
BIBLIOGRAPHICA                                                                                                               ARCHÆVS VIII (2004) 1-4, 408-412. 
 
 
 
Averil CAMERON (ed.), Fifty Years of Prosopography: The Later Roman Empire, 
Byzantium and Beyond, Proceedings of the British Academy 118, New York: Oxford 
University Press / British Academy, 2003, xvii+190 p., 7 in-text ills. - ISBN 0-19-726292-9. 

 
The present volume is a collection of papers given at a symposium held at the British 

Academy in 2000 and it is appealing to all readers that have had masterpieces such as the 
Prosopography of the Later Roman Empire or the Prosopographie chrétienne du Bas-Empire 
as companions to their research. A work to discuss the relevance of the prosopography for 
general historical research has been needed and is very welcome. We can assess the value of 
this recent discussion after considering the different contributions individually. 

The first part, entitled Prosopography: Rome and Byzantium, groups four of the 
symposium papers. First of these contributions (3-10), a “memoir of the era of A.H.M. 
Jones”, is an account of how the project of the PLRE came into existence in the early 1960s. 
Who else if not one of its editors, J.R. Martindale, would be best able to depict, from within, 
the ups and downs of the development of this project. We are told how its main artisans, 
professors A.H.M. Jones and John Morris have addressed key issues such as: whether the 
language of the Prosopography should be Latin or English, whether the style should be 
strictly austere or the work could benefit from a more relaxed one, and whether the starting 
date would be AD 260 or AD 284. Martindale then provides an account of how the results of 
the German prosopographical research carried out in the early 20th century (“the Berlin 
material” - consisting of the surviving archives of the Late Roman Prosopography) came to 
be used and integrated in the parallel projects of Cambridge (PLRE) and Paris (the 
Prosopographie chrétienne). 

Werner Eck’s “The Prosopographia Imperii Romani and Prosopographical Method” 
(11-22) starts by introducing the reader to the development of the project of the PIR. By 
analyzing the text of Mommsen’s PIR project proposal (Berlin, 1874), Eck stresses the 
important aspect that such a project was seen in its epoch as achievable, especially given that 
most of the Roman inscriptions were finally available: they had been edited or they were 
about to be edited in the Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum. A brief history of the PIR follows. 
What concerns and intrigues Eck subsequently is that Mommsen fails to provide a proper 
justification of the need for such a work for the growth of the classical scholarship. As the 
relationship between prosopography and epigraphy is especially evident for the case of the 
Roman Empire, it turns out that the Roman prosopography is condemned to obey the 
epigraphic evidence. By means of detailing a few illustrative cases, Eck shows how the 
prosopographical data often adds to the historical knowledge (of a given context). At the same 
time, however, Eck insists on the reality that is the unequal repartition of the epigraphical 
data, and that it may lead to erroneous judgments. If a historical image results from the 
evidence of a source found in a  context, it should not automatically imply that the same 
image could not have also arisen in another context, simply because the latter lacks similar 
evidence. 

We are back to the PLRE with Ralph W. Mathisen’s paper on its “Yesterday, Today 
and Tomorrow” (23-40). Mathisen takes a lot of pain to find a large number of the most 
authoritative reviews of the work, providing thus the reader with the beautiful image of the 
universe of PLRE and its readers. All three volumes have been welcomed warmly and 
sometimes enthusiastically. Nevertheless, many scholars warned about the imperfections. The 
criteria for determining who should be included and who should not and how strictly these 
criteria were in fact applied were the major issues at stake. As the early criticism was mostly 
directed at omissions, the PLRE II and III were made more inclusive. The description of the 
three volumes of the PLRE (where one can notice the omission to specify the years covered 
by vols. II, and III, respectively) allows Mathisen to weigh its impact. Valuable lessons have 
been learnt: about the importance of clearly establishing the criteria defining inclusiveness 
and general coverage, about the need for a single guiding hand to pay attention to these and 
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other editorial criteria, about the need to co-ordinate different ‘national’ projects, about the 
character of the sources and the including of ‘new’ types of sources, or about the 
opportunities presented by our informational era. Mathisen concludes that the influence of 
PLRE on the world of scholarship has been enormous. 

Paul Magdalino, in “Prosopography and Byzantine Empire” (41-56), provides one of 
the most insightful discussions available in the volume. After a general introduction to the 
project of the PBE and the challenges of the Byzantine prosopography in general, Magdalino 
moves forward to discussing specific questions of identity in the PBE (with special reference 
to vol. III), as “we may say that the essence of prosopography is to establish identity” (47). 
Instead of trying to summarize his conclusions, I have chosen to include a quotation that 
gives a taste of his understanding of the role of prosopography: “No history is above 
prosopography, for prosopography is much more than a card index, more than common sense, 
more even than a powerful analytical tool: it is also a method of imaginative reconstruction. 
Prosopography... cannot be expected to deliver the fully assembled article... nor can it be 
called upon to explain or comment on the wider significance of a complete identity...” (56) 
The prosopography stands as a distinct form of historical science by means of a strict 
commitment to the principles “that every piece of historical data should, as far as possible, be 
related to an identifiable historical person, that multiple identities should not be confused, 
single identities should not be multiplied and collective identities should always be defined in 
terms of connections between individuals.” (56) 

Under the title “Byzantium and Prosopography: Definitions and Methodologies”, the 
second part groups three papers concerned with “Dealing with the Sources” and three others 
whose theme is “Prosopography and Identity”. First, the Byzantinist Thomas Pratsch 
discusses the trustworthiness of the hagiographic texts in his “Exploring the Jungle: 
Hagiographical Literature between Fact and Fiction” (59-72). The author considers a number 
of means that are sometimes taken as firm criteria by which to distinguish fact from fiction in 
the hagiographic literature. Pratsch presents arguments against each of the most common of 
such criteria, when taken to be universally valid.  The hagiographical topos may coincide with 
the historical truth; the biased character of a composition used to support a certain ideology 
does not imply that the whole composition should be dismissed; the distribution of 
information, in parts, too comfortably implies that the narrative part may be the only reliable 
one and the other parts are not, as a number of examples show; the plausibility and likelihood 
‘method’ is an all too subjective means to earn the label of a criterion; the chronological 
distance between the lifetime of the saint and the composition of the vita cannot stand as a 
general criterion for establishing a scale of trustworthiness either, given the many instances 
when the ‘reasonable supposition’ is contradicted. In conclusion, however unfortunate it may 
appear, there is no single criterion to be used as a methodological tool in approaching the 
hagiographic literature: each composition has to be approached individually. 

The article by Jean-Michel Carrié on the “Contribution of Papyri to the 
Prosopography of the Ancient World” (73-93) speaks for the most part of the immense role of 
the papyri as sources of prosopographic research (especially in geographical locations such as 
Egypt). The first part of the paper is devoted precisely to the contribution of papyri: there he 
points out the peculiarities of the papyrological material from the point of view of 
prosopography, describes the categories of papyrological prosopography and also introduces 
the principal difficulties encountered in the exploitation of the papyri for prosopographical 
purposes. Furthermore, Carrié provides an image of the present and future challenges of the 
systematization of research on Roman and Byzantine Egypt, with particular regard to 
computerization, which is especially interesting. The time asks for the new, from the 
adjusting of the prosopographical card to the long dreamed of interconnectivity of different 
prosopographical databases. 

Werner Seibt’s contribution is somewhat similar to the previous, only a bit more 
technical: it addresses the question of “Seals and the Prosopography of the Byzantine 
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Empire.” (95-102) Especially important for the prosopographical research of the middle 
Byzantine era, seals have to be worked on in at least three steps: reading, dating and 
interpretation. Each of these steps are considered by the author, who concludes with a few 
concrete project proposals. 

The group of three papers that follow, under the title of “Prosopography and Identity” 
offer a rather different view on the issues raised by prosopographic research. The paper by 
Wolfram Brandes “Orthodoxy and Heresy in the Seventh Century: Prosopographical 
Observations on Monothelism” (103-118) speaks essentially about the challenges that 
prosopography (as indeed the entirety of  historical research) has to face when confronted 
with old labels such as “orthodox” and “heretic”, that should be taken as contextual only. 
Despite the fact that the sources do label the different persons accordingly, the modern 
methodology should not allow for such a classification. The case of the 7th century 
Monothelete controversy allows the author to prove his main point. As there is a periodic 
interchange of preeminence between orthodox ‘orthodoxy’ and orthodox ‘heresy’, so the 
main players “move” onto and off the stage. The modern prosopographical researcher is 
warned of this puzzling scene. 

Evanghelos Chrysos’ “Romans and Foreigners” (119-136) shows concern in the same 
line, with a shift of focus from the religious to the ethnical identity. The Greek historian of 
Byzantium shows praiseworthy diligence in trying to answer key questions such as: Who, in 
fact, is Roman and who is the foreigner? Is the Roman linked with Rome? What is 
Romanness? What is Romània? To what extent the foreigner means barbarian, and what is, 
after all, a barbarian? What is the significance of the synonymy of ‘Christian’ and ‘Roman’ in 
Byzantium, the empire of the Romaioi? This paper, the result of really insightful thinking, 
brings real joy to the reader, despite a certain lack in systematization. 

The section ends with Jean-Claude Cheynet’s “Official Power and Non-Official 
Power” (137-151). Dealing with the question of power in Byzantium, the author warns that 
the division between public and private was not as clear as we would like to think it was. The 
power was in fact distributed – if only to mention the main categories – to officials, to 
usurpers, to non-officials (merchants, women, monks) and to foreigners. However, such 
prosopographical categorization is often misleading as far as the nature of the power 
exercised is concerned. 

The joint paper by J. Nelson, D. Pelteret and H. Short (155-167) tells about the 
expansion of prosopography beyond Rome and Byzantium, more precisely about the projects 
of the Prosopography of Anglo-Saxon England and The Clergy of the Church of England. The 
paper gives testimony to the enormous scale of the work that is required by such computer-
based projects. 

To sum up, this volume is, without any doubt, a landmark in the study of 
prosopography, as many authoritative voices give their opinions on its past and, most 
importantly, on its present and future. Some readers, including this reviewer, would have 
surely benefited from the inclusion of a discussion on the general relevance of 
prosopographical research. Apart from some remarks in Averil Cameron’s Preface and Paul 
Magdalino’s contribution, there is little concern for justifying the work of such projects. I 
think that Arnaldo Momigliano’s warning is still audible, and therefore something close to a 
justification is always welcome, if not absolutely needed. Are the prosopographies simply 
tools of research? Are they misused by historians and how? There are scattered thoughts here 
and there, but there is no proper discussion of such issues. Certainly, one must not forget that 
this is a collection of papers and not the work of one mind. It can hardly be asked of a volume 
born in such a way to provide all the answers or to offer a very systematical presentation.  

A major flaw in editing this otherwise quite beautiful volume is that the grouping of 
the papers  is not the most fortunate. First, most of the readers, I think, may find puzzling that 
Magdalino’s paper is not to be found next to Chrysos’ paper as they both focus on identity 
issues. Second, while there are reasons for why Martindale’s contribution opens the volume – 
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because of his honorary place in the 2000 symposium held at the British Academy and the 
need (it must be said) to pay homage to the patronage of the PLRE project by the same British 
Academy – the reader of this book could have been spared these ‘domestic’ affairs. He or she 
might have profited from an honest chronology, that would allow for a contribution on 
German prosopographical research to lead the way. As it is, the book requires that the reader 
switch back and forth: from the PLRE (Martindale), back in time to the PIR (Eck), and back 
to the future again to the PLRE (Mathisen). 

One regrettable absence in the volume is of a contribution on the Prosopographie 
chrétienne. Presumably this absence is the direct result of its initial omission in the 
programme of the symposium. An additional paper should have filled this gap and corrected 
the prior disregard. 

Drago] M{R}ANU 
K.U. Leuven, Department of History of Church and Theology 

 


