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John Pryor: A Tribute

Ruthy Gertwagen and Elizabeth Jeffreys

Colleagues, friends and former students of John Pryor would like to offer him this
collection of essays as an act of homage, in acknowledgement of his pioneering
achievements in expanding our understanding of the maritime history of the
Mediterranean in the Middle Ages.

All too frequently maritime history is considered a highly specialized field that
is focused only on underwater archaeology and the technical aspects of seafaring
and ships. Such an attitude is born of ignorance combined with the oft-denied
but all too prevalent tendency to compartmentalize fields of study and periods of
history. Dealing with the maritime aspects of history does indeed require specific
skills, such as knowledge of oceanography, naval architecture and the marine
engineering of ports, though not every historian writing on themes relating to the
sea can be considered a maritime historian. These skills are merely tools to enable
the scholar to understand and interpret the artefacts and historical documents that
reveal the vast and varying roles of the sea in daily life, affecting politics, economics
and trade, warfare and logistics, the marine and coastal environment, cultural
interactions, and so forth. Of course every field of study requires particular skills;
what counts, however, is the scholar’s ability to extend these skills from the narrow
limits of a single specialism and to display a comprehensive picture of a period.
It is a breadth of approach of this sort that marks Pryor’s work, beginning with
his well-known book Geography, Technology, and War: studies in the maritime
history of the Mediterranean 649—1571 (1988). Here, looking at the longue durée,
he explores the interaction between certain aspects of the physical geography of
the Mediterranean Sea and the capabilities of maritime technology. He examines
how the nexus between physical geography and technology affected historical
events, moulding conflict and competition, war and trade. With the constraints of
geography, meteorology, and naval technology clearly laid out, Pryor proceeds to
a series of assessments of their impact on the commercial and military struggles
between Christian and Islamic powers throughout the period. His work is based
on a wide array of materials: the writings of medieval chroniclers and travellers,
the discoveries of maritime archaeologists, the compilations of oceanographic and
meteorological data, and a thorough survey of modern scholarship.

This book, along with many other of Pryor’s studies on the medieval
Mediterranean (he has published to date five books and around 90 articles),
disproves two conservative views. First, his oeuvre demonstrates that a scholar
can successfully tackle issues from more than one region over a broad time-span —
in this case Byzantium, the Crusading movement, the Moslem and Early Modern
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European communities. Second, that maritime history possesses both a multi- and
an inter-disciplinary character — a distinction not recognized by all scholars — and
cannot be divorced from general history. Indeed, in 2008 Pryor’s scholarship was
publically recognized as outstanding by his election to the prestigious Australian
Academy of the Humanities.

Pryor’s list of publications shows that his interest in maritime history was first
concerned with the medieval Mediterranean economy. He began with a particular
interest in trade and commercial law as revealed by two notaries in Southern
France, one from the thirteenth century in Marseille and the other in fifteenth-
century Aubenas. His doctoral thesis, completed in 1973 at the Center of Medieval
Studies in the University of Toronto, under the supervision of Professor Andrew
Watson, dealt with the operation of “Commenda” partnerships in Mediterranean
maritime commerce during the thirteenth century. His sources were the notarial
records of commercial contracts found in the Cartulary of Giraud Amalric of
Marseilles in the Archives Communales de la Ville de Marseille and dated between
March and July 1248. This, the oldest surviving cartulary from the territories of
modern France, is one of the most informative notarial cartularies for the study
of medieval commerce in the Mediterranean. In his publications on the subject
between 1974 and 1981 Pryor, whilst illuminating the notarial methods involved,
discussed the economic and commercial environment that led to the “commenda”,
the framework of business contracts in general and their development throughout
the Middle Ages within the context of Roman law and Germanic law. Furthermore,
he did not confine himself to theory and dry data. He describes the urban layout of
Marseille as well as its social and economic structures and the life within which
the notarial acts were practised. A hint of things to come, he relates the role played
by ships, as revealed by the city statutes.

In these studies on notarial acts, as well as in his 1997 publication on unedited
commercial charters from the Manduel family of Marseilles, Pryor demonstrates
the skills that are required from, but not always demonstrated by, historians who
claim to do original work on medieval subjects. He demonstrates knowledge of
medieval and modern languages, palaeographic and archival expertise, the ability
to analyse and interpret the material uncovered and, most importantly, a high
competence in making the results deepen our understanding of the political, social
and economic context of the period under discussion. Pryor currently continues
to bring these technical skills to bear on a rather different topic, the edition with
translation and commentary of a somewhat mysterious excitatorium to the Third
Crusade, the Libellus de expugnatione Terre Sancte per Saladinum (2010).

Pryor’s major linguistic skills are in Latin. He points out, however, that since
much Latin business vocabulary developed under the influence of Arabic, Greek
and vernacular languages, it is frequently necessary to have recourse to Greek,
Arabic or vernacular Latin dictionaries, languages which would also have been
current in the political and cultural milieu of the Crusader period. Rather than
seeing this multilingual situation as a barrier, he has seen it as an opportunity for
collaboration with others, especially in his magnum opus on the dromon, when
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he joined forces with Elizabeth Jeffreys, a Byzantine philologist who edited and
translated the relevant Greek texts that support Pryor’s wide-ranging analysis,
while Ahmad Shboul, an Arabist, edited and translated some key Arabic material.

After completing his doctoral studies Pryor returned to his native Australia,
taking up a lectureship in the University of Sydney. There he taught in the
Department of History from 1974 to 1997 and then from 1997 to 2010 in the
newly founded Centre for Medieval Studies. From mid-2007 until his retirement
in 2010 he served as the Director of the Centre, where he is now an Honorary
Associate Professor. The courses he taught over the years within the framework
of the Department of History and the Centre went far beyond medieval and
early modern maritime history. For undergraduates the topics included medieval
economic history and trade and many aspects of the Crusades, covering Jihad
as well as Crusade. In the Centre he both co-ordinated and contributed to a
broad range of courses, notably on the written record of the Middle Ages and on
medieval literary and artistic genres. During his term of office he encouraged the
University of Sydney Rare Books and Special Collections Library in their efforts
to obtain facsimiles from the Vatican archives of trial documents regarding the
Order of the Templars, which have sparked the interest of a new generation of
graduate students.

Topics relating to the Crusades have in later years occupied a great deal of
Pryor’s research, but not their maritime aspects only: he is as much concerned with
politics, diplomatic relations and warfare in general. This is a thread that reappears
in a recently completed study which deals with the relationship between Alexios
I Komnenos and Bohemond of Taranto during the First Crusade. Pryor claims
that this relationship affects our entire understanding of the Crusade, at least up
to the siege of Antioch. The combination of his Crusading interests and his major
contributions to the field of maritime history will culminate in another large project
on which he is working at present — a study of the Crusades’ maritime history.

Pryor’s research is underpinned by journeys to the Mediterranean, most often
to Israel, the historic homeland of the Crusader Kingdom — although he also
makes forays elsewhere, to Istanbul in Turkey, to Europe, to the UK and to the
USA. Since his first visit to Israel between January and July 1987 when he was
Visiting Fellow in the Institute for Advanced Studies at the Hebrew University
of Jerusalem, within the framework of the international research group on the
Crusades, Pryor returns to the Mediterranean whenever conditions permit, despite
the enormous distance that separates Australia and the Mediterranean. On these
occasions he visits sites of historical and archaeological relevance, studies the
geography and topography of the area, both inland and on the coast, and consults
with local scholars. Indeed, one of the features that characterize Pryor’s work
is his readiness to leave his armchair more often than many European scholars
of the Crusader period. His fieldwork contributes to his informed evaluation
of the environment in which events unfolded, and deepens his analyses of the
politics, strategies, tactics and logistics involved. The results of his last visit are
now being processed in his study on the siege of Acre during the Third Crusade,
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to be included in his forthcoming book on Crusading maritime history. The first
part of this study, grounded in an on-site investigation of the battleground on the
plain of Acre, analyses the maritime logistics of the siege. Pryor, however, claims
that this apocalyptic event belongs exclusively neither to military nor to naval
history. Resolving itself into a monumental struggle between two civilizations
and religions, the siege drew heavily on the emotions apparent on both sides
in the years between 1189 and 1191: in Pryor’s opinion, this was the climactic
event of the whole history of the Crusades and arguably of the entire twelfth and
thirteenth centuries. Medieval historiography supports this idea, even if modern
historiography does not. Once again Pryor shows that maritime history cannot be
divorced from general history.

Pryor has a strong need to “feel and touch” history in order to understand
its processes, especially when documentary evidence is obscure, as it is for the
technical aspects of ship construction. This has led him to become a carpenter
who builds accurate scale models following the details in the available documents.
He has thus been able to analyse the performance capabilities and limitations of
the ships used in medieval trade: over the years the small lake in front of Sydney
University has been the scene of several dramatic small-scale maritime disasters!
Many of the drawings that accompany his essays on ships are based on trials that
used his models. The value of this method was especially clear in the nearly 20
years he spent studying the Byzantine dromon. Many of the technical terms found
in the tenth-century nautical texts on the construction of the dromon made no sense
until explored through a model. From this practical base there emerged in 2006
his major study, already mentioned, which, embracing the logistical problems and
strategic objectives of medieval naval warfare, has contextualized the operational
and technological history of the Byzantine navy from the sixth century to the
Fourth Crusade.

Ever the practical handyman, Pryor has performed a further signal service to
the study of medieval warfare by highlighting the need to pay attention to the
logistics of movements of men and armaments. All too often battle studies deal
with clashes on the field and the tactics involved, whilst omitting consideration
of the practicalities — and costs — of supplying large bodies of men and animals
with sufficient food, fodder and water. This applies to both terrestrial and naval
warfare. In 2002 Pryor conducted an international workshop in the Centre of
Medieval Studies at Sydney University with 12 scholars who were specialists
in various fields that impinged on Byzantine, Christian and Moslem medieval
history and culture. The results of this initial step to tackle logistical matters were
assembled in Pryor’s pioneering edited volume, Logistics of Warfare in the Age of
the Crusade (2006). The issues covered stretch far beyond the Crusades and deal
with problems of logistics in the Byzantine, Moslem and the later medieval world.
Pryor claims that most of the “why” and “what” questions regarding the Crusades
have already been resolved and that the most important advances in Crusading
studies and related fields will be made through answers to “how”: how did the
human endeavour associated with the Crusades and their related military, naval,
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and commercial activities achieve, or fail to achieve, the desired goals. He may
well be right.

Pryor has retired at the age compelled by Australian law, long before there
is any diminution in his energy. He has years before him in which to devote
himself to his research without the stimulating distraction of teaching (or the less
stimulating demands of university administration). Based on the evidence so far,
one can safely expect that the books already in the pipeline will continue to shed
new light on the medieval Mediterranean — providing, of course, Pryor can resist
the lure of a fishing rod, a small boat and the golf course.
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