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Half-a-century after the publication 
of Theodoros Prodromos’ Historical 
Poems, a new volume that could be 
seen as a continuation of the Wolfram 
Hörandner’s edition was published by 
Nikos Zagklas. Based on his doctoral 
dissertation, Zagklas presents Prodro-
mos’ Miscellaneous Poems in a new 
critical edition, accompanied by an 
English translation, commentary, and 
an insightful literary analysis. Unlike 
the Historical Poems, which were 
composed for specific occasions or 
addressed to particular individuals, 
most of the Miscellaneous Poems 
were not written for a specific event 
or addressed to a specific person. As 
a result, they lack significant historical 
information and were not included in 
Hörandner’s collection.

The 76 poems in this edition vary 
in theme, genre, and length. Begin-
ning with invocatory verses to the 
Apostle Paul, John Chrysostom, Saint 
Nicholas, and the three Hierarchs, 
the anthology continues with poems 
about Biblical figures, saints, icons, 
virtues, and vices. It further includes 
the only surviving riddle attributed to 
Prodromos, followed by three verse 
ethopoeias, and a pair of poems on 
the popular 12th century theme of the 
disregard for learning. The collection 
finishes with two longer works: Verses 
of Protest Regarding Providence and 
the dialogic On Friendship’s Depar-
ture.

The meticulous editorial and phil-
ological work in Zagklas’ edition is 
showcased through the critical edition 
of the Greek texts (some of which are 
published here for the first time), the 
detailed description of all surviving 
manuscripts, their interrelations, 
previous editions (pp. 88–160), and 
the concise yet thorough presentation 
of metrical and prosodical features 
(pp. 71–87). However, what truly sets 
this book apart is the insightful and 
accessible literary study that precedes 
the edition (pp. 1–70), as well as the 
translation and commentary. The 
study complements, expands and en-
livens Hörandner’s brief introduction 
to Prodromos’ life and poetic works 
(Historische Gedichte, pp. 21–35, 
79–109).

Drawing on his deep familiarity 
with all available historical informa-
tion on Prodromos, Zagklas paints 
a vivid picture of the poet’s career. He 
fills in historical gaps with plausible 
suggestions, such as how Prodro-
mos might have begun his work at 
the imperial court, possible details 
of his teaching career, his social 
background, or hypotheses about 
the repeated use of several poems in 
different contexts. Although certain 
aspects remain speculative, Zagklas’ 
hypotheses are grounded in his expert 
knowledge of 12th century Byzantine 
literary culture and any surviving 
information on Prodromos. Zagklas’ 
study of Prodromos’ poetry brings 
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to life the various factors that shaped 
his creative process, offering a vivid 
depiction of contemporary Constan-
tinopolitan schools and theatrical 
traditions. This context helps readers 
appreciate Prodromos’ remarkable 
flexibility as a poet, his playful en-
gagement in transtextual dialogue 
with both ancient authors and within 
his own oeuvre.

Thanks to Zagklas’ insightful in-
troduction, readers are well-prepared 
to immerse themselves in the reading 
of Prodromos’ poems. Guided by 
a commentary that is both rewarding 
and accessible, we can fully appre-
ciate Prodromos’ skill and wit, his 
versatility, and – despite the inherently 
mimetic nature of Byzantine literature 
– his distinctiveness and originality. 
At the same time, readers familiar 
with the works of other contemporary 
poets will readily recognize certain 
popular themes and techniques of the 
era and enjoy their variations.

Just to give a glimpse of the char-
acter and variability of poems includ-
ed in this collection, poems 7 and 8 
offer two distinct but equally amusing 
takes on the theme of Abraham’s 
Hospitality. The first is an almost 
absurd dialogue between Abraham 
and an observer (“And does God eat 
beef?” / “I do not inquire into secret 
doctrines”), while the second nar-
rates the entire episode in the form 
of a concise list, demonstrating the 
art of extreme brevity. In the cycle 
on St. Barbara (11–21), Prodromos 
showcases his flair for wordplay, 
particularly through paronomasia 
(Βάρβαρα, βάρβαρος, βόρβορος), 
neologisms (like δυσπατήρ from the 

Homeric δυσμήτηρ), lists, ambigu-
ous word meanings, metaphors, and 
parallelisms.

The cycle of short poems about 
a garden (62–65) captivates with its 
dialogical exchange between the per-
sonified garden and an anonymous 
observer. Simultaneously, it can be 
read as a commentary on the various 
uses of the garden motif in contempo-
rary fictional literature – poem 62, in 
particular, casts the garden as a mirror 
of human life, shedding light on the 
often implicit or subtly suggested 
parallels between heroes and their 
environments in narrative literature.

Poems 68–72 reveal another side 
of Prodromos, namely his teaching 
activities. Poem 68 is the only sur-
viving riddle in his oeuvre, while 
poems 69–72 demonstrate his mastery 
of ethopoeia in verse. Poems 73–74 
touch on a much-discussed topic in 
12th century intellectual circles: the 
futility of letters. The final and longest 
poem in the collection, On Friend-
ship’s Departure (76), offers a fresh 
take on a Lucianic dialogue. At the 
same time, its formal characteristics 
create a bridge to another aspect of 
Prodromos’ work – his satirical writ-
ings, recently edited by Tommaso 
Migliorini in his still-unpublished 
PhD thesis (2010).

Although the “Prodromic ques-
tion” – the issue of authorship re-
garding various works ascribed to 
Prodromos in later manuscripts or 
by tradition, particularly the famous 
Ptochoprodromika – is not the prima-
ry focus of the present volume and is 
only briefly mentioned (pp. 4–5), it 
is evident that Zagklas leans toward 
accepting Prodromos’ authorship of 
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these five vernacular poems. He ar-
gues that, just as Prodromos alternates 
between prose and verse or employs 
different meters, composing in both 
learned and vernacular Greek is an-
other way of showcasing his range 
and versatility (p. 5).

While I am more hesitant to at-
tribute the entirety of the Ptochopro-
dromika to Prodromos and would be 
cautious in treating the information 
within these poems as genuine histor-
ical details about his life (as Zagklas 
does on page 39 – though this pertains 
to the so-called 5th Ptochoprodromic 
poem, which I also believe is most 
likely Prodromos’ work), I understand 
Zagklas’ perspective. The Miscellane-
ous Poems are highly illustrative of 

Prodromos’ poetic versatility, playful-
ness, and his ability to create works of 
diverse character and poetics.

Be that as it may, this volume 
stands as an exemplary model of 
modern scholarship in Byzantine 
philology. In the finest tradition of the 
Vienna philological school and its late 
representative, Wolfram Hörandner – 
whom the volume is fittingly dedicat-
ed to – it offers a meticulous critical 
edition and philological study. At the 
same time, it is enriched by an enlight-
ening introduction and a well-crafted 
translation, making Prodromos’ work 
accessible to a much wider audience 
beyond the narrow circle of philolo-
gists.
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