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A Message from the OUBS President 

 

Dear readers of The Byzantinist, 

 

Sometimes we are just lonely, and we need 

friends. I was staring at the screen not 

knowing how to begin this open letter – 

which, in this issue, precedes articles way 

more worthy of your attention – when a 

friend, to conclude a discussion, sent me a 

text which I have now used as the opening 

sentence of this message. While staring at 

the blank word document, I was 

considering how I always thought about 

my term as president of the Oxford 

University Byzantine Society as ‘the one 

after the pandemic’: the term when 

everything was back to normal – whatever 

‘normal’ means. I was hoping for a fully 

in-person conference, and I was preparing 

for the return of our research trip, just at 

the end of Hilary Term. But I was wrong. 

Plans have changed. A long explanation 

should include words such as ‘waves’ and 

‘variants’, and a few Greek letters; a 

shorter statement would be that I am not 

sure how many events will eventually be 

successfully brought to completion, but I 

can assure you that I will do my best to 

finish what we have planned. Nonetheless, 

my friend’s text made me realise that there 

is no point going through the activities we 

have half-done and half-planned this year, 

but rather that if a message is to be given, 

it has to be a word for the people forming 

this Society. I owe it to them and, in 

particular, to those who have worked with 

me – sometimes harder than me – to make 

the Society function. 

In a passage from Invisible Cities by 

Italo Calvino, one of my favourite books, 

Kublai Khan complains about one of 

Marco Polo’s descriptions. The whole 

book is, in fact, just a dialogue where Polo 

reports and narrates to Kublai Khan the 

many cities of the empire. Here is the 

passage:  

 

Marco Polo describes a bridge, stone 

by stone. 

“But which is the stone that supports 

the bridge?” Kublai Khan asks. 

“The bridge is not supported by one 

stone or another,” Marco answers, 

“but by the line of the arch that they 

form.” 

Kublai Khan remains silent, 

reflecting. Then he adds: “Why do 

you speak to me of the stones? It is 

only the arch that matters to me.” 

Polo answers: “Without stones there 

is no arch.” 
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It is now time to focus on the individual 

stones, the members of our Society. 

During last year, when I served as 

secretary of the Society, it was extremely 

difficult to keep the dialogue going 

throughout the Late Antique and 

Byzantine Studies (LABS) community 

(faculty and graduates alike). The 

determination of my predecessor, Lorenzo 

Saccon, to keep a weekly online meeting 

through the whole dire months of 

lockdown kept our community together. 

What I learned from those months is that 

the tight community that is the Society is 

the only asset that can allow us to thrive 

and succeed. 

In order to build the sense of 

community with the new cohort of 

freshers, the OUBS has always employed a 

mentoring scheme, which this year again 

proved to be very successful. An 

innovation was also brought in: James 

Cogbill, secretary of the Society, assigned 

a mentor even to the new DPhil students 

who did not come straight from the LABS 

MSt/MPhil programme. This helped to 

integrate these new students into the 

Society’s activities. In Michaelmas, the 

OUBS committee also organised events in 

parallel to the weekly post-seminar faculty 

drinks: two afternoon teas and a Christmas 

dinner – the latter generously subsidised 

by the Oxford Centre for Byzantine 

Research (OCBR). Many more events are 

taking place throughout Hilary: coffee 

meetings, a formal dinner and a joint social 

with the Oxford History Graduate 

Network. All these activities contributed to 

building up the sense of community we 

need, and I hope that there will be many 

more in the months to come as the 

remaining Covid restrictions and 

guidelines are gradually lifted. 

Our community needs to be tight, 

but the OUBS also needs to be open to the 

outside. There is a need to communicate 

what we do to the scholarly community 

outside Oxford: the dialogue between the 

OUBS and Byzantinists at other 

universities needs to be constant and 

fruitful. In this way we can not only 

advertise our activities, but also excite the 

curiosity of scholars, students and non-

specialist audiences. A new committee 

position has been created for this purpose: 

the IT officer, who takes care of both the 

Society’s website and our social media 

profiles. Thanks to the work done by the 

inaugural postholder, Tom Alexander, the 

OUBS website has been completely 

renovated, our Twitter profile is more 

active and we have opened an Instagram 

profile. There is still, however, a lot more 

work that needs to be done.  
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It was following this path that the 

committee decided to livestream our in-

person conference, to be held in February 

2022. Now it seems that at least a third of 

our non-Oxford speakers will take part 

remotely. Our treasurer, Arie Neuhauser, 

has applied for grants to make a hybrid 

conference possible and, also, to obtain 

bursaries for speakers travelling long 

distances and employing sustainable 

means of transport. I am deeply grateful to 

the Society for the Promotion of Byzantine 

Studies and the OCBR for making these 

bursaries possible. I saw this year’s theme 

– Reshaping the World – as the best fit for 

a community – including both members 

and guests – that has had to start again 

with the ‘usual’. In fact, this theme helps 

us realise that, if we really have to start 

again, we might as well do it in a different, 

better way, more oriented towards the 

world we want, rather than the reality we 

currently have. In the end, a fully in-

person conference turned out to be a 

genuine, but sadly unrealisable, utopia this 

year; but – as with every utopia – it was 

worth the ‘fight’. 

We have managed to maintain a 

tight community this year: the stones are 

firmly wedged, the arch is holding and the 

bridge is steady. More work needs to be 

done next year and a greater effort needs to 

go into connecting DPhils with master’s 

students. The idea of increasing the 

number of committee positions should be 

encouraged, as the workload keeps 

growing. We need the contribution of all 

those who are willing to help. 

My final message is that our 

community makes the Society run, not the 

committee. The community must primarily 

be a group of people who look after one 

another: they are good friends; they are 

there when we feel lonely.  

 

 

Alberto Ravani 

President, 2021/22 
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Byzantine Studies in Norway 

Per Jonas F. Jordfald (Worcester) 

 

To understand Byzantine Studies in 

Norway, one must look to its society. 

Norway can be described as strongly 

focused on central-local cooperation and 

autonomy, whereas Sweden and Denmark, 

by comparison, are historically more 

centralised. What do I mean by this? 

Sweden has a Byzantine Studies centre at 

Uppsala University, while the field can be 

found in Denmark under the umbrella of 

Medieval and Renaissance Studies at the 

University of Southern Denmark. In 

Norway, however, the field remains 

largely fragmentary and unofficial, so to 

speak. ‘Byzantine Studies’ remains 

umbrella-like, as seen in Denmark, but not 

to the same permanent degree. As such, 

much is up to luck if one is able to take a 

specifically Byzantine module, with the 

content varying from state formation to 

cultural contacts. Otherwise, Byzantine 

history remains largely a side-topic in a 

larger historical narrative, for example 

Harald Hardrada’s time in Constantinople 

serving in the Varangian Guard during the 

eleventh century or Sigurd the Crusader’s 

stop in Constantinople as part of the 

Norwegian Crusade (1107-1110). Whereas 

Byzantine Studies at an undergraduate 

level in the UK often takes the guise of 

Classics, the Classics tradition in Norway 

is next to non-existent, as most people, if 

they are interested in the ancient and Late 

Antique world, apply for either history, 

archaeology or philosophy courses. Those 

interested in the Mediterranean world can 

also apply to the Norwegian Institutes at 

Athens and Rome, which have a special 

emphasis on the archaeology of the areas 

surrounding the Aegean, but not so much 

past the Bosporus Strait. In addition, 

considerable Byzantine research takes 

place in the theology faculties of Norway. 

That is not to say that Norway 

lacks researchers in Byzantine Studies. 

Notable scholars include Ildar Garipzanov 

working on graphicacy, monograms and 

the Late Antique and early medieval 

world; Eivind Seland working on Late 

Antiquity in the Near East; Torstein 

Tollefsen working on Christianity in Late 

Antiquity and Christian Platonism in 

Byzantium; Knut Ødegård working on the 

Apalirou Environs Project; Stig R. 

Frøyshov working on Orthodox liturgy; 

Bente Kiilerich working on Byzantine 

visual culture and art history; Jørgen 

Bakke working on art history and 
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archaeology with Byzantine elements; 

Apostolos Spanos working with Byzantine 

history, often religious; Leif Inge Ree 

working on western medieval and 

Byzantine military history; Miriam Tveit 

working on the history of law in Late 

Antique and medieval society; and so on. 

Accordingly, it is possible to write papers 

on Byzantine topics if the student knows 

what they want to study beforehand. 

Nevertheless, there is a lack of permanent 

course options. 

Norway is a small nation, the 

smallest out of the three Scandinavian 

nations with a population of roughly five 

million people. Oslo, the capital, is home 

to less than 700,000 people, yet it is 

Norway’s most populous city. As a result 

of the sparse population, universities must 

choose and prioritise what kind of 

programmes are feasible and what gains 

traction; although higher education 

remains free, available resources and 

module popularity remain significant. 

Historical research trends are also relevant 

to the incohesive nature of Byzantine 

Studies in Norway. By 1814, Norway was 

already quite interested in its national 

history, in part due to its new status as an 

independent state when it entered a new 

union with Sweden after the Swedish-

Norwegian War. This hunger to find a 

historical heyday led many historians to 

focus on the medieval sagas. The major 

discovery of the Oseberg ship in 1905 – 

coinciding with Norway gaining full 

independence from Sweden – led to an 

increased public interest in the material 

culture of the Viking Age. As such, 

Byzantine Studies in Norway often takes 

the role of ‘The Other’, serving as a 

backdrop to a larger Nordic or north-

western history in which Scandinavian 

kings and mercenaries sought audience in 

Miklagard (Constantinople) and in which 

sources such as the Ingvar runestones can 

reveal much about the Rus’, trade and 

cultural contact around the Volga and the 

Black Sea. The module variations can go 

on forever, but as they are, they remain 

largely in the sphere of north-western 

Europe, from the lens of medieval history, 

with only a few occasional modules 

dedicated to Byzantium.  

That is not to imply that 

Norwegian historical discourse is entirely 

absorbed by the Middle Ages or is 

rigorously nationalistic, as there are 

numerous options relating to the study of 

other historical periods. To explain why 

the focus on medieval history is as big as it 

is in Norway can occupy many pages, but 

to keep it short, it is more a matter of 

choice. For people pursuing higher 
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education it might seem like a logical step, 

for if they are interested in the north-

western medieval world, there are many 

easily accessible resources ranging from 

primary sources to expert scholars. 

Similarly, students are encouraged to 

explore myriad historical subjects. 

However, Byzantine research in Norway 

seems likely to remain an area dependent 

on the interest of the individual researcher 

and the occasional student, for, as 

previously mentioned, there are simply not 

enough resources nor the overall interest to 

justify its establishment as a separate field 

of research. As such, in Norway 

Byzantium must accept its integration into 

larger course modules. Nevertheless, 

Byzantine historical research is not an 

impossible field to pursue, given the 

various professors who have wide 

experience in the subject, and as recently 

as January 2022 a postdoctoral position 

was offered at the University of Oslo 

focusing on power and gender relations in 

the Late Byzantine world.  

To summarise, it might seem 

strange to read about the current state of 

Byzantine Studies in Norway, if only 

because the field, as it exists in the UK, the 

USA and much of Europe, does not exist 

in Norway to the same extent. Norwegian 

discourse on Byzantine history as it 

currently exists remains fragmentary and 

not so unified as it is in other countries. 

This is largely due to other demands, 

courses being dependent on the ebb and 

flow of the faculties and the modules that 

are offered each term. If one is interested 

in Scandinavian interactions with 

Byzantium, or a broader approach to the 

Byzantine Empire in medieval 

historiography as a whole, Norway is 

certainly not a bad place to be, but it is 

important to realise that such topics are 

firmly integrated into a wider medieval 

course offering. Unlike the University of 

Oxford, where staff from various faculties 

coalesce to form the Late Antique and 

Byzantine Studies research area, faculties 

at Norwegian universities remain largely 

separated, and it is up to the student to 

seek out specific courses that cater to their 

interests, which also makes studying 

Byzantium in Norway difficult as the field 

is by nature quite interdisciplinary. Still, 

Norway offers great expertise manifested 

in the form of individual professors who 

are spread around the country; one just 

needs to know where to look and to 

recognise the differences between the 

Scandinavian countries in how they choose 

to apply their medieval historical research.  
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The Saint of the Issue: Apa Menas 

Chloé Agar (St. Cross) 

 

There were many saints who were 

venerated in the early Christian world, just 

as there are amongst Christians nowadays. 

This phenomenon is known as ‘the cult of 

saints’ and involves both the 

archaeological evidence of this veneration 

and texts that were written about the saints.  

The archaeological evidence 

includes shrines dedicated to the saints, 

which were often part of larger institutions 

like churches or monasteries. These 

shrines were a place of ecclesiastical 

activity, but also a social and spiritual hub 

for the local communities. The texts are 

called ‘hagiography’, which means ‘holy 

writing’. They narrate the lives, deaths and 

miracles performed posthumously by 

saints. They claim to record historical 

events, but actually provide more of an 

insight into how saints were perceived at 

the time when they were written.  

Some saints were only venerated in 

their local areas, others more widely across 

the Mediterranean, the Levant and even 

further afield. One saint who was known 

all over the early Christian world was 

called Apa Menas. ‘Apa’ is a title that 

means ‘father’ and is used for saints in the 

Coptic language. There are equivalent 

titles in other languages, like ‘Abu’ in 

Arabic and ‘Abba’ in Greek.  

In the hagiographies that narrate 

the lives of saints, all sorts of things are 

claimed about these holy figures. Different 

things are also claimed in different texts, 

which shows that they are not entirely 

reliable evidence of what they say they tell 

us. Apa Menas is a good example of this, 

as some hagiographies say that he was 

from Egypt and others that he was from 

Turkey. He was supposedly a soldier in the 

Roman army who converted to 

Christianity and became a hermit. He was 

martyred in Alexandria and, according to 

his hagiographies, a shrine was built 

dedicated to him near to the city.  

There is in fact a shrine dedicated 

to Apa Menas about forty-five kilometres 

away from Alexandria in the Nile Delta. It 

is called ‘Abu Mina’, which is the Arabic 

version of ‘Apa Menas’. The institution at 

Abu Mina is huge because it received 

pilgrims from all over the early Christian 

world and grew to accommodate this. 

Instead of a single church, it has multiple 

churches, accommodation facilities and 

other amenities for visitors who had 

travelled from afar. Meanwhile, the shrines 
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that are further south are part of smaller 

institutions, presumably catering to mainly 

local visitors. 

One of the clearest sources for how 

far afield people came from to visit Abu 

Mina are the souvenirs that they took 

home with them. The souvenirs from Abu 

Mina were small pottery vessels 

imaginatively called ‘Menas flasks’ by 

scholars, which would supposedly heal 

their owners from illnesses and injuries 

and protect them from harm. Hundreds of 

them have been found near Abu Mina and 

Alexandria, which suggests that they were 

made in this area. They have also been 

found across Europe, the Mediterranean 

and the Levant. 

Two have even 

been found near 

Liverpool in 

England! This is 

not necessarily 

evidence that 

someone 

travelled from 

England to 

Egypt and back again; rather, it could 

show that the Menas flasks were traded 

until they found their way from Egypt to 

north-west Europe. 

Why, then, did people visit saints’ 

shrines from so far away? Extant 

hagiographies say that visitors wanted to 

be healed from various afflictions, such as 

broken bones, illnesses and even demonic 

possession. In Apa Menas’ hagiography, 

he also performs other services for the 

pilgrims visiting his shrine. He seems to 

have been something of a protector, 

perhaps because he was believed to have 

been a soldier before he was martyred.  

One poor pilgrim who came to the 

saint’s shrine to donate his gold was 

murdered for that very gold by the person 

who gave him a bed for the night. He was 

then dismembered, in preparation for being 

disposed of in the Nile. However, Apa 

Menas turned up, dressed as a Roman 

solider and flanked by two angels, and 

knocked on the door while the murderer 

was holding a basket containing the 

pilgrim’s severed head in his hands. The 

murderer immediately admitted what he 

had done. The saint chastised him and 

resurrected the pilgrim, who fortunately 

had no recollection of anything having 

happened.  

Another pilgrim was not murdered, 

but instead eaten by a crocodile! Apa 

Menas once again saved the day. He came 

to the riverbank and had a stern word with 

the crocodile, who promptly spat the 

pilgrim out whole.  

Pilgrim Flask of St. Menas, 

The Walters Art Museum 

(Creative Commons Zero 

License) 
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Apa Menas also protected female 

pilgrims, although from a less varied range 

of situations: he always protected them 

from sexual assault. One such female 

pilgrim was staying in an inn on her way 

to Abu Mina, where the innkeeper 

attempted to rape her and threatened her 

with a sword. Apa Menas came to the inn, 

saved the pilgrim and petrified the 

innkeeper’s hand while he was still 

holding the sword. His hand remained 

petrified and unable to let go of the sword 

until he had gone to the saint’s shrine to 

confess what he had tried to do. 

This article has explored the kinds 

of things that the evidence of the cult of 

saints reveals. It has in particular 

highlighted how saints were the protectors 

of those who visited them, and that Apa 

Menas’ shrine was a large part of the local 

community and attracted pilgrims from all 

over the early Christian world. 
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Raised from the Ranks… Literally 

Nathan D. C. Websdale (Wolfson) 

 

Throughout Roman and Byzantine history, 

the matter of succession and inheritance 

was never legalised nor made fully 

exclusive; rather, it remained a matter of 

support and agreement. Emperors could 

crown a son or brother as co-emperor in 

the hope that it would smooth the 

difficulties of succession, but, as the office 

became more heavily imbued with 

religious aspiration as well as its already 

substantial military role, the ideals to 

which society held its emperors were very 

high. In spite of a junior co-emperor often 

sharing in the imperial office for years or 

even decades, the danger of usurpation and 

rebellion dogged Byzantine politics for a 

millennium. The army, whose support and 

military success determined the length of 

an emperor’s reign, could transform itself 

quite easily into the means of regime 

change. 

Across the eleven centuries of 

Byzantine civilisation, at least sixteen 

basileis assumed imperial rank by standing 

upon a military shield, described variously 

as an aspidi or skoutarion, and being 

raised (hypsosantes/anagorevetai) into the 

air by the surrounding rank-and-file 

soldiers. Our sources describe the emperor, 

standing upon the shield now held at waist 

height, being met by shouts, calls and 

proclamations of his new rank, which he 

assumed from that moment. The crowning 

of a co-emperor was an opportunity for a 

crowd of native and non-native Byzantines 

to associate the new ruler with the power 

and authority of the old. For a new 

emperor, it was a chance to assume his 

place at the head of the people, and many 

were raised on shields from within the 

kathisma, the imperial box that connected 

the Great Palace to the Hippodrome. This 

structure formed a tangible link between 

the private echelons of imperial power and 

public life: it placed the emperor on full 

display to the gathered Constantinopolitan 

populace and allowed each to address the 

other. 

The precise origins of shield-

raising are unclear, but its prevalence is 

remarkable. The first recorded case is as 

early as the first century AD amongst the 

Germanic peoples across the Rhine 

described by Tacitus. The act appears first 

in Byzantium when Julian pressed his 

claim to the throne in 361. Evolution of the 

ceremony occurred over time: unction and 

an anointing with oil were added in the 
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twelfth century, and it is from this period 

that the majority of depictions of shield-

raising date. Thereafter, most images of 

shield-raised monarchs are found within 

manuscripts of the biblical Book of Kings 

and are of an apocryphal scene of King 

Solomon, naturally in Byzantine imperial 

dress, being anointed by the prophet 

Nathan. The last confirmed occurrence is 

nearly a thousand years after the first, 

amidst the period of civil wars that 

contributed to the ruin of the empire. In 

1353, John VI Kantakouzenos had his son 

Matthew raised on a shield within the 

palace as they prepared to lead an army 

composed mostly of Turkish mercenaries. 

As he climbed down from the shield, 

Matthew entered history as the final 

confirmed example of a military and 

populist practice older than Constantinople 

itself. 

Not every shield-raising was so 

peaceful, however; the Byzantine military 

knew of their ability to make and unmake 

emperors. It is uncertain how many of our 

shield-raised emperors were peacefully 

chosen, as shield-raising and its military 

context is more commonly associated with 

armed insurrection. The army was always 

the keystone on which an emperor relied 

and issues of pay, military command, 

religious leaning, ethnicity and simple 

personality could turn an imperial army’s 

loyalty to a new ruler who promised an 

improvement of current conditions. Of our 

sixteen confirmed shield-raised emperors, 

at least eight of that number were leaders 

of an armed rebellion. In these examples, 

the military were appointing a new 

leadership to bring about a great change 

through rebellion. Some of these emperors, 

for example Justin I in 518 and Phokas in 

602, were successful and secured military 

support either to end a succession crisis or 

to outright deposed an emperor before 

going on to rule for several years. Neither 

had any claim to the throne but held 

prominent roles in the military. By 

contrast, during the Nika riots of 532, 

during which the populace of 

Constantinople nearly drove the emperor 

Justinian from the city, Hypatius – the 

individual elevated by the crowd – 

possessed a claim to the throne through his 

uncle. Kept alive on good behaviour all the 

years since the emperor Anastasius’s death 

in 518, he was raised by the mob on a 

shield within the Hippodrome as a new 

champion of the people in an act that 

finally, and ultimately, caused his own 

execution. Our sources state that no 

organised military presence led the event, 

leading some to call it a rare example of 

genuine early Byzantine populist 
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expression. However, the impromptu 

nature of these events may have been more 

performative than at first appearance. Our 

sources allow for an apparent plurality of 

times and opportunities when an emperor 

could be acclaimed and, for all Hypatius’ 

claims of innocence, the ceremony could 

have been a great deal more rehearsed than 

the sources claim. The general Phokas was 

first elevated by his shield-bearers when 

the army refused to recross the Danube 

River into hostile territory to garrison the 

marshes during a particularly harsh winter. 

His troops initially raised him on a shield 

opposite the camp of the army’s 

commander, whom being the emperor’s 

brother immediately fled. Then, after 

marching to Constantinople, Phokas was 

raised once more upon a shield in the 

suburb of Hebdomon, the military camp 

traditionally associated with imperial 

proclamation. 

Phokas’ reign was eight years of 

imperial defeat and socio-ecclesiastical 

division. Toppled in a coup, his memory 

was befouled so absolutely that historians 

long believed that shield-elevation was 

tainted by association and abandoned. It is 

not until the tenth century that explicit 

reference reappears in the Book of 

Ceremonies, a book of imperial protocol. 

However, recent scholarship has argued 

for a transformation of the practice and 

contended that although references become 

vaguer, shield-raising was maintained. The 

argument holds that the act of raising on a 

shield was divorced from the ceremony of 

coronation and became merely an act of 

proclamation; likewise, later sources 

record an inclusion of senior churchmen 

and a lesser focus upon the soldiery. This 

was part of a broader sanitisation and 

regulation of what had originally been a 

ceremony highly charged with a military 

ethos. By the thirteenth century, sources 

describe how the emperor no longer stood 

on the shield as the leader of his soldiers, 

but rather sat, perhaps enthroned, on the 

shield itself. This late evolution of seated 

emperor surrounded by churchmen is 

therefore very distinct from the tribal 

origins noted above. 

Regardless, all visual depictions of 

shield-raising, such as the twelfth-century 

marble roundel now found in Venice, are 

idealised. The emperor stands proud yet 

supplicant, brandishing the symbols of his 

rank and imbued with the biblical and 

martial character of his role. He is raised 

above his people as a symbol of God’s 

choosing, which determines all things – 

yet, as was constant in Byzantine history, 

not high enough that an ambitious 

pretender could not reach up after him. 
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Graduate Profile: Raymond Ngoh (Keble) 

 

Raymond Ngoh is a DPhil Candidate in 

History at Keble College, supervised by Dr 

Phil Booth and Dr Neil McLynn. His 

thesis is entitled ‘The crisis of Christianity 

in the fifth century: Imperial and religious 

ideology in Zosimus’s Ἱστορία Νέα’. 

 

What was your academic background 

prior to beginning a DPhil? 

I did my undergraduate degree in History 

at Nanyang Technological University in 

Singapore before moving to Oxford to 

complete an MPhil in Late Antique and 

Byzantine Studies. Prior to Oxford, I had 

spent a year at the University of Exeter as 

part of my academic exchange programme. 

I had the pleasure of being 

supervised by Dr Phil Booth for my 

MPhil, providing me with all sorts of 

support and understanding for my research 

and thesis. During my MPhil, I had the 

opportunity to study a number of 

interdisciplinary fields that were 

specifically catered around my interests 

thanks to the help of the LABS academic 

staff, for example late Latin epigraphy and 

Late Roman numismatics with academics 

from LABS and Classics, like Professor 

Chris Howgego.  

 

How did you become interested in Late 

Antique and Byzantine Studies? 

I was doing an Engineering diploma at a 

polytechnic (a pre-university programme) 

in Singapore when I had the pleasure of 

getting to know a friend online who was 

doing his master’s in ancient history. He 

introduced me to a number of monographs 

on the Late Roman period that diverted my 

attention away from Engineering, most 

notably A. H. M. Jones’ The Later Roman 

Empire, which continues to have a major 

influence on my work to this day.  

In addition, during my military 

service prior to my university education, I 

had the pleasure of getting to know 

Marcus Chin – who’s now a research 

fellow in ancient history at Oxford – which 

further developed my interest in all things 

ancient about the Mediterranean world.   

Moreover, while I was technically 

not allowed to take the Late Antiquity 

module at Exeter, I have to thank Professor 

Richard Flower and Professor Filippo 

Carlà-Uhink for allowing me to sit in on 

their class and explore the wonderful 

world of Late Antiquity in further depth.  
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How would you summarise your doctoral 

research? 

I am currently working on Zosimus and his 

History as part of my DPhil thesis. In 

particular, I am seeking to contextualise 

his work within the late fifth-century 

context. Rather than dismissing him as a 

poor historian whose only real value lies in 

the lost texts that he summarised, I argue 

that his work can help shape our 

understanding of the political and religious 

climate at the end of the fifth century and 

during the early years of the sixth, prior to 

the arrival of Justinian. Rather than 

perceiving him as a raging pagan in 

defence of a lost cause, I argue that 

Zosimus was successful at undermining 

the dominance of Christianity in Roman 

imperial ideology during his time.  

 

Do you have any advice for students 

applying for graduate study in LABS at 

Oxford or elsewhere? 

As someone who massively revised my 

topics for both my master’s and DPhil 

projects, I would recommend students 

applying for graduate study in LABS to 

keep an open mind about what you want to 

work on. Rather than remaining fixated on 

your initial proposed topics in your 

master’s or DPhil application, allowing 

yourself to explore new and fresh research 

ideas can enrich your experience.  
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Hunting and the Downfall of Emperors in Psellos’ Chronographia 

Ian Storey (Wolfson) 

 

For Michael Psellos, the eleventh-century 

Byzantine court figure and polymath, an 

exceptional emperor needed to model their 

character after Basil II. Basil became 

hardened, ascetic and driven in his 

political and martial policies following the 

civil wars against his early rule. It seemed 

to Psellos that because of the emperor’s 

change in disposition, the Byzantine 

Empire reached an apogee of centralisation 

and reconquest unseen in hundreds of 

years. However, Basil’s successors could 

not live up to his model of rule, either 

losing territory, giving up political ground 

to the nobility or leading an immoderate, 

luxurious personal life.  

 Hunting was a common pastime 

amongst the Byzantine elite. The 

aristocracy could afford the equipment, 

horses, huntsmen and land to pursue 

everything from bears to hares to cranes. 

Several historical narratives of the ninth to 

twelfth centuries depict hunting as a 

positive attribute; a successful chase 

correlates with a man’s power, prestige 

and military might. In Psellos’ 

Chronographia, however, the sport is 

treated in a much more nuanced way. 

Although the work covers the lives of 

emperors from Basil II to Michael VII  

Doukas (roughly 976-1078), the author 

rarely mentions hunting. Psellos briefly 

treats hunting in the sections concerning 

Basil II’s brother and immediate successor 

Constantine VIII (1025-1028), Isaac I 

Komnenos (1057-1059) and in the 

encomium on the Doukas family. Perhaps 

most importantly, Psellos never mentions 

Basil II, the archetypal ruler, going for a 

hunt.  

 Psellos clearly held very little 

respect for Basil’s brother: ‘[H]e was a 

man of sluggish temperament, with no 

great ambition for power; he was 

physically strong, but a craven at heart. 

Already he was an old man, no longer 

capable of waging war, and every ill 

rumour filled him with exasperation.’ 

While Constantine did not lead his armies 

into the field, he apparently did quite a bit 

of fighting at home. Psellos reveals that 

the emperor himself brawled in what might 

have been gladiatorial melees. 

Additionally, the author explains that 

Constantine loved hunting: ‘Once engaged 

[…] he was impervious to heat, ignored 

the cold, and never gave way to thirst. 
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Most of all he was skilled in fighting with 

wild beasts, and it was because of this that 

he learned to shoot with the bow, hurl the 

javelin, draw his sword with dexterity, and 

aim his arrow straight at the mark.’ 

 Constantine VIII’s physical 

fortitude matches positive descriptions of 

emperors in other works. The historian 

John Kinnamos recounts how Manuel I 

Komnenos (1143-1180) often hunted in 

the freezing cold, when not even animals 

would show their faces. On one such 

occasion, Manuel killed a monstrous big 

cat. Despite that narrative pattern, 

Constantine VIII’s hunting prowess in the 

Chronographia should not be considered a 

good quality. Rather, the passage 

accomplishes two goals. First, it matches 

up with Psellos’ other accounts of 

Constantine’s size and strength, such as 

the emperor standing upwards of nine feet 

tall. Second, and more importantly, 

Constantine’s passion for hunting 

complements his proclivity for games and 

feeling pride for all the wrong reasons. It 

marks a decisive break with the character 

of his brother and predecessor Basil, who 

wasted no such time hunting animals.  

 Psellos’ relationship with Isaac I 

Komnenos is admittedly much more 

complicated and personal. Whereas he had 

been a young child during Constantine’s 

reign, Psellos found himself employed by 

Isaac after the aristocrat rebelled against 

his former patron, the emperor Michael VI. 

The usurper supported Psellos’ 

philosophical endeavours and, as a 

general, he embodied similar military 

capabilities to those of Basil II. However, 

the polymath makes it clear that Isaac did 

not have Basil’s stoic strength; instead, he 

had something of a dual personality akin to 

‘some musical instrument pitched to one 

certain note, but producing two sounds, 

one soft, the other harsh’. Moreover, the 

end of his reign was marred by not only a 

growing haughtiness which sowed 

contempt in the palace, but also a 

debilitating illness. It is here that the reader 

learns about Isaac’s fondness for hunting.  

 Psellos describes Isaac as an avid 

hunter. He loved all types of hunts, 

snatching up hares by hand and shooting 

down cranes with arrows. Psellos even 

discloses that Isaac served as a 

knowledgeable game-warden for his own 

animal parks, taking care not to depopulate 

them by overhunting. However, this sport 

brings about the swift downfall of Isaac. 

Psellos declares that with ‘this constant 

throwing of spears at bears and hogs, and 

with the repeated strain on his right arm, 

he caught a chill in his side’. The emperor 

soon became bedridden with disease and 
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was forced to nominate Constantine X 

Doukas as his successor. Hunting, 

according to Psellos, brings about Isaac’s 

fall from power. 

 Again, Psellos’ depiction of 

imperial hunting provides a lens with 

which to consider how the author thinks an 

emperor should behave. While he does 

seem to hold a certain admiration for 

hunting as a sport, the placement of these 

passages within the broader work indicates 

that Psellos regards emperors who hunt 

with some disdain. Constantine VIII turns 

hunting into an activity through which he 

circumvents his imperial duties at 

Constantinople. In conjunction with his 

growing desire to hunt all day in the 

countryside, rather than do his job, Isaac 

Komnenos’ personal characteristics 

change, and he becomes seriously ill.  

 Psellos discusses hunting again at 

the end of the Chronographia in his 

encomium on the Doukas family. Neither 

Constantine X (1059-1067) nor Michael 

VII (1071-1078) are described as avid 

hunters, but many other members of the 

family are. Psellos briefly mentions that 

Michael’s brothers Andronikos and 

Konstantios are often away from the 

capital chasing wild game. Andronikos, 

much like Isaac Komnenos, is particularly 

‘anxious to fly along with the crane’. 

Psellos then asserts that he has even 

reproached the kaisar John Doukas, 

brother of Constantine X and uncle of 

Michael VII, for his insatiable desire to 

hunt, specifically bears. As a member of 

their court, the writer is careful not to paint 

the imperial family in a bad light. But 

given his past depictions of emperors 

hunting, can we truly consider these 

passages as mere footnotes in the lives of 

important imperial men? Or, are they an 

implicit foreshadowing of the Doukai’s 

fall from power? If one takes the latter 

proposition and reads a little further into 

the history of Byzantium, one will find 

that Psellos’ portent came true.  
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An Interview with Dr Monica Hellström, Departmental Lecturer in 

Ancient History 

Alexis Gorby (St. John’s) 

 

When the opportunity came up to 

interview Monica for The Byzantinist, I 

jumped at the chance. Having read her 

article “The form and function of 

Constantine’s funerary basilicas in Rome” 

for my DPhil, I was excited to interview 

her about her non-traditional academic 

path and career but also sneak in some 

questions about Late Antique funerary 

spaces. As luck would have it, we were 

both at the British School at Rome at the 

time of the interview. Over a cup of tea 

during a torrential downpour, we discussed 

her career trajectory and scholarship, the 

main goal of the interview, with many 

excited tangents on Late Antique death and 

funerary spaces, which have been edited 

out for the sake of brevity.  

 

How did you become interested in Late 

Antique history and material culture?  

I’m not entirely sure how that even 

happened to be honest. I must be very 

impressionable because people I came 

across and found interesting have inspired 

me to go in various directions. When I 

came to Columbia University for a PhD in 

Classical Studies, studying Late Antiquity 

was very far 

from certain. I 

had written 

my 

undergraduate 

senior thesis 

on early 

Bronze Age 

Ebla at 

Uppsala University. So, I was thinking of 

studying Akkadian Cuneiform and going 

down that route. But I became 

disillusioned with the lack of sources and 

the scant hopes of filling knowledge gaps 

with new evidence because so much of 

what survives is by fluke. You just have a 

phenomenal glimpse, but that’s it.  

So, I was longing for a period 

where there was more evidence than we 

knew what to do with. That instantly was 

the Roman Empire, but I didn’t know 

where and when in the Roman Empire. I 

ended up having really fun conversations 

with Roger Bagnall and Alan Cameron and 

then took courses with Natalie Kampen. 

Through the three of them I got more 

closely acquainted with Late Antiquity. 
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Late Antiquity quickly grew on me, and 

they all ended up being my advisors. 

 

I understand that prior to your PhD you 

worked in the ‘real world’ as a 

commercial illustrator. What was that 

transition like? 

I didn’t do an undergraduate degree until I 

was quite old. In Sweden, university is not 

a continuation of high school in the same 

ways as it is in America or the UK. Many 

take time out after high school, and when 

they finally enter university they often put 

together a degree from loose courses. I did 

take history as a single subject before I had 

an idea of what I wanted to do. But I was 

more interested in pursuing commercial 

art, and I went to Beckmans College of 

Design in Stockholm. After that I worked 

as an illustrator for many years. But part of 

me mourned a little bit that I never did 

anything with academics, especially as my 

father was an academic, a physicist and 

chemist, and he was very proud of that. He 

was probably a little disappointed I went 

the art route.  

I also kept meeting interesting 

people in art circles who were academics. I 

had an artist’s residency at the Swedish 

Institute in Kavala, Greece, and I met a lot 

of people who had switched careers 

several times and started academic careers 

much later in life. I realised those doors 

weren’t closed. I then moved to New York 

City. I was still an illustrator, but I started 

taking distance courses in ancient history 

at Uppsala University, much as a hobby. I 

never envisioned I would become a 

professional academic. After completing a 

bachelor’s degree at Uppsala, I was 

encouraged to apply for PhDs. I had no 

idea what I was in for. I thought I would 

study for five years and still be an 

illustrator, but fifteen years or so later, 

here I am.  

 

Are there any skills from your work 

experience that helped you succeed in 

graduate school and beyond? 

It is hard to tell. I have never thought of 

myself as a student. Both my work in 

commercial illustration and grad school 

had been about doing a competent job. I 

almost looked at my dissertation as a 

commission to be done. I learned from my 

work experience a certain patience and 

sense of self-reliance. You don’t depend 

on academia working out, which is an 

important thing. I also learned to be 

professional, and I’m used to deadlines. 

But I wasn’t used to these forever 

deadlines which roll over for years. In that 

sense the PhD was a hard thing to do.  
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After Columbia, is that when you started 

as a Leverhulme Early Research Fellow 

at Durham University? 

No, there were other postdocs in between. 

I’ve been very spoiled in receiving the 

trust of several bodies. After my PhD, I 

held two consecutive fellowships at the 

Swedish Institute in Rome, including the 

Fondazione Famiglia Rausing postdoctoral 

fellowship. During that time, I was invited 

to a workshop in Durham University by 

Amy Russell. Amy convinced me that I 

was a good fit for Durham and encouraged 

me to apply to a co-funded JRF there. 

Together we arranged workshops at 

Durham which have since materialised in 

an edited volume [The Social Dynamics of 

Roman Imperial Imagery, Cambridge, 

2020]. The JRF lasted until 2018, after 

which I taught for a bit at Durham and 

then applied for, and received, a 

Leverhulme Early Career Fellowship. I 

had a long good run of postdocs before I 

came to Oxford, although I had to 

terminate the Leverhulme fellowship early 

to come here. 

 

What was your Leverhulme project? 

That is the book I’m now trying to finish. 

It’s called Building for romanis suis. It 

examines the actions of the administration 

of Diocletian from the vantage point of the 

built environment of the city of Rome. 

What is rarely recognised is that we have 

more evidence for how Diocletian’s 

government operated in this regard in 

Rome than from anywhere else in the 

empire. I was drawn in by the conflict 

between the standard narrative of 

abandonment of Rome and the wealth of 

data from that city dating to this period. 

Most of the imperial architecture in places 

associated with Diocletian post-date his 

reign. There is a tendency for teleology in 

focusing on places like Trier, which only 

received its palatial complex after 305. 

Diocletian’s reign needed to be treated on 

its own merit, and Rome seemed both the 

most important and the most fruitful place 

to study it. 

I also realised that I had to think of 

Rome from different social perspectives. 

Rome was not one harmonious unit. When 

people talk of ‘the Romans’ they often 

smooth over social differences, neglecting 

how expectations and aims could differ 

fundamentally from one group to the next. 

It started to emerge for me that the way 

this government interacted differed quite 

distinctively between the social groups 

being engaged with, conveying different 

messages about what the imperial state 

represented. This approach helped dispel 

some of the contradictions that emerge 
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from the sources on Diocletian’s reign, 

often generating diametrically different 

scholarly interpretations. My book helps 

explain some of these complexities by 

thinking in terms of who the audience or 

interlocutor was and distinguishing 

between different forms of contact 

between state and subject.  

My research was my main focus at 

Durham, but I also taught. I taught Late 

Antique history and courses specifically on 

Diocletian’s reign. I was also a fellow of 

University College, better known as 

‘Castle,’ where I served as college mentor. 

I still have my own napkin ring, number 

twenty-two, a very coveted honour…  

Whether this means that they remember 

me fondly or just haven’t got around to 

exchanging it is an open question. 

 

What was the best piece of advice given to 

you in grad school, and what advice do 

you always give students? 

Well, this is a piece of advice I was given 

and didn’t take, and I keep giving it to 

others and they keep not taking it. It is a 

two-prong affair. The first was whispered 

to me in the corridors of Columbia by 

Raffaela Cribiore: ‘The secret to writing a 

dissertation is low expectations.’ 

Essentially, just get the thing done. You 

shouldn’t think of your dissertation as the 

single answer to everything but be happy 

to have it be part of something bigger. The 

other part is to limit your topic as much as 

possible. This way you can get your 

dissertation done but still feel confident 

that you have covered and mastered that 

subject area. I didn’t immediately follow 

this advice, nor has anyone I have passed it 

on to. But there it is. 
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The Manuscript of the Issue: Vat. Barb. gr. 240 

Frederick Bird (Regent’s Park) 

 

Who was the greater poet, Euripides or 

George of Pisidia? This was the question 

which Michael Psellos famously asked in 

the eleventh century, giving himself the 

opportunity to discuss, in just over 1,000 

words, the merits of each. He boldly 

declared that, with a thorough knowledge 

of the metres and rhythms of their poetry, 

it is not too difficult to ‘bestow a crown of 

victory on one over the other’. Well, who 

then, in Psellos’ eyes, is the better poet? 

The answer may (or may not!) be found in 

Vaticanus Barberinianus gr. 240. 

This manuscript dates to the 

thirteenth century. It is bound in clean, 

elegant, chestnut-coloured leather which is 

largely unornamented. The paper inside is 

more or less A4-size, and early in its 

history was badly damaged by both 

humidity and bookworms. Psellos’ essay 

on Euripides and George of Pisidia can be 

found on folios 202v-204r. 

Like many mediaeval Greek 

manuscripts, it is not known exactly how 

the codex found itself in the hands of the 

Vatican. Once there, however, Leo 

Allatius (c. 1586-1669), a prolific scribe of 

the Vatican Library, used it as the basis of 

his editions of several of the texts which it 

contained. He decided to copy two extracts 

of Psellos’ essay; both extracts can be 

found in the Biblioteca Vallicelliana in 

Rome. 

For many years, the first of 

Allatius’ extracts was all that was known 

of Psellos’ essay. Barb. gr. 240, lying 

hidden somewhere in the Vatican archives, 

had been entirely forgotten. Aware only of 

Allatius’ first extract, the French scholar 

Edmond Bouvy (1847-1940) wrote in 

1886 that the full text of Psellos’ essay, if 

rediscovered, ‘serait extrèmement 

intéressante pour l’histoire des rythmes’. 

To many, the prospect of finding 

the manuscript which was the source of 

Allatius’ extracts would have seemed 

unlikely. After all, it could easily have 

been damaged by fire, deliberately 

destroyed, or simply lost forever. But 

Bouvy’s dream was finally realised by the 

Italian philologist Aristide Colonna (1909-

1999): while searching through the 

Vatican archives, Colonna rediscovered 

Barb. gr. 240. He published a full text of 

Psellos’ essay in 1953, as much as three 

hundred years after the manuscript had 

been lost. 
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The text is about six pages long in 

a modern printed edition. Psellos gives a 

brief discussion of the uses of the various 

Greek poetic metres, before explaining that 

different metres are appropriate for 

different characters in a tragedy and that 

Euripides’ speeches excel in their 

musicality. A shorter section is devoted to 

George of Pisidia, in which Psellos praises 

his Greek, his euphony, his grandeur, his 

vigour and his contextualisation of 

complex passages such that they seem 

natural. Psellos clearly enjoys and admires 

the work of both Euripides and George of 

Pisidia, but he avoids praising one over the 

other in the main body of his essay. 

But, to return to the question: who 

was the greater poet? As we near the 

conclusion of the text, expecting Psellos to 

bestow his crown of victory upon one or 

the other, we find the manuscript damaged 

beyond repair. The bottom of folio 203 and 

the top of folio 204 – precisely where we 

would expect to find Psellos’ judgment – 

are so worm-eaten that the text is lost in 

some places and undecipherable in others. 

We are left with an incredibly dissatisfying 

ending: 

‘Now if you were to compare the 

Pisidian metres and rhythms with tragic 

poetry – I mean that of Euripides – [[… 

several lines too damaged to interpret …]] 

the prize of honour over the poet. For I 

doubt that anyone knows how to write 

lovelier iambic verse than he, just as no 

one would write better heroic verse, had he 

not made his heroic lines short and few.’ 

Some have argued that these lines 

indicate that Psellos preferred George of 

Pisidia (for example Bouvy, Agostino 

Pertusi and Andrew Dyck), or that he 

preferred Euripides (Čelica Milovanović), 

or that he expressed no preference at all 

(Jakov Ljubarskij), but no certain answer 

can be given. So the poet of Psellos’ 

preference will remain a mystery, either 

forever, or at least until another manuscript 

which contains Psellos’ text is discovered. 
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Notice: The Society for the Promotion of Byzantine Studies 

 

The Society for the Promotion of Byzantine Studies (SPBS) was established in 1983, with the 

object of furthering the study and knowledge of all aspects of the history, culture, languages 

and literature of the Byzantine Empire and its neighbours, and spreading such information 

widely.  

 

Its scope is broad, covering history, archaeology, art history, philology, theology and literary 

studies, including all the languages once spoken in the empire: Syriac, Armenian, Arabic and 

Slavic, as well as Greek and Latin.  

 

The Society’s worldwide membership is drawn from the interested public as well as 

practising academics: no professional qualifications are required. The SPBS executive 

committee also serves as the UK National Committee of the Association Internationale des 

Études Byzantines. 

 

By joining the Society, members become part of a dynamic group of people (both 

professional and lay) who actively support the field of Byzantine Studies both in the UK and 

abroad. 

 

An annual Spring Symposium offers the opportunity to meet fellow Byzantinists and engage 

in scholarly exchange, as do the annual Autumn Lecture, Spring Lecture and SPBS-

Österreichische Byzantinische Gesellschaft Joint Lecture. 

 

Members of the Society have the chance to inform others of their current research and 

publications in the Bulletin of British Byzantine Studies, which is published each spring. 

Members also receive an Autumn Newsletter and the yearly Bulletin, as well as occasional 
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email updates informing them of Society events and activities. Members also benefit from 

reduced registration fees for the Spring Symposium and from occasional third-party offers to 

members, such as discounted subscription to the journal Byzantine and Modern Greek 

Studies. 

 

Through membership subscriptions, the Society is able to provide a number of small grants 

and travel bursaries which are allocated to deserving students and other individuals engaged 

in Byzantine research. 

 

For more information and details of how to join, please visit the Society’s website: 

www.byzantium.ac.uk. 
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Notice: The Oxford Medieval Society 

 

The Oxford Medieval Society is a space for lively academic exchange, where we are guided 

by a scholarly and pedagogic practice that centres kindness and inclusivity. We seek to create 

opportunities for interdisciplinary discussion, drawing from the full range of expertise 

encompassed by Medieval Studies.  

 

Membership is open to postholders, graduate students, undergraduates and interested others, 

in and outside of the City of Oxford. In celebration of our relaunch, membership fees have 

been waived for the 2021/22 academic year. 

 

 

Upcoming events, subject to the course of the pandemic: 

 

Thursday 24th February 2022: Relaunch Party 

 

Wednesday 2nd March 2022: Epidemics, Pandemics and Plagues Panel 

Featuring:  Professor Samuel Cohn (University of Glasgow) 

Professor Mark Bailey (University of East Anglia) 

 

 

For more information and details of how to join, please contact the Society at 

oxfordmedievalsociety@gmail.com. 

 

We commit to ensuring that our events are welcoming and safe; we accept no excuses for 

inflammatory or disrespectful behaviour. 

 




