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[Panel 18] Based on a True Story? 
Fictionalizing Imperial and Late Antiqe Biographies

 
[Friday]

Slot 11: 9:00 - 9:50am
Koen De Temmerman, Ghent University, [koen.detemmerman@ugent.be]
Too good to be true. Life-writing, love and desire in Greek Martyr Acts of Late Antiquity

This talk starts with a brief overview of how scholarship on late antique martyr acts has 
traditionally tended to focus on a relatively limited number of texts that were commonly 
accepted to be historically accurate representations of the persecutions in the first few 
centuries of the Common Era. I then continue to focus on a few of the many martyr acts 
that were not. These acts typically offer narrative elaborations (of varying length and 
complexity) of the lives preceding the martyrdoms of their protagonists. I am especially 
interested in those acts that develop the themes of erotic love and desire, and I examine 
how these narratives construct lives of female martyrs in particular. Finally, I pay atten-
tion to interpretational and ideological questions raised by such constructions, notably 
about their fictional (or not) qualities.

Slot 12: 10:00 - 10:50am
Anna Lefteratou, Heidelberg University [anna.lefteratou@uni-heidelberg.de]
Mark Bilby, California State University, Fullerton [mgb8nsd@gmail.com]
Orestes and Paul on the Areopagus: From ‘make-believe’ to ‘make-belief’?

In Acts 17:15-33 the Apostle Paul finds himself in Athens, where he makes his famous 
speech on the Areopagus (17:22-31).  As is commonly noted, in Acts 17:28 Paul describes 
the origin of humans from God the Creator by quoting from Aratus’ Phaenomena 5: 
τοῦ γὰρ καὶ γένος ἐσµέν. As Clement of Alexandria later observes, Strom. 1.19.91.4, Paul 
was trying to negotiate classical paideia/religion with the Christian gospel, and did so 
not only in words but also in deeds. The Areopagus conveyed a wide array of fictional 
and symbolic connotations. In particular, it was the site where murders were famously 
tried throughout antiquity, Orestes the matricide son of Agamemnon being the foremost 
example among these. Did the author of Acts place Paul, the Apostle to the gentiles, on 
such a famous site to evoke such connotations? Was the legend of the trial of Orestes on 
the Areopagus part of the strategic setting for this narrative? If so, what are the fictional 
ramifications of this choice?
This paper will argue that Acts did model Paul after Orestes in the Areopagus scene. This 
is corroborated by Orestian parallels elsewhere in Acts in regard to themes of murder, 
madness, blindness, restoration, exculpation, friendship, divine quests, self-sacrifice, 
and providential escape. By the time of the Areopagiticus speech, a learned Graeco-
-Roman audience would hardly miss the intertextual and metafictional hints to the 
famous myth. Myth-related intertextuality, in other words, created a fictional foil about 
this otherwise unknown Christian apostle that, instead of weakening, strengthened the 
compelling portrayal of his heroic character. Pagan authors had used mythical verna-
cular as enhancement of characterisation or foreshadowing plots in both fictional and 
non-fictional genres, such as biography and/or historiography. This paper will argue 
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that the Acts employ the Orestes myth similarly: yet whereas classical myth in pagan 
fictional/non-fictional narratives enhances the fictionality of the story, in a narrative that 
aimed at the conversion of the Athenians, the manipulation of myth towards non-fic-
tionalising ends is stunning, as the text transitions from ‘make-believe’ to ‘make-belief’, 
the term recently coined by Schechner (2002) to delineate where imagination ends and 
belief begins. In the Pauline appropriation of Orestian lore, mythic trial narrative turns 
to Christian philosophical protreptic.

Slot 13: 11:10 - 12:00am
Claire Rachel Jackson, University of Cambridge [crj33@cam.ac.uk]
Beyond belief: Fiction, plausibility, and thauma in Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina

Gregory of Nyssa’s late-fourth century biography the Life of Macrina continually displays 
awareness of its own fictionality. The text has often been seen as at least partially rooted 
in a historical event, namely Gregory’s visit to his dying sister, and follows a traditional 
birth- to-death biographical pattern. And yet, at a time when Christian biographical 
conventions were still crystallising, the Life of Macrina presents itself as a letter neces-
sitated by the limitations of oral conversation (1), a self-conscious framing which drama-
tises the slippage between speech and writing, truth and fiction. Moreover, in an epilogue 
Gregory states that he has only told some of the miracles (thaumata) Macrina performed 
because their unbelievable nature might strain the audience’s credibility (39). Rather 
than just highlighting the text’s fictionality, the description of Macrina’s thaumata as 
beyond belief instead challenges how the text’s fictionality should be understood. Is the 
acceptance of Macrina’s miraculous powers a test of audience faith, or a way of emphasi-
sing Macrina’s uniqueness even among saints? In short, how does this fictional framing 
affect how the Life of Macrina can be read and interpreted as a biography? 
In this paper, I will explore how the Life of Macrina uses these explicit markers of fictio-
nality to explore the distinctions between fiction and faith, the plausible and the miracu-
lous within a biographical narrative. In particular, I will look at how the Life thematises 
thauma as a key element of its fictionality, and how this both alludes to earlier examples 
of thaumata in classical biographical narratives and also transposes them into Chris-
tian contexts. By reading the fictionality of the Life through the themes of thauma and 
plausibility, I will show how the text situates itself between fiction and history, faith 
and disbelief, Christian and pagan biographical traditions, and within the late antique 
politics of fiction. 

Slot 14: 12:10am - 1:00pm
Lea Niccolai, University of Cambridge [niccolai.lea@gmail.com]
Lives to be read (through): Late antique biography as spiritual exegesis

The Life of Constantine composed by bishop Eusebius of Caesarea around 337 CE, 
the autobiographical section at the heart of emperor Julian’s Against Heraclios (361 
ca.), Synesius of Cyrene’s representation of his own life and work in his account of 
recent Constantinopolitan history known as Egyptian tales, and Palladius’ apologetic 
biography of the life of John Chrysostom (408 ca), represent four heterogeneous attempts, 
by four equally heterogeneous voices (in terms of purposes, poetics, religious allegiance, 
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social position), to make biographical narrative interact and intersect with the writing 
of contemporary history. All these works do share, however, one crucial feature: they 
draw on allegory and, more generally, on devices pertaining to Biblical and/or philoso-
phical hermeneutics, to represent the life and deeds of their main characters. 
My paper will explore this deliberate translation of methods of exegesis into narra-
tive strategies. Particular attention will be devoted to scenes where such translation, as 
providing the framework to episodes of human interaction with the divine (epiphanies, 
prophecies, miracles, etc.), flags up the status of the protagonists as agents of God (or 
of the gods). I aim to show that the re-shaping of formal requirements of biographical 
fiction is finalised to legitimise the authors’ claims of privileged insight into the divine 
design: the presentation of holy lives as available to be simultaneously read and told 
through the lens of allegory advertises the capacity of the biographers to deploy herme-
neutical tools, their expertise as interpreters of the “book” of sacred history and, conse-
quently, their reliability as biographers. My contention is that, to the question on how 
to legitimise the (re)presentation of a life as particularly dear to the divine, late antique 
biographers replied with their own self-representation as exegetes able to “read through” 
the lives that they were reporting.

Slot 15: 2:30 - 3:20pm
Thomas Kuhn-Treichel, Heidelberg University [tkuhntr@uni-heidelberg.de]
Gregory of Nazianzus: a tragico-epic hero?

The case of Gregory of Nazianzus is of special interest for the question of fictionalization 
in biography, not only because he is one of the first Christian authors to provide so much 
autobiographical information but also because he does so in different literary forms. 
Gregory refers to his life in his letters, but even more striking is the amount of autobio-
graphical details in his poems, which in turn differ in length, style and metre. However, 
genres in antiquity were often associated with fixed poetic personae or particular lite-
rary heroes, which is not only a touch of convention but also part of the fictional pact 
between a poem and its audience. Thus, genre unavoidably would have influenced the 
shaping and reception of Gregory’s autobiographical material.
This paper aims to address the question as to how the different literary traditions taken 
up by Gregory affect his autobiographical self-presentation and lend a fictional flavour to 
it. My main focus is the representation of suffering, which features prominently in all of 
Gregory’s personal writings. As I am going to show, the terms and phrases Gregory uses 
to describe his sufferings are strongly connected with the respective generic tradition: 
E.g, in iambic poems like 2.1.11, he favours phrases involving forms of µοχθέω, recalling 
tragedy and, most of all, Euripides, while in dactylic poems like 2.1.1, he shows a predi-
lection for phrases with µογέω, which can be paralleled in Homeric epic, whereas in the 
letters, neither of the two verbs occurs. I will argue that the choice of different words 
does not just reflect metrical exigencies but, and at the same time, parallels Gregory 
with tragic and epic heroes. The result is not only a fictionalization of the autobiogra-
phical account, but also a remarkable blending of mythological and Christian concepts 
of suffering.
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Slot 16: 3:30 - 4:20pm
Oliver Gengler (via skype), Heidelberg Academy of Sciences and Humanities / University 
of Tübingen [olivier.gengler@adw.uni-heidelberg.de]
Epos, drama, history, novel or mythography? Biographical elements in Malalas’ Chronicle

The work attributed to John Malalas, written in its original version at the beginning of 
Justinian’s reign, is a kind of generic pot-pourri. It presents itself (in the version known 
to us) as a universal history of the world, from Adam to the present (Prooimion  [p. 
3.4-11 Thurn]), and follows for the contemporary period a kind of annalistic structure 
(Books XV-XVIII), but is actually a millenarian and teleological presentation of the past 
up to Justinian’s first years. On another level, however, it looks rather like a collection 
of entertaining stories, one in which portraits and short biographies are central to the 
overall balance of the work, setting a strong focus on the destiny of individuals, espe-
cially the monarchs or basileis. As much information stemming from a wide range of 
texts found its way into the chronicle, it is possible to observe both the historicization 
of fiction and  fictionalization of history at work in those biographical passages, as the 
analysis of the narrative strategies developed by the author will show.

[Saturday]

Slot 17: 9:00 - 9:50am
Francesco Padovani, University of Pisa [francesco.padovani@alumni.sns.it]
Achilles as a mythical and fictional paradigm in Plutarch’s Life of Pyrrhus

The relationship between fiction and history within Plutarch’s biographical accounts 
has raised an increasing interest among scholars in the last few years. The works of 
Mossman and Pelling among others have focused on the influence of different literary 
genres upon Plutarch’s biographies, as well as on his employment of novelistic features 
in order to give his audience a thrilling account of the historical events. The Life of 
Pyrrhus provides a particularly exciting example of this kind of fictitious history. The 
portrait of Pyrrhus’ heroic status follows a highly refined narrative pattern: the refe-
rences to Achilles and Alexander not only determine the historical destiny of the king of 
Epirus, they also influence the way Plutarch describes the acts and feelings of his main 
character. Along with typical elements of Greek biography, such as the scrutiny of the 
hero’s childhood, the Life of Pyrrhus displays genuine fictional features, for instance 
the allusion to the king’s magical powers or the insertion of intriguing episodes and 
novellas within the tale. Thus the main focus of my paper concerns the intersection 
between history, fiction, literary tradition and myth according to the account Plutarch 
provides of Pyrrhus’ heroic descent. I will argue that Plutarch actually portrays Pyrrhus 
as a new Achilles, as his individual aristeia in the battlefield, equal to the courage of the 
Homeric hero, makes clear to the reader. The king’s unfortunate destiny is caused by 
his imitation of the Achillean paradigm, insofar as he is unable to understand that the 
strength of the Roman enemy derives from militaristic discipline rather than from indi-
vidual bravery. I will point out that such an explanation of the events does not reflect the 
principles of historical truth and is instead strictly bound to the literary and mythical 
characterization of Pyrrhus. My analysis will provide an example of how fiction can 
take over history in Plutarch’s biographies. 



164

Fotini Hadjittofi, University of Lisbon [f.hadjittofi@campus.ul.pt]
The best (and the last) of the Achaeans: Plutarch’s Philopoemen as Achilles

It has long been recognised that a number of Plutarch’s Lives (Alexander, Pyrrhus, 
Camillus, Aristides, and Coriolanus) measure up their subjects against the epic model 
of Achilles. The Life of Philopoemen has been curiously neglected in these discussions. 
Yet this work begins by comparing the young and orphaned Philopoemen, who will be 
raised by a guardian, to Achilles, who was raised by Phoenix. The adolescent who will, 
eventually, become the best (and the last great) general of the Achaean League before 
Rome’s conquest of Greece reads Homer as a stimulant to andreia, devotes himself only 
to lessons useful for a soldier, and is marked by his propensity to anger. 
This paper will argue that Plutarch shapes some crucial episodes in the Life of Philo-
poemen with Achilles in mind. As well as rejecting an embassy sent (three times over) 
to offer him presents (15.6-12) and defeating an enemy that resembles a weaker version of 
Hector (10.8-13), Philopoemen gives new arms to the young men of the Achaean League, 
at which point the Homeric Achilles is explicitly evoked (9.12). The emphasis on the 
workshops making the weapons and the precious materials they use is indeed remi-
niscent of Thetis’ arming of her son (an imagery also appropriated by the historical 
Pyrrhus), but Plutarch’s comments on the distinction between other luxurious objects, 
which implant effeminacy, and the trappings of war, which – almost magically – exult 
the spirit and instil manliness, rather indicate that he is (also) thinking of the myth 
of Achilles on the island of Skyros, handling feminine objects among the daughters 
of Lycomedes. An allusion to the same myth could also be discerned in a later episode 
(13.1-9) which sees Philopoemen abandon the Achaean League because of his restless-
ness (an Achillean quality, as Plutarch says elsewhere) and join the Gortynian forces on 
the island of Crete, where he puts on (like a garment) a way of fighting that is foreign 
to him and involves hiding and trickery. Finally, it will be argued that Philopoemen’s 
death (20.1-4) is described in a way that evokes the (Achillean, according to Plato) death 
of Socrates, and thus acquires an added layer of tragic fictionality.   

Slot 18: 10:00 - 10:50am
Sonia Pertsinidis, The Australian National University [sonia.pertsinidis@anu.edu.au]
You could have fooled me! Fiction and biography in the Aesop Romance

The Aesop Romance is a comic biography of Aesop from the first-second centuries CE. It 
incorporates fictional motifs, including miraculous events, wondrous tricks and travel 
to exotic destinations into a pseudo-biographical account of Aesop’s life. The genres of 
comedy and tragedy are intertwined, as Aesop’s mischievous deeds evoke the crudity 
and hilarity of Aristophanic comedy, while his unjust execution represents a tragic end 
and brings punishment upon the Delphians. At the same time as engaging and enter-
taining the reader, the narrative has strong moralizing themes: in its emphasis on piety, 
the contest between practitioners of popular wisdom and learned philosophers, and the 
overt criticism of power and authority. Ultimately, there is a powerful expression of faith 
in practical wisdom, as represented by the triumph of Aesop’s fables over other forms of 
speech. In this paper, I will argue that like a fable itself, the Aesop Romance combines 
fictional and non-fictional elements whilst proclaiming a profound, moral message that 
is intended for real life. 
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Slot 19: 11:10 - 12:00am
Eleanor Okell, University of Leeds [E.R.OKell@leeds.ac.uk]
Dictys Cretensis, contracts of fictionality and the cultivation of the suspicious reader

Dictys Cretensis’ eye-witness account of the Trojan War is now recognised as one of 
the three most prominent examples of pseudo-documentary fiction (Kemezis 2014) but 
scholarly interest has mainly focused on its effects on the reader’s view of Homer as a 
foundational and authoritative part cultural heritage (Kim 2010) or its extraordinarily 
rich paratext and place in establishing/perpetuating the Beglaubigungsapparat motif 
(Horsfall 2008-2009). 
While the paratext has been shown to foreground the fictional contract with readers, 
simultaneously adding substance to that fictional belief and emphasizing its self-cons-
cious fictionality (Kemezis 2014), Dictys’ strategies for maintaining this balance between 
belief in his autopsy and suspicion that it is fiction have not been analysed within the 
main body of the work. 
Starting from the question ‘How does Dictys know?’ the paper will first use the summa-
rised homecomings (6) to identify specific strategies used to allay reader suspicion 
(generally held to follow the model of the historiographical fetishization of the eyewit-
ness, consisting of source identification and copious detail; Kemezis 2014, Clark 2011) 
and show how these authentication strategies are supplemented in the main account 
(1-5) with: verbs of seeing and hearing; first person plural pronouns or narration; clear 
indication of surmised motives; cross-referencing etc. It will then focus on when these 
suspicion-allaying strategies are used, revealing that Dictys is conscious of the readers’ 
developing suspicion and even deliberately raises it, e.g. by introducing direct speech 
and then delaying identification of its source until the reader has reached the point of 
asking ‘But how can Dictys know this?’.
Dictys’ undermining of his own strategy of self-authorisation is, therefore, in keeping 
with not only the fictional contract of the paratext but also with his assumed identity as 
an eye-witness who, as a Cretan, is a proverbial liar; suggesting a sophisticated author-
ship and readership for the work.

Slot 20: 12:10am - 1:00pm
Stella Alekou, University of Cyprus [stella.alekou@gmail.com]
Female (anti-)exempla in Pliny’s and Ovid’s ‘Heroines’

Pliny’s letters have often been examined as a valuable historiographical source on 
women’s role in Roman society, as the use of real people as models for behavior actively 
participates in the Plinian fashioning of Roman uirtus through the moral instruction of 
exempla. The letters’ role is in fact twofold: both prescriptive and descriptive, they extol 
as well as advocate specific patterns of behavior, including that of the ideal wife. These 
texts may thus be further studied as rhetorical constructions of cultural stereotypes 
from which we can but learn about gendered norms and ideologies. In a quite different 
temporal setting, Ovid too writes letters in which women appear quite prominently. 
As opposed to Pliny’s female portrayals, women in the Heroides are far less conceived 
as exempla of the ‘ideal wife’, are mainly fictional and are, furthermore, ‘enabled’ to 
rewrite their pseudo-biographies, as if they were the fabricators of their own portrayals, 
even though these are composed, filtered and ‘edited’ by a male poet. 
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Notwithstanding the temporal lacuna and the many contextual divergences that distance 
the Plinian from the Ovidian letters, Ovid offers both a canon of style and a polemical 
target source that activates in Pliny’s writing a network of allusions. This paper will 
examine Pliny’s letters with regard to their Ovidian reminiscences in order to shed light 
on a literary exchange that has been consistently overshadowed in scholarship. Focusing 
on death notices in Pliny’s epistolary historiography and Ovid’s epistolary fiction, the 
study of clusters of letters will show that the Ovidian work participates in the Plinian 
readers’ mental encyclopaedia as an intergeneric exemplum. In reading Ovid to further 
understand Pliny, we will be called to see the Ovidian Heroides  no longer as mere 
fictional letters but to finally situate them in their historical context. Most importantly, 
in reexamining Ovid’s unconventional feminae vis à vis the Plinian perception of distin-
guished women, we will eventually be encouraged to reconsider some well-established 
views on Pliny’s social, cultural and political conservativism.
List of Speakers


