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Preface

The first time I seriously thought about ethnonyms as a subject of research 
was almost ten years ago when, full of hope and enthusiasm, I moved from 
Venice to Vienna and decided to collaborate on the drafting of a project pro-
posal. This proposal was accepted and I started writing my doctoral thesis 
within the “Ethnonyms by comparison” project supported by the DOC-team 
funding program of the Austrian Academy of Sciences. Fascinated by ethnic-
ity and ethnic identity since my first years of university, I found it strange that 
there was no scientific monograph dedicated to the theme of ethnonyms in 
Late Antiquity. Once I started digging, I realized why. Ethnonyms are an elusive 
theme. Because I could not write a book on linguistics or rhetoric, no matter 
how ubiquitous they are in the sources, ethnonyms to me seemed just names. 
And after all, “what’s in a name?” Ethnonyms do not offer the grand narra-
tives of the past found in historiographical sources, nor do they possess the 
same allure as the biographies of historical figures. And yet, since there is no  
people without a name, there is no historian who does not study them in one 
way or another.

As a map enthusiast since childhood, ethnonyms finally stopped being an 
enigma once I realized their central importance in conceptualizations of space 
and place. In both the mental and real maps of Late Antique authors and read-
ers, ethnonyms act as landmarks, they make the space they occupy significant. 
Evoking past tales and ethnographic traditions, ethnonyms make the world, 
especially the less well known parts of it, accessible, as well as less frightening, 
to anyone who is familiar with them. However, I realized the proportions of 
the research subject before me, the numerous cultural and political dimen-
sions, beyond the obvious ethnic ones, associated with ethnonyms, only when 
I stopped analyzing them individually and concentrated on catalogues of eth-
nonyms. Gathered in lists and included in panegyrics, provincial registers, and 
schoolbooks, I found, ethnonyms relate to contemporary political messages 
and practices, as well as learning techniques.

This book addresses these functions and meanings of ethnonyms in Late 
Antiquity. It does not focus on their role within Biblical exegesis and Christian 
thought about the origins of ethnic groups – a theme discussed at length by 
the scholarship – nor does it tackle the political and cultural significance of 
ethnonyms in the Byzantine Empire. Since most of the selected sources were 
highly influenced by Greek knowledge, or were even originally written in 
Greek, the book is not strictly limited to the Latin tradition, but it concentrates 
on evidence that played a role in the discourses of identity, the intellectual life, 
and the political climate of late and post-Roman societies in western Europe.
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