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INTRODUCTION: 
Why Byzantium?1

 The present volume is coincidentally 
published in the year of the 23rd International Congress of Byzantine studies which 
took place in Belgrade in August 2016.2 International congresses held once every 
fi ve years are for byzantinists a sort of a checkpoint of progress and current de-
velopment of the scholarship in the fi eld. Th is issue of Limes Plus, the fi rst one 
dedicated to Byzantium, on a smaller scale, points to seveal important and more 
recent directions the fi eld has been taking, particularly in terms of social history, 
discourse theory, and political thought. 

A few months ago we were given the opportunity to prepare one issue of 
Journal for Social sciences and Humanities Limes Plus that would be dedicated to 
Byzantium. It was not an easy task. We had to think of an insightful contextual 
basis that would provide our readers with current topics discussed within the fi eld 
of Byzantine studies. Also, we had to keep in mind the audience of the journal 
that mainly covers subjects from modern and contemporary history with strong 
emphasis on public policies, institutional development, and economy. Some, or 
even many, would pose a question – how does Byzantium fi t in the context of 
progressive interdisciplinary studies in the fi eld of social sciences and humanities? 
Th is peculiar friendship is not so extravagant when one takes into account the lat-
est bibliography in the fi eld of Byzantine studies which opened its doors to literary 
criticism, narratology, gender studies, and feminism. We have intentionally started 
with literary criticism since Byzantinists, even when they choose to deal with top-
ics pertinent to social sciences, cannot use the same methodology, precisely be-

1  Th is introduction presents the results of research on the international scientifi c project 
Christian Culture in the Balkans in the Middle Ages: Byzantine Empire, Serbs and 
Bulgarians from the 9th to the 15th century, No. 177015, fi nanced by the Ministry of 
Education, Science and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia.

2 Th e plenary papers from the Congress are published in: Marjanović-Dušanić ed. 2016.
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cause of the source basis they have at their disposal (Kaldellis 2010, 61). Th is is 
mainly what makes us more of “literary deconstructionists” than “sociologists” but 
it still does not prevent us from reading our sources through the lenses of various 
familiar social disciplines that deal with people in diverse surroundings, whether 
such diversities derive from chronological, ethnic, gender or any other similar dis-
cursive frame that scholars choose in order to set their research within a particular 
context. For a non-byzantinist reader of this volume, a short introduction about 
the reasons the fi eld only recently opened its doors to not-so-recent theoretical 
frameworks might be needed. It will maybe further illustrate the importance of a 
Byzantine issue of a journal for social studies and humanities.

Byzantine studies are, in a way, a younger and neglected sibling of both clas-
sical and medieval studies. Th is fact is due to the still extant prejudices towards 
Byzantium as a static, retrograde and isolated society, falling short to its classical 
Graeco-Roman antecedents when it comes to intellectual and artistic achieve-
ments, while also lacking the freshness brought about by new barbarian settle-
ments in the medieval West. Th at tradition had started with Edward Gibbon in 
the late 18th century (Gibbon 1776−1789), and it was reinforced during the 19th 
and 20th centuries when the otherness of Eastern Europe, mirrored in its “despot-
ism” (particularly Russian) and “backwardness” (the Ottoman Empire and modern 
states and nations emanating from it), was invented3 and its origins sought for in its 
medieval, Byzantine past. One of the most acknowledged medievalists and post-
modernists, Aaron Gurevich, a Soviet dissident even wrote an article explaining 
why he was not a byzantinist from this very standpoint, in a volume of Dumbarton 
Oaks Papers in honor of his friend and one of the most highly esteemed Soviet 
byzantinists, Alexander Kazhdan (Gurevich 1992). Eastern European scholars, on 
their hand, readily adopted this basis of their otherness, or exclusivity, which found 
its best expression in the infl uential study of Dimitri Obolensky named indicatively 
Th e Byzantine Commonwealth: Eastern Europe, 500–1453. (Obolensky 1971), par-
ticularly popular among historians in Russia and in the Balkans.

Political background notwithstanding, byzantinists themselves contributed 
in no small part to the peripheral position of the fi eld and its virtual invisibility in 
broader scholarly discourse. Somewhat ironically, the very traits commonly asso-
ciated with Byzantine society – isolationism, resistance to change, traditionalism 

3 A brilliant and groundbreaking study about inventing Eastern Europe: Wolf 1994.
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and obedience to intellectual authorities – characterized the Byzantine studies in 
the past century (and to some extent persevere even today). Th erefore modern 
tendencies in social sciences and humanities have almost completely bypassed the 
fi eld until recently, and a positivist and historicist outlook on Byzantine history is 
still prevalent in peripheral environments.

It is at the crossroads of these two problems – the underlying political and 
culturological frame and the development of the Byzantine studies – that the why 
of this Byzantine issue of Limes Plus lies. We fi nd that it is benefi cial, if not neces-
sary, to express the issues pertinent to modern Byzantine studies in a journal unu-
sually conceived from a perspective of classic Byzantine studies, to present them 
to a wider and more diverse audience, and to regard them as an integral part of 
the scholarly discussion in social sciences and humanities. A similar attempt was 
made several years ago with one Byzantine issue of the Journal of Social History 
(Godišnjak za društvenu istoriju XVIII/2, 2011), a journal dealing primarily with 
20th-century topics, and it proved to be a success. Th is time around, however, the 
issue is in English, and more accessible. It comprises contributions from both Ser-
bian (Marjanović, Repajić) and foreign scholars, as well as book reviews of recent 
titles published abroad (Labuk on Miller–Nesbitt 2014) and in Serbia (Anđelković 
on Radić 2014), thus placing contemporary Serbian scholarship within a broader 
horizon of modern Byzantine studies. Th is is particularly important since con-
servatism is still largely present in the Byzantine studies in Serbia, carrying the 
heavy burden of George Ostrogorsky’s legacy both as a blessing and as a “curse”. 
On the one hand, Ostrogorsky established Serbian scholarship more fi rmly on the 
world map of Byzantine studies, opening important and diverse research topics. 
On the other hand, while leaving some big shoes to fi ll, he had incidentally set a 
research pattern, a sort of a comfort zone for his students and successors, in both 
topics (late Byzantium and Serbian-Byzantine relations from 13th to 15th century in 
particular), and methodology. 4 Th e “national” or Slavic perspective on Byzantine 
history carries a specifi c set of preconceptions of the Byzantine heritage as a given 
in Eastern and South-Eastern Europe, mainly refl ected through Orthodoxy and 
political conservatism. Th erefore, it perpetuates the idea of Byzantium as the sol-
emn, traditional society that is defi ned through its despotic ruler and the authority 

4  Th at is not to say, of course, that Serbian scholars in the fi eld have not made signifi cant 
contributions to Byzantine studies. For an overview see Pirivatrić 2010.
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of Christianity, while using it as a “melting-pot” for extracting Serbian “national 
history”,5 and focusing on “history proper”, defi ned in factual terms.

For all the aforementioned reasons, we decided to take up the uneasy task 
of editing an issue of a journal. First of all, although many might fi nd it a locus 
communis of the editorial register, we did lack the necessary time that this kind 
of project requires. However, we did not lack methodological freshness or the-
matic diversity. Th e range of topics goes from more traditional political, diplo-
matic history (Lau), through political thought (Repajić) and literary transmission 
(Marjanović), to sociological subjects such as threat discourse (Raum) and conju-
gal violence (Messis–Kaldellis)

We are fortunate to have in our volume the fi rst study on conjugal violence in 
Byzantium that will, hopefully, open up a new fi eld of scholarly discussion (Messis 
and Kaldellis). Apart from being a completely new research topic, the method-
ology that arises from this exploration necessitates a brief overview. As already 
mentioned, sociological topics are rather problematic when applied to Byzantium 
since we do not operate with a wide range of statistical data that would enable us 
in our search for “authentic experience” of the Byzantines (cf. Kaldellis 2011). In 
greatest part, we are faced with literary constructions that serve specifi c discur-
sive agendas. Byzantine women in literature (mainly in hagiographies and his-
tories) actually represent symbols of specifi c patterns of behavior that function 
as a rhetorical tool for transmitting peculiar messages.6 Th ey are not refl ections 
of social “reality” at large. Th erefore, our knowledge of women and their lives in 
Byzantium appears rather vague and based on questionable methodological ap-

5  Similar development can be traced in historiographies in most of the states and nations 
emanating from Byzantium, see Kaldellis 2006.

6  For instance, a brilliant analysis of Robin Cormack on women that are featured as 
symbols in the age of iconoclasm, shows how the story of the outburst of iconoclasm 
changed throughout time, and how characters of that story changed its attire (mob 
– Maria the Patrician – Th eodosia the Nun) depending on the author’s discourse. 
(Cormack 1997) More recently, Kaldellis has analysed a case of famous widow Danelis 
that lived in the Peloponnese in the 9th century, and helped Basil’s rise to power, in a 
way that this particular relationship was actually modeled on relationship between 
king Solomon and the queen of Sheeba, and all for purposes of addressing the issue of 
Basil’s legitimacy, Kaldellis 2010, 63; also, Anagnostakis and Kaldellis 2014; Kaldellis 
2016, 298. Leonora Neville has shown how patterns of the same cultural logic that 
operates in Prokopios History of Wars concerning women’s speeches and their 
rhetorical role were applied by later writers of the XI and XIIth centuries, namely 
Psellos and Bryennios (Neville 2010).
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proaches, since we do not face women’s experience but read mainly about men’s 
perceptions of women.7 On the other hand, as Kaldellis has pointed out in his 
analysis of methodological challenges concerning the study of women and children 
in Byzantium (Kaldellis 2010), the most coherent social category of which we read 
from Byzantine sources are saints and nuns, which presents a problem per se: “it 
is unfortunate that we know more about those who were the least representative 
of Byzantine life” (Kaldellis 2010, 61). Yet, he admits that the texts that provide us 
with many information on saints and nuns, that is, hagiographies, are actually a 
rich source for seeing the women and children in their everyday life, since all these 
stories, when deprived of miracle narrative, were placed in specifi c scenery that 
unintentionally reveals the lives of women and children (Kaldellis 2010, 65–66). 
Th erefore, apart from approaching our sources with a diff erent mindset,8 it is nec-
essary to understand that what we have in front of us are literary constructions 
of the past, and that sensationalism inside those stories should not lead us astray 
to think that this is what Byzantine society actually looked like, but to understand 
that characters functioned as symbols (cf. Kaldellis 2010). We should put our ef-
forts into searching for the recurring motives present in the stories that deal with 
women, children or any other ‘marginal’ groups, although designation of women 
as the “other” appears problematic to some extent, since women were, after all, 
“active agents of social change and eventually, our sources do not document the 
entire story” (Smythe 1997, 149).

Apart from the problem of eff ectively applying sociological terms in order to 
reconstruct social “reality” of Byzantium, another challenge lies in understanding 

7  Th is can be considered a recurrent problem of the gender studies approach toward 
Byzantium, see James 1997. However Kaldellis has suggested moving toward the study 
of the “contruction of motherhood in Byzantium” that dwells on a solid source basis, 
but it has not been touched upon yet. (Kaldellis 2010, 67). Th is could be a fresh outlook 
on the issue defi ned and discussed by Barbara Hill in her several articles on the Kom-
nenian women (Hill 1996; Eadem 1997). Hill’s attention was focused on the ‘ideology 
of widowed mother’, as a prominent category in which women could exercise power. 
However, problematic notion of ‘ideology’ with regard to its epistemological implica-
tions should be replaced by ‘social construction of motherhood’ for example, since our 
source material gives us chance to analyze the role and infl uence of Byzantine mothers 
and their relations to their children in the broader context of social relations, aristo-
cratic power struggles, transmission of property and exertion of authority within the 
family nucleus. Cf. also Haldon 2009; Laiou 2009.

8  Trying to overcome the ossifi ed attitude that we cannot reach the “women’s experience” 
since all we have is a man’s voice.
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the relation between the sources and the data extracted from them. Th e article on 
conjugal violence in this volume meticulously analyzes two main normative cor-
puses that regulated social relations in Byzantium – the State and the Church. A 
diverse source material was presented concisely in order to show the potential of 
this new fi eld of investigation, to pinpoint several issues when approaching impe-
rial laws and their application – the inevitable incongruity of theory and praxis. In 
addition, hagiographies were introduced as a narrative landscape in which literary 
constructions of violence featured as patterns of recurrent cultural logic.9 Th is 
study gives an insightful reading of many issues of greatest concern to us today 
– what was considered conjugal violence by law – what was tolerable and what 
was sanctioned? Were men and women subjected to the same fi nes, and was their 
violence subjected to diff erent sanctions on the basis of the gender of the perpetra-
tor? How were these social realia transmitted into fi ction for didactic purposes, 
and adapted as new Christian rhetorical tropes for women’s place in the Christian 
oikos? What are the patterns of the violent men and violent women presented in 
the Byzantine literature?

We are still on the path of modern sociological theory with the second paper 
in this volume, Th eresia Raum’s work on the threat discourse in the reign of Her-
akleios. It is a thought-provoking study by a young scholar that off ers a diff erent 
point of view on the “make it or break it” moment for the Eastern Roman Empire 
that is the early 7th century. Herakleios’ reign is commonly regarded as the starting 
point of “Byzantium proper”, i. e. medieval Byzantium, and the end of Late Antiq-
uity.10 Th e territorial losses, administrative restructuring through the installment 
of the thematic system, the virtual disappearance of Latin from the public admin-
istration, all constitute for a “time of epoch-making changes”, as Raum put it. She 
uses modern sociological theories about threat discourse and “crisis management” 
(particularly the work of Frie and Meier 2014) as a framework for investigating the 
ways in which Herakleios’ regime communicated and overcame the crisis brought 
about by foreign invasions and internal strife. Raum comes to a somewhat pro-
vocative, but plausible conclusion that one of the main reasons for Herakleios’ 

9  Charis Messis has made signifi cant contribution to the subject, and is working on a 
wide scope of questions regarding hagiography and sexuality. See for instance Messis 
2012. on a particularly interesting subject of the so-called Laws of the Homerites; see 
also Messis 2014b on erotic dreams in Byzantine literature, particularly hagiography, 
as well as his seminal study on eunuchs in Byzantium (Messis 2014a).

10 For the period see Haldon 1990, Looth 2008.
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success, as opposed to the failure of his predecessor Maurikious at the turn of the 
7th century, was the establishment of the threat discourse which created a “bond of 
trust” between the emperor and the people and a common consent on the course 
of action that was to be taken.

In addition to its relevance for the research of Herakleios’ reign, this paper 
is an important contribution to the study of Byzantine rhetoric and goes along 
the road that has recently been mapped. Rather than dismissing rhetoric as mere 
“imperial propaganda”, Raum approaches it as a way of communicating politics and 
gaining popular consent for potentially risky and unpopular measures.11 Since epi-
deictic (display) oratory was essentially only of the three kinds of rhetoric (display, 
judicial, political) surviving the end of Late Antiquity, the persuasive aim of Byz-
antine rhetoric and its political relevance have been downplayed.12 Scholarship on 
Byzantine rhetoric thus mainly focuses on its stylistic features and the importance 
of rhetorical tools in shaping texts.13 Addressing the immediate social and politi-
cal impact of rhetorical texts (a fl uctuant category itself ) is all the more important 
in the context of the current debate about the allocation and exercise of power in 
Byzantium, the character of imperial authority and the nature of emperor-subjects 
(or citizens) relationship.14 Raum convincingly argues that the emperor had to 
communicate his policies to the people and win their support in order not only to 
achieve his goals but to maintain his power. Th is case-study, while not addressing 
the current scholarly discussion directly, further challenges the already broached 
idea of Byzantine “imperial autocracy”

Another issue that arises from the recent reconsideration of the very basis 
of the Byzantine society is the severely understudied question of political thought 
in the Eastern Roman Empire, a sort of “gray area” of Byzantine studies. Th us we 

11  For a similar view of immediacy of Byzantine oratory and its political relevance see an 
old but indespensable analysis of three speeches of John Mauropous in the 1040s by 
Lefort 1976.

12  See Hunger 1981, 37; Kennedy 1983, 1–27; Ibid 1994, 61–62 as most notable and 
explicit examples, but this view permeates studies of Byzantine rhetoric in general. For 
the challenging of this view and the insistence on the persuasive character of epideictic 
rhetoric in Byzantium and in general, see Pernot 1993, Webb 2003.

13  Extraordinary progress has been made in this regard in the last couple of decades. 
Th e bibliography is vast, we will only point to the important volume on rhetoric in 
Byzantium here (Jeff reys ed. 2003).

14  Recently triggered by Kaldellis’ study named tentatively Th e Byzantine Republic 
(Kaldellis 2015, with references to older scholarship).
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move from sociology to political theory and the astute study of the political philos-
ophy of the greatest Byzantine thinker, Michael Psellos (Milena Repajić). Repajić 
makes an attempt at exploring Psellos’ political views in his programmatic work, 
the Chronographia, as a comprehensive expression of political philosophy, rather 
than a refl ection of his social and political “biases”, particularly of his alleged Con-
stantinopolitan and “civilian” bias. Scholarship on Psellos is vast, particularly in the 
last four decades, the fact refl ected in a round table dedicated to various aspects of 
Psellos studies on this year’s Congress.15 Within the last few years, two studies on 
Psellos saw the light of day: Papaioannou’s seminal work on his rhetorical persona 
(Papaioannou 2013), and Lauritzen’s book on his depiction of characters in the 
Chronographia (Lauritzen 2013). His political philosophy, however, received virtu-
ally no scholarly attention, apart from the groundbreaking study by Kaldellis more 
than 15 years ago (Kaldellis 1999). Although it is cited in every work dedicated to 
Psellos, the ideas presented in Kaldellis’ book were not widely accepted nor further 
developed in scholarship. Part of the reason for that lies in the provocativeness of 
his conclusions, but the more important issue is the unwillingness of the fi eld to 
dwell on the topic of Byzantine political thought. 

Th e scarcity of research on the political theory of the Byzantines is mostly 
due to the still predominant (although no longer openly expressed) opinion that 
the thinkers of New Rome did not really develop comprehensive political theories, 
given that they were living in an autocratic and theocratic regime that was not to 
be questioned. If they did express some ideas on the way of governance and the 
functioning of the political system, those are dismissed either as a refl ection of 
immutable “imperial ideology”, or as reiterating their classical models and “anti-
quarianism” without any real contemporary relevance. However, Byzantines could 
and, in fact, they did think (and write) about their political system, its faults and 
its advantages, and the ways in which it could have been improved. Some progress 
has recently been made in recognizing the Byzantines’ political thought as original 
and relevant, mostly by the students of the 11th and 12th centuries.16

Exploring Psellos’ political thought, and regarding him as a serious thinker is 
especially important given that he consistently insisted on the duty of an intellec-
tual, a philosopher that he was, to act as a political man, and perceived his two-fold 

15  Moore 2005. makes an overview of both Psellos’ works and scholarship on Psellos by 
the beginning of the 21st century.

16 See for instance Magdalino 1983, Krallis 2006, Matheou 2016, to name only few.
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education of a philosopher and a rhetor primarily as relevant to the political life. 
Following the argument set in Kaldellis’ Th e Argument of Psellos “Chronographia 
(Kaldellis 1999), Repajić stresses the importance of the political (not merely daily 
political) discourse in his Chronographia as the cornerstone of the metanarra-
tive he weaves. She further develops a literary reading of Psellos’ characters, since 
many of his deeper political views are refracted through character descriptions and 
types of personalities he creates in this literary masterpiece – the wise counselor, 
the clever general, the people – or the mob.17 It is, therefore a small contribution 
to the history of Byzantine political thought and a step towards reexamining Byz-
antine writers as thinkers on their own merits, and as more than representatives 
of political alliances or social groups they belonged to.

For the readers more comfortable with the traditional history we off er a ret-
rospect of a turbulent third decade of the XII century and fi rst part of John II 
Komnenos’ rule with valuable consideration of non-Byzantine sources and non-
Anglo-Saxon historiography. It is important to note that this year was marked by 
a crucial publication on the reign of John II Komnenos in a form of volume of 
collected essays that deal with various aspects of John’s reign (Bucossi and Rod-
riguez Suarez, eds. 2016). Th e title of the volume perfectly describes the state of 
contemporary historiography on John’s reign: In the shadow of father and son. It 
seems that the time is ripe for a genuine reevaluation of John II Komnenos’ reign, 
although important progress on this issue has already been made a decade ago.18 
Unfortunately, English-speaking scholarly environment has not been conversant 
with the reach of Stanković’s study, wherefore the Komenian epoch, and mainly 
the image of John II Komnenos still remains in the shadow of his father and son. 
Th e present paper suitably summarizes the sources that were used for the recon-
struction of John’s reign and their agendas and draws attention to “non-Byzantine, 
non-Constantinopolitan and not-Emperor focused views on events”. Th e use and 
the value of “other” sources in our reconstruction of the past, has been recently 
pointed to by Kaldellis: “not do their narratives fl esh out areas overlooked in the 
Greek sources, they often independently confi rm or refute them” (Kaldellis 2016, 
305). Of course, all these sources are also replete with their own discursive agen-

17  For her PhD thesis Repajić studied the characters of Psellos’ Chronographia, their 
literary representation and the personal and political implications of Psellos’ accounts 
of his contemporaries (Repajić 2016)

18 Pathbreaking study on the Komnenoi by Stankovic 2006.
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das, but they still present an indispensable source for us, and in particular, as Lau 
aims to show, concerning the chronology of the turbulent fi rst decade of John II 
Komnenos rule.

Taking mid-1120s as a subject for his case study, Lau emphasizes the impor-
tance of the holistic approach to John Komnenos’ policies in favor of particularism 
in researching Byzantine bilateral relations with diff erent foreign nations or rul-
ers, in order to fully grasp the imperial policies and challenges that the emperor 
faced. Particularly important in the context of this volume’s geographical setting, 
he makes some important notes on the place of Serbian polities (Raška and Duk-
lja) in the Byzantine, or rather a Komnenian system of power in the Balkans and 
the Mediterranean. Investigating medieval Serbian history within its Byzantine 
context, particularly in the 12th and 13th centuries has been the axis of research en-
deavors of a group of byzantinists in Serbia in the last couple of years.19 Medieval 
studies in Serbia have long suff ered from isolationism, searching for distinctly and 
originally Serbian, “national” specifi cities, burdened with national, even national-
istic discourse. Th is quest for the authentic and autarchic (refl ected mainly in the 
glorious event of Stefan Nemanja’s gaining of “independence” from Byzantium, a 
misleading and anachronistic concept) has set Serbian medieval history in a sort 
of spatial and temporal vacuum and left it on the sidelines of Byzantine and Me-
dieval studies.

An entirely new approach to the study of the medieval Balkans is needed, 
focusing on the ways in which Byzantine emperors exerted their power in the 
peninsula, as well as the means local rulers had at their disposal to negotiate their 
place in the complex diplomatic game for which the Byzantines set the rules. “Na-
tional histories” are in this regard an outdated and limiting concept which inevi-
tably leads to decontextualizing and misunderstanding of the driving forces of the 
political, social, and cultural development of the region. Signifi cant progress has 
recently been made in rethinking the place of Serbia within the wider Byzantine 
and Mediterranean framework, with regard to politics, political ideas, literature, 
and art.20

19  Historians, art historians, classicists and philologists gathered around the project 
Christian Culture in the Balkans in the Middle Ages: Byzantine Empire, Serbs and 
Bulgarians from the 9th to the 15th century. See also Stanković, ed. 2016.

20  Politics: Stanković 2013, Ibid 2015; art: Erdeljan 2011, Ibid 2013, Stevović 2010, Ibid 
2011; literature and political ideas: Orlov–Repajić 2013.
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One of such contributions is the last paper in this volume, Dragoljub 
Marjanović’s work on the use of the term “thrice-accursed” in Byzantine and Ser-
bian medieval literature. Th rough the study of just one term, Marjanović off ers 
a glimpse into the long and rich literary tradition that Byzantines inherited, its 
adaptability, and fi nally, the immense infl uence those layers of thought and mean-
ing had on Serbian medieval literature. Exploring the semantic range of the term 
triskataratos, its usage from Demosthenes to Constantine Manasses, its appro-
priation by the Christian writers and fi nally translation and transmission of the 
meanings it conveyed into Slavic languages and literature, he demonstrated the 
complexity of cultural and linguistic exchange in the Byzantine world. Further-
more, he dwells on the new signifi cance the term gained in Serbian medieval hagi-
ography, highly political in its essence. Th is study shows just how important it is to 
observe medieval Serbia through Byzantine lenses and how thorough the impact 
of Byzantine culture, and its religious and ideological discourse was. Further study 
of the transmission and appropriation of discursive patterns and the ways of com-
municating ideas is a path to take in examining medieval Serbian literature, and 
society in general, instead of speaking in terms of the loose notion of Byzantine 
“infl uence”. Rather than mapping Biblical and patristic quotes and explicating their 
atemporal Christian meanings (a necessary but already quite exhausted subject, 
most extensively dealt with in Marjanović-Dušanić 1997), we ought to put Serbian 
literature (and art) in the proper socio-cultural setting. Over the last few decades, 
we dragged the Byzantines out of the celestial sphere and placed them into their 
own earthly world. It is the time we did the same for their contemporaries in Ser-
bia, and in the Balkans in general.

In the spirit of creating a volume that would serve as a window into mod-
ern Byzantine studies for non-Byzantinists, an insight into the “making and re-
making of Byzantium”, we deemed it useful to include two book reviews (Labuk, 
Anđelković). Th e reviewed studies illustrate the new paths Byzantine studies are 
taking, in general, and in Serbia particularly. Th e Walking Corpses (Miller and Nes-
bitt 2014) is a thorough study of leprosy in the Middle Ages, both in Byzantium 
and in the West, thus representing an attempt at including Byzantine history in 
the wider medieval framework, while Th e Other Face of Byzantium (Radić 2014) 
presents one of the fi rst attempts in Byzantine studies in Serbia to show that other, 
not-so-solemn face of Byzantium to both the scholarly and the general audience. 
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AND THE IDEOLOGICAL 
CONSTRUCTION OF 
BYZANTINE MARRIAGE

Th is article off ers the fi rst exploration of the role of conjugal violence in 
Byzantium, considering its use (and sometimes approval) as a mechanism 
for enforcing normative social roles as well as its representation in 
literary texts that seek to recuperate a damaged social order or subvert an 
illegitimate one. We focus on the norms encoded in Byzantine law and then 
off er a preliminary but wide-ranging survey of episodes from hagiography 
and historiography which illustrate how the Byzantines thought about 
this issue. Th e paper includes both physical and psychological forms 
of violence, and does not neglect the rarer cases of victimization of the 
man by his spouses. Th e Byzantine conception of such violence was male-
centric and women were subject to it as “naturally” inferior beings, but 
there were times when they could infl ict it too.

Keywords: Byzantium, violence, family, law, divorce, gender history, women, 
literary representation of social history.

 The issue of conjugal violence lies today 
at the center of a broader discussion about the formation and constitution of the 
modern family, gender relations, and the means by which society at large repro-
duces its normative orders. In recent decades, feminist theory has produced copi-
ous bibliography, both historical and sociological, which locates the various sites 
of male violence, describes its diff erent modes, and denounces its consequences.1 

1 See, for example, Dauphin and Farge, eds, 1997; True 2012.
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It is not our goal, in this article, to denounce male violence in Byzantium, which is 
a historical given, but rather to analyze from a distance some of the mechanisms 
by which violence shaped and constituted the marital relations and its ensuing 
balances (or imbalances). For our purposes, conjugal or domestic violence is not 
just a physical action, nor is the man always the perpetrator and the woman the 
victim. As modern theorists, social workers, and legislators have understood, the 
issue is much more complex. Conjugal violence is rather a type of relationship of 
abuse in which both partners may be exposed to diff erent degrees and in diff erent 
ways (Follingstad and Dehart 2000). From one perspective, it may be seen as a state 
of tension defi ned by psychosomatic aggressions, frustrations, and fears, the most 
sinister among which is perhaps the anxiety of failing to live up to social expecta-
tions. Such a condition can undermine a person’s sense of self-worth and is policed 
not just by the partner but the entire community. Th is chapter will focus on how 
its normative aspects shaped its literary expressions.

Obviously, we cannot here survey the social, legal, and cultural history of 
the Byzantine family or the gender roles of men and women during the full mil-
lennium of the empire’s history. Many other studies are devoted to those topics.2 
Inevitably, we are going to assume a degree of continuity across time and diff erent 
regions, but we believe this is not only required but warranted. Th e coalescence 
of Greek, Roman, and Christian values and institutions that we call “Byzantium” 
remained relatively stable as a historical and therefore analytical category. As a 
result, the texts that we will present refl ect a similar underlying logic of violence, 
albeit refracted through diff erent circumstances and thematic concerns. Th is is the 
fi rst study of the problem of conjugal violence in Byzantium,3 especially in treating 
men equally as victims, and its aim is to expose the normative rules that governed 
its representation in Byzantine literature.4

2  For the Byzantine family, see now the papers in Brubaker and Tougher eds. 2013, 
citing previous bibliography; for women, Beaucamp 1990−1992; Garland ed. 2006; and 
Herrin 2013; for children, see Papaconstantinou and Talbot eds. 2009; for eunuchs, 
see Tougher 2008; and Messis 2014a. Th e Byzantine household has not received much 
attention: see Magdalino 1984; for a dossier of texts relating to the household of the 
eleventh century that we know best, Kaldellis 2006.

3  For the western Middle Ages, see Klosowska and Roberts 1998; Salisbury, Donavin and 
Price 2002.

4  For late antiquity, and focusing on the victimization of women, see Dossey 2008, who 
tries to defi ne the diff erence between the Eastern and Western Roman empire in 
this regard, and concludes: “Behind the Roman [here: western] attitudes may lurk a 
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Τhe Normative aspects of Conjugal Violence

In Byzantium, state and Church tried to defi ne and regulate some forms of 
conjugal violence, to minimize or eradicate their eff ects, and to demand restitu-
tion by imposing penalties. Th ey created an economy of violence monopolized 
by them and made an eff ort to replace private violence with the performance of a 
publically sanctioned violence. Th is gradual takeover highlighted certain forms of 
violence, including conjugal ones, as worthy of control, while leaving others aside 
as insignifi cant, eff ectively rendering them invisible.

Some of the forms of conjugal abuse that are reported in the literary texts 
(to be discussed below) were interdicted by the law, whereas others were more or 
less tolerated; still others were ignored or even encouraged. Some appear in the 
law of divorce and could lead to the legitimate separation of a couple. Th e man 
could ask for divorce if the woman had impugned his masculine honor (through 
her infi delity, immoral behavior),5 caused him bodily harm (by attempts on his life, 
use of magic, or physical violence against him),6 or jeopardized his attempts to 
procreate (through infi delity or abortifacients).7 He could also demand a divorce if 
the woman was incapable of fulfi lling her conjugal duties due to an incurable ill-
ness (madness or leprosy).8 In the last case, madness is sometimes expertly distin-
guished from demonic possession, which did not constitute grounds for divorce.9 
As for the rights of women, they could demand divorce in the following cases: if 
the marriage threatened their chastity (through incitement to prostitution, base-
less accusations of infi delity),10 or their bodily integrity (by attempts on their her 
life, magic, physical violence),11 or if the man could not fulfi ll his duties because 

recognition of the artifi cial nature of subordination. Th ey needed violent means to keep 
the social order in place because they lacked the Greeks’ mental skill at categorizing 
large segments of humanity as intrinsically inferior… Men in societies [again, western] 
where women enjoy greater public and economic infl uence may regard them as better 
able to bear violence” (39–40). See also Hillner 2013. A wider discussions that takes in 
modern concerns in Johnson ed. 2015.

5 Ekloge 2.9.2; Basilika 28.7.1.
6 Ekloge 2.9.2; Eisagoge 21.5.
7 Eisagoge 21.5; Leon VI, Novel 31.
8 Ekloge 2.9.2; Leon VI, Novel 111 (after three years).
9 Ekloge 2.9.4.
10 Basilika 28.7.1.
11 Ekloge 2.9.3; Basilika 28.7.1.
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of an illness (again madness, leprosy),12 was implicated in grave crimes,13 or was 
sexually impotent for more than three years or absent for more than fi ve (e.g., was 
made a prisoner of war),14 and, fi nally, if he was convinced that she was cheating on 
him and persisted in this belief even after discovering that he was wrong.15

Th is rapid survey reveals the diff erent kinds of violence, recognized or toler-
ated by the law, to which the two spouses might be exposed. Th ose against women 
were the most palpable. Apart from rape, abduction, and insult to her chastity and 
life, the other types of violence that women suff ered (say, due to their husbands’ 
jealousy) could be treated as banal, unremarkable events. Th e civil law was not 
indiff erent to them, but what changed was the gravity that was attributed to dif-
ferent violent acts and the impact that they were expected to have on the couple’s 
continuity. So, in Novel 22, Justinian considered physical violence between spouses 
to constitute grounds for divorce, but his Novel 117 takes a step back by imposing 
pecuniary penalties on the guilty party, but prohibiting divorce.16 Th e hesitation 
in the law, subject to diverse interpretations and variations, characterized the en-
tire Byzantine period and was crystallized in the tergiversations of the legislation 
of the Macedonian emperors (ninth-eleventh centuries) (Nikolaou 2003).Th us, in 
the Eisagoge, abusing one’s wife becomes again a ground for divorce,17 whereas the 
Basilika reintroduced fi nes and blocked divorce.18 Th ese laws further established 
a distinction between condemned violence (the use of whips and sticks) and vio-
lence of no concern for the law (slapping, kicks, or any attack not using whips and 
sticks).

In the legal collection known as Th e Laws of the Homerites (i.e., Himyarites), 
which refl ects a Christian vision of a just society relatively unburdened by the 
heavy inheritance of Roman law, violence must be excluded from the marital rela-
tions between men and women, for all that those relations had to be governed by a 
strict hierarchy. A man is not allowed to violently strike his wife (τύπτειν), but has 
to restrict himself to lighter blows with the hands (πυκτεύειν), and that only when 

12 Ekloge 2.9.3; Leon VI, Novel 112 (after fi ve years).
13 Basilika 28.7.1.
14  Justinian, Novel 22.5.6; see Laiou 1993, 182−183; for this Novel and Justinian’s marriage 

legislation, see Beaucamp 2006.
15 Justinian, Novel 117.8.9; Basilika 28.7.1.
16 Justinian, Novels 22.15.1–2 and 117.14.
17 Eisagoge 21.6.
18 Basilika 28.7.7.
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she has committed adultery, as the law does not allow divorce in that case. For 
her part, a woman is forbidden from mocking or insulting her husband on pain of 
penalties that rise from humiliation in a public procession to cutting off  the tip of 
her tongue. If a woman dares to raise her hand against her husband, there is a pro-
vision that the hand may be cut off . In general, women are forbidden from using 
physical violence against any men, whether free or slave, except her own sons.19

Behind these provisions of the law, which are coldly stated, we can imagine 
various situations of emotional pain that is barely concealed, tensions that are 
badly managed, or even personal dramas that rarely make it into the light of our 
sources. We will attempt below to unearth some of those stories. A preliminary 
move in this direction is aff orded by another category of judicial texts, namely 
rulings issued by bishops in divorce cases. Th ese bishops had to confront the law’s 
lack of precision while dealing with specifi c cases, but this gave them room for 
interpretation. Ioannes Apokaukos, the bishop and judge of Naupaktos and its 
territory in the thirteenth century, in one of his decisions established a distinction 
between corporeal violence administered for the purposes of correction, which 
was socially tolerated and legally permitted, and a spiral of conjugal violence that 
seemed to have no end and that, according to his interpretation, ought to be treat-
ed as an attempt on the life of the spouse and so could justify divorce (Troianos 
1991, 47−48). We see that physical abuse against women by their partners was not 
clearly defi ned, and so the intervention of the law required the judge’s discretion. 
Sexual violence within marriage (that is, forced coitus) did not concern the law ex-
cept if other aggravating circumstances were present. In a case cited by the bishop 
and judge Demetrios Chomatenos, a contemporary of Apokaukos, a woman suf-
fered physical abuse by her husband because she refused his desire to sodomize 
her. Th e jurist recognized that the law did not permit the dissolution of marriage 
for this reason but, as the woman was threatening to kill herself, he granted the 
divorce “so that the one evil [sodomy] would not be augmented by an even greater 
one [suicide], and so that inexperienced judges, cleaving to the letter of the law, do 
not provoke a death rather than lead [the people involved] to salvation.”20 As she 
was the victim of a brutal and perverted husband, the woman gained the sympathy 
of the judge.

19  For the text of the Laws, see Berger 2006, 189−200. See Papathanasiou 1994, 238−240; 
Messis 2012, 237−238.

20 Chomatenos, Decision 17.
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Another case, cited this time by Apokaukos, concerns a woman who hated 
her husband so much that she was unable to bear living with him. Because of 
this she was pressured by the rest of her village, insulted by her neighbors, and 
threatened by the representatives of the local bishop who had several times shut 
her with her husband in a small room so that they could consummate the mar-
riage. All these eff orts had failed because of her vigorous resistance, and so divorce 
was granted with a literary fl ourish: a quotation of a misogynistic pagan author, 
Sekoundos.21 Th e social environment, acting here as the ultimate regulator of mar-
riage, had exercised a manifold form of violence of its own on the woman to force 
her to conform to her perceived role as wife. Her resistance caused her exclusion 
and marginalization. She was certainly the victim of social pressure. But what of 
the shame that she must have brought upon her husband? It was presumably his 
“rights” and social standing that the local clergy were trying to safeguard in their 
heavy-handed way.

Th e Church recognized the reality of conjugal violence and called for mu-
tual respect between spouses, for appeasement and concord, but these precepts 
remained at the level of moral advice that was not necessarily backed by the force 
of canon law. Conjugal violence was essentially considered a “private” matter and 
the representatives of the Church were not always prompt to get involved. 

“Away from beating women! It is an outrage not only on the one who suff ers 
it but also on the one who infl icts it … Th ere is nothing grave enough that gives 
you the right to beat a woman … It is a mark of extreme injustice to commit such 
an outrage, as if she were a slave, upon a person who shares your life with you” 
counseled John Chrysostom.22 Men ought to respect their wives, treat them (pa-
ternally) by forgiving their impertinence, which is, after all, only caused by the in-
herent weakness of their sex.23 But when conjugal violence occurred despite these 
admonitions, several theologians advised women to suff er the blows stoically and 
remain patient. Witness John of Damascus:

“Even if your husband is rough and of savage character, a woman still ought 
to support him and not look for reasons to break their union. Is this man brutal? 

21 Apokaukos, Decision 7 (Bees).
22  John Chrysostom. Many comparable passages from patristic authors can be cited. 

See Beaucamp 1995, 281. For Chrysostom’s attitudes toward violence in marriage, see 
Schroeder 2004; Hillner 2013, 31−36.

23 Th eodoretos of Kyrrhos, Th erapy for Hellenic Maladies 9.59.
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Still, he is your husband … Is he rough and disagreeable? Still, he is your own, and 
the part of you that has more honor.”24 

In Christian thought, the indissolubility of marriage was a supreme principle 
and marital misconduct ought not to disrupt it.

To appreciate the diffi  cult position of the Church and its representatives in 
the face of conjugal violence, we turn to Lives of saints and to related edifying tales 
(a genre that was produced throughout the Byzantine period).25 In some of these 
texts, a holy man is invited to resolve intrafamiliar tensions and to answer thorny 
questions relating to conjugal violence. Th ese stories, of course, are introduced 
into not so as to document such ugly realities but so as to exemplify the construc-
tive role of the saint and illustrate how his intervention imposes order back onto 
a disordered social landscape.

In some cases, violence against women provides an opportunity to correct 
their own wrongs, thereby again contributing to the restoration of the normative 
order. In one of the versions of the Life of St. Symeon Stylites the Younger, a man 
possessed by a demon is abandoned by his wife and left alone with their child. 
Th e saint, to whom the man turns for help, imposes a fi erce punishment on her: 
he drives the demon out of the man and orders it to enter the woman, to scourge 
her savagely, and to drive her repentant back to her husband (Bompaire, 1954, 
99−100). Here violence is placed in the service of the conjugal order; it is a legiti-
mate violence, savagely administered by a representative of spiritual authority who 
acts as if he has been empowered to satisfy a common sense of justice. Th ere are 
cases in which conjugal violence is presented as a wrong done to the woman and 
condemned, but where the saint’s intervention provides only a temporary solution. 
In the seventh century, St. Th eodoros of Sykeon faced such a case. A man “had 
whipped his wife when he caught her committing some wrong. She then sought 
refuge in a monastery … Sometime later, her husband came and wanted to take 
her back, but she refused to follow him.” Th eodoros intervened and persuaded 
her to go; after reconciling the two, he counseled the husband fi rst, telling him to 
love, respect, and honor his wife and to control his temper, and then he advised 
the wife to be temperate, chaste, and docile. Facing this thorny albeit very concrete 
situation, the saint fell back on traditional Christian moralizing and seemed to as-

24 John of Damascus, Sacra Parallela, 245.
25 For this genre, see Binggeli 2014.
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sume that the normative order could be actualized by that alone. Well, see how it 
turned out:

“When Daniel took his wife back on these conditions, he went home. But 
fi nding there a pretext against her, he struck her and cut off  her nose. She now re-
turned to the monastery and cried out against the saint, saying that by obeying his 
counsel she was now disfi gured, and was thinking about bringing charges against 
her husband.”26

Th e saint now restrained her from that course of action, promising that di-
vine punishment would overtake her husband. Indeed, the latter fell off  his horse, 
broke his right leg, and was handicapped for the rest of his life. Clearly, this mar-
riage had reached an impasse. Th e saint’s “help” had resulted in the man’s infi rmity 
and the woman’s mutilation. Had the couple pursued their grievances before the 
secular courts, and perhaps obtained a divorce, at least they would have been un-
harmed. Th e saint was trapped between the principle of the wife’s submission and 
the endemic mistrust of a closed society, which balked at bringing its private mat-
ters before a public tribunal. He clung to allegedly discreet methods of resolving 
conjugal disputes that did not always work.

In the eleventh century, St. Lazaros of Mt. Galesion faced an analogous situ-
ation with better results. Th e wife of a priest was victimized by her husband’s ver-
bal violence and physical blows, and she sought a divorce in accordance with the 
law. To obtain it – given that mere maltreatment was insuffi  cient grounds – she 
prepared a magic potion that would drive her husband insane. Th e saint’s interven-
tion in this case consisted in facilitating a divorce and leading the two spouses to 
accept the monastic life.27 In this case, the saint accepts separation but neverthe-
less provides a solution that was both legal and pious.

As far as we can tell from the majority of our texts, physical violence against 
women surprised no one, it was an everyday occurrence, and it does not become 
signifi cant unless it happened to involve the intervention of a saint.

26  Th e Life of St. Th eodoros of Sykeon 149, v. 1, 118−119 (text) and v. 2, 123−125 
(translation).

27 Life of St. Lazaros of Galesion, 545−546.
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Literary constructions of conjugal violence

If we turn to the literary representation of conjugal violence, we encounter a 
wider spectrum of behaviors. We must fi rst emphasize that our texts present only 
cases of “exemplary violence.” Th ese do not make-up a body of sociological “data” 
that we can quantify. Th e goal of the texts is to reinforce social norms, even if that 
is not initially apparent; they do this either by restoring normality to a situation de-
fi ned by violence or by using violence to reintroduce the proper balance of power 
and virtue. Our narratives create fi ctions of victimization in whose internal logic 
both men and women can play the role of the victim.

Th e victimization of women

In accounts where a virtuous woman is the victim, the male presence consti-
tutes a threat, badly defi ned but omnipresent, against the heroine’s virtue, usually 
by way of sexual aggression. Th e genre of hagiography is full of cases of female 
saints who are physically abused by exemplars of masculine power, who are often 
their husbands, suitors, or even fathers (Constantinou 2005). Consider the case of 
Saint Barbara, who refused her father’s decision to marry her to a rich man. She 
declares that she is now a Christian and would follow the path of virginity. Her 
father, a pagan, is thereupon transformed into “her persecutor, executioner, and 
murderer.” At the moment of her martyrdom, he even becomes an agent of her 
death: 

“Her father Dioskouros, that scoundrel and fi licide, was not content to watch 
the torments to which his daughter was subjected… but he was ashamed if he did 
not himself kill her with his own hands. Th at is why, when the condemnation was 
pronounced, he recovered his daughter so that he could decapitate her himself.”28

Th e relationship between violence and normativity in this text is complex. 
Th e tale of Barbara is a martyrology, that is, a hagiographical narrative that extols 
a martyr as steadfast in the faith to the point of death. In this particular case, the 
goal of the text is to undermine conventional family expectations (the father will 
fi nd a husband for his daughter, who will quietly marry him) and to affi  rm the 
supreme value of a newly-defi ned sexual purity.29 Th e irony is that Dioskouros be-
lieves that his own violence is affi  rming traditional family norms whereas in fact it 

28 Symeon Metaphrastes, Martyrion of Saint Barbara, 313c–d.
29 See Harper 2013 for the shift to a culture oriented around notions of sin.
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is only annealing the resolve of his daughter to subvert them in order to manifest 
a diff erent normative order: perpetual virginity. Th e extreme and counter-intuitive 
violence serves to underscore the vast gap that lies between the two.

In the martyrdom of Barbara, a father kills his daughter with his own hands 
to underscore the opposition of paganism and Christianity. By contrast, in two 
Lives of female saints of the tenth and eleventh centuries, St. Maria the Younger 
and Th omaïs of Lesbos, the heroines are martyred at the hands of their husbands, 
who beat them to death. It is not the violence itself that is condemned here but 
only unjust violence that is not deserved by the heroine. Th is violence stems their 
husbands’ suspicion that the women are being unfaithful and because they are 
spending too much of the household’s income on good works. Th e women here 
again are martyred because of their practice of Christian virtues (Laiou 1989; ead-
em 1996, 239−253 /introduction/, 254−289 /translation/; Halsall 1996, 291−296 /
introduction/, 297−322 /translation).30

We also have martyrdom accounts where sexual violence against women 
becomes a means by which the persecutors can break their spirit and cancel out 
a prerogative that endows them with symbolic power, namely their appeal to, and 
insistence on, their virginity. Th is violence, however, does not fl ow from the mari-
tal sphere but is infl icted on women who do not conform to social norms and the 
duty to marry.31

In most narratives of sexual violence against women, the man is usually a 
soldier, in other words he is a bearer of the most aggressive form of manly violence, 
even though he usually does not have a family relationship with his victim. In cases 
that he does have such a relationship, such as in the story of St. Euphemia and the 
Goth (likely from the fi fth century), this violence is part of the general abuse of 
the heroine (von Gebhardt and von Dobschütz 1911, 148−199).32 Sexual violence 
within marriage is not something on which the texts especially focus, just as it 
did not constitute a major problem in the law (as we saw above). Finally, a unique 
and also fully acceptable form of violence against women by their husbands is 
that which stemmed from the couple’s childlessness. In this patriarchal society, 

30  A longer version of this tale from the fourteenth century places even more emphasis 
on the violent character of the husband, who is presented as a demonic fi gure: see 
Efthymiadis 2015.

31 Th ere are many such narratives, e.g., the Passio of Domna, 1061–1065.
32 See also Messis and Papaioannou 2013.
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unless a man was a eunuch he was exonerated fully in the eyes of others from any 
blame for this condition, for which his wife bore full responsibility. Many women 
in hagiography are abused by their husbands for this, beaten and insulted, until 
divine intervention gives the couple the desired off spring. Th e most striking case 
is that of Leukippe and Kleitophon, who, the classicist reader may remember, were 
happily married in the romance novel of Achilles Tatios, but who, in the inventive 
hagiographical sequel to their story, were subsequently unable to bear children. 
Th e ancient novel’s romantic love is turned by hagiography into a setting for physi-
cal violence. Leukippe is beaten and insulted by her husband until, through the 
intervention of a saint, she becomes fertile, proving that God can fi x all.33

In texts where women are the victims, violence itself is not the issue. It is 
deployed to highlight Christian agency and as a means to underscore, and in some 
cases symbolically ameliorate, social and ideological tensions and anxieties.

Th e victimization of men

Th e violence suff ered by men in Byzantine literature is more diversifi ed than 
that suff ered by women, and probably interested readers more. Again, we will fo-
cus on cases where they are victimized by their wives. Th e latter range from di-
verse images of evil women in both high-brow and popular literature, to entries in 
anthologies that focus on an impressive range of feminine vices, and to stories of 
women whose wicked tongues drench their poor husbands in a torrent of abuse 
and recrimination. Take for instance the wife of St. Philaretos (eighth century), 
who would rail at him and call him mad, senseless, and cruel for squandering their 
wealth to help the poor.34 Here again violence (albeit verbal) aims to reinforce tra-
ditional social norms by casting its victim as failing to perform a crucial role (the 
man of the family as the provider), but only ends up having the opposite eff ect, 
that is strengthening his image as a Christian at odds with that role. Consider also 
the cantankerous wife of Ptochoprodromos (a fi ctional character of the twelfth 
century), who overwhelms him with mockery and abuse by reminding him of his 
ongoing professional failure.35 Th e purpose of these stories, fi ctional or not, is to 

33  Eutolmios, Passion of Galaktion and Episteme, 228−247; and Symeon Metaphrastes, 
Passion of Galaktion and Episteme, 250−269. For this relatively unknown text, see 
Robiano 2009; Messis 2014, 325−326.

34 Th e Life of St. Philaretos, 68.
35 Ptochoprodromos 1.158−163.
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negotiate the social roles, through the medium of conjugal violence, in order to 
achieve a specifi c literary eff ect (hagiographic and satirical, respectively).

However, it is the fi gure of the female seductress, who is omnipresent in 
Byzantine literature that provokes within the masculine imagination the highest 
degree of victimization-anxiety. Her mere presence exudes a diabolical charm; her 
lewd behavior, which ranges from the use of magic to the attempted rape of the 
man, the seductress is the virtually indispensable counterpart and companion of 
the male protagonist. She appears regularly in hagiography, and reinforces the 
ideological goals of that genre by forcing the saint to erect ever taller emotional 
and spiritual barricades against the temptations of his own fl esh.36 Matters become 
all the more dangerous when the temptress is also one’s wife. Th e text must fi nd 
ways to neutralize her and thereby restore the normative order, or draws attention 
to her precisely to demonstrate how deeply that order had been subverted by a 
regime to which the author is opposed.

Th e most striking example of a text which highlights the conjugal disorders 
caused by an evil political order is the Secret History of the sixth-century historian 
Prokopios. Th e fi rst part of this work attacks a pair of couples, the emperors Jus-
tinian and Th eodora and the general Belisarios and his wife Antonina. Prokopios 
highlights the sexual promiscuity of both women, hints at their use of magic to 
dominate men, and reveals, in the case of Antonina at least, the emotional dam-
age that she infl icted upon the men whom she hounded and oppressed. Antonina 
disrupted the conjugal order by starting an aff air with her husband’s adopted son, 
Th eodosios, in eff ect her own son. Th is caused Belisarios understandable anxiety 
in itself; but because he was led to harm public interests through a preoccupation 
with his own domestic humiliation, he was reviled in public as well. He was being 
criticized less as a general and more as a husband, for failing to keep his household 
in order: all aspects of his life were turned upside-down.37 To sap his will and fur-
ther subject him to her power, Antonina conspired with Th eodora to keep Belisa-
rios in a state of suspense as to whether he would be arrested and executed by the 
regime. A calculated series of humiliations led him to retreat to his chambers

36 In ascetic hagiography the seductress is not, of course, the saint’s wife.
37  Prokopios, Secret History 2.21. Antonina also hounded her lover Th eodosios, even 

after he wanted to end it: in an inversion of gender roles, he becomes a pursued victim, 
returned to Antonina as a gift by Th eodora after his escape. For Prokopios’ gender 
rhetoric and inversions, see Kaldellis 2004, 142−150.
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“in a state of terror; he sat alone upon his bed, having no intention of doing 
anything brave, not even remembering that he had once been a man. His sweat 
ran in streams. He left light-headed… All the while Antonina was fussing about 
the room pretending to have heartburn.”38 

When the imperial messenger arrived, he announced that Belisarios was be-
ing spared … as a favor to Antonina.

Prokopios is not interested in “resolving” this situation and reimposing nor-
malcy, although he believed that it was the part of a true man to show some back-
bone. Th us he and others criticized Belisarios for meekly following orders after 
this humiliation rather than taking the army that he was given and turning “to do 
something noble and befi tting a man against his wife and against those who had 
violated him.”39 Th is section of the Secret History is precisely about the subver-
sion of masculinity eff ected by Justinian’s regime of whores; according to classical 
theory, this was hallmark of tyranny. Th eodora likewise meddled in the marriages 
of other Roman aristocrats, using her imperial station to support the wives against 
their husbands, enable their adultery, and thereby undermine the traditional order 
of marriage. Th e men were happy simply not to face the whip, even as their women 
fl aunted their infi delity.40 Th is is conjugal satire as political polemic.

By contrast, some examples of the neutralization of the diabolic woman 
and the restoration of the normative order are found in hagiographical narratives. 
One of the most striking is the tale of the poor farmer Alexandros who married a 
woman of loose morals. “Within a few days of her wedding, she managed to seduce 
all the men who lived in their village.”41 Whoever dared to reproach her behavior 
incurred her wrath and she made them ill through magic; and whoever struck her, 
faced certain death. Her husband tried at fi rst to bring her to order through beat-
ings, but she neutralized him through illnesses and eff ectively reversed the direc-
tion of conjugal violence: it was now she who picked up a cane or a rope when she 
was angry and beat her hapless husband, fi nally expelling him from their house. 
Th is story came to the attention of St. Basileios the Younger when the woman 
turned her amorous attention upon his own disciple and future biographer. When 
he refused to submit, he too fell ill. Th e saint saved his disciple by taking him to 

38 Prokopios, Secret History 4.22−23.
39 Prokopios, Secret History 4.40.
40 Prokopios, Secret History 17.24−37.
41 Th e Life of St. Basileios the Younger, 320.
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Constantinople, but he did not impose any punishment upon the woman other 
than leaving her behind in her village. Still, his disciple later wished that he had 
killed her. In this story, female violence, aided by magic, is presented as menacing, 
invincible, and entirely outside the bounds of the law, whereas masculine violence 
is ineff ective albeit lawful. Th e restoration of the normative order is only partial.

Besides suff ering physical beatings, men were also exposed to psychological 
violence by women. Th is works most effi  ciently when it mobilizes social pressure 
against a man, by striking at his manhood and honor. An acute form of anxiety 
was caused by the fear of not being able to perform sexually for a long period 
of time. Th e obsession with masculine performance victimized men, made them 
fragile, and exposed them before their peers in a markedly antagonistic society 
where – as one author puts it – “the erection of one’s rod counts as a form of glory” 
and where one suff ered the consequences of sexual inadequacy.42 As we saw, the 
law authorized divorce in case of “incapacity in sexual relations” lasting for three 
years.43 In the legal dossier of Apokaukos, among a dozen cases in which divorce 
was granted, two concerned a spouse’s inability to perform sexually, “a fact that 
makes wives into the enemies of husbands.”44 In the dossier of Chomatenos, we 
fi nd three such cases.45 To discuss them, he uses the legal term imbecilitas, which 
in Greek becomes ἠλιθιότης, a word that has connotations of idiocy, eff eminacy, 
and passivity.

Sexual activity was tacitly recognized as the basis for marriage, and so the 
man’s impotence, when it was not the result of choice as in the case of future saints, 
was the source of constant frustration. “Th ose who fall in love or who are married 
but cannot perform the duty of a man are consumed by shame and depression,” 
remarked a Byzantine medical writer, Paulos of Nikaia.46 In these cases, social 
pressure turned into an introspective violence which consumed a man’s soul. Th e 
doctors suggested certain solutions to deal with the problem.47 Th ey prescribed 
exercises, potions, unctions, rubbing with pepper, nard, and other substances, like 
those with which the emperor Romanos III Argyros (1028–1034) experimented in 

42 Th eophylaktos of Ochrid, 329.
43 Leon VI, Novel 112.
44 Apokaukos, Decision 12, 18 (Petrides).
45 Chomatenos, Decisions 12, 123, 132.
46 Paulos of Nikaia, Medical Manual, 167−168.
47 Paulos of Nikaia, Medical Manual, 168. See also Aetios of Amida, 123−126.
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order to fortify his masculine vigor and impregnate his wife Zoe, who was in her 
fi fties;48 or the promiscuous Andronikos I Komnenos (1182–1185) to enhance his 
sexual performance.49 An unusual pharmacology was circulated to ensure sexual 
activity and appease men’s anxiety about their sexual performance (Delatte 1939, 
449−450, 624; cf. Kousis 1945, 55, 60−61).

Impotence could also be caused by magical means, such as with marriage 
“bindings.”50 In this case, the punishment of those responsible was quite harsh, 
for no one could be allowed to impair the masculine honor of another. One such 
punishment was imposed on Th eodora Palaiologina by the emperor at Nikaia, 
Th eodoros II Laskaris (1254–1258). Her daughter had married a man whom the 
emperor had selected and was distraught over the dissolution of her engagement 
with another man. As the new spouse was unable to perform his conjugal duties, 
the emperor asked him whether he believed that he had been the victim of a magi-
cal attack by his mother-in-law, and the man said that it was so. One may suspect 
that we have here a strategy for exculpating a defi cient husband. Th e emperor was 
now furious and believed that the magic was targeted against him as the one re-
sponsible for the marriage. He placed Th eodora in a sack full of cats that began to 
rip her apart, to force her to confess her guilt. But the brave lady would not admit 
that she was in the least responsible for the unhappy state of her son-in-law, and so 
she was released from this torture, in a pitiful state, more dead than alive.51

In this case, a man’s impotence is considered to be the product of a subtle 
act of violence exercised by women. Th e remedy brought to bear on this violence, 
which mixes together magic and unperformed social duties, is physical violence 
infl icted upon the suspected woman. Th is typology (of a sinister female violence 
and a brutal physical masculine violence) is a frequent scenario determined by 
specifi c cultural priorities. Th e categories of violence presented in the texts follow 
a sexual logic according to which each sex claims one of its forms.

48 Michael Psellos, Chronographia 3.5.
49 Niketas Choniates, History, 322.
50  For magical practices in Byzantium, see Koukoules 1948–1956, v. 6, 167−261; 

Greenfi eld 1998; and idem 1995; Vikan 1984, 65−86 (for the relations between magic 
and medicine).

51 Georgios Pachymeres, History, v. 1, 57; for the episode, see Greenfi eld 1995, 124−125.
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Conclusions

Conjugal violence is manifold: it can be both disruptive and unjust but it can 
also structure the couple according to widely accepted social norms and make it 
into a hierarchical social cell. We have surveyed briefl y certain types of such vio-
lence, looking always at specifi c examples, in order to illustrate the complex issues 
that they encode. Our eff ort does not aim at fi nitude, but merely aspires to initiate 
a conversation on how to best understand Byzantine society. Th e debate over vio-
lence within a couple leads to the broader question over social violence in general, 
its manifestations, the modalities of its regulation, and its literary constructions. 
Readings of violence reveal the matrix of the values and fl aws of an entire social 
system and show how its normative orders were constituted, broken down, and 
(in theory) reconstituted. Its representation in texts is but a potent means for the 
representation of a society in its totality.
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Rezime:
Supružničko nasilje i ideološka konstrukcija vizantijskog braka

Ovaj članak donosi prvo istraživanje uloge supružničkog nasilja u Vizan-
tiji, uzimajući u obzir njegovu upotrebu (i ponekad odobravanje) kao mehaniz-
ma za osnaživanje normativnih društvenih uloga, kao i njegovo predstavljanje 
u književnim tekstovima koji imaju za cilj da oporave oštećeni društveni red 
ili da potkopaju nelegitimni red. Fokusiramo se na normama koje su utemelje-
ne u vizantijskom zakonu, a potom nudimo preliminarni, ali širokog opsega, 
pregled epizoda iz hagiografi je i istoriografi je koje ilustruju kako su Vizantinci 
razmišljali o ovom problemu. Članak uključuje i fi zičke i psihološke vrste nasi-
lja i ne zanemaruje ređe slučajeve viktimizacije muškaraca od strane njihovih 
supruga. Vizantijska koncepcija supružničkog nasilja je bila muško-centrična i 
žene su mu bile podložne kao „prirodno” inferiorna bića, iako je bilo slučajeva 
kada su i one mogle da budu nosioci nasilja.

Ključne reči: Vizantija, nasilje, porodica, zakon, razvod, rodna istorija, žene, 
književna reprezentacija društvene istorije.
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WHEN EVENTS LIKE STREAMS 
FLOOD THE EARTH – THREAT 
DISCOURSE IN THE REIGN 
OF HERAKLEIOS

Th e seventh century is widely regarded as a time of epoch-making changes 
in the Eastern Roman Empire and some students of the period are inclined 
to speak of it as a time of “crisis”. But what does “crisis” entail and can this 
concept help to explain the social dynamics? Social theory regards the 
establishment of a “threat discourse” as the fi rst step towards successful 
crisis management and stresses the fact that coping is only possible after 
such a threat discourse has become predominant. Th is paper considers 
the evidence for the development of a threat discourse in the reign of 
Herakleios. During the fi rst decades of the seventh century the Roman 
Empire faced major threats from the outside and the inside: the attacks of 
the Avars and the Slavs, the war with the Sasanian Persians together with 
a shortage of grain supply and money, military defeat, and internal strife 
led to frustration among the population. Th ose tensions are mirrored in 
contemporary literary sources: the poems of Georgios Pisides; the homily 
on the siege of Constantinople in 626 commonly attributed to Th eodoros 
Synkellos; the work of the historian Th eophylaktos Simokates. Th e aim of 
this paper is to describe how contemporaries perceived the current threat. 
It is argued that specifi c aspects of the threat discourse created a sense 
of community among the population and a bond of trust between the 
people and the emperor. Th is association was fi nally able to concentrate 
all available forces to handle the crisis and save the Roman Empire.
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Introduction

 Towards the end of Late Antiquity, the 
Eastern Roman Empire was stuck in a crisis. Since the last days of Justinian, the 
Persians had intensifi ed their pressure on the eastern borders of the Roman Em-
pire. In the north, the Balkan regions were threatened by the Avars and the Slavs, 
and their raids had become an almost annually recurring plague. Still worse, the 
state treasury was empty. Emperor Maurikios, who reigned from 582 to 602, tried 
to solve those problems fi rst by reducing the salary for the soldiers and then by 
taking personal command of the Balkan troops. While the reduction of the mili-
tary expenses was an appropriate, although not a very popular measure, the second 
method meant a turn in the political behaviour of the Roman Emperor since it had 
become common that military command was no longer exercised by the emperor, 
but by his generals. Th e introduction of both measures was extraordinary – and a 
failure. Maurikios encountered incomprehension not only among his soldiers but 
among the entire Roman population. He was accused of being a miser and in the 
end, he was overthrown and murdered by a rebelling soldier, Phokas (Stratos 1968, 
40–56).

Th ere is a simple reason for starting with the story of the unlucky Maurikios: 
Herakleios, his alleged avenger, and later emperor, found himself in a similar situ-
ation: the outer threats were pressing, the fi nancial resources lacking. In order 
to overcome the crisis, he applied the same measures as Maurikios did. He cam-
paigned in person, reduced the soldiers’ salary, and even melted down church 
vessels. But this time history played out diff erently. Herakleios gained success. 
He defeated the Persians, pushed back the Avars, and restored the Roman Em-
pire. In ancient sources and modern scholarship Herakleios is treated as a shining 
light of Roman history. But how could the same strategy lead to both a disastrous 
failure and a glorious success? Was it simply because of the outer circumstances’ 
worsening that the Roman population accepted the new policy? Surely, this played 
an important role. But to perceive a crisis is one thing, to agree about the crisis 
management another. How was this agreement achieved, and how was acceptance 
created? We must assume some kind of communicative interaction between the 
emperor and the Roman population. To motivate people and to enhance their 
support, this public discourse must be styled in a specifi c manner: it names a 
concrete source of threat, it is characterized by strong emotions, argues with the 
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urgency of time, and superimposes other topics entirely. Such a public discourse 
is called threat discourse.1 Th e aim of the following analysis is to outline the threat 
discourse in the early seventh century2 and to show how successful coping depends 
on the way in which crisis and crisis management are communicated. Th erefore it 
will be necessary to describe the context briefl y before a closer look can be taken 
at the evidence of the discourse in the works of three contemporary authors: Geor-
gios Pisides, Th eophylaktos Simokates, and Th eodoros Synkellos.

Context

If we look at the circumstances of this threat discourse we can observe an 
empire’s struggle for survival. Shortly after Justinian’s reconquest, the Roman Em-
pire had once again lost large parts of its western territories. In the Italian penin-
sula, the Lombards quickly pushed forward and made signifi cant territorial gains, 
while the Iberian provinces, initially kept under Roman control, were soon lost 
to the Visigoths. In the north, the Avars and the Slavs invaded and attacked the 
Balkan region. Th e Danube no longer served as a frontier but was continuously 
overrun. Without any noteworthy resistance, those “barbaric” tribes advanced into 
the Constantinopolitan hinterland, thereby raiding and devastating the country-
side. Th e Empire was not able to stop their advances until 626 when they came to 
a halt right in front of the walls of the capital (Pohl 1988, Louth 2008). Moreover, 
after the violent usurpation of Phokas and the murder of Emperor Maurikios the 
Persians broke their peace treaty and renewed their off ensive against the Roman 
Empire. Year after year, they occupied new territories, ultimately ending with the 
sack of Jerusalem in 614 and the capture of Alexandria in 619.3 Th e loss of Jeru-
salem particularly struck the Roman population since it was the attack into the 
heart of Christianity. Th e churches were destroyed, the patriarch was captured and 
brought as a hostage to Mesopotamia, and the venerable relic of the True Cross 

1  Th e importance of a threat discourse for the initiation of crisis management is part of 
a larger sociological concept, which deals with threatened orders and their responses 
to those threats; see further in the text below and Frie and Meier 2014.

2  Being part of a wider research project this analysis can only present results from work 
in progress and must therefore remain sketchy.

3 A good overview of the events is given in Morrisson 2004.
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was stolen.4 While this can be seen as an attack on the ideological basis of the Ro-
man Empire, the occupation of Alexandria was one on the Roman existential basis. 
Egypt has been the granary of the Empire for centuries; its fertile fi elds along the 
Nile provided the mass of the capital’s grain. Due to its loss, the public grain supply 
in Constantinople needed to be reduced, and in August 618 it was totally suspend-
ed (see Chronicon Paschale, 711). Th e Constantinopolitan hinterland was not able 
to fi ll this supply gap. As new evidence confi rm, the late antique Mediterranean 
world was haunted by long cold periods, which reduced the harvests (Büntgen et 
al. 2016; Haldon 2016). As a consequence, the population of the capital suff ered 
from famine and hardship, and the mood was getting tense.

Th e situation was serious. Herakleios needed to navigate the Roman ship of 
state through turbulent waters and take care that he himself would not go over-
board. Since Herakleios came to power through a bloody usurpation, he was not 
a legitimate successor. Although his predecessor Phokas was extremely unpopu-
lar during the last days of his reign, Herakleios nevertheless was a putschist and 
needed to prove himself. Th is can best be illustrated by an anecdote dealing with 
the fi nal phase of Herakleios’ coup. After Phokas had been captured by the con-
spirators he was stripped of the imperial robes and brought to Herakleios with his 
arms tied behind his back. After seeing him, Herakleios said: “Is it thus, o wretch, 
that you have governed the state?” And Phokas maliciously answered: “No doubt, 
you will govern it better.” Th ereupon Herakleios decreed that he be cruelly mutilat-
ed.5 Th is reaction shows clearly that Phokas had touched a sore point. Herakleios 

4  Th e Chronicon Paschale describes the sack of Jerusalem as a „calamity which deserves 
unceasing lamentations” (“θρήνων ἀπαύστων ἄξιον ἡμῖν συνέβη πάθος”; Chronicon 
paschale. vol. 1., 704) (Translation: Whitby and Whitby 1989, 156). Although archaeo-
logical evidence does not confi rm the extent of destruction described in the written 
sources there can be no doubt that the sack of Jerusalem was a traumatic event. Th e 
exaggeration of the suff ering found in the sources may thus be regarded as a way of 
coping with the trauma. For the archaeological evidence see: Russell 2001.

5  “Φώτιος δέ τις τοὔνομα, ὃς παρ’ αὐτοῦ εἰς τὴν σύζυγον ἐπιβουλευθείς ποτε καθυβρίζετο, 
εἰς τὰ βασίλεια σὺν πλήθει στρατιωτῶν ἐπιὼν Φωκᾶν αὐτίκα κατέσχε, καὶ τῆς βασιλικῆς 
αὐτὸν ἀπαμφιέσας ἐσθῆτος, περίζωμα μέλαν αὐτῷ περιθέμενος, τὰς χεῖρας περιηγμένας 
εἰς τοὐπίσω ἀποδεσμήσας καὶ πλοίῳ ἐμβαλὼν πρὸς Ἡράκλειον δεσμώτην ἀπήγαγεν. ὃν 
ἰδὼν Ἡράκλειος ἔφη “οὕτως, ἄθλιε, τὴν πολιτείαν διῴκησας;” ὁ δὲ “σὺ μᾶλλον” εἶπε 
“κάλλιον διοικεῖν μέλλεις” Nikephoros, Short history, ch. 1. Although Nikephoros 
wrote in the late eight century his source of this anecdote is likely to have been either 
John of Antioch or a mid-seventh-century chronicle, see preface to the edition 12–15. 
Th us, the story was contemporary and – what makes it interesting – probably circulat-
ing in public.



LIMES+  Vol. XIII (2016), No. 2: pp. 41–54

45

legitimacy was fragile and only based on the promise that he will put an end to the 
misfortunes of the Roman Empire. To support this image it was all the more neces-
sary to have a good PR agency. And Herakleios had one: Georgios Pisides.

Material

Georgios Pisides6 was of provincial origin and probably came to Constan-
tinople at the same time as Herakleios. He was ordained and lived as a deacon 
of the Great Church, where he pursued an administrative career. Th ere he got to 
know Patriarch Sergios, one of the most important political actors of the time and 
a close confi dant of the emperor. From the beginning of Herakleios’ reign Georgios 
served as his court poet. But to see him just as Herakleios’ mouthpiece of propa-
ganda writing poems of “fulsome fl attery” (Howard-Johnston 1999, 8) would mean 
to underestimate Pisides. At the same time, he was able to capture the emotional 
atmosphere on the streets of the capital and to make the voices of the people 
heard at the court. As Mary Whitby puts it, he was “the intermediary between 
[the population of Constantinople] and the emperor” (Whitby 1998, 250). His fi rst 
work In Heraclium ex Africa redeuntem dates from 611, and in the following years 
he produced a considerable amount of poems. In his style he followed the tradition 
of ancient panegyrists, introducing new Christian elements and thus providing an 
excellent example of the high artistry of the so-called Dark Ages. Most of his pan-
egyrics are dedicated either to Herakleios himself or to some of the leading men 
in Constantinople (Frendo 1984).

Another contemporary author with close connections to the court was Th eo-
phylaktos Simokates.7 He came from Egypt to Constantinople and worked there as 
a jurist and high offi  cial under Herakleios. His main work was a History, approxi-
mately covering the time from the reign of Tiberius II to the end of Phokas’ rule. 
Although it was probably written in the middle of Herakleios’ reign, Th eophylaktos 
did not explicitly go on to treat his own time but contented himself with allusions 
to his perception of current events. Nevertheless, the view of history embedded in 
his work both mirrored and infl uenced the common opinion during Herakleios’ 

6  Th e poems of Georgios are further cited after the edition: Giorgio di Pisidia Poemi, 
Vol. 1: panegirici epici. edited by Agostino Pertusi. 1959. Ettal: Buch-Kunstverlag.

7  Cited after the edition: Th eophylacti Simocattae historiae, edited by Carl De Boor. 
1887. Leipzig: Teubner. (Translation: Whitby and Whitby 1988).
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reign. Like Georgios Pisides he committed himself to ancient literary traditions, 
wrote in a highly rhetorical style and was infl uenced by classical Greek models 
(Whitby 1988. 39–51, 353–358).

Th e third contemporary Constantinopolitan writer was Th eodoros Synkel-
los.8 We know very little about his origin and his life, save that he was a senior 
churchman. What makes him important in this context is his Homily of the Siege 
of Constantinople in 626. We know from the Chronicon Paschale and his own 
statements that he was part of a delegation to the Avars at the beginning of the 
siege and thus that he stayed in the capital during those dramatic days.9 As an 
eyewitness, he delivers important details about the events in his report and, more 
interestingly, gives us an idea about the atmosphere in the besieged city. In sum, 
those three authors wrote in very diff erent literary genres, but what they have in 
common is the fact that they stayed in Constantinople during the early years of 
Herakleios’ reign and had close connections to high-ranking men. It is therefore 
assumed that shared motives in their works do not only represent a contribution 
to genre-specifi c conventions but a refl ection of themes and topics of the con-
temporary discourse in the capital. Although their perspective might have been 
infl uenced by their status as members of the elite, the statements off ered in their 
works must also be seen as a response to the population’s claims and fears. Th us, 
they played a two-fold role in this threat discourse: they had an active part in cre-
ating and propagating the offi  cial viewpoint and thereby infl uencing the people, 
and a passive part in being infl uenced by the public opinion shaped through the 
discourse.

Rhetoric of threat and threat discourse

What kind of picture do these three authors draw of their present situation? 
First of all, and at fi rst glance this seems to be quite trivial, they recognized the 
troubles of their time. Th ey did not keep their thoughts and worries for them-
selves, but put them into words and wrote them down. Furthermore, they named 

8  Cited after the edition: Sternbach, Leo. 1975. “Analecta Avarica.” In Traduction et 
commentaire de l'homélie écrite probablement par Th éodore le Syncelle sur le siège de 
Constantinople en 626, edited by Ferenc Makk. 74–96. Szeged: Universitas de Attila 
Jozsef nominata.

9 Chronicon Paschale, 721; Th eodoros Synkellos, Homily 20 (82).
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the same factors for the current crisis that we do. In his poem In Bonum patricium 
Georgios lists the threats as follows:

“In fact, for us you always devote yourself entirely to the labours, you bear 
for us all our weaknesses, the danger of barbarians, the fear for hostility, the enmi-
ties of the exterior, the worries for the interior, the toils on earth, the storms of the 
sea, the struggle with tyrants, the petitions of the subjects, the rigors of winter, the 
summer heat and tiresome vigils in the middle of the night.”10

When even the court poet made no eff orts to conceal the crisis, then the 
topic was of some relevance to the public, which indicates that the Romans were 
completely aware of their threatened situation. Th is marks an important diff erence 
to the reign of Maurikios when that consciousness of crisis was obviously lacking.11 
Th is general awareness, however, encouraged the people to talk about current af-
fairs and was essential to the establishment of a public threat discourse, which 
in its turn again infl uenced the perception of the people. Due to the existence of 
this threat discourse the Roman population was permanently confronted with the 
crisis: Th e passage from Georgios’ In Bonum patricium is just one example that 
shows that the contemporary literature was so preoccupied with this subject, that 
no retreat to pleasant apolitical art was possible. In the church, a new chant was 
introduced stressing the desire for divine help. After the communion, the whole 
congregation now prayed for heavenly protection: “Preserve us in your holiness as 
we rehearse your justice throughout the whole day. Alleluia!”12 Th e omnipresence 
of threat in the everyday life of the Constantinopolitans can also be seen from an 
inscription on a small silver coin. Th is coin, called hexagram, was struck since 615 

10  Georgios Pisides, In Bonum patricium 91–98 (own translation): “ἀεὶ γὰρ ἡμῖν οὐσιώθης 
τοῖς πόνοις | τὰς ἀντὶ πάντων ἀσθενείας βαστάσας, | ἐκ βαρβάρων κίνδυνον, ἐξ ἐχθρῶν 
φόβον, | ἔξωθεν ἔχθρας, ἔνδοθεν τὰς φροντίδας, | ἱδρῶτας εἰς γῆν, ἐν θαλάττῃ συγχύσεις, 
| μάχας τυράννων, προσβολὰς ὑπηκόων, | χειμῶνα καὶ καύσωνα καὶ τὰς ἐν μέσῳ | 
παρεμπεσούσας φορτικὰς ἀγρυπνίας.”

11  At least this is the impression gained through the extant sources. As mentioned in the 
introduction the situation of the late sixth century is comparable to that of Herakleios’ 
early years. But unlike Herakleios, Maurikios was not able to convince the population, 
especially the soldiers, of the necessity of his measures. Against this background his 
deeds were misinterpreted and even the rumour arose that he betrayed the army to the 
enemy. See Th eophanes, Chronographia. vol. 1., a. m. 6092 (278) and the interpretation 
of Kaegi 1981, 72ff .

12  Chronicon Paschale, 714 (Whitby 1989, 167): “τήρησον ἡμᾶς ἐν τῷ σῷ ἁγιασμῷ, ὅλην 
τὴν ἡμέραν μελετῶντας τὴν δικαιοσύνην σου. ἀλληλούια.”
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and had the telling inscription “Deus adiuta Romanis”.13 Th is type of coin usually 
passed through the hands of the better-off  people. Th us not only the gossiping 
people on the streets of Constantinople were aff ected, but the topic of the crisis 
was also brought into the villas of the wealthy Roman elite. Th e threat had become 
part of the religious, cultural, and economic life of the entire Constantinopolitan 
population. Th e omnipresence of this topic further increased the people’s desire 
to search for reasons as well as for solutions. Th is search was also based on and 
infl uenced by the contemporary literature.

Th e authors unanimously blamed the former emperor Phokas for that crisis. 
According to Th eophylaktos Simokates the misery of the Roman Empire started 
with Phokas’ usurpation. After a short digression, Th eophylaktos returns to his ac-
count by using the following words: “But let us revert in regular order to the deeds 
of the tyranny, lest we repeat ourselves by digressions. For from that moment until 
our present times the Roman realm has had no respite from a variety of extraor-
dinary and intolerably serious misfortunes.”14 Georgios relentlessly calls Phokas a 
tyrant and sometimes his verses almost turn into hate speeches, for example when 
he writes in the Heraclias: “Indeed, this fi re of tyranny, Phocas, has already per-
ished, this hurricane, this intemperance, this foremost artisan of our misfortune.”15 
In both works Phokas is described as the incarnated evil, which destroyed the good 
old order. It has long been recognized16 that there are at least two contradictions 
to this image: Th e reason for the new outbreak of the Persian War – the revenge 
of the murdered Maurikios – was obviously a pretext invented by the Persian king 
Chosroes II. We know that the contemporaries were aware of this trick, for Th eo-
phylaktos states: “And so Chosroes exploited the tyranny as a pretext for war, and 
mobilized that world-destroying trumpet (…) For Chosroes feigned a pretence of 

13 Chronicon Paschale, 706; Grierson 1968, no. 65.1.
14  Th eophylaktos Simokates, History VIII 12,14 (Whitby 1988, 230): “ἀλλ’ ἐπὶ τὰς τῆς 

τυραννίδος πράξεις τακτικῶς ἀναδράμωμεν, ἵνα μὴ διλογῶμεν ταῖς παρεκβάσεσιν. 
οὐ διέλιπε γὰρ ἐξ ἐκείνου καιροῦ μέχρι τῶν χρόνων τῶν καθ’ ἡμᾶς τῇ Ῥωμαίων ἀρχῇ 
ἀποτεύγματα ποικίλα τε καὶ ἐξαίσια καὶ τῷ μεγέθει ἀνυπομόνητα.” See also ibid. VIII 
10,5.

15  Georgios Pisides, Heraclias II 5–7(own translation): “ἤδη μὲν οὖν ἔσβεστο τῆς τυραννίδος 
| τὸ πῦρ ὁ Φωκᾶς, ἡ καταιγίς, ἡ μέθη, | ὁ τῶν καθ’ ἡμᾶς συμφορῶν πρωτεργάτης”

16  Th e latest state of research is summarized in Meier 2014. Th ough Meier concentrates 
on the benefi ts of Phokas’ demonization to the legitimacy of Herakleios, the eff ects it 
had on the population’s attitude also need to be taken into account.
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upholding the pious memory of the emperor Maurikios.”17 Furthermore, the de-
terioration of the situation did not stop after Herakleios’ accession to the throne; 
the loss of Alexandria and Jerusalem only occurred during his reign. Neverthe-
less, it was Phokas who was scapegoated. Sociologists and philosophers like René 
Girard may provide an explanation. Th ey have drawn attention to the importance 
of scapegoating for the formation and coherence of social groups. According to 
Girard, groups need a scapegoat when they feel torn and threatened. By projecting 
fears and threats onto this concrete scapegoat, the evil can be externalized and the 
group solidarity can be strengthened (Girard 1982). Th is model can be applied to 
the early seventh century: Phokas was made a scapegoat; the Romans identifi ed 
themselves as victims of his tyranny and thus reinforced their social cohesion.

Th e tyrannical and inhuman Phokas also served as a counterpart to the car-
ing and devoted Herakleios. Th e sources emphasize that although he might be on 
campaign far away in the east, his thoughts are with those left in Constantinople. 
Th eodoros Synkellos reports that the fear of the mighty emperor and the instruc-
tions that he continuously wrote from afar encouraged the magister militum Bonos 
to protect the capital against the Avars, “because even in his absence the servant of 
God, the emperor held the command by leading and motivating his most faithful 
guardian to do the necessary.”18 And Georgios Pisides adds that “the emperor, this 
ingenuity, although being absent didn’t neglect to stand by us in our suff erings, but 
was so close to our worries, as he was distant from us.”19 Both statements highlight 
Herakleios’ presence. For the same purpose, war dispatches occasionally sent from 
the east by the emperor were also read out publicly in the Great Church.20 Th us the 

17  Theophylaktos Simokates, History VIII 15,7 (Whitby 1988, 234f.): “ὁ μὲν οὖν 
Χοσρόης ὑπόθεσιν πολέμου τὴν τυραννίδα πραγματευσάμενος τὴν κοσμοφθόρον 
ἐκείνην ἐστράτευσε σάλπιγγα·αὕτη γὰρ λυτήριος γέγονε τῆς Ῥωμαίων τε καὶ Περσῶν 
εὐπραγίας. ἐδόκει γὰρ κατειρωνευόμενος ὁ Χοσρόης ἀντέχεσθαι τῆς ὁσίας Μαυρικίου 
τοῦ αὐτοκράτορος μνήμης.”

18  Th eodoros Synkellos, Homily 14 (80) (own translation): “πρὸς τοῦτο γὰρ αὐτὸν ὁ τοῦ 
μεγάλου βασιλέως φόβος παρώτρυνε καὶ τὰ πόῤῥωθεν ἐν γράμμασι διαπαντὸς κελευόμενα· 
ἐστρατήγει γὰρ καὶ ἀπὼν ὁ τοῦ Θεοῦ θεράπων, ὁ βασιλεὺς ὁδηγῶν καὶ παρορμῶν πρὸς 
τὰ δέοντα τὸν ἑαυτοῦ πιστότατον φύλακα”

19  Georgios Pisides, Bellum Avaricum 246–249 (own translation): “οὐ μὴν παρεῖδεν ἡ 
τομωτάτη φύσις | ἀπὼν παρεῖναι τοῖς πόνοις ὁ δεσπότης, | ἀλλ’ εἰς τοσοῦτον ἐγγὺς ἦν τῶν 
φροντίδων | ὅσον μεταξὺ τῶν τόπων ἀφίστατο·”

20 See Chronicon Paschale, 727; Th eodoros Syncellos, Homily 51 (95).
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connection to the emperor was kept alive.21 Th is was all the more necessary since 
the capital’s population was no longer used to being left alone while their emperor 
was on campaign. To prevent any feelings of being abandoned and to avoid the rise 
of defection, the people repeatedly needed to be reassured of Herakleios’ care.

Furthermore, Herakleios is presented as a saviour. Th eophylaktos and Geor-
gios both say that the Roman fortunes had perished due to Phokas’ raging madness 
and that the Roman Empire had already declined.22 According to Georgios, Herak-
leios then selfl essly set out to defeat the troubles and to rescue the Romans.23 Due 
to this imagery, he was associated with various heroes. Th e similarity of names 
made a comparison to the mythical Herakles obvious and thus Herakleios’ eff orts 
to reorder the Roman Empire were compared to the labours of the ancient demi-
god. His deeds were even elevated above those of Herakles since they were not 
only a trial of strength but benefi cial for the whole community.24 Herakleios was 
also linked to biblical heroes like Moses or David and was depicted as a Messiah, 
who came to restore the world order. Th is aspect is especially refl ected in the 
language of Georgios. He shaped the term κοσμορύστης, saviour of the world, a 
neologism specifi cally invented for Herakleios and with a clearly messianic con-
notation.25 In strong contrast, the archenemy Chosroes II is named κοσμοφθόρος, 
destroyer of the world. Th is term is also very rare and mainly used by Th eophylak-
tos and Georgios to designate the Persian king.26 Th is sharp dichotomy between 

21  Th is connection was also visualized through Herakleios Konstantinos, Herakleios’ 
fi rst born son, who remained in the capital and, though still a child, represented the 
emperor in public; cf. Th eodoros Synkellos, Homily passim.

22  Cf. Th eophylaktos Simokates, History VIII 7,11; Georgios Pisides, In Heraclium ex 
Africa redeuntem 54ff .

23  See for example Georgios Pisides, In Heraclium ex Africa redeuntem 39–43: “καὶ πρὶν 
γὰρ ἡμᾶς ἠθλιωμένους βλέπων, | ἡνίκα τὰ πικρὰ τοῦ τυράννου τραύματα | νομὴν λαβόντα 
τῶν μελῶν καθήπτετο, | καιρὸν μὲν εἶχες τοῦ μένειν χωρὶς πόνων, | ὡς μὴ πεφυκὼς τῶν 
κακῶν παραίτιος·”

24  See Georgios Pisides, Heraclias I 65–68: “Ὅμηρε, τὸν πρὶν μηδαμῶς Ἡρακλέα | θεὸν 
προσειπεῖν ἀξιώσῃς ἀσκόπως·| τί γὰρ τὸ κοινὸν ὠφέλησε τοῦ βίου | κάπρος φονευθεὶς ἢ 
λέων πεπνιγμένος;” Th e parallels between Th eophylaktos Simokates, History, Dialogue 
4–9, VIII 10,4 and Georgios Pisides, Heraclias I 65–74, II 34–40 regarding the Heracles 
topic are particularly interesting. See also Whitby 1988, 44f.

25 For example in Georgios Pisides, In Bonum Patricium 7, Heraclias I 70.
26  Th e term is used only once before by Joannes Lydos, De magistratibus populi Romani, 

204 and was then exclusively applied to Chosroes II: Georgios Pisides, Heraclias I 77, 
Th eophylaktos Simokates, History VIII 15,7. For Herakleios’ image as Herakles and 
biblical hero see Meier 2015.
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the saviour and the destroyer, κοσμορύστης and κοσμοφθόρος, was emotionally 
charged and had the eff ect of forcing people to choose sides. Th ey could be for or 
against Herakleios, but neutrality was not an option.

Conclusion

Th e Roman population in the seventh century was very conscious about the 
current crisis and it publicly debated about it. Th e people realized that the situa-
tion had become increasingly bad since the end of the sixth century and could have 
withdrawn their loyalty to Herakleios, as they had done with Maurikios. Th is ten-
dency was countered by the rhetoric of the three authors. Th ey infl uenced the dis-
course by fi rst affi  rming the group identity, then presenting a scapegoat and fi nally 
off ering Herakleios as a saviour. Th ose rhetorical means were so eff ective that they 
prevented internal strife among the Roman population, created a sense of com-
munity and established a bond of trust between the people and the emperor. Th is 
is not to say that the authors or Herakleios consciously intended those eff ects and 
therefore strategically applied rhetorical techniques. Th ey were not puppeteers, 
who simply needed to pull some strings. But while the “propaganda” of Herakleios 
was almost exclusively treated with respect to its usefulness for his legitimacy,27 
it is important to locate it in the broader context of the seventh-century public 
discourse as a response to the people’s needs and to underline its motivational ef-
fects on the population. Th e threat discourse thus formed the Roman society in a 
manner which made successful crisis management possible. Th e people not only 
remained faithful to the emperor but actively concentrated all available forces, hu-
man, and material, to handle the crisis of the seventh century. Th us the literary ef-
forts of the contemporary authors should not be dismissed as simple propaganda, 
but re-evaluated as an incitement to collective action.

27 See for example Howard-Johnston 1999, 36.
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Rezime:
Kada događaji, poput potoka, poplave zemlju – diskurs pretnje 
u Iraklijevoj vladavini

Široko je prihvaćeno da je sedmi vek vreme epohalnih promena u Istoč-
nom Rimskom carstvu, i neki od proučavalaca perioda su skloni da govore o 
ovom vremenu kao dobu “krize”. Ali šta “kriza” podrazumeva i da li je ovaj 
koncept od pomoći u objašnjavanju društvene dinamike? Društvena teorija 
posmatra ustanovljenje “diskursa pretnje” kao prvog koraka ka uspešnom kri-
znom menadžmentu i naglašava činjenicu da je suočavanje moguće tek nakon 
što je takav diskurs pretnje postao preovlađujući. Ovaj rad ispituje dokaze za 
stvaranje diskursa pretnje u vreme Iraklijeve vladavine. Tokom prvih decenija 
sedmog veka, Rimsko carstvo se suočilo sa velikim pretnjama spolja i iznutra: 
napadi Avara i Slovena, rat sa sasanidskom Persijom, uz probleme sa snabdeva-
njem žitom i nedostatak novca, vojne poraze i unutrašnje sukobe, doveli su do 
frustracija među stanovništvom. Te tenzije su se odrazile u savremenim knji-
ževnim tekstovima: poemama Georgija Piside; homiliji o opsadi Carigrada 626. 
godine koja se pripisuje Teodoru Sinkelu; delu istoričara Teofi lakta Simokate. 
Cilj ovog rada je da opiše kako su savremenici percipirali nadolazeću pretnju. 
Zaključeno je da su pojedini aspekti diskursa pretnje stvorili osećaj zajedniš-
tva među stanovništvom i poverenje između naroda i cara. Zahvaljujući ovom 
povezivanju, sve raspoložive snage su konačno koncentrisane da bi kriza bila 
prevaziđena, a Rimsko carstvo spašeno.

Ključne reči: Iraklije (610–641), strategije komunikacije, društvena teorija, krizni 
menadžment, diskurs, retorika pretnje
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Th is paper deals with political theory that Michael Psellos expresses in his 
programmatic work, the Chronographia, exploring it on its own merits 
and separating it from his alleged social and political “biases”. Psellos’ 
history is analyzed from several perspectives and on several narrative 
layers. Th e paper dwells on his views on the imperial ideal, as well as 
his opinions on participants in the political life of the empire (mainly 
imperial advisors and generals), from both horizontal (Constantinople-
provinces; center-periphery) and vertical (the masses and the aristocracy) 
perspective, refl ecting upon his stance on what constitutes aristocracy. 
Finally, it reexamines Psellos’ “Constantinopolitan bias” by distinguishing 
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in which ways exactly his metropolitan upbringing and education shaped 
his narrative.
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 In more than  works of literature, in 
virtually all genres available to a Byzantine (Moore 2005), Michael Psellos left us 
a web of diff erent, often contradictory, sometimes incomprehensible statements, 
and almost as many diff erent selves (see Ljubarskij 1978, 138; Papaioannou 2013, 
3–4, 115 passim). Th erefore his “attitudes” (which must have changed over the 
course of 40 years) are elusive, and even more so are his political allegiances in the 
age of change and political instability that was the 11th century. Due to his Con-
stantinopolitan upbringing and court career, Psellos has generally been regarded in 
modern Byzantine studies as the spokesman of the interests of Constantinopolitan 
aristocracy, even after views of the sharp division between the civil and military 
parties were abandoned.1 His political activity was often perceived as opportunis-
tic and in some cases even disastrous for the Empire: he was condemned for lack 
of morality and was often the one to blame for the “decline” of Byzantium in the 
11th century. One of my students, after reading Ostrogorsky’s account on the 11th 
century, cried: “Everything would have been better (for Byzantium) had there not 
been for this Psellos person!”. Moral censure by modern-day historians writing 
from their ivory tower – an intellectual ideal of their own – of both Psellos’ distor-
tive and biased history-writing and his vacillating political career is as misleading 
as it is unnecessary. Th e basis of Psellos’ political and personal philosophy, perhaps 
the one common thread in that complex web that is his voluminous literary legacy, 
is an intellectual ideal, even the duty of an intellectual, to act as a politikos anēr, 
a political man. To survive in such turbulent political waters, that man has to be 
adjustable, protean as a rhetor, but he must also have a clear comprehension of 
the matters of governance, of what is best for the common good and the means to 
achieve it, namely, he must have clarity of vision of a philosopher (Kaldellis 1999, 
127–131; 154–166).

Th e Chronographia, Psellos’ most famous work, is also the most compre-
hensive expression of his political philosophy. Th rough portraits of emperors from 
Basil II (976–1025) to his own time (his history had at least two redactions, one 

1  See Ostrogorsky 1968, 316–350. on now largely abandoned notion about “civilian” and 
“military” aristocracies, as well as on Psellos’ “most unfortunate political activities and 
his abysmal moral depravity” (327). Lemerle 1977, 296. rejects Ostrogorsky’s view of 
the period, but maintains the judgment of Psellos’ character (“Psellos est conduit par 
un insurpassable vanité”). Cheynet 1990 did the most to lay the sharp civilian-military 
aristocracy division to rest.
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ending with the reign of Isaac I Komnenos (1057–1059), the other with that of 
Michael VII Doukas (1071–1078)), he refl ects on what caused the downfall of Ro-
man politeia, as he saw it. Historiography as the genre of truth served to give his 
narrative credibility2, but that is not all there is to it. He chose history to express 
his own truth. Paradoxically, one of the most convoluted and distortive of Psellos’ 
narratives is also one of the most honest ones. His truth does not necessarily lie in 
factual accuracy. Historians are right to mistrust his account of 11th–century his-
tory. People Psellos accused of empire’s misfortunes are more often than not his 
personal enemies, and in fact, the entire narrative of Chronographia seems to be 
shaped around the defamation of the emperor who made him wear the monastic 
habit, Constantine Monomachos (Repajić 2015). Psellos’ truth runs deeper and is 
to be found in his broader political philosophy.3

In trying to attribute interests and views of certain social and political groups 
to individual writers, historians tend to neglect the individual and independent at-
titudes they could have had. Th erefore, we have very few studies on the political 
thought of individual Byzantine intellectuals, including Psellos.4 Th eir views are 
perceived either as reiterating ancient and patristic ideas without deeper under-
standing or as representing views of a certain social (or political) group.5 To speak 
of Psellos’ political philosophy as “Constantinopolitan” is equivalent to describing 
Jean-Paul Sartre’s philosophy as “Parisian”. Living, learning and being politically 
active in the intellectual centers of the world of their times certainly infl uenced 
thought and perception of both philosophers, but they were hardly mere repre-
sentatives of social groups they belonged to. It is important not to confuse Psellos’ 
identities, or his alliances, with his political philosophy. Th ose are interconnected, 
but by no means identical.

2  See Stanković 2011, 59. for using truthfulness of history in promoting historian's 
agenda in Nicephoros Bryennios and Anna Komnene.

3  For a thorough discussion of Psellos’ subversive philosophical views in Chronographia 
see Kaldellis 1999. For histories subjected to wider philosophical programs in late an-
tiquity see Kaldellis 2006b. See also Lauritzen 2013, 122. for the notion that exposition 
of material in Chronographia is subordinated to the wider intention (ἔννοια), descrip-
tion of character. History and philosophy as “truthful genres” fi gure in western litera-
ture from ancient times to this day, see Frow 2005, 87–123.

4  Notable exceptions are Kaldellis 1999 about Psellos and Krallis 2006 about 
Attaleiates.

5  Th e social perspective was particularly popular among Soviet scholars (see for example 
Kazhdan 1984 on social views of Michael Attaleiates)
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Th e main goal of this paper is to explore Psellos’ political theory on its own 
merits and to detach it from his (alleged) political and social affi  liations, and in the 
end to scrutinize to which extent and in which ways the Polis shaped his narrative 
in the Chronographia. Th e examination must be multilayered for several reasons. 
First of all, Psellos is almost never straightforward in his expression. His narrative 
is highly ironic and intentionally deceptive, a carefully crafted whole, so none of 
his individual statements can be taken at face value on their own. Secondly, even 
less straightforward are the Constantinople-provinces/civilian-military polarities, 
which operate on several ideological, as well as narrative levels.6

Imperial Ideal
Th e closest thing to an “imperial ideal” in Chronograpia can be found in 

the portrait of Basil II.7 His 50-year long rule and the autocratic image he cre-
ated (Holmes 2002, 69) quickly became the golden age for later generations that 
witnessed frequent changes on the throne and the political instability that ensued. 
Psellos was the fi rst to draw from that source and to create the image of that golden 
age in his historical narrative. Biographies of Basil II and his younger brother and 
antipode Constantine VIII served as a canvass to express his ideas more openly 
than he could have done regarding the reigns of his contemporaries, and to cre-
ate sort of a template, or rather a key, for reading the rest of his history (Kaldellis 
1999, 51; Repajić 2016, 61). In Basil’s image in the Chronographia we fi nd a harsh, 
autocratic, frugal and militarist ruler, not ready to compromise and unsympathetic 
to his subjects. He does not manifest almost any of the traditional imperial vir-
tues, such as clemency, philanthropy, or generosity. Ethics gave way to effi  ciency 
in Psellos’ political philosophy (Kaldellis 1999, 44; 80). One aspect of emperor’s 

6  Th e subject is quite understudied in Byzantine studies. For some interesting and impor-
tant pointers for research see Holmes 2010; for the provincial perspective see dated, but 
very important paper of Shevchenko 1979–1980. See also Stanković 2016. for recon-
sideration of the center-periphery paradigm in favor of a more nuanced, regional ap-
proach, particularly when it comes to studying Balkans and in the aftermath of 1204.

7  “Ideal” should be taken relatively, since Chronographia is not a princely mirror and 
there is not one recommended and exclusive way of governance to follow. Every 
person has their own unique innate nature and has to act according to circumstances 
(see Ljubarskij 1978, 228–229; Kaldellis 1999, 23–24; 51; Laurizen 2013, 90; 202–
204). Overcoming diffi  cult circumstances, and even failures is a very important and 
commendable character trait (see Repajić 2016, 120), so Psellos’ “ideal” characters are 
quite human and prone to mistakes.
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autocracy, however, baffl  es researchers, since it contradicts the author’s insistence 
on following the advice of wise people as one of the most important traits of good 
emperors. Basil is said to have been unwilling to take advice from wise people and 
to have entrusted confi dential state business to men of humble origins who were in 
no way prominent (Michael Psellos, Chronographia, I.30).8 Th is fact, which Psellos 
explicitly states, should not, however, be taken at face value, since it applies only 
to the last part of his reign after Basil matured enough to be able to govern on 
his own. Th e paradox of Basil’s autocracy and the importance of wise counsel is 
resolved through two other prominent fi gures that we fi nd in Book 1 of Chrono-
graphia: Basil Nothos and Bardas Skleros.

Both Basil Nothos (parakoimomenos) and Bardas Skleros serve as the ruler’s 
advisors in the fi rst part of his reign. Th rough their actions and words, which the 
emperor was wise enough to follow after he defeated them both, we are shown 
how Basil II governed. We are told that the parakoimomenos was the emperor’s 
tutor and that young Basil looked up to him right before we are given the descrip-
tion of the tutor’s way of governing:

“To him (Basil the parakoimomenos) the citizens (τὸ πολιτικόν) looked, and 
the military (τὸ στρατιωτικόν) turned, and he was the fi rst, and actually the only 
one responsible for public fi nances and maintaining government.” (I.3)9

We see that tight control over the empire, especially the fi nances, and main-
taining power over all the subjects, both the civilians and the army, was the fi rst 
and most important goal of an emperor. Moreover, the alleged dialogue that took 
place between Basil II and Bardas Skleros shows how that control is to be exerted. 
Basil asked his former enemy and a new ally, “as a man of military command”, for 
advice in preserving his authority from dissension. Skleros’ answer was:

“not a military advice, but a cunning counsel: cut out governors who were 
too powerful, do not let any of the generals have abundance of resources and ex-
haust them with unjust exactions,10 in order to keep them busy at homes; do not 

8 References to Chronographia will henceforth be only by book and chapter (e.g. I.30). 
9  Translations of Chronographia are from Sewter 1966, with my own emendations when 

his translations are not precise enough or miss the scope of what is said.
10  Th is does not indicate Psellos’ affi  liation with the “civil” party nor his “strong resistance 

to landowning families” (Lauritzen 2013, 14–167), it is simply a sane ex post facto 
argument from the times when imperial power was often challenged by powerful 
provincial military leaders. Immediately afterwards Skleros advises emperor against 
putting trust in his immediate – i. e. civilian, palace – surrounding.
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let women enter the palace and do not be accessible to anyone or share intimate 
plans with many.” (I.28)

Once emperor Basil II was relieved from the dangers undermining the Em-
pire from within, and after he “conquered” (ἐχειρώσατο) his own subjects, he could 
turn to yet another duty he had as a sovereign – protecting the state from barbar-
ians (I.23). If this was to be achieved, he needed to maintain control over military 
power and he focused most of his eff orts in that direction. Psellos’ ideal emperor 
spends months on the battlefi eld, coming back home only when he accomplishes 
his goal. But war is not a goal in itself. Both Romanos III Argyros (1028–1034) 
and Romanos IV Diogenes (1068–1071) are criticized for waging wars in order to 
appear great (Repajić 2016, 149–152; 381–385), wars that lead to disastrous conse-
quences – losing a great amount of public money in the fi rst case, and endangering 
the very state when the emperor is captured in the second (III.7; VIIb.1). On the 
other hand, Psellos states the two most important benefi ts of Basil’s campaigning: 
replenishing state treasuries and striking terror into enemies. Th e Rus attacked 
Constantinople in 1043 precisely because they no longer feared the Roman em-
peror – Constantine Monomachos, the anti–hero of Chronographia – like they 
used to in the good old times of Basil II (VI.90); Th e only worthy successor of Basil 
II, Isaac I Komnenos, however, managed just that, and foreign rulers feared him 
even after he abdicated (VII.63).

Obtaining and distributing wealth is a particularly important aspect of im-
perial policy in the Chronographia, and almost always related to the military.11 
Constantine Doukas, not wanting to disturb his own way of life or spend money 
on the army, bought peace with gifts, which led to enemies gaining more power 
(VIIa.17), and subsequently to the military disaster which culminated after the 
battle of Manzikert. Larisa Vilimonović has shown that Anna Komnene’s cries in 
the Alexiad are for those who could have procured her way to power (her hus-
band, her father, and her ex-fi ancé, Vilimonović 2014, 124–139). Psellos’ laments 
in the Chronographia are almost exclusively dedicated to the wasted money of the 
Romans. He almost weeps looking at the ships taking Roman treasures to Alania, 
the homeland of Monomachos’ latest mistress (VI.153). He is quite clear when it 
comes to where the money should be going. Criticizing the empresses Zoe and 
Th eodora, Basil’s nieces, he states that revenues devoted to soldiers’ salaries and 

11  Kaldellis 1999, 61. notes that Psellos “defi nes prosperity in purely military and economic 
terms”.
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military expenditure were diverted to court sycophants: “as if it was for them that 
emperor Basil had fi lled the treasuries with riches.” (VI.8)

Isaac Komnenos, the only emperor who partially lived up to Psellos’ image of 
Basil II, shared both his famous predecessor’s military talent – that is, his strategic 
talent, not heroism, for we are still far away from the Komnenian ideal12 –, and 
his frugal nature (see Kaldellis 1999, 167–178). In fact, the combination of the two 
seems to be the main feature that distinguishes good from bad rulers. Otherwise 
ambivalent portrait of Michael IV Paphlagonian turns into proper praise when it 
comes to his Bulgarian campaigns, for which he managed to overcome two of his 
greatest weaknesses: illness and regret (see Repajić 2016, 177–181). It is due to that 
fact, coupled with the prudent fi scal policy of his brother John Orphanotrophos 
(whose description bears striking similarities to that of the parakoimomenos Basil 
in this regard), that in Psellos’ view the good in Michael’s governance outweighed 
the bad (IV.55)

Th is led Anthony Kaldellis to the conclusion that Psellos is “heavily biased in 
favor of the military” (Kaldellis 1999, 182), a view that Antonios Vratimos tried to 
challenge by proving that Psellos’ “concern for the army was not entirely disinter-
ested” (Vratimos 2012). While questionable in particulars, Vratimos’ view is valid 
in its wider scope: each and every military episode is a part of Psellos’ particular 
agenda. But so is each and every episode in Chronographia, military or not. Th at 
agenda mostly revolves around the lack or presence of a wise advisor by the em-
peror’s side, as Vratimos accurately states (Vratimos 2012, 147). Psellos’ narrative 
follows a succession of emperors, but his metanarrative also builds up the succes-
sion of their right hands, the true heroes of Chronographia, from Basil Nothos, 
via John Orphanotrophos and Constantine Leichoudes, to Psellos himself (Repajić 
2016, 120–127; 229–231; 290–292). However, Psellos’ meta-agenda does not in-
dicate that what he had to say about the military was pretense, or that his politi-
cal views were “civilian” (whatever that is supposed to mean). On the contrary, it 
essentially shows what a wise counselor (i.e., Psellos himself ) would recommend, 
namely that strong military rule and frugality is supposed to maintain what he calls 
“the nerve of Roman power” (IV.19), the army.

12  For the Komnenian ideal of the warrior-emperor see Stanković 2006, 209–218. For the 
change in the aristocratic ideal and militarization that took place in late 11th and 12th 
centuries: Kazhdan and Epstein 1985, 104–119, Th e trend is particularly strong from 
Manuel I’s reign (Magdalino 1993, 434–454, Stanković 2008, 235–240)
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“Constantinopolitans” and “provincials” in the 
Chronographia

We have already encountered two prominent and praiseworthy men by Basil 
II’s side: the emperor’s chamberlain and tutor Basil, the illegitimate son of emperor 
Romanos I Lacapenos, a eunuch and the most infl uential palace offi  cial (Brokaar 
1978); and a rebellious military leader from the eastern provinces, Bardas Skle-
ros. Regardless of their background, eunuchs were part of the Constantinopolitan, 
and more precisely, the palace elite par excellence (Oikonomides 1976, 128–129, 
Ringrose 2003, 163–183). On the other hand, Bardas Skleros was a scion of the 
military families of the east (Seibt 1976, 29–58; Cheynet 1990, 215). Let us see 
how Psellos characterizes the two and which qualities provided them such rare 
benevolence on his part.

“Th is man (the parakoimomenos Basil) became the greatest honour to the 
Roman empire at that time, through outstanding prudence, great bodily stature, 
and regal appearance. He was born of the same father as the father of the emperors 
Basil and Constantine, but of a diff erent mother.”

Even though he suff ered castration as the son of a concubine, he was loyal to 
the emperor and the family (I.3). Th e author continues with the aforementioned 
remark on the eunuch’s tight grip on state aff airs, which Basil looked upon and 
followed in his sole reign. Similar terms and qualities are used in describing an-
other of Basil’s associates and a eunuch, although at a diff erent point of narration 
– John the Paphlagonian, called Orphanotrophos (Books 3–5). He was not a man 
of illustrious or imperial descent but came from an unremarkable Paphlagonian 
family of money-changers recently settled in Constantinople.13 He obtained high 
position thanks to his abilities, beginning his career under Basil II. Just like para-
koimomenos, he was devoted to his family and served it loyally, equally to be un-
gratefully deposed (Repajić 2016, 215–231). He was, according to Psellos, “a man 
of dreadful and loathsome fortune, but endowed with an active and brilliant mind” 
(III.18), and emperor Basil introduced him to the palace and shared his secrets 
with him. He was meticulous and industrious with his duties, acquainted with all 
branches of government, but especially with the administration of public fi nance 

13  Bibliography on John Orphanotrophos is scarce. For basic information on his life see: 
Janin 1931 (quite outdated account retelling the accounts of 11th century historians). 
For the family see Stanković 2003.
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(IV.19). He did have some abominable features, namely a deceptive nature (which 
Psellos generally does not seem to despise) and proneness to drink, but even in 
those situations, “he did not lapse into forgetfulness of the care for the empire.” 
(IV.13).14

Bardas Skleros had a diff erent set of qualities: 
“Th e fi rst (to rebel) was Skleros, man both competent in planning and very 

dexterous in action, owner of vast wealth, enough to aspire to the throne (=to 
attempt tyranny, ἀρκοῦντα τυράννῳ), having noble descent and success in great 
wars, as well as all the military behind him, ready to support his enterprise. A 
worthy opponent to Skleros was found in Bardas Phocas, a noble man from an 
extraordinary family (εὐγενέστατον ἄνδρα καὶ γενναιότατον), a nephew of emperor 
Nicephoros.” (I.5).15

Connected to Basil II thus we have four men of diff erent origins – one was 
from imperial stock, although an illegal child and therefore a eunuch, a member of 
the palace elite, Constantinopolitan in very essence of the word; two were promi-
nent generals from the east, both members of outstanding noble families; and 
the last was a man of modest provincial origins, but eff ectively a palace dignitary. 
What they all have in common is care for the wellbeing of the politeia and the 
capability to maintain it.

But was this only a literary commonplace about the good old times when 
everything functioned properly? What did Psellos have to say about his own time? 
Aside from emperors, Psellos’ history has two types of male protagonists, refl ected 
in the aforementioned characters from Book 1: imperial advisors and military men 
who rebelled and tried to obtain the throne. Both serve his personal political agen-
da well, primarily in denigrating Constantine Monomachos and stressing author’s 
own worth for the politeia.

After Basil Nothos and John the Orphanotrophos, who prefi gure the author 
himself as wise imperial advisors, we fi nd no positive palace or Constantinopolitan 
protagonists other than Psellos himself. Th ere are other praiseworthy palace of-
fi cials, but they are all mere extras to the Psellos-story, and none of them are men-
tioned by name. Constantine Liechoudes is presented as Monomachos’ fi rst min-

14  On the techniques Psellos uses to turn Orphanotrophos’ drunkenness into praise see 
Repajić 2016, 225–226.

15  On Phokas see Cheynet 1986, 489–490; Đurić 1976: 272–279; For the revolts of Skleros 
and Phokas: Cheynet 1990, 331–334; Holmes 2005, 240–298.
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ister and “lion-tamer” who kept the emperor’s extravagancies checked, but we do 
not see him as the instigator of action. He only appears when he is to be deposed, 
and we get a brief overview of his relationship with the emperor (VI.179–181). He 
is present again, alongside Psellos and Th eodore Aloppos, in the episode of the 
embassy to the rebel Isaac Komnenos, but Psellos is the only one of the three who 
plays an active role in that story (VII.18–39). In a similar manner the author’s two 
unnamed friends – John Mauropous and John Xiphilinos – appear in the story of 
his tonsure (VI.192–200). All of them serve mainly to corroborate Psellos’ own 
story and the correctness of his political actions, and all (except Aloppos) suff ered 
disgrace under Monomachos. More importantly, they all shared the same set of 
qualities: intellect, brilliant education, and high culture, and they were all androi 
politikoi,16 men of noble mind and spirit who used their skills for the good of the 
politeia.

Th ese four are the only commendable Constantinopolitans in the latter, 
autobiographical part of Chronographia (though not all were originally from the 
capital)17 . We fi nd another advisor-protagonist at the end of Book 6, but his role 
is a negative one. Th e person in question is Leo Paraspondylos, Psellos’ personal 
enemy, an embodiment of qualities opposed to his own and those of his fellows.18 
He was “a man with no long-standing qualifi cations in education or speech, but 

16  A similar characterization of Leichoudes can be found in the funeral oration Psellos 
dedicated to him (Michael Psellos, Funeral Oration for the Most Holy Patriarch Kyr 
Konstantinos Leichoudes). For a brilliant analysis of Leichoudes as the epitome of a 
political man in both Chronographia and the funeral oration: Criscuolo 1983, 57–72. 

17  Xiphilinos originated from Trebizond (Michael Psellos, Funeral Oration for the Most 
Blessed Patriarch Kyr Ioannes Xiphilinos, 3, p. 118), and Mauropous’ fatherland 
was Paphlagonia (John Mauropous, Letters, 9; 11, pp. 62–66). See Magdalino 2000 
(=Magdalino 2007) on what it meant to be Constantinopolitan and the exclusivity 
of living in the capital, and in particular 152–153. on how one could become 
Constantinopolitan.

18  For Psellos and Paraspondylos see De Vries – van der Velden 1999; Ljubarskij 1978, 
90–97. Psellos gives similar characterization of Paraspondylos in a speech dedicated to 
him (Michael Psellos, Speech Characterizing the Virtue of the Protosynkellos), although 
in a less derogatory manner. Kaldellis 1999, 155 observes that his true target in criti-
cizing Paraspondylos is the religious aspect of Byzantine politics, as well as that the 
contemporaries whom Psellos chiefl y had in mind when discussing “the three kinds 
of soul” were the patriarchs Michael Keroularios and Constantine Leichoudes (Ibid, 
161–162). For personal political implications of this dichotomy, and Keroularios as the 
silent antagonist of the Chronograpia see Repajić 2016, 355–367. In a funeral oration 
dedicated to his anti-hero, Psellos praises his Constantinopolitan origins (Michael Psel-
los, Funeral Oration for the Most Blessed Patriarch Kyr Michael Keroullarios, 2, p. 2).
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able to keep his mouth shut and look at the ground, without manners or any other 
characteristics of a political man.” (VIa.6) His lack of apprehension of the political 
life led to serious problems for the state: the election of the incompetent Michael 
VI as Th eodora’s successor and the rebellion of eastern generals under Isaac Kom-
nenos (VIa.20; VII.3–4). Other palace dignitaries, whether they appear collectively 
as courtiers, or individually as civil offi  cials or military commanders, are accused of 
not having a proper understanding of politics, working only in their own particular 
interests, wilfully or not, against the common good. Th ey are directly responsible 
for the misfortunes that befell the empire, and that fact is mirrored in their choice 
of emperors. People who surrounded the empresses Zoe and Th eodora during 
their brief sole reign in 1042, the ones towards whom the imperial treasures fl ew, 
as Psellos grudgingly stressed, wanted to maintain the state of anarchy which ena-
bled them to pursue their own ambitions and lust for riches and the luxurious life 
(VI.10). Th at required an ignorant and careless ruler, and the election of Constan-
tine Monomachos was the result. Th e similar ambitions of Paraspondylos and his 
associates would bring Michael VI to the throne fourteen years later. 

Rebels against central power, tyrannoi, are another group of protagonists in 
the Chronographia, from Phokas and Skleros, to Maniakes and Tornikes, to the 
only successful rebellion of Isaac Komnenos.19 Th ey are all essentially provincial 
and prominent military leaders. While Phokas and Skleros fi gure as precursors of 
the tyrannoi of Monomachos’ time, all the others are presented as a better alter-
native to the “political”, that is civilian regimes of Constantine Monomachos and 
Michael VI. A recurring theme connected to military uprisings is the need for a 
strategos autokrator and the end of “political [in that context civilian, Constanti-
nopolitan] succession” (πολιτικὴν ... διαδοχήν), fi nally achieved when Komnenos 
gained power (VI.104; VII.6). A similar need is expressed in the second part of the 
Chronographia, after the death of Constantine Doukas (the narrative successor 
of Monomachos, VIIb.4). Psellos does not deny the fact that the empire needed a 
soldier–emperor, thus expressing some kind of military bias, he simply criticizes 
the choice of Romanos Diogenes, and his criticism of Diogenes is not anti-military. 
On the contrary, the emperor is censured precisely for his lack of strategic skills 
(whether or not that is true holds no relevance for the subject, and neither does 

19  For the revolts of George Maniakes and Leo Tornikes, with the analysis of origins 
and connections of their protagonists and participants, see Krsmanović 2001, 89–140. 
Detailed account of the revolt of eastern strategoi in 1057: Eadem, 145–238.
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the fact that Psellos’ account is highly personal), and for being overly confi dent 
(VIIb.12–14). Excessive confi dence is also a trait of Leo Tornikes, the only (par-
tially) negative military provincial character in the fi rst part of history (VI.99). He 
was still more worthy of the throne than Monomachos, though.

Other provincials in the Chronographia – the rebels’ closest associates, or 
potential heirs to the throne – are used as counterparts to the eff eminate emperors 
and their surroundings. Th ey have steadfast characters, comprehension of strat-
egy and military aff airs as well as of the needs and problems of the empire; and 
they usually (though not exclusively) have noble lineage, honor, and loyalty. Para-
doxically, this shows that Psellos’ perspective, unlike his attitudes, was thoroughly 
Constantinopolitan. He was less personally acquainted with provincials, so they 
had less chance to disappoint him. Moreover, and due to that fact, his view of the 
provincials was romanticized. Th ey represented the idea of uncorrupted provincial 
life that still knows honor and loyalty. However, Psellos’ romanticism did not go 
far before it was outweighed by his political pragmatism. His rebellious heroes fall 
into two categories that we shall call “heroic warriors” and “political generals”.

In Bardas Phokas and George Maniakes, we fi nd proper heroes of old. Th eir 
intentions are pure, they rebelled because they were dishonored. Th e setting and 
imagery of their rebellions are derived from poetry, both epic and tragic, leading 
to their tragic ends. Th is indicates one important message of Psellos’ narrative: 
his own age is not one of the heroes (Repajić 2016, 116; 317–318). Th eir charac-
ters and actions are commendable, but essentially fruitless and doomed to failure. 
Th eir heroism is precisely what gets them killed because they are unfi t to face 
the morally relative world of politics. Th e poetic language used in their descrip-
tions sets them in the realm of myth. Psellos’ military ideal is not Hellenic, it is 
thoroughly Roman. By contrast, the “political generals” of the Chronographia – 
Bardas Skleros, Basil II after adopting his advice, Leo Tornikes to a certain extent, 
and Isaac Komnenos – are aware that war-waging requires an entirely diff erent 
set of qualities. Th ey prefer strategy over heroism – actually, we do not see them 
perform great heroic gestures at all. Th ey can be conniving – poikilia seems to 
be their quality – and they act as statesmen in war. Psellos stresses several times 
that Isaac acted “more wisely than boldly (συνετώτερον ἢ τολμηρότερον)” in his 
rebellion against the emperor (VII.7). A common soldier might allow himself to 
be foolishly brave, but a military leader could not. Much less could the (potential) 
emperor. Moreover, Psellos’ political generals are not devoid of ambition, nor do 
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they act merely defensively. Th ey want to rule and they are prepared to do any-
thing to achieve their goals. Psellos’ ideal emperor possibly poisoned his opponent, 
Bardas Phokas, and was prone to deception (Kaldellis 1999, 62–66). Lack of politi-
cal ambition is almost as bad and as damaging as pure ambition with no regard 
for the common good. Constantine Monomachos obtained and maintained power 
through other people’s actions, or pure luck; he is almost a Forrest Gump-like 
character. But Isaac Komnenos entered Constantinople triumphantly, with Psellos 
by his side (VII.39–42).

Th e period after the death of Basil II was perceived in modern Byzantine 
studies as the age of dominance by a “civilian aristocracy” and a struggle of the 
opposed “military” faction to gain power, with a strong moral note: the former 
were corrupt and devoid of the sense of common good, while the latter’s cause 
was righteous and justifi ed (Ostrogorsky 1968, 316–350).20 Th e reigns of Constan-
tine Monomachos and Constantine Doukas were deemed the most “civilian” and 
damaging ones. Ironically, the fi ction of two confl icting aristocracies, as well as of 
those who were to blame for the “decline” of the empire, was served up on a silver 
platter by Psellos. His (modern) association with the civilians was based on three 
facts. Th e fi rst is a misreading of his irony in the portrayal of Monomachos and the 
Doukai. Second is the role that he (might have) played in depositions of “military 

20  Ostrogorsky’s views have long since been abandoned, although the appropriate model 
for defi ning Byzantine elite(s) is still diffi  cult to fi nd. Kazhdan and Epstein were the 
fi rst to note some of the major changes in the 11th and 12th centuries, but insist on 
the alleged “feudalization” of Byzantine society (Kazhdan and Epstein 1985, 24–73), 
a concept that can in hardly any of its defi nitions fi t Byzantine society (as shown by 
Sarris 2010, 40–42), but survives among older scholars from former socialist countries, 
educated on Marxist historiography and theory of society, even if they themselves were 
dissidents from that system (as Kazhdan was). Peter Frankopan (Frankopan 2009, 126) 
states that, however important land might have been, before the 14th century power did 
not come from independently wealthy individuals or landowning families. Th e problem 
is aggravated by the elusiveness of the notion of aristocracy in Byzantium, both in legal 
and literary texts, since there was never (at least in theory) sharp social division in 
Byzantine society, meritocratic in its essence. Kazhdan’s overview of the social structure 
of the ruling class of Byzantium in the 11th and 12th centuries remains the most extensive 
to this day (Kazhdan 1974). Dated, but still relevant are studies by Ahrweiler (1976) on 
new solidarities and new hierarchies in Byzantine 11th century society, particularly the 
Constantinopolisation of provincial families, and Oikonomides 1976 on the evolution 
of administration. An excellent study of social elites in Byzantium is Haldon 2009, with 
references to older scholarship. See also Cheynet 2006, a collection of his studies on 
the subject of Byzantine aristocracy and army, and a collection of papers on Byzantine 
aristocracy (Angold ed. 1984).
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emperors”, Isaac Komnenos and Romanos Diogenes – the politically complex situ-
ations of clan-clashes rather than ideological diff erences, in which he did best to 
save his own place, if not his very life.21 Finally, he is perceived as the spokesman 
of “civilian” views due to his Constantinopolitan perspective and identity, which 
are not to be confused with his political attitudes.

Th e chosen vs. the many

We fi nd one more protagonist in Psellos’ Chronographia, one that seems to 
both fascinate and frighten him: the people, or rather, the mob (τὸ πλῆθος). His 
description of the popular revolt against Michael V in 1042 (V.25–50), as Andrew 
Dyck noted, “can compare ... with work done in this [20th] century on the psychol-
ogy of mobs” (Dyck 1994, 278). In this dramatic episode that takes place in the 
streets of Constantinople, we fi nd two confl icting groups: the masses and the mod-
erate (οἱ ἐπιεικεῖς).22 Although they agreed upon the fi nal goal – the deposition of 
Michael V – they represent two diff erent, even opposed modes of thinking and 
acting. Th e mob acts irrationally, violently, destructively and mercilessly, while the 
moderate, including Psellos himself, are rational and humane, even towards the 
despicable Michael V.23 It is not just the Constantinopolitan mob that Psellos fears 
and despises. Th e multitude of Isaac’s soldiers (στρατιωτικὸν πλῆθος), present in 
his camp during the negotiations with Michael VI’s embassy (in 1057), provoked 
fear in the author and his fellow ambassadors, to the extent that they were afraid 
to address the general. Th e soldiers prevented Isaac from making the right decision 
and following Psellos’ advice on gradual rise to the throne. None of them noticed 
that there was subtlety and wisdom in the philosopher’s plain speech, even when 

21  Not unlike Michael Attaleiates, who conformed to circumstances after the misfortunes 
of Diogenes (Krallis 2006, 77–78).

22  Th e term occurs seven times in several consecutive passages (from V.40–48). Dyck 
1994, 283, n. 66. stresses that the quality of ἐπιείκεια was “often associated with a 
willingness to pardon off enses” in classical literature, comparing it to Latin clementia. 
In the given context this is an important, but not the exclusive aspect of ἐπιείκεια. In 
Psellos’ narration it designates someone (or something, an action) who is fi tting, suit-
able for the situation, and moderate, distinguished, in a similar sense as Plato uses it 
in his Republic. Psellos position of a spectator who laments the fate of the emperor is 
interesting when compared to Plato’s qualifi cation of lament as unfi tting for ἐπιεικεῖς 
(Plato, Republic, 387d).

23  Dyck 1994, 277. relates this fact to the topos from Socratic dialogues where the 
ignorance of the many is contrasted with the insight of the one.
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simplifi ed for them to understand (VII.22–31). Th ey appear as a force again upon 
entering Constantinople, causing fear and terror, and both Psellos and Isaac were 
eager to get rid of them and send them to their homes, worried that they might 
harm the people of the city (πολιτικὸν πλῆθος, VII.45). Th e populace of Constan-
tinople, for their part, fuelled the fi re by undermining the agreement between the 
emperor and the rebel on which Psellos had worked so hard (VII.37). Th e new 
emperor’s entrance into the City is described in a rather derogatory and sarcastic 
tone – he was welcomed “as some kind of appearance from above” and the citizens 
appeared to be in frenzy (VII.40).

Psellos’ Isaac was well aware of the volatility of popular support. (VII.41) 
Th e irony of Michael V’s tragic demise at the hands of the mob is highlighted by 
the fact that he consciously decided to rely upon the people of Constantinople, 
putting his faith “in the many, rather than the few”. Th e very same people who 
called for his head on a plate in the revolt had shown him great honors only days 
earlier (V.15–16). Relying upon the many instead of the chosen few is also the most 
common mistake of emperors who knew nothing about strategy: Romanos III Ar-
gyros in his Syrian war (III.7), and Constantine Monomachos during the revolt of 
George Maniakes (VI.83). Th e success of Michael the Paphlagonian’s Bulgarian 
war was due precisely to the fact that the emperor relied on the counsel of people 
well versed in strategic and military matters (IV.43). Depending on the many, both 
in political and military aff airs, could lead to disastrous consequences for emper-
ors themselves, and even more so for the public good.

Psellos’ attitudes refl ect the increasing role of the people, particularly the in-
habitants of Constantinople, in the political life. Th e imperial authority was based 
on the people, the Senate and the army throughout Roman history (see Kaldel-
lis 2015), but popular support wasn’t always as important. Instability of imperial 
power in the 11th century made the populace of Constantinople a powerful tool in 
the struggle among diff erent power groups. Th e increase in their role in the politi-
cal life of the capital led to their greater self–awareness as well as the emperors’ 
awareness of their worth.24 Th e rise of the “people of the market” to prominent 
positions in the Senate is, even more than reliance on the masses, the backbone 

24  Naturally, this question is more complex, but that is not the subject of this paper. For 
the role of the people of Constantinople in the 11th and 12th centuries see Cheynet 
2009.
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of Psellos’ criticism of contemporary politics.25 He devotes several digressions on 
political theory in Book 6 of his Chronographia to this very topic.

“Two things in particular preserve the hegemony of the Romans: I mean the 
system of honors and wealth; and to them I add the third, the wise control of the 
two and prudence in their distribution ... [Constantine Monomachos] completely 
neglected the cursus honorum (τάξις τῆς τιμῆς) and abolished all rules of advance-
ment, and almost made all of the simple people of the market and the vagabonds 
(ἀγοραῖον καὶ ἀγύρτην δῆμον) members of the Senate.” (VI.29)

Court protagonists in Monomachos’ biography, two conspirators against the 
emperor, whom Psellos’ did not see fi t to name, exemplify this remark. Both of 
them are characterized as “trash” (κάθαρμα): the fi rst one (a certain unknown bar-
barian) was “barbarian trash”, while the second (Romanos Boilas) was a “half-mute 
trash” (VI.135; 139). Th ey entered the palace from the “crossroads”, i.e., from the 
street, having no prior experience in political aff airs, and they were immediately 
granted the highest positions in the court hierarchy. Both made attempts on em-
peror’s life, being greedy and having an exaggerated sense of self-worth because of 
the positions that they were granted and their proximity to the emperor. Order and 
rank seem to be the utmost features of Roman power, in both military and political 
aff airs. One of Psellos’ military heroes, George Maniakes, is praised for his gradual 
ascent up the hierarchy alongside (and due to) his strategic skills and martial prow-
ess (VI.76). Psellos needed to stress this fact since Maniakes was the only military 
hero of his history who could not pride himself in illustrious descent.

Noble lineage holds great signifi cance in Psellos’ view of his contemporaries 
and their role in the political life of the empire. However, it was not strictly speak-
ing necessary, nor, on the other hand, was it enough to have glorious antecedents. 
Many people of illustrious origins, such as Romanos Argyros, Constantine Mon-
omachos, Constantine Doukas, and Romanos Diogenes, were unworthy because 
they lacked personal qualities. Psellos expresses surprise at the longevity of the 
Macedonian dynasty despite the bloody way in which Basil I obtained the throne, 
but his astonishment is not genuine, it is a rather sarcastic remark on the relativ-

25  Psellos’ view that Constantinopolitan birth does not guarantee nobility of any kind 
is more similar to the remarks of patriarch Germanos II in 13th century (“Are these 
persons, who resemble mules in their racial mixture, well born and respectable, and 
will the soil of Constantinople ennoble them?”: Works of patriarch Germanos II, 
282–283; trans. Magdalino 2000, 152 = Magdalino 2007), than to that of patriarch’s 
Constantinopolitan detractors.
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ity of nobility (VI.1). Basil’s last successors, empresses Zoe and Th eodora, were 
incompetent and spoiled precisely because of their life in the eff eminate palace 
surroundings (VI.17). Th e nobility of birth was a fi ne prerequisite, but the obsta-
cle of not having one could be surpassed through virtue and merit and, as George 
Maniakes’ case shows, only gradually. Th e core of the family tragedy of the Pa-
phlagonians that Psellos weaves in books 4 and 5 was taking on too much too soon, 
grasping beyond their reach (Repajić 2016, 234–236). Psellos’ views on nobility are 
very Byzantine in essence: they refl ect a society of gradual and meritocratic verti-
cal mobility (Kazhdan and Epstein 1985, 105–107; Haldon 2010, 179–185). Th ey 
also, paradoxically, echo a slow but steady collapse of both graduality of ascent 
and meritocracy.

Th e revolt of Isaac Komnenos in 1057, and even more so his deposition in 
favor of the Doukai two years later, showed just how important family ties were be-
coming (see Cheynet 1999, 261–286; Krsmanović 2001, 151–176; Stanković 2006, 
7–16). In the following decades, belonging to one of the powerful oikoi would little 
by little become the only way to enter the elite and gain a position of power. Th is 
trend will reach its culmination in the family rule of the Komnenoi after 1081, but 
it can be traced back to mid-11th century (Stanković 2006, 17–65). Th e history of 
Michael Attaleiates, written two decades after the fi rst part of the Chronographia, 
and only years after the second, refl ects the growing signifi cance of family ties 
(Kazhdan 1984, 38; Kazhdan and Epstein 1985, 105).26 Psellos’ subtle criticism of 
this tendency is expressed in the biography of Michael VII (written after 1075), 
half of which is dedicated to short descriptions of various family members of the 
Doukai clan (VIIc.12–17). Psellos’ infl uence in the 1060s and early 1070s was im-
mense, but it was built on diff erent premises than the impact he had in previous 
two decades. He no longer acted as an intellectual who rose to power due to his 
skills and played a signifi cant role in the Senate,27 he was basically a client of a 

26  Th is does not refl ect his affi  liation with “military aristocracy”, opposed to Psellos’ 
“civilian views”, as Krallis rightly argues (Krallis 2006, 202–203, passim).

27  Papaioannou 2013, 23. rightly states that “Psellos aggressively explored the social po-
tential of rhetoric”, and that he created an image of a professional intellectual (29). He 
also stresses the importance of the new elite as one of the main incentives for the dom-
inance of rhetoric in the 11th century (Ibid, 45–46). For the role of friendship (φιλία) as 
a substitute of offi  cial connections in the functioning of Byzantine state-machinery in 
the 11th century see Ljubarskij 1978, 117–124.
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powerful (imperial) family, much like the literati of the Komnenian times.28 Psel-
los adjusted to the changed circumstances, but that adjustment was not entirely 
voluntary. Th e second part of his Chronographia is a grim account by an aged and 
disappointed politikos anēr.

Th e privatization of political power and the family rule of the Komnenoi 
would be the central point of Kaiserkritik in the writings of Psellos’ spiritual suc-
cessors, the intellectual elite of the 12th century, particularly John Zonaras, as Paul 
Magdalino has shown (Magdalino 1983). Nicholas Matheou recently examined 
the historical importance of Constantinople in Zonaras’ Epitome of Histories from 
a Roman constitutionalist point of view, concluding that constitutionalism and 
the insistence on republican and senatorial traditions was “a literary epistemol-
ogy, within which highly educated bureaucrats of modest background negotiated 
a place for themselves, enabling them to discursively defi ne their role in the state 
as ‘senators’” (Matheou 2016, 63). His assessment is quite astute, though his sub-
text that this “literary epistemology” was a construct derived from the distant past 
rather than contemporary political order is somewhat problematic.29 It is precisely 
the dissolution of that order that created the need for them to negotiate and stress 
their place, and Psellos can be seen as the instigator of that struggle, expressed at 
a diff erent period and therefore in diff erent terms.30

28  On the social position and the role of Komnenian literati see Stanković 2006, 
223–269.

29  I owe much to Matheou’s excellent paper in terms of inspiration and direction in 
moments of baffl  ement with defi ning and conveying the complex and elusive subject 
of how Constantinople fi gures in Psellos’ Chronographia on diff erent narrative levels. 
Our disagreement lies in diff erent understanding of the background against which 
the texts were composed, i.e., the republican basis of Byzantine society. Idealistic part 
of Psellos’ political views lies not in Roman, but in Hellenistic ideals he convokes, as 
argued below.

30  Psellos’ Historia Syntomos complements Chronographia in this regard and it is, to my 
knowledge, the fi rst Byzantine history to start with Romulus, and to stress distinctly 
Roman, almost (although due to its didactic purpose not entirely) Christian-less 
historical path. Moreover, Constantine the Great, conspicuously, does not fi gure as 
a turning point in Roman history, neither through his quality of the fi rst Christian 
emperor (which is not mentioned at all, although there is a brief remark on the First 
Oecumenical Synod in Nicea), nor as the founder of the New Rome, the fact which 
is briefl y glossed over, in contrast to Zonaras (John Zonaras, Epitome of Histories, I, 
14–15; III, 14–18); Michael Psellos, Historia Syntomos, 55; for Constantine the Great in 
Psellos’ historiographical works see Repajić 2013). Nearly contemporary is Attaleiates’ 
Ponēma Nomikon, stressing ancient Roman roots of law (Michael Attaleiates, Ponēma 
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Th e infl ation of titles and the openness of the Senate to the wider population 
was, paradoxically, a prelude to the concentration of power in the hands of a few 
distinguished families. Buying and providing popular support could have opened 
the gates of Constantinople, as the brief alliance of Isaac Komnenos and Michael 
Keroularos showed. Th e Senate, that infl uential group of palace offi  cials surround-
ing the emperor, was diluted and lost any real impact on political aff airs. Psellos 
would say that people who had positions and dignities were not political men. It is 
in that sense that we can understand his complaint that:

“In the well-governed cities, there are catalogues of the best people and 
the well-born (τῶν ἀρίστων καὶ τῶν εὐγενῶν), as well as of those of obscure ori-
gin (ἀγεννῶν), both of political and military orders. Th at is how the Athenians 
and those cities that emanated from their democracy governed (ἐπολιτεύσαντο). 
We have, however, disdained and abandoned this excellent practice and nobility 
counts for nothing.” (VI.134)

Reinsch’s new edition of the Chronographia (Reinsch 2014, 167) reads 
ἐγγενῶν (in-born) instead of εὐγεννῶν in this place. Not having seen the manu-
script I cannot make an informed decision, and both fi t Psellos’ political thought 
as expressed in the Chronographia. Euthymia Pietsch (Pietsch 2005, 88, n.146) 
states that reading ἐγγενῶν makes more sense since Psellos himself was not of 
noble origin. However, εὐγενεία in his discourse does not necessarily denote noble 
lineage. Th e term is ambiguous in Byzantine discourse in general, and could, in 
fact, be interchangeable with ἐλευθερία, as the equivalent of Latin ingenuus, and 
thus denote simply a free-born man (Magdalino 1984, 63–65), so the two read-
ings could designate the same thing. Th e text that follows, a rant about previously 
bought slaves who now hold offi  ces would support this view, rather than Psellos’ 
xenophobia (moreover, only one of the characters whom this elaborate digression 
introduces was a stranger; the other was Romanos Boilas). Strangers, even those 
born in strange, barbaric lands, can indeed be praiseworthy in the Chronographia, 
even perceived as legitimate members of the society, if they adapted to the Roman 
way of life – Bulgarian Alousianos, for example, possesses distinctly Roman, urban 
characteristics: charm (χάρις) and sweetness of character (ἦθος ἡδύς, IV.45).31

Nomikon, 411; for the diff erences in concepts and similarities in essence between the 
two and Zonaras’ account see Matheou 2016, 52–53).

31  For Roman way of life as the cornerstone of identity and belonging to Romania, Kaldellis 
2006b, 91–95; for the role and depiction of Alousianos and his fellow Bulgarians in 
Chronographia: Repajić 2016, 205–213.
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Th is highly aestheticized character is also Psellos’ discursive persona in his 
rhetorical texts. Th e prerequisites for such a personality are natural capability 
and Hellenic paideia, and it is closely connected to political aff airs (Papaioannou 
2013, 140–149). Psellos sought to reconcile rhetoric and politics with philosophy, 
and he had to publicly defend this dichotomy in his own nature in a speech To 
the Slanderer Who Dropped a Defaming Leafl et (pp. 27–28 passim; for a brilliant 
analysis see Papaioannou 2013, 140–143). In the Chronographia the symbiosis of 
philosophy and rhetoric within the political life form the central teaching of his 
narrative (Kaldellis 1999, 129–130), and the three are inextricably connected in the 
formation of the political man. Th e learning that he values so much is not abstract 
or secluded, like in the ideal of λάθε βιώσας that his friend and teacher John Mau-
ropous used to create his own authorial persona (Mauropous Letters, 5; Bernard 
2014, 57–59). Psellos presents instead the ideal of Plato’s Statesman (Πολιτικός) 
in his Chronographia. Paideia is for him aimed at political knowledge (πολιτικὴ 
ἐπιστήμη). Masses cannot obtain such knowledge, we are told in the dialogue by 
Young Socrates’ Stranger–interlocutor in the Statesman (Plato, Statesman, 292e). 
It is reserved for a chosen few (293a). However, the educated statesman is not nec-
essarily an emperor: Psellos’ Basil II is devoid of education (I.36). He does not ad-
vocate the rule of the philosopher-king (Kaldellis 1999, 178–185); that misconcep-
tion was mostly based on the misreading of his highly ironic account of Michael 
VII Doukas. Psellos shows little of the idealism of Plato’s Republic (Kaldellis 1999, 
169). Th e Statesman gives him his own privileged and outstanding place within a 
monarchy:

“Stranger: Well then, if a man who is himself in private station is wise enough 
to advise him who is king of a country, shall we not say that he has the science 
which the ruler himself ought to possess?” (Plato Statesman, 259a, trans. Fowler 
1925)

Th e politikos anēr of Psellos’ Chronographia, embodied in the author him-
self, is precisely the wise advisor. Not coincidentally, Plato’s dialogue on the States-
man is situated between the Sophist and the announced, but never fi nished Phi-
losopher. Th e entire meta-narrative of Psellos’ history is focused on the importance 
of philosophical advice to the imperial rule (Repajić 2016, 290–292). Th e authorial 
persona he adopts in the Chronographia is consequently a Socratic one, as is his 
own role in the politeia. Th e tonsure that he suff ered under Monomachos is his 
Socratic trial.
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Psellos’ political ideal is not Roman, it merely conformed to Roman condi-
tions. He explicitly states that the good customs of the Athenians never took on 
the Roman ground and that the corruption of the Senate is the result of ances-
tral heritage, starting with Romulus. His rhetorical persona is, moreover, Hellenic 
(Papaioannou 2013, 131), and so are his political views. He advocated aristocratic 
rule over the empire, but aristocratic in the most basic sense of the word: the 
government of the best.32 He called for a new nobility, or rather an old one, found 
in the idealized rule of Basil II, and even further, in great traditions of old Rome 
and Athens – nobility of both birth and spirit, meaning intellect, accompanied by 
military skills. His ideal was really a polis, but a polis that stretched its borders to 
encompass the whole of Romania and was a terror and a role-model to the sur-
rounding barbarians. It was an ideal of an intellectual snob.33

Psellos the Constantinopolitan: Perspective and Identity

“Phaedrus: You don’t go away from the city out over the border, and it seems 
to me you don’t go outside the walls at all.

Socrates: Forgive me, my dear friend. You see, I am fond of learning. Now 
the country places and the trees won’t teach me anything, and the people in the 
city do.”

Plato, Phaedrus, 230d (trans. Fowler 1925, 422–423)

“At the time of those events, I was residing in the fi elds that lie before the 
city, having traveled a short distance in the company of a man who was highly 
experienced in rhetoric and who had been entrusted with the supervision of the 
judicial aff airs of no small part of the western lands. Th at was the fi rst time I had 
ever left the city and seen its surrounding wall, not to mention the open country-
side. I was sixteen years old and tall for my age.”

Michael Psellos, Encomium for His Mother, 28 (trans. Kaldellis 2006c, 75)

32  In Historia Syntomos (Michael Psellos, Historia Syntomos, 11) Psellos explicitly states 
that “aristocratic consulship (ἀριστοκρατικὴ ὑπατεία) proved itself to the Romans to be 
stronger than the monarchy (βασιλεία)” (trans. Aerts, with slight alterations), a state-
ment that could allude both to the kingship that preceded the Republic, and, subver-
sively, to the subsequent empire and contemporary state of aff airs. For the subversive 
character of Psellos’ views on republican Rome see Dželebdžić 2005.

33 See Magdalino 1984 for a brilliant account on Byzantine snobbery.
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Seeing the countryside for the very fi rst time at the age of sixteen could 
probably have happened only in Constantinople in all of Christendom, as An-
thony Kaldellis observed (Kaldellis 2006c, 4). Constantinople, New Rome, was the 
city, the center of the empire. In the far away Iceland, Constantinople, where the 
Roman emperor resided, was perceived as the very center of the world even in 
the 12th century (Jakobsson 2009, 921–922). Th e name that the Byzantines used 
for themselves, Rhomaioi, and the name of their politeia, Romania, derived from 
the great capital, their common fatherland (κοινὴ πατρίς, Magdalino 2000, 151). 
Th at common identity spanning from the city to the entire state created a curi-
ous case of a unifi ed territorial city-state, resembling a modern nation-state in 
its homogeneity (Kaldellis 2006b, 80).34 As Paul Magdalino noted, in “Byzantium 
there obtained a relationship between a capital and country comparable to that of 
a centralized modern nation state”. (Magdalino 2010, 43).

Moreover, whether fi ctional or true, the claim that he left the city for the fi rst 
time at the age of sixteen is hardly imaginable for anyone but the most Constanti-
nopolitan of all the Byzantines, the man who prided himself on his metropolitan 
origins and upbringing, Michael Psellos. Th e episode of him leaving the city for 
the fi rst time holds signifi cant (and I would argue, intentional) parallels to Socrates 
venturing into the fi elds outside Athens in Phaedrus. Phaedrus is a dialogue about 
rhetoric,35 and the philosopher’s interlocutor whose name the dialogue bears is 
well-versed in the art of speech, much like Psellos’ unnamed fellow-traveler. Psel-
los says nothing about his reasons for leaving town (in all probability to join the 
staff  of a provincial judge, as hinted by the offi  ce of the man he mentioned), yet 
because of the death of his elder sister we are promptly returned to Constanti-
nople, with no change of scenery, so that we have only a vague idea whether the 
author shortly afterward lived somewhere in the provinces. Th e autobiographical 
narrative that Psellos weaves in the Encomium for His Mother is centered on his 
learning, for which, we are said, she was personally responsible. Just like Socrates, 

34  For a contesting view on Byzantine Roman identity and loyalty to the center, see 
Stouraitis 2014, who understates Romanness as an identity of wider population and 
ascribes it to imperial normative discourse, subtextually maintaining that it was mainly 
coercion, rather than identity, that maintained power in the provinces, based on several 
examples of wavering loyalties in the provinces.

35  See Nichols 1998, 17–18 for rhetoric as the unifying subject of Phaedrus, and Ibid. 20–
21, for a more personal tone of the dialogue, concentrated on love and pleasure (much 
like Psellos’ Encomium). For analysis of the Encomium see Kaldellis 2006c, 29–50.
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he was fond of learning, and “the country places and the trees”36 wouldn’t teach 
him anything. A polis, whether Socrates’ Athens or Psellos’ Constantinople, was 
the place where a philosopher could learn.

We do not see Psellos leaving the capital in his other works very often either. 
Moreover, he shows little interest in anything happening outside Constantinople. 
We have seen that his political attitudes emerging from the pages of the Chrono-
graphia were not all that Constantinopolitan. Nevertheless, his metropolitan up-
bringing and career penetrate all levels of the narration. Th ey emerge in the choice 
of episodes and events described, geographical (im)precision and personal atti-
tudes stated in passing. We must go beyond authorial intentions to understand the 
centre-periphery relations in the Chronographia as a whole, as Psellos’ selection of 
events reveals both a conscious and inherent Constantinopolitan “meta-agenda”, 
so to say.

Readers of the Chronographia could easily be misled into thinking that the 
11th century was devoid of war almost in entirety, much more than it was really the 
case.37 Psellos describes several wars: the Syrian war of Romanos Argyros (III.7–
11); the upheaval of Peter Deljan (IV.39–50); the Russian attack on Constantinople 
(VI.90–96); a short remark about the annexation of Armenian kingdom of Ani 
(VI.189); Isaac Komnenos’ expedition against the Petchenegs (VII.68–70); and the 
eastern wars of Romanos Diogenes (VIIb.13;15–22): 30 pages in sum. When we add 
around 30 more pages dedicated to various rebellions and civil wars in the prov-
inces (the revolts of Phokas and Skleros, I.5–17; 23–28); Maniakes and Tornikios 
(VI.75–87; VI.99–123, not including the siege of Constantinople (VI.107–120)); 
Isaac Komnenos (VII.4–43 not including Psellos’ long account of the embassy 
to the rebel that he led (VII.14–43)); the civil war after the battle of Mantzikert 
(VIIb.33–41)), we are still left with roughly fi ve-sixths (almost 85%) of the book 
devoted to Constantinople. Compared to all other contemporary historians who 
devoted, if not most, then a signifi cant part of their attention to the military aff airs, 
less than 60 out of almost 350 pages (of a modern edition) are quite a remarkable 
indicator of Psellos’ priorities in writing history.38

36 For the role of landscape in Phaedrus see Ferrari 1987.
37  See Cheynet 1991 for a diff erent perspective on military policy of 11th century Byzantine 

emperors.
38  Contemporary (or nearly contemporary) historians writing about the same period: 

John Skylitzes, Synopsis of Histories dedicates around three quarters (75%) of his 
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Furthermore, even in the passages that focus on the provinces, geographical 
references are scarce and vague. For instance, in the extensive descriptions of the 
rebellions of Skleros and Phocas, we are given only three: “Assyria”, where Skleros 
fl ed after his fi rst uprising was suppressed (I.9), Phocas’ arrival in “Anatolia” and 
afterward to “Propontis” (I.12). Th e only geographical reference in the account of 
Isaac’s rebellion is “the East”, and throughout the Chronographia we fi nd no names 
of battle sites.39 It is highly unlikely that Psellos was that unaware of the basic ge-
ography of the empire. After all, he was a member of the imperial administration. 
Rather, precise geography simply had no relevance to the story he was telling.

In contrast, Psellos often provides vivid pictures of Constantinopolitan to-
pography. I will take another rebellion as an example: his masterful and theatrical 
description of the popular uprising against Michael V (V.25–51). Psellos says that 
he was standing “in front of the palace entrance” when the mutiny started. Em-
peror Michael was compelled to bring Zoe Porphyrogeneta back from exile into 
the palace, and in order to appease the people, he showed her to them “from the 
balcony of the Great Th eatre”. Th is aggravated them even more, since the empress 
was wearing nun’s clothes, so they sent for her sister Th eodora. When Michael 
heard this, he “embarked on one of the imperial ships and landed with his uncle 
at the holy Stoudite monastery”, where the mob found him. Th e newly appointed 
offi  cials came to drag them out of the church, “intending to drive them through the 
center of the city, but they did not go far when they were encountered by a man 

account on reigns from Basil II to Michael VI (pp. 314–500) to military matters (wars 
and rebellions), taking place outside Constantinople; Skylitzes Continuatus, covering 
emperors from Isaac Komnenos to Michael VII Doukas, is even more provincial in 
his narration: four fi fths (80%) of his narrative is war-waging; in Michael Attaleiates’ 
History (pp. 7–195, not counting the account on Nikephoros Botaneiates) provincial 
events (wars and rebellions) take up 70% of the narrative, although half of the military 
exploits he describes are those of Romanos Diogenes. Interestingly, in both Skylitzes’ 
and Attaleiates’ histories, more than 80% of Monomachos’ reign is covered in military 
aff airs, being by far the most military in Skylitzes’ account and quite close to that of 
Diogenes in Attaliates. In Psellos’ account of that emperor, out-of-palace matters take 
up merely 25% of the narrative, and even in those instances focus is occasionally turned 
back to the court. Naturally, each and every one of these authors had their own reasons 
for depicting diff erent events, but it is indicative enough of how Constantinople- and 
palace-centered Psellos’ history was.

39  Th e only exception in this regard is the civil war that took place after the battle of 
Manzikert between the deposed emperor Romanos IV Diogenes and the troops of 
Michael VII led by sons of caesar John Doukas (VIIb.23–32), but that entire episode is 
strongly personal and apologetic.
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who had been commanded to blind the two”. After the blinding, people hurried 
back to Th eodora, and the Senate had to choose between two empresses, one of 
whom “was in the palace, and the other in the great church of Saint Sophia”.40 Th is 
indicative episode is, alongside Isaac’s rebellion and that of Leo Tornikes, by far 
the longest report of such enterprises. Th ere are several reasons for this: fi rst, the 
upheavals against Michael V and Michael VI led to their downfalls and a change 
of government and therefore had more importance; second, Psellos was an eyewit-
ness to all three events, so he could provide a more exhaustive account; and last, 
but by no means least, and related to the fi rst two reasons, they all took place in or 
near the capital. Similarly, the account of the Russian attack on Constantinople is 
the longest and the most detailed report of military aff airs.

No other contemporary narrative paints a picture that Constantinopoli-
tan. Psellos’ capacity as an eyewitness, which he stresses several times, can give a 
partial explanation for this phenomenon.41 He is well aware of the omissions he 
makes, and defends himself against potential accusations by saying that his goal 
is not to tell a precise history of events but to recount what is most important, as 
he remembered it (VI.73).42 He did not lie, he selected the most important events 
that he could recollect. Still, that selection speaks loudly about his viewpoint and 
his memory. He could not have said it more clearly – his ideal politeia might have 
been a polis, but his patris was the Polis.

It is not just Psellos’ perspective that is Constantinopolitan, his identity was 
closely associated with New Rome as well. Th at identity is revealed in remarks he 
makes in passing. After the emperor Basil II removed the parakoimomenos Basil 
from the palace, he further degraded the authority of his younger brother Con-

40  Likewise, after Isaac fell ill while hunting “in a place just outside the city” (VII.73), he 
was “taken by a boat to Blachernae”, and after a while his family urged him to go to “the 
Great Palace” in order to make necessary decisions should he not survive (VII.76). 

41  In comparison, when Attaleiates participates in events in his own History, “they 
are mostly staged against a provincial background” (Krallis 2006, 43), despite his 
Constantinopolitan career. Th at fact, as Krallis notes, reinforces the notion of him 
as a provincial. Krallis gives an excellent account on diff erent perspectives of the two 
writers stating that: “If Psellos’ accounts guide the reader through the corridors of 
power in the palace, Attaleiates narrative crisscrosses the empire’s lands.” (Ibid, 44)

42  See Stanković 2011. for an excellent analysis of the narrative usage of remembrance 
in histories of Nicephoros Bryennios and Anne Komnene for promoting their own 
agendas He also explores the complex tension between remembrance as subjective 
in essence, but valid as a proof of an eyewitness, and objectivity that historiography 
entails.
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stantine, “letting him enjoy the beauties of the country (ἀγρῶν χάρισι, Ι.22)”. Simi-
larly, after his second rebellion had been quelled, Skleros “retreated to a country 
estate” and died soon afterwards (I.29) – i.e., he no longer participated in political 
life. Withdrawing to agricultural estates is used to denote political exile. But it 
were not just agricultural activities that indicated exile, it was the very place that 
mattered. Constantine IX looked unfavorably upon Leo Tornikes even before his 
rebellion because of the relationship he had with emperor’s unruly sister Eupre-
pia, but since there was no fair pretext for harming him and in order to separate 
the two, “he sent him away from the City… to govern in Iberia, practically to an 
honorable exile” (VI.100). In a letter to John Mauropous (Psellos, Scripta Minora 
II, 34), Psellos compares alienation from the City and the palace to Adam’s exclu-
sion from Paradise. As Paul Magdalino pointedly stated about Constantinople: 
“Outsiders wanted to be there, and insiders never wanted to be anywhere else” 
(Magdalino 2010, 44). We often hear the cries of those “banished” to hold offi  ces 
in the provinces.43 

However, not all the outsiders wanted in, as the case of Kekaumenos shows, 
weary as he was of Constantinople and its well-read and conniving inhabitants 
(Kekaumenos, Concilia and Narrationes, 138–142;314–320, passim); nor was exile 
reserved exclusively for banishment from the capital, as revealed in a lament of 

43  Th e most striking examples of the period are certainly John Mauropous, Psellos’ teacher, 
and Teophilact of Ochrid, his student, sent away to hold episcopal sees in Euchaita and 
Ochrid respectively, though their posts seem to have really been “honorable exiles” 
and results of political circumstances (John Mauropous Letters 64ff ; Th eophylact of 
Ochrid, Letters 13; 34, passim; see also Livanos 2008 (Mauropous), Mullett 1997, 274–
277 (Th eophylact)). For the topos of exile in Byzantine letter-writing see: Mullett 1996. 
See Shils 1961, 126. for a strikingly similar analysis of the alienation from the center in 
contemporary centralized societies: “Among the most intensely sensitive or the more 
alertly intelligent, their distance from the centre accompanied by their greater concern 
with the centre, has led to an acute sense of being on 'the outside', to a painful feeling 
of being excluded from the vital zone which surrounds 'the centre' of society (which is 
the vehicle of 'the centre of the universe'). Alternatively these more sensitive and more 
intelligent persons have, as a result of their distinctiveness, often gained access to some 
layer of the centre by becoming school-teachers, priests, administrators. Th us they 
have entered into a more intimate and more affi  rmative relationship with the 'centre'. 
Th ey have not in such instances, however, always overcome the grievance of exclusion 
from the most central zones of the central institutional and value systems. Th ey have 
often continued to perceive themselves as 'outsiders', while continuing to be intensely 
attracted and infl uenced by the outlook and style of life of the centre.”
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Eustathios Boilas for his native Cappadocia.44 Th ey all had diff erent worlds and 
diff erent “paradises,” but we hear Constantinopolitan voices most often. Psellos’ 
voice was the loudest, and his paradise was quite diff erent from Kekaumenos’ idea 
of a cautious and undisturbed country life that permeates his Concilia. Th e two 
did not diff er that much in political theory (if Kekaumenos’ collection of advice 
can be defi ned as a systematic political stance). Psellos would fi nd Kekaumenos’ 
plea to the emperor to leave the capital and check on the provinces or wage wars 
quite sane (Kekaumenos, Concilia and Narrationes, 312). Th eir diff erence was that 
of identity and personal ideal. Kekaumenos wanted to do his duty, stay loyal to the 
emperor and remain safe from the complexities of high politics that brought noth-
ing but trouble (Kekaumenos, Concilia and Narrationes, 140–146; 264; 284). Psel-
los’ heaven was the paradise of a politikos anēr, the place where intellectual and 
political life, closely interconnected, happened. Th at brings us back to the passage 
from Phaedrus quoted at the beginning of this part of the paper: “country places 
and trees won’t teach” Socrates anything. And learning is for Psellos a political 
activity; political in the widest sense of the word: pertaining both to the polis and 
to politics. Th erefore the Socrates of the Chronographia never leaves his Polis.
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Rezime
Politička misao Psela u “Hronografi ji”: mudri savetnik, lukavi 
general i Grad

Ovaj rad bavi se političkom teorijom koju je Mihailo Psel izrazio u svom 
programskom delu, Hronografi ji, i istražuje njegovu političku misao nezavisno 
od njegovih navodnih društvenih i političkih „pristrasnosti“. Pselova istorija 
je analizirana iz nekoliko perspektiva i na više narativnih nivoa. U radu je po-
sebna pažnja posvećena Pselovom carskom idealu, kao i njegovim pogledima 
na učesnike u političkom životu Carstva (prevashodno carske savetnike i ge-
nerale), kako iz horizontalne (Carigrad-provincije; centar-periferija), tako i iz 
vertikalne (mase-aristokratija) perspektive. Konačno, preispituje se Pselova 
„carigradska pristrasnost“, kroz razlučivanje njegovih stavova, od njegove per-
spektive, identiteta i političkih savezništava, i kroz ispitivanje načina na koje su 
njegovo prestoničko vaspitanje i obrazovanje oblikovali narativ Hronografi je.
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mase, politički čovek, politija, politička teorija, centar-periferija.
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 The reign of Emperor John II Komnenos 
(1118–1143)1 has traditionally been overlooked by scholars due to an apparent 
lack of source material, particularly in comparison to his father and son, Alexios 
I (1081–1118) and Manuel I (1143–1180).2 As such, developments from this pe-
riod tend to be examined in broader bilateral studies examining Byzantine deal-
ings with peoples such as Serbs, Hungarians, Turks and Venetians separately, or 
only in reference to one region, or another fi gure, and the same goes for Crusader 
and Islamic polities later in the reign.3 Th is is despite the fact that John’s reign, 
occurring between the First and Second Crusades, occurred at a crucial time in 
Eurasian history, when Western Europe and the Middle East entered a new phase 
of contact on account of the Crusades. Byzantium was still, arguably, the most 
powerful Christian nation, and examining how the formerly unquestioned hege-
monic power dealt with the rising powers of the Normans, Turks, Italian maritime 
republics and others deserved study if these developments are to be understood 
at all. As such, this paper aims to expose the changes in our analysis that result 
from the incorporation of source material outside of ostensible history writing, 
highlighting how John’s reign as a whole should be re-examined in depth with 
this methodology. Using the years 1123–1126 as a case study, the dividends such 
a methodology can pay will also be shown through analysis of Byzantine foreign 
policy in this period, as a previously overlooked crisis occurred for John’s regime 
in 1126.

1  Th ough these dates are conventionally taken to be John's reign years, he was crowned as 
co-emperor at the age of four in 1091, and in the author's opinion played a major role in 
Alexios' regime by the 1110s at the latest. Due to the continuity in policy between these 
years and the 1120s, stating that John's reign began in 1118 is an oversimplifi cation, 
and the offi  ce of co-emperor in the Later and New Roman Empires will be the subject 
of a future paper.

2  Th e only monograph is: Chalandon 1912. Th is lack has been recently supplemented 
by a volume of essays and a doctoral thesis: Bucossi and Rodriguez Suarez eds., 2016; 
Papageorgiou 2010. For the Komnenian period as a whole with peripheral references 
to John, see: Magdalino 1993; Stanković 2006; Birkenmeier 2003; Angold 1984; Angold 
1995; Zlatar 2015.

3 Examples include: Stephenson 2000; Lilie 1993; Harris, 2007.
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To begin this task, it is fi rst necessary to break free from the shackles im-
posed by Niketas Choniates and John Kinnamos, whose self-confessed cursory 
accounts of John’s reign form the basis for previous studies. Recent scholarship 
has deconstructed this picture: scholars have become more aware that these his-
tories were not neutral accounts, simply chronicling what occurred, rather, they 
were written to convince their readers of a political agenda (Macrides 2010; An-
gelou 2010, 289–305; Kaldellis 2016, 293–306). In Choniates’ case, it has been 
demonstrated that one of the purposes of his constructed narrative is to present 
Byzantine history since 1118 as a steady decline in the rightful order of the world, 
the taxis, culminating in the fall of Constantinople in 1204 (Kaldellis 2009, 75–99). 
John’s reign was designed to show the world as it should be in Choniates’ narrative, 
with barely the fi rst hints of disorder and decay creeping in, and John himself as 
the near-perfect emperor from which all others would decline.4 Th is desire to por-
tray John’s reign as ordered and successful results in Choniates, in the vast major-
ity of cases, in only relating instances of reversal in the context of their imminent 
resolution, with no regard for accurate chronology. Indeed, he glosses over certain 
events in John’s reign in such a way that he is undeniably guilty of lying by omis-
sion. Even when Choniates does relate events more verifi ably, he often changes the 
order to suit his narrative goals, or for dramatic eff ect. Th erefore, while it would 
be contentious to suggest that Choniates’ account is useless, his version of events 
must be reconciled with other narratives.

To a certain extent, Kinnamos’ version helps to clear up these issues; where 
Choniates’ portrayal of John is almost without exception fl attering, Kinnamos’ 
narrative goal often causes him to view John prejudicially. Kinnamos was writ-
ing a biography of Manuel, for which John’s reign would form the prelude. He is 
excessive in his praise of Manuel, likely for the purpose of gaining employment 
under the new regime, to demonstrate his literary talents and value to the regency 
government that followed Manuel’s death.5 John’s purpose in Kinnamos’ narrative 
is complex: on the one hand Manuel gains some glory from being the worthy son 
of a worthy father, but on the other Manuel must be seen to surpass his father: a 
ruler who completes the unfi nished tasks of his father and is wholly virtuous where 

4  Kaldellis 2009, 79–80; Simpson goes so far as to say John is portrayed “as an Ioannes 
imaginaire.” Simpson 2009, “Introduction”, Eadem, 45.

5 John Kinnamos, Epitome 4–5.
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his father had faults.6 Kinnamos uses the fact that he is only giving a summary of 
events as his “get out” clause on some occasions, but even so the events he chooses 
to chronicle confi rm his rhetorical purpose of convincing his audience of Manuel’s 
success and saintliness compared to John’s shortfalls. 

Treadgold and Magdalino posit that Choniates had read Kinnamos: they 
argue that Choniates deliberately ignored or actively rejected Kinnamos so that 
Choniates would be the defi nitive historian of the era, regarding Kinnamos as a 
panegyrist of Manuel rather than a historian.7 Treadgold believes that the rea-
son Choniates’ narrative provides more detail after 1134 is that he consulted with 
a soldier who had begun campaigning with John about then, while Kinnamos’ 
more equal treatment of the whole of John’s reign is because he could consult with 
soldiers who were alive for the whole of it, and Treadgold suggests a few impe-
rial secretaries Kinnamos could have known personally (Treadgold 2013, 412–3). 
Neither reveals his sources directly, but in addition to likely oral evidence from 
eyewitnesses, sections such as descriptions of John’s triumph evoke contempo-
rary rhetorical poems, implying they also used texts such as these (see Lau 2014, 
195–214). Treadgold also notes that Kinnamos’ title, Epitome, and the fact he only 
devotes a twelfth of his manuscript to John despite his reign taking up two-fi fths of 
the chronological time, may be due to the fact that our surviving text was a sum-
mary of what Kinnamos originally wrote, abridged by a scribe (Lau 2014, 410–11, 
279–80).

Despite this limitation, Kinnamos’ narrative in conjunction with Choniates’ 
potentially reveals two sides of John: Choniates portraying the wholly positive as-
pects, Kinnamos portraying the fl awed aspects, with both drawing on some eye-
witness sources and documentary evidence. Reconciling these disparate sources 
has been the conventional strategy for scholars to analyze John’s reign, causing 
ongoing debates regarding issues such as dating John’s Serbian and Hungarian 

6  Magdalino 1993, 413–488; Stephenson 1996, 177–187; Magdalino 2000, 15–43. Th e 
latter article highlights how Anna Komnene did similar things in the Alexiad by 
revealing how Alexios was more worthy than Manuel in fi elds such as his dealings with 
crusaders, revealing that this method of history writing was common at the time.

7  Treadgold 2013, 237–8; Magdalino 1993 13–4. Th is could also be considered a stan-
dard modus operandi of Byzantine history writing, however; for example Skylitzes 
states in his prooimion that his predecessors were defi cient in their history writing, 
while he has taken appropriate care. John Skylitzes, Synopsis of Histories, 1–2; Wortley 
trans. 2010, 1–3.
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campaigns, in which Kinnamos and Choniates cannot be reconciled, as discussed 
in full below. Equally, this approach has led to the reign of John often being studied 
in imprecise thematic terms. While this reconciliatory approach has the benefi t of 
being able to fi ll-in-the-gaps for certain issues, it suff ers from imperial priorities, 
whatever they may have been, almost certainly diff ered from one year to the next, 
as circumstances developed and his priorities shifted. What is more, the custom-
ary methodology of studying bilateral relationships between Byzantium and an-
other power gives the impression that John dealt with the various challenges facing 
him sequentially, when in fact, his choices, and the events themselves, can be bet-
ter understood when it is acknowledged that he had to balance multiple priorities 
at once, often facing various challenges in the same year. Indeed, I had planned 
to present the material thematically, as Chalandon and Papageorgiou have done. 
However, it became clear that the signifi cance of certain events radically shifted 
when they were placed in conjunction, and so it became a priority to present the 
material in chronological order.

At fi rst sight, such an approach may appear dated, more in keeping with 
the work of earlier scholars such as Bury or Runciman. However, the work of 
Stanković and Papageorgiou has demonstrated that there is deeper understand-
ing to be gained when these less used rhetorical texts are incorporated, and then 
supplementing them with regional, non-Byzantine texts can take this even further. 
As old-fashioned as the approach may seem, only with this new picture being 
constructed can deeper historical analyses begin. Regarding these non-Byzantine 
texts, on the one hand, they have the virtue of providing us with a non-Constanti-
nopolitan and non-Emperor focused view on events. For this paper, I particularly 
point to the Priest of Diokleia and Michael the Syrian, whose regional texts allow 
us to focus on developments in areas Choniates, Kinnamos and the court rhetori-
cal texts gloss over, in favour of what the emperor was doing, or what occurred in 
the capital.

On the other hand are the sources usually classifi ed as “rhetorical” texts, 
produced at the time by court rhetors to glorify the emperor and his regime, with 
the three most productive during John’s reign being Michael Italikos, Nikephoros 
Basilakes, and particularly Th eodore Prodromos.8 Th ey produced a mixture of for-
mal orations, ekphrases, hymns, occasional poems, and some letters, all of these 

8  Nikephoros Basilakes, Orationes et epistolae; Michael Italikos, Lettres et discours; 
Th eodore Prodromos, Historische Gedichte.
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being in varying forms of Greek and for audiences ranging from the court to the 
people of the city as part of a public ceremony.9 Th e texts may use conventional 
poetic devices, but scholarship has revealed that these devices had specifi c mean-
ings under John, referring to recent events.10 Th erefore, though these sources have 
a political agenda that infl uences their transmission of events, they are no worse 
a source than the histories of Choniates and Kinnamos, indeed they could well be 
based on battlefi eld reports and thus considerably more reliable.11 Indeed, the fact 
that they are produced at the time provides us with the message the regime wished 
to be known in the capital, allowing us to take the political pulse of John’s regime, 
and assess what that regime was attempting to accomplish.

To outline the remainder of this paper, the foreign policy that emerges from 
this approach is that John’s government adopted a strategy to cumulatively acquire 
client rulers, defi ned as non-Roman elites who acknowledged the authority of the 
emperor and contributed soldiers and resources towards his future campaigns. 
Th is strategy had started well with the defeat of the nomadic invasion of Pechenegs 
and Cumans in 1122, an initial Serb expedition in 1123 followed by a similar cam-
paign against the Turks in Anatolia in 1124, all of which involved recruitment to 
the army and the former two involving population exchanges to reinforce frontiers 
and imperial authority. In 1125, John was given the opportunity to accelerate these 
plans with the arrival of three fugitive princes in Constantinople, but in backing 
them all he overextended himself when he had to simultaneously deal with a Vene-
tian war and the rebellion of Gabras of Trebizond too. Th is precipitated a crisis 
of overextension, in which in order to salvage the situation John was forced into 
a fairly humiliating peace with Venice and to ignore Anatolia in order to focus on 

9  C.f. Kazhdan and Epstein 1985, 129; Hörandner 1991, 415–432; Lauxtermann 2002, 
139–152; Jeff reys 2003; Bernard 2010; Magdalino 2012; Lau 2014, 195–214: C.f. 
Chapter Nine.

10  Hörandner considers Prodromos’ Kaiseridee to be highly traditionalized, using tropes 
usual to rhetors and emperors in antiquity, but Kazhdan and Franklin have noted that 
the amount of factual detail is signifi cantly more than is traditional. Hörandner 1991, 
94–7; Kazhdan, and Franklin 1984, 106. See also Magdalino 1993; Stankovic 2006; 
Papageorgiou 2010; Lau 2014.

11  See in particular a letter from the rhetor Michael Italikos to Stephen Meles, Logothete of 
the Drome, where he notes how a letter from Meles regarding the Emperors campaign 
was read out, and then he composed a poem and read it out himself. Michael Italikos, 
Lettres et discours, Letter 40, 231–233; Lau 2014, 202–203. C.f. for the reign of Manuel: 
Stanković 2006, 437–450.
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the Serbs and Hungarians. Only through examining these events in their chrono-
logical context does this strategy, and an explanation for John’s peace with Venice 
emerge, and why the empire focused on the Balkans at the expense of Anatolia. 
It has been unappreciated that the empire was dealing with every front concur-
rently, and indeed it was only with victory on successive fronts as John acquired 
more clients that he could attempt more ambitious campaigns in future: for ex-
ample, during the Cilician and Syrian campaign of 1137, the most ambitious of his 
reign, Turkish, Pecheneg and Serb troops are mentioned in his forces.12 Th ough 
ultimately John managed to get this strategy back on track as that example shows, 
whether through imperial hubris after victory at the battle of Berrhoia, or merely 
through not anticipating the actions of other political actors, the whole plan al-
most came apart in 1126.

Th us, turning to the sources, up until the Autumn of 1124, everything John 
had touched had turned to gold since he came to power. Laodikeia and Sozopolis 
had been recaptured and nomadic Turks recruited, a Serb expedition had been 
successful and a nomadic invasion defeated, along with his sister Anna’s Philopa-
tion plot.13 However, in October 1124 the Venetian fl eet returned from the siege 
of Tyre and landed on Rhodes to take on provisions, leading to hostilities between 
the inhabitants and the fl eet.14 Previous examinations of this Venetian war of-
ten characterize it as a continuous confl ict from John’s refusal to renew Venice’s 
trade privileges in 1118, with this event leading directly to a war that fi nished in 
a humiliating peace in 1126.15 However, such a portrayal does not account for the 
fact that the Venetians continued to trade without privileges for four years until 
at least 1122 when the Venetian crusader fl eet had a similar incident to that on 

12  Serbs: Niketas Choniates, Historia, 16. With Manuel supposedly increasing the 
customary levy of Serb troops from 300 to 500 after a Serb rebellion during his reign: 
John Kinnamos, Epitome, 113, 199, 90, 151. Diokleians in specifi c are also mentioned 
as part of the retinue of John’s co-emperor, his eldest son Alexios who was a general 
during the Cilician campaign, according to the coronation oration of Th eodore 
Prodromos, Historische Gedichte, Poem I, line 90. Pechenegs: John Kinnamos, 
Epitome, 8; Pecheneg troops are specifi cally are used to capture the town of Nistrion 
near Shayzar in 1138, Niketas Choniates, Historia, 29. Turks: John Kinnamos, Epitome, 
9. With Turks and Serbs being used in diff erent divisions in Cilicia: Niketas Choniates, 
Historia, 16, 29–30.

13 John Kinnamos, Epitome, 5–9; Niketas Choniates, Historia, 10–17.
14 Dandolo, Chronicon Venetum, 234. and Historia Ducum Veneticorum, 74.
15 Th is section summarises events analysed in full in: Lau, [Forthcoming], 2016.
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Rhodes taking on provisions at Corfu when sailing to the Levant.16 Th ere seems to 
have been no response to this incident, and no hostilities until 1124, so the idea 
of this being some form of eight-year war is misleading at best. Whether through 
opportunism or intention, however, the Venetian fl eet had to overwinter in Byz-
antine territory in 1124, and after the incident at Rhodes they had begun a series 
of raids against the Byzantine islands of Samos and Methone before overwinter-
ing on Chios. As this map shows, these targets suggest either the fl eet changed its 
mind about returning to Venice, or that Fulcher of Chartres as our primary source 
for this war had incomplete information. In the New Year, the Venetian fl eet then 
raided Lesbos and Andros before fi nally leaving with the relics of St. Isidore, still 
in San Marco, on March 29th to arrive back in Venice in June.17 

Portraying themselves as audacious heroes, the Venetian sources make much 
of these exploits while Fulcher bemoans the suff ering of Christians, and Choniates 
and Kinnamos gloss quickly over the incident, only referring to it much later in a 
diff erent context altogether. John’s response to all this is, therefore, all but invis-
ible in these sources, causing scholars to surmise that John likely had no fl eet due 
to the fi nance minister John Poutzes centralizing naval taxes, though that act did 
not, in fact, occur until the 1130s.18 However, in the court rhetoric of Th eodore 
Prodromos and Nikephoros Basilakes there are some hints that John did respond: 
in the former case, during a stanza listing the past victories of the emperor during 
the 1133 Kastamon triumph, he includes a victory at Lemnos, and in particu-

16  Evidence of Venetians trading in Constantinople between 1118 and 1122 are found in: 
Documenti del commercio veneziano. Nos. 41, 42, 45, 46. Regarding the incident on 
Corfu and the Venetian participation in the siege of Tyre, together with the opening 
of the Byzantine-Venetian war, see: William of Tyre, Chronicon, 12.9–12, 556–562; 
Fulcher of Chartres, Historia Hierosolymitana (1095–1127), 3.3, 621–623; Tafel and 
Th omas, Urkunden 1, no. xxxviii, 78; Dandolo, Chronicon Venetum, 232; Historia Du-
cum Veneticorum, 73; Translatio Isidori, 322–3; Riley-Smith, 1986, 339–350; Queller 
and Katele 1986, 29 and Devaney 2010, 135.

17  Dandolo, Chronicon Venetum, 234–235; Historia Ducum Veneticorum, 74; Translatio 
Isidori, 323–324; Annales venetici breves 71; John Kinnamos, Epitome, 281 and Pietro 
Giustiniani, Venetiarum historia, 106–107.

18  Devaney 2010, 139. Th e date of the centralisation of naval taxation is recorded in Syn-
opsis Chronikē, 220–222; Herrin, 2013, 86, n. 144. Sathas and Herrin give 1135 as the 
most likely date, together with this, Poutzes isn’t attested as Megas Logariastes until 
Manuel’s reign, and his continued high offi  ce in 1157 suggests that the 1130s were the 
earliest he could have been in a position to shape such a policy, particularly if his lowly 
origins and assumedly longer path up the career ladder are to be considered. Πατμιακὴ 
Βιβλιοθήκη, 316.
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lar a line that John had had “as many [victories] by land as by sea and islands”.19 
Th ough rhetorical exaggeration of imperial deeds is to be expected, using such a 
specifi c example, and the fact that every other victory named on the list is already 
known, is noteworthy, particularly as John would have been far too young to face 
off  against the Turkish fl eet of Tzarchas of Smyrna in the late eleventh century. 
As such, failing another completely unknown confl ict, the only hostilities in the 
region would have been against Venice; Lemnos also makes sense as a site for 
an imperial victory, because imperial fl eets could have withdrawn north towards 
Constantinople if they were overpowered or to gather in preparation for a coun-
ter strike. Equally, a hostile fl eet moving north from Chios to Lesbos and Samos 
would have made Lemnos the next likely target for the Venetians, and so even if 
this wasn’t any great victory, the imperial fl eet operating here would have been the 
likely place to convince the Venetians they should quit while they were ahead.

Fig. 1: Venetian Raids

19  “Ὧ νἰκη Λαοδικεινή, νίκη Σωζοπολῖτις,
ἑτέρα νίκη Σκυθικὴκαὶ Δαλματῖτις ἄλλη,
ἑτέρα δ᾽Ἀμωριανή, Λημναϊκὴ δ᾽ἑτέρα,
ἀπλῶς ὁπόσας κατὰ γῆν καὶ θάλασσαν καὶ νήσους,”
Th eodore Prodromos, Historische Gedichte, Poem IV, lines 270–3.
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Th ough this is from but one reference to an unspecifi ed victory at sea, there 
is specifi c mention of John’s Megas Domestikos John Axouch commanding tri-
remes and other ships in a fragmentary encomium by Basilakes, and throughout 
the works of Prodromos, there are several mentions of John’s dominion over the 
sea as well as the land. Although these could be considered rhetorical fl ourishes, 
they would perhaps be less likely had John not succeeded by sea at all.20 Together 
with this possible military response, the later Venetian historian Dandolo tells us 
that John burned the Venetian quarter in Constantinople in retaliation for these 
atrocities, which though only mentioned in this source, and perhaps exaggerated, 
does suggest that the emperor exacted reprisals against the Venetians, though their 
very presence again tells us that this confl ict was seemingly not pre-planned by 
either the emperor or the doge, or else these Venetians would have already sought 
to leave the city.21 

Whether the emperor had had a victory at Lemnos in 1125 or not, or as-
sumed the confl ict was considered over now that the Venetians had returned home 
as Devaney has suggested, the responses of John’s regime imply that it still believed 
it was in control of the situation in 1125. 

It was in the wake of these events that the three fugitive princes arrived 
in Constantinople, causing John’s reach to exceed his grasp. Th ese portentous 
foreigners were Mas’ud of Ikonion, Álmos of Hungary, and Gradinja of Diokleia, 
whose situations I will outline before addressing John’s response. 

Th e fi rst was perhaps the most surprising: Alexios and John’s old enemy 
Mas’ud of Ikonion, who had prevented the treaty of Philomelion from being im-
plemented, and the lands of Ikonion from coming under the imperial aegis. Ac-
cording to Michael the Syrian, just as Mas’ud had killed his brother Malik Shah to 
seize the throne, so too had their brother Arab, fourth son of Kilij-Arslan, rebelled 
against him, causing him to take refuge with his former enemy and ask for aid.22

Th e second was Álmos, great uncle to John’s Empress Eirene-Piroska, and 
uncle to the current Hungarian King Stephen II.23 Álmos’ brother, the late King 

20  Nikephoros Basilakes, Orationes et Epistolae, 117; Th eodore Prodromos, Historische 
Gedichte, Poem V, line 19; XI line 120; XV, lines 67–70; XVI, line 213; XVII, lines 130 
and 348; XXV lines 42, 64; All referencing victories at sea, in sea battles, or dominion 
over the sea and islands.

21 Dandolo, Chronicon Venetum, 236.
22 Michael the Syrian, Chronicle, 16.2, 608; French Translation: Chabot trans. 1963, 223.
23 John Kinnamos, Epitome, 9; Niketas Choniates, Historia, 17.



LIMES+  Vol. XIII (2016), No. 2: pp. 87–107

97

Coloman, had crowned Stephen at the age of four in 1105 to secure his succes-
sion, and since then Álmos had threatened his brother and nephew’s throne. He 
had gained support from the German emperor and other neighbouring princes to 
unsuccessfully stake his claim multiple times, such that as Coloman approached 
his death in 1116 he ordered Álmos and his seven-year-old son Béla blinded, and 
the latter castrated though this was not carried out.24 Álmos understandably stayed 
quiet after this, likely in his monastery at Dömös, until his fl ight to Constantinople 
in 1125.25

During Álmos’ quiet years, Stephen had suff ered one setback after another in 
all of his endeavours. A full account would be another paper, but in less than ten 
years Stephen had lost Dalmatia to the Venetians, been defeated by the Bohemians 
at the battle of the river Olšava, attempted to raid Austria but was devastated by 
a counter raid from Leopold III in alliance with Bořivoj II of Bohemia who began 
raiding continuously from this point on, and failed invading Kiev while support-
ing a claimant who then died. He then attempted to recapture Dalmatia while the 
Venetian fl eet was away, but was soundly beaten when they returned in 1125. In 
fact, the Hungarian chronicle uses several speeches by nobles openly talking about 
replacing him with even a blind king, particularly as Stephen had no heir, and it is 
diffi  cult to imagine a less successful king. Whether blind Álmos’ still desired the 
kingship by 1125 and therefore made an active choice to go to Constantinople for 
support, or whether he went for sanctuary to prevent Stephen fi nishing the job 
his father had started, is impossible to tell from the sources, but either way, he 

24  Chronicon Pictum, 429–30; Makk and Kristó eds. 1996, 151; Kosztolnyik 2006, 101–3; 
Tuzson 2002, 79–81; Makk 1989, 16–7.

25  Kosztolnyik 2006, 104 for quotation. Th e exact date of Álmos’ fl ight has also been much 
debated by scholars, with Moravcsik and Chalandon believing that he fl ed immediately 
after being blinded around 1116. Makk establishes uncontroversial terminus post and 
ante quem-s however, as he notes that the Hungarian chronicle tells us that Álmos 
fl ed “from King Stephen”, that both Kinnamos and Choniates place Álmos’ fl ight in the 
reign of John II, and that he died in Constantinople in 1127. He narrows this range of 
1118–1127 down however by noting that Álmos’ sister Adalheid who was married to 
the Bohemian prince Vladislav I was welcomed at court in 1123, something unlikely 
if Álmos was persona non grata, and that Choniates tells us that the war started 
directly because of Álmos’ fl ight, and that therefore it would not have been many 
years in advance of the war starting, meaning Álmos arrived in Constantinople around 
1125. Fine also sides with this interpretation, even if he sees the entire Hungarian 
wars as happening earlier, discussed in Chapter Five; Niketas Choniates, Historia, 17; 
Chronicon Pictum, 459; Chalandon 1912 57; Moravcsik 1970, 77–8; Fine1991, 234–6; 
Makk 1989, 22–3.
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had to fl ee.26 His presence in Constantinople was then a sword of Damocles above 
the beleaguered Stephen, although as with Mas’ud the situation provided as much 
danger as an opportunity for John.

Finally, there was Gradinja, brother to King Grubeša of Diokleia who was 
the primary imperial client in the Serbian lands, who had come because Uroš I 
of Raška had invaded Diokleia in support of Juraj’s claim as the son of King Con-
stantine Bodin.

Th e Chronicle of the Priest of Diokleia tells us that since John had cam-
paigned against Vukan, father of Uroš, in order to neutralise Juraj and Raška in 
1118 and been forced to leave because Alexios was on his deathbed, Grubeša had 
reigned in peace for seven years, which if true would put the year of the events 
the Priest next describes at 1125.27 He tells us of a successful attack by Juraj and 
Uroš on Diokleia, leading to Grubeša being killed and Juraj taking the throne.28 
In order to prevent yet another imperial intervention as in 1118, Juraj had invited 
Grubeša’s three brothers to court under oath and gave them lands, but his ploy, 
well meaning or not, was unsuccessful as two of the three brothers escaped to the 
doux of Dyrrachium while the third was imprisoned. Th ere then followed a dance 
that was becoming well rehearsed for the family by this point, as the fugitive Di-
okleian princes once again requested imperial aid against Juraj from the doux of 
Dyrrachium, this being at least the third time in the last twenty years.29 Th e Priest 
then relates that doux Pyrrhogeorgios gathered an army, and marched with the 
brothers into Diokleian lands – and it is here we have our answer as to why this 
does not appear in our Greek sources, as John himself was not the commander.

Due to the nature of Kinnamos and Choniates’ works, they rarely mention 
events unconnected to the actions of John himself, as these do not fi t the goals 
of their narratives. Equally, it was hardly in John’s interest for it to be reported 

26  Makk believes he was biding his time throughout, Tuzson that because Álmos was 
half-Greek, “spoke Greek and had relatives there,” naturally he would go there, and 
Kosztolnyik portrays Álmos as a “refugee.” Makk 1989 , 22–4; Tuzson 2002, 140; 
Kosztolnyik 2006, 105.

27 Priest of Diokleia, Chronicle, 174.
28 Priest of Diokleia, Chronicle, 174.; Fine 1991 , 233.
29  Fine notes the bias of the Priest once more here, as the account mentions Juraj as a 

tyrant who planned to treacherously imprison the brother despite his oath, favouring 
as he does the descendants of Branislav over the descendants of Bodin: Fine 1991, 233; 
Priest of Diokleia, Chronicle, XLV, 176.
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that he had lost control of the situation in the Serbian polities, and so it is not so 
unrealistic that both Mas’ud and Gradinja’s arrival go unreported by Kinnamos 
and Choniates, who assign no event at all to the year 1125, highly suspect for an 
emperor who was constantly campaigning. Th e Priest, on the other hand, men-
tions how both Gradinja and Pyrrhogeorgios came to Constantinople, the latter 
following the occupation of much Diokleian territory and Juraj blinding both the 
third brother of Grubeša who did not fl ee, along with Michael the son of the old 
Diokleian King Vladimir, who had allegedly been working with the empire and 
who quite naturally blamed Juraj’s mother for poisoning his father earlier.30 It is 
not stated as such, but is likely that Pyrrhogeorgios and Gradinja, as one of the 
two surviving fugitive brothers of the late King Grubeša, travelled to the capital to 
update the emperor on the situation in 1125, and to seek John’s blessing and sup-
port for Gradinja’s bid for the crown of Diokleia.

Th us John was left with the choice of where to place imperial resources: to 
focus on defeating the Venetians at sea, or on off ering aid to Mas’ud of Ikonion, 
Álmos of Hungary or Gradinja of Diokleia.

Unfortunately, we have no way of knowing whether the three princes arrived 
together, and thus whether John even had the option to deal with each one in 
turn. However, the result was that John prioritized supporting these princes above 
further off ensive operations against Venice, and we have no further information 
regarding any actions, military or diplomatic, related to them in that year. Th is 
decision was possibly made because John believed the confl ict had been resolved 
now that the Venetian fl eet had returned west (Devaney 2010, 141). Th is would be 
particularly likely if the emperor had won some naval victories against them, and 
furthermore, it is reasonable to conclude that John chose to support these princes 
as they were more likely to become loyal client rulers than the Venetians, or indeed 
because they would be more useful clients to have in future confl icts.

Th is brief study shall only briefl y sketch John’s actions in supporting these 
three princes: for Mas’ud the price for aid was almost certainly the imposition of 
the treaty of Philomelion whereby the sultanate of Ikonion would become John’s 
client. Michael the Syrian tells us John provided funding and that Mas’ud did in-
deed defeat his brother Arab, and that at the fi rst siege of Gangra a decade later 

30 Priest of Diokleia, Chronicle, XLV, 176.
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Mas’ud’s troops supported John’s before betraying him. Th us for a brief period, 
Mas’ud of Ikonion was an imperial client.

For Álmos, a more considered approach was taken, as he was welcomed and 
given lands in Macedonia, but no military support. It appears John had no wish to 
immediately wage war on Hungary in support of Álmos’ claim but was maintain-
ing a hub of Hungarian opposition for his future advantage, as he would in 1129 
for Boris Kalamanos. 

Th ere was no such ambivalence regarding Gradinja of Diokleia: Pyrrhogeor-
gios was retained at court, and the Priest of Diokleia mentions a certain “Kirialex-
ius de Condi Stephano” being sent out as the new doux of Dyrrachium to support 
Gradinja’s claim to Diokleia. Th is person can almost certainly be identifi ed as Kyri-
os Alexios Kontostephanos, the brother of Stephanos Kontostephanos who mar-
ried John’s daughter Anna in 1125, possibly as a move to bind the Kontestephanoi 
even closer to the imperial family before entrusting an army to them, a tactic that 
worked as the family became major players in Manuel’s administration as well.31 
Th e Priest then tells us that the people of Diokleia hated Juraj, thus Stephanos had 
no problem installing Gradinja as a king, though Juraj fl ed into the mountains and 
forests of the Serbian principalities to wage a guerrilla war against imperial and 
Diokleian forces that would continue to be a thorn in John’s side until 1129. Fine 
called this: “the most destructive part of this long civil war”.32

Th erefore, imperial resources were being successfully employed in the acqui-
sition of clients, but as 1126 began the Venetians would upset all of these plans.

31  Stephanos was to be commemorated with Anna in the Pantokrator Typikon of 1136, 
putting him in the inner circle of the Komnenian clan (reinforced by Kinnamos, 
Choniates and the poems of Prodromos during Manuel’s reign, and indeed the 
number of family members that appear during the reigns of following emperors; 
most importantly Isaac Kontostephanos was a protonobelissimos during the Synod of 
Blachernae in 1094–5, and then in 1107 was promoted to megas doux), and thus it is 
unsurprising that his brother was given the important post of doux of Dyrrachium and 
was the commander that won Gradinja his throne. Alexios could be identifi ed with the 
collaborator of empress Eirene on the Pantokrator Monastery as posited by Loukaki, 
and discussed further in Chapter 9. Loukaki 2013, 191–201; Le Typikon du Christ 
Sauveur Pantocrator, 45; Magdalino 1993, 501; Stephenson 2004, 184; Choniates, 
History, 77–8; Kinnamos, Epitome, 96–7; Prodromos, Historische Gedichte, Poem LIV; 
C.f. translations: Niketas Choniates Magoulias trans. 1984, 433–4; and John Kinnamos: 
Brand trans. 1976, 268; Corpus of Byzantine seals from Bulgaria, seal 361, 235–6; Anna 
Komnene, Alexias, 13.7, 403–4.

32  Regarding the guerilla campaign: “Rex autem cum suis per montana et per silvas huc 
illuc fugiens latitabat,” Priest of Diokleia, Poem XLV, 176–8; Fine 1994, 233.
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We do not know how much the doge knew concerning how stretched John’s 
resources were, but according to Dandolo’s History he was outraged enough at the 
burning of the Venetian quarter in Constantinople that he demanded all Venetians 
shave their beards lest they be mistaken for Greeks, and then launched raids on 
imperial possessions in the Ionian sea, plundering Cephalonia and seizing the rel-
ics of St Donatos from Corfu.33 Whether these targets were chosen for their prox-
imity to Venice and its Adriatic territories, or whether John had begun amalgam-
ating localised fl eets into a navy capable of taking on the Venetians in the Aegean 
is unknown, though from the fragmentary encomium to Axouch, we know that a 
fl eet was constructed in response to other threats on another occasion, and the 
date of the centralisation of naval revenue would suggest a coordinated response 
was underway, even as he continued to support the three princes.34

Nevertheless, however well such a policy was working, or whatever plans he 
may have had to take the fi ght to the Venetians, in 1126 John received a huge shock 
to his regime in the form of an open rebellion by Doux Constantine Gabras of 
Chaldia, a family that had been traitorous before but in the face of John’s guerrilla 
war against Juraj, Venetian raids and Anatolian and Hungarian intrigues decided 
to openly rebel. At the same time, Stephen of Hungary could not allow such a hub 
of opposition under John’s protection, and having attempted a campaign against 
all of his other neighbours and failed he too decided to take advantage of the em-
peror’s troubles and attack imperial territory, successfully sacking the fortress of 
Braničevo, Belgrade and Serdica (modern Sofi a) in 1127.35

33 Dandolo, Chronicon Veneticum, 236.
34 Nikephoros Basilakes, Orationes et Epistolae, 116–9.
35  Th ese attacks are confi rmed in the archaeological record to this period by Popović 

1991, 171–5; John Kinnamos, Epitome, 10; Niketas Choniates, Historia, 17; Th e Hun-
garian Chronicle merely mentions Stephen “destroying the walls of Greek fortresses” 
in Bulgaria: Chronicon Pictum, 440; tr. Stephenson 2004, 209.
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Th us, the choice in 1125 to support all three clients backfi red as in 1126 
the empire found itself overcommitted on multiple fronts, which implies that far 
from the Venetian war being needless or hopeless as it is often characterised, the 
empire’s peace with them was the lesser of many evils as they became imperial 
allies once more. A humiliating peace was better than losing the Balkans to the 
Serbs and Hungarians. In Gabras’ case, his rebellion was to last another few years 
before John could deal with it, whilst Mas’ud’s later betrayal could have been pre-
dicted because John did not have the resources to enforce his clientage. Th ese 
developments and John’s strategy as a whole are only revealed through examining 
the events chronologically and taking a holistic approach to all possible sources 
from the period. Th ough modern historical studies are often dismissive of such an 
approach, requiring that history only be interpreted through the lens of a more 
complex ideological intellectual framework, in understudied but still crucial fi elds 
such as John’s reign the worth of this approach is still apparent. Answering the 
question of how the Byzantine Empire sought to operate in the changed world of 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries, as it’s hegemony came under increasing threat 
from rising powers, has so far been approached only through Alexios and Manuel’s 
reigns, and this paper has demonstrated the contribution that adding John’s reign 
to this analysis can make.

Fig. 2: Major Political Actors and Locations in 1126
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Rezime:
Ponovo ispisati 1120-te: hronologija i kriza pod Jovanom II 
Komninom

Vladavinu cara Jovana II Komnina (1118–1143) istraživači su obično za-
nemarivali zbog očitog nedostatka izvornog materijala, naročito u poređenju 
sa vladavinama njegovog oca i sina, Aleksija I i Manojla I. Iz ovih razloga, do-
gađaji iz tog perioda su najčešće posmatrani iz perspektive širih bilateralnih 
studija koje se bave odnosima Vizantije sa narodima poput Srba, Ugara, Tu-
raka i Venecijanaca posebno, ili samo u odnosu na neku pojedinačnu oblast, 
ili ličnost; isto se može primeniti i na odnose sa krstaškim i muslimanskim 
državama kasnije tokom njegove vladavine. Sve ove činjenice stoje uprkos či-
njenici da se Jovanova vladavina, smeštena između Prvog i Drugog krstaškog 
rata, odigrala u izuzetno važnom periodu evroazijske istorije, kada su zapadna 
Evropa i Bliski istok ušli u novu fazu kontakta zahvaljujući krstaškim ratovima. 
Vizantija je još uvek, u izvesnom smislu, bila najmoćnija hrišćanska država, i 
ispitivanje načina na koje je ranije neprikosnovena hegemonska sila izlazila na 
kraj sa rastućom moći Normana, Turaka, italijanskih primorskih republika i 
drugih zaslužuje studiju, ukoliko želimo da uopšte razumemo ove razvoje. U 
tom smislu ovaj članak ima za cilj da izloži promene u našoj analizi koje re-
zultiraju iz uključivanja netradicionalnog izvornog materijala, ističući kako bi 
čitava Jovanova vladavina trebalo da bude preispitana kroz perspektivu ovakve 
metodologije. Koristeći godine od 1123. do 1126. kao studiju slučaja, predno-
sti koje ovakva metodologija može doneti će se takođe pokazati kroz analizu 
vizantijske spoljne politike u ovom periodu, pošto je 1126. godina donela krizu 
Jovanovog režima koja ranije nije primećena u nauci.

Ključne reči: Jovan II Komnin, 1120te, Stefan II Arpad, Masud, Konja, 
Komninska restauracija, Duklja, Raška, Teodor Prodrom
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Th e starting point of this paper is the account of a council against 
heretics which was held by the Serbian grand zhupan Stefan Nemanja 
in his dominions in the late 12th century Serbia. Later, in the fi rst half 
of the 13th century, Nemanja’s son and hagiographer, the fi rst crowned 
king Stefan Nemanjić utilized a specifi c technical term “thrice-accursed” 
(τρισκατάρατος – трьклет) in his account of the council that was 
convened. Our aim is to present the levels of cultural and literary 
traditions which were transmitted from various Byzantine literary 
genres, which stem from the attic oratory as far as the 4th century B.C. 
(Demosthenes’ Oration against Aristogeiton), through the literary works 
of the rhetor Lucian the Sophist in the second century A.D., and which 
later entered Byzantine tradition through pseudo-Chrysostomian works, 
and the liturgical and historiographical texts of authors such as Romanos 
Melodos, George the Monk, and Constantine Manasses. We aim to present 
both the development in the meaning of the term thrice-accursed in its 
long historical path from Demosthenes to Manasses, its shift from ancient 
pagan to Christian semantics and thus utilization in various genres of 
Byzantine literature, and fi nally its infl uence on the genre of Serbian 
medieval hagiography, especially in the works of Stefan the First-Crowned 
and archbishop Danilo II in his Lives of Serbian kings and archbishops.
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 Starting point of this paper and of the 
research about some characteristic features of the 13th-century Serbian literature 
is the account about the “Council against the heretics” as the “fi rst-crowned” king 
Stefan Nemanjić portrayed it. Namely, in the Life of Stefan Nemanja by his son 
Stefan the First-Crowned this episode of Nemanja’s struggle for the Orthodox 
faith in the lands over which he ruled was designated as a specifi c image of the 
founder of the Nemanjić dynasty in which he is presented as a “New Constantine” 
(Marjanović-Dušanić 1997, 290–293). Th us, the Life by the fi rst-crowned king Ste-
fan should be read as a highly engaged narrative in the domain of political ideology 
and of specifi c literary features which had to promulgate the author’s pretensions 
to promote himself as a legitimate ruler and off spring of his holy father. Th ere-
fore, our aim in this paper is to try to identify modes and manners of narration 
utilized by the writer and to attempt to fi nd out to what extent the ruling elite of 
the Serbian society of the early 13th century was connected with various literary 
traditions of the Byzantine world. We suggest that these connections were strong, 
they are rooted in the narrative about the “Council against the heretics” in the 
Life of Stefan Nemanja and that through such application of precise terminology, 
the author managed to embed into his work a long and profound heritage and 
tradition through utilization of specifi c terms. Such a method of the author was 
in fact a complex technique of display of Serbian awareness of the Byzantine or-
thodox heritage exactly translated from specifi c and various works of Byzantine 
literature from diff erent epochs into the milieu of the narrative which Stefan the 
First-Crowned created in order to off er a specifi c message of his own legitimacy 
to rule over Serbia (Stanković 2016, 92–94). Furthermore, this was a specifi c mes-
sage that the Serbian state under the Nemanjić dynasty is in every aspect of its 
life: spiritually, culturally, and politically on the path of an old and correct tradi-
tion, which was shaped through the history of the Byzantine Empire until the fi rst 
decades of the 13th century. Stefan Nemanja himself was a part of this Byzantine 
political circle, which he demonstrated among other things through his monastic 
foundations, closely following the established Constantinopolitan / Komnenian 
ideological models (Orlov and Repajić 2013; Stanković 2013a, 85–89).
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In a relatively short account of a new heresy in the state of Stefan Nemanja the 
term τρισκατάρατος – “trice-accursed” in its verbatim translation into old Slavonic 
from Greek as трьклетаꙗ ѥресь appears three times. Stefan the First-Crowned 
informs us that one of Nemanja’s orthodox soldiers approached and informed him 
“that an unpleasant belief to you and a thrice-accursed heresy already enroots in 
your state”. In his response, Stefan Nemanja convokes a synod presided by the bish-
op Ephtimios of Ras, but in the account, it is the grand zhupan Stefan Nemanja who 
assumes a leading role. Th e entire subsequent oration of Stefan Nemanja about 
his adherence to the Orthodox faith and his struggle to preserve it in his state and 
within his people portrays him almost in an ecclesiastical role of a bishop.

“And nowise did I think that he is in my domain, but now I listen that this 
evil and artful has rooted himself in a short time and that he is infl icting blasphemy 
upon the Holy Spirit, splitting the undividable Deity, like the mindless Arius used 
to speak, cutting the consubstantial Trinity, as prophesied by the Holy and God-
bearing fathers: “Lord, who has torn your tunic?” saying: “Arius the mindless, who 
cut the Trinity”. Th us, these mindless follow his teaching, not knowing, wretched, 
that they shall, since they believed as such, descend with that thrice-accursed to 
the bottom of Hades.”1

Concluding his concise account about Nemanja’s “Council” and his zealous 
reaction against the heretics, who remained nameless concerning their identity – 
they are rather explicitly connected and compared with the fi rst heresiarch Arius 
“the thrice-accursed” – Stefan the First-Crowned notes that Nemanja threatened 
“that the thrice-accursed name should never be confessed or mentioned”. Th e al-
leged “Arianism” of the anonymous heretics who appeared in Serbia at the end of 
the 12th century points more to the classicizing manner of the author’s approach 
in modeling his narrative and of the image of his father, the Serbian grand zhupan, 
than to the historically truthful account of the real events which probably took 
place in the days of Nemanja’s rule.2 Th is then brings us to the conclusion that the 

1  Stefan Prvovenčani, Žitije, 32, 36. (all translations of Serbian medieval sources into 
English are my own). On the other hand, throughout the Life Stefan the First-Crowned 
referes to his father as “thrice-blessed” (τρίσμακαρ) monk and a saint. Cf. Idem, 68, 70, 
72, 100, 102, 106. Classical philologist Milan Budimir in 1969 provided fi rst remarks on 
the signifi cance of this Greek term and its presence in Serbian translation in the work 
of Stephen the First-Crowned, later reprinted in: Budimir 1969, 200.

2  Earlier Byzantine example of literary and doctrinal use of the “Arian argument” in 
ecclesiastical polemics can be found in the age of Iconoclasm, appearing in theological 
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author’s main preoccupation was actually making a specifi c image of his father, 
and thus it is reasonable to approach this narrative in a more scrupulous manner 
concerning the phrases, terms and literary comparisons which he used in order 
to shape and present a specifi c image of the event, which might or might not be a 
historically truthful account (Todić 2000, 298, 300–301).3 In that sense, the term 
“trice-accursed” which appears three times and in connection with a proto-heresy 
like Arianism deserves particular attention, all the more so since it preserves a vast 
and deep heritage of semantics and meanings within diff erent historical contexts 
and various literary genres from the Late Antiquity to the Byzantine 12th century.

Th e term τρισκατάρατος is utilized by the ancient orator Demosthenes in his 
Oration against Aristogeiton, and it is the “the only instance of that word in Attic 
oratory” (Martin 2009, 189). It is a juridical context in which Demosthenes ap-
plied the term, directing his accusation against a certain Aristogeiton who utterly 
breached every norm of law, both secular and divine, of the gods and of the polis, 
and according to Demosthenes, he is, therefore, “unclean” and “thrice-accursed”.4

Th e 2nd-century rhetorician Lucian of Samosata further demonstrates the 
application of the term in pagan Greek literature. As one of the most prolifi c au-
thors of the age of the Second Sophistic, Lucian utilizes the term τρισκατάρατος 
fi ve times in three works of diff erent literary styles. Together with the work Phi-
lopatris which some editors are inclined to date in the 10th century and the time 
of the Byzantine emperor Nikephoros Phokas, a work where our term is present 
as well and in a peculiar context of designating sophists as “thrice-accursed”,5 the 

writings of the patriarch Nikephoros of Constantinople. See: Nikephoros, Antirrhetici 
I, 285D, 290B.

3  Todić argued that the image of Nemanja’s “Council against the heretics” will later 
in the 13th century fi nd its visual impersonation in Nemanjić foundations such as 
the Sopoćani monastery and in the church of St. Achillius, but with loose historical 
accuracy, or rather, being shaped in accordance with main ecclesiastical issues of the 
period. For a historical reconstruction of the account by Stefan the First-Crowned, and 
detailed argumentation for the historicity of the event, see: Komatina 2016, 165–173. 
However, it remains an open question why Stefan the First-Crowned avoided naming 
the heretics as “Bogumils”?

4  Demosthenes, Against Aristogeiton I, 82. 7–83. 1 (565): “ὁ δὲ ποῖός τις, ὦ ἄνδρες 
Ἀθηναῖοι, καλοῖτ’ ἂν δικαίως ὁ τρισκατάρατος, ὁ κοινὸς ἐχθρός, ὁ πᾶσι δυσμενής, ὅτῳ 
μήτε γῆ φέροι καρπὸν μήτ’ ἀποθανόντα δέξαιτο; οὐχ ὁ τοιοῦτος; ἔγωγε νομίζω”. For the 
authenticity of the oration ascribed to Demosthenes and its content analysed, see: 
Martin 2009,182–202.

5 Lucian, Philopatris, 2, 1–7. “τῶν τρισκαταράτων ἐκείνων σοφιστών”.
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rhetorician from Late Antiquity presents us with yet one more path by which the 
term “thrice-accursed” made its way into Byzantine literature.6 However, it would 
be useful to note several instances in which Lucian applies the term in his various 
works and their diverse contexts. Besides the image of a false prophet Alexander 
of whom we only know through his biography by Lucian7 and whom he labeled 
twice as the one who was τρισκατάρατος,8 Lucian mentions a certain tyrant and a 
king of a peculiar and symbolic name – Megapenthes, and his downward journey 
to Hades where he fi nds out that the fate of cobblers may fare better than that of 
kings. Th rough the depiction of Megapenthes Lucian managed to present a satiri-
cal image of the ephemeral passing of human life and its glories, riches, power and 
fame – which are all the attributes towards which Megapenthes strived and which 
his successors shall inherit instead, prospects which Megapenthes himself man-
aged to obtain by means of various transgressions and sins.9 Both the descent of 

6  In a philological manual composed by Julius Pollux in the second century, a morpho-
logical analysis of the term is given in the small chapter entitled περὶ τοῦ συγχαίρειν 
(Julius Pollux, Onomasticon, 275, 27–276, 15). We read that the word τρισκατάρατος 
derives from such terms, which are opposite to happiness, listing them as follows: 
“ἐπαρᾶσθαι, κατᾶρασθαι καὶ ἐπὶ τούτου δὲ τὸ κατεύχεσθαι, καὶ ἐπεύχεσθαι τάττεται. καὶ 
τὰ ὀνόματα, ἐπάρατος, κατάρατος, τρισκατάρατος.” We encounter a certain philological 
recapitulation of the term, with its morphological evaluation in a century when writers 
such as Lucian have highlighted its signifi cance in their own literary works, utilizing 
the term and attaching to it multifaceted meanings in various contexts. 

7  What is known about the false prophet Alexander is almost entirely based upon Lucian’s 
account. It appears that Alexander was presenting himself as a priest of Asclepius 
developing his own reputation as a prophet, an activity from which a special cult 
appeared. His religious activity is dated between the years 150–170 when he managed 
to spread his cult beyond the borders of Paphlagonia into Bithynia and Pontus, Galatia, 
Cilicia and Th race, and as far as Rome.

8  Lucian, False Prophet, 2, 1–8. “I blush for both of us, I confess, both for you and for 
myself – for you because you want a man thrice-accursed perpetuated in memory and 
in writing (ἀξιοῦντος μνῆμῃ καὶ γραφῇ παραδοθῆναι ἄνδρα τρισκατάρατον), and for 
myself because I am devoting my energy to such an end, to the exploits of a man who 
does not deserve to have polite people read about him […].” (All translations of Lucian 
in this paper are by A. M. Harmon from the Loeb series, other translations from Greek 
if not explicitly noted, are my own)

9  Cf. Lucian, Th e Downward Journey, 4, 1–23 et passim. Idem, 26, 4 et passim: “All that 
the thrice-accursed scoundrel did while he was a private citizen I intend to pass over; 
but when he leagued himself with the boldest men and had got together a bodyguard, 
and so had set himself over the city and had become tyrant, he not only put to death 
more than ten thousand people without a hearing but confi scated their properties in 
each case [...].”



Dragoljub Marjanović Th e Term τρισκατάρατος in Byzantine and Serbian…

114

Megapenthes to Hades and the vanity and transience of power and worldly glory 
are contexts in which the “thrice-accursed” term will later be utilized in both Byz-
antine and Serbian medieval literature and Christianized literature in a broader 
sense. It is a striking parallel with the image of the heretics from the account of 
Stefan the First-Crowned, which “shall descend with that thrice accursed to the 
bottom of Hades”.

Th is public aspect of the tyrant’s deeds, the ungodly (ἀσεβής) manner of 
his rule is obviously highlighted and put forward in the accusations, which is a 
context which will be the most dominant in the manner of utilization of the term 
“thrice-accursed” in further literary examples, not only in Lucian, but also in the 
Christian context of the true faith and heretical deviations of the orthodox faith 
towards which it will later shift its meaning, already in the sixth century. It is 
signifi cant to stress that although the importance of the term in various literary 
contexts in which it appears is in fact only a part of a terminology applied in these 
literary works, among which terms of both negative and positive connotation such 
as ἀσεβής, μιαρός, σωφροσύνη are often used, a connotation which is not far from 
the later Christianized rhetoric of church fathers and hagiographers. We may in 
fact state that an entire group of keywords of the Attic, late antique vocabulary is 
being borrowed and transformed into a new Christian vocabulary, serving the pur-
poses of the new intellectual elites of the Christianized Empire, and its subordinate 
neighboring countries, such as Serbia in the 13th century.

Th e idea of res publica in which our term appears from Demosthenes and 
the accusations against Aristogeiton and the depiction of a corrupt tyrant Megap-
enthes is further utilized in a specifi c milieu which Lucian additionally develops 
in the dialogue entitled Th e Dead Come to Life, or the Fisherman, which is again 
a work, regarding its content, diff erent from the biography of Alexander the false 
prophet and yet more similar to the dialogue Th e Downward Journey. It is a dia-
logue in which Lucian establishes an image of his relationship with ancient philos-
ophers such as Diogenes, Plato, Pythagoras – his own alias in this dialogue being 
“thrice-accursed frankness”, through the words of Demosthenes, (ὁ τρισκατάρατος 
οὑτοσι παρρησιαδής),10 and his ridicule of their unworthy successors – philoso-
phers of his own time, which is clearly indicated by the words of caution of the 

10  “What sort of men we were in life, Philosophy, you know right well, and I need not 
discuss that point at all; for who is not aware how much beauty was brought into life by 
Pythagoras here, Plato, Aristotle, Chrysippus and the others, to say nothing of myself? 
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impersonation of Philosophy directed towards the ancient philosophers: “Careful! 
Perhaps his abuse was not directed against Philosophy, but against impostors who 
do much that is vile in our name”.11

As can be seen in this short summary, the use of the term “thrice-accursed” 
in Lucian’s literary heritage can be defi ned as diverse both in the context of various 
literary genres of his works, and in relation with this, the narrative perspective of 
the word is applied in several diff erent meanings. Among these, the last example is 
the reference to the author himself as “thrice-accursed” which is specifi cally linked 
to the satirical purpose of his work, and in a wider outlook, this particular instance 
of author’s self-defi ning as “thrice-accursed” is a case entirely unique in the history 
of usage of the term in the later literature.

In the age of the Byzantine emperor Justinian I and with Christian polemics 
against pagan education, the term becomes a technical one, devised to slander 
and disregard Hellenic tradition from which it originally appeared (Lee 2000, 255; 
Macrides 2009, 131 et passim). In such a context church poet Romanos Melodos 
applies the term in his kontakion on the Pentecost, where the main motif is the 
establishment of a new era in the development of God’s oikonomia of salvation of 
the humankind by the descent of the Holy Spirit on the Apostles.

“Surely then wasn’t it granted to them to prevail over all of the languages 
which they themselves speak? And why do those who speak foolishly from with-
out, love to engage in contentiousness? Why do the Hellenes distend and buzz? 
Why do they exalt themselves in respect of the thrice-accursed Aratos? Why do 
they go astray with Plato? Why do they love Demosthenes who is weak? Why don’t 
they perceive Homer’s work as a faint dream? Why do they babble about Pythago-
ras, who was righteously put to silence? Why do they not run towards the faithful 
to whom all Holy Spirit has revealed itself?”12

I shall proceed to speak of the insults, which, in spite of our merit, this thrice accursed 
Frankness has dealt us.” Lucian, Th e Dead, 25, 1 –8 et passim.)

11 Cf. Lucian, Th e Dead, 15, 19–21.
12  Romanos Melodos, Cantica Genuina, 49. 17, 1–10: Οὐκοῦν ἐδόθη αὐτοῖς πάντων 

περιγενέσθαι δι’ ὧν λαλοῦσι γλωσσῶν; Καὶ τί φιλονεικοῦσιν οἱ ἔξω ληροῦντες; Τί 
φυσῶσι καὶ βομβεύουσιν οἱ Ἕλληνες; Τί φαντάζονται πρὸς Ἄρατον τὸν τρισκατάρα-
τον; Τί πλανῶνται πρὸς Πλάτωνα; Τί Δημοσθένην στέργουσι τὸν ἀσθενῆ; Τί μὴ νοοῦσιν 
Ὅμηρον ὄνειρον ἀργόν; Τί Πυθαγόραν θρυλλοῦσι τὸν δικαίως φιμωθέντα; Τί δὲ μὴ προ-
στρέχουσι πιστεύοντες οἷς ἐνεφανίσθη τὸ πανάγιον πνεῦμα;
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An explicit severance with the old classical heritage is a strong motif ex-
pressed in this kontakion. Romanos included three famous learned men of An-
tiquity, Homer, poet Aratos of Soli and the orator Demosthenes into his list of 
proscribed ancient philosophers and learned men. So we might think that he could 
have transmitted the term τρισκατάρατος from the oration Against Aristogeiton 
while designating Aratos as “thrice-accursed” most probably because of the pos-
sibility for an adequate word play with the name and the term (“πρὸς Ἄρατον τὸν 
τρισκατάρατον”), but even more important, since Apostle Paul cited (in order to 
slander?) Aratos in his Address to the Athenians in the Areopagus – the cradle of 
Hellenic learning – both Paul and Aratos were natives of Cilicia.13 Later, due to 
Apostle Paul’s quotation of Aratos, Eusebios and Clement of Alexandria also uti-
lized the same quotation for their own theological argumentation, certainly due 
to Paul’s apostolic authority. However, in the age when the Platonic Academia 
in Athens was closed, it was Romanos Melodos who broke with such a tradition 
of utilizing classical knowledge in Christian discourse labeling Aratos as “thrice-
accursed” and thus ousting him from possible future citing among Christian au-
thors. Such polemic with the classical Hellenic tradition presents a well-known 
Christian approach and relationship with the heritage of classical antiquity that 
entered church poetry as well as other genres of Christian literature. Disapproval 
of Demosthenes, in this specifi c example, presents a particularly interesting case 
from the viewpoint of our research on the utilization of the term “thrice-accursed”, 
since its historical existence, as evidenced by the sources, begins with the written 
oration attributed to Demosthenes. One notices Romanos’ rhetorical play with 
the phrases he used to transmit a specifi c message in his kontakion and the way 
the term “thrice-accursed” was utilized in that sense, that it was for the fi rst time 
applied in a complex literary form.14 Th us it can be said that Romanos Melodos 
managed to appropriate the term for the benefi ces of Christian polemic with the 
Hellenic thought in order to present a new outlook and ideology in the 6th cen-

13  Cf. Possanza 2012, 83; Lamb 1848, 7 was the fi rst one to notice the possibility of Apos-
tle Paul quoting from Aratos’ Phaenomena in his Address to the Athenians as Apostle 
Luke presented it in Acts 17, 28: “For in him we live and move and have our being. As 
some of your own poets have said, ‘We are his off spring’.” Cf. Aratus, Phaenomena, 
380, 1–5: “Ἐκ Διὸς ἀρχώμεσθα […] πάντη δὲ Διὸς κεχρήμεθα πάντες. τοῦ γὰρ καὶ γένος 
εἰμέν.”

14  “[…] πρὸς Ἄρατον τὸν τρισκατάρατον, πλανῶνται πρὸς Πλάτωνα, Δημοσθένην ... τὸν 
ἀσθενῆ, Ὅμηρον ὄνειρον.”
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tury, thus shaping a new meaning of the expression and directing it towards a 
completely new utilization in the upcoming centuries in the works of Byzantine 
historians, even if his kontakia were surpassed in the 7th century by kanons such 
as the ones composed by Andrew of Crete (Kazhdan 1999, 46–52, 54).

However, in the context of textual transmission and diff usion of the term 
“thrice-accursed” from the Greek-speaking world to the old Slavic literature, one 
other work is of importance for our research. Namely, sermon De pseudoprophet-
is ascribed to John Chrysostom, but in fact a pseudo-Chrysostomian work from 
the 7th century, which emerged in the Bulgarian translation in the 10th and later 
emerges in the Serbian Athonite monastery of Hilandar in the 13th century in the 
so-called Zlatostruy (Chrysorrhoas) collections (Dimitrova 2014, 23–24; Whealey 
1999; Th omson 1982, 10, 45–48).15 Sermon De pseudoprophetis brings the term 
“thrice-accursed” in context designated to indicate heresy versus Orthodox Chris-
tian doctrine and thus it is of importance for a proper understanding of the ac-
count by Stefan the First-Crowned since it obviously fi ts into the specifi c milieu 
of the narrative.16

In the pseudo-Chrysostomian De pseudoprophetis, the term τρισκατάρατος 
acquires its main medieval meaning, in which it will be mostly used in various 
literary genres throughout later Byzantine literature. Th is sermon marks an even 
stronger break with the multifaceted meanings it had had previously, in the Attic 
and late antique literary tradition, even with the context in which it was used in the 
kontakion of Romanos Melodos. From the pseudo-Chrysostomian sermon on false 
prophets, although we should bear in mind the similar but non-Christian context 

15  Two copies of the Zlatostruy collection at the Hilandar monastery are preserved under 
the signatures: Hilandar 386 (last quarter of the 13th cent.), and Hilandar 382 (end of 
the 13th cent.). Cf. Bogdanović 1978, 150–151, 152. See also Miltenov 2013, passim, 
where material of Serbian provenance in the reconstruction of the Zlatostruy has a 
signifi cant place.

16  Additional path through which our term could have entered the Serbian literary 
production of the 13th century may as well be the Life of Constantine the Philosopher 
where the utilization of the term is attested once in regard to his and his brother 
Methodios’ mission among the Moravian Slavs, at which time they were faced with 
a strong opposition and resistance by the Frankish clergy of the Roman church. Th is 
was explained by the envy of the “thrice accursed devil”, who, having entered into his 
vessels, stirred up the revolt against Greek missionaries. Cf. Żywoty, K XV, 69, n. 340. 
Th e Life of Constantine was composed probably by his brother Methodios in the 9th 
century, drawing heavily on Greek sources, see: ODB I, 507 (P.A. Hollingsworth) and 
Komatina 2014, 193; Dvornik 1956, 81–92.
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of the utilization of the term in Lucian’s Alexander the false prophet, the term is 
specifi cally used in regard to heresies, or rather as a tool to designate and mould 
an image of heresiarchs, beginning from Symon the Magician, Mani, Arius, and 
later on iconoclast emperor Leo III and patriarch John the Grammarian. However, 
prophet Muhammad and the Turks in general in late Byzantium were referred as 
“thrice-accursed” as well.

Th e sermon on false prophets by Pseudo-John Chrysostom can be dated as 
the earliest source in which the term “thrice-accursed” appears in order to indi-
cate heresy as contrary to true Christian doctrine. Th e sermon develops an idea of 
heresies and heresiarchs appearing in Church, as predicted by the Apostles. Th e 
author heavily relies on quotations from Holy Scriptures, especially on the epistles 
of Peter, Paul and John the Th eologian, thus shaping a specifi c narrative. In this 
narrative, the author, who most probably wrote in the fi rst half of the 7th century 
(Whealey 1999), at a time heavily burdened by the Monothelete controversy, calls 
the fi rst heretic, Symon the Magician, whom Apostle Peter managed to overthrow 
and defeat his teaching, “thrice-accursed”.

What the author of this sermon particularly insists upon, in general, but 
also in the example of the encounter of Apostle Peter with Symon the Magician 
in Rome, is Peter’s readiness to confront the false prophet and to strive for the 
true faith. Th is is exactly the same motif in the story about the heresy which ap-
peared in the Serbian state of the grand zhupan Stefan Nemanja, as Stefan the 
First-Crowned presented the account, almost fulfi lling the call of the anonymous 
author of the sermon for imitating (μίμησις) of the deeds of Apostle Peter in the 
presentation of his father’s struggle for the true faith, at least on the literary level. 
While on the other hand, in the context of the literary method of Stefan the First-
Crowned, we could possibly assume his imitation of Pseudo John Chrysostom and 
his vocabulary.17

17  Pseudoprophetis, 559. 19–25: “Μιμήσασθε τὸν μακάριον ἀπόστολον Πέτρον, πῶς ἐν τῇ 
Ῥώμῃ τοῦ τρισκαταράτου Σίμωνος βλασφημοῦντος, καὶ λέγοντος ἑαυτὸν εἶναι τὴν δύνα-
μιν τοῦ Θεοῦ, οὔτε κἂν πρὸς ὥραν ἐσιώπησεν, ἢ ἀνεβάλλετο, ἀλλ’ ἐλέγξας, καὶ ψεύστην 
αὐτὸν ἀποδείξας, καὶ λῃστὴν καὶ ἀντίθεον, ῥίψας αὐτὸν τῇ ἀπωλείᾳ παρέδωκεν.” Th e path 
of reception of the term into Serbian literature could be searched for amongst manu-
scripts of Russian origins in Mount Athos as well, both in the old Russian monastery 
of Rusik and in the Hilandar monastery where the oldest Slavic manuscripts are of 
Russian origins and date from the 12th century. Th e term “thrice-accursed” is attested 
in one of the most signifi cant Russian medieval chronicles: Th e Tale of Bygone Years 



LIMES+  Vol. XIII (2016), No. 2: pp. 109–128

119

Th e signifi cance of this sermon on false prophets for our topic is additionally 
valued since two other most prominent bearers of the τρισκατάρατος title in later 
Byzantine historiography, and both Bulgarian and Serbian apologetic literature 
and hagiography are Mani and Arius. Both are placed in context of the sermon, 
where Symon the Magician is designated as the “thrice-accursed” originator of 
every heresy, thus standing at the beginning of a line of heretics which Pseudo John 
Chrysostom lists as appearing in later church history, explicitly naming: Markion, 
Valens, Mani, Julian the Apostate, Arius, Nestorius.18

Both Mani and Arius are signifi cant for the analysis of the passage on the 
“Council against heretics” in 13th century Serbia. Historical background suggests 
that the group was indeed of Manichaean dualist origin. Stefan the First-Crowned 
applied the image of a perpetual heretic – heresiarch Arius (Wiles 1996, 53–54) 
in his narrative in order to construct not so much a true historical image of the 
council itself, but an image of his father – the grand zhupan, as a ruler who was 
similar to Constantine the Great in specifi c key elements, and according to the 
spiritual ideal as promulgated in the sermon De pseudoprophetis.

If we turn our attention to the manner in which Stefan the First-Crowned 
uses the term “thrice-accursed” in his account, we should note again that it was the 
decision of the Council that “the thrice-accursed name should never be confessed 
or mentioned.” We have seen in the cases of Romanos Melodos and Pseudo-John 
Chrysostom that both attach the term to a specifi c name, Melodos to the an-
cient Greek poet and astronomer Aratos, and the author of De pseudoprophetis 
to Symon the Magician. Later Byzantine chronicles, such as the Concise Chronicle 
of George the Monk, who wrote after 870 (Treadgold 2013, 114 et passim), also 
attach the term to certain personalities from the history of antichristian persecu-
tions, such as Emperor Nero, and more signifi cantly, to heretics Arius and Mani. 
Moreover, we believe that in such a context the application of the term in the Life 
of Stefan Nemanja should be searched for. George the Monk writes:

“(During the reign of Aurelian) the abominable and thrice accursed Mani 
appeared, demonically imitating Christ and the Holy Spirit, on which account 
he was bringing with him twelve disciples like Christ, and collecting every evil 

(Povest’ vremennykh let) from the early 12th century, one of its Byzantine sources being 
the Chronicle of George the Monk. See in: Sreznevsky 1912, 1017.

18 Pseudoprophetis, 560, 7–20. On Markion and Mani cf. Runciman 19825, 8–18.
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from all the heresies, he entered the land of the Romans from Persia, due to God’s 
dispensation.”19

George the Monk also left an account of the First ecumenical council con-
vened by Emperor Constantine. In this account, George the Monk gives a brief 
theological recapitulation of Arius’ heretical doctrine, with a convenient short in-
troduction “such were the doctrines of this sacrilegious and thrice-accursed.”20

George the Monk, Suida, Constantine VII, George Kedrenos and Joel the 
Chronographer all share the same quotation on Mani as a “thrice-accursed” false 
prophet, or rather borrow from each other, transmitting this idea in their works 
through the course of four centuries. Joseph Genesios seems to utilize the term in 
a diff erent context and story, while Kedrenos also uses it in diff erent contexts at 
least one more time but again transmitting the content borrowed from George the 
Monk, and once more concerning Arius, again borrowing from George the Monk, 
who also mentions Arius as “thrice-accursed”. John Zonaras utilizes the term again 
in connection with Mani, but it seems not to be dependent of the narration of 
George the Monk (Treadgold 2013, 338, n. 5).21

Th us, the Concise Chronicle of George the Monk stands at the basis of this 
middle Byzantine tradition, which, however, remains in connection with the older 
one as expressed in Pseudo-John Chrysostom and can be credited for later para-
phrases or direct quotations of parts of his history. Since George the Monk utilized 
a vast and diverse material of older histories, hagiographies, and sayings of the holy 
fathers, it is possible to suppose that the term τρισκατάρατος entered his work via 
one or several of these now lost works, if not from Pseudo-John Chrysostom.

Utilization of the term “thrice-accursed” among the Byzantine authors 
does not limit itself to George the Monk and his later copyists. Joseph Genesios 

19  George the Monk, Chronicle, 467, 20–468,5: “[…] ἐφ’ οὗ Μάνης ὁ μιαρὸς καὶ τρι-
σκατάρατος ἀνεφύη Χριστὸν ἑαυτὸν καὶ πνεῦμα ἅγιον ὁ δαιμονιώδης μορφαζόμενος. 
διὸ καὶ μαθητὰς ιβʹ ὡς ἂν ὁ Χριστὸς ἐπαγόμενος καὶ ἐκ πάσης αἱρέσεως εἴ τι κακὸν 
ἐρανισάμενος ἐκ Περσίδος εἰς τὴν Ῥωμαίων γῆν κατὰ θεοῦ συγχώρησιν εἰσέφρησεν.” 
Compare with: Suidae, 147, 1–5 where the anonymous author copies verbatim the 
passage from George the Monk.

20  George the Monk, Chronicle, 504, 21–22: “ἦν δὲ τὰ δόγματα τοῦ ἀσεβοῦς καὶ τριςκα-
ταράτου ταῦτα·” Cf. George Kedrenos, Synopsis historion, 1. 501, 8–9. who follows the 
exact words of George the Monk.

21  Excerpta Historica, 1. 141, 2–1. 141, 5 noting “Ἐκ τῆς χρονικῆς ἱστορίας Γεωργίου 
μοναχοῦ in chapter περὶ ἀρετῆς καὶ κακίας;” George Kedrenos, Synopsis historion, 1. 
455, 10–1. 455, 15; John Zonaras, Epitome, 3.157,25–3.158; Joel, Chronographia, 34, 
1–2.
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and Constantine Manasses used the term to describe iconoclast patriarchs and 
emperors,22 thus expanding the range of infl uence of the term among the Byzan-
tine readership and obviously infl uencing Slavic authors, such as the compilers 
of the Synodicon of Boril, or the writers of the Slavic Life of Constantine – Cyril 
which all utilize the term “thrice-accursed” in their own desired contexts.23

However, beside such strict theological and ecclesiastical context of the ap-
plication of the term in Byzantine literature, and in the Life of Stefan Nemanja by 
Stefan the First-Crowned, there exists a more secular notion of its utilization in 
later Serbian hagiography, in connection to political relations of the Serbian kings 
with neighboring nations in the 14th century. Namely, in the Life of king Stefan 
Milutin written by the archbishop of the Serbian church – Danilo II, the term 
“thrice-accursed” appears several times, but now in a signifi cantly diff erent con-
text, in order to politically and ideologically slander the newly arisen enemies of 
both Byzantium and Serbia – the Turks, and Bulgarians as well. Being a son in law 
of the Byzantine emperor Andronikos II Palaiologos from 1299, Milutin entered 
into close relations with Byzantium (Stanković 2012, 91–132). According to arch-
bishop Danilo II, it was the Byzantine emperor who by God’s intervention received 
a thought, to ask for the Serbian king’s military aid against the Turks who were at 
that time raiding Byzantine lands: “After a short time a meek and a sacred thought 
came to the heart of this holy and ecumenical emperor, lord Andronikos. For it 
was God who inspired his mind with a thought to proclaim such imperial secret 
to this pious and Christ-loving king (Stefan) Uroš, seeing how that small rem-
nant of the aforementioned thrice-accursed heresy, I mean the unclean Persians, 
are committing great malice and meanness towards his state.”24 In this paragraph, 
possible parallels can be made with the account about the “thrice-accursed” Mani 

22  Genesius, On the Reigns, 4. 58, 27–59, 35: “[…]εἰκονιστὴς ἐκ νεότητος ὁ τρισκατάρατος 
καθεστὼς καὶ μονῆς τῶν ἀθλοφόρων Σεργίου καὶ Βάκχου τῆς βασιλεῦσιν ἀφωρισμένης 
προβάθμιος”. Constantine Manasses, Chronicle, 179, 4182–180, 4191 iconoclast Leo III 
as a thrice-accursed emperor (“τρισκατάρατος οὗτος αὐτάναξ Λέων”). 

23  Borilov sinodik, 151, 155 where a “thrice-accursed and god hated heresy of the 
Bogomils”, and “the thrice-accursed Bogomil” are anathematized; Mošin 1970, 278, 
301, 319, 328, 337. Bulgarian emperor Boril summoned a council of the Bulgarian 
church against the Bogomils in 1211. See: Runciman 19825, 95.

24  Arhiepiskop Danilo, Životi kraljeva, 146. Compare with George the Monk’s reference 
to prophet Mohammad as “thrice-unhappy” and “thrice-accursed implacable enemy 
of God and men”. George the Monk, Chronicle. II, 703, 5–704, 14. “ὁ δὲ τρισάθλιος καὶ 
τρισκατάρατος καὶ τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ τῶν ἀνθρώπων ἄσπονδος ἐχθρός.” Cf. also Kedrenos, for 
the same passage: George Kedrenos, Synopsis historion, 742, 22–23.



Dragoljub Marjanović Th e Term τρισκατάρατος in Byzantine and Serbian…

122

who entered the state of the Romans from Persia, given by George the Monk. In 
designating the Turks as Persians, Serbian author applies the term in a familiar 
manner and accordance with the previously established Byzantine tradition that 
was vested into dogmatic polemics against Manichaeans and Muslims as well. In 
yet another account of the archbishop Danilo II a certain Bulgarian ruler envying 
upon the patrimonies of the Serbian king, collected an army against “this Christ-
loving: He collected the thrice-accursed heresy of the Tatar nation and his soldiers, 
and suddenly entered with his army fell upon the state of this pious king, as far as 
the place called Hvosno.”25

Hagiographical mode of narration that Danilo II utilized in his Lives of the 
Serbian kings and archbishops corresponds largely with the modes of Byzantine 
court rhetoric. In particular, the Life of King Stefan Milutin, which assumes a cen-
tral place in the entire volume particularly, has strong notions of author’s close 
compliance with the rhetorical instructions by Menander the Rhetorician regard-
ing the issue of promulgating a basilikos logos (Radošević 1991, 245–246).26 Th us, 
the application of the “thrice-accursed” term in his narrative points not only to a 
continuation of a specifi c literary tradition founded probably by Stefan the First-
Crowned, but also reveals its own high dependence on Byzantine rhetoric in its 
various elements and utilizes the term in Serbian cultural background in a new 
and original manner.

Th e Greek term τρισκατάρατος and its various and wealthy heritage of utili-
zation from the Attic oratory in the time of Demosthenes, through the 2nd century 
sophists who used it in various contexts and literary genres, to the time when it 
was established in the middle Byzantine period as a technical term of Byzantine 
churchmen and historians, presents a tool for designating, or rather, reprimanding 
of heretical doctrines and heresiarchs such as Symon the Magician, Mani and Ar-
ius. Th e exact path of transmission of the term “thrice-accursed” into Serbian me-
dieval literature is not quite clear. But this vast Byzantine heritage which existed 
by the time when Stefan the First-Crowned wrote the Life of his father, was vested 
in both doctrinal and literary tradition, and as such not only made its way into 

25  Arhiepiskop Danilo, Životi kraljeva, 117. George the Monk, Chronicle. II, 703, 5–704, 
14. “ὁ δὲ τρισάθλιος καὶ τρισκατάρατος καὶ τοῦ θεοῦ καὶ τῶν ἀνθρώπων ἄσπονδος 
ἐχθρός.” Cf. also Kedrenos for the same passage: George Kedrenos, Synopsis historion, 
742, 22–23. (Reference to prophet Muhammad)

26  For the making and composition of the Lives of the Serbian Kings and Archbishops see: 
Gordon McDaniel 1991.
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Serbian literature, but was probably understood with its potential of transmitting, 
underlying and stressing of a message intended to be put forward. Such was the 
story about the “Council against the heretics” in Serbia during the reign of grand 
zhupan Stefan Nemanja. Th e “thrice-accursed” term in its Slavic translation made 
its way as a specifi c word which could underline key messages of the author, and 
in this specifi c instance, it was Stefan Nemanja’s resemblance with Constantine 
the Great and with his heroic eff orts in his struggle for the true Orthodox faith, in 
which Arius was a major heretical fi gure, most prominent among all the heretics, 
and designating the heresy, most probably of a dualist Manichaean provenance, 
and applying to it the term “thrice-accursed”, in a literary and narrative level, thus 
placing it in a long line and tradition of both Byzantine orthodox doctrines and 
literary legacies.

Th e enormous infl uence of Byzantine culture and politics on 13th century 
Serbia is a well known and established fact. However, the impact which the re-
newal of Byzantine power on the Balkans in the time of the Komneni dynasty had 
on Serbia, both in political and cultural context, is only now being reevaluated 
in contemporary Serbian historiography with signifi cant results provided with 
completely new interpretations of these multifaceted Byzantine-Serbian connec-
tions and largely based on insight into contemporary Byzantine narrative sources 
(Stanković 2013a, Stanković 2016). Multifaceted connections of the new Serbian 
dynasty with Constantinople, established during the rule of grand zhupan Stefan 
Nemanja and later deepened by his successors, one of whom was a king – Stefan 
the First-Crowned, and another an archbishop of the newly established Serbian 
autocephalous church – Sava Nemanjić, both providing literary heritage impor-
tant for our topic, might shed new light on understanding what were previously 
regarded as strictly national issues of Serbian medieval history. Certainly among 
most signifi cant arguments for this viewpoint is the fact, too often underestimated 
in Serbian historiography, that it was the Byzantine emperor Manuel Komnenos 
who reached out to Stefan Nemanja as one among several contemporary Serbian 
zhupans, making him directly subordinate to and part of the Komnenian impe-
rial household by bestowing him with some “imperial dignity” and an imperial 
domain.27 Th is was a relationship that was later secured by a dynastic marriage of 

27  Stefan Prvovenčani, Žitije, 20. Cf. Stanković 2013b, 348; Maksimović 2008, 164–165. 
It will take a century in order for another member of the Nemanjić dynasty – king 
Milutin, to become a son in law of the Byzantine emperor, in 1299.
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Nemanja’s middle son Stefan with the Byzantine princess Eudocia, the daughter 
of the later emperor Alexios III Angelos, which was even more reaffi  rmed by the 
title of sebastokrator that was given to the future successor of the grand zhupan, 
the future fi rst crowned king Stefan. An indirect affi  rmation of these relations be-
came obvious when grand zhupan Stefan Nemanja bypassed his eldest son Vukan 
and designated the son in law of the Byzantine emperor Alexios III – sebastokra-
tor Stefan Nemanjić as his successor. Th e Nemanjić themselves supplemented all 
these evidence. Stefan the First-Crowned in his charter for his father’s monastic 
foundation on Athos, the Hilandar monastery, mentions becoming a son in law of 
the Byzantine emperor Alexios III.28

Such tight political and ideological relations and ties of the Serbian ruling 
elites of the late 12th and early 13th century with the Byzantine court of the last 
Komneni and the Angeloi had its obvious refl ection in Serbian literary production 
that was produced again in the circles of the same Serbian ruling elite of the early 
Nemanjić dynasty. Lives of Stefan Nemanja by his two sons, the archbishop Sava, 
and the fi rst crowned king Stefan Nemanjić carry in many ways specifi c political 
or ecclesiastical messages designed to establish both the new dynasty and its main 
achievements, Serbian kingdom and the autonomous Serbian church. Th us con-
necting with the classical tradition through appropriate terminology utilized to 
display signifi cant messages, Stefan Nemanjić additionally displayed both Serbian 
awareness of Byzantine literary traditions and its heritage in Christian polemics 
and ideology which was shaping its fi rst ideas in the early 13th century Serbia, 
and later developed in the 14th century as the Serbian political infl uence in the 
Balkans, among the states of Byzantium and Bulgaria rose to the level of empire. 
On its path, the terminology applied on the specifi c genre of Serbian hagiography, 
Lives of the Serbian archbishops and kings displayed a complex and Byzantine-
infl uenced rhetoric of narratives, where the term “thrice-accursed” continued its 
life in a new mode of utilization, for new requirements of the developed Serbian 
dynastic ideology of king Milutin and the archbishop Danilo II.

28  Stefan Prvovenčani, Hilandarska povelja, 6,7: […] he left me, his in Christ given child, 
on his throne and in his Christ given state, me, his beloved son, Stefan the grand 
zhupan and sebastokrator, son in law of the God appointed kir Alexios, emperor of the 
Greeks.



LIMES+  Vol. XIII (2016), No. 2: pp. 109–128

125

References
Sources:
Aratus, Phaenomena: Aratus, Phaenomena, edited by Edward Capps et al. 1921. 380–473. 

London: William Heineman.
Arhiepiskop Danilo, Životi kraljeva: Arhiepiskop Danilo II, Životi kraljeva i arhiepiskopa 

srpskih, edited by Đura Daničić. 1866. Zagreb: Svetozara Galca.
Borilov Sinodik: Borilov Sinodik, edited by Ivan Božilov, Ana-Marija Totomanova and Ivan 

Bilyarski. 2010. Sofi ja: PAM Publishing Company. 
Constantin Manasses, Chronicle: Constantini Manassis Breviarium Historiae Metricum, 

edited by Johannes Bekker. 1837. Bonn: Weber.
Demosthenes, Against Aristogeiton: Demosthenes, Against Aristogeiton, edited by Samuel 

Henry Butcher. 1935. 516–594. London: Harvard University Press.
Excerpta Historica: Excerpta historica iussu imp. Constantini Porphyrogeniti, vol. 2: ex-

cerpta de virtutibus et vitiis, edited by Th eodor Büttner–Wobst. 1904. Berlin.
Genesius, On the Reigns: Iosephi Genesii Regum Libri Quattuor, edited by Werner, A. Les-

müller and Johannes Th urn. 1978. Berlin: De Gruyter.
George Kedrenos, Synopsis historion: Georgius Cedrenus, Compendium historiarum, 2 

vols., edited by Immanuel Bekker. 1838–1839. Bonnae: CSHB.
George the Monk, Chronicle: Georgii Monachi Chronicon 2 vols., edited by Carl de Boor. 

1914. Lipsiae: Teubner.
Joel, Chronographia: Ioelis Chronographia Compendiaria, edited by Immanuel Bekker. 

1836. Bon: CFHB.
John Zonaras, Epitome: Ioannis Zonarae epitome historiarum, vol. 3, edited by Ludwig 

Dindorf. 1870. Leipzig: Teubner.
Julius Pollux, Onomasticon: Iulii Pollucis Onomasticon, vol. 1, edited by Karl Wilhelm Din-

dorf. 1824. Lipsiae: In Libraria Kuehniana.
Lucian, False Prophet: Lucian IV, Alexander the False Prophet, edited by Th omas E. Page 

et al. 19612. 173–254. Cambridge Mass.: Harvard University Press. 
Lucian, Philopatris: Lucian VIII, Th e Patriot, edited by Th omas E. Page et al. 19672. 413–

466. Cambridge Mass.: Harvard University Press.
Lucian, Th e Dead: Lucian III, Th e Dead Come to Life or Th e Fisherman, edited by Th omas 

E. Page et al. 19602. 1–82. Cambridge, Mass.: Cambridge Mass: Harvard University 
Press.

Lucian, Th e Downward Journey: Lucian II, Th e Downward Journey, or the Tyrant, edited by 
Th omas E. Page et al. 1960.4 1–58. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

Nikephoros, Antirrhetici I: Patrologiae Cursus Completus, Series Graeca 100, edited by 
Jacques-Paul Migne. 1863. 205–328. Paris. 

Pseudoprophetis: Patrologiae Cursus Completus, Series Graeca 59, edited by Jacques-Paul 
Migne. 1862. 553–568. Paris. 553–568.

Romanos Melodos, Cantica Genuina: Sancti Romani Melodi Cantica: Cantica Genuina, 
edited by Paul Maas and Constantine Athanasius Trypanis. 1963. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.



Dragoljub Marjanović Th e Term τρισκατάρατος in Byzantine and Serbian…

126

Stefan Prvovenčani, Hilandarska povelja: “Hilandarska povelja. ” In Stefan Prvovenčani, 
Sabrana dela, edited and translated by Ljiljana Juhas-Georgievska. 199. 3–13. Be-
ograd: Srpska književna zadruga.

Stefan Prvovenčani, Žitije: “Žitije svetog Simeona.” In Stefan Prvovenčani, Sabrana dela, 
edited and translated by Ljiljana Juhas-Georgievska. 199. 13–107. Beograd: Srpska 
književna zadruga.

Suidae: Suidae Lexicon, 4 vols., edited by Ada Adler. 1931. Leipzig: Teubner.
Żywoty, K: Żywoty Konstantyna i Metodego (obszerne), edited by Tadeusz Lehr-

Splawiński.1959. Poznań: ALFA.

Modern scholarship:
Bogdanović, Dimitrije. 1978. Katalog ćirilskih rukopisa manastira Hilandara. Beograd: 

SANU.
Budimir, Milan. 1969. Trikleti babuni i babice patarenske, Sa Balkanskih istočnika. Be-

ograd: Srpska  književna zadruga.
Dimitrova, Aneta. 2014. “Psevdo Zlatoustovoto slovo za lăžeprorocite v Beseda protiv Bo-

gomilite –  citirane ili nov prevod?.” Krakowsko – Wilenskie Studia Slawistyczne 9: 
23–32.

Dvornik, Francis. 1956. Th e Slavs: Th eir Early History and Civilisation. Boston: American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences.

Kazhdan, Aleksander P. 1999. A History of Byzantine Literature I (650–850). Athens: Th e 
National Hellenic Research Foundation.

Komatina, Ivana. 2016. Crkva i država u srpskim zemljama od XI do XIII veka. Belgrade: 
Istorijski institut SANU.

Komatina, Predrag. 2014. Crkvena politika Vizantije od kraja ikonoborstva do smrti cara 
Vasilija I. Beograd:Vizantološki institut SANU.

Lamb, John D. D. 1848. Th e Phaenomena and Diosemeia of Aratus. London: John W. 
Parker. 

Lee, Doug. 2000. Pagans and Christians in Late Antiquity, A Sourcebook. London – New 
York: Routledge. 

MakDaniel, Gordon L. 1991. “Genezis i sastavljanje Danilovog Zbornika.” In Arhiepiskop 
Danilo II i njegovo doba, Međunarodni naučni skup povodom 650 godina od smrti, 
edited by Vojislav Đurić, 217–224. Beograd: SANU.

Makrides, Vasilios N. 2009. Hellenic Temples and Christian Churches: A Concise History 
of the  Religius Cultures of Greece from Antiquity to the Present. New York: New 
York  University Press.

Maksimović. Ljubomir. 2008. “Vizantijska vladarska ideologija i metode vladavine u slučaju 
Srbije (prilog razumevanju vizantijskog Komonvelta).” In Maksimović, Ljubomir. Vi-
zantijski svet i Srbi. 159–177. Beograd: Istorijski Institut SANU.

Marjanović-Dušanić, Smilja. 1997. Vladarska ideologija Nemanjića, Diplomatička studija. 
1997. Beograd: Srpska književna zadruga.

Martin, Gunther. 2009. Divine Talk. Religious Argumentation in Demosthenes. Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press.

Mošin, Vladimir. 1970. “Sebskaya Redakciya Sinodika v Nedelju Pravoslavya.” Vizantiyskiy 
Vremenik 17: 278–337.



LIMES+  Vol. XIII (2016), No. 2: pp. 109–128

127

ODB I. 1991. Th e Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, vol. 1, Alexander Kazhdan et al. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Orlov, Larisa and Milena Repajić. 2013. “Komninska slika idealnog vladara i ideologija 
Stefana Nemanje.” Međunarodni naučni skup Osam vekova manastira Mileševe. Vol. 
1, , edited by Petar Vlahović et al., 13–42. Mileševa: Eparhija Mileševa Srpske pra-
voslavne crkve.

Possanza, Mark D. 2012. Review of Aratus: Phaenomena, Translated with an introduction 
and Notes by Aaron Poochigan. Aestimatio 9: 66–87.

Radošević, Nina. 1991. “Danilo II I vizantijska dvorska retorika.” In Arhiepiskop Danilo II 
i njegovo doba, Međunarodni naučni skup povodom 650 godina od smrti, edited by 
Vojislav Đurić, 245–251. Beograd: SANU.

Runciman, Steven. 1982.5 Th e Medieval Manichee. A Study of the Christian Dualist Heresy. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Sreznevsky, Izmail I. 1912. Matyeriali dlya Slovarya dryevnyerosskogo yazika. Vol. 3. St. 
Petersburg: Tipografi a Imperatorskoj Akademii Nauk.

Stanković, Vlada. 2013a. “Th e Character and Nature of Byzantine Infl uence in Serbia (from 
the End of the Eleventh to the End of the Th irteenth Century): Reality – Policy – Ide-
ology.” In Serbia and Byzantium, Proceedings of the International Conference Held on 
15 December 2008 at the University of Cologne, edited by Mabi Angar and Claudia 
Sode, 75–93. Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang.

Stanković, Vlada. 2013b. “Kontroverzne teme u istoriografi ji o srednjevekovnoj Srbiji – 
nekoliko primera.” Srpske Studije 4: 345 –351. 

Stanković, Vlada. 2016. “Rethinging the Position of Serbia Within Byzantine Oikoumene 
in the Th irteenth Century.” In Th e Balkans and the Byzantine World before and after 
the Captures of Constantinople, 1204 and 1453, edited by Vlada Stanković, 91–102. 
Lanham–Boulder–New York–London: Lexington Books..

Th omson, Francis J. 1982. “Chrysostomica Palaeoslavica. A Preliminary Study of the Sourc-
es of the Chrysorrhoas (Zlatostruy) Collection.” Cyrillomethodianum 6: 1–65.

Todić, Branislav. 2000. “Predstave sv. Simeona Nemanje, nastavnika prave vere i dobre 
vlade, u srednjevekovnom slikarstvu.” In Međunarodni naučni skup Stefan Nemanja 
– Sveti Simeon Mirotočivi, Istorija i predanje, edited by Jovanka Kalić, 295–305. 
Beograd.

Treadgold, Warren. 2013. The Middle Byzantine Historians. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Whealey, Alice. 1999. “Sermo De Pseudoprophetis of Pseudo-John Chrysostom: A Homily 
from Antioch under Early Islamic Rule.” Byzantion 69/1: 178–186.

Wiles, Maurice. 1996. Archetypal Heresy. Arianism Th rough the Centuries. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.



Dragoljub Marjanović Th e Term τρισκατάρατος in Byzantine and Serbian…

128

Rezime
Termin τρισκατάρατος u vizantijskoj i srpskoj srednjovekovnoj 
književnosti

Polazište ovog rada je izveštaj o saboru protiv jeretika održanog u Srbiji 
poznog 12. veka pod velikim županom Stefanom Nemanjom. Kasnije, u prvoj 
polovini 13. veka, Nemanjin sin i životopisac Stefan Prvovenčani upotrebio je 
specifi čan tehnički termin triklet (τρισκατάρατος – трьклет) u svom izvešta-
ju o održanom saboru. Naš cilj je da predstavimo nivoe kulturne i književne 
tradicije koje su prenošene kroz različite žanrove vizantijske književnosti, a 
koje potiču još od atičkog besedništva 4. veka pre Hrista (Demostenova Bese-
da protiv Aristogitona), i radova retora Lukijana Sofi ste u 2. veku posle Hrista 
odakle ulaze u vizantijsku tradiciju kroz pseudo zlatoustova dela i liturgijske i 
istoriografske tekstove autora poput Romana Meloda, Georgija Monaha i Kon-
stantina Manasesa. Nameravamo da predstavimo kako razvoj značenja termina 
triklet u njegovom dugačkom istorijskom trajanju od Demostena do Manasesa, 
tako i promenu njegovog specifi čnog značenja od paganskog termina antike i 
pozne antike u hristijanizovani polemički termin i njegovu upotrebu u isključi-
vo takvom kontekstu u vizantijskoj književnosti. I konačno, da ispitamo njegov 
uticaj na srpska srednjevekovna žitija, naročito ona od Stefana Prvovenčanog i 
arhiepiskopa Danila II u Životima kraljeva i arhiepiskopa srpskih.

Ključne reči: trikleta jeres, vizantijska književnost, Srbija, žitija svetih, 
pravoslavlje, pozna antika.
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REVIEW OF: 
Miller, Timothy S. 
and John W. Nesbitt. 2014. 

Walking Corpses: Leprosy in Byzantium and the Medieval 
West. London: Ithaca. pp. xiv, 243.

 The undead and the monstrous have been 
capturing popular attention for more than two centuries now. From Mary Shel-
ley’s memorable Frankenstein, through bone-chilling Bram Stoker’s Dracula to a 
widely-watched Frank Darabont’s current TV series, Th e Walking Dead, public 
fascination with the dreadful does not seem to diminish. In Th e Walking Corpses 
two renowned medieval historians, Timothy Miller and John Nesbitt, have decided 
to enrich the associated subject with an astute scholarly perspective. Th eir mutual 
cooperation has resulted in a swiping and innovative analysis of the discourse of 
leprosy in the medieval East and West.

Th e argument put forward in the book is clear and convincing, and, perhaps 
more importantly, not convoluted in too technical a language. Th is is undeniably 
one of the many merits of the work, which might attract not only the specialists 
from within the fi eld but also more general readers. Since the very beginning of 
Th e Walking Corpses, the authors profess the aim to shed new light on social as 
well as religious perspectives on leprosy in medieval European societies. To be 
sure, as one approaches the end of the work, it becomes hard to deny that they 
have fully managed to achieve the declared goal.

Th e book is clearly organized and divided into two parts. Th e chapters one 
to four are focused on the history of leprosy in the Byzantine world, while the 
subsequent chapters (fi ve to seven) concentrate more on the Latin west. However, 
the comparative method is maintained consistently throughout the work and the 
evidence from the East is always compared with the examples from the West and 
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vice versa. Th is helps to paint a more general picture of leprosy in the entire me-
dieval Europe.

Chapter one opens with an analysis of physiological works written by Greek 
medical practitioners, as well as other literary sources. Th e authors expound two 
traditions in aetiology of the disease – Galenic humoral theory (which became 
preeminent in Byzantium) and Aretaios’ “pneumatic” framework (which empha-
sizes contagiousness). A succinct explanation of history the terms such as lepra, el-
ephantiasis, or Hebrew tsa’rath prepares the reader for the discussion that follows. 
Th e section is concluded by an explanation of the rise of Christian philanthropy in 
the 4th century AD when the fi rst leprosaria were founded in Constantinople.

Th e second chapter traces the history of leprosy in the Byzantine Empire and 
shows how it gradually started to be perceived as a “Holy Disease”. Th e authors 
convincingly present the impact of the Eastern Church fathers on shaping the 
eastern discourse of leprosy which accentuated rather the need to assist the lep-
ers than to exclude or persecute them. Th e fi nal and most interesting part of the 
chapter discusses Byzantine perception of leprosy as an act of God’s grace, rather 
than a mark of God’s retribution for a sin.

Chapter three goes through the material of Greek medical sources related 
to the aetiology and treatment of leprosy. Th e authors clearly expound how Ga-
lenic humoral explanation of leprosy gained fi rm ground in the Eastern Empire 
and acknowledge the immense infl uence of Gregory of Nazianzos’ Oratio XIV on 
that process. Th e argument shows further that the contagion theory did not hold 
against the strong Christian ideal to practice philantropia towards the poor and 
the sick. Chapter four shows how these outlooks shaped the technical details of 
the functioning of Byzantine leprosaria.

Th e fi fth chapter discusses diff erences in the social perceptions of leprosy in 
the east and the west. Due to the limited infl uence of Gregory of Nazianzos, the 
western sources emphasize the contagious nature of leprosy. Th e authors show 
how this led to a total isolation of the lepers from the society and how the western 
physicians devised careful diagnostic methods for identifying those affl  icted with 
leprosy. Th is, however, as can be gleaned from the chapter six, did not bear deci-
sive infl uence on the working of leprosaria in the West, which functioned similarly 
to their counterpart in the East (with minor diff erences).

Th e last chapter focuses on an exclusively Western phenomenon – the or-
der of monk-knights of St. Lazarus, their origins, function, and spread in west-
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ern Europe during the Middle Ages. Careful analysis of the spread of the order’s 
monasteries leads to a reconsideration of the 14th-century riots against the lepers 
in France. Th e section is followed by three appendices, which contain clear and 
well-prepared translations of three important early Greek sources on leprosy: Are-
taios’ of Cappadocia treatise On Acute and Chronic Diseases, Gregory of Nyssa’s 
speech De pauperibus amandis II and Th e Funeral Oration in Praise of Saint John 
Chrysostom.

Discussion

In Th e Walking Corpses Timothy Miller and John Nesbitt present an innova-
tive, scholarly credible and, what is perhaps even more important, a synoptic view 
of leprosy in Middle Ages in Europe. Since Byzantium, to use Averil Cameron’s 
words, is sadly still an absence in popular memory, the book is a small yet signifi -
cant contribution to reincorporation of the Byzantine Empire into the history of 
Medieval Europe. At the very same time, Miller and Nesbitt’s work off ers a warm 
welcome to byzantinists and western medievalists to step outside their focal point 
in order gain more general perspective on the world of Medieval Europe.

Without a doubt, one of the strongest advantages of Th e Walking Corpses is 
the extensive use of diverse original sources, at times rare and hardly reachable. By 
referring to a vast array of ancient and medieval texts from the fi eld of medicine, 
saints’ lives, historical accounts, legal documents as well as various other literary 
works, the authors managed to paint a lively and vivid historical narrative. Nesbitt 
and Miller do not limit themselves to Latin and Greek sources from the period, but 
also refer to many important Arabic medical and Hebrew documents which enrich 
and round the propounded argument. All of these factors certainly contribute to 
the fact that Th e Walking Corpses is defi nitely not a dry scholarly study of leprosy, 
but a captivating story of one of the scariest diseases known to humanity. A minor 
objection might be voiced here: it would be useful if translations of excerpts from 
the sources were accompanied by the original passages. 

Nesbitt and Miller exhibit moreover a profound knowledge of the subject, 
which helps them oppose some of the stereotypes associated with leprosy and 
its history. Th e reference to modern scientifi c studies of the disease produces an 
unexpected conclusion that connecting leprosy with increased sexual lust was not 
unfounded. Furthermore, careful and meticulous historical analysis allows the au-
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thors to resolve the riddle of the sudden outburst of leprosy in 12th-century West 
which resulted not only from the crusaders’ encounter with the lepers in the East 
but also, paradoxically, from growing economy, urbanization and exchange within 
the Mediterranean basin.

In sum, Th e Walking Corpses is a scholarly work of fi rst-rate quality. Going 
against the tendency of atomization, it produces comprehensive, yet not too over-
whelming analysis of leprosy in medieval Europe. Th e value of the book lies not 
only in its clear methodological approach, its learnedness but also in fi ghting off  
deeply inculcated social stereotypes which still surround leprosy.
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Paper accepted: 7. 12. 2016.



135

Radić, Radivoj. 2014. 
DRUGO LICE VIZANTIJE. 

Beograd: Evoluta. pp. 326.

 Over the last decades, some of the basic 
premises of Byzantine studies have been reexamined. With a little push of transdis-
ciplinarity, a signifi cant number of researchers developed an interest in problems 
of social history, such as identity, gender or otherness. Moving in that direction, 
Serbian scholarship is richer for a publication that emphasizes one diff erent “face” 
of Byzantine history, using similarity, rather than dissimilarity as a starting point 
for the study of a homo Byzantinus. Th e author, Radivoj Radić, professor of the 
Faculty of Philosophy in Belgrade, has written several books and numerous papers 
on late Byzantine history and society, as well as Serbian relations with the Empire. 
Th is book is a product of years of research and teaching, collecting and examining 
various sources on common Byzantines or distinguished members of the society in 
ordinary situations. In a certain sense, we might regard it as complementary with 
his study Fear in late Byzantium 1180-1453, I-II, published in 2002.

Th e monograph has six major thematic units, each one introduced with nec-
essary theoretical clarifi cations. Th is structural arrangement sets a contemporary 
outlook on basic notions dealt with in the book against the medieval discourse so 
that the reader gets a clear and vivid picture of the time and its phenomena. Such a 
method, with a variety of images and exemplary sketches, makes Th e Other Face of 
Byzantium appropriate for a wider audience while remaining scholarly relevant. 

Subjects that made their way into this study vary: from laughter (I), medicine 
(II), prosopographical notes on ordinary people (III), to agriculture (IV), under-
standing of time (V) and, fi nally, some of the fairly popular and interesting dre-
ambooks (VI). Th e majority of chapters are oriented around one elaborate source 
which can best represent the examined topic (for example, the collection of jokes 
with the title Philogelos, the medicinal treatise from the 14th century, agricultural 
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encyclopedia Geoponica from the 10th century, or the Dreambook of Manuel II 
Paleologos), accompanied with numerous diff erent bits and pieces from other Byz-
antine writings. All subjects are examined across genre boundaries and centuries, 
so the precedence is inevitably given to phenomena over in depth study of chrono-
logical or literary divergence. However, the perception of those phenomena in dif-
ferent social, cultural, regional or gender groups is underlined if necessary. Giving 
his readers a glance of Byzantine society, Radić challenges the stereotypical illu-
sion – particularly present in Serbian scholarship, burdened with the solemnity of 
Orthodox heritage – in which Byzantines are limited by severe moral or religious 
restraints. With short reviews of the development of the discussed notions and 
topics, we can fi nd the accumulation of knowledge Byzantines had about laughter, 
time or agriculture, and this allows us to understand to what extent their tradition 
matched the antiquity and where it became “originally“ Byzantine. Writing a study 
on micro-history of the Empire is quite demanding, verging on impossible, due to 
the scarcity of sources after the Ottoman invasion. Having that in mind, although 
far less picturesque than Ladurie’s Montaillou, this monograph gives a quite suf-
fi cient description of details about everyday life (i.e. neighborly relations, marriage, 
counting of time, dream interpretation, or pregnancy maintenance).

Th ough social history is fi nding its way into Byzantine studies, for some of 
the problems, we have only scratched the surface – like in the case of dream inter-
pretation and dreambooks – while the others have barely been studied at all (such 
as laughter in Byzantium). Serving as a step forward in this direction, and away 
from political history, Th e Other Face of Byzantium can be benefi cial for Serbian 
scholarship in more than one way, pointing out the needs for future research, and, 
at the same time, making Byzantium more appealing to a wider audience.

Paper received: 25. 11. 2016.
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društvene nauke, 142: 103–118. Novi Sad: Matica srpska.; U tekstu: (Jovanović Popović 
2013, 103). U napomeni: Jovanović Popović 2013, 103.

WEB DOKUMENT: treba da sadrži prezime i inicijale (svih) autora, godinu, naslov 
dokumenta (italik) i adresu internet stranice. Primer: Stojiljkoviić, Z. 2013. Politička korupc-
ija i slaba država. Preuzeto sa http://instifdt.bg.ac.rs/tekstovi/FiD/2013/FiD%201-2013/07_
Stojiljkovic_2013-1.pdf.



GUIDELINES FOR AUTHORS

Limes plus. Journal for Social Sciences and Humanities is a double-blind peer re-
viewed scientifi c periodical. It publishes original research papers, review papers, prelimi-
nary papesr, professional papers and reviews from all fi elds of humanities and social sci-
ences, not previously published elsewhere and not already under concurrent consideration 
for publication in another journal. Th ree issues are published each year in cooperation with 
the Faculty of Philosophy at the University of Belgrade.

Manuscripts should comply with the standards of the journal Limes plus. Th e papers 
that are not adequately prepared will not be reviewed. Manuscripts should be submitted 
via e-mail to: h.edu@eunet.rs

Th e manuscript should conform to the following preparation guidelines:
Papers should be written in text processor Microsoft Word, page format A4, in 

Times New Roman font (12 pt), in Latin alphabet, 1.5 line spacing. All pages must be 
numbered. Contributions should have length of one author’s sheet at the most (30.000 
characters with spaces or 20 pages without references and appendices). Exception is made 
for review papers that may not exceed 50.000 characters with spaces and book reviews 
that may not exceed 5.000 characters with spaces. Th e Editorial Board retains discretion to 
publish papers beyond this length in cases when clarity of scientifi c content presentation 
requires greater length, that is, space.

Th e journal publishes papers in Serbian and English.
Paper title should be as concise as possible. Author’s full name and affi  liation should 

follow the title. Th e footnote containing the e-mail address of the author should be inserted 
after the full name of the fi rst author. Th e positions of authors should not be cited.

Abstract ranging between 150 and 250 words should be submitted at the begin-
ning of the paper. It must include research goal, method, results and conclusion. As a rule, 
summary must not contain references. If the paper is written in Serbian, summary and key 
words should be submitted in English as well at the end of the work below References.

Up to 10 key words must be supplied at the end of the summary. When choosing key 
words, it isdesirable to opt for those concepts that are often used in searching journals.

Tables and fi gures should be made in MS Word or MS Word compatible format. 
Same data may not be presented both in tables and fi gures. Each table, fi gure or picture 
should be numbered, with a self-explanatory title. Reference to each table, fi gure or picture 
should be made in the text.

Footnotes should be avoided. Abbreviations should be avoided as well, except the 
fairly usual ones. Th e abbreviations used in tables and pictures should be explained.



In papers in Serbian, foreign authors’ names are cited in Serbian transcription, 
with surnames written phonetically, thereafter surname is quoted in parentheses in its 
original spelling.

Upon completion of the process of double-blind reviewing and obtaining two posi-
tive reviews, editorial staff  will notify authors of acceptance for publication no later than 
two months after the deadline for submission of work. Th e author whose work can not be 
accepted to publish it in any form and scope in another printed or electronic publication 
without the consent of the editor of the magazine. Th e Editorial Board reserves the right 
to linguistic, stylistic or formal changes in the works.

References should be listed at the end ofthe paper, in the section entitled “Refer-
ences”. Th e list should include only the references mentioned in the text, ordered alphabeti-
cally by the authors’ surnames. References not mentioned in the text should not be listed. 
Th e basic reference formats are listed in the following way by Chicago Manual of Style 
http://chicagomanualofstyle.org/home.html

a)  Book should contain surname and initials of (each) author, year of publication, 
book title (in italic), place of publication and a publisher. Example: In references: 
Todorova, M. 1999. Imaginarni Balkan. Beograd: Čigoja štampa.; In text: (To-
dorova 2006, 33).; In footnote: Todorova 2006, 33.; 

b)  Chapter from a book or an edited book should contain surname and initials of 
(each) author, year of publication, chapter title, name initial and surname of the 
editor, book title (in italic), chapter pages in parentheses, place of publication and 
a publisher. Example: Schwartz. S. H. 2007. „A theory of cultural value orienta-
tions: Explication and applications.“ In Y. Esmer & T. Pettersson (Eds.), Measuring 
and mapping cultures: 25 years of comparative value surveys, 33–78. LeidenBos-
ton: Brill. In text: (Schwartz 2007, 33).; In footnote: Schwartz 2007, 33.

c)  Article from a journal should contain surname and initials of (each) author, year 
of publication, title of the article, journal title in full (in italic), volume and pages. 
Example: Zec, M., Radonjić, O. 2012. „Ekonomski model socijalističke Jugoslavije: 
saga o autodestrukciji.“ Sociologija. Časopis za sociologiju, socijalnu psihologiju 
i socijalnu antropologiju 4(59): 695–720.; In text: (Zec, Radonjić 2012, 695).; In 
footnote: Zec, Radonjić 2012, 695.

d)  Web document should contain surname and initials of (each) author, year, docu-
ment title (in italic) and Internet site address. Example: Foa, R. 2007. Socioeco-
nomic development and parenting values. Retrieved from http://www.roberto.foa.
name/Parenting_Attitudes_Foa.
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