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Call for Papers  

Panel at the Celtic Conference in Classics (Coimbra, 11-14 July 2023)  

 

Ethnographic Discourses across Literary Genres in Classical and Late Antiquity 

 

Organisers: Margot Neger, University of Cyprus (neger.margot@ucy.ac.cy) 

                     Chiara Di Serio, University of Cyprus (di-serio.chiara@ucy.ac.cy) 

 

From the beginning of ancient literature, ethnographic discourses about foreign peoples 

are a widespread phenomenon in various ancient Greek texts. Already at the start of the 

13th book of the Iliad (vv. 4-6) we find Homer singing of the Thracian horsemen, the 

Misi, who used to fight hand-to-hand, the Hippemolgi, who used to drink the milk of 

mares, and the Abioi, who were the most righteous of men. Such a characterization of 

foreign peoples, based on their customs, first occurs in Greek culture and is then inherited 

by the Romans. In the classical world, the representation and classification of foreign 

peoples is based primarily on the distance of their geographical location, and on precise 

cultural markers, such as food, clothing, institutions and lifestyle, which define the 

differences of others from the identity of the Greeks and the Romans. Greco-Roman 

ethnographic thought produced an evaluating dualism based on oppositions such as 

near/far, us/them, inside/outside, which for many centuries functioned as a conceptual 

basis for the relationship with cultures considered different, distant, and essentially 

barbaric. More systematically and extensively, descriptions of barbarians are attested 

mainly in historiography, and in monographs devoted to the history and customs of 

specific populations, such as the numerous works on India by Ctesias, Megasthenes and 

Arrian, or Tacitus’ Germania. But then we also see the production of more specific 

geographical treatises, such as Strabo’s Geography, or the periegeseis and periploi. In 

Late Antiquity, then, Christian writers composed cosmographies, which reworked Greco-

Roman sources, but added details that fit into the Christian conception of world 

geography. These latter works include, for instance, the Christian Topography by Cosmas 

Indicopleustes and the Cosmography by Aethicus Ister.  

However, the production of writings dedicated to representations of foreign 

peoples is much more complex and multifaceted and encompasses more works than those 
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commonly classified as geographical or historiographical. The portrayal of barbarians 

created by Greek culture, and inherited by the Romans, emerges prominently in countless 

literary contexts of various kinds. We may recall here how ethnographic discourses 

appear in naturalistic, encyclopaedic, and anecdotal works such as Claudius Elianus’ De 

Natura Animalium and Historia Varia, Pliny the Elder’s Naturalis Historia, Valerius 

Maximus’ Facta et Dicta memorabilia, and again the Etymologiae of Isidore of Seville, 

and numerous others.   

 Last but not least, ethnographic digressions emerge here and there in a variety of 

works of other genres, such as in tragedies, comedies, epigrams, orations, philosophical 

treatises, and even in epistolography. The analysis of the multiple contexts of 

ethnographic topics is a field of research that can still yield new results. Therefore, the 

aim of this panel is to organise a forum for discussion, in which the origins and lines of 

development of ancient ethnographic thought are investigated. The main concern is to 

identify the ideas, models, and the stereotypes, with which the Greeks and Romans 

depicted foreign peoples and ethnic groups. Scholars interested in ancient ethnography 

may propose topics related to (but not limited to):  

 

- Greco-Roman identity/ barbarian alterity   

 - geographical location of foreign peoples 

- descriptions of the lifestyle and customs of others   

- cultural markers defining otherness 

- analysis of texts from multifaceted literary contexts describing foreign peoples  

- inclusion of ethnographic digressions in works of various genres     

 

Each paper should last 20 minutes and be followed by 5 minutes of discussion.  

Abstracts (300 words maximum) should be sent to:  

neger.margot@ucy.ac.cy 

di-serio.chiara@ucy.ac.cy 

 

In submissions, proponents should specify their affiliation (if applicable).  

The deadline for submission of abstracts is February 20, 2023. 

The panel organisers have planned to publish selected papers.    
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