
work and effort. Using a large-format camera requires a different technique to that used
with other cameras. For this reason, some of my reconstructions made use of a wooden
camera made c. 1900 in order properly to understand Macpherson’s way of working
on-site. My own attempts made clear that he used a different working method to most
other photographers of his time.

I am deeply grateful to the Paul Mellon Centre for the fellowship and to the BSR for its
support, especially from the archivist Alessandra Giovenco. I would like to thank all the
staff (academic, administrative, library & archive, residence & estate), the artists-in-
residence and other resident scholars very much for making a wonderful time possible
in an extraordinary situation.

Wilfried E. Keil

(Institut für Kunstgeschichte, Ruprecht-Karls-Universität Heidelberg)
w.keil@zegk.uni-heidelberg.de
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Beyond the rock and the hard place: empire, landscape and connectivity in the
Strait of Messina (300 BC–AD 300)

The Strait of Messina separates Italy from Sicily by only a few kilometres of famously
turbulent sea. During the Roman period, the Strait was at times described as a bridge
and gateway to opportunity, a symbol of empire and little more than a river easily
forded. At others, it was an insurmountable divide, the most dangerous of all passages,
and a hard boundary between Romans and non-Romans. In both contexts, the Strait
continued to operate as an agent of connectivity, the crossroads of varied cultural
groups from across the ancient Mediterranean, situated as it was between the
Tyrrhenian and Ionian seas. My research conducted at the BSR in 2020 and again in
2022 explored the tripartite nature of the Strait of Messina as bridge, division and
crossroads in the Roman period, as part of my PhD project The Strait of Messina in the
Roman World: Connectivity, Space, and Identity between Italy and Sicily (300 BCE –

400 CE).
As the Macquarie Gale Award holder for 2020, my six-month residency began in

January 2020, was interrupted at the end of February with the closure of the BSR due
to the COVID-19 pandemic and recommenced in April–June 2022. As such, what was
originally a single project was split into two phases.

In 2020, my research was defined by the resources of the BSR’s library and the
proximity to my research areas of Messina and Reggio Calabria that being in Italy
afforded. As an Australian scholar, accessing key research materials such as
archaeological reports and Italian-language publications can prove difficult, never mind
the experience that comes with visiting a site yourself when undertaking a research
project so concerned with space. Between the BSR’s own library collection and those
housed in nearby institutions, I was able to engage with all the materials I expected,
and more. In February 2020 I spent a week in Messina and Reggio Calabria
investigating sites, gathering evidence and research materials, and meeting peers I would
not otherwise have had the opportunity to. This research greatly informed the
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development of my thesis in the intervening years, as I grew to understand first-hand how
the Strait of Messina shapes movement along its shores and across its currents. While the
closure of the BSR and my unexpected early departure from Italy was very interruptive
and greatly changed the scope of my project, the data and evidence I was able to access
in those two months were crucial to the success of my project.

By 2022, my research project had progressed to the writing-up stage. My time at the
BSR from April to June 2022 was largely focused on the library, as a space to work and
write up my PhD, while also granting me renewed access to materials I had otherwise been
unable to access in the intervening 24 months. Additionally, engaging in multidisciplinary
discussions with the other Fellows, architects and artists among them, helped tease out and
develop many of my ideas concerning the lived experiences of landscapes and the
constructed nature of human geographies.

I am proud to say that my PhD has now been conferred and the School played a crucial
part in the project’s, and my personal, success. I would like to extend my heartfelt
appreciation to my colleagues at the School for their camaraderie and community
during my terms, and a special thanks to all the staff at the BSR for their support in
2020, and in aiding my return in 2022.

Jessica McKenzie

(Department of History and Archaeology, Macquarie University)
Jessica.mckenzie@mq.edu.au
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Fruits of empire: grain in the Roman Republic

The grain laws of the Roman Republic do not attract as much attention as other controversial
policies of the late Republic, and when they do, they are seen as part of a wider populist
programme. However, most attested grain laws were passed not by popular politicians, but
their ‘conservative’ opponents. My research seeks to show that while the grain distribution
system began as a popular policy, the establishment quickly adopted it, as the stability it
offered made the task of governance easier and less vulnerable to crisis. The organization
of Rome’s food supply rose above partisan politics, becoming a crucial problem to be
managed by the government of the day, irrespective of political ideology.

My project in Rome was to examine the material evidence and archaeological sites
related to the acquisition of grain for the city. This involved visits to villas surrounding
Rome (in particular the Villa Volusii Saturnini), Rome’s naval museums, and
archaeological sites visible in Rome: the Testaccio and forum warehouses, the Porticus
Minucia under the Crypta Balbi museum, and Ostia Antica.

One key aspect of the organization of Rome’s grain supply was the store buildings that
housed the food once it came into the city. Aside from the horrea Sempronia, which were
built specifically to house grain for the public distributions, store buildings in Republican
Rome were originally privately owned. Therefore, part of my research was focused on
looking at the owners of these buildings. I sought to uncover who they were, why they
might have chosen to build a large warehouse in Rome, and what interactions they had
with those actually in charge of Rome’s food supply.
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