Pallová (St. John’s College, University of Cambridge)  

 

Emperors loom large in the imagined landscape of the Parastaseis Syntomoi Chronikai – but what for? 

Having acquired some notoriety among Byzantinists, the Parastaseis is a fascinating text of uncertain 

date, filled with snake-wielding pagans and misbehaving statues. It is also immensely difficult to read 

as a historical source. While several recent articles have attempted to variously rethink the Parastaseis 

(Anderson 2011, Odorico 2014, Chatterjee 2017), we are still a long way from understanding the 

peculiar images of the city and the empire that we encounter within the text. Shifting the attention 

away from the perennial question of ‘what is the Parastaseis?’, this paper tackles the question of what 

people – in particular, emperors – do in the text.  Focusing on the figure of Constantine the Great, I 

argue that the text galvanises the ancient materiality of the city to construct an aspirational 

relationship between an emperor and Constantinople that grapples with the physical presence of an 

unsettling past in the present. Tracing the steps of six processions through the textual cityscape of the 

Parastaseis, I will show that Constantine appears as both a model and a presence to be reckoned with, 

with the text fashioning his processional activity into a narrative tool that conjoins the many pasts of 

Constantinople in a shared narrative about power, orthodoxy and performance. By playing out the 

implications of situating the imperial office in a living historical space, the Parastaseis argued that the 

past of the city was key to crystalising its present. 

 

 

Radka Pallová is currently pursuing an MPhil in Classics at St John’s College, Cambridge, having previously 

completed her BA in History at the same university. She is interested in materiality, spatiality, sensory 

approaches to the past, and relationships of people with objects. Her MPhil thesis is focused on processions 

as ‘healthscaping’ strategies in sixth-century Rome. 
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‘All the West and All the East’: The Idealised Saint and Hagiographical Spaces of Empire  

Sofiya Shevchuk (Higher School of Economics, Moscow) 

 

The representation of real and imagined spaces, both in literary in texts and material culture has been 

increasingly appropriated as one of the key means used to forge and express their identity, 

particularly in methodologies that rely on the ‘spatial turn’ in the humanities. For authors of Late 

Antique and Byzantine hagiographic accounts for whom presenting an idealised image of a saint was 

at the heart of their rhetorical pursuit, the choice of the episodes of the saint’s life alongside their 

spatial setting had special significance. The latter aspect, however, is still rarely considered in existing 

studies, although its exploration might enrich our understanding of the hagiographers’ attitudes to the 

saint’s image. In my paper, I will address two Late Antique hagiographic narratives – the Life of Melania 

the Younger and the Lausiac History – in order to discuss how depictions of various spaces, whether 

images of cities, deserts or monasteries, are constructed in the hagiographic text. The desire stated by 

the author of the Life himself to present Melania as ‘the most zealous in the orthodox faith’ deeply 

affects the representation of the spaces of the Life: the account of the pilgrimage to the Desert 

Fathers, to give an example, is suspiciously concise, most likely because of the need to mitigate 

Melania's undesirable associations with unorthodox teachings, practices and especially with her 

grandmother, Melania the Elder, the patroness of many Desert Fathers associated with the ‘Origenist 

controversy’. 

 

 

Sofiya Shevchuk received a BA in History from the Higher School of Economics with a thesis about the 

religious and political spaces in fifth-century Greek ascetic hagiography, supervised by Dr Arkadiy Avdokhin. 

Currently Sofiya is an undergraduate at the master's program ‘Classical and Oriental Archaeology’ 

implemented in the Higher School of Economics University by the Institute for Oriental and Classical Studies. 
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PANEL 4B: FAITH COMMUNITIES AND IDEAL CHRISTIAN ORDER 

 

A Nubian ‘King of Rūm’, Abyssinian Conqueror of Mecca: The Imaginaries of Christian Africa in 

Copto-Arabic Historiography 

Tom Alexander (St. John’s College, University of Oxford)  

 

When recalling his experiences of the Siege of Damietta (1218-1219), Oliver of Paderborn recalled a 

‘book written in Arabic […] [predicting] that a certain king of the Christian Nubians was to destroy the 

city of Mecca’ (trans. Gavigan 1971). Excerpts from this book would return to European Christendom, 

invigorating the legend of ‘Prester John’. Prester John and his kingdom fulfilled a central role in the 

Orient Imaginaire of medieval western literature, cartography and rumour. The Arabic book, however, 

testifies to fanciful portrayals of African Christian monarchs in local communities. This paper will 

examine and contextualise the construction of idealised African Christian kings and kingdoms in the 

Arabic historiography of eleventh- to thirteenth-century Coptic (Theodosian) communities. The 

Nubian and Abyssinian monarchs are heavily idealised as protectors of the Coptic community, 

engaging in deeply symbolic interactions with the threats not only of the Fatimid caliph and his 

officials but also the resurgent Byzantine emperor. This study will contend with the interactions 

between apocalyptic, historiography and rumour, and build on recent discussion of African 

apocalyptic texts (especially the work of Jos van Lent and Robin Seignobos) and portrayals of Nubian 

rulers more broadly (Łatjar and Ochała, 2021). This paper will also engage with the representation of 

the kingdoms of Nubia and Abyssinia themselves, understood as imaginary spaces in which the 

Patriarchate of Alexandria possesses unlimited authority and where its subversion causes drought 

and political upheaval. This proves vital for understanding the refashioning of the Coptic-Theodosian 

Patriarchate. 

 

 

Tom Alexander is a second-year MPhil student in Late Antique and Byzantine Studies at the University of 

Oxford. His thesis presents a decentralised study of the Middle Byzantine eastern frontier. Alexander 

maintains strong interests in medieval Nubia and the Christian communities in the Islamicate Near East. He 

completed a BA in History, also at the University of Oxford. 
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Priests and Psak: Christianisation and Compromise in the Late Antique Armenian Wedding 

Daniel Alford (Corpus Christi College, University of Oxford)   

 

The Armenian wedding appears almost an ideal example of Christianisation, being monopolised by the 

church and officiated by priests already in the earliest sources, long before similar developments in 

Byzantine communities. However, the church’s greater involvement also forced it to navigate 

questions of multiple marriage and marital morality that were deferred to other authorities in the 

wider Christian world. This paper argues such tensions cannot be understood merely through a 

comparative study of Christianity but must rather be considered in the context of Armenia’s Iranised 

background and the monopoly over justice this provided Armenian clerics. Sasanian-era Armenian 

canonical sources form the basis for this argument, since these reveal both the hopes of the Christian 

community and the limits of clerical power. Most notable among them are the 444 CE Council of 

Šahapivan, sixth century Canons of Kat‘ołikos Nersēs II and Bishop Meršapuh of the Mamikoneans, 

and the 645 CE Council of Dwin, the first of which represents the earliest surviving Armenian council 

and is particularly valuable for gauging clerical practices at the point they first became visible. Several 

Middle Persian and Syriac texts are also used to contextualise these sources, including the ninth 

century CE Šāyest nē Šāyest, the late Sasanian lawcode Mādagān ī Hazār Dādestān and the Sasanian-era 

synods of the Synodicon Orientale. The study brings into focus the nature of Armenian law in Late 

Antiquity, as well as the compromises that arise from idealised moral systems encountering the 

practical realities and needs of their community. 

 

 

 

 

Daniel Alford is a doctoral candidate in History at Corpus Christi College, Oxford, examining family 

construction in fifth- to seventh-century Armenia. His research interests are the cultural and administrative 
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Egalitarianism in Evergetis Dining? Hierarchical Refectory Seating and the Question of Evergetine 

Monastic Reform 

Andrew Hochstedler OFM Conv. (Campion Hall, University of Oxford) 

 

An eleventh-century monastic rulebook, the Hypotyposis of the Evergetis Monastery in 

Constantinople, has been credited with producing religious reform within later Byzantine monastic 

circles. The fact that this rulebook, or typikon, was used as a source for later monastic typika has led 

some to argue for the existence of an Evergetine Reform Movement. Proponents of this theory claim 

that the Evergetis typikon spread the ideal of egalitarian community life within monasteries by (1) 

implementing stricter rules for coenobitic life, (2) placing checks on superiors’ authority and (3) 

increasing monastic independence from outside influence. But did the Evergetis typikon truly embody 

egalitarian ideals? This paper addresses the question of purported Evergetine egalitarianism by 

examining the issue of monastic dining hall seating within the Hypotyposis of the monastery and within 

later monastic rules that drew on the Hypotyposis as a source. Through a close reading of the text, it 

challenges earlier scholarly interpretations that held the rule to be egalitarian in its approach to 

monks’ positions within the refectory. It then argues that the rule’s hierarchical seating prescriptions 

ultimately provide evidence in support of Evergetis’ influence on later rules, albeit not in the way that 

some proponents of the reform theory have previously argued. 

 

 

Andrew Hochstedler OFM Conv. completed an MA in Early Christian Studies at the University of Notre Dame 

in 2019 and an MSt in Syriac Studies at the University of Oxford in 2020. He is currently pursuing a doctorate 

in Oriental Studies on the topic of the early Syriac Cult of the Virgin Mary at the University of Oxford. 
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Patron, Bishop, Regent and Saint: The Siegburg Lion Silk and The Legacy of St. Anno 

Anna Carroll (The City University of New York) 

 

St. Anno, archbishop of Cologne, is interred at the Church of St. Servatius, his relics wrapped in a 

purple silk emblazoned with confronted lions and an inscription hailing the Byzantine emperors 

Romanos and Christophoros. The silk made its way from Byzantium to France, changing hands 

through imperial gift-exchange networks until it was eventually buried in the saint’s shrine. Building 

upon a previous version of this paper that placed the silk within the larger political and religious 

context of exchange between Byzantium and the Holy Roman Empire, this paper considers how St. 

Anno’s identity as a church-builder augments our understanding of this silk as a marker of the bishop’s 

saintly and imperial identities. I posit that the silk was used intentionally in St. Anno’s shrine to imbue 

his status as a saint with political undertones, transforming him into the perfect saint and the ideal 

ruler. This particular reading of the silk is context-specific, activated by its place within the Church of 

St. Servatius and its proximity to St. Mary’s ad gradus, another of the bishop’s foundations where he 

had originally intended to be buried. By questioning the silk’s place within the built landscape of 

Cologne, this paper proposes a more nuanced understanding of how the silk underscored Anno’s 

political and clerical roles for both the saint and his supplicants. Sources consulted include Das 

Annolied, economic treatises like The Book of the Prefect, and modern analyses of St. Anno’s political 

career and architectural campaign. 

 

 

Anna Carroll is a doctoral candidate in Art History at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York. 

Her work focuses primarily on the lay experience of the early Byzantine church and is grounded in questions 

of how art and architecture acted as sensorial mediators for lay observation of and participation in the 

Eucharist. Her current research projects examine textile icons in sixth-century Egypt and ask how icons 

facilitated imagined lay access into church spaces and ceremonies that were reserved for the clergy. 
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PANEL 5A: PARADISE AND ITS ANTITHESIS 

 

Utopias in Coptic Hagiography: Presentations of Heaven and Hell 

Chloé Agar (St. Cross College, University of Oxford) 

 

The production and recitation of hagiography was part of the cult of saints, and as such there are 

elements that were arguably standardised throughout these texts. But there are also elements which 

are arguably the result of the creative power of the imagination of the writers. The creation of 

idealised worlds was one such element. Within hagiography, the idealised worlds are presented to the 

martyrs as the places to which they will go after they fulfil their martyrdoms and the places to which 

sinners, here the antitheses of the martyrs, will go after they die. For martyrs, these worlds are 

presented as being without suffering and containing all things wonderful, providing a place for every 

martyr by the side of Christ himself. It should not be forgotten, however, that these worlds are actually 

being presented to the audience of the hagiography as the idealised destination for idealised 

Christians, somewhere to which the laypeople in congregations could only aspire. This paper will 

present the utopias found in hagiography preserved in Coptic as an exploration of this setting and 

trope in one kind of Byzantine literature. It will illustrate how the perfect utopia, Heaven itself, was 

described, as well as Hell, and how these places are communicated to the martyr-saint protagonists of 

these texts and how these saints interact with them personally. The paper will then suggest what the 

lay audiences of hagiography were expected to understand from these descriptions and anticipate for 

their own futures. 

 

 

Chloé Agar is currently completing her doctoral research in Late Antique and Byzantine Studies at the 

University of Oxford. She specialises in Coptic hagiography, focusing on the representation of visions 

experienced by saints and laymen. Prior to her doctorate, she completed a BA in Egyptology with Coptic at 

the University of Oxford and an MA in Archaeology with German at the University of Liverpool. 
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Dreaming of Paradise: George of Pisidia’s Longing for a Perfect World 

Frederick Bird (Regent's Park College, University of Oxford) 

 

This paper examines the presentation of the ideal world in George of Pisidia’s epigrams and In Sanctam 

Resurrectionem, and the reasons for his various and extensive descriptions of life after death in these 

works. Near the beginning of In Sanctam Resurrectionem, George of Pisidia presents a glorious image 

of the sick being healed, the dead being raised and of all spiritual wickedness being overcome once and 

for all. Many elements of his longing for a perfect world are given similar treatment in his large 

collection of epigrams. I argue that these descriptions of Paradise fulfil several different functions 

which each cater for a different audience. First, George of Pisidia gives spiritual and political 

exhortation to Heraclius Constantine; secondly, he assures the élite classes of the young emperor’s 

legitimacy to rule; and thirdly, he produces enduring, elegant poetry that speaks both to the 

contemporary reader and to the modern reader. Finally, in considering George of Pisidia’s views of 

Paradise, it is possible to analyse – through comparison with similar passages in his other poems – his 

opposite views about the present world. This paper will conclude by illustrating the possible sources 

of conflict between the present life and life after death. 

 

 

 

 

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

 

Frederick Bird received his undergraduate degree in Classics from the University of Cambridge. He is currently 

reading for an MPhil in Late Antique and Byzantine Studies at Regent’s Park College, Oxford.  

  



 -35- 

Riots, Earthquakes, Emperor, Saviour, Ideal Order: Romanos the Melodist’s On Earthquakes and Fires 

Aleksandar Anđelović (University of Vienna) 

 

The sixth-century kontakia by Romanos the Melodist drew the attention of the emperor Justinian I. 

Kontakion 54, also known as On Earthquakes and Fires, dynamically and vividly describes sixth-century 

Justinianic Constantinople. Namely, this kontakion uniquely preserves a focus on contemporary 

events from sixth-century Byzantium, more precisely 530-532: the Nika riots, the fire in the Church 

of Hagia Sophia, earthquakes, the drought of 531, and Justinian’s restoration of the capital thereafter. 

In addition, in response to these tumultuous events, Romanos evokes his utopian views: he creates the 

dominant image of Christus medicus, who is presented as an interactor and an involving force during 

everyday Constantinopolitan life through his omnipotent philanthropy, generosity and compassion, 

but also through his wrath. Romanos further depicts his ideal society by employing various figures 

from Scripture, comparing Justinian and the imperial house to them. Thus, while narrating 

contemporary events, among which there are natural phenomena, political intrigues, imperial 

propaganda and violence on the streets, this kontakion at the same time reflects Romanos’ peculiar 

theology, piety and utopian and idealistic views. Through the analysis of On Earthquakes and Fires, this 

paper will present the ways in which the sixth-century Byzantine hymnographer skillfully brought 

together various topics: religion, Christ as the saviour and biblical motifs on one hand, and 

contemporary events such as violence, natural phenomena and imperial affairs on the other, 

producing a harmonious vision of sixth-century Constantinople. 

 

 

Aleksandar Anđelović  received his BA and first MA degree in Classics from the University of Belgrade and 

later graduated from the Department of Medieval Studies at the Central European University in Budapest 

and Vienna, with an MA thesis investigating the two Late Antique Latin translations of the Greek Life of 

Antony. Anđelović is currently a doctoral candidate at the University of Vienna. 
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PANEL 5B: PRAISE AND PERSUASION TOWARDS THE IDEAL 

 

In the Land of Incense and Thunder: Ecclesiology and Utopia in Metropolitan Hilarion of Kiev’s 

Sermon on Law and Grace 

Leandro César Santana Neves (Federal University of Rio de Janeiro) 

 

The eleventh-century homily commonly known as Sermon on Law and Grace (Slovo o Zakone i Blagodati), 

attributed to the Rusian metropolitan Hilarion of Kiev, is one of the most fascinating and studied 

literary monuments of pre-Mongol Rus. Quite a lot has been written about the text, be it about its 

textual aspects and or its influences, or even its political ideology. In spite of that, almost no attention 

has yet been given to the hierarch's ecclesiology, that is, how Hilarion understood his own community 

of faith. When scholars attempt to approach something close to the subject, they tend to disregard the 

religious aspects and lean towards an alleged separatism or even proto-nationalism, ignoring the 

image of a perfect nation adorned with sacred elements, with a patron apostle and consecrated/led by 

a king with priestly characteristics. In short, Hilarion sees Rus as a utopic Church, and this presentation 

aims to unveil the rhetorical ties between ecclesiology and utopia in Hilarion’s Sermon that transform 

his community of faith into a ‘Church-Nation’. 

 

 

Leandro César S. Neves is a doctoral candidate in Social History at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, 

researching the metropolitans of Rus’ ecclesiological thought and its relationship with the institutionalization 

of the Rusian Church between 1039 and 1274. He is a member of Laboratório de Teoria e História das Mídias 

Medievais and the Grupo de Estudos de História Medieval. 
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On the Verses of Great Beauty: Paraenesis and Power in Thirteenth-Century Palaiologan Poetry 

Angus Docherty (Pembroke College, University of Oxford) 

 

This paper examines a selection of poems from the early fourteenth-century paraenetic collection 

known as the Verses of Great Beauty (στίχοι ὡραιότατοι). These poems are particularly notable because, 

though nominally paraenetic, they stray from the traditional forms, while still offering a moral ideal 

and a utopian aspiration towards becoming a better man. Religious matters are generally eschewed, 

in favour of classical themes, often focussing on man’s capacity, or lack thereof, to be the perfect ruler. 

The anonymous poet employs classical and mythical exempla, such as Gyges, Midas and Alexander. 

The standard tropes of paraenesis, including the imperative mode, among other methods of 

exhortation, fall away in favour of what are essentially classical apophthegmata. These stories, of 

course, are not new. As such, this paper will also investigate their origins, with particular reference to 

the classical and poetic tradition, especially such collections as Plutarch’s Moralia. The poet’s 

paraenesis, then, is directed not towards the religious man, but the powerful man, a member of the 

elite ruling class. Consequently, this paper will examine what this poet believes makes the ideal ruler 

ideal. 

 

 

Angus Docherty is an MSt student in Late Antique and Byzantine Studies at Pembroke College, Oxford. He 

previously completed a BA in Classics at Durham University. 

  



 -38- 

Ideal or Empirical Political Theory? The Dialogue On Political Science Between Plato and Cicero 

René de Nicolay (University of Zurich) 

 

Usually dated from c. 550 (Cameron 1985, McCoull 2006), On Political Science (Περὶ πολιτικῆς 

ἐπιστήμης) offers an original theory of the best regime, well-versed in Plato and Cicero – especially in 

the Republic, the Laws, and De Re Publica (O'Meara 2003, Licandro 2017). The author's originality in 

playing these works against each other has been neglected, yet gives insight into his attempt at 

establishing the authority of his own proposal. Plato's Republic is a reference throughout the dialogue 

(Mazzucchi 2002). Menodoros, the main interlocutor, endorses the theory of the philosopher-king, 

arguing that a real-life human being can come close to this ideal (5.23). At the same time, Menodoros 

departs from the Republic by subjecting the philosopher-king to the laws he himself frames, echoing 

Plato's Laws (5.13, 5.20, 5.171). The philosopher-king remains a human being: he needs to be checked 

by laws (5.122). But why should the philosopher-king obey precisely the laws Menodoros establishes? 

Here the reference to Cicero's De Re Publica becomes key. At 5.63, Menodoros rejects Cicero's 

critique of Plato's Republic: Cicero blamed Plato for sketching an abstract ideal; Cicero instead put 

forward Rome as the best regime (De rep. 2.21 and 2.51, Atkins 2013, Gildenhard 2013). Menodoros 

sides with Plato: he is giving laws that apply universally, not just for Rome. I argue that this is part of 

Menodoros' strategy for establishing the authority of his laws: by giving them universal validity, he 

provides them with the authority they need to apply to the philosopher-king, that is, the best emperor 

himself. 
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