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Greek icons in Venice and their impact on Venetian identity 

 

Danai Thomaidis 

PhD Candidate in History of Art, Ca’ Foscari University of Venice 

 

Abstract 

This article aims to present some of the factors that contributed to the spread of Byzantine and Post-

Byzantine icons in Venice. Icons were perceived as relics, and as such were used to promote the 

Venetian ideal of the Translatio Imperii. The presence of Greek emigrants in the Serenissima, coming 

both from Constantinople and Venetian Ionian colonies, had influenced the formation of a religious 

taste that found expression in theological writings, mainly in the period of the Counter-Reformation, in 

which the appreciation of the Byzantine icon as the medium which better expressed true devotion is 

manifested. The introduction of these images in Venice was warmly welcomed by citizens and 

institutions that incorporated them into their religious practice. Promoting herself as the heir of the 

Byzantine empire, Venice used Orthodox culture to create her identity. By combining contemporary 

literary and visual evidence I aim to provide a more complex image of the “life” of the byzantine icon 

in the context of venetian piety. While the political use of the byzantine icon has been studied and 

analyzed extensively, we still have to undertake further studies in order to acquire a deeper 

comprehension of the population’s use of such artefacts, in order to have an elaborate image of the 

significance that they assumed in the centuries of the Venetian Republic.    

 

 

Venice, the relics, the icons 

Venice was founded as a Christian city, and as such, it had to deal with the lack of local martyrs and 

saints upon which to legitimize its existence. Consequently, since the earliest times of its foundation, 

the city began to import foreign saints, such as the first heavenly protector, Theodore of Amasea, who 

was replaced by the 9th century by Saint Mark, whose relics were brought from Alexandria. This was 

one of the first examples of an intense activity of Venetian relic translationes and evidence of Venice’s 

opening to sanctity imported from the East. This attitude was brought to its full expression during the 

Fourth Crusade, when a great number of relics and religious objects, such as icons, were brought to 

Venice.  In my view, the looting of relics and of icons can be paralleled in at least two circumstances: 

firstly, in the perception of the icon as a real relic, and secondly in the Venetian propaganda of the 

Translatio Imperii: the continuity between the Byzantine empire and the Serenissima, which was 

represented as the defender of Christianity. 
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Already familiar with relic translationes, Venetians saw in Byzantine icons another medium 

that could embody the same qualities of the relics: salvation, legitimation and power.1 The association 

between relics and icons is evident in the attribution of the same miraculous powers to both. Icons, as 

well as relics, had thaumaturgical properties, capable of saving the individual from unpleasant situations 

or illnesses. Furthermore, icons were often considered as secondary relics, as is the case of the icons of 

the Virgin Hodegetria, an iconographical scheme frequently identified with the portrait of the Virgin 

painted by the Evangelist Luke.2 Marin Sanudo, a notable Venetian historian, in his treaty from the 

early 16th century, adds the icon of the Mesopanditissa (a type of the Virgin Hodegetria) among the 

category of relics instead of including it in the category of artistic objects.3 It is likely that the habit of 

collocating icons in elaborate frames, decorated with precious metal inserts, that resembled the form of 

reliquaries originated from such a perception.4 It is interesting to consider that the majority of the Marian 

icons of Venice depict the Virgin as Hodegetria, with 24 pieces of a total of 62 icons, followed by the 

Vergine della Consolazione, which we find depicted in 8 icons. It is possible that such a large presence 

of this iconographical scheme is to be related with the diffusion of the legend of Luke as a painter, and 

in consequence to its consideration as a secondary relic. 

The second aspect that connects relics and icons, was their common use by Venetians, as 

instruments for the promotion of the concept of the Translatio Imperii. We can observe such attitude 

already in the late 12th century, in the Translatio of Saint Stephen, (1150-1204).5 Here, the author gives 

the justification for the robbery of the saint’s relics; in the text we read that “the Byzantine empire had 

forgotten to honor its saints, who in consequence decided to abandon it and emigrate in Venice, where 

they expected to receive true devotion”.6 The same excuse is given by Giovanni Tiepolo in his treaty of 

1618, in relation to the Byzantine icon of the Nicopeia (fig. 1). He writes that the icon came into 

																																																													
1 For the political role of relics in Venice, see Giorgio Cracco, “Religione e politica nella Venezia del Mille,” in 

Tra Venezia e la terraferma (Rome: Viella, 2009), 183–227. 
2 Flaminio Corner, Venezia favorita da Maria. Relazione delle imagini miracolose di Maria conservate in Venezia 

(Padua: Stamperia del seminario, 1758). The author indicates as icons painted by Saint Luke the Nicopeia at San 

Marco, the Ortocosta at San Samuele, and an icon of the Virgin that was collocated in the school of Santa Maria 

della Carità. For the legend of Saint Luke as a painter see Michele Bacci, Il pennello dell’evangelista: storia delle 

immagini sacre attribuite a san Luca (Pisa: GISEM-ETS, 1998).  
3 Ennio Concina, Le chiese di Venezia, l’arte e la storia, (Udine: Magnus, 1996), 88. 
4 Michele Bacci, “Venezia e l’icona,” in Torcello alle origini di Venezia tra Occidente e Oriente, ed. Giammatteo 

Caputo et al. (Venice: Marsilio, 2009), 98. 
5 Flaminio Corner, Ecclesiae venetae antiquis monumentis nunc etiam primum editis illustratae, vol. VIII (Venice: 

Baptiste Pasquali, 1749), 96–119. 
6 Giorgio Cracco, “Santità straniera in terra veneta (sec. XI-XII),” in Les fonctions des saints dans le monde 

occidental (IIIe-XIIIe siècle), Actes du colloque de Rome (27-29 octobre 1988) (Rome: Publications de l’École 

française de Rome, 1991), 456. 
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Venetian possession together with the possession of the Empire due to Divine Will, “to be saved from 

the barbarians”.7 Similar is the case of the Ortocosta icon, brought in Venice from Nafplio by Francesco 

Barbaro during the Ottoman siege of the city in 1541. Flaminio Corner writes in 1761 that “God 

commanded to a devote man to take the image and bring it to Venice for saving her from the profanation 

of the infidels”, and the same argument is used for the icon of the Mesopanditissa (fig. 2).8 Thus, first 

the Byzantines, and later the Ottomans, were used as the “enemy” from which relics and icons had to 

be saved, according to Divine Will, by transporting them to Venice, home and heir of true Christianity.  

																																																													
7 Giovanni Tiepolo, Trattato dell’imagine della gloriosa Vergine dipinta da San Luca. Conseruata già molti secoli 

nella ducal Chiesa di San Marco della città di Venetia (Venice: Alessandro Polo, 1618), 20. “Tali sono le 

testificationi del conquisto di questo celeste thesoro, ottenuto dagli Avi nostri per divina dispositione, acciò come 

all’horacol passare di quell’immagine dal campo Greco al campo Latino, ne trapassò da essa a noi la protezione 

e appoggio della gran Madre di Dio”.  
8 Flaminio Corner, Notizie storiche delle apparizioni, e delle immagini più celebri di Maria Vergine Santissima, 

(Venice: Antonio Zatta, 1761), 18-26: “Quando i Turchi invasero la Morea, Dio comandò ad un fedele della 

Vergine di sottrare l’icona dal luogo ove si trovava e portarla a Napoli di Romania per sottrarla alle profanazioni 

degli infedeli”; “Era questo quadro prima conservato nella cattedrale di Candia […] nella fatale resa di quella 

infelice città fu con altri sacri tesori portata a Venezia, per non lasciarla in abbandono alle profanazioni de’ Barbari 

Ottomani”. 

Fig. 2. Icon of the Virgin Mesopanditissa in the 
church of Santa Maria della Salute. Photographer: 
Wolfgang Moroder. 

Fig. 1. Icon of the Virgin Nicopeia in the church of 
San Marco. Reproduced with permission from the 
Istituto Ellenico di Studi Bizantini e Post-Bizantini di 
Venezia. 
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Recta Pietas, the Greeks, the Counter – Reformation (15th – 16th century) 

Besides their connection with relics, another very important factor for the diffusion of the icons was the 

presence of the Greek community in Venice which established a confraternity in 1498 in the Castello 

area. After the fall of Constantinople, a lot of Greeks found refuge in the Serenissima, and their presence 

was further increased after the Ottoman conquests of the Venetian colonies of the East. These people 

brought their cultural and religious customs in the lagoon, as we can see in their church of Saint George 

at Castello, for the decoration of which a Greek traditional style was explicitly demanded (fig. 3).9  

The impact on Venetian piety must have been large, as the big number of icons in this area 

testifies: amongst the 31 churches that still host icons, 10 are in this area. Such impact can be seen as 

well in the religious thought of the pre-Reformation and Reformation period, during which Greek 

migration was in its peak. The Greek presence in Venice gave to the Republic a model to follow for 

becoming the Christian Republic par excellence, in a moment in which Reformation movements had 

brought the exigence of great changes, and the necessity to respond to them with a more devotional 

religiosity, together with a new way of image devotion. In such a period, Catholic intellectuals had to 

refute Reformation accusations of image worship. We can observe some examples of how the Greek 

presence in Venice gave them inspiration for proposing a new devotional manner that could include 

images, inspired by Greek Orthodoxy. The affirmation of the spiritual substance of Greek icons was a 

possible way for escaping the accuses of “idolatry” advanced by the Reformists. Already in the early 

15th century, religious people had begun to be attracted to the Greek manner of devotion, and mainly to 

the Greek icons. In 1401, the Dominican friar Giovanni Dominici, who had preached for twelve years 

in Venice, advised parents to urge their children to pray before “old, smoke-covered icons, not modern, 

highly ornamented paintings”.10 A century later, in 1513, two Venetian patricians and Camaldolese 

monks, Paolo Giustiniani and Piero Querini, composed their Libellus ad Leonem X, a document in 

																																																													
9 Some icons in the collection of the Museum of the Istituto Ellenico di Studi Bizantini e Post Bizantini di Venezia, 

were donated to the Greek community by Anna Palaiologina Notara, which had left Constantinople before the 

fall, around 1457. It is likely that such icons were brought by her from the capital. See Manolis Chatzidakis, Icônes 

de Saint Georges Des Grecs et de La Collection de l’Institut Hellénique de Venise (Venice: Neri Pozza, 1962), 7-

11. Before the construction of the Greek church the Orthodox community of Venice had the permission to perform 

Mass only in the church of San Biaggio at Castello. For the struggle of the Greek population for the permission 

to practice its own ritual see Nikos G. Moschonas, “I Greci a Venezia e la loro posizione religiosa nel XV secolo,” 

Ο Ερανιστής 5 (1967): 105-37. 
10 Anastasia Drandaki, “A maniera greca: content, context, and transformation of a term,” Studies on Iconography 

35 (2004): 45. Giovanni Dominici, Regola del governo famigliare (Florence: Angiolo Garinei, 1860), 132–33. 
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which they criticize the current state of the 

Catholic church, and submit some proposals for 

Reformation to the pope. In such texts we  read, 

that “they are Christians, we are semi-pagans “ 

referring to the Greek Orthodox community of 

Venice.11 The fascination of Greek devoutness 

goes together with the cult addressed to the icons, 

whose formal appearances are presented as a 

possible model to follow in another Counter 

Reformation text, Il Figino overo del fine della 

Pittura (1591), by the Italian historian Gregorio 

Comanini.12 The author reports the modesty with 

which the Greeks of Venice had decorated their 

church of San Giorgio, avoiding the 

representation of nudity, and depicting the figures 

only in half figure, in a clear contrast to 

contemporary Renaissance paintings. 

 

 

 

Colonialism: from the islands to the mainland 

The Venetian connection with Greek culture was further facilitated by the constant commercial contacts 

of Venice with the Orthodox territories of the East and by the stable Venetian presence in its 

Mediterranean colonies. A very extensive study had been made by Maria Georgopoulou regarding this 

issue in the island of Crete.13 She argues that it was in the colonies that the Serenissima took possession 

																																																													
11 André Chastel, “Medietas imaginis. Le prestige durable de l’icône en Occident,” Cahiers Archeologiques 36 

(1988): 99. 
12 Gregorio Comanini, “Il Figino. Ovvero del fine della pittura,” (Mantua, 1591), in Trattati d’arte del 

Cinquecento, ed. Paola Barocchi, vol. III (Bari: Laterza, 1962): 328. “I Greci furono così rigidi osservatori della 

modestia nell’ornar le chiese, che non solamente non permettevano i nudi nelle pitture, ma né anche volevano che 

le vestite imagini si dipingessero, se non dal bellico in su; come in Venezia vediamo tuttavia essere da loro 

osservato in quel tempio nobilissimo che quivi con molta magnificenza hanno eretto”. 
13 Maria Georgopoulou, “Late Medieval Crete and Venice: An Appropriation of Byzantine Heritage,” The Art 

Bulletin 77, no. 3 (1995): 479–96. 

Fig. 2. Icon of the Christ Pantokrator, donated to the 
Greek Confraternity of Venice by Anna Paleologina 
Notara, now in the Greek church of San Giorgio. 
Reproduced with permission from the Istituto Ellenico 
di Studi Bizantini e Post-Bizantini di Venezia 
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and used Byzantine icons for the first time, in order to legitimize its dominion. Venetians promoted a 

very well-studied political propaganda by adopting some of Candia’s most important religious symbols 

for its own rituals: the church and relics of Saint Titus and the icon of the Virgin Mesopanditissa. By 

relating the two symbols with Venetian power over the island, they manifested that the domination of 

Crete was under Divine Will and protection: according to Venetian chronicles, it was thanks to the 

miraculous intervention of the Mesopanditissa icon that peace was brought between Venetians and 

Greek rebels in 1264 and it was after such circumstance that a weekly icon procession was established 

in Crete, in which the clergy of both populations were forced to participate. When Crete had fallen to 

Ottoman rule, the icon was immediately transferred to Venice, where until nowadays it is venerated in 

the church of the Salute with great honors.14 

The same attitude can be seen in other Mediterranean colonies, such as Corfu. Here, on the day 

of the celebration for the Battle of Lepanto (1571), a civic Venetian feast, the most venerated icon of 

the Orthodox population of the island, the Virgin Demosiana (double sized image with the Virgin in 

one part and Saint Arsenius in the other), was taken to an annual procession. Again, as in the case of 

the Messopanditisa, the patron icon of the island was used as a Venetian advocate. 

Similarly, the Venetian authorities of Corfu gave the merit for the Venetian victory against the Ottomans 

in 1716, to Saint Spyridon, the patron saint of the Greek populace of Corfu. According to the legend, 

the saint together with other saints or angels, protected the walls of Corfu during the 42 days of the 

siege and caused a storm that helped the Venetians fleet against the Ottomans. In this way, once again, 

the Divine protection of Venetian rule manifested itself. If even the patron saint of the Greeks supported 

the Venetian dominion, who could have called into question its legitimacy? The next year in fact, 

Andrea Pisani, the Venetian general commander of Corfu established an annual procession that is still 

held on the 11th of August. Although in this case I am not aware of the use of icons of the saint during 

the celebrations, I believe we can recognize Corfiot influence in the five icons of Saint Spyridon 

preserved in Venice (fig. 4); with a single exception, all of them represent the reliquary of the saint – 

thanks to which the 1716 victory was achieved – and are dated after 1716.  

In the same years, one Sovvegno (on 1717 at San Samuele), and two schole (on 1728 at San Giovanni 

Decollato; at 1732 at Santa Maria Formosa) dedicated to the saint were founded in Venice as a further 

testimony of the strengthening of his worship in the Serenissima after the 1716 victory.15 

The similar miraculous qualities of icons and relics, the Greek confraternity in Venice and its impact 

on religious thought of Reformation and Counter Reformation period, as well as the familiarity that 

																																																													
14 Idem p. 488. 
15 Antonio Niero, “Spiritualità popolare e dotta,” in Contributi alla storia della Chiesa veneziana: La chiesa di 

Venezia nel Settecento, ed. Bruno Bertoli, vol. 6 (Venice: Studium cattolico veneziano, 1993), 129. 
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Venetians had acquired with such a medium thanks to 

their political propaganda in the Mediterranean colonies, 

were all factors that facilitated the import of Greek 

images and their consequent integration into local piety.  

 

The impact of the Greek icon in Venetian piety 

By taking a brief step back, we can observe some 

elements that reveal the familiarity that Venetians had 

with the icons. In early centuries, we find mentions of 

icons mainly in connection with relics and apparitions. 

The author of the Chronikon Gradense, written in the late 

11th century, describes the apparition of the Virgin to a 

priest as “Meter Theou” [Mother of God], and of Christ 

as “Pantokrator” [omnipotent], that is, with the typical 

nomenclature used in icons. Again, in the Translatio of 

Saint Nicholas, written at the beginning of the 12th 

century, it is said that the body of the saint was 

recognized thanks to its actual similarity with his 

representations in the icons, and that is “with an intense 

expression, white hair, dressed in the Greek manner, like a religious man”. In the same way, the saint 

appeared to another priest “Greek in aspect and clothes”, and that is why he talked to him in Greek, 

telling him “Ευλόγησον µε δέσποτα” [bless me despot], and the saint answered “Ο Θεός να σε 

ευλογήσει!  O Θεός να σε βοηθήσει! Ο Θεός να σε συγχωρέσει!” [may God bless you, may God help 

you, may God forgive you].16  

By the 15th century, the use of icons must have been further widespread. Concerning private 

worship, a devotional book of 1459 on the miracles of the martyr Theodosia is worthy of attention. It 

narrates the story of a sick woman who ordered an icon of the saint, but sent it back because it was too 

expensive. She planned to order a less expensive and more beautiful one from some Venetian painter, 

but then fell ill a second time and requested the Greek icon again. Although she did not appreciate the 

image for its formal qualities, she could recognize its devotional and miraculous efficacy.17 This must 

																																																													
16 Michele Bacci, “Venezia e l’icona,” in Torcello alle origini di Venezia tra Occidente e Oriente, ed. Gianmatteo 

Caputo, Giovanni Gentili (Venice: Marsilio, 2009), 99. See also Agostino Pertusi, Saggi Veneto-Bizantini, ed. 

Giovanni Battista Parente (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 1990), 369-370. 

17 Ibid., 113 

Fig. 4. Icon of Saint Spiridon in the church of 
San Biaggio. Reproduced with permission 
from the Istituto Ellenico di Studi Bizantini e 
Post-Bizantini di Venezia. 
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not have been a singular event. In the same period, Giovanni Dominici in his treaty Regola del Governo 

Famigliare, sets down rulings about how icons should be venerated in private space. Sacred images are 

also mentioned in notarial acts and other Venetian chronicles, such as that of the Venetian noble 

Marcantonio Michiel, written in the first half of the 15th century, which reports several icons “di scola 

greca” in private collections.18 Further testimonies are also to be found in Renaissance paintings, such 

as Vittorio Carpaccio’s cycle of the Life of Saint Orsola (The arrival of English Ambassadors, and The 

dream of Saint Orsola, 1495-1500), or Giovanni Mansueti’s Miraculous Healing of the Daughter of 

Benvegnudo of S. Polo (1505).19 At the end of the 16th century Giovanni Battista Armenini still notes 

that he has been in many homes all over Italy, and has seen that “they all had paintings of sacred images 

[...] mostly small pictures of some figures made in the Greek manner, very awkward, displeasing and 

covered with soot”. In his discourse, Armenini explicitly indicates the reason the icons “alla greca” 

continued to be in demand, and that was “a muover divozione” [to inspire devotion]. 20 

 

Public devotion  

It is likely that personal devotion resembled public customs and prototypes. Icons were in fact 

frequently involved in state and religious ceremonies. During the feast of the Marriage of the Sea, 

celebrated in the day of the Ascension since the 11th century, an icon probably representing Christ was 

used to receive the doge at the Lido, before the performing of the Mass at the church of San Nicolò.21 

In the same way, during the festivities for the Visitation on the 2nd of July, celebrated since 1385, sacred 

images of the Virgin were exposed at San Marco.22 The inclusion of icons in public ceremonies must 

had been even more intense during the centuries that followed the fall of Constantinople. Sanudo in the 

																																																													
18 Margaret A. Morse, “Creating Sacred Space: the Religious Visual Culture of the Renaissance Venetian Casa,” 

Renaissance Studies 21, no. 2 (2007): 182–83. See also Marcantonio Michiel, Notizia d’opere di disegno, ed. 

Iacopo Morelli (Bassano 1880), 88, 200, 252.  

19 Ibid., 166–67. 
20 Anastasia Drandaki, “A maniera greca: content, context, and transformation of a term,” Studies on Iconography 

35 (2004): 45 
21 The ceremony, celebrated since the 11th century, symbolized the dominion of Venice in the Adriatic. The doge 

was sailing to Lido and dropping his gold ring overboard he was saying “We espouse thee, O see, as sign of true 

and perpetual dominion”.  For more information and bibliography about this celebration and what it symbolized 

see Edward Muir, Civic Ritual in Renaissance Venice (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), 119-134. 
22 Rona Goffen, “Icon and Vision: Giovanni Bellini’s Half-Length Madonnas,” The Art Bulletin 57, no. 4 (1975): 

509. See also Pietro Contarini, Venezia religiosa o guida per tutte le sacre funzioni che si praticano nelle chiese 

di Venezia (Venice: Cecchini, 1853), 255. 
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16th century writes that the Nicopeia icon was involved in the festival of the Assumption (15th of 

August), as well as in other processions in case of calamities;23 

We may interpret all these phenomena as political propaganda, but the fact is that they had a 

great effect on the population’s piety. Great numbers of people filled the squares and the churches on 

such occasions. In order to better understand the impact of icons on popular piety, it is interesting to 

consider the great devotion that was manifested around sacred images located in public streets. We 

know that in 1638 the Patriarch Trevisan had to transfer an icon of the Virgin, situated at a bridge near 

the church of San Giovanni in Bragora, and place it on an altar inside the church, due to its popularity.24 

In the same way, the icon known as the Vergine della Fava, that had been placed in a public road, had 

to be transferred in a new little church, especially built, to best correspond to the exigencies of the public 

cult.25 The great influence that the icons had on the population made it a powerful weapon in the hands 

of patrician families, who used them as a tool of prestige and political power. No aristocratic family 

wanted to give up the honor of publicly transporting a prodigious icon and donating it for communal 

worship. We have testimony of nine members of aristocratic families connected to Venetian icons, as 

well as chronicles of long controversies between patrician families for its possession, as in the case of 

the icon of the church of the Miracoli.26  

Once the icon as medium was introduced and consolidated into Venetian everyday life, it 

affected the visual culture of the city in many ways. It assumed a special value as a miraculous sacred 

																																																													
23 Michele Bacci, Il pennello dell’evangelista: storia delle immagini sacre attribuite a san Luca (Pisa: GISEM-

ETS, 1998), 315. See also Luigi Picchini, La Repubblica di Venezia e l’immacolata (Venice: Libreria Emiliana, 

1935), 11.   
24 For more information about this icon see Gaetano Andreis, Cenni storici sulla chiesa e parrocchia di s. Gio. 

Battista in Bragora (1885; repr., Venice: Antonio Filippi, 1903), 16–17. Gaetano Andreis, Memoria sulla chiesa 

di S. Gio. Battista in Bragora dedicata a Mons. Gio. Batt. Domeneghini (Venice: Cordella, 1848), 10. Giulio 

Lorenzetti, Venezia e il suo estuario: guida storico-artistica (Rome: Poligrafo dello Stato, 1956), 297. Franca 

Greco, “La Chiesa di San Giovanni Battista in Bragora a Venezia” (Ca’ Foscari, 1982), 237–39. 
25 Flaminio Corner, Notizie storiche delle apparizioni, e delle immagini piu celebri di Maria Vergine santissima 

nella citta, e dominio di Venezia. Tratte da documenti, tradizioni, ed antichi libri delle chiese nelle quali esse 

immagini son venerate (Venice: Antonio Zatta, 1761), 57–59. Ferdinando Apollonio, Intorno all’immagine e alla 

chiesa di S. Maria della Consolazione al ponte della Fava (Venice: Tipografia dell’Immacolata, 1880). Giuseppe 

Tassini, Curiosità veneziane (Venice: Scarabellin, 1933), 255. Flaminio Corner, Venezia favorita da Maria. 

Relazione delle imagini miracolose di Maria conservate in Venezia. Andrew R. Casper, “A taxonomy of images: 

Francesco Sansovino and the San Rocco Christ Carrying the Cross,” Word & Image 26, no. 1 (2010): 104. 

Margaret A. Morse, “Creating Sacred Space: the Religious Visual Culture of the Renaissance Venetian Casa,” 

Renaissance Studies 21, no. 2 (2007): 182–84. 
26 Alberto Rizzi, “Le icone bizantine e postbizantine delle chiese veneziane”, Thesavrismata 9 (1972): 253. 
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object, and even nowadays the most venerated religious objects in Venice are the three Byzantine icons 

of the churches of San Marco, the Salute and San Giovanni e Paolo. The very nature of Venice, a 

maritime and commercial power, provided fertile ground upon which the appropriation of Greek culture 

could develop. The Greek presence in the Serenissima, the presence of the Serenissima in the Levant, 

as well as the fervent Reformist period, facilitated the process for the Byzantine icon to become the 

finest object for the praise of the Republic and for her legitimation as the heir of the Byzantine empire. 

Venice, as a new Byzantium imported and protected these sacred testimonies of Christianity. The 

political use of the icon had an important impact on the population itself, for which it became the sacred 

object par excellence. Such appreciation is observable in the use of icons that imitate official images 

(such as the Nicopeia) in the private sphere. We have such testimonies in private devotional books as 

well as in inheritance documents, were icons “alla greca” are present to a great degree.  
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Niccolò Timoni: An 18th century Chian littérateur 

and his contribution in early Modern Greek literary criticism  

 

Mara Psalti 

PhD Candidate in Modern Greek Studies, University of Athens 

 

Abstract 

Forming part of my doctoral research, which aims to illuminate a rather neglected field of Modern 

Greek Studies, i.e. the early period of Modern Greek literary criticism, this paper discusses Niccolò 

Timoni, an obscure littérateur, coming from the island of Chios. After a brief reference to his family’s 

origins, I will provide some biographical information about him, and then focus on his critical activity. 

I am mainly interested in his contribution as an annotator in the second part of a book entitled 

Componimenti di vari autori in lode di Caterina II (Naples, 1771), trying to classify both the function 

of his comments and his assumptions on poetry, in order to contextualise him within a certain critical 

tradition. His annotation will also give me the opportunity to examine his perception of national 

identity. 

 

The Timonis: A once-upon-a-time significant family 

The noble Timoni family, of Genoese origin, whose traces in the island of Chios date back in 1521, has 

nowadays slid into obscurity, in spite of the fact that not a few of its members had a successful career 

in the fields of Church and politics, as well as in the art of medicine from the 16th century till the end of 

the 19th. Today only Dr Emmanuel Timoni, an illustrious physician who introduced “variolation” 

against smallpox, is widely known.1 Nevertheless, there has been another Timoni, rather obscure 

nowadays, representative not of medical science but of belles-lettres, whose case deserves to be 

explored. I am referring to Niccolò Timoni di Scio [Nikolaos Timonis of Chios], as he used to sign his 

texts, who participated as an annotator in the publication of a tripartite poetic collection entitled 

Componimenti di vari autori [Poetic Compositions by Various Authors], released by the Napoletanian 

																																																													
*I would like to thank Melina Mercouri Foundation, Foundation for Education and European Culture, as well as 

A.G. Leventis Foundation, for their generous grants towards my doctoral research (“Towards a History of Modern 

Greek Literary Criticism. Poetry Criticism from the 17th century till the middle of the 19th”).1 Livio Missir, “Une 

grande famille latine de l’Empire Ottoman. Les Timoni: médecins, drogmans et hommes d’Église,” in ed. Marie 

de Testa and Antoine Gautier, Drogmans et diplomates européens auprès de la Porte Ottoman (Istanbul: Les 

Éditions Isis, 2003), 235-55. 
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philhellenic circle in 1771 and dedicated to Catharina II, Empress of Russia, in the hope that she would 

liberate Greece from Ottoman rule.2 

 

Who actually was Niccolò Timoni? 

Son of Goffredo Timoni and Anna Maria d’Andria,3 Niccolò was born in Chios in 1744 and bred in the 

island. As stated in a letter from 1770 addressing Pope Clement XIV, preserved in Iuris Pontificii de 

Propaganda Fide, Nikolaos Timoni, a priest at the time, was alumnus of Chinese College of Naples 

(later named Oriental Institute).4 Ιn Hierarchia Catholica Medii et Recentiores Aevi one can find a 

reference to Timoni, being inaugurated as bishop of Chios in 1788, after being awarded with a doctorate 

in Theology. In 1796 he was transferred to Marcianople and some time after, not having accepted the 

position of apostolic vicarious at the Patriarchate of Constantinople, he returned to the service of the 

diocese of Chios for the rest of his life – he died in 1814.5 According to reports published in Scritture 

Riferite nei Congressi with reference to the Archipelago, Timoni seems to have systematically 

supervised the education of Chian Catholics.6 Moreover, in the accounts of Vattier de Bourville, a 

commissariat of France Foreign Affairs, addressing the French Minister Talleyrand-Périgord in 1806, 

Timoni appears as an enthusiastic supporter of Napoleon the Great, who had warmly welcomed the 

Napoleonic French mission in the island.7 J.M. Tancoigne, an attaché of French embassy in Persia in 

																																																													
2 Componimenti Poetici di vari Autori in lode di Caterina II Augustissima Imperatrice di tutte le Russie (Naples, 

1771). Henceforth, in-text citations with indication to page number. For more detailed information about this 

collection and the philhellenic milieu of Naples, see Franco Venturi, Settecento riformatore, vol. III, La prima 

crisi dell’Antico Regime 1768-1776 (Turin: Giulio Einaudi, 1979), 113-17; Konstantinos Nicas, “Οι Επτανήσιοι 

στη Νεάπολη κατά τον 18ο και 19ο αιώνα. Ο Κεφαλλονίτης Γεώργιος Χωραφάς,” in Πρακτικά Ε΄ Διεθνούς 

Πανιονίου Συνεδρίου, vol. IV (Argostoli: Etereia Kephalliniakon Istorikon Erevnon 1991), 299-339, and “Η 

πνευµατική κίνηση των Ελλήνων της Νεάπολης κατά τον 18ο αιώνα και η αρκαδική ποίηση,” in ed. Moschos 

Morphakidis, Φιλόπατρις: Αφιέρωµα στον Alexi-Eudald Solà (Granada: Centro de Estudios Bizantinos, 

Neogriegos y Chipriotas-Evropaiki Etereia Neoellinikon Spoudon, 2004), 83-151.  
3 See Liber Baptismorum, vol. 6, 1736-1806, manuscript, n.d., 45/461, Αrcheio Katholikis Episkopis Tinou 

(AKT). I would like to thank Mrs Anne-Marie Marandet who kindly provided me her copy of this document.  
4 Raffaele de Martinis, ed., Iuris Pontificii de Propaganda fide. Pars prima, complectens Bullas brevia acta S.S 

[...], vol. IV (Rome, 1892), 164. 
5 Remigius Ritzler and Pirminus Sefrin, ed., Hierarchia Catholica Medii et Recentiores Aevi […], vol. VI, A 

Pontificatu Clementis PP. XII (1730) usque ad Pontificatum PII PP. VI (1799) (Padua: “Il messagero di S. 

Antonio”, 1958), 164, 275-76, 455. 
6 See Yeorgios I. Zolotas, Ἱστορία τῆς Χίου […], vol. III, bk II, Τουρκοκρατία - Ἡ ἐκκλησία τῆς Χίου - Ἐπανάστασις 

- Ἱστορικά καὶ γενεαλογικὰ συµπληρώµατα (Athens: P. D. Sakellarios, 1928), 375, 376, 379, 380, and Georg 

Hofmann, Il vicario apostolico di Constantinopoli 1453-1830 […]. (Rome: Orientalia Christiana, 1935), 250-51. 
7 Philip Argenti, ed., Diplomatic Archives of Chios 1577-1841, vol. I (Cambridge: CUP, 1954), 50, 53-56. 
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1807, in a well-known book of his, speaks very highly of Timoni, noting that thanks to his “modesty 

and beneficence” the bishop has gained “the consideration and respect of habitants of all dogmas.”8  

 

Timoni as a littérateur. His extant work 

Considering the research conducted, there are three groups of texts composed by Timoni’s own hand: 

Firstly, in the second part of the abovementioned Componimenti, Timoni annotated the poems written 

by Tommaso Stanislao Velasti in the form of seventy footnotes.9 Velasti was a Jesuit abbot of Chian 

origin, whose poetry has been brought into focus during the last decades. 10 Being described as perhaps 

the most significant poet of the 18th century, he was considered contemporaneously famous around 

Europe due to his Dissertatio de litterarum Graecarum pronuntiatione [Dissertation on the 

Pronunciation of the Greek Letters]  (Rome, 1751). Regarding his poetry, he had published a poem of 

1,250 distiches entitled Περὶ θυµοῦ [On Anger] (Rome, 1747) revolutionising the fifteen-syllable 

verse,11 and he had probably composed the religious drama Δαβίδ [David].12 

Secondly, Timoni wrote two sonnets in Italian language included also in Componimenti: the 

first, published in the second part in honor of Velasti (104), seems to be a synopsis of Timoni’s critical 

thought on Velasti’s poetry. The second one, included in the third part of the collection (133), is 

dedicated to the military commander and poet Giorgio Corafà, “l’ispiratore e guidatore” [the inspirator 

and chief editor] of this anthology.13 

Thirdly, he composed an epistle to abbot Raffaele Vernassa, which forms an introduction in 

Velasti’s Dimostrazione istorico-grammatica del suono delle lettere Greche [Historico-grammatical 

Demonstration on the Sounds of the Greek Letters]  (Naples, 1772), the Italian translation of his earlier 

cited Dissertatio.14 

																																																													
8 J.M. Tancoigne, Voyage à Smyrne, dans l’Archipel et l’ile de Candie […], vol. I (Paris: Nepveu, 1817), 51-52. 

(All translations throughout this paper are my own). 
9 “Scherzi Poetici dell’Ab. D.T.V., Accademico Perguseo, in lode dell’Augustissima Imperatrice di tutte le Russie 

Catarina II, colle note di D. Niccolò Timoni,” in Componimenti, 63-104. On Velasti’s poems included in 

Componimenti, see Filippo d’Oria, “Arcadia e filellenismo a Napoli nel Settecento: Tommaso Stanislao Velasti,” 

in Ιταλοελληνικά 2 (1989): 253-66, and Konstantinos Nicas, “Πνευµατική κίνηση,” 117-22. 
10 The most detailed presentation of Velasti’s life and work can be found in Markos N. Roussos-Milidonis, 

Έλληνες Ιησουίτες (1560-1773) (Athens: Kentro Ekdiloseon-Omilion,1993), 195-214. For his literary œuvre see 

Nasos Vayenas, “Θωµάς Βελάστης,” in Η ειρωνική γλώσσα: Κριτικές µελέτες για τη νεοελληνική γραµµατεία 

(Athens: Stigmi, 1994), 162-71. Mario Vitti has included Velasti in the last edition of his Storia della letteratura 

neograca (Rome: Carocci editore, 2001), 99-100 and 101-2. 
11 Vayenas, “Θωµάς Βελάστης,” 165-71. 
12 Roussos-Milidonis, Έλληνες Ιησουίτες, 203-5; Vayenas, “Θωµάς Βελάστης,” 165. 
13 On Timoni’s sonnets, see Konstantinos Nicas, “Πνευµατική κίνηση,” 129-32. 
14 Velasti, Dimostrazione istorico-grammatica, n.p. 
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Despite the fact that the critical dimension prevails in all three categories of Timoni’s known 

œuvre (aesthetic comments, literary criticism in disguise of a sonnet, introductory epistle), this paper 

focuses on Timoni’s annotation in Componimenti (his major extant work), as well as on the sonnet 

composed in honor of Velasti. These are actually the two textual groups of Timoni’s scholarly activity 

in which his figure as a literary critic is illustrated prominently.  

 

The four functions of Timoni’s literary criticism 

There are four functions served by Timoni’s commentary in Componimenti: a) providing 

bi(blio)graphical information concerning Velasti, i.e. informing the readers about Velasti’s life and 

work; b) glossing difficult words or expressions; c) tracking and tracing the poet’s literary sources of 

inspiration; d) evaluating literariness of verses or poems. Needless to say that these four functions are 

often interlinked and interdependent, as the interpretation of a given passage is often intertwined with 

evaluation and contextualization. The following comment, referring to the last tercet of an Italian sonnet 

by Velasti, is rather typical: 

Allude, credo, al minaccioso Epifonema, che uno Scita appo Curzio l. 7. c. 21. disse al 

Grand’ Alessandro, si ricordasse: che Leo etiam minimarum avium pabulum fuit. 

L’Equivoco di Mosca è ben giudicioso; la condotta naturale, la fluidezza, 

massimamente dell’ultimo Ternario è di penna ben esercitata; ma a dirla, l’allusione 

avea bisogno di postilla. (74) 

 

An allusion, I think, to the threatening Epiphonema, which a Scythian, according to 

Curtius book 7, chapter 21, addressed to Alexander the Great, as follows: that “Leo 

etiam minimarum avium pabilum fuit” [a lion was thus the food of even the smallest 

birds]. The ambiguo of “Mosca” is of good sense; the natural attitude, the fluidity, 

mainly with reference to the last tercet, is a result of a well exercised pen; but, to be 

honest, the allusion needed an explanatory comment. [my translation] 

 

a) Providing bi(bli)ographical information  

The first function of Timoni’s commentary is of special significance for Modern Greek scholars, 

considering that the critic, due to his, obviously, close friendship with this most significant poet, 

constitutes a valid source of information. Firstly, he announces the publication of Velasti’s Italian 

dissertation against the Erasmian pronunciation of the Greek language, which Timoni was totally aware 

of, as we may understand by reading his comments (72, 85). Describing Velasti as “πάνσοφος” 

[omniscient], he observes that the poet used to teach in various chairs, mainly in Sicily (77), which is 
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confirmed by data demonstrated by count Giorgio Corafà in his “Prologue” of Dimostrazione.15 We 

could say the same about Timoni’s reference to Velasti as “Cicerone di Scio” [Cicero of Chio] (91), as 

Corafà in the abovementioned text informs the readers about the poet being called “Tullio di Scio” 

[Tullius of Chio] due to his Dissertatio.16 The identification of Velasti as “novello Crisostomo” [a new 

Chrysostome] (91) may, on the other hand, be a late, indirect response to Giambattista Lascaris Guarini, 

who had accused Velasti of having gone “so far as to compare himself with Saint Augustine and John 

Chrysostome.”17 Another instance of a similar defense of Velasti towards a certain “sopracritico” 

[hypercritic], who was unable to reflect on the possibility that a poet may, in a particular moment, prefer 

“a fleshy and alive man rather than the most great saint” as a literary subject (96), makes us think that 

Timoni’s admiration for Velasti ‒ except for being an exemplary attitude of a student towards his dearest 

professor/mentor (in 1771 Timoni was in his late twenties, whereas Velasti was 54 years old) ‒ serves 

to strengthen the poet’s rather vulnerable position in Sicily (“e con lieto piede il livor preme” [and he 

happily treads upon the envy], as it is stated in Timoni’s sonnet [104]). Moreover, Velasti himself 

focuses on his role as an object of jealousy and envy in the last three ottave of the preamble of his poem 

entitled “Κατὰ τῶν Τουρκοφίλων” [Against the Philo-Turks] (76). 

Therefore we should assume Timoni’s public calling to noble Giorgio Condyli to publish 

Velasti’s Ἰσιδωρίς [Isidoris],18 this “leggiadra produzione” [graceful production] (78), which constitutes 

“la più bell’opera che fata l’Autore” [the most beautiful poetic work written by the author] (90), to be 

part of Timoni’s defensive attempt to promote Velasti’s poetry. If this work in 24 cantos written in 

Greek language and Italian prosody, and organized in ottava rima had been published, Timoni believes, 

Velasti would acquire European glory (78) ‒ and thereby he would be empowered towards various 

attacks. 

																																																													
15 Velasti, Dimostrazione istorico-grammatica, n.p. 
16 Ibid. 
17 In his unpublished work Dell’espulsione del Gesuiti dalla Sicilia, as cited in Roussos-Milidonis, Έλληνες 

Ιησουίτες, 207. 
18 I would like to propose that Ἰσιδωρίς, this unknown and most possibly lost today ‒ at least in its final, definitive 

form ‒ work, is maybe related to a poem referred by Velasti himself back to 1747 in a Latin footnote in Περὶ 

θυµοῦ, 72. As we read in this very footnote, the poem, concerning with “the life of St Isidore [of Chios]” and 

“bound to demotic metre [and organized] in 14 Isidorides”, had already been prepared and was about to “be 

brought to light if God favoured”. In addition, I speculate that this Giorgio Condyli must be identified with Giorgio 

Condylio, “a noble man of Paros island,” who asked Panajotis Sinopeus to be his “homemate and lifemate in his 

own homeland.” [Filippo Garbelli and Pier Antonio Barzani], Vita del Panagioti da Sinope con alcune sue lettere 

(Brescia, 1760), 11. This man was estimated as a “great hope of medical art.” Antonio Vallisneri, ed., Opere 

fisico-mediche stampate e manoscritte del Kavalier Antonio Vallisneri […], vol. III (Venice, 1733), 207. In praise 

of him, the poet Apostolo Zeno wrote in 1710 that he was “a young man lovable and most studious, who presented 

great taste in literature.” [Marco Forcellini, ed.], Lettere di Apostolo Zeno [...], vol. I (Venice, 1752), 243. 
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b) Glossing over literary text  

There are nineteen comments included in the group of the second critical function. Two of them actually 

start with an explanatory “si allude” [this is an allusion of] (66), whereas in one of them Timoni uses 

the verb “esprimere” [to express] as an indication of explanation as well.19 In this kind of comments, 

Timoni either clarifies words and phrases that appear in Velasti’s verses (e.g. “rex Erebi” [king of 

Erebus], 66; “causamque Salutis” [due to Salvation], 71; “Κέρβερος” and “Τισιφόνη,” 79; “χούλικα 

ὁµιλοῦσι,” 81; “Angioli,” 102), or he provides the readers with contextual information which could 

help them familiarising with “τὰ ποιητικὰ φαντάσµατα τοῦ ἡµετέρου Βελάστου” [our Velasti’s poetical 

fancies] (77).20  

c) Tracking and tracing Velasti’s literary sources of inspiration   

Twenty-one comments can be found under the third group of Timoni’s commentary. The most usual 

form of them follows a very specific pattern: Timoni quotes the original verses or extracts. Primarily 

regarding expression or imagery, he indicates most detailed citations, as in the following first quatrain 

of a sonnet: 

  

Che non ti desti? oh Dio! e fin’a quando (1) 

Insulterà Pluton perverso, e fiero 

Le tue Falangi? (2) I Forti ahi che cadero 

In Israello! (3) Caso memorando! 

(1) Exurge: quare obdormis Domine? Psal.43.23. 

(2) Usquequo Domine improperabit inimicus? Psal.73.10. 

(3) Cessaverunt fortes in lsrael. Judic.5.7. Incliti Israel quomodo ceciderunt fortes. 

2.Reg.1.19. (64)21 

 

Timoni does not simply document the name of the author or the source. He rather cites their 

authority systematically. In his citations from the Old and the New Testament, he writes, next to the title 

																																																													
19 “La Ripetizione esprime l’alto impegno di tanti Pontefici, ma il trocamento improvise più spiega lo svanimento 

di tanti impegni, e di tante Crociate” [The repetition expresses the high commitment of so many Pontefices, but 

the improvisory apocope is rather an explanation of the collapse of so many duties, and of so many Crusades]. 

Componimenti, 102. 
20 Such are the cases of the revolution of Egypt and the setting on fire of the Turkish naval in Chesme, the history 

of Sicily or the measurement of time by planetary motion. Ibid, 66, 76, and 83, respectively. 
21 Don’t you arise? oh Lord! and by when (1) / will Pluto, depraved and imperious, insult / Your Falangs? (2) The 

strong, oh, who fell / In Israel. (3) A case to be remembered. (1) ἐξεγέρθητι· ἱνατί ὑπνοῖς, Κύριε; (Psalms 43:23); 

(2) ἕως πότε, ὁ Θεός, ὀνειδιεῖ ὁ ἐχθρός (Psalms 73:10); ἐξέλιπον δυνατοὶ ἐν Ἰσραήλ (Judges 5:7). Ὦ δόξα τοῦ 

Ἰσραήλ. Πῶς ἔπεσον οἱ δυνατοί; (Κings 1:19). 
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of the book, the chapter and the paragraph where one could find the passage he quotes (see above). In 

his references to Latin poetic œuvres he indicates the number of the book which he excerpts the 

reference from (e.g. “Fast.2.,” “Æn.4,” “Claudiano2.deRapt.Proserp.”), whereas in the ones of more 

modern poets (like Tasso or da Filicaja) the number of canto or canzone, respectively (“Tass.Cant.4,” 

“Filic.Canz.4”). Finally, he occasionally cites from poets like Molza or Bembo referring to the page 

number of the very copy he uses (“Bembo, p. 77,” “Molza96,” “Bemb.65”). 

I emphasise Timoni’s quotation system, because this system gives us a chance to have a look 

at his way of working. Having crosschecked his references, I am able to say that in the cases of Biblical 

texts and of Latin authors there are noticed verbal differences with regard to the original source, missing 

lines, and – most important ‒ references to wrong book numbers (for Latin poets) or book titles (for 

theological texts). We could then speculate that Timoni had such a thorough awareness of both Biblical 

and classic tradition in its Latin branch, that he did not need to retrace the sources so as to check his 

references. In other words, Timoni seems to quote by heart in a significantly large part of his notes.  

 

d) Evaluating literariness  

“Scio bella non curar più d’altro Omero” [Beautiful island of Chio, don’t care any more about the other 

Homer] (104), writes Timoni in the sonnet in honour of Velasti, and this very viewpoint pervades his 

critical reception of the poems. Timoni makes four fundamental critical comments. 

Firstly, the critic praises Velasti for his poems being on the side of “la naturalezza piuttosto, 

che la squisitezza” [naturalness rather than exsquisiteness] (83). Naturalness is associated both with 

fluidity22 and spontaneity23 of the poetic text, which are the constituent elements of poetical delight 

(“vaghezza,” 78). Therefore, according to Timoni, content and form of a poem should be mixed 

harmoniously with each other, in order that inspiration does not ‘crumble’ obeying to prosody.24 

Secondly, he assumes that a good poem is the product of an ingenious author, or, in other words, that it 

is largely due to the greatness of its author’s mind (“un de’ più delicati, e sublimi Sonetti, e degni del 

suo ingegnoso Autore,” [One of the most delicate and sublime sonnets, and worthy of its ingenious 

author] (100). Thirdly, Timoni states that imitation, either with reference to the beautiful images of the 

																																																													
22 “[L]a condotta naturale, la fluidezza […] è di penna ben esercitata” [the natural attitude, the fluidity […] come 

from a pen well exercised]. Componimenti, 74.  
23 “L’Apostrofe tutto improvisa […], mi sembra un rapimento poetico” [the totally spontaneous/improvisatory 

apostrophe […] seems to me to be a poetical rapture] and “il rapimento improviso […] con forza, e delicatezza” 

[the spontaneous/improvisatory rapture […] with poetical force and delicacy]. Ibid, 78 and 101, respectively.  
24 “In questa libertà di pensar, e tirar giù l’eloquente periodo, quasi non si fosse obbligo di pensar a’ piedi, consister 

la vaghezza dello spirito Catulliano, ben sanno gl’lntendenti.” [That the pleasure of Catullian spirit consists in this 

liberty of thinking and of pulling down the eloquent phrase, as if there was no need to think about the metrical 

feet, is well known by the erudite]. Ibid, 69.  
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classical authors or those of modern poets, has to be featured by novelty in order to be noble. 

Commenting upon the image of furious Poseidon, who gazes at the Turkish vessel being burnt, the critic 

notes that “mi pare un farsi base a nuovo, e sublime pensare delle più belle immagini degli antichi” [it 

seems to me being a base of a new and sublime thought of the most beautiful images of the Ancients] 

(83), whereas in another instance he makes reference to an “immagine Anacreontica da Muratori sì 

ammirata nel Zappi; ma il nostro Ab. Velasti vi s’innalza di sopra con nuova pellegrina fantasia: ch’ è 

la più nobile maniera d’immitare” [An Anacreontic image by Muratori so much admired by Zappi; but 

out Abbot Velasti stands higher thanks to his new, original imagination: which is the most noble way 

of imitation] (64). 

Finally, as Modern Greek literature is concerned in particular: Timoni believes that “the 

majestic and gracious” Italian prosody (78), i.e. prosody that favours synizesis, making the sound of 

poetic lines both smoother and richer, has to be applied to modern Greek poetry in order for the latter 

to be improved and reach a European status (as we have already seen with reference to Ἰσιδωρίς). 

Annotating a sonnet by Velasti in “lingua greca letterale e prosodia italiana” [in formal Greek language 

and Italian prosody], Timoni, peculiarly unaware of the poetic œuvres produced during Cretan 

Renaissance, observes that “to the best of [his] knowledge, this is the first time that Apollo in graceful 

Italian prosody passes through Greek Parnassus” (72). Therefore I suppose that Timoni’s praise for “la 

sì famosa Euterpe di Velasti” [the so famous Euterpe of Velasti] in his dedicated to the poet sonnet is a 

metonymic reference to the melodious quality of his verses (not only in Italian, but also in “greca 

letterale” [formal Greek] or “volgare” [vernacular]), given that Euterpe is the muse of music (and, 

subsequently, lyric poetry). 

 

Timoni’s critical terms, Muratori and the Italian criticism of Settecento 

Using a quite impressive stock of critical terminology in order to describe the aesthetic pleasure or 

“rapimento poetico” [poetical rapture] (78) that Velasti’s poetry of “primo rango” [of first class] (101) 

evokes to the reader, Timoni could not be described as unfamiliar to contemporary discussions on 

aesthetics. I have effectively counted more than fifty technical terms, concerning the notions of the 

beautiful and the sublime, novelty, naturalness, improvisation, imagination, decorum, linguistic clarity 
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and clearness,25 poetical representation,26 and composition skills27 throughout his comments. Moreover, 

Timoni’s choices of technical terms permit us to classify him as member of a certain literary critical 

tradition. Thus I propose that Timoni’s insistence on the distinction of the aesthetic categories both of 

beautiful (“bello” [beautiful], “vago” [pleasant, delightful], “delicato” [delicate], “fino” [fine], 

“leggiadro”/“leggiadrissimo” [graceful, most graceful], “nobile” [noble]) and of sublime (“sublime” 

[sublime], “elevatezza” [sublimity], “forza” [poetical force], “estatico” [ecstatic]); his references to 

imagination (“fantasia” [imagination] and “ποιητικὰ φαντάσµατα”28), to good taste (“buon gusto”) and 

to the notion of decorum (“proprio” [proper], “ἁρµόδιος” and “ἁρµοδ[ι]έστατος”); his emphasis on the 

criterion of novelty (“novo”/“novissimo” [new, novel, original, and the superlative form], “pellegrino” 

[singular, rare]) in reference to the majesty (“maestà”) of an ingenious author (“ingegnoso Autore”); 

and his preference for naturalness over exquisiteness indicate that Timoni’s comments draw on the 

literary criticism of Italian Settecento.29 To be more precise his commentary reflects the critical 

discourse of the first half of 18th century in Italy, i.e. the (neo)classical-Arcadian critical doctrine.30 

																																																													
25 E.g. “une chiarezza sì rara” [a singular clarity], “perfetta ortografia e frase” [perfect orthography and verbal 

expression], “lingua astersa della barbarie” [language purified from barbarisms], in Componimenti, 83 and 78, 

respectively. The orthography (“l’arte dell’ortografia,” according to terminology of the18th century) is a sub-

category of linguistic clearness, as it relies on, except for grammatical knowledge and the use of dictionaries, the 

reading of classical writers, a condition which was supposed to be absolutely necessary in order to speak and to 

write more clearly. 
26 E.g. “ζωγραφία τῆς ἀράπικης συνοµιλίας” [faithful representation of the discussion between the Turks]. Ibid, 

81. 
27 E.g. “Non disdegnerebbe certamente l’Arcade Mevisto, se qui vedesse un poco meglio architettata la materia 

tutta del suo Sonetto” [Without disdaining of course the Arcadian poet Mevisto, although he could see here the 

whole material of his sonnet a little better architected]. Ibid, 97. 
28 It is worthy of observation that the same phrase, “ποιητικὰ φαντάσµατα”, is to be used by a critic who was also 

most closely connected to Italian tradition. Iacovos Polylas writes in the “Προλεγόµενα” [1859] with regard to 

“Ὕµνος εἰς τὴν Ἐλευθερίαν” by Dionysios Solomos: “Τὸ πλοῦτος τῆς ποιητικῆς ὕλης ἔδωσε ἀφορµὴν εἰς τὸν 

Μάντσαρο νὰ δείξη καὶ αὐτὸς τὴν ποιητική του δύναµη εἰς τὰ εἰκοσιτέσσερα κοµµάτια ὁποὺ συνθέτουν το 

πόνηµά του, εἰς τὰ ὁποῖα µὲ ἀνάλογην ἁρµονία συνοδεύει τὰ διάφορα ποιητικὰ φαντάσµατα, ἀλλάζοντας ἁρµόδια 

τοὺς ρυθµοὺς καὶ τὰ µελωδήµατα, ἀπὸ τὸν µαλακότερον ἕως τὸν αὐστηρότερον χαραχτήρα.” In Linos Politis, 

ed., Διονυσίου Σολωµοῦ Ἅπαντα, vol. I, Ποιήµατα (Athens: Ikaros, 41979), 25. 
29 Hugh Quigley, Italy and the Rise of a New School of Criticism in the 18th Century. (With special reference to 

the Work of Pietro Calepio) (Perth: Munro and Scott, 1921) and René Wellek, “Italian Criticism,” in A history of 

Modern Criticism: 1750-1950, vol. I, The Later Eighteenth Century (London: Jonathan Cape, 1970), 133-43. 
30 George Saintsbury, “Classicism in the other nations,” in A History of Criticism and Literary Taste in Europe: 

From the Earliest Texts to the Present Day, vol. II, From the Renaissance to the Decline of Eighteenth Century 

Orthodoxy (Edinburgh and London: William Blackwood, 1961), 537-546, and James Sambrook, “Poetry, 1660-
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In aspect of practical criticism, Timoni must have followed the example of Antonio Lodovico 

Muratori. Muratori’s books such as Della perfetta poesia italiana (2 vols, Modena, 1706) and 

Riflessioni sopra il buon gusto intorno le scienze e le arti (Venice, 1708) seem to have been a source 

for the critic. It is not only the fact that in his comments on Velasti Timoni makes references to 

Muratori’s statements on other poets (78, 91, 100, 101) that make me to suppose that Muratori is most 

probably his critical model; it is rather the fact that one by one all the terms used by Timoni are included 

in Muratori’s texts. Moreover, the way in which Muratori uses these terms in conjuction with one 

another should have influenced the formation of Timoni’s critical discourse.31 

 

A bilingual Modern Greek critic 

Timoni’s comments, apart from his great erudition, which has been discussed above, offer us some 

clues on the critic’s perception of national identity. Despite the Genoese origin of his family and his 

mainly Italian culture, Timoni refers to Modern Greek language as “la soavissima nostra Lingua” [our 

(of us the Greeks) language, the sweetest one] and is afraid of being misled in his criticism of Velasti’s 

Ἰσιδωρίς by his “dolce amore alle materne cose” [sweet love for maternal things] (78). In another 

comment of his, he mentions that “you must be one of our fellow countrymen, to be fascinated by the 

beauty of a sonnet like this” (85), a sonnet written in Italian language but describing the setting on fire 

of the Turkish naval in Chesme. Moreover, Empress Catharina is described as “nostra Redentrice” [our 

redemptor] (78) – again of us, i.e. Greek people ‒ from “the boundless sphere of whose beneficence” 

the hope of liberation of Greece has sprung (100). It should be reminded that Componimenti was 

published in the middle of the Russo-turkish war (1768-1774), when the memories of the destruction 

of Turkish vessels in Chesme (June 24, 1770) by Russian fire ships under the commands of Count 

Alexei Orlov were still fresh in Greek people’s minds. 

We could also suppose that Timoni’s choice of using two languages as a critic (not only the 

Italian but the Modern Greek as well) within the mainly Italian linguistic context of Componimenti, is 

a kind of homage to his homeland. Annotating Velasti’s poems ‒ a bilingual poet as well (or may I dare 

to describe him as a trilingual?)32 Timoni seems to feel the need to express himself in Greek also – his 

mother tongue ‒ and this distinctive feature adds on a special interest in his critical remarks. Moreover, 

he chooses not the archaising formal Greek language, but a form of a polished vernacular (perhaps very 

close to the language of educated Chians of that period) and composes in such a language 16 out of 70 

																																																													
1740,” in ed. H.B. Nisbet and Claude Rawson, The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism, vol. IV, The 

Eighteenth Century (Cambridge: CUP 1997), 108-10. 
31 See, e.g., Muratori, Della perfetta poesia italiana, vol. I, 19, 68, 77, 81, 83, 84, 165, 210, 252, 255, 266. 
32 Timoni remarks in his sonnet dedicated to Velasti: “Latino, Tosco, Greco, or dolce, or fiero / Canta.” [In Latin, 

in Tuscan, in Greek, either in a sweet or in a proud way / He sings]. Componimenti, 104. 
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of his comments. Therefore I suggest that Timoni should be included in a future History of Modern 

Greek Criticism.  

An external testimonial about Timoni is provided to us by Velasti himself, who in his 

Dimostrazione includes Timoni among the most educated of his contemporary Modern Greeks involved 

in both prose and poetry writing. “All these men,” concludes Velasti, “have read poems in accentual-

syllabic prosody, and in accentual-syllabic prosody they have also composed immortal poems”.33 We 

deduce then that, except for his two Italian sonnets available to researchers, Timoni must have written 

by the time poems in Greek language, too (archaising or vernacular). In the light of this information 

Timoni’s remarks on Velasti’s poems appear to be peer reviews. It would be actually quite paradoxical 

for a man of such a delicate understanding of poetic phenomenon not to have written non circumstantial 

poetry as well. In my opinion, Timoni’s poetical feeling as a critic is so acute because of the very fact 

that he has an inside perspective on poetry. 

 

Conclusion 

To summarise, Timoni’s commentary on Velasti’s “scherzi poetici” [poetic works] (63) illustrates a 

rigorous literary critic influenced by neo-classical Settecentescan teachings. Well aware of both classic 

(mainly Latin) and modern European literary tradition, along with the tradition of Biblical texts, Timoni 

is able to move comfortably, with interpretative sensitivity and a constant comparative perspective 

among different literatures. Thanks to his intrinsic reading of poetry, he also makes remarkable 

evaluative comments. Ιn the context of my doctorate research, which aims to result in a proposal for the 

first period of Modern Greek literary criticism (from the 17th century till the middle of the 19th), Timoni 

is a significant case study. His work perfectly encapsulates not only the quality of criticism based on 

erudition but also the fruits of the Greco-Italian cultural mixture ‒ a successful recipe throughout 

Modern Greek literary history. 
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Abstract: 

Quintus Sertorius, with an army composed by Romans, Italians and Iberians, commanded a rebellion 

in Hispania against the Sullan Dictatorship for ten years (82-72 BC). The multicultural character of 

the Sertorian army allowed the Senatorial faction to claim bogusly that the conflict was a bellum 

externum, and not the bellum civile that it really was. Nevertheless, the accounts of the 4th and 5th 

centuries AD, such as those of Vegetius, Ammianus, Exuperantius, Ausonius and Orosius, accepted the 

ethnical diversity of the Sertorian War not denying the civil nature of the revolt. This could be explained 

by three factors. First, the influence of the Histories of Sallust, who admired Sertorius, in the Late 

Roman Empire. Secondly, the ways in which these authors approached the conflict were influenced by 

the usurpations of their own times. Finally, the inclusive and multicultural conception that the Roman 

Empire had of their own inhabitants, no matter their ethnic origin.  

 

Born in Sabinia and being a homo novus, Quintus Sertorius developed an important political and 

military career as a soldier, fighting in some of the most famous conflicts of the Late Roman Republic, 

such as the Cimbric War (113-101 BC), against German tribes, and afterwards in the Social War (91-

88 BC), against the Italian allies. When the Civil War between Marians and Sullans began in the 80s 

BC, immediately after the end of Social War, Sertorius joined the first and, just before the final defeat 

of his faction, was sent to Hispania in 82 BC as proconsul, where he fought against the Sullan 

dictatorship in the following years2. 

																																																													
1 I would like to express my gratitude to Dr Henriette van der Blom for her assistance and useful revision of this 

paper.  
2 Adolf Schulten’s Sertorius (Leipzig: Dietersche Verlagsbuchh, 1926) is nowadays outdated due to its romanticist 

and nationalist style. More recent works are without doubt more useful. See Philip Spann, Quintus Sertorius and 

the Legacy of Sulla (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 1987); Félix García Morá, Quinto Sertorio. Roma 

(Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1991a); Félix García Morá, Un episodio de la Hispania Republicana: la 

guerra de Sertorio (Granada: Universidad de Granada, 1991b); Christoph F. Konrad, Plutarch’s Sertorius. A 

Historical Commentary (Chapel Hill; London: The University of North Carolina Press). For a State of the 
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That is how the conflict known as the Bellum Sertorianum or “Sertorian War” began and, with 

the open revolt of the provinces Hispania Ulterior and Hispania Citerior, lasted for a decade3. In 79 BC, 

Sulla sent Metellus Pius from Rome to lead the quashing of Sertorius’ rebellion, but his lack of success 

obliged the Senate to send the other great general of that time, Pompey the Great, to Spain in 76 BC. In 

spite of Sertorius’ victories against the Senatorial forces and the reinforcement of the rest of a Roman 

army coming from the defeated Lepidan revolt (78-77 BC), the mixed strengths of Metellus and Pompey 

imposed progressively over the Sertorians. At last, the Sabine general was killed by his own officials 

led by Perpenna, letting Pompey finish the last resistance in the 72 BC.  

Quintus Sertorius, with an army composed by Romans, Italians, Lusitanians, Iberians, and 

Celtiberians, had commanded a rebellion in Hispania against the Sullan Dictatorship for ten years. Just 

after the victory over the Sertorians, Metellus and Pompey worked up their propaganda against their 

enemies. The multicultural character of the Sertorian army and the fact that the fighting took place in 

Spain allowed the winning generals to define the struggle as a bellum externum, a foreign conflict, and 

not as the bellum civile, civil war, that it really was. This matter appears quite clear in a quote from 

Florus, epitomist of Livius: “Thus Spain was restored to peace. The victorious generals [Metellus and 

Pompey] desired that the struggle should be considered a foreign rather than a civil war (externum id 

magis quam civile bellum) in order that they might celebrate a triumph”4. As Florus points out, the final 

objective of Pompey and Metellus was to present the Sertorian conflict as a war fought by the Roman 

Republic against a foreign enemy; only through this kind of publicity they could celebrate a triumph 

over Hispaniae after years of warfare. The Senatorial commanders were consciously misleading, as 

with these kinds of actions that included the erection of trophies in the Pyrenees celebrating the victory 

ex Hispania of Pompey over hundreds of enemies they could receive the reward and glory that they 

deserved for finishing the Civil War5. At the same time, it was potentially embarrassing and politically 

																																																													
Question on Sertorian research until the beginnings of the current century see Barbara Scardigli, “Trent’anni di 

studi sertoriani,” in Hispania terris omnibus felicior: premesse ed esiti di un processo di integrazione, ed. G. Urso 

(Pisa: ETS, 2002), 143-61.   
3 On the literary accounts for the Bellum Sertorianum see Barbara Scardigli, “Considerazioni sulle fonti della 

biografia plutarchea di Sertorio,” Studi Italiani di Filologia Classica 43, nº 1 (1971a): 33-64. For the chronological 

problems of the war, Barbara Scardigli, “Sertorio: problemi cronologici”, Athenaeum 49 (1971b): 229-70; and 

Chistoph F. Konrad, “A new chronology of the Sertorian war,” Athenaeum 83 (1995): 147-87. The Sertorian 

propaganda that appears in the sources has been successfully approached by Jean-Marie Pailler, “Fabuleux 

Sertorius,” Dialogues d’histoire ancienne 26, nº 2 (2000): 45-61.  
4 Flor. 2.10.9. All translations are from their Loeb editions unless otherwise specified.    
5 Sal. Hist. 3.89; Exup. 8.25.56; Str. 3.4.1; 3.4.7; 3.4.9; 4.1.4; Plin. HN 3.18; 7.96. As is reported by Cassius Dio 

(41.24.3), the erection of the trophies by Pompey was not welcome at that time. On the Pompey’s trophies see 

Luis Amela Valverde, “Los Trofeos de Pompeyo”, Tiempo y sociedad 22 (2016): 45-101.    
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problematic to have fought other citizens, so the terminology of a foreign war helped Pompey and 

Metellus to disguise the problematic fact of a civil struggle.   

This is the most common version in the accounts of the Early Empire that has chiefly arrived 

to us. Thereby, the Greco-Roman historians, without getting to the point of rejecting the civil aspect of 

the Sertorian struggle, but writing from their own cultural perspective, focused especially on the 

Spaniards that followed Sertorius to qualify the whole resistance as a “barbarian” revolt. In this process, 

they used stereotypes such as the superstition of the Hispani, as we can see in the passages about the 

Sertorius’ white fawn pet that was used by the commander as a contact with the gods6, the uncontrolled 

and ferocious way of fighting in the battle displayed by the Spaniards, or the fanatic devotion to the 

leader that the Iberians used to display: 

It was the custom among the Iberians for those who were stationed about their leader 

to die with him if he fell, and the barbarians in those parts call this a “consecration”. 

Now, the other commanders had few such shield-bearers and companions, but Sertorius 

was attended by many thousands of men who had thus consecrated themselves to 

death7.  

Likewise, Sertorius is often presented as a warlord comparable only to the worst enemy of Rome, 

Hannibal, who was also supported by many Spaniards8. Even Plutarch, usually positive when writing 

about Sertorius, calls him αὐτοκράτωρ στρατηγός [supreme commander], when he takes the command 

																																																													
6 Aulus Gellius (NA 15.22.9-10) states that this skill of using “the credulity of the barbarians (barbarorum 

credulitas) was very helpful to Sertorius in important matters”.  On Sertorius’ white fawn pet: Plut. Sert. 11; 20; 

App. BC, 1.110; Front. Strat. 11.13; Val. Max. 1.2.4; Plin. HN, 8.117. As it has been pointed out by Salinas de 

Frías, despite of some native influences on the religious conception of the fawn (Pierre Moret and Jean-Marie 

Pailler, “Fabuleux Sertorius,” Dialogues d’histoire ancienne 26, nº 2 (2002): 45-61), the cult developed by 

Sertorius around his original pet was based on a Roman-italic conception proper of the times of the Late Republic 

(Manuel Salinas de Frías, “Sobre algunas especies animales en el contexto de las religiones prerromanas en 

Hispania,” Paleohispánica 10 (2010): 616-19).  
7 Plut. Sert. 14.5. On this matter, see the work of Francisco Rodríguez Adrados, “La fides ibérica,” Emerita 14 

(1946): 128-209, is still useful. On the exaggeration of the famous “devotio Iberica” see Fiona Greenland, 

“Devotio Iberica and the Manipulation of Ancient History to Suit Spain’s Mythic Nationalist Past,” Greece & 

Rome 53, nº 2 (2006): 235-51.     
8 Comparison in the ancient accounts between Sertorius and Hannibal as commanders of barbarians: App. BC 

1.112; Tacit. Hist. 4.13. According to Gabba, the relationship between Sertorius and Hannibal was an invention 

developed by the Senatorial faction (Emilio Gabba, Appiani bellorum civilum. Liber primus (Florence: La Nuova 

Italia, 1967), 298). On this matter, see Thomas Africa, “The One-Eyed Man against Rome: An Exercise in 

Euhemerism,” Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte Geschichte 19, nº 5 (1970): 528-38; and Walter O. Moeller, “Once 

More the One-Eyed Man against Rome,” Historia: Zeitschrift für Alte Geschichte 24, nº 3 (1975): 402-410.    
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of the Lusitanians, characterizing the Sabine as the leader of a revolt against Rome9. According to 

Roman mentality, the barbarian was a non-citizen, a foreigner, it did not matter if he lived inside the 

frontiers of the Empire10; by characterizing the followers of Sertorius as barbarians, the Senatorial 

propaganda tried to settle that the Bellum Sertorianum was a foreign war.    

The nature of the Bellum Sertorianum was much more complex than a war between Romans 

and barbarians. Modern scholarship has interpreted the Sertorian War in a different way. Richardson 

has proposed that the support of the Spaniards for the Sertorian faction was actually caused by the 

extensive Latin acculturation of the provinces Hispania Ulterior and Citerior11, only commensurable 

with that of the Cisalpine Gaul. Furthermore, Gabba explained the conflict as a reproduction of the 

Social War in the provincial territory of Spain, focusing on the Italian residents in Hispania who wanted 

Roman citizenship and so supported Sertorius in the war12. Following Gabba, we should consider that 

the status of socius, a term that means “ally of the Roman people” and included the Latini and foederati, 

was also held by many Spaniards who followed the rebel commander and probably wanted the same as 

the Italians. More recently, Espinosa-Espinosa has proposed that, based on the probable existence of an 

important group of Latin colonies, the causes of the Sertorian War could be explained by the Latin legal 

status held by many of Sertorius’ soldiers, independently of their Italian or Iberian ethnic origins, and 

how they desired to acquire Roman citizenship13. Finally, we find large numbers of Spaniards who 

wanted to relieve the social and economic pressures coming from the Roman State and in Sertorius they 

saw a chance to achieve it. These interpretations lead to the consideration of the Bellum Sertorianum 

not as a bellum externum fought by the Roman Republic against a foreign enemy, but as a civil war 

developed by a specific faction as a sequel to the conflicts in Italy, and supported by the inhabitants of 

Hispania, who wanted full integration in the Roman State.     

Clear evidence of the civil nature of the war is the emergence across Iberian Peninsula of more 

than forty sling bullets inscribed with the slogan “Quintus Sertorius Proconsul”, alongside Latin words 

																																																													
9 Plut. Sert. 11.2; Konrad, Plutarch’s Sertorius, 123. 
10 Michel Dubuisson, “La vision romaine de l’étranger: stéréotypes, idéologie et mentalités,” Les Cahiers de Clio 

81 (1985): 85. 
11 John S. Richardson, The Romans in Spain, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), 95-104, uses the problematic word 

“Romanization”; I prefer to use a concept such as “Latin acculturation”. On the troubles with the term 

Romanization in the Roman West, see Leonard A. Curchin, The romanization of central Spain: complexity, 

diversity, and change in a provincial hinterland, (New York: Routledge, 2004), 1-22. 
12 Emilio Gabba, “Le origini della guerra sociale e la vita politica romana dopo l’89 a.C.,” in Esercito e Società 

nella Tarda Repubblica romana, ed. Emilio Gabba (Florence: La Nuova Italia, 1973), 193-345. 
13 David Espinosa-Espinosa, Plinio y los “oppida de antiguo Lacio”. El proceso de difusión del Latium en 

Hispania Citerior (Oxford: Archaeopress, 2014), 81-124. 
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such as pietas, fides or veritas14. When Sulla took power over Rome in 82 BC, he declared Sertorius a 

“public enemy” [hostis publicus] and chose new governors for the provinces of Hispania. Nevertheless, 

being elected by the fallen Marian faction, Sertorius always considered himself as the proconsul of 

Hispania Ulterior and Citerior, without recognizing the dictatorship imposed by the Sullans in Rome, 

and declaring his own legitimacy on his epigraphic propaganda15.  

Sertorius considered himself as the true magistrate of the Hispaniae and his followers, 

inhabitants of Spain who shared his ideals and were aware of the importance of the victory of his 

faction16, supported him, having political intentions in mind. Indeed, as Plutarch states:  

In consequence of these successes Sertorius was admired and loved by the barbarians, 

and especially because by introducing Roman arms and formations and signals he did 

away with their frenzied and furious displays of courage, and converted their forces 

into an army, instead of a huge band of robbers. (…) But most of all were they 

captivated by what he did with their boys. Those of the highest birth, namely, he 

collected together from the various peoples at Osca, a large city, and set over them 

teachers of Greek and Latin learning; he was educating them, with the assurance that 

when they became men he would give them a share in citizenship and authority17. 

Therefore, we are talking about a struggle led by a Roman-Italic faction followed by an army of 

Spaniards that were dressed and fought as Roman soldiers, spoke Latin, had a desire for the Roman 

citizenship and government, battled inside the frontiers of the Empire, and were commanded by a 

proconsul of the Roman Republic. We are not dealing with a foreign conflict; we are facing a civil war 

developed in the provinces of the proper Roman State.  

This is the point of view that the accounts of the Late Empire, in a different way than the 

previous historians, conveyed in the 4th and 5th centuries AD. Beyond the negative propaganda that the 

Senatorial faction spread, there was a tradition which praised the character of Sertorius as represented 

																																																													
14 Corpus of glandes inscriptae Sertorianae in Borja Díaz Ariño, “Glandes inscriptae de la Península Ibérica,” 

Zettschrift für Papyrologie und Epigraphik 153 (2005): 219–36. Explanations of the messages inscribed on the 

sling bullets: Francisco Beltrán Lloris, “La pietas de Sertorio,” Gerión 8 (1990): 211-26.    
15 On the character of Sertorius fighting as a legitimate magistrate and not as a traitor against Rome, see Lucia De 

Michele, “¿Fimbria e Sertorio, proditores reipublicae?,” Athenaeum 93 (2005): 277-89; Juan Santos Yanguas, 

“Sertorio: ¿un romano contra Roma en la crisis de la República?,” in Ordine e sovversione nel mondo greco e 

romano, ed. Gianpaolo Urso (Pisa: ETS, 2009), 177-92. 
16 Liv. Frg. 91.6 
17 Plut. Sert. 14.1; 4 



Diogenes 6 (2017): 26-38 © Gate to the Eastern Mediterranean                           1-12 ISSN 2054-6696 

31 

by Sallust18. Sallust saw in the rebel commander the prototype of the popularis leader, considering his 

actions as heroic and his resistance as a legitimate fight for the Republic and not against it. We do not 

have the full story that he dedicated to Sertorius in his Historiae, but several fragments display Sallust’s 

thoughtfulness: he always speaks about Iberians or the revolted provinces of Hispania Ulterior and 

Citerior, but never qualifies the natives that followed Sertorius as “barbarians”. Of course, for him the 

exaltation of his hero goes through the right treatment of Sertorius’ soldiers19.  

The importance of Sallust as historian in the Late Empire is indisputable. He was cited by many 

authors who used his works in latter times20. The accounts of the Sertorian War in the works of the 4th 

and 5th centuries AD were based on Sallust’s account in his Historiae. We find the first example in 

Vegetius, who produced a manual of military matters in the 4th century in which he commented on the 

way in which the young Pompey had to exercise his body to equal that of Sertorius21. Also, in another 

passage he eulogizes the recruitment skills demonstrated by the commander when he enlisted Gauls in 

the Social War and Spaniards in his resistance in Hispania: “and this is the thing on which the safety of 

the entire republic hinges, that recruits be chosen who are outstanding, not only in body but also in 

mind; (…) it is generally agreed that among the ancients, who displayed so many types of virtue, the 

example of Sertorius is especially worthy of praise”22. It is important to point out that the ethnic origins 

																																																													
18 It is well known that there were two different approaches to the Bellum Sertorianum in the ancient accounts. 

The first one, initiated by Livy and followed by many authors influenced by the Pompeian propaganda, criticized 

the rebel attitude of Sertorius. The second one, represented fundamentally by Sallust and Plutarch, was eulogistic 

and positive towards the character of the Sabine general. For a recent work on this matter, see Alejandro Manchón 

Zorrilla, “Pietas erga patriam: la propaganda política de Quinto Sertorio y su trascendencia en las fuentes literarias 

clásicas,” Bolskan 25 (2014): 153-72.  
19 See Ronald Syme, Sallust (Berkeley; Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1964), 203-5; Spann, Quintus 

Sertorius, 155-57. Sallust even claims when writing about Sertorius how “yet many achievements carried out 

under his command were left unrecorded, principally because he was not a noble, thus arousing the spite of 

historians” (Sal. Hist. 1.77, trans. Patrick McGushin (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992). Büchner’s hypothesis, that 

proposed that Sallust was critical with Sertorius, is nowadays absolutely rejected (Karl Büchner, Sallust 

(Heidelberg: Winter, 1960), 263). The best studies on Sallust’s Historiae are those of Patrick McGushin: Sallust, 

The Histories. Volume I. Books i-ii (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992); Sallust: The Histories. Volume II. Books iii-

v (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994). 
20 Sallust was read and quoted by authors such as Symmachus, Augustine, Aurelius Victor, Sulpicius Severus and 

Jerome. See Fred Jenkins, Ammianus Marcellinus’ knowledge and use of republican Latin literature (Urbana: 

University of Illinois, 1985), 61-2; 73. 
21 Veg. Mil. 1.9 
22 Veg. Mil. 1.7 
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of these armies recruited by Sertorius do not matter to Vegetius—he is just interested in their value as 

soldiers fighting for Rome23.  

Ammianus Marcellinus, who often gave ancient examples to explain his contemporary 

situation, also uses the character of Sertorius in an illustrative way in three separate passages. Two of 

them are of interest to this paper24. When Ammianus wants to explain the feat of some of Emperor 

Julian’s soldiers, who crossed a river on their shields during the Persian War, he refers to the positive 

example of Sertorius crossing the Rhone during the Cimbric War, carrying his own armour as proof of 

his virtue25. Secondly, to justify the action of Emperor Valens when he executed the usurper Procopius, 

the historian appeals to the example of Pompey, who killed Perpenna, Sertorius’ murderer, to avoid the 

resumption of more conflicts in the Roman Republic:  

He [the usurper Procopius, 326-366 AD, once defeated, is brought before Emperor 

Valens] was at once beheaded, and so put an end to the rising storm of civil strife and 

war (discordiarum civilium gliscentes turbines sepelivit et bella). His fate was like that 

of Perpenna of old, who after killing Sertorius at table, for a short time was in 

possession of the rule (dominatione paulisper potitus), but was dragged from the 

																																																													
23 As N.P. Milner has commented (Epitome of military science/Flavius Vegetius Renatus; translated with notes 

and introduction by N. P. Milner, (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2001), xxxiv), Vegetius “evinces an 

eccentric and otherwise inexplicable interest in Sertorius”. It is possible that, as has been argued by González 

Fernández and Sancho Gómez, Sertorius was recalled as a legendary hero in Spain during the barbarian invasions 

of the 4th and 5th centuries (Rafael González Fernández, and Miguel Sancho Gómez, “La figura de Sertorio en la 

Hispania del siglo V. Una perspectiva tardía durante el tiempo de las invasiones bárbaras,” Studia historia. 

Historia antigua 28 (2010): 135-53).  
24 The third one is that of the comparison between the murders in suppers of Sertorius and the Armenian king Pap 

(Amm. Marc. 30.1.23). It is interesting that a minor character like Sertorius is quoted three times as exemplum in 

Ammianus while other politicians of those times whose importance is greater appeared only twice (Marius: Amm. 

Marc. 21.14.5; 30.8.9; Sulla: Amm. Marc. 16.5.1; 16.12.41) or even once (Cinna: 30.8.9). On the big number of 

exempla in Ammianus, see: José Mª Alonso Núñez, La visión historiográfica de Amiano Marcelino (Valladolid: 

Universidad de Valladolid, 1975), 125-33; Roger C. Blockley, Ammianus Marcellinus. A Study of his 

Historiography and Political Thought (Brussels: Latomus Revue d'Études Latines, 1975), 157-94; Roger C. 

Blockley, “Ammianus Marcellinus’ Use of Exempla,” Florilegium 13 (1994): 53-64; David Rorhbacker, The 

Historians and the Late Antiquity (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), 14-41; Alan J. Ross, “Ammianus, 

traditions of satire and the eternity of Rome,” The Classical Journal 110, nº 3 (2015): 359-62; Alan J. Ross, 

Ammianus’ Julian. Narrative and Genre in the Res gestae (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 189-91.   
25 Amm. Marc. 24.6.7  
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thickets where he had hidden himself, brought before Pompey, and by his order put to 

death26. 

Marcellinus, influenced by Sallust while he was thinking about the civil struggles caused by the 

usurpations of his own times27, shows through this comparison how he had no doubt that the Sertorian 

War was a civil war and not a foreign conflict of the Roman State. Actually, he never makes a reference 

about the multi-ethnic composition of the Sertorian armies, because he never considered the conflict a 

bellum externum. Furthermore, Exuperantius, who wrote a summary of Sallust’s work, had a similar 

opinion:  

Then the consuls and leaders of the other party, reproved by these weighty accusations, 

sent Sertorius to Nearer Spain (citerior Hispania) (...) They did this either to remove 

from sight a rival and a passionate critic of their negligence, or to put a suitable leader 

in charge of a savage and untrustworthy province (feroci provinciae cuius infidelitatem 

timebant). But when he arrived in the province, by a mixture of careful surveillance 

and encouragement, he so effectively won over the minds of the allies (strenue 

sociorum animos perduxit)28.   

In spite of taking the stereotype of the Spaniards as feroces, he does not talk about ethnicities but of “a 

province” in which some of the inhabitants had the status of socii. 

Actually, the best definition that we can find is that of the 4th century poet Ausonius, who 

describes the Bellum Sertorianum as a civil war fought by the Iberians who supported Sertorius: “Now 

read I of that war, not free from civil strife [civili mixtum mavorte duellum]/which banished Sertorius 

stirred up with the aid of the Iberian ally [movit quod socio Sertorius exul Hibero]”29. 

While pointing out the status of socius, “ally of the Roman People”, which a large part of 

Sertorius’ followers probably enjoyed independently of their origins, Ausonius accepts the civil aspect 

of the Bellum Sertorianum while talking about the Iberians using their ethnonym. As we can see, the 

																																																													
26 Amm. Marc. 26.9.9. Ammianus uses the term dominatione to qualify Perpenna’s rule, a word employed 

exclusively to talk about the usurpations of the 4th century; see Robin Seager, Ammianus Marcellinus. Seven 

Studies in His Language and Thought (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1986), 108.  
27 On the influence of Sallust in Ammianus, see Guy Sabbah, Le méthode d’Ammien Marcellin. Recherches sur 

la construction du discours historique dans les Res gestae (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1978), passim; Charles W. 

Fornara, “Studies in Ammianus Marcellinus II: Ammianus’knowledge and use of Greek and Latin literature,” 

Historia 41 (1990): 420-38; John F. Matthews The Roman Empire of Ammianus (Ann Arbor: Michigan Classical 

Press, 2010), 32.  
28 Exup. 8.50-51Z, trans. Andrew Smith from attalus.org, last access 22/08/2017.  
29 Auson. Epis. 7.2.64-65  
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accounts of the Late Empire, thinking from their historical and cultural context, provide a different 

approach to the conflict from the surviving republican and early imperial sources: the Spaniards are not 

described as barbarians and, as inhabitants of the proper Republic, they are struggling for, and not 

against, the Roman state. Ausonius’ point of view, as in the case of the other authors of this time, is 

strongly marked by the concept of the Roman Empire as a whole, multicultural and integrative reality 

whose inhabitants had all been citizens since 212 AD, independently of where in the Empire they were 

born30.  

The same reflexion, echoing the modern proposals of Gabba and Espinosa—Espinosa 

mentioned earlier31, can be found in Orosius’ account on the Third Servile War and the Sertorian 

conflict: 

What can these wars be justly called except wars against allies (bella socialia), 

especially since the Romans have never even called the war against Sertorius, or those 

against Perpenna, Crixus or Spartacus, civil wars? During such a defection, or act of 

treason, by our allies (socii), there would be less hatred now if it came to a fierce battle 

or a bloody victory32.  

Orosius acknowledges that many of the Italian and Hispanian soldiers, who rebelled in the Iberian 

Peninsula and followed Sertorius, had the status of socii, making the struggle comparable to the Social 

War of 91-88 BC33. In spite of ferociously criticizing Sertorius, who is considered as the “most brutal” 

of the Marian leaders34, Orosius admits that his fight was quite similar to a civil war, a definition in 

many respects approximated to that of “Social War”35. Influenced by his own time when eulogizing his 

homeland Hispania, this Christian historian thought Sertorius was a usurper-tyrant not far from the 

illegitimate commanders who were waging wars repeatedly in the Late Roman Empire:  

																																																													
30 In the Late Empire, the term barbarus was used in an ethnical way to talk about the people that lived out of the 

frontiers of the Roman State like the Germans (Michel Dubuisson, “Barbares et barbarie dans le monde gréco-

romain,” L’Antiquité Classique 70 (2001): 10).    
31 Gabba, “Le origini della guerra sociale,” 193-345; Espinosa-Espinosa, Plinio y los oppida, 81-124. 
32 Oros. 5.22.8-9, trans. Andrew T. Fear (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2010).  
33 Victoria Escribano, “Tyrannus en las Historiae de Orosio: entre brevitas y adversum paganos,” Augustinianum 

36 (1996): 209. 
34 Oros. 5.24.16-17. Unlike the other authors of the Late Empire, Orosius was following the Livian anti-Sertorian 

tradition when writing about the Bellum Sertorianum. See Pasquale Martino, “La morte di Sertorio: Orosio e la 

tradizione liviana,” Quaderni di Storia 16 (1990): 77-101.  
35 On this matter, see Robert Brown, “The Terms Bellum Sociale and Bellum Ciuile in the Late Republic,” in 

Studies in Latin Literature and Roman History 11, ed. Carl Deroux (Bruxelles: Latomus, 2003), 94-120.  
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[After Sertorius’ death] nevertheless Spain, ever loyal and mighty, though she has given 

excellent, invincible kings to the republic has never, from the earliest days down to our own, 

sent her a home-born tyrant or let any foreign tyrant who came to her leave alive or with any 

power36. 

Orosius' aim of defending his homeland in this passage is clear. In order to qualify Sertorius as the only 

“tyrant” who rose in Hispania, the author is consciously obviating the cases of Galba in 68 AD, or that 

of the usurper Magnus Maximus, Hispanic commander confronted with Theodosius I in 387-388 AD 

for the imperial throne. At the same time, Orosius praises Hispania in a subjective manner as place of 

origin of “invincible” emperors such as Trajan or Theodosius the Great.  

In any case, for Orosius, as for the other accounts of the 4th and 5th centuries, the Sertorian 

struggle was a civil war instigated by the Spaniards that followed the Marian faction which should be 

differentiated from other foreign conflicts of the Roman Republic. Actually, they were talking about 

the revolt of the Hispanian inhabitants of two Roman provinces, two important territories of the Empire 

where multiculturalism, mixed with the Latin culture, was a reality in the Late Antiquity, and which 

had its origins in the Late Republic. 

As the later accounts understood it, the Sertorian War was not a conflict fought by the Roman 

State against enemies outside of its frontiers nor was it the continuation of Viriathus or Numantia. The 

Sertorian War was the reproduction in the Iberian Peninsula of struggles that had bled out the Roman 

Republic with the confrontation between Marians and Sullans in a territory extremely influenced by the 

continuous contact between Iberians, Romans, and Italians for more than a century. It was a civil war 

based in part on the support that the Italian and Hispanian socii gave to the Sertorian faction. This 

conception of the bellum Sertorianum, shared by 4th and 5th century authors, seems more reasonable 

than earlier approaches attending to the Ancient Roman definitions of bellum civile, a struggle among 

citizens, and bellum externum, a foreign war. They were influenced by their own time in which the 

situation regarding the conception of the barbarians was different; the inhabitants of Hispania could 

never be considered as barbarians, since Ulterior and Citerior were Roman provinces. At the same time, 

they were far enough from the political context of Early Empire authors, who presented the Spanish 

struggle as a “barbarian revolt”. In summary, the Late Roman accounts have a great importance for our 

interpretation of the Sertorian War, whose complexity has been already proven through this paper. 

																																																													
36 Oros. 5.23.16. For the concept of tyrannus-usurpator in Orosius, term applied to Republican as well as Imperial 

times by this Christian author, see Escribano, “Tyrannus en las Historiae de Orosio,” 185-212; specifically about 

this passage describing the Sertorian rebellion p. 193 n. 23. On the relationship between Orosius and his homeland, 

Hispania, see Benoit Lacroix, Orose et ses idées (Montreal: Institut d'Études Médiévales, 1965), 29-39. 
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Finally, the notion that these authors of the 4th and 5th century had of their own past is as important as 

the vision that they had of their own present.   
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Abstract: 

The study of Georgian medieval history is an under-explored area. This paper outlines how a digital 

method based on a prosopographical database system could provide a new avenue into discussing the 

courts and policy of the 12th century Georgian Bagrationid rulers. Furthermore, it offers an overview 

of the problems of the method and of the ways in which these may be solved, as well as an exploration 

of how these digital methods might interface with modern narrative-focussed approaches. 

 

Introduction and Background 

The field of medieval Georgian history is little studied in comparison to the history of some of Georgia’s 

neighbours. There are numerous reasons for this, from the language barrier involved in approaching 

Georgian material to the comparatively smaller size of the international Georgian community compared 

to that of for example Armenian speakers. This comparative lack of recent scholarly attention, 

especially to the political or economic aspects of medieval Georgia (as opposed to its religious or art 

history), is nonetheless surprising considering the importance of the period to modern Georgian culture 

and political narratives. The 12th century Knight in Panther Skin is still considered one of the seminal 

works of Georgian literature, and the evocation of 12th century rulers in modern Georgian political 

rhetoric is by no means unheard of.1 Having more effective and easily available discussions of this 

period and the socio-political context of these events is, therefore, badly needed. This paper hopes to 

outline the possibilities for one methodology, namely prosopographical database building, which may 

assist scholars in constructing those discussions and frameworks for better understanding medieval 

Georgia. 

To give a little general background, the century from the conquest of the Emirate of Tbilisi in 

1122 to the Mongol invasion is frequently considered the height of Georgian royal power in the 

																																																													
1 Salome Dundua, Tamar Karaia, and Zviad Abashidze, “National narration and Politics of Memory in post-

socialist Georgia,” Slovak Journal of Political Sciences 17, No. 2 (2017): 234. 
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medieval period.2 The reign of Tamar (ca. 1180-1215), notable both for military adventuring and for a 

number of literary and architectural achievements such as the cave-monastery at Vardzia and 

Rustaveli’s aforementioned epic poem The Knight In Panther Skin, is especially commonly seen within 

this framework as a high point for the medieval country. Heavily loaded terms such as “golden age” are 

all too frequently used to discuss this timespan.3 Whilst we should be cautious of such terms and their 

place in Georgia’s national historiography, it was certainly the case that the Bagrationid ruling family 

were able to project power across an especially large geographical expanse from Ani in the south to the 

Upper Caucasus range in the north, and Georgian troops at times saw battle from the western Pontus all 

the way east into Persia.4 

At the forefront of the expansionist, culturally dynamic court milieu under Tamar there was a 

diverse group of powerful members of the senior nobility, many of whom challenged Georgian cultural 

and religious expectations of leadership. Tamar herself is one such example. Her status as a female king 

(mep’e), placed her outside traditional models of kingship, and the pressure on her from clergy and 

other senior figures to marry dominated the early parts of her reign.5 The collapse of her first marriage 

into a brief civil war allowed Tamar to more firmly take the reins of government for the remainder of 

her lifetime. The heavy layering of perfomative Georgian orthodoxy attributed to Tamar by chroniclers, 

and apologetics for female rulership appearing not only in chronicles but also given as asides in 

literature such as the Knight in Panther Skin, stand as testament to the need to provide justifications for 

Tamar’s active rule during this period.6 

If justifying her rule at all was a challenge for chroniclers, her senior figures at court only 

exacerbated that issue. For all that a chronicler might try and portray Georgia as a united beacon of 

traditional Christian orthodoxy, here was a female ruler with an Ossetian consort, David Soslan, a 

monophysite commander of her armed forces, Zachariah Mkhargrdzeli, and Muslim client-rulers such 

as the Shirvan-shah within her close sphere of influence.7 These people, standing in contrast to the very 

																																																													
2 Ibid., 224. 
3 David Muskhelishvili, Mikheil Samsonadze, and Alexander Daushvili,  Georgian History (New York: Nova 

Publishers, 2012), 216. The terminology may be found even in non-Georgian modern works: Rayfield, D., Edge 

of Empires: A History of Georgia (London: Reaktion Books, 2012), 107. 
4 Kartlis Tskhovreba, trans. Dimitri Gamq’relidze, Medea Abashidze, and Arrian Chant’uria (Tbilisi: Artanuji 

Publishing, 2013), 303-4, provides a list of Georgia’s buffer states, including Trebizond in the east and Shirvan 

in the west. 
5 Rayfield, Edge of Empires, 109-10. 
6 “A lion’s cubs are lions all”: Shota Rustaveli, trans. Katherine Vivian, The Knight in Panther Skin, (London: 

Folio Society, 1977), 40. 
7 The Georgian chronicle claims that the Shirvan-shah was prepared to convert in exchange for marriage to Tamar, 

but she refused and resolved the problem amicably: Kartlis Tskhovreba, 247. 
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features that initially appear to have bound Georgian identity together and yet standing also at the 

forefront of the military expansionism of its leaders, are those to whom I refer (using a motif found in 

chronicle sources) as “Tamar’s Lions” in the title of this paper.8 This diversity at the senior court level, 

and these figures who collectively led the Georgian monarchy, are a vital topic of study when examining 

how and why the Georgian monarchs were so apparently successful in the later twelfth century. 

 

A Prosopographical Approach 

The rest of this paper focusses in particular on potential new digital approaches to understanding the 

court of Tamar, methods which I hope to explore further in the next two-three years. I intend to outline 

the basics of a prosopographical system for examining the makeup and actions of the court further, 

explain why such a system may provide a better way of tackling certain historical problems, and also 

discuss the potential pitfalls and problems around such systems and their interpretation. 

A prosopographical approach implies more than simply a comparison of biographies a la 

Plutarch – it is a specifically data-driven form of comparative biographical study, in which information 

is explicitly categorised and tabulated in order to allow it to be better processed or searched in some 

way for historical research.9 Therein lies both the fundamental power and pitfall of the method; in 

categorising the data, the historian gains a far greater ability to manipulate it and discern patterns in 

action or writing that are (either intentionally or unintentionally) obscured by the narrative of a chronicle 

source or the scattered fragments of art history from which we piece together what few facts we know 

of past lives. In achieving this, however, we are forced to accept a more rigidly structured and less well 

contextualised place for each data point than a “traditional” historical methodology that argues from a 

set of carefully contextualised factoids. Some of the implications of this are explored below. 

Whilst prosopographies have been created as reference books since the late nineteenth century, 

in practice modern prosopographies such as the Prosopography of the Byzantine World (hereafter 

																																																													
8 For examples: the Mkhargrdzelis receive the analogy in Kartlis Tskhovreba, 264, 295. David Soslan is referred 

to as such in The Knight in Panther Skin, 34. The Shirvan-shah is said to have sent Tamar a pet lion at one point: 

Kartlis Tskhovreba, 254. 
9 A slightly more specific definition is given in e.g. the Oxford Dictionary of the Classical World: modern 

prosopographical projects tend to cast a wider net than the specifically onomastic evidence suggested. John 

Roberts (ed.), Oxford Dictionary of the Classical World (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007). Retrieved 2 

Sep. 2017, from 

http://www.oxfordreference.com.uaccess.univie.ac.at/view/10.1093/acref/9780192801463.001.0001/acref-

9780192801463-e-1853. 
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PBW) are essentially based around some form of computerised database.10 These are often online and 

open access, with the vast majority of newer projects appearing in this form. The example structure I 

am about to give for such a database may in places presuppose a table-driven data structure, though 

others, in particular “graph” databases where data is structured around nodes with different connection 

types, may offer greater possibilities for prosopographers in future. 

The simplest way that such a data structure can be used in practice is to “query” the tabulated 

data—grabbing records with certain characteristics, and then having systems to sort them by certain 

metrics. For example, one could pull out all the records of individuals who held military command, and 

then having their assigned religious and ethnic identities as sorting categories. This would then allow 

an assessment of whether there were, say, patterns in giving members of specific ethno-religious groups 

particular posts within the Bagrationid administration—not necessarily a conclusive answer, but 

certainly a sense of whether a pattern initially appeared to be present and thus whether this might be a 

fruitful topic to pursue further. Whilst the datasets involved are somewhat small by definition, building 

up a larger set of information over time and being able to use all possible sources (including charters, 

archaeological finds, and geographical data alongside the chronicle material) can start to reveal potential 

patterns and thus future lines of historical enquiry. 

This method can be expanded with the implementation of a wider range of data and data types 

that can be included in queries and research. This may mean, for instance, the addition of spatial data, 

links to art historical work, and adding events and chronological threads into the mix. A 

prosopographical system allows easier linkages between texts, places, and items, and helps provide 

historians whose primary focus is any one of those three with easier access to raw information regarding 

those other elements. Perhaps the most exciting potential area for study may be the use of spatial data 

in these combinations. Rooting prosopographical enquiry more firmly in geographic space is an area 

that could help discover new research avenues. Using GIS or similar systems, connections between 

family relations, land holding, the semi-itinerant Georgian court, and military activity could all be better 

discussed and linked to archaeological evidence or modelling of road systems, terrain and other such 

geographical features.11  

To give a very brief example of this, we could consider examining a hypothetical map plot, 

constructed from the Life of Tamar (one of the constituent chronicles of the Kartlis Tskhovreba), of all 

the specific locations Queen Tamar is noted as being in. There would not be many data points on such 

a map, but two features would clearly leap out. One is that she is almost never noted as being in the 

same place twice; the other, that there is a very strong cluster around, but by no means mostly within, 

																																																													
10 See Michael Jeffreys et al., Prosopography of the Byzantine World (2011) available at <http://pbw.kcl.ac.uk> 
11 Peter K. Bol, “GIS, prosopography and history,” Annals of GIS 18, no. 1 (2012) for an example of a medieval 

study using GIS and prosopographical systems. 
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Tbilisi itself. This implies a distinct medieval geography of power around Tbilisi, with a pattern of 

palaces, fortresses, and churches that could be used by Tbilisi’s rulers in the region around the city 

itself. The development of such a semi-mobile geography of power, especially its development before 

and after the Emirate of Tbilisi was conquered in 1122, might be very well worth further attention in 

future. Patterns like this, easily discernible from a map and easily manipulated on a database system, 

are far harder for historians to retrieve from a chronicle source in pure narrative form and take 

considerably longer to map out, edit, or manipulate by hand. This sort of pattern-hunting is where 

modern data-driven history can most clearly push the edges of historical enquiry forwards. 

 

Problematising the Prosopography 

It is important at this point to reiterate some features of the process. What the database ultimately does 

is to re-sort pieces of information (the PBW team refers to them as factoids) from other material, to 

allow them to be rearranged in ways not usually permitted by the source format.12 The process that 

allows this to take place, especially in choosing how to display conflicting information, is fundamentally 

interpretative. A prosopographical database is a secondary source toolkit for finding patterns and 

reading the sources in different ways—it should not be seen as a “purer” form of the material, and it is 

vital both for users to recognise and the creators of such systems to clearly make accessible where 

factoids have come from and ideally what interpretation took place between the factoid’s existence 

outside the database and the form and format into which it was eventually placed. 

With this in mind, we can observe some of the drawbacks and caveats to the methodology—

ones that make it no less useful, but which help define the boundaries of its utility and which we can 

then discuss solutions to. Besides issues with uncritical readings of a prosopographical database, the 

key methodological difficulties with the construction of such a system tend to involve the categorisation 

and structuring of information. Prosopography by its nature requires trying to categorise features and 

information that do not necessarily fit into a neat system; even prosopographies that attempt to present 

themselves as a “prosopographical reading” that simply reassembles the sources are ultimately forced 

to take some such editorial decisions (for example, by deciding whether two similar ethnonyms can be 

categorised together, or when and how to split two different religious groupings). To achieve some of 

the useful analyses discussed in the previous section we must in any case move beyond the 

“prosopographical reading” approach and accept the necessity of working to construct consistent 

datasets that can be pattern-searched. Ideally these should nonetheless allow the user to substitute 

alternative factoids where those are available. 

																																																													
12 Michele Pasin and John Bradley, “Factoid-based prosopography and computer ontologies: towards an integrated 

approach,” Digital Scholarship in the Humanities 30, no. 1 (2015), 87-9. 
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As an example of the sorts of data categorisation problems involved, religious identity is a good 

example to take. One might initially assume that recording this for each individual would be possible 

with a simple drop-down menu of options; yet, of course, the moment one encounters a conversion 

narrative, such a system collapses. A more accurate way of capturing the data is to use a “flag” system 

whereby one can tag an individual with multiple possible options, so for example Ivane Mkhargrdzeli, 

a convert from Armenian monophysitism to the Orthodox Georgian church, would get both the 

“Armenian” and “Orthodox” church tags.13 Of course, even this system cannot replace a detailed 

analysis for any given individual of the patterns of belief and performed identities through their lifetime, 

but it may be a suitable compromise for allowing larger analyses. 

Identity, and questions like it that focus on intangibles and mentalities, form one of the two 

main categories of uncertainty that prosopographers struggle to deal with—they are what might be 

termed “uncertain subjectives”, where the underlying categorisations are fundamentally an attempt to 

categorise subjective contemporary or chronicle observations. There are, conversely, “uncertain 

objects”, where the fundamental piece of data is amenable to exact classification but its actual value is 

unknown or unclear. Dates are the most common source of this problem. A date is hypothetically 

something that can be given as a precise numerical point, but in practice this is rarely the case. Most 

dates are known at best to the nearest year, often with that figure contested by different chronicles; in 

many cases, a “date” will not have come from the text at all, but will be a necessary placeholder of a 

timespan within which an event must have happened given the order of events and other dates 

surrounding it. These uncertain objects are often implicitly evoked in traditional historical work when 

discussing chronologies, and it may well be beneficial to have to explicitly examine the judgements 

behind each one when creating a data system, but nonetheless choosing how to represent margins and 

bounds is a difficult problem that as yet has no consistent accepted solution and indeed may never do 

as different approaches may prove to suit different historical source material. 

Another, even trickier, example of the uncertain object is that of personal identifiers – that is to 

say, being certain that a certain person was a discrete individual and that a textual reference definitely 

refers to that individual. This is especially obviously the case where there are multiple individuals being 

referred to in a text all of whom have the same first name (or even full name), meaning that the 

identification of exactly which person is being referred to at any one time is often contextual or even 

conjectural. 12th century Georgia actually sees this issue relatively little compared to some 

contemporary western European contexts, thanks to the widespread use of surnames among the upper 

nobility, but there are specific cases where the problem arises. The most common confusion is among 

female members of the Bagrationid house, who were of the same family and rank and who tended to 

																																																													
13 Kartlis Tskhovreba, 264-67, for Ivane’s conversion narrative. 
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have a small pool of names, Rusudan being the most common.14 There are various possible approaches 

to this issue—making an unclear reference link in some way to all the possible people it covers, or 

coming to a contextual judgement, or simply discarding the information given in unclear references. 

Any of these approaches, all potentially valid, represents a certain historical judgement on the part of 

the prosopographer. One of the largest challenges that prosopographers face is making these 

judgements, which are a necessary interpretation of the text itself, clearer in their finished results. 

The final area to consider is the absence of data and the presence of what can be considered 

“assumed data” in analytical contexts. It could be argued that prosopographers should take only data 

that have a specific textual reference, and not attempt to “fill in gaps”. This, however, is not the neutral 

position it at first seems, because the status quo state for any given chronicler is rarely recorded. To 

take the example of ethnic identity, the Kartlis Tskhovreba rarely explicitly states that characters are 

“Georgian”. This fact does not suggest that few characters were Georgian in the eyes of the chroniclers, 

or that the text lacks a conception of that identity, but rather that to be Georgian (and thus Orthodox), 

for a Georgian writer, was the status quo position.15 An average member of Tamar’s court can almost 

certainly be assumed to be Georgian and Christian for analytical purposes, even if neither of those things 

is explicitly textually stated; losing or ignoring that implicit information is in itself a choice that affects 

how we view the period, though of course such extrapolations do have numerous potential problems, 

based as they are essentially on contextual conjecture. 

Overall, then, the largest problems regarding prosopography tend to centre on the single core 

issue that a “sliced” data-formatted version of the information contained in a text must fit that 

information into some sort of consistent or systematised pattern, which in turn can obscure the 

discussions over treating any individual piece of that information. The primary way in which 

prosopographers need to respond to this problem is to attempt to make clear in their work where 

decisions over information treatment have happened. Accordingly, it is also necessary for academics 

more widely to approach many prosopographical toolkits as secondary works built on source-based 

arguments, rather than attempting to treat them as “neutral” alternative reading methods. This is likely 

to prove a more profitable approach than attempting to constrict the possibilities of prosopography to a 

“prosopographical reading” that simply seeks to neutrally collate source evidence; a goal that it is 

unclear is truly possible to achieve, and one which may sacrifice some of the most useful potential 

results of a digital approach.  

 

Prosopography and Narrative 

																																																													
14 Kartlis Tskhovreba, 306, note 6, gives a modern translator’s note on one such point of confusion. 
15 Ibid., 263, for an example of how Georgian and Orthodox identities implied one another. 
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In recent decades, numerous interesting approaches have been developing in approaching medieval 

histories from a more holistic narrative perspective.16 Work emphasising the original purpose of 

narratives and situating them in the functional context of their creation is rightly seen as a useful 

approach for understanding the varied stories and the presentation of characters, motivations, and 

outcomes in different texts. Most importantly identifying the core “ideologemes” that underpin a 

narrative can then provide an interpretative framework for understanding the text as a whole.17 These 

approaches may at first glance seem to be antithetical to the work of a prosopographer. One, after all, 

seeks to slice and reconstitute the narrative to find patterns in the events or individuals described, 

whereas the other relies on the principle that a text is a fundamental and purpose-driven whole. These 

approaches, however, should be considered together. 

For the prosopographer, the reason for paying attention to holistic narrative approaches is easy 

to grasp. These approaches inherently shape how one should treat the factoid-style data that can be 

extracted from a chronicle. It is a commonplace of traditional historical study that in deciding which of 

a set of conflicting sources to rely upon, analysing the motivations of the different sources for their 

particular portrayals is a necessity; this principle applies every bit as much to the database factoid as 

the traditionally evoked historical fact. Prosopographies, where possible, should also incorporate writers 

and contexts. Rustaveli, or the anonymous chroniclers who composed different parts of the Kartlis 

Tskhovreba, are every bit as much part of the Bagrationid courts as the senior military nobility. 

Discussions of narrative purpose can help situate writers and their functions within the social networks 

that prosopography ultimately should seek to describe. 

It is also clear, however, that a narrative-focussed historian would be unwise to ignore data-

focussed methods in their work. For one thing, the pattern identification permitted by data-driven 

methods can reveal implicit data that are useful in contextualising sources and which may not have been 

explicitly recorded. Secondly, a data-driven method can allow for a more flexible approach to reading 

a text which can facilitate searching for possible lines of narrative enquiry. For example, identifying 

characters who are given a wider range of different attributes by a chronicler at different points in a text 

may be a useful leading point for examining the ideological framework and points which those different 

portrayals serve, and using technical tools to look holistically at the geography of a chronicle’s points 

of focus may help map out the horizons of writers, as much as those of their subjects. Prosopography 

																																																													
16 For a general overview of some of these narrative ideas: Margaret Somers, “The narrative constitution of 

identity: A relational and network approach,” Theory and Society 23 (1994) 605-49. 
17  Frederic Jameson, The Political Unconscious (London: Routledge, 2002), 72-3, introduces the concept of the 

ideologeme from a Marxist perspective, though the core concept of fundamental narrato-ideological units as 

crucial to the construction of identities may be applied more widely. 
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and digital history are, therefore, something that can and should be integrated with, rather than standing 

separately from, the modern narrative historical method. 

 

Conclusions 

The above discussion of using prosopography as an approach to Georgian material ultimately suggests 

that prosopography and data-driven history are promising tools for the study of our period, but ones that 

should not necessarily be considered as a separate or singular holistic “method”. Prosopography has its 

challenges, certainly, and developing appropriate tools where the relationship between the historian’s 

judgement, the source material, and the presented data structures are clear is a real challenge. We 

should, nonetheless, conclude that data-driven approaches are a necessity rather than an option for fully 

understanding this period. This may require significant changes in how historians view database 

approaches, moving away from the “prosopographical reading” model to that of an interpretative 

database that represents a historian’s particular view of the source for how we understand 

prosopographies. At their best, we should see data-driven and computational history as ways to improve 

and clarify the historian’s vision, allowing us to reveal patterns in events or actions that might otherwise 

have been hidden and to piece together information across texts in ways that centre on individuals or 

events. It is not in the final writing of history or the initial discovery of source texts, but in augmenting 

the process of understanding, probing, and collating the material that prosopographies and related data-

driven approaches are likely to ultimately find their most powerful uses. 
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Abstract: 

Discussions of urbanisation and urbanism have been dominated by functionalist-oriented concepts. 

Rather than as a lived and experienced way of life, traditional archaeological approaches have 

(re)constructed the city as a homeostatic entity, responding expectantly to external stimuli. Such 

‘events’ are derived primarily from extant textual accounts, pre-determining the analytical outcomes. 

Consequently, archaeology becomes less confident in its ability to put forward meaningful 

interpretations of social transformations. These constraints must be broken. Etymologically, the term 

‘city’ is derived from the Proto-Indo-European *ḱey- (“to settle; home, family; love”). So long as urban 

archaeology remains enslaved to textual and processual explanations, these every-day experiences of 

what it means to be a city-dweller will forever elude the archaeologist’s trowel. To further the debate, 

this article analyses the potential of social practice theory as a tool of urban archaeology. Through this 

approach, an archaeological understanding of urban society and transformation can be achieved.  

 

Introducing a challenge   

This paper is a reflection upon, and a response to, the obstacles that I have encountered in my research 

on urbanisation. I argue that a lack of interpretative diversity in urban archaeology conspires to focus 

our attention on sites, pots and processes, rather than places, people, and meanings. Progress may 

require some methodological innovation, but more importantly, an epistemological shift is needed. This 

can be perceived as an intention to push back traditional, archaeological reconstructions of the city as 

an entity lacking individuals, held together solely by political, economic and productive structures.  

The development of ‘urbanisation’ in Byzantine urban archaeology is still largely regarded as 

an external process measured by the presence of built forms. The Rough Cilicia Survey Project is a 

textbook example. Centred on the underpinning of the dynamic systems involved in driving cultural 

change, its research agenda measured rates of urban transformation in Rough Cilicia from the 

Hellenistic through to the Late Antique Period:  

What combination of forces precipitated urban development in the ancient 

Mediterranean world?’ Are the remnants of such forces identifiable in the 
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archaeological record? To what degree was urban development at the local 

level stimulated by the expansion of overseas empires?1 

Present throughout each question is a common and unifying assumption: urbanisation is an external and 

totalising process born from abstract forces; namely, socio-economic and political drivers. As cities and 

their monumentality are correlated to positive developments within these spheres, urban landscapes 

consequently become indexes of development and decline, with the understanding that they record 

human adaptations, responding to external forces, rather than accumulative actions that were operative 

in spite of, or even, harmoniously alongside them. As a consequence, questions relating to what it 

actually means to undergo a process of urbanisation at the communal or individual level are overlooked 

in favour of a retreat into circuitous discussions of continuity and decline.2 

Instead, if interactions between individuals and their material surroundings are ascribed a 

crucial historical driving force, a central challenge appears to be how to draw attention to the 

significance of processes of social practice. To live in an urban community is about understanding, and 

conforming and adapting to, the routines of the social space of the city and making them one’s own.3 

In turn, this process of adaptation affects mental and social norms and conceptions, which, I argue, are 

perceptible within archaeological remains. The recognition of an urban ethos is an essential component 

of the understanding of the meaning of city life for its inhabitants and provides an opportunity to address 

a long-standing definitional challenge in the study of cities by examining what it means to undergo a 

process of ‘urbanisation’. The current challenge is to establish a theoretically consistent and sustainable 

methodological basis for conducting empirical studies of practice archaeology on urban material 

remains. I will (1) describe what social-practice theory can offer to Byzantine urban archaeology, and 

(2) examine its relevance and methodological implications with reference to concrete, archaeological 

examples from Pisidian Sagalassos.  

																																																													
1 Nicholas K. Rauh et al., “Life in the Truck Lane: Urban Development in Western Rough Cilicia,” Jahreshefte 

des Österreichischen Archäologischen Institutes in Wien 78, (2009): 254. 
2 To see the longevity of such discussions, see: Hugh Kennedy, “From Polis to Madina: Urban Change in Late 

Antique and Early Islamic Syria,” Past and Present 106, (1985); Gideon Avni “’From Polis to Madina’ Revisited 

– Urban Change in Byzantine and early Islamic Palestine,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 21, (2011).  
3 Axel Christophersen, “Performing Towns: Steps Towards an Understanding of Medieval Urban Communities 

as Social Practice,” Archaeological Dialogues 22, (2015): 109-32. 
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An alternative approach to cities as enclosed, homeostatic entities has already been noted by 

Murphy and Poblome in their analysis of tools at Late Antique Sagalassos.4 By analysing the material 

forms of tools used in pottery production, they conclude that:  

Different functional categories of objects used in ceramic production 

illustrates the mental appropriation of objects of daily life creatively adopted 

and adapted to meet the professional needs of Sagalassos potters. This pattern 

demonstrates that such workshops were not self-contained, isolated contexts, 

but rather must be considered as dynamic components in a wider urban 

environment that would have been experienced and engaged by the 

craftspeople.5 

The sensorial world of the potters involved a range of activities that were not exclusively economic and 

the spatial and temporal rhythms of their routines were formed by diverse interpersonal networks 

situated within the broader landscape.6 The traditional divisions between urban and rural at the 

microcosmic level of pottery production are obscured and perhaps the boundaries were—if any 

conceptual barriers existed at all—renegotiated and altered in the everyday performance of practice.   

The historical city therefore, comprised a multitude of physical, social and cultural forms that 

clearly defy classification. Over time the boundary between city and country was the subject of 

negotiation and change, and consequently the relationships between urban and rural cannot be ascribed 

any general characteristics. The established custom of discussing towns as things that were—as places 

with a recognisable demographic structure, physical form and functions—has shown its limitations. A 

more productive approach could be in understanding the city as a historical phenomenon that is 

performed:7 the city is created and re-created through social practice in a material environment as a 

particular social space, where countless practices intertwine to form a particular recognizable urban 

																																																													
4 Elizabeth Murphy and Jeroen Poblome, “Technical and Social Considerations of Tools from Roman-period 

Ceramic Workshops at Sagalassos (Southwest Turkey): Not Just Tools of the Trade?,” Journal of Mediterranean 

Archaeology 25, (2012). 
5 Ibid: 207. 
6 Ibid: 208. 
7 Tine Damsholt and Dorthe G. Simonsen, “Materialiseringer. Process, relationer og performativitet,” in 

Materialiseringer. Nye perspektiver på materialitet og kulturanalyser, eds. Tine Damsholt, Dorthe G. Simonsen 

and Camilla Mordhorst (Aarhus: Aarhus Universitetsforlag: 2009), 26-34. This way of applying the term is taken 

from Damsholt and Simonsen, using the term ‘performativity’, synonymous with ‘doing’, or materiality deposited 

in practice and thus equally participatory in individual and bodily experiences.  
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lifestyle.8 It is for these reasons that I introduce the term urbanity,9 a concept I use to refer to the urban 

communities’ shared horizon of understanding as a basis for the development of practice.10 This 

understanding is created and developed through the city dwellers’ shared experiences, competences, 

intentions, and conceptions of many people living together in a community in interaction with the urban 

landscape. In short, the nature and quality of social and material relationships lead to the formation and 

stabilization of practices. In turn, an urban ethos is created through these cumulative daily actions. 

  

So far, I have attempted to shed light on the power of definition over the phenomenon of ‘city’: 

a defining approach that a priori delimits what a city is contributes to the difficulty in capturing the 

historical breadth and diversity of the ‘city’ as a phenomenon. An alternative approach is to identify the 

city as a social space for practices that developed through the performing that bound practices together 

through countless actions and events. A performance perspective may redefine the starting points for 

urban archaeology, helping to establish a broader repertoire of theoretical and methodological 

approaches. Thus, new questions can be generated, new sources activated and the collected data utilised 

in new contexts. 

 

Social Practice Theory: Insights and Applicability 

Understanding complex, entangled and shifting practice networks of societies necessarily entails a 

confrontation with the archaeological phenomenon of standardisation. Cities and artefacts alike are 

approached as self-defining entities, formed as a consequence of logical unfoldings in societal and 

production processes respectively.11 Teleologies are constructed into archaeological analyses, a 

‘manifest destiny’ from artisan’s hand, to consumer’s table, to archaeological depot. Knowing the end 

of the story, we build the data into fine-grained typologies of ARS (African Red Slip Ware), SRSW 

(Sagalassos Red Slip Ware) and so on.12 Variability, skill (or lack thereof), serendipity and calamity – 

																																																													
8 Louis Wirth, “Urbanism as a way of life,” American journal of sociology 44 (1938). Wirth developed this 

thinking further and proposed the concept of ‘urbanism as a way of life’.  
9 Mats Anglert, Anglert, Mats, “Landskapets urbanitet,” in Nya stadsarkeologiska horisonter, ed. Stefan Larsson 

(Stockholm: Riksantikvarieämbetet: 2006), 229. Anglert introduced the term ‘urbanity’ as a way of living and an 

ideology spread in the post-Reformation southern Swedish landscape.  
10 Christophersen “Performing Towns: Steps Towards an Understanding of Medieval Urban Communities as 

Social Practice,” 113. 
11 Paul Roberts, “Mass-Production of Roman Finewares,” in Pottery in the Making: Ceramics Traditions, eds. Ian 

Freestone and David R.M. Gaimster (London: British Museum Press: 1997). 
12 Astrid Van Oyen, “Actor-Network Theory’s Take on Archaeological Types: Becoming, Material Agency and 

Historical Explanation,” Cambridge Archaeological Journal 25, no.1 (2015). 
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everyday functions of an intrinsically untidy and unpredictable world – recede into the background.13 

In this recession, we have missed something worth knowing about innovation and transformation – on 

both the material and social levels – and the repetitious and accumulative processes that lead to them. 

Social practice theory can aid in capturing some of this contingency. By explaining how new patterns 

of practice arise and are shared in a community, both diachronic and synchronic perspectives are 

emphasised. Practice-theory therefore takes seriously the affective power latent within the 

unpredictability of the every-day, which may contribute to long-term transformations. But what is a 

practice and how can we identify unpredictabilities archaeologically?  

A practice, such as ceramics, involves a range of interconnected and interacting elements – 

physical ingredients and tools, the competence of crafting, the location in which it takes place, and the 

knowledge and emotional processes that are involved and so on.14 Practices are built and sustained by 

the action taking place repeatedly over time, each time reproducing a particular though imperfect 

formulation of elements. Performances therefore are an inherently dynamic process.15 This dynamism 

and versatility within practices can be illustrated archaeologically in instances of failure within ceramic 

production, resulting in discard and repair—a common occurrence in ceramic manufacture yet often 

overlooked in archaeological research.  

For instance, several examples of Sagalassos tablewares had bases cut too thinly from the 

potter’s wheel, leaving the vessel structurally compromised for its intended use. Additional efforts were 

subsequently made to apply a second disk of clay across the outer face of the base to reinforce and 

thicken the surface. These appliqués did not always affix to the surface, however, and became detached 

during firing. The properties of clay particles, their platelets and hydration, as well as the forces of the 

wheel and potter were unique agentive elements in the making of both vessel and appliqué.16 Those 

properties and forces could prove difficult to entangle and the transformative processes in the firing 

chamber of the kiln caused pieces to break apart. Moving beyond the simplified phases of vessel 

forming, drying, slipping and firing these vestiges illustrate a series of negotiations external to a rigid 

linear progression (from clay extraction to clay preparation, forming, drying, slipping, drying and 

																																																													
13 Elizabeth Murphy, “Rethinking Standardisation Through Late Antique Sagalassos Ceramic Production. 

Tradition, Improvisation and Fluidity,” in Materialising Roman Histories, eds. Astrid Van Oyen and Martin Pitts 

(Oxford: Oxbow Books: 2017), 101. 
14 Andreas Reckwitz, “Toward a Theory of Social Practices A Development in Culturalist Theorizing,” European 

Journal of Social Theory 5 (2002). 
15 Shove et al., The Dynamics of Social Practice: Everyday Life and How it Changes (London: SAGE publications 

Ltd, 2012). 
16 Murphy, “Rethinking Standardisation Through Late Antique Sagalassos Ceramic Production. Tradition, 

Improvisation and Fluidity,” 110. 
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firing), and a variety of these diversions are visible archaeologically as alterations and repairs.17 Just as 

the processes of making result in dynamic renegotiations with materials and forces, practice recursively 

influences the perception of idealised form (e.g. its size range, the subtle differences in rim shape and 

proportions), thereby rendering the conception of form perpetually dynamic. Every performance of 

practice therefore, is a unique negotiation that cannot be iterative (simply reproduced and repeated), but 

is itinerative (similar but variable).18 Consequently, the 'moments of doing' when the practice actually 

happens are points at which those elements can be changed or affected – a different tool used, a different 

slip added, new expertise brought to bear.19 These changes can then be passed on to subsequent 

instances, modifying the practice, or disintegrating it over time.20  

Such modifications can be found at Sagalassos within the morphological classes. Beginning in 

the Fourth Century AD, a coaseware lekane form (typological designations 2F100, 2F110 and 2F120),21 

began to be made in the workshops and persevered into the Mid-Sixth Century AD.22 These high-

walled, coarseware vessels demonstrate close parallels to the rim shapes of similar types of SRSW 

kraters (designations 1F140, 1F160, 1F170),23 being made concurrently (Fourth Century AD).24 Yet the 

large clastic inclusions in the clay (Sagalassos Fabric 2) used to make these coarsewares would have 

damaged the hands of a potter throwing on a wheel. Instead, the base and walls of the containers were 

erected on a turntable, the upper wall and rim were then quickly turned and then the wall surface was 

smoothed on the wheel.25 In this way, the vessels display what might be characterised as a hybrid 

technical execution, whereby preconceived forms, while maintaining features that are reminiscent of 

other morphological references, are redefined and renegotiated with materials, with differing properties 

that were engaged by the craftsman through different means with alternative making strategies. 

																																																													
17 Ibid: 108. 
18 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi 

(Londond: Bloomsbury, 2012); Tim Ingold, “The Textility of Making,” Cambridge Journal of Economics 34, 

(2010): 97; Murphy, “Rethinking Standardisation Through Late Antique Sagalassos Ceramic Production. 

Tradition, Improvisation and Fluidity,” 104. 
19 Shove et al., The Dynamics of Social Practice: Everyday Life and How it Changes, 11. 
20 Ibid, 24. 
21 Roland Degeest, The Common Wares of Sagalassos. Studies in Eastern Mediterranean Archaeology III, 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 2000), 137-138, 361-362. 
22 Murphy “Rethinking Standardisation Through Late Antique Sagalassos Ceramic Production. Tradition, 

Improvisation and Fluidity,” 113. 
23 Jeroen Poblome, Sagalassos Red Slip Ware. Typology and Chronology. Studies in Eastern Mediterranean, 

(Turnhout: Brepols, 1999), 168-169, 172-175. 
24 Murphy “Rethinking Standardisation Through Late Antique Sagalassos Ceramic Production. Tradition, 

Improvisation and Fluidity,” 113. 
25 Ibid, 113. 
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Therefore, the reconceptualization of form through and with different materials with variable properties 

resulted in improvisation. These divergent trajectories might be interpreted too readily as morphological 

‘hybrids’, sub-type variants, or alternate fabrics, yet they may be more accurately conceived as the 

embodiment of material and technical improvisation and formal experimentation that eventually lead 

to a stabilised reproduction of a specific practice with a new, desired outcome lasting until the Sixth 

Century AD.   

The result of this focus has been to foreground ‘the acting person’ and the result of his/her 

actions visible in routinized social practice in which the competencies and knowledge of the past are 

future orientated, whereas their intents form the dynamic and influenced focal point of choices and 

decisions made at all levels. This thinking challenges the notion of ‘linear’ progression in history. As 

Tim Ingold claims, ‘What is life, indeed, if not a proliferation of loose ends! It can only be carried out 

in a world that is . . . not fully articulated’.26 It initiates a discussion of the infinite possibilities, the loose 

threads, dead ends and incomplete courses that never became history, but nonetheless are part of the 

historical tapestry that binds together time and space, the individual, and materiality. In the wake of the 

‘development’ described above there remains a tangled mass with an infinite number of lost patterns of 

practice, that were never continued, but that have played as much of a role in the past as steps on the 

way towards an unknown, open future. 

 

Social Practice, Cities and ‘Event’ 

This realisation has further application in situating the individual in larger, social 

transformations such as urbanisation. So far, for the sake of simplicity, I have described practices as if 

they were separate entities. Diverse elements of a practice however, also circulate within and between 

many different practices, constituting a form of connective tissue or ‘structure’ that can be said to hold 

complex social arrangements – such as cities – in place.27 This understanding resonates with the eventful 

sociology proposed by William Sewell. In his pursuit to understand social transformation, he considers 

five qualities of social structures that inevitably lead to structural change:28 (1) structures are numerous 

and (2) intersecting; (3) schemas – non-prescribed rules – are transposable; and (4) elements of meaning 

carry multiple social understandings, and (5) are volatile. A social agent may enact a multiplicity of 

structures that intersect and overlap each other in a moment of performing a practice.  

																																																													
26 Tim Ingold, Making: Anthropology, archaeology, art and architecture, (Routledge: Londond and New York, 

2013). 132. 
27 Shove et al., The Dynamics of Social Practice: Everyday Life and How it Changes, 36. 
28 William H. Sewell, Logics of History: Social Theory and Social Transformation, (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 2005), 140-43. 
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It is within this formulation of practices and their larger association – the social structure, that 

an ‘event’ may be located. An event can be said to be contingent on moments of ‘doing’ in sequence 

which result in transformations of structures.29 This introduces a helpful, archaeological terminology 

for distinguishing between transformative events and the itinerative happenings which reproduce 

existing social structures and the practices’ that constitute them. For a performance to be considered an 

event it must cascade across numerous structural entities, resulting in durable ruptures between elements 

that threaten the integrity of the structural network.30  A social event may occur in three stages: (1) a 

series of contextually-dependent occurrences resulting in (2) a cascade of disarticulations between 

formerly stabilised elements of practices, resulting in (3) the opportunity – and necessity – for novel 

articulations of social structure. The discontinuities between schemas and resources are resolved by 

these innovations to which the event itself is bound. Innovations are gauged to be successful by their 

replication and institutionalisation in social practice.  

The disjunction and re-articulation of structures through the course of an event imply novel 

constellations of elements – the kind of patterned shifts that should be visible in the archaeological 

record as material resources take on new meanings or positions in structural re-articulation. This 

provides an archaeological approach to social transformation that allows archaeologists to work 

independently or in complement to historical sources, ensuring that is not treated as an ancillary 

discipline to history.31 A methodological consequence is that the ‘moment’ needs to be focused more 

in urban archaeology compared to traditional analyses of change over time. 

In the Byzantine urban archaeological research tradition, the diachronic analyses of the course 

of events and the historical and socially given (meta)structures are emphasised.32 By contrast, little 

attention is given to the synchronous interaction between individuals, intent, material resources, space 

and time that capture the moments of ‘doing’ a practice in an event. The challenge then, is to understand 

the methodological implications – both in the field and the laboratory – for an archaeological research 

practice. In an archaeological context, the development of practice can initially be described and 

interpreted through observations of connections between spaces, artefact and structures that constitute 

the performative phase of a practice, the first step towards understanding synchronous connections in 

																																																													
29 Ibid, 227. 
30 Douglas J. Bolender, “Towards an Eventful Archaeology,” in , Eventful Archaeologies: New Approaches to 

Social Transformation in the Archaeological Record, ed. Douglas J. Bolender (New York: State University of 

New York Press, 2010), 5. 
31 Ibid, 5. 
32 See for example, Philipp Niewöhner, “Urbanism,” in The Archaeology of Byzantine Anatolia: From the End of 

Late Antiquity until the Coming of the Turks, ed. Philipp Niewöhner (New York, OUP USA: 2017), 35.  
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urban archaeology.33 Further observations and descriptions of stratigraphic sequences may expand 

beyond their current use as aids in establishing a relative chronology between structure and cultural 

layers to ‘materialized events’ (i.e. as the performative phase in the courses of events). This may have 

further consequences for how to record and analyse stratigraphical sequences.34 

Accessing an ‘event’ in an archaeological practice perspective can begin by examining how the 

material resources in spaces and places begin to integrate themselves as part of a formation of practices 

through performance. Depending on context, such performances will lead to different physical 

influences on, variations in, or disintegration of the material resources entangled in the event in the 

course of the action.35 Practice patterns can be sectioned into phases and traced in empirical data, 

founded on the following premises: (1) the stabilization process of patterns of practice involves physical 

resources that, through their nature and composition, permit the identification of the intent and purpose; 

(2) the process of routinization leaves traces in the form of identifiable wear patterns and/or the 

rearrangement of spaces and/or areas; and (3) the stabilized patterns of practice are linked to spaces or 

areas that are constructed and adapted according to their intentional meaning.  

 

Interface, leakage and creativity 

Built areas and ‘activity zones’ of a city have received a disproportionate attention by urban 

archaeologists, when a substantial part of an urban area consists of open space between structures. 

Monica Smith suggests that rather than considering the spaces between buildings as ‘accidental 

artefacts’ depending on their placement, we should consider how they were deliberately created.36 To 

ground this concept contextually, in the mould made-ware workshop complex at Saglassos in the Late 

Antique Period, all infrastructure related to wheel throwing was represented in the same way, i.e., with 

stone supports rooted in the floor.37 However, another wheel design is known from Sagalassos’ Eastern 

																																																													
33 Christophersen “Performing Towns: Steps Towards an Understanding of Medieval Urban Communities as 

Social Practice,” 118. 
34 Stefan Larsson, Stadens dolda kulturskikt. Lundarkeologins förutsättningar och förståelseshorisonter uttryckt 

genom praxis för källmaterialsprododution 1890–1990, (Lund: Archaeologica lundensia. Investigationes de 

antiqvitatibus urbis Lundae, 2000); Stefan Larsson, “Den mänskliga staden?,” in Nya stadsarkeologiska 
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Suburbium, consisting of a wooden wheel affixed to a relatively thin vertical axle rod.38 Such items 

highlight the technological diversity present in the workshops of the Eastern Suburbium, yet the 

predominance of one type among a series of adjacent moldmadeware workshops is noteworthy. This 

suggests that certain technological choices may have been reinforced through collaboration among these 

workshop units, despite local technological knowledge of other wheel varieties.39 Consequently, our 

attention is diverted from processes within seemingly isolated workshops, to the movements of ideas, 

peoples and materials that occurred between them. It is for these reasons that it is essential to consider 

how open space, conscious and unconscious, affects urban life, and how open space might have 

functioned as a resource for the creation and development of specific urban practice patterns. ‘Empty 

space is flexible and offers the potential for innovation and creativity on a variety of timescales. Open 

spaces may be used frequently or rarely, and the activities undertaken may be spontaneous, routine or 

planned’,40 Smith points out, and thus ascribes open spaces the role of mediator of unforeseen and 

unplanned events, meetings and interactions – all these events are carriers of creative power and 

potential.41  

Accordingly, Sagalassos’ overall spatial structure enabled independent practices to establish 

informal interfaces through which information, knowledge, ideas, and opinions could have leaked. 

Although further excavations are required before we understand what actually may have occurred in 

such leakage zones, it is reasonable to assume that they may have functioned as an informal and non-

obligatory transfer mechanism between isolated, practice-related arsenals of significance (meanings, 

ideas), competence, and material resources. Accordingly, they may have facilitated the informal 

dissemination of knowledge and information between different areas of competence. Leaking zones of 

contact would also have functioned as important mechanisms for establishing new patterns of practice, 

an inference supported by the innovations in table-ware within the contemporaneous table-ware 

workshop in the Eastern Surburbium.42 Consequently, the foundation and development of practice 

would have been able to permeate and bind together the urban space through its own creative dynamics, 

initiating the social, cultural and material development of urban communities. 

 

Conclusion 

																																																													
38 Ibid, 213. 
39 Ibid. 
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41 Ibid, 228. 
42 Elizabeth Murphy and Jeroen Poblome, “From Formal to Technical Styles: Production Challenges and 

Economic Implications of Changing Tableware Styles in Roman to Late Antique Sagalassos,” American Journal 
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This article has endeavoured to explore new avenues of discussion in urban archaeology through a 

practice-based approach to cities. I maintain that through such an approach, new opportunities for the 

study of every-day activities and their accumulative effect on urban space can be realised. Not least 

among these potentials is an examination of the nexuses of practices which shape the urban fabric and 

provide a foundation for an urban ethos, that is, urbanity. It represents an important step towards 

breaking the tradition of speaking about cities as if they were solely the product of patrician intentions 

or passive recipients of abstract forces at the social, political and economic levels. The value of making 

practice a unit of analysis is not merely the legibility of the non-elite individual within the city at the 

material level, but a realisation that the diverse networks which bind equally diverse actors together in 

a unique, urban form are held together by such individuals themselves. This is not to deny the potency 

of top-down forces at work in the formation of urban society, but a concerted effort at re-centring the 

individual as a meaningful agent.     
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