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BOOK REVIEW

A NEW CRITICAL EDITION OF A MAJOR SOURCE FOR THE HISTORY OF
THE SOUTHEASTERN MEDITERRANEAN WORLD IN LATE ANTIQUITY

Johannes (Hans) Thurn (ed.), Ioannis Malalae Chronographia. Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae/
series Berolinensis, no. 5 (Berlin-New York: Walter de Gruyter. 2000), pp. 30*+555, plates.

“Lively, undiscriminating, often muddled,
firmly orthodox in theology, a jumble of bat-
tles, high politics, ecclesiastical intrigue, earth-
quakes, tittle-tattle and sensationalism, it of-
fers a fascinating glimpse of the intellectual
world of the ordinary man under Justinian”.
This extraordinary condensed description of
the late Robert Browning (The Byzantine En-
pire, London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1980,
35) serves as an excellent introduction to the
Chronography of the 6th-century Antiochene
chronicler John Malalas (c. 491-578), consid-
ered the oldest representative of Byzantine
vernacular chronography (see surveys by K.
Krumbacher, Geschichte der byzantinischen Lit-
eratwy; 2nd ed., Munich 1897, 325-334 and
updated Greek trans. , I, Athens repr. 1974,
658-679, G. Moravcsik, Byzantinoturcica, 2nd
ed., I, Berlin 1958/ repr. Leiden 1983, 329-
334 and H. Hunger, Die hochsprachliche profane
Literatur der Byzantines; I, Munich 1978, 319-
326 and updated Greek trans., II, Athens
1992, 116-125; on the recent survey by Karpo-
zelos see below; cf. also, recently N. Laskares,
“lodvvng Maddag, o Bepediwniig g Bula-
vuvijg  ypovoypagias”, lotopiwd Oéuata 13,
Dec. 2002, 104-119). Malalas’ long text was
recently edited in the authoritative series
CFHB, posthumously, by the German byzanti-

nist, Professor Johannes (Hans) Thurn (1934-
1993) of Wlrzburg University, also editor in
the same series of the historiographical works
by John Skylitzes in 1973 [CFHB no. 5; Thurn
also published a partial German translation of
it in the series Byzaniinische Geschichtsschreiber
no. 15, Graz-Wien-Kéln 1983] and -in colla-
boration with A. Lesmueller-Werner- by Jo-
seph Genesios in 1978 [CFHB no. 14]. Thurn
in fact died prematurely while the present edi-
tion under review was in progress —hence the
explanatory foreword by the academician Pro-
fessor A. Kambyles (co-editor of the CFHB ser-
ies) before the table of contents. Based on a
sole surviving 11th or 12th-century Oxford
manuscript  (Bodleian Library/ Barroccius
182), the text was heretofore mostly utilized
in the editions by L Dindorf in the Bonn Cor-
pus  Scriptorum  Historiae Byzantinge corpus
(1831) and by J.-P. Migne in his Patiologia
Graeca vol. 97 (Paris 1860), cols 9-790, text
on 65-717; a large section of it was also pub-
lished by C. Miiller in his Fragmenta Historicor-
wm Graecorum IV (Paris 1851), 535-622, while
some more excerpts of it, known to research-
ers as Fragmenta Tusculana, survive in MSS of
the Grotaferrata monastery and were pub-
lished in Patrologia Graeca vol. 85 (1853), cols
1808-1824.
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Malalas originated from Antioch (mod. An-
takya in southeastern Turkey) and was most
probably a hellenized Syrian ("Zvpofulavti-
vég" in J.J. Norwich, Buldvnio, o1 npistor auvec,
Athens: Intered, 1996, 149) - the Syriac word
melel or malal signifies ‘thetor’ (cf. J.B. Bury,
History of the Later Roman Empire, A.D. 395-565,
II, New York repr. 1958, 435 n.1) or even
‘scholastikos’, i.e. lawyer (cf. J. Evans, H enoyy
rov lovoriavod, Athens: Odysseas, 1999, 27).
Since J. Haury’s tentative identification (in By-
zantinische Zeitschrift 9 [1900], 337-356) there
are some scholars (inclusive of R. Browning.
“Malalas John”, Penguin companion to Litera-
ture, IV, Harmondsworth 1969, 198-199) who
tend to associate him with the ecumenical pa-
triarch John III Scholastikos from Antioch
(565-5717) (cf. M. Anastos, in lozopia EMyviod
‘E6vovs by Ekdotike Athenon, vol. VII, 1978,
349; on this issue see now Sp. Troianos, “Twd-
dvvng I 0 a6 Zyodaotikev kat ledvvg Ma-
AdXag”, Avayopd e pvijpny Miggponoditov Zdple-
wv Matfpov, V, Genf 1989, 33-39 and Karpoze-
los, 1, 539-540), though this is sometimes re-
jected (B. Baldwin, in Oxford dictionary of By-
zantium [=0DB], New York-Oxford 1991,
1275b). Malalas’ work entitled “Chronogra-
phia”, most famous in Byzantine times, con-
sists of 18 books covering the period from
Creation (5508 B.C. according to Byzantine
tradition) until the final years of Justinian I’s
reign, i.e. A.D. 563 (cf. Krumbacher, Ioropia, 1,
659, Hunger, Bu{. Aoyoreyvie, 11, 117, Karayan-
nopulos-Weiss [see below], 281 no.87, Karpo-
zelos, 1, 540) and not 565, as often observed
(e.g. A. Hohlweg, in Tusculum Lexikon, 3rd ed.,
Munich-Zurich 1982, 402 and Greek trans., I,
Athens 1993, 260, W. Treadgold, History of By-
zanting state and society, Stanford U.P. 1997,
902, Averil Cameron, “Historiography, Byzan-
tine”, Dictionary of the Middle Ages 6, 1985,
243b and A. Littlewood, “Historiography, By-
zantine”, Encyclopedia of Greece and the Hellenic
Tradition [=Enc.Greece/, 1, Chicago-London
762a). The final book ends abruptly and it
has been conjectured that it may have ended
in A.D. 574 (see E. Chryssos, Jahrbuch der ds-

A.G.C. SAVVIDES

terreichischen byzantinischen Gesellschaft 15, 1966,
147-152).

A corroborative fact testifying to the work’s
popularity is its 10th-11th-century Slavonic
translation upon which the M, Spinka and G.
Downey based their English translation
(Chronicle of John Malalas: books VIII-XVIII from
the Church Slavomic, Chicago 1940), as well as
the fact that it was extensively used by several
contemporary or later Byzantine authors, like
John of Ephesos, Evagrios, John of Antioch,
Chronicon Paschale, John of Nikiou, John of
Damascus, Theophanes the Confessor, George
the Monk, George Kedrenos, John Zonaras,
Theodore Skoutariotes and Nikephoros Kallis-
tos Xanthopoulos (see ]J. Karayannopoulos,
Iyyai polevnvij 1ropiag, Sth ed., Thessalonike:
Pournaras, 1987, 163-164 no. 126; J. Karayan-
nopulos-G. Weiss, Quellenkunde zur Geschichte
von Byzanz, Wiesbaden: Harassowitz, 1982,
281-282 no. 87, Hunger, op.cit., 11, 123, Kar-
pozelos, 1, 55). On the other hand, its impor-
tance for modern scholarship is testified by
important work done, for example, in Austra-
lia: the English translation of the Chronography
published in 1986 (Elizabeth Jeffreys, M. Jef-
freys, R. Scott, with B. Croke, Jenny Ferber, S.
Franklin, A. James, D. Kelly, Ann Moffat and
Ann Nixon, The Chronicle of John Malalas: a
translation [ser. Byzantina Australiensia, no. 4],
Melbourne 1986) and the collective volume
on Malalas’ personality and work, edited by
E. Jeffreys, B. Croke and R. Scott (Studies in
John Malalas [ser. Byuantina Australiensia, no.
6], Sydney 1990). Indeed, Malalas’ rehabilita-
tion is correctly stressed recently by Irfan Sha-
hid (in Byzantinische Forschungen 26 [2000],
129), the foremost authority on Byzantine-
Arab relations in the pre-Islamic period, who
has diligently utilized the Chronographia in his
Byzantiwm and the Arabs i the sixth cenwry, vols
1.1 (1995) and I1.1 (2002).

In the first eleven books a variety of topics
“parade” in the text, such as Adam and the
Genesis, the ancient Egyptians and other Or-
iental peoples and ancient Greek mythology
and history wth emphasis on the Trojan War;
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book twelve concentrates on Roman history,
ending with the pre-Constantinian period,
while books XIII to XVIII deal extensively
with the early Byzantine centuries (early 4th-
second part of 6th). Centering his interest
around events which took place in (or are di-
rectly or indirectly connected with) his native
Antioch, Malalas describes early Byzantine
history in his final six books as follows: 13th
(Period of Constantine I's dynasty and reigns
of Theodosios I and Arkadios/ Dindorf’s Bonn
ed. pp. 316-360 = present ed. 243-271); 14th
(Period of Theodosios Minor [II] to Leo Minor
[I1}/ Bonn 351-376 = present ed. 272-300);
15th (Reigns of Zeno and Basiliskos / Bonn
377-391 = present ed. 318); 16th (Reign of
Anastasios I/ Bonn 392-409 = present ed.
319-335); 17th (Reign of Justin I/ Bonn 410-
424 = present ed. 336-353); and 17th, the
longest (Reign of Justinian I/ Bonn 425-496
= present ed. 354-432).

Being of a Christian apologetic nature and
addressed mainly to the lay public and various
clerics/ monks of Malalas’ time, the Chronogra-
phy is characterized by a lack of profound scho-
larship of the classical type-a fact which made
the great Krumbacher (who late in the 19th
century defined it as “the first monument of
considerable size in vernacular Greek idiom”:
Iotopia, 1, 663) taint is as “an abominable crea-
tion”, “a coarse ... and childish book” on ac-
count of it being strewn with intervening le-
gends and second-rate events of no conse-
quence to the main narrative, the flow of which
they moreover often interrupt (ibid., I, 659-
660). Its great importance as a linguistic monu-
ment of its time was observed by A. Vasiliev, who
wrote that itwas “the first considerable one writ-
ten in the spoken Greek language, that vulgate
Greek dialect, popular in the East, which mixed
Greek elements with Latin and eastern expres-
sions” (History of the Byzantine Empire, 2nd ed.,
Madison Wisc. 1976, 184; cf. also the specia-
lized treatise by K. Weierholt, Studien zum
Sprachgebrauch des Malalas, Oslo 1963).

Apart from his personal knowledge and ex-
perience regarding contemporary events, Ma-
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lalas seems to have consulted for his work the
works of Sextus Julius Africanus, Domninus,
Theophilos, Timotheos, Nestorianos, FEu-
stathios of Epiphaneia, as well as various (quite
trustworthy) oral traditions (cf. Karayannopu-
los-Weiss, op.cit.). He also seems to have made
use of the work of the first century A.D. Jewish
historiographer Flavius Josephus (see Eleanor
Dickey, Enc. Greece, 1, 859a and the bibliogra-
phy in S. Bowman, ODB, 1074 b). Of particular
importance are his accounts of Byzantium’s for-
eign relations (especially with Sassanid Persia),
of intertnal (dynastic) affairs, of earthquakes
and other natural phenomena in Antioch and
the southeastern Mediterranean area in gener-
al —the latter topic recently examined in detail
by the Turkish scholar Dr Esin Ozansoy of Is-
tanbul University in her articles “Malalas’in
Khronographia’sinda Tustinianos donemi doga
Olaylari”, Adalya no. 1 (1996), 53-59 (generally
on natural phenomena) and “Ot ogtopof otny
Avuiéyera oty Xpovoypagica tov Iodvvny Ma-
AGAa”, Mésogeios 3 (Paris 1999), 83-98. Con-
cerning earthquakes in Antioch and vicinity
from the Hellenistic Seleucid ruler Antiochus
VII (A38-129 B.C.) to the Byzantine emperor
Justinian I (A.D. 527-565), Dr Ozansoy has de-
monstrated that they caused considerable da-
mage in the area and that they were considered
as “theomeniai” (i.e. God-sent misfortunes), that
is, not simply natural disasters but manifesta-
tions of divine wrath and displeasure. On the
other hand, Malalas is keen in introducing fa-
bles and legends in his narrative, like for exam-
ple the popular legend of Saint Merkourios kill-
ing emperor Julian in the course of the latter’s
363 Persian campaign (cf. A, Savvides, in Zrpo-
nweny] lovopia no. 71 [July 2002], 57).

Dr Ozansoy's aforementioned contribu-
tions as well as a significant number of other
recent publications on Malalas do not appear
in Thurn’s detailed Sekundérliteratur on pp.
19*-30* (editions are discussed on p. 12¥).
The reason for this absence is obvious, since
Thurn's premature death in 1993 forcefully
stopped the bibliography in the early 1990s
(another such attempt on a Malalas bibliogra-
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phy was made by the Spanisg scholar J.A Ochoa
Anadon, “La bibliogafia sobre la Cronografia
de Juan Malalas”, Erytheia 9.1 [1988], 61-75,
where editions, translations and secondary
works are amassed in the same list), There are
however some notable omissions regarding
pre-1990 publications as well, like e.g. Agne
Vassilikopoulou-loannidou, H fvlavevy wropro-
ypapia, 324-1204, Athens 1984, 34-35, Brow-
ning’s Penguin companion entry cited above, Ai-
katerine Christophilopoulou, Bv{avewij wropie,
I: 324-610, Athens 1975, 2nd ed., Thessalo-
nike: Vanias, 1992, 180, A. Gorling, Mythos
und Pistis. Zue Dewtung heidnischer Mythen in
der christlichen Weltchroniken des Ioannes Malalas,
Lund 1980, A. Hohlweg’s entry in Tirculum
Lextkon, 3rd ed., Munich-Zurich 1982, 402-
403 (and Greek trans., I, Athens 1993, 260-
261), V. Istrin, “Pervaja kniga Hroniki Ioanna
Malalji”, Zapiski Imper. Akad. Nauk ser. 8, 1.3
(1897) and “Hronika Ioanna Malalji v slavjans-
kom perevodie, kn. XV-XVIII, Shornik otdelenija
russkago jazyka 1 slovensnosti Imper. Akad. Nauk
91, no. 2 (1914), Karayannopoulos’ (and Kar-
ayannopulos-Weiss’) manuals cited above, J.
Ljubarskij, “Hronografija Ioanpa Malalji —pro-
blemi kompozicii”, in A. Rexheuser-K. Ruff-
mann (edd.), Festschrifi Fairy von Lilienfeld,
Niirnberg 1982, 411-430 (=repr. in his recent
Vizantiiskie @ pisateli, pp. 7-20, cited below), A.
Momigliano’s entry in the Oxford Classical dic-
tionary, 2nd ed. (1984), 641b, A. Savvides’ entry
in Meydhy Tewxt Eyxvrlonaideie “Yopia” 37
(Athens 1985), 262-263, N. Tomadakes, Ziia-
Poc pulavmvidy pederdv xan xeyiév, Athens 1961,
279-280 and entry in Opyoxevaxij xar HOwij E-
yrvxlonabeia 6 (1965), cols 1208-1209, Zinaida
Udaltsova, “Hronika Ioanna Malalji v Kievskoj
Rusi”, Arheograficeskit eZegodin k za 1965, and H.
Wada, “To Aeyépevov Beiov dmupov bei Mala-
las”, Orient 11 (1975), 25-34 (cf. also Th.
Korres, «To vypé mup mpv ané tov 70 aidvas,
in H xaOnpepivij &nf oo Buldvuio, Athens: Byzan-
tine Research Centre, 1989, 523-529, also not
cited here). On the other hand, later contribu-
tions (not included by Thurn) include the fol-
lowing: A. Karpozelos, Bulaviwoi wTopIKol Xon
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ypovoypdypor, vol. I (4o¢-7o¢ or.), Athens: Ka-
nake, 1997, 538-558 (excellent survey with
good bibl. on pp. 556-558), J. Ljubarkij, Vizan-
tiiskie istoriki i pisateli. Sbornik statei, Sankt-Pe-
tersburg 1999 (including his article on the
Chronography’s problems of composition ci-
ted above [pp. 7-20] as well as the article “Geroi
hronografii Ioanna Malalji”, on pp. 21-30), T.
Lounges (Lounghis), H 1deodoyia mc fulavavic
wropioypayias, Athens: Herodotos, 1993, 25-
26, 31-35, V1. Pheidas’ entry in Eyxvxlonaibea
Idnvpos-Aapoic-Mnpuwdwixa 40 (1990, TEpT.
1996), 131b-c, R. Scott, “Diplomacy in the
6th century: the evidence of John Malalas”, in
J. Shepard-S. Franklin (edd.), Byzantine diplo-
macy, London 1992, 157-165 and “The images
of Constantine in Malalas and Theophanes”, in
P. Magdalino (ed.), New Constantines: the rhythm
of imperial venewal in Byzantium, 4th-13th centu-
ries, London 1994, 57-71. And a final minor
observation: B Baldwin’s entry in the Oxford
dictionary of Byzantium, 1275 (cited anon-
ymously on p. 27*) deserved an eponymous
mention, just like P. Schreiner’s equivalent en-
try in the Lexikon des Mittelalters V.3 (1990), col.
588 (cited on p. 28*); moreover, Korres’ book
on Greek fire (p. 25*) is now in its 3rd ed.
(Thessalonike: Vanias, 1995).

These bibliographical observations not-
withstanding, Thurn’s edition and commen-
tary are exemplary, since he combined the
skills of a classicist and a byzantinist-philolo-
gist. Malalas’ new edition will surely serve as a
standard reference tool for many generations
of future researchers in the history of the early
Byzantine Empire and its neighbours in the
southeastern Mediterranean basin. Especially
compiled indices (proper names, places,
Greek words and various connotations) serve
to this purpose and facilitate the scholar’s work
on a most important text.
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