
 

Reading History with Nicephorus Gregoras: A New Approach to the ‘Heidelberg Epitome’ 

 

The so-called Heidelberg Epitome (BNJ 155) contains a brief summary of events from the years 

immediately following Alexander the Great’s death and includes a few details that do not occur in any 

other source. It has been particlarly attractive to those seeking to give a name to the medical conditions 

with which Alexander’s brother and successor Philip Arrhidaeus lived (e.g. Squillace). The text is not well 

understood, however, and in this paper I will suggest that reintegrating it into the manuscript in which it 

was found (Cod. Pal. Gr. 129) allows for a clearer reading of the relevant data. In so doing, I will propose 

a method for approaching fragmentary ancient Greek literature that capitalizes on recent advancements in 

medieval manuscript studies. 

This project is in line with a movement in scholarship that encourages explicit dialogue between 

ancient and medieval Greek texts (Kaldellis) and considers the manuscript as a whole object (Treharne). 

Drawing on such approaches, I will explain several basic features of Cod. Pal. Gr. 129 that have gone 

unnoticed in Classical scholarship and offer new light on the obscure text we call the Heidelberg Epitome. 

First, the identity of the manuscript’s creator is known, contrary to what is stated in standard editions of 

the Heidelberg Epitome (Meeus ad BNJ 155). Well-known 14th-century polymath Nicephorus Gregoras 

created this manuscript as a personal reference tool, and his methods of taking notes and using them later 

have been observed (Ševčenko, Pérez-Martín). Second, many long sections of this manuscript summarize 

extant texts and, where they depart from their exemplars, they exhibit both intrusions of 14th-century 

intellectual preoccupations and physical factors such as fatigue on the part of the scribe. A brief survey of 

Gregoras’ summaries of Arrian’s Anabasis and Indica and his use of scholia to Lucian will illustrate his 

methods of transcription. Expansions, contractions, glosses, and attempts at correction regularly alter the 

meaning of these texts, and sometimes make them seem to say things that they do not say at all. By 

comparing this material to Gregoras’ arrangement of the Heidelberg Epitome, I will show that several 

unique features of that text make more sense when seen as the result of the 14th-century context in which 



 

it was selected for preservation. In particular, I will argue that the idea that Philip Arrhidaeus lived with 

epilepsy is most likely to be a 14th-century conjecture. 

The rush to diagnose Philip Arrhidaeus has long obscured the reality of his life and times 

(Carney). In a concluding section, I will connect the reading strategies discussed above to a set of 

epistemological issues pertaining to attempts to diagnose diseases in individuals from the distant past, 

which is a fraught practice that as yet has no widely accepted methodology (see discussions in King, 

Goodey and Rose). The Heidelberg Epitome, with its wealth of partial contexts and implications for a 

critical period of Greek history, thus constitutes an ideal experimental space for improving scholarly 

methods for approaching the fragmentary past. 
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