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What is a source?
• Primary sources: texts & objects providing first-hand testimony & direct 

evidence to the object of study.
• Polybius for the 2nd century BCE; 
• Augustan sculpture for the turn of the millennium;
• Pliny’s letters for the late 1st / early 2nd century CE;
• Massimo Pigliucci’s How To Be a Stoic (2017) for reception of stoicism

• Secondary sources: anything that relates to the object of study and is 
not a primary source, i.e. something that gives information about it:
• Zosimus on Constantine (?)
• Modern literature (?)

→ “Sources” and ”Literature” 



Types of Sources
• Narratives (“Tradition”): made with the intent to inform posteriority

• Annals
• Narrative histories (Pol., Plin., Tac., Euseb., …)
• Memoires (Caesar’s BG, RGDI, …)
• Many government documents (e.g. minutes)

• Relics (“Überrest”): focussing solely on present
• Most archaeological sources (trash, ruins, burials, …)
• Newspapers
• some business / government documents & files 

(tax records, laws)
• Private correspondence (if no intent to publish)

• Fuzzy: where to draw the line?
• Inscriptions? Coins? Letters? Johann Gustav Droysen



Source Criticism
Galatians 3.26–28

“26For you are all sons of God through faith in
Christ Jesus. 27For as many of you as were
baptized into Christ have put on Christ. 28There
is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave
nor free, there is neither male nor female; for
you are all none in Christ Jesus.” (NKJV)
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Source Criticism
Seneca, 
De Brevitate Vitae

(On the Shortness 
of Life)



Source criticism
• External criticism

• Origin (who, when, where, how)
• Authenticity
• Originality (primary vs. secondary)
• Accuracy (possibility, plausibility, transmission errors, forgery)

• Internal criticism
• Linguistical analysis (translation, archaic language, technical language)
• Merit (allusions, topoi, context)

• Interpretation
• Summary
• Historical context (broad & specific)
• Author (biography, intent, “ideology” / interests)
• Reception (effects, influences, consequences)
• Epistemological value (scholarly evaluation, relevance)



Source Criticism
whence Where was the source found?
who Who wrote it (bio, status, authenticity, closeness)?
where Where was the source created?
when When was the source created (& what could that mean)? 
which Which type of source is it?
what What is the source about (abstract, structure, contradictions, gaps)?
whom to To whom is the source addressed, what is their relation?
why Why was this source made, what was the intent?
context What was the historical and specific context of the source creation?
reception What was the source’s effect, how was it understood?
value What’s the source’s scholarly assessment & relevance for research?



Source Criticism

who whom
which (kind)

what (content)

when

why

In what specific context

In what historical context

where
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Who, whom, which, what, why, when, specific context, where, historical context

1. Pliny’s Letter 10.96 to Trajan (on the Christians)
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1. Pliny’s Letter 10.96 to Trajan (on the Christians)
• Pliny, to Trajan, letter, on the treatment of (alleged) Christians, to know

how to deal with them, c. 112CE, when he is governor of Bithynia &
Pontus and Trajan emperor, in Nicomedia (?), during the high Roman
empire.
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1. Pliny’s Letter 10.96 to Trajan (on the Christians)
• Pliny, to Trajan, letter, on the treatment of (alleged) Christians, to know

how to deal with them, c. 112CE, when he is governor of Bithynia &
Pontus and Trajan emperor, in Nicomedia (?), during the high Roman
empire.

2. Eusebius’ Life of Constantine (today’s source)
› Eusebius, to the public, panegyric, on the life & deeds of Constantine,

to praise him & record his reign, in 339 CE (unfinished!), just after
Constantine’s death under Constantinus II (C.’s son) who fights
against Persia, in Caesarea (?), during the late Roman empire.


