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CHAPTER ONE

Approaching Late Antiquity

Wendy Mayer

As we approach Late Antiquity in the first decade of the twenty-first century, a

number of questions arise. We must ask ourselves not simply what is it that we
see – that is, what does Late Antiquity look like, how do we define it, what shape

does it currently take? – but also why do we see what we see? To what degree does the

way in which we approach Late Antiquity shape the picture that we receive? This leads
to a deeper question: what drives us to approach Late Antiquity in the particular ways

that we do? What are the historical and ideological underpinnings of the approaches

that were taken in the past or that we now exploit? These last two questions are
explored at length in the chapters by Papaioannou, Leyser, Vessey, Ando, Rebenich,

and Brandt (and touched on in Trout, Francis, Harley, Burton, Gillett, Halsall,

Drijvers, and Lim). It is on the second question (how does the way in which we
approach Late Antiquity shape the picture that we receive?) and its related issues that

I want to focus here. My purpose is to raise awareness of how our approach to the

field is a significant factor in shaping our perception, to learn what kinds of questions
to ask of what we see, and to provide some understanding of the limitations of the

methodologies, approaches, and theories that we apply. In this respect, the chapter is

at its heart a consciousness-raising exercise, a warning to those about to enter the
world of Late Antiquity that everything may not be as it at first appears.

Approaching the Evidence

As a first step in engaging with these particular issues, let us explore some of the

problems that arise from the different types of evidence that are available to us, since
the nature of the evidence itself and the methodological problems associated with

interpreting it can significantly determine our approach. Essentially, the evidence

available to scholars of Late Antiquity divides into two kinds: material sources
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(often derived from archaeological investigation, and here inclusive of art) and textual
sources (that portion of evidence, of whatever kind, that comprises some form of

written record). In this respect, we can already see some of the problems that arise,

since, as Brandt and Francis point out, this dichotomy has been influential in estab-
lishing barriers between traditional disciplines. Scholars of art history or archaeology

are often not skilled in interpreting textual evidence, while scholars skilled in the
interpretation of textual evidence are often poorly trained, if at all, in the interpret-

ation of archaeological or material remains. Furthermore, these classifications are in

fact unhelpful in themselves, since textual evidence is often a subset of material
evidence as presently defined. That is, the lines between the two can blur consider-

ably, since much epigraphy is located on buildings, rock faces, caskets, gems, or other

objects of interest in themselves, while mosaic-covered floors and walls, usually of
interest for their pictorial or decorative elements, can contain names, dedications,

and other forms of writing. Moreover, while the term ‘‘textual’’ implies that such

evidence begins and ends in its present written form, this classification can in itself be
misleading, since texts such as homilies or orations originated in an oral form and the

written record can preserve in fossilization any one of a number of editorial layers.

Letters likewise were communicated orally, usually being read aloud to the recipient
or dictated in the first instance by the sender (Ebbeler, ch. 19), but at the same time

the written letter as preserved can represent only a fraction of the actual communi-

cation (see Sotinel, ch. 9). The letter-carrier, an important link in the communicative
act, as often as not delivered a report by word of mouth, which might represent the

real content of the communication, the letter itself containing platitudes. That in Late

Antiquity literary texts, too, should be seen as ‘‘performative’’ is a point raised in this
volume by Haines-Eitzen (ch. 17) and Gillett (ch. 26).

This brings us to another issue. Traditionally, when we think of ‘‘textual,’’ we tend

to think of a particular kind of written evidence – namely that which is literary in
form, such as historiographies, saints’ lives, or philosophical treatises, with the con-

comitant effect that scholars who apply themselves to textual evidence often place less

value on less literary textual forms, such as graffiti, epitaphs, or documentary papyri.
In a similar fashion, the decorative arts – sculpture, painting, relief-carving, and the

like; in reality a subset of material evidence – for historical reasons come with their

own set of interpretive problems and ideological approaches (see Harley, ch. 21). As a
result, the picture of Late Antiquity that we receive from any one scholar is in the first

instance always going to be distorted, since it is a rare interpreter of the evidence who

is skilled in every single problematic and every single kind of evidence. When we add
to this the current tendency in Anglo-American scholarship to dismiss the political

and administrative aspects of Late Antiquity in favor of the cultural and social (Ando,

ch. 5), we (and here I mean as much ‘‘we the interpreters’’ as ‘‘we the viewers’’) need
in addition to be wary both of the questions that have been asked of the evidence and

of the landscape that we gaze upon in consequence.

These are simple problems, however, in relation to the difficulties that the evidence
itself throws in our path, when we attempt to interpret it. A key theme in the chapters

that follow is the fragility of evidence and its impermanence. There are salutary

lessons to be learned in neglecting to take into account what has failed to survive
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when interpreting what is extant. In archaeology, bones, walls, coins, jewelry, tableware,
and other durable artifacts are but a fragment of the entire picture. As Halsall (ch. 27)

points out in regard to the territories that bordered the former Roman Empire, the

very fact of finding Roman ware in these northern lands means that something that has
left no trace in the archaeological record must have been traded in exchange, such as

raw materials, slaves, or fabrics. The survival of textual evidence is equally quirky.
As Choat (ch. 23) points out in regard to Coptic papyri in Egypt, the more humid

climatic conditions in the Nile delta have meant that what must have been a large body

of documentary evidence from a major urban center (Alexandria) has failed to survive,
while the dry conditions further up the Nile insured that the documents of less

significant settlements were preserved. Likewise, the simple decision to conduct an

archaeological dig at Kellis (Ismant el-Kharab) in recent years, with its resultant corpus
of finds, has demanded the adjustment of a range of assumptions about the rise

of written communication in Egypt in Coptic. That is, before this additional body of

evidence was recovered, it was assumed that there was a direct link between the use of
Coptic and the rise of Egyptian monasticism. Now it can be seen that Coptic was more

widely used, had connections with the domestic sphere, and was adopted by women

more readily than Greek. New discoveries of doublets of already existing texts can also
lead to dramatic reappraisal. In the case of the recently discovered ‘‘new’’ sermons of

Augustine (Dolbeau 1996), some of those already known to us are proven now to

have been severely shortened, due to editing. Dolbeau 23 is five-sixths longer than its
counterpart, Sermon 374; and Dolbeau 26 contains more than 1,500 lines, compared

to some sixty in Sermon 198 (Hill 2000). Much of the material that had been stripped

out was topical and now helps us to understand better some aspects of the Donatist
movement in North Africa. Or, as Trout (ch. 12) points out, the simple act of seeking

out late antique material in a particular region (in this instance, Spain) can lead to the

emendation of our picture of that territory as an epigraphic desert.
Failure to survive into the modern period, because of impermanence or fragility, or

not failing to survive but existing undiscovered are, however, only two aspects of this

problem. As Brandt (ch. 11) points out, the privileging of the classical era of Greece
and Rome on ideological grounds often led in the past, in archaeological excavations,

to the permanent destruction of late antique layers or architectural phases, in order to

free that which was valued. Administrative and ideological decisions made in Late
Antiquity itself can be equally responsible for the disappearance or suppression of

sources. As Humfress (ch. 25) indicates in the case of Justinian’sDigest, in the process

of its assembly four centuries worth of jurisprudence was condensed from ‘‘more than
three million lines . . . into roughly 150,000 lines, one twentieth of the original

mass.’’ Our reading of the contents of the Digest necessarily alters significantly when
we understand, as Humfress goes on to explain, that the promulgation of the
document was accompanied by the deliberate suppression of a vast quantity of purged

material. Carolingian cultural imperialism, as Leyser (ch. 3) points out, is similarly

responsible not only for the survival of Latin texts but also for their loss, just as the
wilfulness of individual Carolingian scribes in copying nonapproved texts helped to

reduce those losses. The point to be made here is that for a variety of reasons a large

proportion of late antique evidence is always missing, and while sometimes parts of it
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will later be found, as in the examples of the dig at Kellis and the sermons of
Augustine, more often than not it can never be recovered. The picture of Late

Antiquity that we currently see, in consequence, is always subject to readjustment

by the acknowledgment of gaps or by the appearance of new discoveries.
At the same time, gaps that appear to be gaps in the record can prove to be not gaps

at all, but a failure in interpretive method. A case in point is the prevalent belief in a
seventh-century ‘‘dark age’’ in the Near East as a consequence of the Islamic con-

quest. Where previously a theory of decline and impoverishment had been based on

monumental architecture and site inscriptions, recent archaeological work in Jordan
and Palestine has led to an improved coin record for the seventh to eighth centuries,

which has in turn led to improved ceramic chronologies and typologies (Walmsley

2007). Where the seventh century had until recently been largely empty of pottery,
that void is now being filled, with a resultant shift in the interpretation of the

economic situation. This is due not only to freshly excavated material, the value of

which can now be recognized, but also because the newly developed tools now
permit retrospective identification. Brandt’s Example 1 points to a similar reinter-

pretation of this period at Rome, likewise on the basis of an improved analysis of

pottery. In another example, Trout points to a recent reframing of the apparent
paucity of Latin epigraphy in the sixth and seventh centuries. Rather than positing

a theory of decline, the suspicion has now been raised that in these centuries

inscriptions were increasingly painted rather than incised, leading to a failure not in
epigraphic habit, but in survival.

Awareness of gaps in the evidence, their possible causes, and the way in which they

can distort our received picture of Late Antiquity, is only one aspect of which to be
aware. Another, quite different point that we need to consider when approaching the

evidence that does survive is the question of layers. As often as not, different types of

evidence exist in multiple sets, or consist of a number of coexisting layers. Negotiating
our way through those layers requires making value judgments and applying interpret-

ive frameworks. The simple act of editing a text from a multitude of manuscripts, for

instance, implies that we can recover the author’s original version, that we can deter-
mine the precise relationship between the different versions of the text (as codified in

the stemma), and even that the text has an author in the first instance. These assump-

tions and the resultant decisions that are made, problematic in themselves, dictate how
we read the text and thus analyze the information that it contains. But, as we observed

in the case of Augustine’s sermons, the manuscripts on which an edition is based do not

always lead back to the ‘‘original,’’ but may represent instead an interim stage in the
text. In that instance, the manuscripts known prior to the 1980s had all been copied

from a version severely edited by medieval redactors, who had shaped the material

to suit their own purposes. Multiple editions within the lifetime of an author are also
not uncommon, leading to the coexistence of different ‘‘original’’ phases of a work, as

Woods shows in the cases of the histories of Eunapius of Sardis and Malchus (ch. 24).

In those instances, do we place priority on the most recent version, as being definitive,
rather than privileging the original or first version as we would normally do, or do we

value each version equally as having been produced at different times in the author’s life

with different agenda? What do we do, moreover, with works that fail to survive in their
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own right, but exist reshaped within a later work, such as Photius’ ninth-century
epitome of Philostorgius’ Ecclesiastical History, or the Chronicle of Pseudo-Joshua

the Stylite, an important sixth-century record of local events in Syria preserved entirely

within the eighth-century Chronicle of Pseudo-Dionysius (Trombley and Watt 2000)?
Editors who publish a document divorced from its context make decisions that per-

manently shape the reader’s response. Or, what of texts such as the Jerusalem and
Babylonian Talmuds, the Tosefta and Midrashim, or the Theodosian and Justinianic

‘‘law codes,’’ which constitute the collation of multiple layers accrued over time?

To talk of authorship is complicated and, in the case of the first four items, dates can
be assigned only within a broad range. Even within the Theodosian Code, a legal opinion
ascribed to a particular ‘‘author’’ is just as likely to have been drafted by a bureaucrat

before being promulgated in the ‘‘author’s’’ name. In the same way, letters that purport
to be from a particular person’s hand may in fact have been composed at that person’s

direction by a notarius, whose formulaic phrases, rather than the ‘‘author’s,’’ the letter

conveys. When we make assumptions about authorship in those instances – that a
particular rabbi spoke, that a particular consul or emperor promulgated a law, or that

a particular individual wrote a letter – our approach to the texts might already be

skewed.
The question of authorship itself can be problematic, and attribution, false or

otherwise, can shift the context within which evidence is located and therefore

interpreted. The late antique period is the golden age of pseudepigraphy, with
many texts being passed down to the copyists of medieval times under false names.

We have already encountered the case of Pseudo-Joshua and Pseudo-Dionysius

within the genre of historiography. The homiletic genre is perhaps the most complex,
but also serves to give an idea of the range of possibilities. In the case of John

Chrysostom, while around 820 authentic sermons survive, another 3,000 or so are

attributed to him in the manuscript tradition. In some cases (well over 1,000) the
homilies contain genuine material from John’s sermons, excerpted and combined

with new material to create a text that suited the needs of audiences in the seventh,

eighth, and ninth centuries. In the case of another 1,000 or so, the homilies were
originally authored in their entirety by someone else. The corpora of a number

of lesser-known preachers have survived in this manner, such as the sixth-century

Leontius, a presbyter of Constantinople, and John’s contemporary and enemy,
Severian of Gabala. Similarly, in the case of Caesarius of Arles and Maximus of

Turin, survival of many of their homilies has depended on attribution to Augustine.

The case of Ephrem is even more complex. Works attributed to him survive in both
Greek and Syriac, but the relationship between the two corpora is distant, and the

biographies demonstrate two distinct personae (Griffith 1998). Identifying an

‘‘author’’ or even discussing authenticity in this instance is problematic, and so we
talk of Ephrem Graecus and Ephrem Syrus to distinguish the two corpora. To further

complicate matters, monks of the Greco-Syrian communities of the sixth century, in

addition to transmitting the works of Ephrem Graecus in both Greek and Syriac,
composed new poetic homilies and songs in his style and under his name (Griffith

1998). Gaddis (ch. 34) points to falsification of a quite different and more malicious

kind in the case of conciliar Acts, particularly those of Chalcedon. There, language
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disparity enabled manipulation of translations of documents from the opposing sides
to produce subtly altered texts that supported hostile propaganda.

In the case of art, architecture, and archaeological excavation, the impact upon

interpretation of the way in which we handle layers (or phases) is just as profound.
The church of Santa Maria Antiqua in the forum in Rome, which dates from the sixth

century and is currently closed for study and restoration, is a case in point. The wall
paintings, which date variously from the sixth to the late eighth century, present their

greatest challenge on the wall to the right of the apse. There, seven separate layers of

decoration can be identified: the earliest (marble tile) predates Christian use of the
building (in the fourth and fifth centuries); the latest date to the time of the

iconoclast controversy (www.archeorm.arti.benicultural.it/sma/eng). Each layer is

significant in itself, each is only partially extant, and each is fragile. Recovery of any
one layer is at the expense of another. Whatever decisions are made during the process

of restoration will determine how the program of illustration inside the church is

viewed for generations to come. The very phrase ‘‘pre-Christian use of the building’’
raises an issue discussed at length by Brandt in his chapter (11) on the archaeological

record for Late Antiquity – namely, that buildings go through different phases of use

or construction, of which any late antique phase may be only one of many. Do we
analyze the late antique phases in the context of other late antique construction and

building use, or do we also view the late antique phases of a particular building within

the context of that same building’s earlier and later use? Again, whatever decisions we
make when analyzing these buildings do much to shape the picture that emerges.

Brandt’s discussion of the Harris stratigraphic method and its implications in this

respect is particularly instructive. Reuse of building materials or of spolia from the
classical period, as in the case of the Constantinian arch in Rome or the statuary

relocated in the Constantinopolitan hippodrome by emperors from Constantine to

Theodosius II (Bassett 2004), again present us with a diverse range of possibilities for
interpretation. As Harley (ch. 21) also shows, whether we privilege the classical

origins of the material or the way in which it is reframed and reshaped in Late

Antiquity determines whether the late antique construction is viewed as symptomatic
of transformation or decline. Whether we view the late antique result as an aesthetic

object (in terms of visual reception) or as a political act (or in terms of its religious,

social, or cultural function), our choice shapes the way in which we respond to it.
Similarly, an art historian, an archaeologist, a political scientist, an anthropologist,

a military or social historian will shape in their own way the questions that they ask.

Understanding the multilayered nature of late antique evidence and the multiple
contexts that consequently arise is an important part of approaching Late Antiquity.

A quite different theme that recurs throughout this volume is the at times contra-

dictory nature of different types of evidence, and the problems this can pose for the
interpreter. As we saw in the case of the seventh-century Near East, the evidence of

monumental architecture and site inscriptions has been interpreted as pointing to

economic decline and increasing impoverishment. Evidence from coins and pottery,
on the other hand, now points on the contrary to an active monetary and trade

economy, which displays little sign of major economic or organizational failure. In

this case, the assumed ‘‘dark age’’ is dark only if we interpret monumental architecture
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and inscriptions as the chief signs of economic prosperity, and if we are unaware of
the other type of evidence. Brandt’s example of the tituli in Rome (where textual

evidence – the Liber Pontificalis – claims that they were founded in the early second

century, but the archaeological record shows no evidence of this) illustrates how
conflict of this kind can lead to a variety of interpretations. It also shows the weight

that tends to be placed on textual evidence, with the archaeological evidence being
adduced to prove or disprove it: so, in this case, the assertion of the Liber that the

tituli existed in some form is taken as reliable, even if its dating remains open to

suspicion. Brandt’s point is that such confidence can lead to overinterpretation of the
evidence. The comparison with Jewish evidence of community organization also

demonstrates how the location of evidence within a broader context can compel

reinterpretation. As a final point, Brandt raises a more important question in regard
to the handling of textual evidence: whether information from a sixth-century text

should be read as anything other than evidence of a sixth-century preoccupation.

Marsham (ch. 32) points to a less problematic case: the late seventh-century decree
that Arabic be used as the official language for tax administration in the occupied

territories in the east. Documentary papyri from Egypt show, on the contrary, that

Greek and Coptic persisted alongside Arabic well into the ninth century, demonstrating
a gap between official policy and actual practice. As Sotinel (ch. 9) shows, similar

discrepancies existed between official and unofficial communication. In those instances,

the contradictory evidence does not point to a problem in interpretation, but rather
encourages us to look for the inconsistencies that could and did occur within late

antique society.

Far simpler problems can cause the unwary to err, and thus reshape the picture.
One of the most simple, yet most profound, is the question of date. The dating of late

antique texts and material culture is often itself based on a series of assumptions (as in

the case of seventh-century near eastern pottery above) and can be far less secure than
one realizes. Since the discovery, for example, of the ‘‘dead cities’’ of the limestone

massif in northwest Syria, the same coin, pottery, and architectural evidence has

been dated variously on the basis of different sets of assumptions, giving rise to
substantially different interpretations (Tchalenko 1953–8; Sodini et al. 1980; Tate

1992; Magness 2003; for an overview see Foss 1995 and Magness 2003: 195–9).

The resultant variation in dating for the decline of the site spans the period between
the sixth and tenth centuries, with profound implications for the thesis of Syrian

decline in the sixth century prior to Umayyad rule. In another example, the dating of

papyrological documents, spells, or amulets, in cases where no internal evidence for
date exists, relies largely on the context of the find and the style of the script in which

it is written. These criteria tend to offer no greater precision than a quarter or half

century and can as often result in a range of several centuries, again with implications
for interpretation. In cases where the termini of an author’s career are known

and provide a helpful terminus ad and post quem, our ability to pinpoint the date of

texts that they are known to have authored tends to rest largely on a reading
of internal evidence. In the case of Augustine’s homilies, agreement on how to

interpret the same internal evidence has shifted a number of times in the past few

decades, with the result that even the latest dating system (Hombert 2000, who
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challenges La Bonnardière 1965) is now being overturned (Drobner 2000, 2003,
2004). Likewise, in the case of the largest surviving corpus of Greek homilies

(John Chrysostom’s), dates that had been established over three centuries of schol-

arship are now being overturned (Pradels et al. 2002; Mayer 1999, 2006). When it
comes to the dating of a historical event referred to in texts, even when the date of

the textual evidence itself is not in question, as often as not two interpreters who
derive their evidence from the same texts will fail to agree. A compelling example is

the date of the translation to Constantinople in the fourth century of the relics of

Saints Andrew, Luke, and Timothy. Utilizing the same evidence, a variety of dates
have been offered in recent decades, the latest diverging by some twenty years

(Woods 1991; Burgess 2003).

The simple fact of how evidence is presented can also have a profound effect on
how we approach a particular body of artifacts or texts. One negative example is the

editions through which we access texts. Since the process of producing modern

scientific editions is extremely slow, we are as often reliant on text editions produced
in the early 1900s or even as far back as the 1700s. The way in which a group of

documents is arranged in these instances consequently reflects scholarly opinion of

the time of the edition, rather than the present. In the case of the letters of John
Chrysostom, the current edition was produced by Bernard de Montfaucon in 1724,

and the criteria according to which he arranged and numbered the letters are far from

chronological. Recent scholarship has, moreover, completely overturned the received
view of the chronology of the letters (Delmaire 1991), with the result that a person

who reads them in their present sequence gains a far different picture when they

reread them in the sequence proposed by Delmaire. Without the benefit of a
reorganized edition, significant information is obscured from the reader, including

a sense of how John’s correspondence progressed as historical events related to his

exile unfolded, of how different letter-bearers were utilized to deliver items to various
locations in packets, and of who was writing to him and with what frequency. The

positive impact of new technologies in terms of the way it presents evidence to us, on

the other hand, cannot be overestimated. Three-dimensional imaging and computer
graphics facilitate the reconstruction of buildings and sites, or the restoration of

furnishings and interior decoration (see the computer-generated images of mosaics

from Antioch and of the church at Seleucia Pierea in Kondoleon 2000), allowing the
viewer to scan and interact with buildings and sites in ways that were impossible with

photographs, drawings, or hand-constructed models. At the same time, the Internet

is increasingly being utilized by archaeological teams to publish interim results in
new ways and with unprecedented rapidity (e.g., www.sagalassos.be, which includes

360-degree scans of the site topography and summaries of current field notes). Only

a small number of scholars of Late Antiquity currently utilize these technologies (for
the more advanced resources available in classical antiquity see, e.g., www.stoa.org),

but they are increasingly changing the way in which we approach and ask questions of

the field, particularly in regard to material evidence.
While it may be exciting to apply novel approaches to the evidence, particularly

those derived from other disciplines, it must also be recognized that each type of

evidence has its limits. Asking new questions in order to expand our horizons and to
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look at the evidence in fresh ways may in fact produce false results (see Rebenich,
ch. 6, on social Darwinism and evolutionary biology). While this should be no

disincentive to approaching the evidence from new directions, since, as the other

chapters show, significant reshaping of the picture of Late Antiquity can emerge, the
same chapters as often as not demonstrate the problems that can occur when we push

the evidence beyond its natural limits. Gillett (ch. 26), in particular, shows how the
desire to read ‘‘barbarians’’ into late antique texts, driven by a late twentieth-century

interest in ethnology and identity, is doomed to frustration. With only Greek and

Roman texts in our possession, and in the total absence of ‘‘barbarian’’ ones, ‘‘we can
look through Greco-Roman eyes to see how they perceived the Other and, therefore,

themselves’’; yet, no matter how much we want or try to, we cannot, via these same

texts, recover ‘‘barbarian’’ self-identity. In a similar fashion, the feminist drive to
recover late antique women from male-authored texts, which was prevalent in Anglo-

American scholarship of the 1980s and 1990s, is now quietly being laid to rest, in

recognition that such an endeavor is fraught with difficulty, if not impossible (Elizabeth
Clark 1998). It remains to be seen whether the new tools currently being borrowed

from other disciplines – discussion, for example, of ‘‘intertextuality’’ and the ‘‘linguistic

turn’’ – further our knowledge of Late Antiquity or lead to distorted readings.

Other Considerations

Beyond the evidence itself, there are a number of other considerations that influence
our approach to Late Antiquity. Several authors in this volume highlight the influence

of definition or classification. Koltun-Fromm (ch. 37), for instance, points to the terms

‘‘Jews,’’ ‘‘Judaism,’’ ‘‘Christianity,’’ ‘‘Christians,’’ and demonstrates how a change in
classification (with an attendant change in assumptions) can substantially alter the way

that we read a text. She points to David Frankfurter’s argument that ‘‘many of the texts

that we think of as ‘Christian’ or even ‘Jewish-Christian’ are better understood as
thoroughly Jewish texts when we redefine our ‘Jewish’ categories by late ancient

standards.’’ Moreover, a change in classification is itself most likely to result from
a fundamental shift in scholarly conceptualization in the first instance. A single shift

in the way we view Late Antiquity can thus have a ripple effect, resulting in further

changes in perspective. Choat (ch. 23) points to similar difficulties with the definitions
currently applied to Coptic culture, where Late Antiquity in Egypt is often identified as

‘‘the Coptic period.’’ Not only is this term unhelpful, but terms such as ‘‘old Coptic’’

assume the existence of a ‘‘Coptic proper,’’ while the label ‘‘magical papyri’’ likewise
immediately places a group of texts, not always appropriately, within a particular

context of meaning. Burton (ch. 22) points to a similar problem in regard to ‘‘late

Latin,’’ which we might also apply to the term ‘‘Late Antiquity.’’ As he argues in the
case of the former, it is aesthetic or confessional rather than linguistic considerations

that condition its use. Koltun-Fromm in the end suggests that we would do better

to stop worrying about how we define particular social and religious groups in Late
Antiquity and ask instead how they defined themselves.

Approaching Late Antiquity 9



Comp. by: DKandavel Date:24/11/08 Time:13:58:36 Stage: File Path:H:/00_Blackwell/
00_3B2/Rousseau-9781405119801/appln/3b2/9781405119801_4_001.3d Proof by:
QC by:

The question of whether a particular label that has meaning at one place or time is
equally valid across the full geographic and chronological span of Late Antiquity

is also significant. A case in point is the term ‘‘monk,’’ which may have little validity

in the third century and can mean quite different things in the fourth or sixth
centuries, as well as describing a distinctly separate phenomenon in each of Egypt,

Syria, Ireland, or Gaul. This in turn leads to the importance of sensitivity to regional
variation within Late Antiquity, as Halsall (ch. 27) demonstrates when he defines

three different trajectories of development and change among northern ethnic

groups. The consideration of late Roman relations with ethnic groups beyond its
borders calls for consciousness of yet another issue, raised by Humphries and Halsall –

the Mediterranean-centered focus that has characterized until very recently the study

of the late antique period. Why, Halsall ponders, does it sound right to talk of late
antique Axum or Persia and yet odd to talk of late antique Ireland or Denmark?

‘‘Either,’’ as he goes on to argue, ‘‘the ‘late antique problematic’ is specific to the

history of the empire and its inhabitants, in which case all non-Roman lands should
be excluded, or, which sounds more reasonable, any and all territories that came into

contact with Rome and that therefore might (or might not) be affected by the west’s

political demise, or the longer-term changes around the Mediterranean, should be
understood as encompassed within the notion of Late Antiquity.’’ This same problem-

atic highlights the influence of our textual sources for this period, which overwhelm-

ingly view the world around them through a late Roman imperial lens (see Humphries,
Gillett, Drijvers, and Vanderspoel). We rarely possess texts that were composed outside

the empire looking in, such as the Sasanian Book of Lords. This point brings us to

another element in Halsall’s argument – the tendency of late antique scholarship to
privilege textual evidence. We think more readily of a late antique Persia precisely

because textual evidence concerning the region survives. In the case of regions and

ethnic groups that habitually slip beneath our radar, there has been a heavy and
influential reliance on material evidence.

If our viewof the late antique ethnic groups has until recently been ‘‘Mediterraneanist,’’

as Koltun-Fromm (ch. 37) and McLynn (ch. 38) demonstrate, our view of religious
groups has until recently been ‘‘Christianist.’’ ‘‘Paganism’’ and ‘‘Judaism,’’ as those

contributors demonstrate, are artificial constructs that arise from a Christian perspective.

It can be instructive to observe the parallels between scholarly approaches to religious
groups outside the boundaries of Christianity in Late Antiquity, and to the ethnic

groups that bordered the late empire. Here once again, the ‘‘Christianist’’ lens is due

as much to the bias of the surviving (textual) sources as the biases of the ideological
approaches brought to bear in analyzing them. As many of the chapters in this volume

show, paradoxically, it is important to resist (if we are to move beyond them) modes of

viewing the late antique world that stem from the late antique world itself.
Definitions, distinctions, and biases within the field of late antique scholarship

are not the only factors that shape the late antique world that we view. Ideological,

political, and economic considerations beyond it have an influence, too. What we
publish, and what we survey, dig, and analyze, and thus the picture that we derive, are

to a degree directed, consciously or unconsciously, by governments, universities, and

private foundations. In North America and Australia, new editions of late antique
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texts are produced slowly and infrequently, partly because in the first the definition of
a research monograph usually does not include (for purposes of tenure decisions) an

edited text, while in the second the government is reluctant to define a text edition as

a research monograph for the purposes of allocating performance-based university
research funding. In Australia, in the awarding of individual research grants, on the

other hand, the editing of texts was until recently valued, but the current weight
placed by assessors on the ‘‘innovation’’ of a proposal now makes the submission of

such projects undesirable. In France, on the contrary, the editing of texts is actively

assisted by the government and, in response to the government’s ideological position,
is actively pursued by senior scholars and their students, with the result that a large

proportion of newly edited texts relevant to the field are produced in that country.

A similar climate of encouragement prevails in Italy and existed until recently in
Austria and Germany. The personal research choices of scholars from those countries

exert in consequence a greater influence than might otherwise be the case on the

particular texts that become available. In the field of archaeological excavation, well-
known or major sites predominated until recent decades, in large part because these

tended to yield spectacular finds and attract media attention along with government

and private funding.
A different kind of influence is exemplified by the Turkish government’s decision to

build a new dam below Birecik on the Euphrates in 2000. This had the positive effect

of stirring up international interest in Zeugma, which had hitherto been lackluster
(Kennedy 2000), leading to the mounting of a ‘‘rescue mission’’ focused on its

mosaics. William Frend documents a dramatic reorienting of our understanding of

Nubia in Late Antiquity that occurred as the result of an international archaeological
rescue mission mounted in the 1960s in response to the damming of the Nile to create

Lake Nasser (Frend 1996: 298–313). Evidence that might otherwise be ignored gets

explored as the result of such governmental decisions, as much as other evidence is
removed, perhaps permanently, from the record. Unexpected changes in government

itself can be equally influential, as exemplified by the annexation by Turkey in 1939 of

the Syrian province now known as Hatay. Since all of the arrangements had been made
with the French government, the excavations and surveys in Seleucia Pieria and

Antioch by a Princeton University-led expedition, which largely dealt with the late

antique phase of the site, were never completed. Half a century elapsed before
archaeological survey work in that province resumed, following the establishment of

a sound working relationship between western and Turkish archaeologists, local

officials in Hatay, and the Turkish government. At a more basic level the ongoing
needs of the local communities who live on or near late antique sites can have profound

influence. The need to expand a field or orchard, the availability of ready-cut (antique)

stone for a building project, or the pressures of population expansion can lead as much
to fortuitous discovery as to the dismantling of a site over time and its dispersal.

Regional politics and the value that local communities, governments, and institutions

place on the exploration and preservation of late antique remains can have as much
influence as the ideologies that underpin the pursuit of Late Antiquity by scholars.

Side by side with the current view of Late Antiquity as a period of transformation,

the approach to Late Antiquity itself is in a state of transition. Archaeological
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excavation is moving from the investigation of monuments and major sites to a more
holistic approach in which lesser sites, such as Sagalassos in Pisidia, are carefully

explored layer by layer over a long period of time and examined not in isolation but

within the context of the surrounding territory. Increased attention to dietary analysis
based on animal bones and human feces recovered from middens, to regional flora via

pollen studies, and to climatic change via the analysis of the growth rings in trees, are
all part of this broader interest. The recent application of marine archaeology to the

site of Aperlae in Lycia (www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2000/07/000727080709.

htm) is another example of this changing focus. The increasing application of meth-
odologies developed in other disciplines to the interpretation of texts is also charac-

teristic. Identity theory, ethnology, intertextuality, gender theory, reception theory,

the gaze, postcolonialism, Bourdieu’s theory of habitus, to name but a few, increas-
ingly shape our reading of texts. At the same time, there is a movement away from

polarities such as Judaism/Christianity, magic/religion, philosophy/theology to a view,

for instance, of philosophy and Christian theology as two different modes of spiritual
discourse under the larger umbrella of religion. An accompanying distrust of tradi-

tional labels, definitions, and classifications now prompts instead the question: how

did a person living in this particular late antique society view both the world around
them and themselves? Terms such as ‘‘magic’’ are now avoided in favor of talking

about the supernatural or the preternatural, a dimension that seamlessly meshes with

the world with which a late antique person engaged. There is an increasing move to
view belief systems, such as religions, no longer as monolithic but as multifaceted,

such that ‘‘Judaism’’ no longer describes a single belief system but many interrelated

belief systems that coexisted along a sliding scale. The previous focus on christiani-
zation is now yielding to an exploration of the dynamism within this period between

Judaisms andChristianities on the one hand, andGreco-Roman religions, Christianities,

and Judaisms on the other. Interest in the elites of late antique society is giving way
to attempts to recover evidence about the poor and middling classes. The influence of

postmodernity has given rise to a range of hitherto unexplored topics to do with the

senses and the mind, such as memory, sight, and smell.
There remains one final reflection on how we approach Late Antiquity. In the early

twenty-first century, scholars still largely approach the world of Late Antiquity after

developing their linguistic and analytical skills in the fields of Classical or Medieval
Studies (on the latter, see Leyser, ch. 3; on the exclusion of Oriental Studies,

see Halsall (ch. 27) and Drijvers (ch. 29)). Each of these fosters a perspective that

underpins the currently dominant paradigm of transformation, since the one encour-
ages us to look at how the ancient world changed into something other than classical

antiquity, the other at how the world after antiquity was transformed into something

distinctly medieval. These two monolithic termini (the ancient and medieval worlds),
traditionally accepted as two distinctive periods in history, leave Late Antiquity little

space for existence as anything other than a bridge. This situation is perhaps itself only

transitory. As the study of Late Antiquity consolidates as an academic field in its own
right and future scholars begin to train primarily in this field, and as modernity with

its Eurocentric viewpoint ceases to exert its hold – recent events in Afghanistan, Iraq,

and Lebanon are stimulating a greater focus on Oriental and Islamic Studies even
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as I write – a final question comes to the fore. Will this volume itself become a relic of
an approach to the field that follows the path of the paradigm of decline, as the next

generation moves from a paradigm of transformation to an understanding of Late

Antiquity as a discrete and distinctive historical period? Or will the periodization of
history itself be cast aside, and will we see the rise of an entirely new paradigm that

reframes these centuries in a radically different way? Whatever occurs, it is a sobering
reflection that, as the twenty-first century draws to a close, the Late Antiquity with

which the new generation engages (if, that is, ‘‘Late Antiquity’’ as a concept still

exists) may well look significantly different from the Late Antiquity with which we
engage now in this first decade of the same century. In the end, Koltun-Fromm

points in her chapter (37) to a fundamental truth: Late Antiquity is in essence

whatever we construct of it, with the question of why we shape it the way we do
being of almost as much interest as trying to retrieve Late Antiquity itself.

BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Stimulation for this chapter arises from a number of conferences that have reflected

on Late Antiquity or on methodologies relevant to it in the past few years: the conference

‘‘The World of Late Antiquity: The Challenge of New Historiographies’’ (Smith College,

Massachusetts, 1999; see Straw and Lim 2004); the biennial conferences ‘‘Ancient Studies –

New Technology: The World Wide Web and Scholarly Research, Communication, and

Publication in Ancient, Byzantine, and Medieval Studies’’ (initiated at Salve Regina University,

Newport, RI in 2000 and held most recently at James Madison University, Harrisonburg, VA in

2004); and most recently the 2005 Dumbarton Oaks Symposium, ‘‘Urban and Rural Settlement

in Anatolia and the Levant 500–1000 CE: New Evidence from Archaeology’’ (Washington, DC,

April 21–4, 2005), and ‘‘Early Christian Studies and the Academic Disciplines’’ (Center for the

Study of Early Christianity, Catholic University of America, Washington, DC, June 5–8, 2005).

Many of the questions raised here reflect or owe their origin to ideas put forward by the speakers at

those conferences and the debates that ensued. For the English-speaking scholar, the conferences,

‘‘Shifting Frontiers in Late Antiquity’’ (held biennially within the US: www.sc.edu/ltantsoc)

and ‘‘Late Antique Archaeology’’ (held annually in Britain and other European countries:

www.lateantiquearchaeology.com) are important venues for focused reflection on the field.

The proceedings of both conferences are published regularly (Shifting Frontiers by various

publishers, most recently Ashgate; Late Antique Archaeology by Brill).
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