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As a pervasive, multivalent and characteristic phenomenon of Byzantine
literature and literary culture, metaphrasis has attracted heightened schol-
arly interest over the last four decades, including important studies by con-
tributors to this volume, while recent symposia, research projects and col-
lective studies bear witness to increasing diversity of approach and inter-
pretative sophistication.1 Succinctly defined by the editors as ‘the trans-
position of a certain text to a different stylistic and/or linguistic level’,
metaphrasis, whether narrowly or broadly construed, is found in a wide
range of genres, literary traditions and fields of knowledge, indicative of
its compositional versatility and its rootedness in Byzantine education. The
study of metaphrastic processes and techniques elucidates contemporary
awareness and notions of stylistic differentiation as well as attitudes to tex-
tual fixity and literary creativity, which, beyond purely lexical dimensions,
can also reveal changes in authorial objectives, audience expectations and
socio-cultural milieu.
The greater part of this volume originated in papers presented at an identi-
cally named round table organized by Anne Alwis, Martin Hinter-
berger and Elisabeth Schiffer at the 23rd International Congress
of Byzantine Studies, in Belgrade in 2016, supplemented with a couple
of commissioned papers. A concise and clear Introduction, co-written by
the three editors, surveys particular concerns and generals trends in recent
and ongoing research, with a view to introducing individual chapters and
identifying fruitful avenues for inquiry. Addressing the use and useful-
ness of the term ‘metaphrasis’, with its essential meaning of ‘rewriting’,
they acknowledge a lack of precise and comprehensive distinction – con-
ceptual and terminological – between metaphrasis and paraphrasis, both in
Byzantine texts, where usage may imply synonymity, even allowing for

1. See most recently Stavroula Constantinou – Christian Høgel (eds),
Metaphrasis: A Byzantine Concept of Rewriting and Its Hagiographical Products (The
Medieval Mediterranean 125). Leiden – Boston 2020.
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later diachronic development, and in modern scholarship, where opinions
differ even among specialists. The editors raise definitional and analyti-
cal questions, especially with respect to the possible variety and varying
combination of modes of adaptation – substitution, transposition, reduc-
tion, expansion, omission, addition – and the consequent relationship be-
tween the model-text and the rewritten text, noting an understandable but
potentially distorting tendency of researchers to privilege what has been
altered above what is left unchanged. This discussion also touches on the
utility and application of literary theory, specifically the work of Roman
Jakobson and Gérard Genette, and unresolved issues of whether and/or
how to mark changes when editing a metaphrased text. The editors then
survey the particularities of metaphrasis – lexical, syntactical, stylistic, ide-
ological (or doctrinal), narratological – with respect to different genres, as
both a literary phenomenon and a (re)writing process. Two ‘main types’
naturally dominate the scholarly landscape. First, hagiography, character-
ized by linguistic and/or stylistic ‘upgrading’ and rhetorical elaboration of
model-texts, notably in the ninth/tenth centuries and early Palaiologan era.
In this sphere, scholarly inquiry has gradually escaped the immediate or-
bit of Symeon’s massive Menologion, though many, usually anonymous
metaphraseis remain unexplored.2 Second, historiography, typified by lin-
guistic ‘downgrading’ or simplifying of a much smaller number of classi-
cizing/Atticizing historical and rhetorical compositions of the Komnenian
and Nicaean periods, where metaphrasis operates at a more purely lexical
level. A glance at some other fields embraces various verse-forms, rhetor-
ical exercises, scholia and catenae, legendary narratives, chronicles and
‘practical’ writing. In all cases, metaphrasis has elicited much less interest.
The editors’ concluding remarks on desiderata for future research will be
addressed below. The Table of Contents of the volume appears at the end
of this review.
The initial contribution byChristian Høgel provides an insightful over-
view of the development, character and modern study of hagiographical
writing and rewriting in Byzantium. Some fundamental observations on
codicology, transmission and hagiographical corpora, as well as questions

2. As a minutial observation: the references to single volumes of the Metaphrastic
Menologion cited at p. 15, n. 22, can be supplemented with a book inventory (1428/9) in
Sofia, Dujčev gr. 253, f. 290r: Μεταφραστὴς τὸ ἥμισυ τοῦ δεκαρίου (> δεκε(μβ)ρίου),
see Philip Rance, A Late Byzantine Book Inventory in Sofia, Dujčev gr. 253 (olim
Kosinitsa 265) – a Monastic or Private Library?. ByzZ 115.3 (2022) pp. 977–1029 at 982,
985, 1002–4.
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of (sub)genre and generic labelling, clarify what we can know or reason-
ably infer about the continuing readership and socio-cultural contexts of ha-
giography, distinct from immediate compositional circumstances. Høgel
distinguishes two developmental currents, ‘standardization’ and metaphra-
sis, which partly overlap, in period and effect, but, in other, more important
respects, act as countervailing tendencies. Largely shaped by liturgical pri-
orities, standardization promoted uniformity in narrative content and tex-
tual format, suppressing authorial voice and narratorial identity, deleting
historical, geographical and local particularities, and generally homoge-
nizing episodes, in both wording and substance. Subsequent metaphrastic
processes evident in Symeon’s Menologion not only elevated the vocabu-
lary and style of source-texts but also (re)installed previously excised his-
torical details, using supplementary historiographic or documentary texts,
apparently in response to criticism of the banality of prior hagiographical
writing. Metaphrasis thus becomes a more broadly reactive phenomenon,
reflecting shifts in readers’ expectations and exhibiting ambitions beyond
linguistic/stylistic considerations.
Daria Resh’s reassessment of fragmented evidence for the life, ecclesi-
astical career and writings of John of Sardis aims to reconstruct the proso-
pographical background and literary-cultural setting of two early speci-
mens of hagiographical metaphrasis, vitae of St Barbara (BHG 2151) and
St Nikephoros (BHG 1334),3 while addressing the wider interaction of
authors, genre and audience in the early ninth century. Having affirmed
aspects of John’s biography, Resh’s demonstration of textual affinities
between the vitae and similarly ascribed rhetorical commentaries both re-
inforces their common authorship and deepens understanding of his meta-
phrastic activity. Exploration of John’s possible socio-intellectual networks
aligns him with a contemporary fashion for rhetorical-linguistic learned-
ness in hagiographical writing, while the shared experience of defending
Orthodoxy during the Second Iconoclasm becomes fundamental to his re-
envisaging of the discourse of veneration and martyrdom for a like-minded
urban elite.
Laura Franco undertakes a detailed analysis of Symeon Metaphrastes’
compositional methods in the Menologion, primarily through a case study
of his hitherto unpublished Passio of St James the Persian (BHG 773) and

3. Resh’s critical edition of the Vita of St Barbara is due to be published in David
Konstan and Daria Resh, Fragile Saints: The Legends of Barbara and Katherine in
the Greek Tradition (4th–10th centuries) (Atlanta, forthcoming).
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its relationship to preceding textual traditions. This inquiry is executedwith
commendable delicacy, given the difficulty of determiningwhich, if any, of
the four pre-Metaphrastic versions was the (or a) source-text, and insofar as
the varying extent, nature and impact of Symeon’s modifications through-
out his version allows differing opportunities for comparison. Carefully
charting a repertoire of adaptive techniques employed in the Metaphrastic
passio, which variously omit, transpose, amplify and condense material,
as well as elaboration of rhetorical devices and protagonists’ psychologies,
Franco plausibly infers authorial purpose within an overall absence of
clear and systematically applied criteria. The mooted possibility that ap-
parent inconsistency of approach, if correctly discerned, may partly reflect
collaborative teamwork under Symeon’s supervision adds further complex-
ity that future studies should address.
Elisabeth Schiffer investigates the complex hagiographical dossier
relating to John Chrysostom prior to the redaction in Symeon’s Menolo-
gion, which seemingly attests the rich narrative potential that Byzantine
authors/redactors found in this material. She first surveys what is known
or believed about four extant pre-Metaphrastic versions – one dated to
the seventh/eight century, the others tenth-century – and considers their
sources and sometimes obscure relationships, direct and indirect, includ-
ing at least one demonstrable lost intermediary text. The main part of this
study is a meticulous comparative analysis of sample parallel episodes in
these four vitae and the Metaphrastic Menologion, through which Schif-
fer elucidates their respective authors’ adaptative methodologies and lin-
guistic/stylistic tastes, while further clarifying intertextuality. Generally,
her inquiry affirms the view that characterization of specific cases of rewrit-
ing should seek to identify underlying tendencies rather than uniform pat-
terns or systematic adherence to rules. Specifically, even if, compared to
Symeon’s Menologion, the more tenuous manuscript transmission of the
tenth-century pre-Metaphrastic vitae limits the scope for determining com-
positional contexts, by examining a nexus of successive, near-contemporary
redactions, Schiffer raises broader questions about authors and audi-
ences that might be applicable to the study of metaphrasis in other cases
or genres.
In a fascinating contribution, Martin Hinterberger explains the me-
thodology, challenges and results of two interrelated collaborative research
projects, hosted by the University of Cyprus (2014–18), which undertook
comparative linguistic analysis of sample works existing in two or more
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versions.4 Initial investigation of the original and metaphrased texts of a
large historical composition (Niketas Choniates’ History) systematically
recorded and categorized ‘high-style’ (classicizing) to ‘low-style’ (literary
koine) lexical substitution and created a concordance database of register-
related correspondences in vocabulary. The scope of inquiry was subse-
quently extended to include other simplifying Palaiologan metaphraseis of
rhetorical and historical works, but also tenth-century and Palaiologan ha-
giographies in which the metaphrastic process, in contrast, entailed ‘low’-
to-‘high(er)’ adaptation. Generally confirming the findings of prior, mostly
single-work studies, but now based on significantly broader evidential foun-
dations, the results reveal general trends and specific characteristics in me-
taphrastic technique. In particular, a high degree of consistency in the
equivalence of high-level and low-level words, varying in extent according
to genre-specific criteria, points to coherent underling linguistic practices
and assumptions, which, in some cases, appear to remain diachronically
stable from the Middle to Late Byzantine periods. In this latter respect,
Hinterberger considers the use and impact of lexica and scholia. The
database will become an evolving tool that can assist modern researchers in
evaluating the literary-stylistic quality of vocabulary, even – or especially
– outside of metaphrastic scenarios. However, the process of this project
is equally important, insofar as it has fostered thoughtful consideration of
definitional and functional complexities of lexical substitution, not least the
large proportion of model-texts that metaphrasts left unchanged, and thus
contributes to a more nuanced understanding of ‘high’ and ‘low’ registers
in Byzantine literature as a whole.
Staffan Wahlgren explores possibilities for extending metaphrastic
analysis beyond conventional categorizations of metaphrasis. His subject
is an anonymous, undated continuation to the tenth-century Chronicle of
Symeon the Logothete, covering the period 945–1118, which retains the
overall structure and narrative conventions of its antecedent but differs in
linguistic/stylistic form.5 Having first demonstrated alternating ‘high-’ and
‘low-level’ diction in different sections of this work, indicative of compos-
ite, multi-authored composition, Wahlgren analyses linguistic features
of the first four chapters, apparently a homogeneous unit, for both their
intrinsic interest and what they might reveal about the competence and am-
bitions of the author of this ‘immediate continuation’, directly conjoined

4. https://websites.ucy.ac.cy/byz/en/news-and-announcements.html
5. An edition is in preparation: Staffan Wahlgren (ed.), Symeonis magistri et

logothetae versiones et continuationes (CFHB, Series Berolinensis).
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to and potentially in dialogue with Symeon’s Chronicle. Wahlgren pro-
poses that, although the continuation is not a metaphrasis in any recognised
sense, its dependent and reactive relationship to a prototype, in certain re-
spects, could be deemed analogous to that between a metaphrasis and its
model, with corresponding implications for authorial motivation and pro-
jected readership.
Corinne Jouanno’s contribution elaborates her previous extensive re-
search on the exceptionally diffuse tradition of the Greek Alexander Ro-
mance, traversing more than a millennium, from Late Antiquity into the
Ottoman era. She classifies extant rewritings into two categories: ‘con-
servative’, largely retaining narrative arrangement and gradually diverg-
ing through episodic additions and omissions, and ‘innovative’ (recensio
ε and its descendants), distinguished by radical modifications to narrative,
characterization and chronology, and ideologically recast in a Christianized
‘Byzantine’ guise. Jouanno investigates this wide spectrum of adapta-
tion through a close study of a single common episode, the young Alexan-
der’s encounter with the Persian ambassadors, charting successive modifi-
cations, minor and major, whereby each author/redactor nuanced or trans-
formed the story and its protagonists. Even if, as Jouanno concedes,
medieval or modern definitions of ‘metaphrasis’ may not embrace all the
adaptive processes discussed, changes at a linguistic/stylistic level, and es-
pecially Late and post-Byzantine versifications, presume that authors en-
deavoured to satisfy the shifting tastes and competence of contemporary
audiences.
Lev Lukhovitskiy concludes the collection with a perceptive study of
two hagiographical vitae – of the Empress Theophano and Patriarch An-
thony II Kauleas – composed by Nikephoros Gregoras around the mid-
fourteenth century on the basis of tenth-century source-texts. Preliminary
observations address definitional and interpretative questions posed by the
comparatively understudied early Palaiologan corpus of hagiographicalme-
taphraseis, especially regarding their place in the overall consumption and
transmission of hagiographical literature, as well as more individualized
objectives and priorities, which evidently transcended linguistic/stylistic
transposition. Establishing Gregoras’ primary interest in embellishing the
initial, more stereotyped ‘childhood’ sections of both vitae, where hagio-
graphical clichés predominate, Lukhovitskiy’s analysis demonstrates
Gregoras’ distinctive sensitivity to the emotional state and psychological
motivations of protagonists, both child and parent(s), which, in combina-
tion with his ‘scientific’ digressions on human nature, minimize miracles
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and preternatural qualities, and accentuate his characters’ inner world, per-
sonal interrelationships and accessible humanity.

…

In their Introduction, the editors hope that this volume, in its own terms,
will ‘further stimulate an already fruitful discussion of the phenomenon
of “metaphrasis”’. That seems a highly likely prospect. They single out
two avenues of future inquiry. First, definition and usage of ‘metaphrasis’
remain variable and elastic, even in this selection of papers, where it is var-
iously conceived as process(es), technique(s) or/and genre, while diverse
and potentially unrelated aspects of rewriting end up under a ‘metaphras-
tic’ umbrella. Scope seems a crucial criterion: ‘Is metaphrasis ultimately
an all-encompassing concept like “rewriting” … or should we restrict the
term’s application to specific forms of rewriting that fulfil certain require-
ments and therefore can be identified as, sensu stricto, metaphraseis?’ (p.
23). Certainly, this is not an unexamined issue, especially in recent schol-
arship. Semantic difficulty partly arises from the common application of
‘metaphrasis’ to both a process and a product – the rewriting of a text is or
involves ‘metaphrasis’ and the resultant rewritten text is or can be termed
‘a metaphrasis’, though its author might, in fact, have also employed other
adaptive techniques or pursued alternative priorities. Ultimately, schol-
ars may be reluctant to choose between practicality and purism: either
the self-aware convenience of using ‘metaphrasis’ as a modern terminus
technicus for multi-faceted rewriting or the satisfying precision of a nar-
rower linguistic/stylistic definition, which may more accurately reflect me-
dieval/Byzantine usage, but excludes aspects of rewriting that must then
be otherwise categorized and labelled. The fate of other literary terms, not
least ‘paraphrase’ (as a modern terminus technicus), is not easily separated.
Second, more specifically, the editors propose that renewed debate about
the place of Symeon in the Metaphrastic tradition might further elucidate
the identities and writings of his predecessors and his attitude to their texts,
and thereby clarify the nature of his achievement and subsequent popular-
ity. In this context, the focus of several contributors on pre-Metaphrastic
hagiography is consistent with a longer-term broadening of investigative
horizons. By extension, as this reviewer’s interest in metaphrasis began, at
least, with neither hagiography nor historiography, but rather with Byzan-
tine ‘practical’ or ‘technical’ literature, it may be hoped that inquiry can
extend beyond these conventional spheres and admit into the debate other
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genres that clearly offer important perspectives. For example, the potential
interest of military treatises is briefly noted (p. 18). This long-established
literary tradition exhibits exceptional metaphrastic complexity, which fea-
tures ‘upgrading’ and/or ‘downgrading’ metaphraseis/paraphrases of not
only earlier Byzantine compositions but also Classical Greek/Greco-Roman
texts, a dimension of metaphrasis for which (even ‘classicizing’) Byzantine
hagiography and historiography can offer few parallels.6 Furthermore, the
remarkable number of sequential rewritings, which, in some cases, suc-
cessively ‘upgrade’ and ‘downgrade’ (and ‘upgrade’ again) the linguistic
register of the same work, from century to century, even decade to decade,
complicate interpretation of metaphrasts’ goals and techniques and readers’
tastes, at least in terms of identifying uniform or unilinear development.7
Such multi-version texts would be in good company with those studied in
this volume.
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7. Among Byzantine military compositions, the extent and nature of metaphrastic vari-
ability are well illustrated by Nikephoros Ouranos’ Taktika (c. 1000). The first 55 (of
178) chapters incorporate a ‘downgrading’ metaphrasis of Leo’s Taktika (c. 905), using
an exemplar of its ‘Ambrosian recension’ (pre-950s), itself an early ‘upgrading’ metaphra-
sis of Leo’s original text. Leo’s Taktika, in turn, largely comprised a selective re-writing
of Maurice’s Strategikon (c. 590s), which is transmitted in an ‘authentic recension’ and
a (pre-minuscule) metaphrased ‘interpolated recension’ as well as an ‘Ambrosian para-
phrase’ (c. 959). This process does not end with Ouranos’ Taktika 1–55 (unedited), as his
work survives in two versions, one representingOuranos’ original wording (Oxon. Barocc.
131 and Istanbul TSMK G.İ. 36), the other a later ‘upgrading’ metaphrasis (Monac. gr.
452). A complete edition of Ouranos’ Taktika is in preparation by this reviewer.
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