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Abstract

The figure of Oligamus Stella, dux has persisted in segments of early modern historiography as a
presumed noble associated with southern Italy. Yet no contemporary charter or diplomatically
reliable document substantiates his existence. This study argues that Oligamus Stella is not a
historical individual, but rather the product of a philological misinterpretation of a Latin
formula—most plausibly derived from nos obligamus (“we bind/obligate ourselves™). Through
linguistic reconstruction, charter comparison, and historiographical analysis, this paper
demonstrates how a fragment of legal syntax was transformed into a fictitious ducal identity. The
case illustrates broader methodological risks in medieval scholarship, particularly the misreading
of formulaic Latin and the reification of scribal artifacts into historical actors.

1. Introduction: The Problem of Oligamus

The figure known as Oligamus Stella, dux occupies an ambiguous and weakly attested position
within the historiography of early medieval southern Italy. His supposed presence—often linked
to civic or administrative activity in Naples—rests not upon contemporary documentation, but
upon later textual traditions.

No extant charter confirms:
e A dux named Oligamus
e A noble lineage “Stella” attached to such a figure in Naples

e Any administrative office consistent with the attributed role

Instead, the figure emerges only within later compilations, raising a central question:



Was Oligamus ever a historical person, or is he the product of textual misinterpretation?

2. Historiographical Transmission and Error Formation

The earliest attestations of Oligamus Stella appear not in primary documentation, but in early
modern historiography. These works were often based on:

o Fragmentary manuscript traditions
o Copies of copies lacking punctuation
o Editorial reconstruction of unclear Latin

In such environments, formulaic legal expressions were especially vulnerable to misreading.!

These historians frequently imposed narrative coherence upon discontinuous material,
inadvertently transforming syntactical fragments into personal identities.

3. The Latin Formula Hypothesis

The central thesis of this study is that Oligamus derives from a mis-segmentation of the Latin
verb:

nos obligamus — “we bind ourselves”

This phrase appears widely in medieval charters as part of collective legal declarations.?

3.1 Scribal Compression and Mis-Segmentation

Medieval Latin texts were commonly written in scriptio continua (continuous script without
spacing):

nosobligamusstelladuxgenelluscapicius

Without punctuation, later readers were required to impose structure. A plausible misreading
yields:

Nos Oligamus Stella dux Genellus Capicius

From this:



e Oligamus is reinterpreted as a proper name
o Stella becomes a familial designation
e dux is incorrectly attached as a title

This transformation reflects a known category of philological error: false segmentation leading
to nominal reification.

4. Diplomatic Context and Formulaic Language

Charters from southern Italy and monastic centers consistently employ collective verbal
constructions:

*  10S convenimus
*  10s promittimus
e nos obligamus
These formulae indicate corporate legal voice, not individual identity.?
Documents involving civic actors—particularly consular groups—frequently employ such

language, reinforcing that the original phrase likely referred to collective obligation, not a
named individual.

S. The Ambiguity of “dux”

The term dux in early medieval contexts is not uniformly indicative of hereditary nobility. Its
meanings include:

o Military leader

e Administrative authority

e Honorific descriptor
In many cases, the term is applied loosely or retrospectively.*
Within the reconstructed phrase, dux may have:

e Belonged to another individual in the sentence

o Functioned descriptively rather than formally
e Been displaced through segmentation error



6. Absence from Primary Sources

A survey of major documentary corpora—including Monte Cassino and Cava—reveals:

e No attested individual named Oligamus
e No verifiable dux Stella in Naples during the relevant period
e No independent corroboration of the narrative attributed to this figure

Such absence is not merely evidentiary—it is diagnostic. It indicates that the figure likely never
existed within the administrative or aristocratic record.

7. Historiographical Reification

The transformation of nos obligamus into Oligamus Stella follows a recognizable pattern:

Formulaic Latin phrase
Scribal compression
Editorial segmentation
Narrative reinterpretation
Historical reification
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By the early modern period, the phrase had already been stabilized as a personal name, entering
historiography as an assumed fact.

8. Methodological Implications
This case highlights critical issues in medieval scholarship:

o Misinterpretation of formulaic Latin

e Opverreliance on late sources

o Failure to reconstruct linguistic context

o Confusion between grammatical structure and identity

It underscores the necessity of:
e Charter-level analysis

o Philological reconstruction
o Skeptical evaluation of later historiography



9. Conclusion

Oligamus Stella, dux is best understood not as a historical figure, but as a linguistic artifact—an
error generated through the misinterpretation of a Latin legal formula.

His persistence in historiography reflects not historical reality, but the power of textual
transmission to create illusion.

The Phantom Duke was never a man—
but a mistake made convincing.

Appendix A: Linguistic Reconstruction

Original Formula:

nos obligamus

Scribal Form:

nosobligamus

Expanded Fragment:
nosobligamusstelladuxgenelluscapicius
Erroneous Segmentation:

Nos Oligamus Stella dux Genellus Capicius
Correct Interpretation:

e nos obligamus — verb phrase (we bind ourselves)
e remaining elements — independent names/titles improperly fused

Appendix B: Charter Formula Parallels

Common legal constructions:

e oS convenimus et statuimus



e nos promittimus et confirmamus
e nos obligamus sub sacramento

These demonstrate:

e Collective voice
o Legal obligation structures
e Absence of personal naming in initial position

Footnotes

1. On manuscript transmission and editorial reconstruction, see Olivier Guyotjeannin,
Diplomatique médiévale.

2. Chris Wickham, Early Medieval Italy, discusses charter formula structures extensively.

Ibid.; see also southern Italian charter corpora (Monte Cassino, Cava).

4. Wickham, Early Medieval Italy, on flexible use of titles in the 10th—11th centuries.
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