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Two different works in scope and approach, Matthew Cobb’s edited collection and Nathanael
Andrade’s monograph both speak to the broad question of how the Indian Ocean operated in
antiquity. C.’s edited volume has the larger chronological and geographical scope and therefore
makes a logical starting point. The prompt publication of this volume (collecting papers presented
in 2016) gives it an air of freshness and currency, and several chapters make important new
contributions. C.’s introduction raises some of the debates at stake and provides a useful frame,
even if many of the issues he discusses are not explicitly revisited in any of the subsequent
chapters. The chapters are then organised into three sections on developing trade in the Western
Indian Ocean, cross-cultural engagement in the Indian Ocean, and Indian Ocean influence on
literary culture. The themes of the first two sections are difficult to distinguish, as some chapters in
the first deal with areas beyond the Western Indian Ocean, and are connected with cross-cultural
contact (chapters by Ray and de Romanis), while chapters in the second directly address
developing trade patterns (Schneider and Asher). The third section, however, is clearly distinct,
and by introducing material from literary and philological studies helps to bring new voices into
debates often confined to historical, archaeological and ethnographic approaches.

Taking the chapters briefly in order, C. provides a survey of the surviving evidence for Ptolemaic
involvement in Indian Ocean trade (ch. 2), including useful consideration of the conflicting ancient
western traditions about who discovered trans-Oceanic routes to India. C. makes the case that the
Augustan conquest of Egypt is too often assumed to have been a watershed, even if continuity in
practices such as taxation is difficult to track. The following chapter by Leonardo Gregoratti (ch.
3) treats another under-studied player in ancient trade networks — the Parthian Empire, or
confederation. The evidence presented for the Persian Gulf forming a major route between
Mesopotamia and India, rather than contributing to a ‘main’ India—-Egypt trunk, is thin; but
Gregoratti convincingly fits the question of Indian Ocean trade into a wider pattern of scholarship
dismissing the Parthians due to the bias of Greco-Roman authors. Himanshu Prabha Ray (ch. 4)
then presents a rich contribution to her paradigm-shifting work on the role of Buddhism in
shaping sub-continental economic and urban development. In this chapter she explores the role of
monumental coastal Buddhist sites in creating seafaring landscapes, while rejecting the idea that
successful trading networks required strong state backing. Federico de Romanis (ch. 5) examines
the first-century C.E. Greek text, the Periplous of the Erythraian Sea. He uses its account of south
Indian geography to identify several overlapping sets of information, and therefore networks of
sources, with which the author worked to piece together what de Romanis argues was a more
accurate impression than that of Ptolemy.

In the second section of the volume, Raoul McLaughlin opens with a chapter dedicated to his
‘Eastern Commerce Revenue Model’ (ch. 6), which posits a high level of dependence by the
Roman state (around a third of its revenue) on income from eastern trade. While McLaughlin
claims that his reliance entirely on ancient sources rather than secondary debate demonstrates the
strength of his argument, lack of engagement with any critical analysis of the sources he is using
severely undermines the credibility of his conclusions throughout. Pierre Schneider follows with a
survey of the development of a taste for pearls in the Hellenistic and Roman world up to around
the second century c.k. (ch. 7). Schneider clearly shows the growth of trade in pearls from the
Indian Ocean and the development of a visual language which gave pearls meaning for both rich
and comparatively ordinary Roman consumers, thereby driving a specialist industry in the
procurement and working of pearls. The final chapter in this section by Frederick Asher (ch. 8)
examines the evidence for Indians moving around the Indian Ocean, east and west. The focus of
the chapter is diaspora trading communities, which Asher argues were fundamental in creating the
space for local adoption and modification of Indian practices, including systems of literacy and
numeracy and devotional art and architecture, across Southeast Asia.

Addressing literary culture, Fiona Mitchell (ch. 9) addresses the theme of the world emerging from
an egg in both Indian and Hellenistic creation myths. While these may have been parallel
developments, Mitchell argues that increased contact from the fourth century B.C.E. led to
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interpenetration of narrative details, drawing the two traditions closer together. Juan Pablo Sdnchez
Hernédndez (ch. 10) addresses references to India and Ethiopia in ancient Greek and Roman novels.
Authors deployed details which probably reflect a popular understanding of overseas contacts, and
Sanchez Hernandez posits a shift from Hellenistic associations of India with wisdom and wealth
towards a Roman novelistic presentation of Indian effeminacy and decadence. The role of Ethiopia
in the chapter is unclear and would have been interesting to explore further. Finally, Marco
Palone (ch. 11) uses structural analysis of Indian and Greek novels to demonstrate similarities in
narrative construction — especially the use of first-person narration and nested stories — to
suggest, convincingly, that literary connections ran deeper than oral transmission of popular tales,
and may have involved translation or direct contact by authors within a Eurasian literary oikoumene.

Opverall, the volume represents a worthwhile contribution to Indian Ocean and to Hellenistic and
Roman studies. Extensive bibliographies are very useful, and several chapters represent digestible
statements of current research in fields that are sometimes treated as peripheral to an
‘Indo-Roman’ focus. This Indo-Roman axis is not, however, completely overcome. While chapters
focusing on Mesopotamia, India and Southeast Asia explicitly take an ocean-wide perspective,
most of those focused on Hellenistic and Roman evidence really only consider India in their
treatment of the Indian Ocean world. Likewise, while the volume promises chronological breadth,
its coverage strongly privileges the period from roughly the fourth century B.C.E. to the second
century C.E. It is perhaps telling that in C.’s introduction, a detailed case is made for starting in
the fourth century B.C.E., while the rise of Islam is cited as an obvious terminal point, then is never
mentioned again in the entire volume. This book should therefore be evaluated as a contribution
to scholarship on the ancient, rather than late antique Indian Ocean. Maps accompanying the
texts are helpful, but not frequent enough and often not well integrated into the text. A persistent
issue, especially for such an expensive book, is the very poor standard of proofreading, which
affects some chapters more than others, but at times leaves sentences reading precisely the
opposite of what the author clearly intended.

Nathanael Andrade’s study of the movement of Christianity to India in Late Antiquity is both later
in its chronological focus and tighter in its scope. It fills a very clear gap in existing scholarship by
providing an in-depth study of the complex Acts of St Thomas in their literary-theological and
socio-economic context. A. critiques a tendency in Indian Ocean studies to gather disparate
evidence and assemble a picture that often fails to consider whether coincidence is causation or
whether similarity constitutes corroboration or inter-textuality. His alternative, of reading
narrative sources as products of trade networks, rather than deriving trade networks from remarks
in narrative sources, is a valuable methodological intervention. Opening with an analysis of the
Acts of St Thomas and scholarly interpretations of them, A. demonstrates that oral accounts from
South India, often taken to verify the Acts, were in fact heavily based on them. He also examines
the date of the text and shows that its account of evangelisation was originally set in Parthia and
only later transferred to India, without including any concrete knowledge of the subcontinent.
Thus, as A. points out, a real historical understanding by Christians (especially in the Roman
world) that their co-religionists had settled in India and Central Asia from the first century
onwards tells us nothing about the actual movement of Christianity to India. Subsequent chapters
explore the changing state of Roman knowledge of the East from the third century onwards,
including confusions about the use of the toponym ‘India’, before mapping these changes onto
alterations in Roman Egyptian trade networks.

A point to which A. returns throughout the volume is that culture and belief in antiquity had to be
moved by physical bodies. Therefore, in the final section of his study, A. argues that although
Romans were in direct contact with India up to the third century c.E., those Romans were not
demonstrably Christian, and therefore did not transmit Christianity to India. From the fourth
century onwards, Roman links to the Indian Ocean did not go much further than the mouth of
the Red Sea, and thus Roman networks can have established Christianity only as far as East
Africa and parts of southern Arabia and Mesopotamia. Instead, A. argues, it was Sasanian
Christians from the fifth century c.e. who established Christianity in India, only for these
Christians to be encountered again by Roman traders in the sixth century when direct contact
with India and Sri Lanka was re-established. The argument is broadly compelling, and this is a
book which deserves to take its place as a core text for scholars studying the Indian Ocean in Late
Antiquity. It is well presented and elegantly written. Taken as a whole, the repetition of examples
and arguments in chapter introductions and conclusions can seem unnecessary, but makes this a
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flexible resource for teaching, as individual chapters can be set and provide coherent, self-contained
units of argument.

As case is not beyond criticism, however. At times the model seems to dominate to the point of
circularity. In the case of the fourth- to fifth-century C.t. Letter Concerning the People of India and
the Brahmins, for example, A. argues that the author’s ‘India’ in fact refers to Arabia, and
‘Taprobané’ (which would usually have meant Sri Lanka) to Socotra, because Roman contact with
and thus understanding of the Indian Ocean world had shrunk to these limits; but the Letter is then
cited as evidence for this reduced state of knowledge. Perhaps more importantly, after superbly
critiquing the sources relating to Christianity in India in the first to fourth centuries C.E. because of
their much later date, insecure transmission and textual complexity, A. then accepts almost
exclusively much later evidence for the supposed Sasanian transmission of Christianity to India in
the fifth and sixth centuries. While the anonymous sixth-century text the Christian Topography does
refer to Christians in Sri Lanka and India with a Persian presbyter, A. does not address the
likelihood that the author did not himself ever travel further than East Africa. It thus seems clear
from A.’s account that Christianity was not established in South India before the fourth or fifth
century, but its precise route there and point of establishment remain comparatively obscure.
Nevertheless, such concerns do not detract from this work’s importance, either methodologically or
as an empirical contribution to understanding Indian Ocean networks in antiquity.

Both of these works mark the continuing vitality of Indian Ocean studies. They also mark an
increasing opening up of the world of Roman studies to include not just an examination of places
where Romans went, but also the wider world within which the Roman Empire was able to exist
and in which its own changing ideas about the world were created.
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IV. LATE ANTIQUITY

DOUGLAS BOIN, A SOCIAL AND CULTURAL HISTORY OF LATE ANTIQUITY (Wiley
Blackwell Social and Cultural Histories of the Ancient World). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley &
Sons, Inc., 2018. Pp. xxix + 285: illus., maps. ISBN 9781119076810. £27.00.

Douglas Boin’s A Social and Cultural History of Late Antiquity is intended as a textbook which
makes accessible the latest scholarly thinking on Late Antiquity to undergraduate audiences. The
book comprises fourteen chapters, giving an overview of the third to seventh centuries A.D., mainly
(though not exclusively) concentrating on the Greco-Roman world. B. has carefully considered its
usefulness as a teaching aid, subdividing chapters into numbered sections, augmented with inset
boxes which engage with sources, methodological issues, historiography and ‘political issues’.
Chapters are appended with study questions and select bibliography, with plentiful illustrations
throughout. As a result, it offers a useable and helpful resource for teaching a basic undergraduate
or perhaps even an advanced secondary school audience.

After introductory chapters outlining period, periodisation and source criticism, B. blends
chronological and thematic approaches. A chapter on power thus draws mostly from the mid-third
century, one on urban life from across the fourth, and so on, though almost all employ examples
from outside the stated ranges. The aim is to avoid artificially separating narrative and thematic
history, and when this works it effectively combines diachronic and synchronic perspectives.
However, it does mean that material chronologically relevant to one section may either be delayed
or introduced out of temporal context, which may make it harder to set single chapters as course
reading. (Students may therefore also need a more conventional narrative history.)

Though wary of the inherent dangers of conventional scholarly categorisations, the book
nonetheless defaults to treating Late Antiquity as the third- to seventh-century A.p. Greco-Roman
world, with few examples drawn from the post-imperial West (with the arguable exception of
Italy). That said, welcome attention is paid to links with Arabia, Iran, India and even China, and
there is some decent discussion of the history of the former two regions in their own right. The
text embraces late antique history in the round, devoting substantial space to political topics,
despite its socio-cultural focus. B.’s presentation and use of late antique sources is particularly
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