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Abstract  

This thesis arose from the observation that two sorts of journeys commonly described in Second 

Sophistic literature – to religious and, in particular, oracular sites, and to the 'end of the earth' – 

are rarely considered together, although they have in common the liminal nature of their 

destinations. Like oracular sites, the boundaries of the earth were numinous, closer to the gods 

than the places we know, their inhabitants superior or in touch with the divine. The thesis 

proposes that, and explores the ways in which, tales of journeys of both kinds were regularly 

used by Second Sophistic writers to assert – or deny – the superior or even divine nature of their 

protagonists. Here, 'Second Sophistic writers' are identified simply as writers active in the period 

c. 60-230 CE. 

The body of the thesis is contained in Volume 1 (Chs 1-8). Chapter 1 introduces the 

thesis and discusses the kinds of places accounted liminal in Second Sophistic thought. Part A 

(Ch. 2) then provides a comprehensive survey of the accounts of journeys to such places that are 

to be found in a range of Second Sophistic works. It reveals the underlying similarity of diverse 

stories about pre-Second Sophistic protagonists (both mythological and historical) who 

deliberately seek out the remote or the divine. These stories are generally less about the 

destinations than about the protagonists: they are accounts of tests which establish (or enable 

the protagonists to develop and/or earn) the superior status generally credited to them.  

It follows that they are stories about journeys that can be considered 'liminal' in a sense 

developed in the twentieth century by anthropologists and psychologists, and introduced in Ch. 

1. Just as 'liminal' places are thresholds potentially permitting transition from this world to one 

transcending it, so a 'liminal' experience effects a transition from one level of consciousness or 

social role to a transcendent one. In tribal societies, initiation is a liminal experience that 

changes an individual's social status and role; in more complex societies, less formally-organized 

experiences can be pivotal in developing an individual's self-perception and initiating his or her 

career. Obviously, the identification of experiences of this kind is central to biography and 

autobiography. 

A single moment or event – an anointing, a revelation, an encounter, a decision – can 

constitute the liminal experience which changes an individual's life. However, in the context of 

traditional societies, van Gennep moved beyond discussion of the liminal moment or event – 

initiation – to focus upon the liminal period of the duration of initiation ceremonies. The 

duration of a pilgrimage has more recently been suggested as a liminal period in the lives of 

participants. The concept of a liminal period can be more broadly understood: any deliberate 
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life-choice may involve a period of trial – of separation from an old role with a new one still not 

irrevocably assumed – before it issues in a new self-assessment and social role.   

In Part B (Chs 3-6) of this thesis, two biographies and two bodies of autobiographical 

writing are examined for their use of the well-known narratives (paradigmatic stories) and 

established formulae (story paradigms) associated with journeys to liminal destinations. In 

Philostratos' biography of Apollonios of Tyana (Ch. 3), journeys to liminal destinations culminate 

in the encounters that simultaneously establish the protagonist's innate superiority and make 

him the individual he has the capacity to be. Lucian uses variants of the same paradigms to 

denigrate his Alexander of Abonouteichos (Ch. 4). Dion of Prousa (Ch. 5) and Aelius Aristeides 

(Ch. 6) describe locationally liminal encounters that account (metaphorically or literally) for the 

critical turning points in their lives. Their 'biographies' – to the extent that we can reconstruct 

them from their own and other accounts – enable us to identify not only liminal moments or 

events but also the extended, sequestered (i.e. liminal) periods associated with them that made 

these episodes pivotal to the protagonists' later (elevated) self-perceptions and roles.  

Dion and Aristeides understand, explain or even construct their lives on the basis of 

familiar paradigms. Moreover, in their sophisticated accounts, they (and Philostratos and Lucian) 

use references to story paradigms and paradigmatic stories as a code, to convey to educated and 

perceptive listeners or readers more than is explicitly said. It follows that a listener or reader 

who correctly understands the meaning passes a test. As a coda to the thesis, Part C (Ch. 7) takes 

up the issue of a 'sophistic' author and presents the reader as a protagonist who deliberately 

engages with the author upon taking up a text.  

Ch. 8, the conclusion, summarizes both the paradigms used by Second Sophistic writers 

to assert their protagonists' superiority and the concepts of human 'divinity' with which they 

engaged; and it compares the 'liminal experiences' that can be ascribed to the four protagonists 

of the focal works of Part B. 

Volume 2 of the thesis consists of Appendices and Tables intended to be read in 

conjunction with Volume 1. The Appendices provide background information taken for granted 

in the thesis proper. The Tables detail the results of the comprehensive survey of sources that is 

described in Part A; the conclusions drawn in Ch. 2 are based upon the data collected in them. 
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are transliterated from the Greek; however, in a few cases (most notably Achilles, Alexander, 
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The role of Appendices and Tables (Volume 2) 

The material in Volume 2 (6 Appendices and 17 Tables) has been separated from the thesis 

proper for easy reference. The Appendices provide background material facilitating the reading 

of the text: Appendices 1 and 2 expand on Ch. 1.2.3 and Ch. 1.2.4, and Appendices 3-6 relate to 

Chapters 3-6 respectively. The Tables detail the results of the comprehensive survey of sources 
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and elsewhere in the thesis, the abbreviation T refers the reader to a Table; thus (for example) 

T1.5 = Table 1, entry 5. 
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