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JiTsE H.F. D1JKSTRA and GREG FISHER, eds, Inside and Out. Interac-
tions between Rome and the Peoples on the Arabian and Egyptian
Frontiers in Late Antiquity, Late Antique History and Religion, 8
(Leuven—Paris—Walpole, MA: Peeters, 2014). xviii, 481 pp. Price:
€ 94.00. ISBN: 978-90-429-3124-4.

This rich book is the result of a well organised workshop held at the Uni-
versity of Ottawa on October 11-13, 2012, elaborating on the theme of
‘peoples on the frontier of the Roman Empire’ in Late Antiquity. It is a
deliberate attempt at extending an approach fruitfully employed in recent
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contributions concerning the eastern border of the Empire, namely the Sas-
anians, to the South and South East, notably Egypt, the Red Sea, and, in
particular, Arabia. As clearly detailed in the rich introduction by Jitse H.F.
Dijkstra and Greg Fisher (pp. 1-31)—who offer a clear summary of histori-
cal research on late antique culture and civilization useful to anyone inter-
ested in the broader historical context of Aksumite history —the idea origi-
nates in the classical nineteenth-century works of Theodor Noldeke, con-
tinued in the twentieth century by Irfan Shahid, and resumed later, by
Christian Julien Robin to quote only one name, along with other authors
who feature in this volume. The innovative aspect of the volume is to have
included anthropologists in order to examine Late Antiquity models of
state-tribe relationships and interactions, cf. Philip Carl Salzman, ‘The
Meeting of the Twain: Tribe and State’ (pp. 83-90), and Greg Fisher, ‘State
and Tribe in Late Antique Arabia: A Comparative View’ (pp. 281-297).

One of the two focuses of the book is the variegated and shifting reality
of the ‘Arabs’, from ‘barbarian’ allies to established partners of Rome (and
Persia) on the frontiers, and to actors in their own right at the end of Late
Antiquity (the latter label taken here in its narrow sense, that also corre-
sponds to the core period under study in the volume, c.fourth—sixth centu-
ries CE), i.e. on the eve of the rise of Islam in the seventh century CE. The
other focus is the Egyptian frontier, extending beyond the First Cataract to
include Meroé and Nubia: obviously with the kingdom of Aksum (placed
by the editors in the introduction a bit imprecisely ‘in modern Eritrea’,
p- 24) interacting on both the Arab and the Egyptian frontiers. ‘Inside and
Out’ thus point to the twofold role of peripheral peoples interacting with
the Roman Empire, either stressing the more ‘inside’ integrated role of the
Arabs or the more articulated ‘outside’ relationship of the latter, notably
Blemmyes and Noubades, with Aksum and Himyar as independent states.
‘Inside’ versus ‘outside’ also makes use of recently emerged mainly epi-
graphic sources from ‘inside’, immensely enhancing our historical under-
standing previously based, to a large extent, notably for Arabia, on much
later secondary Islamic sources.

Two of the contributions focus on Aksum, namely Pierluigi Piovanelli,
‘Reconstructing the Social and Cultural History of the Aksumite Kingdom:
Some Methodological Reflections” (pp. 331-352); and George Bevan, ‘Ethi-
opian Apocalyptic and the End of Roman Rule: The Reception of Chalce-
don in Aksum and the Kebra Nagast’ (pp. 371-388); yet, scholars of Ethio-
pian Studies should also carefully consider the contribution of Christian
Julien Robin, “The Peoples beyond the Arabian Frontier in Late Antiquity:
Recent Epigraphic Discoveries and Latest Advances’ (pp. 33-79), where a
selection of dated inscriptions providing fresh evidence for the understanding

249 Aethiopica 18 (2015)



Reviews

of religious and political developments in the area are carefully analyzed: thus
light is thrown on the domination of the South Arabian kingdom of Himyar
in Arabia in the period ¢.350-560 CE, the spread of ‘a monotheism of Jewish
inspiration” in the same period, eventually followed by the spread of Christi-
anity from ¢.500 CE onwards, up to the eve of Islam.

Piovanelli’s paper, dedicated to the memory of Paolo Marrassini, can be
regarded as a reliable and informative up-to-date introduction to Aksum in
its cultural and historical setting, from the perspective of a scholar—rara
avis—who is intimately familiar with both Ethiopian studies and broader
mainstream disciplines, notably ancient and medieval Christian and Jewish
studies. Piovanelli reanalyses the assumed sequence of Aksumite kings on
the basis of numismatic evidence, places a series of precise caveats on the
limits of the utilization of later literary traditions for the reconstruction of
Aksumite history, and clearly focusing on a tyranny of sources that does
not allow for much elaboration on a ‘Jewish-Ethiopian phase’ carried out,
again, by scholars from Late Antique studies who are not sufficiently ac-
quainted with the subtleties and dynamics of Aksumite and Ethiopian cul-
tural history. Piovanelli’s criticism also applies to Bevan’s paper in this vol-
ume, which expands on recent proposals by Glen W. Bowersock and as-
sumes that ‘the evidence of the single gold coin of MHDYS may be reason
to revisit the argument of Shahid [...] that genuine Aksumite material is
present in the Kobrd ndgdst and that it is an ‘inside’ source of miaphysitism
in Ethiopia in the fifth and sixth centuries’ (p. 388); furthermore, he adds
that the aftermath of the Chalcedonian council of 451 CE might have
opened ways for the apocalyptic claims of Aksum seeing itself as a succes-
sor to Constaninople: in fact, it should be noted that the author does not
discuss the serious doubts raised about the authenticity of the wunicum
MHDYS’s gold coin' and that he tends to minimize the importance of Ethi-
opic texts associated with the Kobri ndigist, such as the Ethiopic versions of
the Martyrium of Arethas, also attested in a second recension as Acts of Kaleb,
that undoubtedly point in other directions.

Other papers focus on Nubia either as an occasion for methodological reflexions—
Stuart Tyson Smith, ‘Desert and River: Consumption and Colonial Entanglements in
Roman and Late Antique Nubia’ (pp. 91-109)—or as a theme in itself —].H.F. Dijkstra,
“I, Silko, Came to Talmis and Taphis”: Interactions between the Peoples beyond the
Egyptian Frontier and Rome in Late Antiquity’ (pp. 299-330), and David N. Edwards,
‘Creating Christian Nubia: Processes and Events on the Egyptian Frontier’ (pp. 407—
431). A large part of the volume focuses on the Arab-Roman relationship, viewed histor-
ically, from ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ sources, with a deeper insight into first-hand sources
and Roman historiography —Ariel L. Lewin, Rome’s Relations with the Arab/Indi-

' See G. Fiaccadori, MHDYS’, EAe, 111 (2007), 947a-949b, esp. pp. 947b-948a.
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genous People in the First-Third Centuries (pp. 113-143); Michael C.A. Macdonald,
“Romans Go Home’? Rome and Other ‘Outsiders’ as Viewed from the Syro-Arabian
Desert’ (pp. 145-163); Hélene Cuvigny, ‘Papyrological Evidence on ‘Barbarians’ in the
Egyptian Eastern Desert’ (pp. 165-198); Helmut Satzinger, “The ‘Barbarian’ Names on
the Third-Century Ostraka from Xeron’ (pp. 199-212); Conor Whately, ‘Arabs, Outsiders,
and Stereotypes from Ammianus Marcellinus to Theophylact Simocatta’ (pp. 215-233);
Hugh Elton, “Writing the Histories of Romans and Arabs in the Fifth-Century Roman
East’ (pp. 235-247); Geoffrey Greatrex, ‘Procopius and Roman Imperial Policy in the
Arabian and Egyptian Frontier Zones’ (pp. 249-264); Robert G. Hoyland, ‘Insider and
Outsider Sources: Historiographical Reflections on Late Antique Arabia’ (pp. 267-280).
The traditionally more strongly stressed theme of ‘conversion’ dynamics is also present,
but not pivotal in the volume, rightly so, given the variety of other aspects considered;
cf. however Philip Wood, ‘Christianity and the Arabs in the Sixth Century’ (pp. 355—
370). R. Stephen Humphreys, ‘Consolidating the Conquest: Arab-Muslim Rule in Syria
and the Jazirah, 630-775 CE’ (pp. 391-405) marks the chronological epilogue of the time-
span encompassed by this book.

Alessandro Bausi, Universitait Hamburg
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