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SHORT ABSTRACT

The purpose of this thesis is to further our understanding of the period between the death of
Basil 11 in 1025 and the accession of Alexios I Komnenos in 1081. Modern scholarship has
often portrayed these 56 years as an important, transformative period, viewing the empire as
standing at the height of its power at its beginning, only to be brought to the brink of collapse
by civil wars and foreign invasions following the battle of Manzikert in 1071. Based on three
unique and underexploited sources of evidence, namely the letters of Michael Psellos, the
judicial handbook commonly known as the Peira and the so-called Consilia et Narrationes of
Kekaumenos, it argues that the Byzantine state to a large extent relied on private networks to
carry out public administration throughout the empire. Public and private power were thus
intimately intertwined and by conveying information, orders and requests, but also by
reproducing and enforcing norms of acceptable political behaviour, these networks served to
compensate to some extent for the institutional shortcomings of the premodern state. It also
challenges the idea that the political dynamic of the eleventh century was centred around the
power struggles of ‘great families’ or clans that effectively functioned as political parties, as
well as the idea that the emperors and their officials were apathetic about governing the
provinces beyond what was necessary to pacify and extract resources from them. Taken
together, the evidence examined consequently appears to suggest that, by the standards of the
pre-modern world, the Byzantine empire had a reasonably well-functioning state and a fairly
coherent society during the period in question, suggesting that the focus of the scholarly debate
on the eleventh-century Byzantine collapse should, to some extent, be shifted from internal to

external factors.



LONG ABSTRACT

The purpose of this thesis is to further our understanding of the period between the death of
Basil 11 in 1025 and the accession of Alexios | Komnenos in 1081. Modern scholarship has
often portrayed these 56 years as an important, transformative period, viewing the empire as
standing at the height of its power at its beginning, only to be brought to the brink of collapse
by civil wars and foreign invasions following the battle of Manzikert in 1071. The main
contribution of the thesis is not, however, centred on the series of dramatic, formative events
that have already received considerable scholarly attention, but rather on the more resilient
underlying power structures that the agents, and would-be agents, of historical change had to
navigate. It is concerned with the nature of political power in Byzantium; from whence it was
drawn, how it was distributed, by whom it could be acquired and in what ways it could be

exercised.

It is based on three unique and underexploited sources of evidence: Firstly, the around 500
preserved letters of Michael Psellos, one of the period’s most influential intellectuals who was
deeply involved in the political life of the empire. Secondly, the judicial handbook commonly
known as the Peira, compiled as a practical guide for jurists based on the preserved verdicts
and legal opinions of the prominent judge Eustathios Rhomaios. Thirdly, the so-called Consilia
et Narrationes of Kekaumenos, a book of advice addressed to the sons of the author, who
appears to have been a retired provincial aristocrat. These sources are examined through a close,
source-critical reading, with particular focus on extracting information about the norms and

values through which Byzantine officials governed themselves and the empire.



The principal contribution of the thesis can be broken down into three separate but interrelated
arguments, two of a revisionist nature and one more original. As for the latter, it argues that the
Byzantine state to a large extent relied on private networks to carry out public administration
throughout the empire. Public and private power were thus intimately intertwined, and by
conveying information, orders and requests, but also by reproducing and enforcing norms of
acceptable political behaviour, these networks served to compensate to some extent for the
institutional shortcomings of the premodern state. The first revisionist argument challenges the
idea that the political dynamic of the eleventh century was centred around the power struggles
of ‘great families’ or clans that effectively functioned as political parties. Instead, it argues that
Byzantine society appears to have offered broad and substantial opportunities for social
advancement on largely meritocratic grounds, that imperial power does not appear to have been
seriously threatened by aristocratic ambition and that there is little to suggest that extended
families functioned as important sources of identity and allegiance. The second revisionist
argument challenges the idea that the emperors and their officials were apathetic about
governing the provinces beyond what was necessary to pacify and extract resources from them,
arguing instead that upholding justice and maintaining the well-being of the people within their
jurisdiction was a duty that was widely recognised and taken seriously, albeit approached with

some flexibility.

The thesis is structured around the main sources. The letters of Psellos are given particular
attention, with three chapters being devoted to them. Chapter 2 provides an introduction to the
letters and is intended to carefully contextualise and structure this large, disparate and unwieldly
source material. It begins by sketching a brief biography of Psellos and discussing the
implications of what we know about the character and transmission of the preserved collection

of letters, noting that there is nothing to suggest that the transmission process was characterised



by any intent to present either Psellos himself, the societal context of his letters or the political
behaviour related by them in any particular way. This is followed by a consideration of the
socio-political context of the letters, especially the circumstance that Psellos appears to have
written many of them while being charged by Constantine X (r. 1059-67) with supervising the
activities of provincial administrators, a position he refers to on one occasion as ‘governor of
governors’. Finally, the chapter endeavours to survey and categorise the roughly 250 letters in
which Psellos makes or discusses requests, which are identified as particularly important for

the analysis of the following chapters.

Chapter 3 concerns itself with public and private power in the Byzantine civil administration,
arguing that while there were distinctly public and private sources of power, its exercise was
always personal, and the state relied to a considerable extent on the private networks of its
officials to carry out public administration in the provinces. As ‘governor of governors’,
Psellos’ influence was based, on one hand, on his parrhesia with the emperor and, on the other,
on his network of friends in the provinces. When he was able to make good use of his
intermediary position between them these two sources of power could work in tandem, with
imperial favour bolstering his status among his friends and the reach of his network increasing
his usefulness to the emperor. Ties of epistolary friendship, understood by the Byzantines as
having strong instrumental connotations, were used to convey information, instructions and
requests from Constantinople to the provinces and back, as well as between officials in different
provincial locations. These networks did however also serve to reproduce and enforce norms
of acceptable political behaviour by keeping the empire’s officials involved in a coherent social
milieu with shared values where a good reputation, especially in the eyes of the emperor, was
of paramount importance for the fortunes of each individual. Officials exercised power in a

personal capacity with considerable room for discretion, but they constantly had to balance



servicing their network through favours to their friends with maintaining their reputation by
governing in a just and compassionate way, while simultaneously ensuring that tax-revenues

were kept at the expected level.

Chapter 4 employs Psellos’ letters to argue that the opportunities for social advancement for
Byzantine officials were dependent primarily on two principles: meritocratic ideals and reliance
on private networks. There are a number of letters of recommendation for positions in the
provincial administration, where intelligence, good education and diligence seem to be
considered important qualities in the prospective candidates, whereas Psellos rarely makes
references to eugeneia and does not appear to considerably favour his own relatives. There is
nevertheless a tension between meritocracy and the demands of friendship, similar to that
between friendship and justice, although it should be noted that patronage does not preclude
social mobility, provided that it was not based on family connections. Moreover, on several
occasions Psellos expresses meritocratic notions and seems to assume a high degree of social
mobility. As for the so-called great families, the relatively scarce references to their members
give no indications that they occupied a particularly dominant position in Byzantine political
life, nor that they were expected to act as coherent and politically self-aware interest groups,

united by strong bonds of solidarity and pursuing common agendas.

The chapters on Psellos’ letters constitute the centre-piece of the thesis’ argument, which is
then strengthened and expanded by the auxiliary chapters analysing the other two main sources.
Chapter 5 examines the so-called Peira, which is a collection of legal decisions and judicial
arguments made by the magistros Eustathios Rhomaios, who ended his brilliant career as
droungarios of the Vigla, the highest ranking jurist in the empire, presiding over the court of

the velum of the hippodrome. The text is the only one of its kind and, as such, an invaluable

Vi



source for how Byzantine law was applied in practice in the tenth and eleventh centuries. The
chapter analysing it begins by engaging with the debate in secondary literature on how the
jurisprudence reflected by the text should be understood by relating it to the interpretation of
Psellos’ letters made in the previous chapters. Eustathios’ judgements must be understood in
the same context as Psellos’ requests, namely that power was always exercised in a personal
capacity, allowing for great flexibility in the application of the law, but requiring concordance
with the prevailing norms governing the administration of justice. The Peira also demonstrates
that the Byzantine justice system was both willing and able to hold powerful aristocrats to
account, but also implies that in doing so the judges were concerned with fairness for poor and
powerful alike, as opposed to using the justice system as a way to curtail aristocratic influence.
The chapter also challenges the idea of large and coherent extended families as a social force
on the grounds that family ties other than those between parents and children do not appear to

be considered especially strong or important in the cases dealt with by the Peira.

These inquiries into Psellos’ letters and the Peira are however limited in the sense that they
both approach eleventh-century Byzantium from a relatively narrow civil-service perspective,
which may lead to conclusions that are not necessarily representative for Byzantine society as
a whole. The analysis of the so-called Consilia et Narrationes of Kekaumenos in chapter 6
therefore offers the valuable complementary point of view of a provincial landowner with a
military background and a large household, who wielded considerable influence in the local
community and was attended by both servants and slaves. Nevertheless, the conclusions from
this chapter prove to be well in line with those of the previous ones. The Consilia et Narrationes
is a book of advice, ostensibly addressed to the author’s sons, even though it has been proven
to be significantly more literary than it may seem at first sight and in all likelihood intended for
a wider audience. As the argument goes, Kekaumenos portrays his own social class as

encompassing a wide socio-economic stratum, ranging from small landowners, soldiers and
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provincial secretaries to great generals and close advisors to the emperor, and the advice he
gives assumes a high degree of social mobility on meritocratic grounds within this group.
Friendship stands out as a valued and all but ubiquitous relationship with a great deal of impact
on daily life, making it necessary for aristocrats to carefully mind the company they kept, and
the nuclear family was clearly cherished, but there is no sign that extended families were an
important source of identity and allegiance. Large landowners could command some authority
in provincial communities, but the risk of peasant uprisings and intervention from imperial
officials provided them with strong incentives to use it sparingly and scrupulously. The advice
also appears to reflect a strong faith in both the ability and willingness of Constantinopolitan

public officials to curtail corruption and promote the administration of fair and impartial justice.

Taken together, the evidence examined consequently appears to suggest that, by the standards
of the pre-modern world, the Byzantine empire had a reasonably well-functioning state and a
fairly coherent society during the period in question, suggesting that the focus of the scholarly
debate on the eleventh-century Byzantine collapse should, to some extent, be shifted from

internal to external factors.
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1. Introduction

The shadow of Manzikert falls heavy over the historiography of the Byzantine empire between
1025 and 1081. The famous battle of 1071, where Romanos 1V (r. 1068-71) suffered defeat at
the hands of the Seljuk sultan Alp Arslan, has long been regarded as a crucial turning point in
Byzantine history.! When the emperor Romanos arrayed his forces for battle outside Manzikert,
he ruled an empire that had enjoyed internal security for at least two centuries and had been
expanding steadily since the conquest of Melitene in 934 up until the annexation of Ani in 1045,
reaching its greatest extent since the seventh century and ostensibly standing at the height of its
power. Only ten years later, when Alexios Komnenos (r. 1081-1118) seized power after a
decade fraught with civil strife, the eastern provinces had collapsed before the Turkish
onslaught, Normans and Pechenegs were threatening the west and north, and Byzantium soon
found itself fighting for its very survival. As such, it is hardly surprising that this crisis has
become such a dominant theme in the historiography of the eleventh century. The question of
how such a drastic reversal of the empire’s fortunes was possible is obviously one that requires
an answer and generations of historians have consequently searched the sources for
explanations, usually surmising that there must have been some structural weakness affecting

the Byzantine state that made it vulnerable despite its apparent strength.

As we shall see below, the explanations offered have tended to focus heavily on the role played
by the Byzantine aristocracy. According to the classical interpretation, the Byzantine state had
been gradually enfeebled by the growing power and ambition of an increasingly independent

aristocracy, a process that had been going on for centuries but reached a critical stage after

! For a detailed analysis of the battle itself, see J.-C. Cheynet, ‘Manzikert: Une désastre militaire?’, Byzantion 50
(1980), esp. pp. 431-4, arguing that it marked a turning point in the fortunes of the empire not because of the losses
suffered, which were actually quite limited, but due to the calamitous civil war which it triggered.
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1025, leaving the emperors without the resources and authority necessary to defend the empire
against its external enemies. This argument has been refined and revised in a variety of ways
by different scholars, but the fundamental idea that Byzantine political life in the eleventh
century was dominated by aristocratic factions united by ties of kinship, whose power struggles
were the predominant force shaping the empire’s internal history, has remained remarkably
persistent. This can also be related to another idea, arguably present as an undercurrent or even
assumption in much previous scholarship on the subject, but only explicitly stated and argued
for in more recent years, namely that the Byzantine state was apathetic about governing the
provinces of the empire beyond pacifying and extracting resources from them, and thus content

to leave local aristocrats to dominate provincial life.

This thesis is intended to challenge both of these ideas, but the argument will not be centred on
the series of dramatic, formative events that have already received considerable scholarly
attention, but rather on the more resilient underlying power structures that the agents, and
would-be agents, of historical change had to navigate. It is concerned with the nature of political
power in Byzantium; from whence it was drawn, how it was distributed, by whom it could be
acquired and in what ways it could be exercised. The analysis is based on three unique and
underexploited sources of evidence for how Byzantine political life functioned in the times
between triumphs and crises, namely the letters of Michael Psellos, the judicial handbook
commonly known as the Peira and the so-called Consilia et Narrationes of Kekaumenos. It
emphasises the intersections of public and private power and the importance of personal
relationships, social capital, norms, reputation and trust in the political economy, arguing that
the Byzantine state to a large extent relied on private networks to carry out public administration
throughout the empire. This did leave some room for officials to use their authority in pursuit

of personal gain, but the networks also served to convey information, orders and requests, as



well as to reproduce and enforce norms of acceptable political behaviour. Given the institutional
shortcomings of the premodern state, it appears to have been a rational and reasonably efficient

system.

As for the idea of the apathetic state, a close examination of these norms of acceptable behaviour
and the social mechanisms enforcing them suggests that the emperors and their officials were
far from uninterested in governing the provinces, and that upholding justice and maintaining
the well-being of the people were duties that were taken seriously, even if the Byzantines
understood them in less absolute institutional terms than we might today. It is also argued that
social mobility was higher and political power more diffused within the aristocracy than has
traditionally been believed and that there is little to suggest either that extended families
functioned as important sources of identity and allegiance, or that that imperial authority was
significantly compromised by growing aristocratic power. Taken together, these arguments
present Byzantine society as less structurally unstable and conflict-ridden than previous studies
have generally done, suggesting that the focus of the scholarly debate on the eleventh-century

collapse should, to some extent, be shifted from internal towards external factors.

1.1 Aristocratic domination and state apathy from Ostrogorsky and onwards

The genealogy of the ideas which this thesis is intended to challenge can be traced back to

George Ostrogorsky’s The History of the Byzantine State, whose first English edition was

published in 1956.2 For Ostrogorsky, the death of Basil Il (r. 976-1025) marked a turning point

2 G. Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State (Oxford 1956), pp. 280-310; see also idem, ‘Observations on the
Aristocracy in Byzantium’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 25 (1971), pp. 1-32, for a more detailed version of the
argument, as well as idem ‘Agrarian Conditions in the Byzantine Empire in the Early Middle Ages’, Cambridge
Economic History of Europe (Cambridge, 1966), vol. I, pp. 215-234.
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where a long period of military expansion and imperial power gave way to the disintegration
of the political system, which in turn resulted in an acute military and political collapse, with
relative stability only being achieved with the new order instituted by Alexios Komnenos (r.
1081-1118). He faulted Basil’s imperial successors for failing to stem the tide, but ultimately
saw the crisis as the result of ‘vigorous and irresistible social and economic forces.” The most
important aspect of this development was the growing importance of the landed aristocracy,
resulting in what Ostrogorsky called the ‘feudalisation of the empire’, with private interest
gaining at the expense of the state. The process was under way as early as the eighth and ninth
centuries, with land ownership passing gradually into fewer hands, but escalated during the
tenth century and reached a decisive stage during the eleventh, when the imperial authority ‘not
only ceased its struggle to keep the feudal nobility in check, but became itself a tool of this

powerful class.’

The concentration of land and wealth in aristocratic hands at the expense of independent
peasants and military smallholdings had, in Ostrogorsky’s view, enfeebled the state by
undermining both the system of taxation and the imperial army. He envisaged the ruling class
as split into two distinct factions, a civil nobility in the capital and a military aristocracy in the
provinces, and interpreted the political history of the period as characterised by an intense
struggle over which of these factions was to dominate the state. The resulting political
instability, imperial weakness and neglect of the armed forces consequently left Byzantium
vulnerable to outside invaders. Due to the initial dominance of the civil aristocracy, the numbers
of civil officials and cost of the administration grew continually, but as the supreme power was
increasingly impaired by aristocratic ambitions, the once-ubiquitous civil service also started to
lose its strong centralised character, with the central government curtailing itself more and more

in the provinces, even when it came to its most vital functions, such as tax-collection. As such,



local magnates and tax-farmers were effectively left in charge of provincial government, a

position they used to their profit by imposing new burdens on the general population.

Ostrogorsky’s argument has, of course, been criticised, refined and revised by other scholars
many times over since it was first published more than half a century ago, but, as we shall see,
his ideas have retained their relevance due to the influence they have exerted on later
scholarship and the persistence of some of their basic tenets. His historical narrative was based
to a large extent on the five contemporary major works of history that have come down to us:
John Skylitzes® Synopsis Historion,> Michael Psellos’ Chronographia,* Michael Attaleiates’
Historia,® Nikephoros Bryennios’ Hyle Historion® and the so-called Skylitzes Continuatus.” His
idea that the aristocracy was split into a civil and military faction seems to be based on Psellos’
rather vague references to conflicts between 10 moAitikov yévog and 10 oTpatimTiKdv, but none
of these works of history do, in fact, offer any substantial evidence to support the theory that
growing aristocratic wealth and influence undermined the state and threatened imperial
authority.2 That assertion was mainly, albeit not exclusively, based on a series of laws
promulgated by tenth-century emperors, usually referred to collectively as the Macedonian
novels, following the sobriquet of the ruling dynasty.® Several of these novels concern, and seek
to regulate, the relationship between two groups of people in provincial life, termed the
powerful (dvvaroi, ioyvpotepor) and the poor (mrtwyoi, mévnteg) respectively, claiming to

intervene in defence of the latter against the former.

3 J. Skylitzes, loannis Skylitzae Synopsis Historiarum, ed. I. Thurn, CFHB 5 (Berlin, 1973).

4 M. Psellos, Michele Psello: Imperatori di Bisanzio (Cronografia), ed. S. Impellizzeri and trans. S. Ronchey., 2
vols. (Rome, 1984), henceforth: Psellos, Chronographia.

5> M. Attaleiates, The History / Michael Attaleiates, ed. I. Perez-Martin, trans. A. Kaldellis & D. Krallis (Cambridge,
2012).

& N. Bryennios, Nicéphore Bryennios Histoire, ed. P. Gautier (Brussels, 1975).

" He synecheia tes chronographias tou loannou Skylitse: loannes Skylitzes Continuatus, ed. E. Th. Tsolakes
(Thessalonike, 1968).

8 Psellos, Chronographia, 6.1-2, 6.6-7, 6.134, 7.1, 7.3, 7.6, 7.32, vol. I, pp. 246-8, vol. Il, pp. 158-60, 178, 180,
184, 216.

9 Les Novelles des empereurs macédoniens concernant la terre et les stratiotes, ed. N. Svoronos (Athens 1994).
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The first of these was issued by Romanos Lekapenos (r. 920-44) in 934.1° After an unusually
severe famine in 927-8, the powerful had exploited the misery of the less fortunate small
landowners by taking the opportunity to acquire their properties at prices well below the
ordinary market value and the legislation was intended to reverse this development and restore
the status quo in the countryside prior to the famine. It therefore defined the powerful as a legal
category and made it illegal for them to acquire property in village communes, but also nullified
any such acquisitions made from the time of the famine and onwards. In these retroactive cases,
the buyers would be entitled to reimbursement if they had acted in good faith, whereas those
who had employed coercion would be evicted without compensation. The principles set out in
this novel were then reinforced and clarified by further legislation issued by Constantine VI (r.
945-59) in 947, Romanos Il (r. 959-63) in 961 and Nikephoros Il Phokas (r. 963-9) in 966/7.1
The final and most draconian of these novels was then issued in 996 by Basil 11 (r. 976-1025).
Basil affirmed the position taken by his predecessors and stated plainly that the poor would be
entitled to reclaim any land that had passed into the hands of the powerful since 927, with no
obligation to reimburse the buyers for the original purchase price, nor for subsequent
improvements. He also declared that in cases where crown lands have been acquired by
powerful individuals, the imperial treasury’s right of eviction would now extend back to the

time of Caesar Augustus; in practice, a limitless claim.

For Ostrogorsky, these novels reflected a dramatic struggle between the central authority and a
powerful landed aristocracy over who would control the land and manpower of the empire. The

novel of 996, following the successful quelling of the Skleros and Phokas rebellions against

10 Svoronos, Novelles, pp. 82-92; E. McGeer, The Land Legislation of the Macedonian Emperors (Toronto, 2000),
pp. 49-60.

11 Svoronos, Novelles, pp. 98-100, 136-41, 180-1; McGeer, Land Legislation, pp. 61-7, 77-81, 97-101. The
document from 961 is, however, technically not a new piece of legislation, but rather an official response to
inquiries and legal problems that have arisen from the existing laws.

12 Svoronos, Novelles, pp. 200-217; McGeer, Land Legislation, pp. 111-132.
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Basil 11, thus represented a significant, but temporary, victory for the central authority and the
emperor personally, who had both defeated his aristocratic challengers in battle and put an end
to their attempts to drain the resources of the state. The absence of further legislative initiatives
nevertheless led Ostrogorsky to conclude that Basil’s successors abandoned the struggle against
the ambitions of the resurgent aristocracy and so the decline of the state could continue unabated
after his death in 1025. The same explanatory model for the misfortunes suffered by the empire
during the eleventh century was adopted by Speros Vryonis, although he also argued that ethno-

religious conflict was an important supplementary factor.*3

Rosemary Morris has further emphasised the conflict between state and aristocracy reflected
by the novels, albeit while refraining from drawing conclusions about the long-term
implications for the fortunes of the empire.'* She argues that despite their strident rhetoric about
the plight of the poor and the responsibility of the emperors to protect their humble subjects, it
was not with the welfare of the majority of the rural population that the novels were concerned.
Morris notes that the legislation does not even bother to clearly identify the poor and the
measures proposed was probably not even particularly helpful for small landowners. As such,
she suggests that the struggle between the powerful and the poor was a fabrication of imperial
advisors and that the novels should be understood primarily as a weapon wielded by emperors
who were trying to defend their power against the onslaught of the rural aristocracy. This

reading of the Macedonian novels as an essentially power-political®® tool has proved influential,

13S. Vryonis, ‘Byzantium: The Social Basis of Decline in the Eleventh Century’, Greek, Roman, and Byzantine
Studies 2 (1959), pp. 158-75.

14 R. Morris, ‘The Powerful and the Poor in Tenth-Century Byzantium: Law and Reality’, Past and Present 73
(1976), esp. pp. 26-7.

15 My use of the term ‘power-political’ is intended to make a distinction between politics in a wider sense, where
power can be exercised in order to affect or prevent any kind of societal change, and power-politics, more narrowly
defined as the exercise of power for the specific purpose of acquiring more power or maintaining an existing
position of power.



but interpretations as to their more specific purpose have varied.® This is illustrated particularly
clearly by Catherine Holmes’ analysis of the 996 novel, which, she argues, does not primarily
reflect conflict between Basil Il and powerful aristocratic families, but rather the emperor’s

efforts to impose his authority over the court and administration.*’

Paul Lemerle, and more recently Michel Kaplan, have also offered interpretations of the novels
with less emphasis on the political struggle between the state and an increasingly independent
magnate class, suggesting instead that their main purpose was the protect the fiscal integrity of
the village communes that constituted the cornerstone of the imperial tax base.'® Lemerle
argued that the ‘powerful’ whose excesses the novels are meant to check were not in the first
instance great landlords, but rather imperial dignitaries and officials who exploited their
influence to exert pressure on those of inferior social, but not necessarily economic, standing.
He was also more optimistic than Ostrogorsky about the effectiveness of these measures. He
recognises that the powerful posed a real threat to the integrity of the village communes and the
status of the free peasants, but rejects the notion of a creeping ‘feudalism’ that weakened the
state during the course of the tenth century. While retaining much of the analytical framework
of an aristocracy split into military and a civilian, or senatorial, faction, Lemerle also challenged
the idea that the ‘golden age’ of the empire reached its apex with the reign of Basil II and that
the ‘civilian’ emperors who succeeded him squandered his legacy through their weakness and
decadence.!® He presented the decades after 1025 as a period of economic and social expansion

as well as cultural and intellectual flourishing; a time of progress and societal development that

18 In addition to the examples cited below, see J. Howard-Johnston, ‘Crown Lands and the Defence of Imperial
Authority in the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries’, Byzantinische Forschungen 21 (1995), pp. 75-100.

17 C. Holmes, Basil 1l and the Governance of Empire (976-1025) (Oxford, 2005), pp. 468-71.

18 p, Lemerle, The Agrarian History of Byzantium from the Origins to the Twelfth Century: The Sources and
Problems (Galway, 1979), pp. 94-115, 189-92; M. Kaplan, Les Hommes et la terre & Byzance du Vle au Xle siécle
(Paris, 1992), pp. 414-43.

19 p Lemerle, ‘Byzance au tournant de son destin’, in idem, Cing Etudes sur le Xie siécle byzantin (Paris, 1977),
pp. 251-312.



was unfortunately, and decisively, crushed by the conservative and narrow-minded regime of

Alexios Komnenos.?°

The notion of economic hardship and imperial decline after the death of Basil Il has also been
questioned by Alexander Kazhdan and Ann Wharton Epstein, albeit without going quite as far
as Lemerle.?! Even though they rejected the term ‘feudalism’ to describe Byzantine society,
they recognised that certain social and economic features associated with it did develop, and
they argued that governmental and aristocratic traditions to some extent stifled the development
of innovative urban institutions.?> They also offered a more guarded interpretation of the
Macedonian novels and noted that while some eleventh-century sources indicate that the land
was predominantly in the hands of the powerful in some regions, there are also other sources
that prove the existence of free peasants. On balance, they suggested that private estates
increased in size and number throughout the tenth and eleventh century, but without becoming
the dominant form of landowning, and that even though the real power of the great landowners
was considerable, the traditional state apparatus endured and Byzantium remained a centralised

monarchy governed from the capital.

The dramatic shift came with the accession of Alexios Komnenos, who replaced traditional
Byzantine vertical mobility with family government and introduced bureaucratic reforms of a
more radically patrimonial nature, but Kazhdan and Epstein also argued that some of the

cultural and social changes associated with the new Komnenian regime can, in fact, be traced

2 See also C. Morrisson, ‘La Devaluation de la monnaie byzantine au Xle siécle : essai d’interprétation’, Travaux
et mémoires 6 (1976), pp. 3-47, and, more recently, A. Harvey, ‘Competition for Economic Resources: The State,
Landowners and Fiscal Privileges’, in V. N. Vlyssidou (ed.), Empire in Crisis: Byzantium in the 11" century
(Athens, 2003), pp. 169-77, similarly arguing that the Byzantine state was on essentially sound economic footing
before 1071.

2L A, P. Kazhdan & A. W. Epstein, Change in Byzantine Culture in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (Berkeley,
1985), pp. 24-73, 99-119.

22 See also A. Kazhdan, ‘State, Feudal, and Private Economy in Byzantium’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 47 (1993),
83-100.



back to nascent developments during the preceding decades, or even centuries.?®> The most
important of these was what they called ‘the aristocratisation of culture’, which essentially
refers to an increased emphasis on lineage and extended family, as well as the development of
a more martial ideal for the elite.?* The evidence presented for the latter is mainly of Komnenian
provenance, but the growing interest in lineage is shown to have much earlier origins. This
argument is based primarily on the increased use of family names, which start to appear
occasionally in sources from the ninth century, but become commonplace only after the year
1000, as well as the growing prestige associated with illustrious ancestry, eugeneia. Kazhdan
and Epstein interpreted this as signifying emerging ties between the individual and the extended
family, constituting a gradual departure from the traditional Byzantine ideal of the nuclear
family. Taken together with the increased focus on martial virtues, they saw this development

as the cultural consequence of the emergence of the military aristocracy as a ruling elite.

Ties between individuals and extended families also loom large in the scholarship of Jean-
Claude Cheynet, whose Pouvoir et contestestations a Byzance (963-1210), together with a
series of subsequent articles, present a ground-breaking revision of Ostrogorsky’s portrayal of
the Byzantine aristocracy. His work will serve as an important springboard for the arguments
below, and so we shall consider it in some detail. One of Cheynet’s main themes is continuity.
He rejects the notion of a golden age of the rural world in the seventh and eighth centuries,
followed by a decline where the elites took the role of exploiters of peasants, leading the empire
to impotence and destruction. Based on the testimony of a wide range of sources, he suggests

instead a slow evolution of the uppermost segment of the empire’s population over a thousand

23 For a more recent and nuanced analysis of the Komnenian system of government, see P. Frankopan, ‘Kinship
and the Distribution of Power in Komnenian Byzantium’, English Historical Review 122 (2007), pp. 1-34; idem,
‘Re-interpreting the Role of Family in Comnenian Byzantium: Where Blood is not Thicker than Water’, in M. D.
Lauxtermann & M. Whittow, Byzantium in the Eleventh Century: Being in Between (London, 2017), pp. 181-96.
2 See also A. Kazhdan, ‘Aristocracy and the Imperial Ideal’, in M. Angold (ed.), The Byzantine Aristocracy, IX
to X111 Centuries (Oxford, 1984), pp. 43-57.
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years, concluding that the aristocracy of the ninth or even eighth century already had many of
the characteristics it would have towards the end of the empire.?> As for the great aristocratic
estates, Cheynet concedes that they were considerably larger in the eleventh century than in the
eighth and that the Byzantine peasantry thus gradually fell under the influence of great
landowners, public as well as aristocratic, but he also argues that this neither meant that the
economic conditions of the peasants deteriorated markedly, nor that the empire’s military
capability suffered, since the theme army was soon made obsolete anyway and the state was
able to compensate through the fiscalisation of the strateia,?® the increased fiscal base resulting
from territorial expansion and economic growth as well as the expansion of and increased focus
on direct exploitation of public estates. He also notes that there is no lack of evidence for large

estates prior to the tenth century, again emphasising continuity.

Along the same lines, Cheynet also appears consistent in arguing that there was no fundamental
shift in the balance of power between the state and the aristocracy, nor any devolution of
imperial functions in or around the eleventh century.?” While aristocratic landowning increased,
he illustrates mathematically that official salaries, rogai, must have been a much greater source
of the income for the highest officials of the state than the surplus from their estates, which kept
the most powerful dependant on imperial favour. For lower officials, however, it may well have

been the other way around. Indeed, he suggests that it might be possible to understand the

25].-C. Cheynet, ‘L’ Aristocratie byzantine (VIIle-XIlIe siécle)’, Journal des Savants (2000), pp. 281, 284-90, 295-
6, 298-301, 320; idem, ‘Les Structures administratives de 'Empire byzantin aux Xe-XlIle si¢cles’, in E. Kislinger,
J. Koder & A. Kultzer (eds.), Handelsguter und Verkerswege. Aspekte der Warenversorgung im 0stlichen
Mittelmeerraum (4. Bis 15. Jahrhundert) (Vienna, 2010), pp. 59-60, 64-5; idem, ‘Les Noms des fonctionnaires
civils appartenant aux familles de Constantinople durant les 11° et 12¢ si¢cles d’aprés la sigillographie’, First
International Sevgi Gonul Byzantine Studies Symposium (lIstanbul, 2010), p. 164.

% The commutation of the obligation to serve in the army or navy attached to military lands in exchange for a
payment that could subsequently be used to maintain professional soldiers. It appears to have become
commonplace during the tenth century. See J. Haldon, ‘Military Service, Military Lands, and the Status of Soldiers:
Current Problems and Interpretations’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 47 (1993), pp. 1-67.

27 J.-C. Cheynet, ‘Aristocratie et héritage (XIe-XlIle siécle)’, in G. Dagron & J. Beaucamp (eds.), La transmission
du patrimoine (Paris, 1998), pp. 78-9; idem ‘L’ Aristocratie, pp. 302-7, 310-17; idem, ‘Les Structures’, pp. 60-61.
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pressure from the powerful on the poor in the rural world as an attempt to secure a source of
capital that was not liable to be revoked each generation. He also states that confiscations from
the greatest landowners, from the reign of Basil Il all the way to that of Alexios I, should be
underlined as a significant transfer of wealth from private hands to the state. While much of it
found its way back into private hands in the form of imperial donations of various kinds,
especially by the emperors who were insecure in power and in need of ensuring support
amongst the aristocracy, Cheynet argues that in most cases this did not entail a permanent loss
for the state since such donations tended to be personal and conditional, meaning that they
would revert back into imperial possession when the beneficiary died or fell in disfavour.
Similarly, he suggests that even though tax-exemptions could give a considerable financial
advantage, the efforts made by beneficiaries to have them confirmed indicate that such
confirmation was necessary to prevent fiscal officials from questioning them, which naturally
ensured a continued dependence on imperial favour.? Moreover, he underlines the lack of
evidence for private armies and fortresses and questions the notion that the powerful were

always able to sway the courts in their favour, irrespective of the law or merits of a case.

Like Ostrogorsky, Cheynet interprets Byzantine eleventh-century politics as characterised
mainly by a struggle between large and powerful aristocratic factions, but denounces the
dichotomous idea of a military and civilian aristocracy opposed to one another.?® Through
prosopographical analysis, he argues that such a neat division is untenable on the grounds that
the most prominent aristocratic families in the eleventh century usually had members serving
in both the military and in the civil administration and suggests instead a more complex model

where prominent families intermarried to form extensive, rivalling clans, based loosely on

28 This point has also been made in more detail by R. Morris, ‘“Monastic Exemptions in Tenth- and Eleventh-
Century Byzantium’, in W. Davies & P. Fouracre (eds.), Property and Power in the Early Middle Ages
(Cambridge, 1995), esp. pp. 214-16.

29 J.-C. Cheynet, Pouvoir et contestations a Byzance (963-1210) (Paris, 1990), pp. 191-8.
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geographical origins and policy priorities. | have discerned three main threads of thought in
Cheynet’s scholarship on this subject. Firstly, there is the advantage conferred by eugeneia in
itself, i.e. the prestige inherent in having illustrious ancestors, secondly, the extent to which
aristocrats could transmit wealth and influence to their children and, finally, the importance of
marriage politics and family networks. The first two can thus be viewed as focusing on the
importance of family in a vertical sense, the extent to which the opportunities of an individual
are dependent on whom he is descended from, whereas the third concerns the horizontal impact
of familial ties, how individuals benefited from belonging to a clan where solidarity was

ensured by ties of kinship and marriage.

Concerning eugeneia, Cheynet notes that the Byzantines recognised an aristocracy where the
principal criterion for belonging was birth, while making the distinction that it was never a
nobility since there was no legal distinction between those who belonged to it and those who
did not.* This is of particular importance in distinguishing an upper layer within the wider
aristocracy, the mega dynamenoi, megistanes, or simply ‘the great families’. Cheynet suggests
that these families were not defined primarily by their wealth, but rather by the prestige that
came from belonging to an illustrious lineage. By way of criterion, he merely states that these
were the families that could aspire to the imperial throne, based on the fact that all the emperors
of the eleventh century, with the exceptions of Michael IV (r. 1034-41) and Michael V (r. 1041-

2), came from some of the empire’s most prestigious families.

As for the transmission of wealth and influence from one generation to another. Cheynet notes
that aristocratic inheritance was diminished both by the equal division between heirs and by

donations to pious establishments, from which he infers that the ability of the same families to

30 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 249-53, 258.
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remain at the pinnacle of society over several generations, indeed centuries, indicates the
existence of compensatory mechanisms.®! Regarding the division of property, he notes that all
children seem to have equal right in principle, but that it appears possible to favour one child
as long as the rights of the others to part of the inheritance are respected, although he underlines
that the documentary evidence does not permit clear conclusions. More importantly, however,
successful parents were able to transmit not only their property to their children, but also their
network of relations which gave them an invaluable advantage in furthering their careers.
Younger relatives could also accompany older ones when fulfilling the duties of their offices,
thus getting an opportunity to learn the ropes, which, Cheynet suggests, is why we can find
veritable dynasties of military officers, with the same surname appearing frequently in the same
position. The example he uses is that of Alexios Komnenos, who cut his teeth at the side of his

brother Isaac before taking over command when the latter was captured.

In addition to these mechanisms favouring aristocratic transmission, Cheynet also notes two
factors that worked to the advantage of new men, namely the extinction of some families
through sterility or casualties in war and the expansion of the imperial administration that left
new openings without necessitating rivalry with the members of the established aristocratic
families.®? Regarding the effectiveness of these social mechanisms and the degree of social
mobility they resulted in, Cheynet’s exact position is not entirely easy to pin down and may
have evolved over time.3® He has referred to the aristocracy’s quasi-monopoly of powerful
offices and written that in spite of some individual success stories, the upper echelons of

Byzantine society remained a rather closed milieu, although the frequent changes of

31 Cheynet, ‘Aristocratie et héritage’, pp. 63-7, 71, 80; idem, ‘L’ Aristocratie’, pp. 282-3.

32 Cheynet, ‘L’ Aristocratie’, p. 297.

33 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 256-7, 261. idem, ‘L’Aristocratie’, pp. 288-90, 295-7, 320 ; idem, ‘Le Réle de la
bourgeoisie constantinopolitaine: Xle-XIle siécle’, Zbornik radova Vizantoloskog instituta 46 (2009), p. 96. idem,
‘Les Noms’, p. 164.
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government in some periods could give a false impression of social mobility. This seems to be
based primarily on the fact that he has been able to demonstrate that the members of some
prominent families tend to appear in our sources holding high offices over the course of several
generations.®* He has, however, also stated that it was not until Komnenian times that the
aristocracy truly started closing its ranks to new men and has presented the civil administration

in particular as offering rare opportunities for social advancement.®

Finally, there is the importance of marriage policy and ties of kinship. Here, Cheynet seems to
envisage a situation where extended families functioned as political entities and where the great
families extended their influence by forming powerful clans through marriage alliances.*® This
is based partly on observations of matrimonial patterns, where he has noted that scions of
illustrious and wealthy families tended to marry each other, particularly those whose estates
where situated in the same region, on statements made in various sources concerning
obligations to aid one’s relatives and on the fact that emperors tended to appoint family
members to important positions. The most important evidence, however, comes from a
thorough prosopographical analysis of all the known revolts, conspiracies and other challenges
to imperial power from 963 to 1210, where Cheynet has demonstrated that the key supporters

of the pretenders to the throne are often related to them by blood or marriage.

As for the other influential idea that this thesis means to challenge, namely that the imperial

government played a limited role in provincial life, Cheynet has also argued that the relatively

3 See, for instance, J.-C. Cheynet, ‘La Famille Bourtzés’, in idem & J.-F. Vannier, Etudes prosopographiques
(Paris, 1986), pp. 15-55; J.-C. Cheynet, ‘Les Dalassénoi’, in idem & J.-F. Vannier, Etudes prosopographiques
(Byzantina Sorbonensia 5), (Paris, 1986), pp. 75-115; J.-C. Cheynet, ‘Les Argyroi’, Zbornik Radova Vizantoloskog
Instituta 40, (Belgrade, 2003), pp. 57-90; idem, ‘Grandeur et decadence des Diogénai’, in V. N. Vlyssidou (ed.),
The Empire in Crisis (?). Byzantium in the 11" Century (1025-1081) (Athens, 2003), pp. 119-38.

% See also H. Ahrweiler, ‘Recherches sur la société byzantine au Xle siécle : nouvelles hiérarchies et nouvelles
solidarités’, Travaux et Mémoires 6 (1976), pp. 103-11.

3 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 20-156, 261-7, 272-9; idem, ‘L’ Aristocratie’, p. 285.
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small size of the central bureaucracy severely restricted its reach throughout the empire, which
necessitated a pragmatic approach to working with local persons of influence, who were often
simply granted confirmation of their authority in exchange for their loyalty to the emperor.®’
The most comprehensive work on the subject is, however, Leonora Neville’s Authority in
Byzantine Provincial Society, 950-1100. Based on a body of documentary as well as narrative
evidence from provincial life, most notably the Theban cadaster, the Marcian treatise and a
number of saint’s lives, but also Kekaumenos’ Consilia et Narrationes, she argues that while
the emperors were keenly interested in collecting revenue and maintaining imperial sovereignty
by quelling any threats against their rule, the central government was otherwise largely
apathetic about governing the provinces.®® As such, they were generally content to leave the
regulation of provincial society in the hands of local aristocrats, whose households, oikoi,
competed with each other for control over community decisions.®® To the extent that the
administration did intervene in the provinces, it was more often matters of favour and personal
appeals rather than regular administrative process, which meant that connections at the imperial

court were still an important asset for ambitious local aristocrats.

By contrast, Morris’ study of provincial dispute settlement in the tenth century underlines the
pervasiveness of imperial officials in the processes examined, even though she also points out
that legal decisions were strengthened by the participation of those influential in local society.*°
Moreover, she notes that the parties involved clearly envisaged that there would be no firm end

to their dispute until the settlement had been formally ratified by imperial officials. She also

37 ].-C. Cheynet, ‘Official Power and Non-Official Power’, in A. Cameron (ed.), Fifty Years of Prosopography.
The Later Roman Empire, Byzantium and Beyond (London, 2003), pp. 137-51.

38 L. Neville, Authority in Byzantine provincial society, 950-1100 (Cambridge, 2004), esp. pp. 99-135.

%9 See also P. Magdalino, ‘The Byzantine Aristocratic Oikos’, in M. Angold (ed.), The Byzantine Aristocracy, I1X
to X111l Centuries (Oxford, 1984).

40 R. Morris, ‘Dispute Settlement in the Byzantine Provinces in the Tenth Century’, in W. Davies & P. Fouracre
(eds.), The Settlement of Disputes in Early Medieval Europe (Cambridge, 1986), esp. pp. 134-6, 142, 146-7.
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reaches similar conclusions in her more recent study of travelling judges in Macedonia,
emphasising both the reach of the imperial administration and its concern for the promulgation

of justice in the provinces.**

The notion that the nature and societal role of the Byzantine aristocracy was a crucial factor
behind the misfortunes suffered by the empire during the later eleventh century has also
remained prominent in more recent scholarship. Michael Angold argues that instability was
built into the political structure of the empire due to the expansion and diversification of the
elite from the end of the tenth century and onwards.*?> This left too many interests to satisfy,
creating tensions that required occasional outlets in the form of conspiracies and revolts. He
does not reject Ostrogorsky’s model of an aristocracy split into one civil and one military
faction in its entirety, but rather suggests that such divisions belonged to a previous age and had
largely disappeared. In the eleventh century, he states, Byzantine political life was instead
dominated by families that transcended these divisions and drew their support from the entirety
of the political spectrum, which seems to be well in line with Cheynet’s portrayal of the ‘great

families’.

The idea of clan politics developed by Cheynet is even more pointedly expressed in more recent
work by John Haldon, who portrays the Middle Byzantine aristocracy as belonging to a series
of families and extended clans that gradually came to monopolise key military and civilian posts
in the state and were in constant and sometimes violent competition with one another for

influence and resources.*® This elite evolved over the course of several centuries, but at least by

41 R. Morris, ‘Travelling Judges in Byzantine Macedonia (10"-11" c¢.)’, Zbornik Radova Vizantoloskog Instituta
50 (2013), pp. 335-45.

2 M. Angold, ‘Belle Epoque or Crisis (1025-1118)?’, in J. Shepard (ed.), The Cambridge History of the Byzantine
Empire (Cambridge 2008), esp. pp. 588-9.

43 J. Haldon, ‘Social élites, wealth, and power’, in J. Haldon (ed.), The Social History of Byzantium (Chichester,
2009), esp. pp. 168-193.
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1071 it had crystallised fully into a multi-factional aristocracy of birth, with a few very powerful
families on top and large, subordinate clans dependent on them, from which we may surmise
that the process must have been reasonably far advanced throughout the entire period with
which we are concerned. This situation, Haldon suggests, led directly to the squabbles and civil
wars that followed the battle of Manzikert, and thus to the failure of Byzantium to mount an

effective defence against its external enemies.

Haldon also makes an analytical distinction between the elite in general, which he defines
largely as those families whose members held or were ensured access to senior positions in state
and church, and the power elite, which was the particular faction dominating the state at any
given time. He notes, however, that before the Komnenian faction managed to ensconce itself
firmly at the helm of state, the latter was never made up of the same set of families over a long
time, partly because the perpetual competition for influence left different factions in a dominant
position at different times, and partly because the internal composition of the factions
themselves was constantly changing. He also introduces some complexity to this model by
underlining that opportunities for social advancement on ‘pseudo-meritocratic’ grounds
remained throughout the period in question, although he seems to view this as largely dependent
on personal imperial patronage, i.e. that emperors were always able to promote members of
new families to elite status. Moreover, he endorses Neville’s view of the Byzantine state as
apathetic about governing the provinces beyond collecting taxes and upholding imperial

sovereignty.

Ostrogorsky’s argument that the Byzantine state was enfeebled by the growth of private
aristocratic wealth and power has also been vigorously revived by Paul Stephenson, who

similarly argues that the Macedonian novels cannot have been particularly effective in reining
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in the powerful, since there would have been no need for Basil 11 to issue stronger legislation if
the previous laws were working.** He connects this more closely to the cultural changes
identified by Kazhdan and Epstein, however, and further develops the idea of a gradually
emerging aristocratic self-consciousness, which meant that the members of aristocratic families
became increasingly committed to the promotion of the family and its interests at the expense
of the state. This is based mainly on the increasing prevalence of surnames, particularly on the
lead seals used for official correspondence.* Since the officials in question were identified by
both their family name and their title and rank, Stephenson surmises that they were considered
representatives both of the state and of their families, reflecting a conflict of interest where
kinship almost always trumped public service. He also notes that some provincial officials drew
their salaries directly from their localities and suggests that this blurring of the distinction
between public authority and private power would lead to greater tension in the empire’s

periphery and exacerbate the phenomenon of aristocratic gains at the expense of the state.

As for this idea that extended families functioned as the primary sources of identity and
allegiance, and that Byzantine politics should thus be understood as a struggle between such
families for power and resources, it is a particularly influential one, which, as the review above
demonstrates, enjoys broad support among scholars who have approached the issue from
different perspectives using a wide variety of sources.*® It is therefore important to note that
many of the arguments underpinning it would appear to be based on conjecture and questionable

assumptions. The main exception is Cheynet’s survey of challenges to imperial authority, where

4 P. Stephenson, ‘The Rise of the Middle Byzantine Aristocracy and the Decline of the Imperial State’ in idem
(ed.) The Byzantine World, (London & New York, 2010), pp. 22-33.

45 See also P. Stephenson, ‘A Development in Nomenclature on the Seals of the Byzantine Provincial Aristocracy
in the Late Tenth Century’, Revue des études byzantines 52 (1994), pp. 187-211.

46 See also L. Andriollo, Constantinople et les provinces d’Asie mineure, IXe-Xle siécle. Administration impériale,
sociétés locales et réle de I’aristocratie (Leuven, 2017), esp. pp. 317-410. This newly published study emphasises
the role played by aristocratic networks in facilitating communication between Constantinople and the provinces
while essentially retaining notion of family as the organising principle of Byzantine politics.
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his observation that both incumbents and pretenders to the throne tend to be supported by their
relatives by blood or marriage is apt and firmly supported by the available evidence, even
though there are a few deviations from the general pattern as well. The fact that emperors and
would-be emperors often looked for support amongst his relatives surely signifies that family
counted for something, but since this analysis only examines Byzantine society at the point of
political crisis, its conclusions provide a questionable base for generalisations in lieu of

corroborative testimony, and this is where the evidence starts to wear thin.

As for the increased cultural importance of eugeneia, this is indeed well documented, but it is
far from certain that a concern for the prestige conferred by an illustrious lineage would
necessarily translate into strong feelings of solidarity with those who shared the same
prestigious ancestors, which several of the studies referred to above simply appear to assume.
Similarly, the fact that the scions of the most prominent families tended to marry each other
proves very little since, after all, they had to marry someone and given the importance awarded
to eugeneia as well as the circumstance, noted by Cheynet, that traditions concerning dowries
and the corresponding contributions of grooms favoured marriages between economic equals,
it could hardly be regarded as surprising that isogamy was the norm in both of these respects.*’
Cheynet does make some interesting observations regarding matrimonial patterns, especially in
the tenth century, but he also notes that all the emperors between 1028 and 1081 were related
to each other through marriage, which does not point in any conclusive way towards the

formation of rivalling clans during this period.*®

Moreover, Cheynet’s very thorough scholarship does not fail to mention some pieces of

evidence that serve to weaken his case for clan politics rather than strengthen it, such as

47 Cheynet, ‘Aristocratie et héritage’, p. 58.
48 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 272-9; Cheynet, ‘L’ Aristocratie’, p. 285.
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legislation regarding the obligations of relatives to each other, where the nuclear rather than
extended family appears to be viewed as the natural family unit. The freedom from the
obligation to testify against close relatives only applied to direct descendants or forebears,
siblings and immediate in-laws.*® When it came to inheritance, only the rights of children were
protected, whereas couples who died childless could dispose of their worldly possessions
freely.>® Cheynet also notes himself that as opposed to the medieval West, marriages do not
appear to have been considered as the collective actions of the entire extended family, from

which he infers that the fundamental cell of the Byzantine family was the couple.®!

As for the sigillographical evidence, there appears to be a significant issue with selection bias
in the way that it has been used. As William Danny has pointed out, since seals without
surnames may possess low informational value when considered individually, scholars have
tended to overlook the significance of their sheer quantity.? Even though seals that identify
their owners by surnames became significantly more common in the eleventh century than they
had been before, there are still vast numbers of seals that do not. Due to the limited information
they provide, they are often left out of prosopographical studies, which means that those studies,
for all their other qualities, cannot be relied on to support the notion that the identity and loyalty
of Byzantine officials were primarily determined by their membership of certain families.
While the increased use of surnames certainly must be regarded as significant and it is perfectly
reasonable to hypothesise that it to some extent reflected a growing social focus on kinship, it
is also important to note that this is by no means the only possible explanation for this

development. In the context of the expanding bureaucracy of the eleventh century, which will

49 Cheynet, Pouvoir, p. 261.

%0 Cheynet, ‘Aristocratie et héritage’, pp. 67-70.

51 Cheynet, Pouvoir, p. 266.

52 W. Danny, ‘Society and the State in Byzantium 1025-1071" (University of Oxford D.Phil. thesis, 2007), p. 81.
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be discussed in more detail below,> it is, for instance, also possible that the increased use of
surnames was partially driven by a need to distinguish different officials with the same given

names from each other as they grew more numerous.

We shall have reason to return to Danny’s unpublished thesis below, as it has much in common
with this one, not only in terms of the sources examined and the methods employed, but it also
makes a very similar general argument, namely that far from being undermined by private
formations of aristocratic power, the apparatus of public authority remained fundamentally
sound throughout the mid-eleventh century.®® A strikingly similar argument is also made by
Anthony Kaldellis in his recently published historiographical account of the period from 955 to
the First Crusade.>® Based mainly on the traditional narrative sources, Kaldellis dismisses the
Ostrogorskian model of socio-economic transformation in its entirety, arguing that the rebels
challenging imperial authority should not be understood as representatives of a class of landed
magnates, nor of any kind of aristocratic faction, but rather as individual army officers
exploiting their influence over the troops under their command for personal gain.*® He suggests
that the only structural weakness that can be firmly attested by the evidence was that of weak
imperial legitimacy, which was endemic to the Byzantine empire throughout its history,
although it happened to come to a head in the eleventh century. As we shall see, Kaldellis
interpretation appears to be quite consistent with the arguments made in this thesis, even though
he approaches the issues at hand from a much more traditional historiographical perspective,

relying mostly on an entirely different set of sources.

53 See below, pp. 46-8.

5 Danny, ‘Society and the State’, esp. pp. 1-8, 223-39.

55 A. Kaldellis, Streams of Gold, Rivers of Blood: The Rise and Fall of Byzantium, 955 A.D. to the First Crusade
(New York, 2017), pp. 13-18, 142-52, 224-8, 271-9.

% Cf. Holmes, Basil 11, esp. pp. 461-8, arguing that the conflicts characterising the early years of the reign of Basil
I1 were primarily about control of the army and that what made the rebellions of Bardas Skleros and Bardas Phokas
dangerous was not the private resources of the rebels, but rather that they held high military office.
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1.2 Sources and principal arguments

This thesis is primarily a detailed, critical analysis of three sources, all of which have arguably
been underexploited as evidence for the political history of eleventh-century Byzantium: The
letters of Michael Psellos, the Peira and Kekaumenos’ Consilia et Narrationes. Particular focus
is given to the roughly 500 preserved letters of Michael Psellos, the great polymath of the
eleventh century who was deeply involved in the empire’s political life. The letters have only
recently begun to receive the scholarly attention they deserve, both for their remarkable literary
qualities, where the work of Stratis Papaioannou has been especially important,®” and for the
wealth of information they can provide on Byzantine society, where the recent volume
published by Michael Jeffreys and Marc Lauxtermann is bound to pave the way for further
research.® While the political content of the letters has been explored in some studies, they
have been very limited in scope and the inquiry below is, to the extent of my knowledge,
consequently the most comprehensive and systematic of its kind to have been carried out so far.
It is carried out as a close, systematic and source-critical reading of the relevant letters, with
particular focus on extracting information about the norms and values through which Byzantine
officials governed themselves and the empire.> It is thus essentially an examination of the elite

political culture of eleventh century Byzantium. This inquiry is divided into three chapters.

57'S. Papaioannou, ‘Das Briefcorpus des Michael Psellos: Vorarbeiten zu einer kritischen Neuedition’, Jahrbuch
des Osterreichischen Byzantinistik 48 (1998), pp. 67-117; idem, ‘Michael Psellos’ Rhetorical Gender’, Byzantine
and Modern Greek Studies 24 (2000), 113-46; idem, ‘Letters Regarding Psellos’ Family’, in A. Kaldellis (ed.),
Mothers and Sons, Fathers and Daughters: The Byzantine Family of Michael Psellos (Notre Dame, 2006), pp.
167-78; idem, ‘Michael Psellos on Friendship and Love: Erotic Discourse in Eleventh-Century Constantinople’,
Early Medieval Europe 19 (2011), pp. 43-61; idem, ‘Michael Psellos: Rhetoric and the Philosopher in Byzantium’,
in B. Bydén & K. lerodiakonou (eds.), The Many Faces of Byzantine Philosophy (Athens, 2012), pp. 153-70; idem,
‘Fragile Literature: Byzantine Letter-Collections and the Case of Michael Psellos’, in P. Odorico (ed.), La face
cachée de la literature byzantine; le texte en tant que message immédiat (Paris, 2012), pp. 289-328; idem, Michael
Psellos: Rhetoric and Authorship in Byzantium (Cambridge, 2013); C. Barber & S. Papaioannou, Michael Psellos
on Literature and Art: A Byzantine Perspective on Aesthetics (Notre Dame, 2017).

%8 M. Jeffreys & M. Lauxtermann (eds.), The Letters of Psellos: Cultural Networks and Historical Realities
(Oxford, 2017).

% The importance of norms, values and expectations for understanding political structures and changes has been
increasingly recognised in scholarship on western medieval history. See especially G. Althoff, Family, Friends
and Followers: Political and Social Bonds in Early Medieval Europe (Cambridge, 2004), esp. pp. 7-10, 162-4.
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Chapter 2 will present the letters as an historical source and place them in their political context,
while chapter 3 will examine what the letters can tell us about the exercise of power, both public
and private, and chapter 4 will concern itself with the information they provide on the social

mechanisms governing the acquisition of rank and influence.

This will be followed by an analysis of the Peira in chapter 5 and of Kekaumenos’ Consilia et
Narrationes in chapter 6. The former is a judicial handbook based on the verdicts of Eustathios
Rhomaios, who ended his career as droungarios of the Vigla, the highest ranking judge in the
empire, while the latter is a book of advice compiled by a retired late eleventh-century
provincial aristocrat who most likely had a military background. Both of these sources, and in
particular the latter, have been called upon with some frequency as evidence in scholarship
about the political life of the empire during the eleventh century, albeit almost always in a rather
limited way, where a few select passages are highlighted to reinforce an established idea or an
argument based on other sources. These chapters will offer a more comprehensive analysis,
again with particular focus on the norms and values governing political behaviour. Given the
limited scope of a D.Phil thesis, however, that analysis will still be somewhat more selective
than the appraisal of Psellos’ letters, in the sense that it will be limited to themes already
identified as important either in the chapters examining the letters or in previous scholarship. |
will nevertheless endeavour to explore these themes as thoroughly as possible, taking all

relevant evidence offered by the texts into account.

In contrast to the more widely read historiographical sources, such as the ones written by
Psellos, Skylitzes and Attaleiates, that naturally tend to focus on the most dramatic historical
events taking place during the period they cover, such as wars, coups and rebellions, these texts

allow us to approach Byzantine society from a more quotidian perspective, see beyond the
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politics of crisis and discern more deeply entrenched and subtle social mechanisms at play in
its political life. It should also be noted that they were written in different parts of the period
with which we are concerned. The Peira was probably compiled between 1034 and 1042, the
lion’s share of Psellos’ epistolary oeuvre appears to have been authored between 1060 and 1067
and the composition of Consilia et Narrationes can most likely be dated to 1075-8, even though
it seems to draw mainly on material and experiences from around the middle of the century.
Moreover, they were written under very different circumstances, for different reasons, by
authors from different parts of the Byzantine aristocracy. For instance, both Psellos’ letters and
the Peira concern themselves with judicial processes, but the former would typically have a
proactive and practical purpose, seeking to intervene in an ongoing lawsuit or bring an issue to
the attention of a judge, whereas the latter takes a retrospective and more theoretical approach,
examining closed cases in order to elucidate the judicial principles and reasoning behind the
judgments. Both of them are however written from a Constantinopolitan civil-service
perspective, which contrasts sharply against Kekaumenos’ provincial point of view and interest
in military matters. This has the advantage of increasing the likelihood that the conclusions
reached reflect broad and persistent societal structures, rather than being representative only for
a small, exclusive group or a few exceptional years. Even so, these three sources alone cannot,
of course, be claimed to present a complete picture of Byzantine society between 1025 and
1081 and the conclusions will consequently need to be related to and weighed against the results

produced by previous scholarship.

The main contribution of this thesis to our understanding of Byzantium in the mid-eleventh
century can be broken down into three separate but interrelated arguments; two of a revisionist
nature and one more original. The most important and, | believe, original argument is that the

Byzantine state to a large extent relied on private networks to carry out public administration
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throughout the empire.®® These networks served to compensate to some extent for the
institutional shortcomings of the premodern state by conveying information, orders and
requests, but also by reproducing and enforcing norms of acceptable political behaviour that
served to keep the empire’s officials involved in a coherent social milieu with shared values
where a good reputation, especially in the eyes of the emperor, was of paramount importance
for the fortunes of each individual. Public and private power were consequently intimately
intertwined and there is no need to interpret this as a sign of weakness or apathy on the part of
the state. This is based predominantly on the analysis of Psellos’ correspondence with
provincial kritai and other officials in chapter 3, but certain aspects of the public-private power

dynamic can also be discerned in the other main sources.

The first revisionist argument challenges the idea that the political dynamic of eleventh century
Byzantium was centred around the power struggles of a relatively small number of ‘great
families’, organised by ties of marriage into large clans that effectively functioned as political
parties. This argument can, in turn, be divided into three key elements. Firstly, Byzantine
society appears to have offered broad and substantial opportunities for social advancement,
largely on meritocratic grounds, with few structural restrictions beyond the cost of education,
which undermines the idea that its upper echelons were a rather closed social milieu.5!
Secondly, there seem to be nothing to suggest that extended families functioned as important
sources of identity in allegiance in any of the sources.%? Family ties were far from politically
irrelevant, but their importance can probably be better understood through the analytical
framework of networks of friendship. Thirdly, imperial power does not appear to have been

seriously threatened by aristocratic ambition.®® In lawsuits involving prominent aristocrats, the

60 See esp. chapters 3, 5.1, 6.3-4.

61 See esp. chapters 4.1, 6.2.

62 See esp. chapters 4.2, 5.3, 6.3.

83 See esp. chapters 3.4, 4.1, 5.2, 6.4.
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judges seem to take neither a hostile nor a deferential attitude towards them, which suggests
that the kritai, as representatives of the state, were acting from a position of strength. As for the
emperor’s control over these representatives, the private networks on which the state relied for
public administration also served to relay information on the conduct of officials throughout
the empire back to the palace, which had a disciplining effect since it necessitated upholding a

reputation that would meet with imperial approval.

The second revisionist argument challenges the idea that the eleventh-century emperors and
their officials were apathetic about governing the provinces beyond what was necessary to
pacify and extract resources from them, arguing instead that officials were charged with
upholding justice and maintaining the well-being of the people in their jurisdiction and that this
was a duty that was taken seriously, even though it was certainly approached with significantly
more flexibility in eleventh-century Byzantium than we expect in modern democratic states.®*
Once again, the practice of relying on private networks for public administration takes a central
role in the analysis, since these networks served to reproduce and enforce a normative
framework of acceptable political behaviour where such values were heavily emphasised.
Virtues like justice and compassion still had to be balanced against other duties and
expectations, and officials were given considerable discretion to pursue personal gain, but
failure to uphold them to the expected standard would attract censure and, by extension, risk

imperial retribution. This is a recurring theme throughout all three main sources.

None of this is to deny that the so-called great families were there, that birth was an important
factor in determining the success of individuals or that justice was more easily obtained by the

powerful than it was by the poor. There is however reason to believe that previous scholarship

54 See esp. chapters 3, 5.1, 6.4.
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has tended to overstate these notions and assign too much explanatory value to them. Taken
together, the evidence examined consequently appears to reflect a reasonably well-functioning
state and a fairly coherent society, at least by the standards of the pre-modern world, suggesting
that the focus of the scholarly debate on the late eleventh-century crisis in Byzantium should,

to some extent, be shifted from internal to external factors.

1.3 Aristocracy and networks

Before commencing the examination of our sources, there are two terms in particular that, in
the interest of analytical clarity, will need to be discussed in a little more detail, namely
aristocracy and network. As has surely been made evident above, aristocracy is the word I will
generally employ to designate the upper segment of Byzantine society, around which much of
the inquiry below will revolve. It is a term that is well established in the scholarship which this
thesis builds upon, making continuity a strong argument in favour of its continued use. As Paul
Magdalino has noted, ‘aristocracy’ and its cognates also have the advantage of not being
strongly associated with any other particular time and place, making them relatively free of
misleading connotations, and of being very rare in Byzantine social terminology, which, he
argues, is in itself a strong recommendation for applying them to Byzantium.®® Given its
importance for the analysis below, however, a more precise definition is also in order. In this
respect, | am content to follow the example of both Ostrogorsky and Cheynet, who in turn have

made use of the definitions of the ‘powerful’ as it is given in two novels by Romanos I, the

8 P. Magdalino, ‘Court Society and Aristocracy’, in J. Haldon, (ed.), The Social History of Byzantium (Chichester,
2009), pp. 218-19.
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famous one from 934, which has been discussed briefly above, as well as an earlier one from

922 or possibly 928.%

The novel of 934 presents a list of those who are to be defined as powerful, mentioning
magistroi and patrikioi, persons honoured with civil or military offices or dignities (t®@v dpyaig
fi otpatnyioug fj moAtikoic i otpatioTikoic déidpooct tetiunuévov), those enumerated in the
Senate (t@v ig cuykAnTov BovAny drnpOunuévev), officials and former officials of the themes
(tdv Bepoatikdv apydvtov 1| arnapyoviwov), metropolitans, archbishops, bishops, superiors of
monasteries (nyovuévemv), ecclesiastical officials (ékkAncwactik@v dpydviwv) and supervisors
or heads of pious or imperial houses (t®v v Tpootaciov Kol ETKPATEIOY TOV EVAYDV T
Bacukdv oikmv &xovtwv).t In the earlier novel, the definition is more succinct, stating simply
that those should be considered powerful who either personally or through the influence of
others (kév un 8t coavtdv, GAL obv i Tig £tépwv duvaoteiog) are capable of intimidating
sellers or satisfying them with a promise of some benefaction (ikavoi gicwv ékpofficar Tovg

EKmo10DVTaG 1 TPOG EVEPYEGIAC VTOGYESY THV TANPOPOpiay adToic mapacysiv).t

Combining these criteria, we consequently arrive at a definition of an aristocrat as someone
who either holds or has held any civil, military or ecclesiastical office or dignity, or who is
otherwise able to use coercion or bribes to exert considerable influence in provincial society. It
can, and will, thus be used as synonymous with ‘elite’. Since none of these criteria were
hereditary in a formal sense, ‘aristocratic birth’ would consequently simply mean having at
least one parent who met this definition, whereas ‘aristocratic family’ could be used to denote

any family whose members included aristocrats from more than one generation. This is also

% Qstrogorsky, ‘Observations’, p. 6; Cheynet, Pouvoir, p. 249. On the inconclusive dating of the earlier novel, see
McGeer, Land Legislation, pp. 37-8.

57 Svoronos, Novelles, p. 84.

% Svoronos, Novelles, p. 70.
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consistent with contemporary perceptions of eugeneia, which appears to have been derived

primarily through descent from imperial dignitaries.®

As for networks, this is an analytical term that previous scholarship has made use of
predominantly in studies on Byzantine letter collections.”® It will consequently be given a
central role in the analysis of Psellos’ letters, where it will also be discussed further,”* but based
on the findings of those chapters, it will be argued that it is a useful concept not only for
examining letter collections, but also for understanding how Byzantine political life functioned
in a wider sense. Some general remarks on how it will be employed are therefore in order. The
constituent parts of networks are social relations, defined as potential communication channels
that may or may not be used to carry transactions, which in turn can be viewed as symmetric or
asymmetric relations of exchange.’? Every individual is consequently seen as embedded in a
network of unique and complex social relationships, some equal and some unequal, the nature

of which determines the individual’s different roles within the network.

In this thesis it will be used primarily as an alternative way of examining the social context of
individuals’ political activity, in contrast to the more widely used perspectives of, on one hand,
the official state hierarchy, where each individual is viewed as performing a specific function
within a formal chain of command, and, on the other, the family, where the societal role of each

individual is determined by kinship ties within a patriarchal framework. Both of these

8 P. Magdalino, ‘Byzantine Snobbery’, in M. Angold (ed.), The Byzantine Aristocracy, IX to XIIl Centuries
(Oxford, 1984), esp. p. 64.

70 See especially M. Mullett, Theophylact of Ochrid: Reading the Letters of a Byzantine Archbishop (Aldershot,
1997); idem, ‘The Detection of Relationship in Middle Byzantine Literary Texts: the Case of Letters and Letter
Networks’, in W. Horander W. & M. Griinbart (eds.), L Epistolographie et la poésie épigrammatique: projets
actuels et questions de méthodologie (Paris, 2003), pp. 63-74; M. Griinbart, “‘Tis Love That Has Warm’d Us —
Reconstructing Networks in 12 Century Byzantium’, Revue belge de philologie et d’histoire 83 (2005), pp. 301-
14.

L See below, pp. 44-6.

2 Mullett, Theophylact, pp. 163-5.
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perspectives are, of course, perfectly valid and indeed quite useful, and the point of employing
the concept of networks is not to render either of them irrelevant, but rather to incorporate them
in a more complex social model. Relationships are viewed as the totality of factors connecting
individuals to each other, where being related and occupying adjoining positions in the imperial
hierarchy are but two possible such circumstances, albeit potentially important ones. The
advantage of analysing Byzantine political life from the perspective of networks is thus that it
enables us to examine how these different factors affect the formation of political allegiances
and the ability of different individuals to influence and assist each other, as well as to evaluate
their relative impact. Crucially, it allows us to investigate the political importance of the more

informal features of relationships, most notably that of friendship.”

3 Regarding the Byzantine conception of friendship, see below, pp. 44-6.
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2. Reading the letters of Michael Psellos

The letters of Michael Psellos contain a wealth of information on the political life of eleventh-
century Byzantium, composed as they were by an author who moved in the upper echelons of
Byzantine society for decades and counted emperors and patriarchs among his friends and
correspondents. It is not, however, Psellos’ links to supreme authority that will be our principal
focus here, but rather his epistolary exchanges and relationships with other members of the
wider Byzantine aristocracy. There are hundreds of letters written to civil administrators,
especially provincial kritai, whom Psellos addresses affectionately as friends, advises on the
fulfilment of their official duties as well as their personal ambitions and, crucially, asks for a
wide variety of favours. Indeed, in nearly every other letter known to us Psellos is either asking
his correspondents to do something for him, reporting on services he has performed for them
or in other ways refers to requests made or carried out. In the words of Floris Bernard, reading
them ‘is like watching an enormous engine of social services at work.’’* As such, they offer
valuable insights into everyday political life in eleventh-century Byzantium; the functioning of
the civil administration, the conduct of the officials charged with running it as well as the norms

and institutional limitations governing their exercise of power.

The letters have attracted some scholarly attention in this capacity, resulting in different
interpretations of Psellos’ political activities. Gunther Weiss, in his pioneering study of
Byzantine officials as seen through the letters, views Psellos the letter-writer as participating in
the machinations of an administrative elite concerned exclusively with self-enrichment and

careerism.” While I do not intend to deny that such motivations can be discerned in the letters,

4 F. Bernard, ‘The Beats of the Pen: Social Contexts of Reading and Writing Poetry in Eleventh-Century
Constantinople’ (Ghent University Ph.D. thesis, 2010), p. 252.

5 G. Weiss, Ostromische Beamte im Spiegel der Schriften des Michael Psellos, Miscellanea Byzantina Monacensia
16 (Munich 1973), p. 13. In a recently published article, Cheynet offers a more charitably phrased, but essentially
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I will nevertheless question Weiss’ characterisation of Psellos’ epistolary activities as
essentially self-serving, arguing that they reflect and must be understood in the context of a
society where public and private power was closely intertwined and where it was considered
necessary for good governance to accommodate some degree of personal gain. This relates
closely to the observation, made by Zachary Chitwood in his study on Byzantine legal culture,
that there is a tension in the letters between the demands of friendship and those of impartial
justice, which is a theme that | will develop further below.® I will also distinguish a similar
tension between meritocracy and friendship, which will touch upon Bernard’s work on the

importance of education and public displays of learning and eloquence for social success.””

| will address these issues in the following two chapters through a comprehensive and close
reading of Psellos’ epistolary oeuvre. Chapter 3 will inquire into the exercise of power, both
public and private, focusing especially on the normative framework surrounding it, while
chapter 4 will concern itself with its acquisition, where meritocracy and social mobility will be
central concepts. Particular attention will be given to the roughly 250 letters concerning
requests, since they give us the unique opportunity to see Psellos exercising influence in
practice, although 1 will also make use of other letters in the collection when they provide useful
information. It should be recognised, however, that we are dealing with a large, disparate and
unwieldy body of evidence that must be carefully contextualised and structured before being
subjected to more detailed examination. Contextualisation is thus the purpose of the present

chapter, which will be divided into three subchapters. The first subchapter will sketch a

similar interpretation of Psellos’ epistolary activities, emphasising the self-serving nature of his requests and the
arbitrariness of the provincial administration of justice. J.-C. Cheynet, ‘L’ Administration provinciale dans la
correspondence de Michel Psellos’, in M. D. Lauxtermann & M. Whittow, Byzantium in the Eleventh Century:
Being in Between (London, 2017), pp. 49-56.

76 7. Chitwood, Byzantine Legal Culture and the Roman Legal Tradition, 867-1056 (Cambridge, 2017), pp. 67-
70.

"F. Bernard, Writing and Reading Byzantine Secular Poetry, 1025-1081 (Oxford 2014), pp. 155-207.
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biographical outline of Michael Psellos and consider the implications of what we know about
the character and transmission of the preserved collection of letters. The second subchapter will
endeavour to place them in their proper socio-political context, which will also entail a
discussion on dating. Finally, the third subchapter surveys and categorises the letters in which
Psellos makes requests, to the extent that such a large and varied body of literary material lends

itself to schematic classification.

2.1 Michael Psellos and his letters

Michael Psellos is arguably the best known author from the Middle Byzantine period and
certainly one of the most prolific. Apart from his Chronographia, the historical work for which
he is most famous today, there survives an abundance of letters, orations, poems and treatises
covering virtually all academic areas studied by his contemporaries.’® He was born in 1018 to
a Constantinopolitan family of moderate means and given the baptismal name Constantine,
which he would subsequently change to Michael upon his tonsure in 1054.”° He followed
through the whole curriculum of Byzantine education, starting with grammar, orthography and
Homeric poetry, moving on to rhetoric and then philosophy. During his studies he made several

acquaintances that would prove important later in his life, among them his teacher John

8 P, Moore, Iter Psellianum: A Detailed Listing of Manuscript Sources for All Works Attributed to Michael
Psellos, Including a Comprehensive Bibliography (Toronto 2005) records a total of 1176 works attributed to
Psellos, although many of them spuriously so. See p. 9 for an overview.

® The following biographical summary is based mainly on the accounts provided in Papaioannou, Psellos:
Rhetoric and Authorship, pp. 4-13, and A. Kaldellis, Mothers and Sons, Fathers and Daughters : the Byzantine
Family of Michael Psellos (Notre Dame 2006), p. 3-16, which in turn are compiled using biographical details
provided by Psellos himself in his works. M. Jeffreys, ‘Michael Psellos and the Eleventh-Century: a Double Helix
of Reception” in M. D. Lauxtermann & M. Whittow, Byzantium in the Eleventh Century: Being in Between
(London, 2017), pp. 27-9, notes that a convincing overall biography of Psellos has yet to be written and suggests
that it is probably not possible to do so until we have made further progress in contextualising and deciphering the
rhetorical layers of the abundance of fragmented, disorienting and sometimes contradictory biographical
information found in his many works.
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Mauropous.®® Thanks to his education, he was able find employment in the provincial
administration, first in subordinate positions and then as krites, before advancing to become an
imperial secretary under Michael IV (1034-41).8! His rhetorical abilities then earned him a
prominent position in the court of Constantine )X Monomachos (1042-55), under whose reign
he also took up a career as a teacher, in which he was sufficiently successful for the emperor to
invent and award him the title of proedros of the philosophers in 1047, signifying his pre-
eminence amongst the teachers of Constantinople.® This title was later changed to hypatos of

the philosophers, possibly because Psellos was awarded another proedros-title.

During this period he established contacts and friendships in the upper echelons of Byzantine
political and intellectual society and many of his students would go on to hold positions in the
imperial administration, where we tend to encounter them in his letters.2® He also began to
acquire significant property, including several monasteries given to him by the emperor through

the institution of charistike.34 Psellos’ fortunes started to change for the worse in the 1050s,

8 Influential advisor to Constantine IX before being appointed metropolitan of Euchaita in 1049. M. Jeffreys et
al., Prosopography of the Byzantine World (2011) (henceforth PBW) available at <http://pbw.kcl.ac.uk>
(consulted 11.ii.2016) loannes 289, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/109594>. See also M. D.
Lauxtermann, ‘The Intertwined Lives of Michael Psellos and John Mauropous’, in M. Jeffreys & M. D.
Lauxtermann (eds.), The Letters of Michael Psellos: Cultural Networks and Historical Realities (Oxford 2017),
pp. 89-127.

81 ]).-C. Cheynet, ‘L’ Asie mineure, selon la correspondance de Psellos’, Byzantinische Forschungen 25 (1999), pp.
233-4; Weiss, Ostrémische Beamte, pp. 21-23. The details of Psellos’ early career are obscure, but some
information can be gleaned from his letters. In KD 65 he states plainly that he had at some point held the position
of krites of Boukellarion, while KD 136 and S 180 seem to imply the same for krites of Armeniakon and
Thrakesion respectively. In S 180 he also mentions that he served as a subordinate to an official named Kataphloron
in Mesopotamia when he was still in his teens. Weiss picks up another reference to an early posting in the western
half of the empire, which he interprets as an apprenticeship with the krites of Thrace and Macedonia. S 122 also
appears to show Psellos as a young provincial administrator, but yields no information on his office or location.
82 For further context, see P. Lemerle, ‘Le Gouvernement des philosophes : Notes et remarques sur I’enseignement,
les écoles, la culture’, in idem, Cing Etudes sur le Xie siécle byzantin (Paris, 1977), pp. 194-248.

8 F. Bernard, ‘Educational Networks in the Letters of Michael Psellos’, in M. Jeffreys & M. D. Lauxtermann
(eds.), The Letters of Michael Psellos: Cultural Networks and Historical Realities (Oxford 2017), pp. 24-36.

8 Concerning charistike, see R. Morris, ‘The Byzantine Aristocracy and the Monasteries’, in M. Angold (ed.), The
Byzantine Aristocracy, IX to XIIl Centuries (Oxford, 1984), pp. 126-8; idem, Monks and Laymen in Byzantium,
843-1118 (Cambridge 1995), pp. 160-2, 263-5. There appears to be no comprehensive survey of Psellos’
commitments as charistikarios, but the letters mention several monasteries held in this capacity: Acheiropoietos
(KD 124, KD 250-1), Dobrosontos (KD 89), Kathara (KD 200, S 77), Medikion (KD 125, KD 140, KD 200, KD
202, S 29, S 77), Megala Kellia (KD 108, KD 200, KD 273, S 77), Ta Narsou (KD 126-7, S 135) and Trapeza
(KD 38). There is also one letter concerning his attempts to acquire a monastery named Mountania (S 178). See
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when he appears to have fallen out of favour at court and some of his academic pursuits started
to attract censure from the church, which led him to take tonsure in 1054. He withdrew briefly
in 1055 to a monastery on Mt. Olympos in Bithynia, only to return to court in the reign of
Theodora (r. 1055-6). He emerged in the centre of political action once more in 1057 when he
was appointed by Michael VI as one of three ambassadors to the newly victorious rebel Isaac
Komnenos (r. 1057-9). In recognition of his role in negotiating the transfer of power, Psellos
was promoted to proedros by the new emperor, which is what appears to have prompted the
alteration of his previous title to hypatos, as mentioned above. He remained at court during the
reigns of Constantine X Doukas (r. 1059-67), Romanos IV Diogenes (r. 1067-71) and Michael
VIl Doukas (r. 1071-8) and probably died in 1078, after the accession of Nikephoros IlI
Botaneiates (1078-81).2° During this time he continued to advance along the cursus honorum,
receiving the titles of hypertimos, protoproedros and, shortly before his death, probably

kouropalates or nobelissimos.®®

In his Chronographia, Psellos is keen to emphasise that this formal advancement through the
ranks was accompanied by the actual influence denoted by the Greek word nappnoia, i.e. access
to the emperor and licence to address him freely. To cite a few examples, he writes that
Constantine IX:s ‘heart’s doors were thrown wide open’ (oi Tfig kapdiag o0T® TOAOL
avenetavvovto) to him, and that the emperor shared everything with him ({dumava
énedeivuto), whereas Isaac | is claimed to have told him his secret plans (dmoppnteov 1€ pot

Aoyov andapyeton) and asked him about the best way to govern (rvuvOdaverai pov g v dpiota

M. Jeffreys, ‘Michael Psellos and the Monastery’, in M. Jeffreys & M. D. Lauxtermann (eds.), The letters of
Michael Psellos: Cultural Networks and Historical Realities (Oxford, 2017), pp. 42-58.

8 The date of Psellos’ death is disputed, see A. Karpozilos, ‘When Did Michael Psellos Die? The Evidence of the
Dioptra’, Byzantinische Zeitschrift 96 (2003), pp. 671-7; A. Kaldellis, ‘The Date of Psellos’ Death, Once Again:
Psellos Was Not the Michael of Nikomedeia Mentioned by Attaleiates’, Byzantinische Zeitschrift 104 (2011), pp.
651-64; M. Jeffreys, ‘Psellos in 1078, Byzantinische Zeitschrift 107 (2014), pp. 283-290.

8 Jeffreys, ‘Psellos in 1078’, especially pp. 87-8, 95.
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Baoilevoeie) and Constantine X is said to have loved him ‘so much more than all the rest’ (t@v
dAlwv vmepnydna), and listened intently to every word he uttered, on temporal as well as

spiritual matters (£énptiicOai pov Koi Tig YA®TING Kol yoyic).&’

This claim has however recently been questioned by Michael Jeffreys, using Psellos’ own
orations and letters.%® Jeffreys argues that while Psellos by all accounts enjoyed genuine
parrhesia under Constantine 1X, he rarely did so under his successors. Until his appointment as
ambassador in 1057, he appears to have been unsuccessful in securing a prominent position
under Theodora and Michael VI, and the intimacy with Isaac | portrayed in the Chronographia
seems to be entirely fictitious. Psellos probably did have a close relationship with Constantine
X and especially his brother, the Caesar John, in the early years of his reign, but it cooled
significantly over time, first with Constantine and then with John. His position in the court of
Romanos IV appears to have been peripheral at best and while he was certainly close to Michael
VI as his teacher, there are no signs of him influencing decisions of government. Finally, in
the beginning of the reign of Nikephoros 11, we find the ageing Psellos lamenting his loneliness
and isolation.®® This is nevertheless only one way of evaluating Psellos’ political influence
through his epistolary works. Even though his own letters certainly seem to undermine his claim
to constant parrhesia, | will argue that they also illuminate other aspects of his political
activities and, indeed, power. As we shall see below, proximity to imperial authority was not

the only way to exercise political influence, even though its importance cannot be denied.

87 psellos, Chronographia, 6.46, 7.39, 7.86, vol. |, p. 292, vol Il, pp. 228, 284-6.

8 M. Jeffreys, ‘Psellos and ‘His Emperors’: Fact, Fiction and Genre’, in R. Macrides, (ed.), History as Literature
in Byzantium (Farnham, 2010), pp. 73-91.

8 Jeffreys, ‘Psellos in 1078’, especially pp. 94-6.
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There are around 500 known and preserved letters written by Psellos, the exact number
depending on questions of attribution.®® Jeffreys’ collection of summaries with commentary
offers a comprehensive and authoritative presentation of Psellos’ published epistolary works,
drawing on ten collections of edited letters and a substantial body of secondary literature.®* It
contains 515 entries, although Jeffreys notes that this includes four letters that have been falsely
attributed to Psellos, three where the attribution should be regarded as uncertain, four that are
not actually letters and another four written on behalf of others, leaving 500 letters that, as far
as we can tell, were written by Psellos in his own name.%? Byzantine letters have in the past
been characterised as rhetorical flourishes devoid of practical messages,®® but in more recent
years a consensus has developed that Byzantine letters, in terms of classical epistolography,
were ‘real letters’, sent from one person to another with a real purpose in mind.** They can
consequently offer crucial insights into the workings of Byzantine society and provide a
valuable complement to sources more traditionally used by historians. As such, scholars have

used them to shed light on a variety of societal phenomena throughout the history of the

% Moore, Iter Psellianum, pp. 17-148, which is intended to include all works attributed to Psellos, generally
without attempting to verify their authenticity, has 542 entries for letters.

91 M. Jeffreys, ‘Summaries of the Letters of Michael Psellos’, in idem & M. D. Lauxtermann (eds.), The Letters of
Michael Psellos: Cultural Networks and Historical Realities (Oxford, 2017), pp. 141-445. | am deeply grateful to
Michael Jeffreys for making his summaries and comments available to me ahead of publication. They have been
invaluable in my research. | have remained faithful to his structure of reference to the published letter collections,
two of which — KD & S — contain the vast majority of the letters (274 & 206 letters respectively), the remaining
collections being C1 (1 letter), C2 (1 letter), G (28 letters), K (2 letters), M (20 letters), P (1 letter), Sn (1 letter)
and finally Sp (1 letter). There is some overlap between the collections, with some letters being published more
than once. In such cases | have referenced the edition preferred by Jeffreys.

92 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 178-9, 258-60, 265-6, 319, 380, 385-6, 390, 412-13. S 14 is attributed to Leo of
Synada and S 15 to Basil the Great. S 202 & KD 209 were not written by Psellos, but to him, apparently by John
Mauropous and a student named Kyritses respectively. For KD 20-22 Jeffreys notes that there are both similarities
and discrepancies between them and the rest of Psellos’ letters, suggesting that another attribution should be
discussed. KD 192-4 & 196 have no expressed or implied recipients. S 143-4 were written in the name of Michael
VII, S 155 in the name of another emperor, most likely Constantine IX and S 162 in the name of the maistor of
the school of ta Diakonisses.

93 See for instance R. J. H. Jenkins, ‘The Hellenistic Origins of Byzantine literature’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 17
(1963), p. 39-52.

% Mullett, ‘Detection of Relationship’, p. 64; Griinbart, ‘Tis Love’, pp. 302-3; G. T. Dennis, ‘The Byzantines As
Revealed in Their Letters’, in J. Duffy & J. Peradotto (eds.), Gonimos: Neoplatonic and Byzantine Studies
Presented to Leendert G. Westerink at 75 (Buffalo, 1988), p. 160.
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Byzantine Empire, such as literacy and education, communications, personal networks,

patronage, kinship and autobiography.*®

Nevertheless, using letters as historical sources entails a number of difficulties of its own.
Margaret Mullett has emphasised the difficulties involved in identifying the precise
relationships between known individuals, the dangers of apparent synchronicity in letter-
collections that span decades, the implications of accidents of survival and the effects of
convention and proximity.®® As Eva de Vries-van der Velden has remarked, letters manipulate
the reality by which they are inspired no less than historiographical works.®” She is particularly
concerned with the distortions caused by letter-collections that were assembled by the authors
themselves, viewing such epistolary self-representation as inherently fallacious, less a mirror
than a construction of reality, although, as we shall see, she is probably mistaken in treating the
letters of Psellos as such a collection. She is surely right, however, in her assessment that despite
these difficulties and distortions, Byzantine letters are too valuable to dismiss as sources. The
limitations must consequently be accepted and addressed by subjecting the letters to rigorous

source criticism.

Attempting to unravel the nature and bias of our source material, we must first consider why
the letters constituting it have survived and why others have not. Unfortunately, this is a
question as difficult to answer as it is important. While epistolography by all accounts must

have been an extremely prominent feature of Byzantine literary society, only a small fraction

% M. Mullett, ‘Epistolography’, in E. Jeffreys, J. Haldon & R. Cormack (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Byzantine
Studies (Oxford 2008), pp. 887-8. In addition to the other studies cited in this chapter, see also F. Bernard, ‘‘Greet
Me with Words’. Gifts and Intellectual Friendships in Eleventh-Century Byzantium’, in M. Griinbart (ed.),
Geschenke erhalten die Freundschaft: Gabentausch und Netzwerkpflege im europdischen Mittelalter (Berlin,
2011), pp. 1-11.

% Mullett, ‘Detection of Relationship’, pp. 66-7.

9 E. De Vries-van der Velden, ‘The Letters of Michael Psellos, Historical Knowledge and the Writing of History”,
in W. Horander & M. Griinbart (eds.), L 'Epistolographie et la poésie épigrammatique: projets actuels et questions
de méthodologie (Paris, 2003), pp. 129-32.
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of the letters written in Byzantium survive and Stratis Papaioannou has argued that it is
precisely the aforementioned realness of the letters that make their survival so fragile.®® Even
though Byzantine letters could be written in a high literary style, they were produced primarily
for the purposes of immediate, practical communication and were not usually considered to
possess a wider cultural utility that would have facilitated transition from their original
moments of writing and reading to the pages of manuscripts. He also emphasises certain
characteristics of Byzantine book culture as important factors limiting the survival of letters,
such as its orientation towards oral performance, which slanted the focus of rhetorical education
in favour of the logos politikos, and a penchant for atavism, which induced a preference for the
copying and possession of the perceived ‘classics’ rather than writings from the immediate past.
As with his contemporaries, there is no reason to suppose that the preserved letters of Psellos
represent more than a distinct minority of his epistolary production, but even so the size of the
collection, comprising roughly one sixth of all extant Middle Byzantine epistolography, is

remarkable and almost unique.®® This requires some explanation.

Psellos’ letters have come down to us in 19 principal manuscripts and a further 25 with
individual pieces.’® Studying the history and contents of these manuscripts, Papaioannou has
identified four principal phases of reception.’®® At first there were the letters themselves, of
course, preserved by Psellos’ friends and admirers, and quite possibly Psellos himself, in
collections that we know very little about. In the period immediately following Psellos’ death,

it appears to have been his more elementary instructive works on theology and philosophy that

% Papaioannou, ‘Fragile Literature’, pp. 289-99. Another version of this article can be found as an appendix in
idem, Psellos: Rhetoric and Authorship, pp. 250-267. See also idem, ‘Letter-writing’, in P. Stephenson (ed.), The
Byzantine World (London & New York, 2010), esp. pp. 189-90, 193-4.

9 Papaioannou, ‘Fragile Literature’, pp. 291, 300-1. ‘Middle’ should here be read as ranging from the beginning
of the ninth to the end of the twelfth century. There are virtually no preserved letters from the period c. 650 — c.
800.

100 Papaioannou, ‘Fragile Literature’, p. 301.

101 papaioannou, ‘Fragile Literature’, pp. 309-328.
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enjoyed the most popularity and circulation, whereas his other writings, indeed the ones for
which he is most famous today, such as the Chronographia, had a more fragile reception. An
important shift in transmission is however visible in the mid-twelfth century, when Psellos
acquired status as a model author among the intellectual elite of the Komnenian court and his
letters seem to have been anthologised in manuscripts as illustrations of an epistolographical
ideal. The next important phase of reception was the aftermath of the Fourth Crusade, when
Psellos’ works continued to be copied by Byzantine scholars seeking to revive the interrupted
rhetorical culture of the recent past, but over the course of the thirteenth century gradually came
to be regarded more as museum pieces than as living literature that inspired engagement. The
letters subsequently spent centuries confined to the periphery of literary transmission, at least

until interest in Psellos and his works started to re-emerge during the nineteenth century.

It would consequently appear that one of the key circumstances explaining why so many of
Psellos’ letters have survived is the prominent position they attained in the canon of Komnenian
literary society. This suggests that the preferences of the twelfth-century intellectuals who
sought to emulate Psellos served as an important selection mechanism in determining the
survival of individual letters. Since they valued them primarily as rhetorical models we may
surmise that this would have favoured the survival of letters written in high literary style,
possibly resulting in an underrepresentation of letters characterised by conciseness, practicality
or a focus on everyday concerns. Even so, we can find such letters in the collection. A
particularly illustrative example is provided by a straightforward request to an unidentified
provincial judge, where Psellos employs a mere 21 words to inform his correspondent that the
letter-carrier is poor, a friend of his and has been wronged (6 ntwydg odtog Kai dudg Kol

ndnuévoc) and calls upon him to make justice (Sucoudonc).2%? The survival of this letter, and

102 KD 163, p. 190. See below, p. 112. | have taken éuoc as indicating friendship, giiia, as Psellos’ contemporaries
would have understood the word (see 2.2.1 below). Psellos frequently uses possessive pronouns and similar words
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others similar to it, implies that if there was a de facto culling of Psellian letters in the twelfth
century on the grounds of literary excellence, it was not an especially draconian one.'% Psellos’
name may well have been prestigious enough in Komnenian intellectual circles to merit the
copying of virtually anything attached to it, even though the circumstances may still have

favoured letters exhibiting more of his rhetorical expertise.

We must however also consider the original preservation of the letters, where entirely different
selection mechanisms may be at work. Psellos’ letters were evidently appreciated for their
literary qualities by his contemporaries, but they may also have been considered valuable in
other ways. A short letter asking for a favour, such as the one considered above, might perhaps
have served as a symbol of social status, advertising the recipient’s relationship with Psellos as
well as his ability to call in the favour should the need arise. As we shall see below, such
exchanges were of crucial importance to the public officials of the empire. This is of course
quite speculative and unfortunately there is not much that can be said with reasonable certainty
about these primary letter collections. Papaioannou notes that there is no trace of any original,
single and comprehensive collection of Psellos’ texts, letters or otherwise, meaning that
available manuscripts were probably compiled using a series of smaller collections, gathered
either by Psellos himself or by his students, friends or admirers, although no specific such
collection can be conclusively identified.'® He also points out that it seems impossible to

discern the hand of Psellos himself anywhere in the compilation process, from which he very

in this sense. This includes oikelog, which in other writings is sometimes employed to denote the members of an
aristocratic retinue, but Psellos does not appear to use it in this specific sense. See, for instance, KD 83 (below, p.
79-80), where he refers to the dioiketes of Ancyra, who was evidently not serving in his household, as both §uo¢
and oikelog, for the purpose of requesting help for the sake of friendship (eukd¢ dvtimolod). Regarding the use
of oixelog in the sense of familiaris, see Magdalino, ‘Aristocratic Qikos’, esp. p. 97.

103 For more examples of concise and practical letters, see KD 106, KD 120-1, KD 168, KD 183, KD 218, pp. 136,
145-6, 193, 202-3, 260; S 18, S 76, S 121-2, S 193-5, pp. 257, 310, 370, 488-9.

104 papaioannou, ‘Fragile Literature’, pp. 301-7.
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reasonably infers that the texts that survive do not necessarily represent the works by which the

author might have wished to be remembered.1%

This certainly increases the likelihood of the surviving collection being representative of the
different types of letters Psellos typically wrote and the way he tended to express himself in
them, but it does not mean that the available collection can be treated like a randomly generated
sample of his total epistolary production, since it is ultimately the result of a series of conscious
selection processes which, unfortunately, we know very little about. As such, any conclusions
based on quantitative observations must be drawn with caution, despite the large number of
letters. Nevertheless, as there appears to be no reason to suspect that any of the selection
processes were motivated by intent to present either Psellos himself, the societal context of his
letters or the political behaviour related by them in any particular way, they are quite suitable
as sources for a qualitative inquiry into such matters. This is not to say that they could be taken
as faithfully reflecting the private thoughts of their author, indeed quite the opposite. Byzantine
letters were not normally considered as a medium of private correspondence, but more as one
of personal communication through public displays of rhetoric; in the words of Mullett, they
were ‘intimate and confidential and intended for publication’1% The letters must thus be viewed
as written not only for the addressees but also, in some sense, for a wider audience, which
carries the inference that Psellos would have taken care to present himself, his friends and their
mutual conduct in ways that his contemporaries would have found acceptable, or preferably
even virtuous. His letters are consequently especially valuable in their capacity to illuminate

the prevailing norms of political behaviour in eleventh-century Byzantium.

105 Papaioannou, ‘Fragile Literature’, pp. 305-7.
106 Mullett, Theophylact, p. 16. See also Papaioannou ‘Letter-writing’, p. 192.

43



2.2 The ‘governor of governors’: Socio-political context

In a remarkable letter addressed to the krites of the Aegean Sea, Psellos indulges in an
interesting discourse on his own political position.'%” ‘I have power everywhere, as much as
each of you [kritai] have been assigned’ (dOvouat 8¢ mapd maoty, Omdoo VUELS kKatd néPog), he
writes, and proceeds to style himself ‘governor of governors’ (Gpywv apydévtwv). He concedes
that he is boasting a little (iva Tt cepvodoyfiowpat), but assures the krites that he is not referring
to pride, but to goodness of character (ovx &ig 6@pdV 8¢ dvayw TOv Adyov, GAN’ gic Tj0ovg
ypnotomta). He also stresses that he did not exercise this power by issuing commands, but by
asking for favours (obk émtdtto, AN’ a&1@). Even if we leave some room for poetic hyperbole,
this reads like a rather bold statement that might seem a bit puzzling at first sight, but upon
closer inspection we shall see that the claims made are not particularly misleading. They are, in
fact, quite enlightening as they very usefully delineate the most important elements of the socio-
political context in which the letters were written. In this subchapter (2.2) we shall consequently
consider three crucial contextual issues that this quotation crystallises, beginning with the
cultural role played by the exchange of favours, proceeding to the power assigned to the kritali
and their prominence among Psellos’ correspondents, and, finally, confronting the question of
Psellos’ political position at the various times he was writing the letters, a question which will

also require a discussion of dating.

2.2.1 Favours, friendship and epistolary networks
As for Psellos’ claim that he exercises influence by asking for favours, this is an accurate
description of the content of his letters and it will prove significant in the analysis of the basis

of Psellos’ power and the functioning of the Byzantine civil administration below. Generally,

107 5 95, pp. 338-9.
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however, it should be understood in the context of contemporary conventions of epistolary
relationships. As has been noted above, the reconstruction and analysis of personal networks
and their efficacy has been the subject of a number of studies on Byzantine letters.*%® Letter
collections are naturally very useful in network analysis since letters by their very existence
provide substantial evidence of active communication channels and their contents tend to yield
information on the nature of the relationship between the correspondents as well as on any
transactions carried. A full reconstruction of Psellos’ personal network will not be attempted
here, but we will nevertheless touch upon some of the concepts discussed in these studies, the
most important of which is that of friendship (pAic)). As Mullett has pointed out, the letter had
been linked with friendship from a very early stage in its history, and as Franz Tinnefeld has
evinced, Psellos’ epistolary works are certainly no exception.?® Indeed, as we shall see, it is a

virtually ubiquitous theme in the letters examined below.

Mullett writes that friendship was widely regarded as an instrumental relationship in
Byzantium, something that should work to the benefit of the friends in more than a spiritual
sense.!? She points out that the Byzantines did use emotions and emotional expressions of their
friendships, indeed that emotional hold and shared ideals could provide stability and enduring
reciprocity and thus serve to make the friendship work better, but maintains that it is the
instrumentality that stands out when attitudes are compared for instance to those prevalent in
the medieval west. Psellos’ preference for framing the requests in his letters as favours between
friends is consequently well in line with the contemporary conventions of epistolary

relationships. Mullet also distinguishes between two kinds of instrumental friendships, on one

108 See above, pp. 30-1.

109 M. Mullett, ‘The Classical Tradition in the Byzantine Letter’, in M. Mullett & R. Scott (eds.), Byzantium and
the Classical Tradition (Birmingham, 1981), p. 79; F. Tinnefeld, ‘“Freundschaft” in den Briefen des Michael
Psellos: Theorie und Wirklichkeit’, Jahrbuch der dsterreichischen Byzantinistik 22 (1973), esp. pp. 152-3, 163-5.
110 M. E. Mullett, ‘Byzantium: A Friendly Society?’, Past & Present 118 (1988), pp. 13, 16-19.
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hand the symmetrical instrumental friendship, where goods and services were exchanged
between social equals, and on the other ‘lop-sided’ friendship, or patronage, where the
participants were clearly on unequal social footing.!'* She also notes, however, that this
distinction is rarely clear in the sources, in which friendship can denote a wide variety of
relationships, equal as well as unequal, and suggests that it is only when we manage to penetrate
the language and ceremonial of friendship and patronage that we will reach the reality of
Byzantine philia. While I will not be able to contribute much to this interesting field of study
in this thesis, I will nevertheless continuously make note of the language, especially that of
friendship, used by Psellos to describe relationships in the letters. As for my own vocabulary,
it would be inexpedient to stray too far from Psellos and his contemporaries and | will
consequently be using the English words ‘friend’ and ‘friendship’ in the vague Byzantine sense,

as equivalents of @idog and iria.

2.2.2 The power of the kritai and the demilitarisation of the empire’s inner provinces

The provincial kritai (Ogpaticoi kprrai) were the highest ranking civil officials in the provinces,
in effect governors who wielded the judicial powers indicated by their title, but who were also
responsible for overseeing all aspects of tax-collection.!*? They are sometimes identified by the
equivalent title of praitor (mpaitwp) and thema (6épa) is likewise used interchangeably with
eparchia (énapyia) to denote the area of their jurisdiction. The concentration of both judicial
and fiscal authority in the hands of a single magistrate, while perhaps foreign to a modern

observer, was unremarkable to the Byzantines and an integral part of the Roman administrative

11 Mullett, ‘Friendly Society?’, pp. 16-19, 20, 22.

112 4, Glykatzi-Ahrweiler, ‘Recherches sur I’administration de I’empire byzantine aux IX-XI¢me siécles’, Bulletin
de correspondance hellénique 84 (1960), pp. 70-1; Weiss, Ostromische Beamte, pp. 13-14; N. Oikonomides,
‘L’Evolution de I’organisation administrative de I’empire byzantine au XI¢ siécle (1025-1118)’, Travaux et
mémoires 6 (1976), p. 148.
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tradition.!*® The position of the kritai within the framework of provincial administration had,
however, evolved considerably over the centuries, mainly due to changes in the empire’s
military organisation.!'* In the heyday of the theme system in the eighth and ninth centuries,
provincial kritai were subordinate to strategoi who held the supreme authority in both civil and
military matters. Over the course of the tenth century when the empire went on the offensive
and conguered large amounts of territory, especially in the east, its military forces came to be
increasingly concentrated in the new, large frontier regions, each commanded by a doux or
katepano. As the armies were drawn towards the frontiers, the core provinces of the empire
were gradually demilitarised and the kritai were left as the sole proper provincial authority.
Héléne Glykatzi-Ahrweiler noted that this process was well underway towards the end of the
tenth century, with the civil administration gradually detaching itself from the military and
kritai appearing on a more equal footing with strategoi, and she estimates that it reached
completion, with complete administrative independence for civil officials, in the reign of

Constantine IX Monomachos (r. 1042-55).1°

The power and prestige of the provincial kritai and other non-military administrators had
consequently been increasing steadily for decades and probably reached its pinnacle in the
period when Psellos was writing to them. It is thus a fairly recently established senior
administrative elite that we are encountering in the letters. It should also be noted that, insofar
as the jurisdictions of the kritai Psellos writes to can be discerned, we find them in these

relatively demilitarised inner provinces of the empire, with particularly high concentration in

113 p, Magdalino, ‘Justice and Finance in the Byzantine State, Ninth to Twelfth Centuries’, in D. Simon & A. Laiou
(eds.), Law and Society in Byzantium: Ninth-Twefth Centuries (Washington D.C. 1994), esp. pp. 93-7.

114 Glykatzi-Ahrweiler, ‘Recherches sur 1’administration’, pp. 67-78; Oikonomides, ‘L Evolution’, pp. 148-50.
115 Glykatzi-Ahrweiler, ‘Recherches sur ’administration’, pp. 68-9, 74.
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the Balkans or western Asia Minor.!'® The total number of letters written to kritai cannot,
however, be determined with certainty since the recipients are often not definitively identified
in the letters. More than 100 letters are clearly addressed, by name or office, and in many other
cases internal evidence suggests, with varying degrees of uncertainty, that the correspondent in
question was a provincial krites.**” All in all, we arrive at just under 200 letters where the
recipient can be definitely, probably or possibly identified as a krites.*® Despite this wide
margin of error we can still conclude that kritai are by far the most common category of
correspondents, with the second most common being metropolitans, who are the recipients of
somewhere between 35 and 42 letters. The exact number is however of little importance for our
present purposes, since Psellos does not seem to have limited his activities as ‘governor of
governors’ to provincial kritai. Instead, we find him asking favours from a wide range of
officials, albeit only exceptionally from military commanders, a point to which we shall return

below.!19

2.2.3 Psellos’ political position and the dating of the letters

This brings us to the matter of Psellos’ position as ‘governor of governors’, which Jeffreys
argues reflected an explicit and recognised role in organising the thematic kritai that Psellos
held during the reign of Constantine X (1059-67), which is also when he believes that most of
Psellos’ letters making requests were written.'?° He arrives at this conclusion in the course of
his efforts to define useful dating criteria for the letters addressed to members of what he terms

Psellos’ ‘network of non-military administrators’, which is a line of reasoning well worth

116 The Aegean Sea (16), Anatolikon (2), Armeniakon (2), Boleron (1), Boukellarion (4), Cappadocia (2),
Charsianon (2), Drougoubiteia (2), Hellas and/or Peleponnesos/Katotika (17), Kibyrraioton (4), Thrace and/or
Macedonia (13), Opsikion (27), Optimaton (6), Paphlagonia (3), Thrakesion (16).

17 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 435-6.

118 For the sake of readability, | will not usually distinguish the certain cases from the less certain ones. Whenever
| find that there is good reason to believe that an unidentified official is a krites, I will refer to him as such.

119 See below, pp. 254-77.

120 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 356, 435-45.
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considering in more detail. It is important to recognise that Jeffreys is not using the term
network in the same way as it is used in the network studies referred to above.'?! Instead of
denoting all the correspondents and other contacts of a given individual, he uses it to distinguish
a specific subset of correspondents for the purpose of finding ways to date an otherwise
undatable group of letters that are similar in certain respects. Jeffreys assigns around 200 letters

to the ‘network’ in total, of which around 160 cannot be otherwise dated.

He characterises the ‘network’ as being used primarily to provide a range of semi-official
services to provincial administrators, the majority of whom were kritai, but also included
episcopal and secular office-holders from the capital, especially when they travelled in the
provinces. He discusses mainly four kinds of such services, namely professional advice,
recommendations for notarioi and other subordinates, judicial information on various cases and
support with regard to tax-collection, the latter contrasting sharply with another group of mostly
early letters that take a very negative view on taxation. As for the designation ‘non-military’,
this is justified by the observation that there is only a single letter is addressed to a military
strategos and merely three written to officials titled doux, who were more integrated into both

civil and military administrations.

Jeffreys takes this virtually exclusive concentration on civilian administration as suggesting a
set policy, almost a job-description, which together with recurring references to imperial power,
ranging from oblique to aggressive, leads him to the conclusion that most of the letters to
provincial kritai and other administrative officials were written under some sort of imperial
commission, which naturally sits well with Psellos’ claim to be ‘governor of governors’. He

does however note that Psellos most likely knew many of his correspondents personally, since

121 See above, pp. 30-1, 44-6. To avoid confusion, I will henceforth put the word ‘network’ in quotation marks
when referring to Jeffreys’ ‘network of non-military administrators’.
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his former students frequently pursued careers in the civil administration, especially as kritali,
but points out that the categories of friend and relative seem to be stretched severely in the
letters, sometimes to the point of becoming almost meaningless. This suggests to him a
systematic provision of services, from which he infers that Psellos’ previous acquaintanceship
with many of his correspondents may simply explain why he was chosen by the emperor to

write the letters.

Jeffreys argues that the reign of Constantine X is the most likely period for the ‘network’ to
have flourished, mainly on two grounds. Firstly, because the minority of ‘network’ letters that
can be dated by internal evidence cluster heavily in the period 1060-7 and, secondly, because
that reign is the most plausible time in Psellos’ career for him to have written letters of this
kind. According to Jeffreys, Psellos would not have been prominent enough to be entrusted
with a role overseeing provincial administration before 1047, whereas the rest of the reign of
Constantine 1X is dismissed as unlikely on account of the lack of references to the nomophylax,
who in theory was responsible for overseeing judicial training and legal governance. This office
was held by Psellos’ friend John Xiphilinos until he resigned and became a monk some time
between 1049 and 1052, at which point Psellos was starting to prepare for tonsure himself.
Jeffreys argues that the complete silence on a supposedly important judicial official in a group
of letters written primarily to judges suggests that Xiphilinos was not in office when they were
written and, most likely, that some time had passed since his resignation. Between 1054 and
1057-8 Psellos was first on Olympos and then struggling to return to political life. He did hold
a prominent office under Isaac I, but did not enjoy considerable parrhesia until the early years
of the reign of Constantine X, which makes that emperor the most likely candidate to have

entrusted Psellos with the position referred to as ‘governor of governors’.
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There are consequently two interrelated issues at stake here. The first one regards the dating of
the around 160 otherwise undatable letters attributed to the ‘network of non-military
administrators’. This is Jeffreys’ main concern and, for the reasons outlined above, he suggests
that even though any one of them could have been written at any time between 1047 and 1069,
for the majority of them the most likely period of composition would be 1060-7. This relies in
part on the second issue, namely Psellos’ political position during the reign of Constantine X,
where Jeffreys argues that he held some sort of imperial commission that involved overseeing
the activities of provincial officials. | believe that Jeffreys generally makes his case on both
counts, but my analysis of the letters’ political context in the next chapter will contribute some
important nuances to his conclusions regarding the basis of Psellos’ influence, which in turn

will add a further degree of uncertainty to his arguments about dating the letters in question.

To begin with, 1 would, however, like to draw attention to another piece of evidence in support
of Jeffreys’ interpretation of Psellos’ political position, namely a letter addressed to the epi ton
kriseon (éni tdv kpicewv), where Psellos pledges to do his utmost to have his correspondent
recalled from exile.'?2 The epi ton kriseon appears originally to have been an office created by
Constantine IX and charged with exercising judicial oversight and aid provincial kritai in their
official tasks.'?® It certainly outlasted the office of nomophylax and seems to have replaced it to
some extent. Based on the characterisation of his temperament, the emperor referred to in the
letter to the exiled epi ton kriseon is probably Constantine X, making involvement in the
Mangana conspiracy of 1060 a plausible reason for the correspondent’s exile.!?* The fact that
Psellos’ letter still refers to the exile by the title of his former office may even indicate that the

emperor had not yet appointed an official replacement, although lack of information on the

122 KD 85, p. 114. )
123 Oikonomides, ‘L’Evolution’, p. 134.
124 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 211, 433.
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holders of the office in question during this period, as well as the possibility that the title was a

later addition to the letter, does not allow for certainty.'?®

If this was the case however, the absence of the epi ton kriseon during the early years of the
reign of Constantine X would provide a suitable context for Psellos’ activities in writing to
kritai and attempting to influence them in the execution of their duties. The extent to which this
was formally recognised is more difficult to determine. Psellos’ tonsure would have prevented
Constantine X from appointing him to a secular office, if he had been so inclined, but as Jeffreys
has pointed out, the title of hypertimos, which seems to have been invented for Psellos around
this time, went on to be awarded precisely to monks or clerics who gave the emperor unusual,
non-clerical services.'?® As such, | would like to suggest that it may have been awarded to
Psellos by Constantine X in recognition of services performed in taking up some or all of the
duties of the exiled epi ton kriseon. This is of course quite speculative and it should be noted
the Psellos is conspicuously silent on the matter in his Chronographia, where he presents
himself solely as an acclaimed orator and intimate friend and advisor to the emperor during this

period.*?’

However Psellos’ position was formally recognised, the occasional references to the emperor,
either conveying direct instructions or reminding his correspondents in passing that he has the

sovereign’s ear, clearly implies that Psellos relied on imperial power to lend weight to his

125 There are a few seals advertising the title from the mid-eleventh century, but none of them can be dated more
precisely. PBW (consulted 11.ii.2016)

Boulloterion 488 <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/boulloterion/488>,

Boulloterion 1054 <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/boulloterion/1054>,

Boulloterion 2547 <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/boulloterion/2547>,

Boulloterion 1418 <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/boulloterion/1418>.

The heading of the letter reads ‘To the epi ton kriseon’ (t® éni t@v kpicewv), but the title does not appear in the
actual letter.

126 jeffreys, ‘Psellos in 1078, pp. 88-90.

127 psellos, Chronographia 7.a1-29, vol. 11, pp. 292-318.
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requests. This does not, however, mean that it was the only source of his influence within the
civil administration. As has been noted above, Psellos seems to have known many of his
correspondents personally, especially in the 1060s when many of his former students held
important administrative positions, and the vast majority of requests made in the letters are
presented as favours between friends.*?® This could of course simply be a literary device,
employing the rhetorical conventions of epistolary friendship as a more polite way of exercising
his delegated imperial authority. To some extent it probably was, but | also believe that there is
more to it. In the next chapter, 1 will argue at length in favour of a more complex interpretation
of the basis of Psellos’ power, assigning somewhat less importance to his role as an imperial
functionary and more to his reliance on his network of friends than Jeffreys’ analysis does.'?°
This does not fundamentally undermine Jeffreys’ arguments on the dating of the otherwise
undatable ‘network’ letters, but it does suggest that they may have been a little less concentrated
to the period 1060-7 than he seems to imagine. Understanding Psellos’ epistolary activities as
less dependent on holding a specific position at a particular time also increases the likelihood

that the letters can be regarded as largely representative for the political culture of the mid-

eleventh century.

2.3 Psellos’ epistolary requests: a survey

In order to facilitate further inquiry into the sources of Psellos’ power we shall first sketch an
overview of the letters in which it is exercised. Out of the 500 letters written by Psellos in his
own name, | have counted 246 that are in some way concerned with asking for or granting

favours of various kinds. It should be recognised however that this number is far from

128 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 422-3; Bernard, ‘Educational Networks’, pp. 24-36.
129 See below, pp. 66-81.

53



indisputable, as it is difficult to determine exactly which letters are dealing with requests.
Psellos is not always straightforward in his communication — one gets the sense that he was
relying on the letter-carriers to clarify or elaborate when necessary — and it is sometimes
difficult to discern if a request is implied.**® Similarly, as will be made evident below, not all
requests are clearly phrased, which in some cases makes it impossible to determine with
certainty the exact nature of the favour asked. Any attempt to categorise the letters must
consequently entail a degree of subjectivity. A single letter may also contain multiple requests,
which makes some of them appear more than once in the survey below. Moreover, although the
letters in which Psellos is attempting to influence his correspondence will be of particular
importance since they allow us to view Psellos political activities in practice, there are
numerous other letters that provide valuable information on the context of these activities,

which | will also make use of.

Anticipating a more detailed analysis of the basis of Psellos’ power, it will be useful to
distinguish the letters that can be directly dated before and after the reign of Constantine X from
the ones that cannot.’3! As for the requests clearly made before 1059, they can be divided
roughly into three groups of letters. The first comprises four very early letters (KD 16, KD 24,
KD 265-6) concerning Psellos’ activities as a teacher, which are of little interest for our present
purposes. The second group of letters is of considerably more relevance to us, containing the
only patently early requests made of kritai and dated around the time of Psellos’ monastic
sojourn on Olympos. Psellos was apparently concerned that the monasteries he held as
charistikarios would not fare well while he was away, prompting him to write a series of letters
(KD 108, KD 140, KD 200, S 29, S 77), asking at least two successive kritai of Opsikion to

look after his properties, spare them from taxation and waive their rights to hospitality. In one

130 Cf. Mullett, Theophylact, pp. 34-7, noting the same difficulty in analysing the letters of Theophylact of Ochrid.
131 Based on Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, see esp. pp. 417-45.
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of them (KD 140) he is also mildly rebuking the krites for his decision in a dispute with a
neighbour over a source of water, urging him to change it and award complete ownership rights
to the monastery. In return for these favours, presumably, we find two letters (KD 200, S 190)
in which Psellos is shown lobbying Constantine 1X to grant the kritai home leave and retirement
respectively. In a similar vein, there is a letter (KD 95) addressed to an aktouarios, an official

132 asking him for help to upgrade some estates.

whose functions appear somewhat obscure,
Related to this group of letters, there is also one (S 150) where Psellos declines an offer from a
group of monks to become head of their monastery on the grounds that he no longer had

sufficient influence at court to help them, but promises to aid them in whatever ways he can.

Finally, there are some early attempts to exercise influence that can be dated on the grounds
that they involve some of Psellos’ more well-known associates. There are three letters addressed
to his friend and former teacher John Mauropous; a recommendation (M 12) for a notarios in
his service and two letters (S 40, S 173) written on behalf of poor old men whom Psellos asked
Mauropous to receive and treat kindly. A similar request (S 28) is made to Constantine
Leichoudes'®, who also appears in another letter (S 73) to a krites, whom Psellos declares
himself unable to help since only Leichoudes had any influence over the emperor. There are
two letters to the patriarch Michael Keroularios,'** one (KD 71) thanking him for performing
an unspecified favour, the other (S 139), probably written in 1055,%% complaining of being

persecuted by the church and requesting the patriarch’s protection. Keroularios’ nephew

132 Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, ed. A. P. Kazhdan (New York, 1991), p. 50.

133 Mesazon and influential advisor to Constantine 1X 1043-50, patriarch of Constantinople 1059-63. PBW
(consulted 11.ii.2016) Konstantinos 13, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/107529>.

134 patriarch  of Constantinople  1043-58. PBW  (consulted  11.ii.2016)  Michael 11,
<http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/107819>.

135 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 377-8, 427-8.
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Constantine,**® with whom Psellos would be close until the end of his life,*’ is the recipient of
two early letters that are quite different in tone. In one of them (S 46) Psellos is asking him
affectionately to shower a relative with favours, while the other (S 45) criticises him sharply
for having made an unjust judgement, demanding that he reverses it. There is one letter (KD

87) to Leon Paraspondylos,*®

with whom Psellos appears to have had a rather complicated
relationship,*®® requesting unspecified help for the letter-carrier, and he is also the subject of
two other letters (S 198-9) to the otherwise unknown magistros Psephas, whom Psellos asks to

intercede with Leon in the hopes of winning Psellos a position in his administration under the

empress Theodora.

As for requests evidently made after the death of Constantine X in 1067, there are only six such
letters. Five of them are attempting to reconcile two feuding bishops; four (KD 146-9)
addressed to officials accompanying Romanos 1V during his military campaigning in 1068 and
one (S 131) to one of the bishops. The remaining letter (S 103) is written to Nikephoritzes,'4°
praitor of Thrace and Macedonia, an office to which he was appointed in 1068, requesting that

he intervene to protect the bishop of Besaina from excessive taxation.

Having thus separated the demonstrably early and late requests, we are left with the large

majority of letters that can either be dated specifically to the reign of Constantine X or remain

136 pBW (consulted 11.ii.2016) Konstantinos 120, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/107553>.

137 M. Jeffreys, ‘Constantine, Nephew of the Patriarch Keroularios, and His Good Friend Michael Psellos’, in M.
Jeffreys & M. D. Lauxtermann, The Letters of Michael Psellos: Cultural Networks and Historical Realities
(Oxford 2017), pp. 59-88.

138 Mesazon and influential advisor to Theodora (r. 1055-6) and Michael VI (r. 1056-7). PBW (consulted
11.ii.2016) Leon 62, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/113226>.

139 E. De Vries-van der Velden, ‘Les Amitiés dangereuses: Psellos et Léon Paraspondylos’, Byzantinoslavica 60
(1999), pp. 313-50; D. R. Reinsch, ‘Venomous Praise: Some Remarks on Michael Psellos’ Letters to Leon
Paraspondylos’, in M. Jeffreys & M. D. Lauxtermann, The Letters of Michael Psellos: Cultural Networks and
Historical Realities (Oxford 2017), pp. 128-40.

140 Future mesazon and influential advisor to Michael VII. The policies he pursued in that capacity made him a
rather  controversial figure at the time. PBW (consulted 2.viii.2016) Nikephoros 63,
<http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/107950>; Kaldellis, Rivers, pp. 252-4, 262-3; D. Krallis, Michael
Attaleiates and the Politics of Imperial Decline in Eleventh-Century Byzantium (Tempe, 2012), p. 22-4.
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impossible to date directly. In order to provide some structure, | have divided the more clearly
phrased requests into three, somewhat arbitrarily defined, categories. The first comprises open-
ended requests to be spared from taxes and similar exactions, much like the early requests
concerning Psellos’ monasteries and the late intervention on behalf of the bishop of Besaina.
To the second category | have allocated cases involving dispute settlement, including matters
of tax-liability, and formal administration of justice, such as the handling of criminal charges.
The third category is constituted by requests involving other officials, especially subordinates.
Starting with the first of these groups of letters, it is evident that Psellos’ concern for his
monasteries continued after his return to political life, since we find a series of familiarly
phrased letters (KD 38, KD 53, KD 89, KD 116, KD 124, KD 126-7, KD 250, S 135) asking
kritai to look after his monasteries, spare them from taxation and waive their rights to
hospitality. On a similar topic, there is a letter (S 178) addressed to a metropolitan, requesting
help to acquire yet another monastery. We also find a number of cases (KD 76, KD 81-2, KD
94, KD 106, KD 121, KD 133, KD 227, S 75, S 79, S 116, S 138, S 180, S 200), written to a
variety of officials, although most of them kritai, where Psellos is asking for tax-exemptions
and similar fiscal aid on behalf of others. To these we can probably add another handful of
letters (KD 117, KD 257, S 18, S 65), all of them to kritai, that are more obscurely phrased, but

seem to be requesting protection against aggressive tax-collectors.

Moving on the second category, there are numerous letters where Psellos appeals to a krites’
power of judgment, typically asking him to settle a dispute, investigate criminal charges or both.
In some of these cases (KD 39, KD 42, KD 65, KD 246, S 19) there seems to be no sign that
he is asking for anything but impartial arbitration, while in the majority of them (KD 51-2, KD
66, KD 76, KD 84, KD 118, KD 152, KD 166, KD 169, KD 172, KD 221, KD 258, S 20, S 55,

S 130, S 134) he appears to favour one of the parties, although sometimes just to the point of
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showing concern that they are not unfairly disadvantaged. In other letters he is leaving no doubt
as to the kind of action he expects from the krites, mostly by informing his correspondent of a
crime or an injustice and urging him to intervene (KD 50, KD 107, KD 120, KD 163, KD 171,
KD 182, KD 243, KD 247, KD 251), sometimes by asking for a specific verdict in an ongoing
case (KD 60, KD 132, S 99) and once (S 76) by simply requesting that the krites implements
an imperial verdict in a prudent manner. Similarly, there are a few appeals for clemency (KD
92, KD 142, S 47) made to kritai on behalf of friends who have been convicted. This category
is probably also the most suitable one to place a letter (KD 201) to the protoasekretis in
Constantinople, asking him to renew an official document for a monastery, as well as two
requests (KD 99, S 134) for more general judicial protection. Moreover, sitting somewhat
awkwardly between this category and the next, there are a number of pleas (G 19, G 23, KD
113, KD 164, KD 204-5, S 61, S 140) on behalf of monks who had been excluded from their

monasteries or congregations, requesting that they be accepted back into the fold.

This brings us to the third category, where, firstly, we find a series of references for prospective
employees. Most of them (KD 91, KD 100, KD 128, KD 137, KD 153, KD 155, KD 248, KD
254) are written to kritai, but there are also a few (KD 111, KD 122) to senior officials in
Constantinople, as well as a letter (S 151) to the Caesar John Doukas, encouraging him to
promote a kourator to the position of thematic krites. Similarly, there is a letter (KD 130)
requesting the support of a krites in the appointment of a bishop. Another group of letters
concerns support for current employees. One of them (S 179) is addressed to a metropolitan in
support of a deacon who feared that his service would be discontinued, while the rest are written
to kritai, usually on behalf of notarioi. Most of them (KD 86, KD 90, KD 131, KD 160, KD
173-4, KD 262, S 66-7, S 127, S 136, S 194) ask for continued or increased generosity, either

in terms of money or unspecified help. We also find three letters requesting sympathy for
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notarioi who had been absent from their posts, two (S 39, S 98) on the grounds that they were
visiting relatives who were ill and one (S 142) without giving a reason. There are also a few
letters (KD 35, KD 61) that concern notarioi employed by the recipients, though not necessarily
written in support of them. It is also worth noting that in two (KD 142, S 47) of the three cases
mentioned above where Psellos is asking for clemency the convicted are notarioi who most
likely were working for recipients of the letters prior to their conviction. Moreover, there is a
series of letters where Psellos is asking his correspondents to aid tax-collectors in different
ways, one (S 64) addressed to a metropolitan, the rest of them (KD 74, KD 83, KD 165, KD

252-3, S 21, S 33, S 43, S 100, S 172) to kritai.

There is also a number of letters requesting support for other officials, not unlike Psellos’ efforts
to reconcile two bishops in 1068, but with rather varied circumstances. Most similar to the later
letters is one (KD 30) addressed to the retired and tonsured Katakalon Kekaumenos,#
attempting to reconcile him with a bishop and enlist his help in governing the bishop’s flock.
There is also a series of letters (KD 54, KD 57-8, S 35, S 80) to three metropolitans in
Armeniakon, asking them to support and advise a young man recently appointed as krites of
the theme. In contrast to such proactive requests, the rest of these letters concern more
immediate problems. In one of them (KD 69), Psellos asks a krites to help a metropolitan
recover his see and we also find appeals for help for two basilikoi, one of them (KD 1, KD 64,
S 165) embroiled in a conflict with a local tourmarch, the other (KD 73) facing more vaguely

phrased, albeit seemingly serious, problems of slander, persecution and unwarranted arrest.

141 PBW (consulted 16.iii.2017) Katakalon 101, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/107511>.
Kekaumenos had a distinguished military career and appears to have been one of [saac Komnenos’ key supporters
during the revolt of 1057. Regarding his role in Skylitzes” account of these events, see J. Shepard, ‘A suspected
source of Scylitzes” Synopsis Historion: the great Catacalon Cecaumenus’, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies
16 (1992), pp. 171-81. See Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 197-9, regarding the date of his tonsure, which may have
taken place at any time after 1057, but the early years of the reign of Constantine X are often suggested. As we
shall see, he is most likely not to be identified with the Kekaumenos who authored the so-called Strategikon.
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There are also two letters (KD 150-1) written on behalf of a relative who was being subjected
to slander and intrigues to have him dismissed from office, prompting Psellos to first ask a
krites to publicly support the beleaguered man, then to also fix a penalty to deter his enemies,

thus making the line between collegial support and judicial sanctions rather blurred.

This leaves us with a fairly large number of letters that are even more difficult to categorise. In
two cases, this is simply because they are unusual and not very interesting for our present
purposes, one of them (S 171) concerning a mule, the other hospitality for a man involved in
litigation (S 128). The others are more elusive. There are some letters (G 38, KD 159, KD 178,
S 17, S 23) where the nature of the favours asked is completely obscure and some (KD 167, S
126, S 141, S 181, S 193) where Psellos asks his correspondents to go further in kindness to
someone they have already aided, but giving no details. As for the rest, they can perhaps be best
described as letters of introduction, presenting the letter-carrier to the recipient and generally
implying that he should receive some sort of benefit on account of the letter.1*? It is a diverse
group of letters, often vaguely phrased. There are a number of borderline cases, some (KD 249,
S 41, S 50) probably suggesting general judicial protection, others (KD 109-10, KD 144, KD
157, KD 175, S 34) possibly implying employment, but for most of these letters it is difficult
to discern exactly what Psellos expects from his correspondents. Some may be intended to
create new, enduring bonds of friendship between the letter-carrier and the recipient, either as
equals (KD 10, KD 241, S 111, S 147) or in a relationship more resembling patronage (KD 78,
KD 184, S 63, S 149, S 158), whereas others seem to suggest an accompanying specific verbal
request, typically taking the form of asking the krites to give the letter carrier a warm welcome

and a sympathetic hearing (KD 6, KD 103, KD 154, KD 161, KD 176, KD 180-1, KD 183, KD

142 Mullett, Theophylact, p. 34, notes that such a focus on the bearer is quite common in Byzantine letters. Apart
from letters of recommendation that serve to validate the bearer, there are also letters that cue the bearer to expand
or confirm the message of the letter, or indeed convey a message that is not articulated in the letter.
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217-18, S 19, S 94-5, S 102, S 106, S 133). The verbal requests implied here could of course
be of any kind mentioned above, but may also concern favours of a more immaterial nature,
such as social recognition, which is explicitly requested in addition to more concrete favours in
one of the letters mentioned above (KD 76). We may also distinguish a subset (KD 119, KD
143, KD 162, KD 179, KD 220, S 195, S 201) among these letters where the letter-carriers have
fallen on hard times and Psellos tries to evoke pity in his correspondents. The requests implied
may not be particularly different from other letters of introduction, but it is also conceivable
that they are intended to result in smaller acts of charity. Such favours are explicitly requested
in a few letters, one of them (S 31) asking for a few measures of grain, the other (S 163) for a

small amount of coin.

Finally, there are the letters in which Psellos reports on the favours he has undertaken to do for
his correspondents. In a few cases (KD 49, KD 55, KD 62, S 196) the favours in question are
unspecified. Most of the others involves lobbying the emperor in different ways, such as trying
to win his support for one of the parties in a conflict (KD 41), defending a friend against criminal
charges (KD 31), requesting that a krites be granted relocation, leave or retirement (KD 37, KD
44, KD 56, KD 63, S 66, S 93, S 98) or asking for mercy for those whom the emperor has exiled
(KD 48, KD 67, KD 85, S 97), including one letter (S 123) to an exile where Psellos expresses
sympathy, but does not explicitly say that he is trying to help. There are also a few cases (KD
43, KD 255, S 110) where Psellos simply undertakes to praise his correspondent before the
emperor and two letters (KD 59, KD 141) where he deflects a request from Katakalon
Kekaumenos to convince Constantine X to pay him his salary as kouropalates even though he
had retired to a monastery, as well as a series of letters where the purpose of influencing the
emperor is not revealed (KD 46, KD 79, KD 123, KD 135, KD 158, KD 168, S 22, S 49, S 129

S 148). Moreover, we find a few letters where other influential individuals are identified as the
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objects of Psellos’ lobbying efforts. In one of them (KD 104) it is an unspecified patriarch, in
another (S 62) it is the Caesar John Doukas, which appears to have resulted in one of the
recommendations mentioned above (S 151). There are also two letters (M 8, S 96) where he

undertakes to help his correspondents over matters of taxation.
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3. Public and private power in Psellos’ letters

The subject of this chapter is the nature of public power in eleventh-century Byzantium as well
as the norms and institutional limitations that governed its exercise. This will to a large extent
involve untangling the relationships between four central concepts, namely public power,
private power, impartial justice and personal gain, as well as their applicability to the system of
civil administration that we encounter in Psellos’ letters. At first sight, these concepts appear to
fall neatly into two interrelated dichotomies; power is either public or private, it can be
exercised to promote either impartial justice or personal gain and if the former type of power is
used for the latter type of purpose it is usually considered reprehensible and termed corruption,

although it may be tolerated as inevitable as long as it is kept discreet and limited in scope.

If we are to understand the politics of Psellos’ letters, however, I would argue that we must
recognise them as false binaries. This is not to say that the concepts are useless for analysing
the letters, quite the contrary. Psellos touches upon them all extensively, albeit often implicitly,
and | believe that they are important for understanding how the civil administration worked
during the period in question, but the dichotomous model is misleading and anachronistic. The
way these four concepts fit together is somewhat more complex, as the following three
subchapters shall make clear. The first will deal with the interplay between imperial power and
personal networks of friendship, with particular focus on Psellos’ role as ‘governor of
governors’, which was introduced in the previous chapter.2*® The second subchapter will inquire
into the norms and values governing Byzantine officials’ exercise of power, examining the

tensions between their official duties, the need to service their networks and the pursuit of

143 See above, pp. 44-53.
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personal gain. Finally, the third subchapter will address the paramount importance of reputation

in the political economy of eleventh-century Byzantium.

This chapter will argue that we must make a distinction between where Byzantine officials drew
their power from and the capacity in which they exercised it. While there were distinctly public
and private sources of power, its exercise was always personal.** The delegation of authority
from the emperor to his subordinates consequently seems to have possessed an ideological
superstructure mirroring the justification of imperial authority as delegated from God.
Combined with a pragmatic approach to the logistical challenges of governing a pre-modern
empire, this meant that the Byzantine state essentially relied on private networks to carry out
public administration in its provinces. As such, Byzantine officials were reliant on both sources
of power. They were ultimately dependent on the emperor to grant them offices and titles, but
they needed their personal networks to assist them in the fulfilment of their official
responsibilities and to convey praise of their good work back to the palace. Conversely,
although bonds of friendship could endure in the absence of an official position, the powers
vested in public office were, in most cases, essential to meet the long-term obligations of

reciprocity.

It might be tempting to interpret this reliance on private networks as limiting imperial power
and control, but, again, the situation seems to be more complicated than that.}*® Firstly, we must
avoid overestimating the degree of control that any pre-modern state was able to exercise over
its provincial representatives. Given the large territory of the empire and the limited means of

communication available, it seems inevitable that more informal power structures would take

144 Cf. Cheynet, ‘Official Power’, pp. 137-151.

145 M. Innes, State and Society in the Early Middle Ages: the Middle Rhine Valley 400-1000 (Cambridge, 2000),
esp. pp. 254-9, makes a very similar argument regarding the early medieval West, emphasising the futility of trying
to understand pre-modern political power through a public-private dichotomy.
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on some measure of importance. In the case of eleventh-century Byzantium we are simply
fortunate enough to be able to discern them. Secondly, the informal power structures in question
had, from the emperor’s perspective, the advantage that they entailed norms that actually
brought some transparency to the activities of provincial administration, namely the need to
maintain a good reputation. Through their private networks, Byzantine officials remained part
of a single, coherent social milieu where word of their conduct spread throughout the empire
and, most importantly, back to Constantinople, where the emperor could take it into account in
matters of promotion and dismissal.’*® What is striking about Byzantine politics during this
period is consequently not the existence of a dynamic sphere of private power, but rather how

intertwined it was with its public counterpart.

Reputation thus served as a control mechanism on corruption, even though the practice of
viewing power as something that is always exercised in a personal capacity naturally also had
implications for how that concept was understood.'*’ Psellos and his contemporaries do not
appear to have viewed using the authority of public office in pursuit of personal gain as suspect,
but rather as one of the benefits inherent in holding such a position. It was nevertheless crucial
that it could not be seen as interfering with their official responsibilities, including the
administration of impartial justice, which appears to have been a duty that was taken seriously
by emperors as well as their representatives in the provinces. It should be recognised, however,

that there was a contradiction inherent in this system of social control, since the fellow officials

146 J, Sabapathy, Officers and Accountability in Medieval England 1170-1300 (Oxford, 2014), esp. pp. 70-82, 162-
183, identifies similar mechanisms in medieval England, emphasising the limits of formal, institutionalised
accountability to regulate the conduct of officials and arguing that, especially in the church, reputation (infamia,
scandalum) served to make superiors aware of the misconduct of their subordinates and was regarded as a
sufficient criterion for instituting an inquisition.

147 Cf. A. Graham, ‘Auditing Leviathan: Corruption and State Formation in Early Eighteenth-Century Britain’,
English Historical Review 78 (2013), esp. pp. 816-17, arguing that even in the significantly more developed
bureaucracy of eighteenth-century Britain, the effective operation of certain state functions could in practice be
dependent on financial services that technically were corrupt. Graham also underlines the importance of personal
relationships in the efforts made by auditors to curtail corruption, as well as for the ability of officials to get away
with it.
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which for instance a krites relied on to carry word of his strict observance of justice back to the
emperor generally also had an interest in having him subvert it for their benefit. In order to keep
their hold on both of the primary sources of power, officials needed to strike a delicate balance,
servicing both their private networks through favours to their friends and their reputations
through good governance and impartial application of justice. Given the institutional limitations
of a pre-modern society, this seems like a largely rational and efficient system. By employing
private networks both as a vehicle for carrying out imperial policies and as a mechanism for
social control, the Byzantine state kept its officials on a long leash, but still left the emperor

ultimately in charge.

3.1 Friendship, official power and imperial favour

As foreshadowed in the previous chapter, the central issue with which we shall grapple in this
subchapter is the relative importance of, on one hand, the explicitly delegated imperial authority
that Psellos appears to have wielded under Constantine X (r. 1059-67) and, on the other, bonds
of friendship and reciprocity within his epistolary network. Psellos does appear to have been
charged with overseeing the activities of provincial administrators during Constantine’s reign,
but he rarely makes reference to this imperial commission in the preserved letters, preferring to
phrase his requests as favours between friends. | will argue that this should not be read as a
polite veneer masking the tacit use of delegated authority, but rather as reflecting the practice
of using private networks to carry out public administration. Psellos was a trusted advisor to
Constantine X, at least during the early part of his reign, he had personal experience of working
as a thematic judge and he was well connected in the corps of civil administrators currently in

service. This made him a natural choice for Constantine to rely on for information on
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developments in the provincial administration, counsel on how to handle any issues requiring
attention and help in dealing with matters that the emperor was too busy to take care of himself.
Whether or not Psellos was granted the title of hypertimos as recognition for these services
specifically, the influence he wielded under this period was not based on any office or title, but
rather on his parrhesia with the emperor on one hand and his network of friends in the
provincial administration on the other. When he was able to make good use of his intermediary
position between them, these two sources of power could work in tandem; imperial favour
bolstering his status among his friends and the reach of his network increasing his usefulness

to the emperor.

My argument in favour of this interpretation is three-pronged and consequently divided into
three subsections below. In the first one, we shall explore some illuminating continuities
between letters that can be securely dated before and after the reign of Constantine X and those
that may have been written during Psellos’ tenure of the formal role he refers to as ‘governor
of governors’ during that reign, indicating that holding an official position itself was not a
prerequisite for intervening in other aristocrats’ exercise of their official duties. Secondly, we
will examine the few letters where Psellos makes reference to imperial commission when
making his requests, demonstrating that even in several of these cases he appears keen to
maintain an ambiguity around his position, emphasising his personal relationship with his
correspondents and obscuring any distinction between public and private power. Thirdly, we
shall consider a number of letters that seem to fit especially poorly with the hypothesis that the
rhetoric of friendship and favours is merely a polite veneer for delegated imperial authority.
Particularly interesting are a handful of letters where Psellos makes requests despite
acknowledging that the emperor had already sent orders to the same effect, which surely would

have been superfluous if his epistolary activities should be understood primarily as
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administering public affairs on the emperor’s behalf. I am consequently more inclined to
interpret these efforts as betraying a concern to maintain his position in the network by staying
involved and emphasising the value of his friendship. Imperial power was surely the wellspring
of political capital in Byzantium and it was naturally desirable to be among the privileged few
who could tap into it directly, but it flowed diffusely and could be diverted by those who

understood its currents, leaving considerable opportunities for access further downstream.

3.1.1 Chronological continuities

Let us begin by making some observations based on the survey of Psellos’ epistolary requests
in the previous chapter.'*® Comparing the few letters that can be directly dated before or after
the reign of Constantine X to the many that cannot, there are some continuities worth
stressing.#® Most strikingly, tax-avoidance and other kinds of fiscal benefits stand out as a
consistent concern. Regarding Psellos’ own monasteries, there are several letters that can be
dated with some confidence both to the reign of Constantine X and the period before it, as well
as some more uncertain cases.’® There are also several similar requests on behalf of others,
most of them impossible to date directly, with the exception of two letters, one written 1064-5,
the other in 1068 or possibly somewhat later.?>! Psellos consequently does not appear to have
had significantly lower expectations of fiscal benefits from his friends in the provincial
administration in the 1050s than in the 1060s, even though it seems reasonable to infer that he
would have had more clout during his period as ‘governor of governors’, especially since it

appears to have coincided with a high prevalence of former students in the provincial

148 See above, pp. 53-62.

149 As has been noted above, p. 53, this does not invalidate Jeffreys’ argument on the dating of the otherwise
undatable ‘network’ letters, but it does add an extra degree of uncertainty to it.

150 Before 1059: KD 95, KD 108, KD 140, KD 200, S 29, S 77. 1059-67: KD 38, KD 53, KD 126-7, S 135. More
uncertain: KD 89, KD 116, KD 124, KD 250. See Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 185, 193-4, 213, 215-16, 221-2, 225,
228-30, 236, 261-2, 287, 325, 347, 375-6.

151 1064-5: S 79. 1068: S 103. Impossible to date directly: KD 76, KD 94, KD 106, KD 121, KD 133, KD 227, S
75,599, S 116, S 138, S 180, S 200. See Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 208, 215, 221, 227, 232-3, 274-5, 346, 348,
358, 360, 367, 377, 400-1, 412.

68



administration.*>? The position may also have made others more likely to ask him to intervene
on their behalf, as none of the requests made for others can be dated with confidence earlier
than the 1060s. This seems plausible, but the evidence must be regarded as uncertain since most
of these letters cannot be securely dated at all. In either case, the one such letter from 1068

proves that the death of Constantine X did not put a stop to such requests.

As we have seen, there are also early examples of letters of introduction, as well as a
recommendation for a notarios in the service of Psellos’ correspondent and a few entirely
unspecified requests, all of which imply some continuity with his epistolary activities during
the reign of Constantine X.!® We also have the series of letters from 1068 attempting to
reconcile two bishops, which in fact are quite illustrative of the efficacy of personal networks
in the absence of imperial favour. Four of them are written to officials accompanying Romanos
IV (r. 1068-71) during his first Anatolian campaign, asking them to aid the bishop of Gordiason,
a friend of Psellos’ under attack (émkettat yop avtd ioyvpdg) from the bishop of Matiane, and
effect a reconciliation (cotéAAatov) between the two.®* All four letters appeal to Psellos’
friendship with his correspondents, but one of them, addressed to the epi ton deeseon, also gives
us a little more information on the relationship between Psellos and the man on whose behalf
he writes, stating that the bishop of Gordiason had invested many favours in his friendship with
Psellos and now wanted to claim the dividends (moAlag Muiv @uiog mpokataforiopevog
yaprrog eiompdrtetorl viv todg pieBonc).r> In another of these letters, addressed to the epi tou
kanikleiou, ‘most beautiful and sweet soul’ (koAriotn kol yAvkeia yoyn), Psellos also refers to

himself as being out of favour, contrasting his correspondent, who is dwelling in the radiant

152 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 422-3; Bernard, ‘Educational Networks’, pp. 24-36.

158 KD 71, KD 87, pp. 104, 115-6; M 12, pp. 119-20; S 28, S 40, S 46, S 173, pp. 262-3, 273, 278-9, 440-1.

15 KD 146-9, pp. 171-4.

155 KD 149, p. 174. On the office of the epi ton deeseon, see R. Morris, ‘What Did the Epi Tén Deésedn Actually
Do?’ in D. Feissel & J. Gascou (eds.), La Petition a Byzance (Paris, 2004), 125-140, arguing that it was a rather
powerful position.
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imperial splendour (pacwvd g Bacireiag pwotiipt), with himself, who has been driven away
from the sun (dmeAnAdpedo tod HAiov).r® The letter to the bishop of Matiane takes a
conciliatory tone, assuring him that Psellos did not write to arraign him, but rather to bring him
together in friendship with the other bishop (o¥Ute éyd yéypaga katartiduevog, AGAAL
cuuPiPalov o Tpog v Ekeivov ekiov).r>’ He also reminds his correspondent that it was he

who originally introduced Psellos to the bishop of Gordiason (610 cod &yvakmg).

Psellos consequently appears to have kept servicing his network after the death of Constantine
X. Even though he no longer enjoyed parrhesia and imperial sanction for his requests, the
epistolary relationships he maintained during his tenure as ‘governor of governors’ appear
intact, as do the expectations of reciprocity. The bishop of Gordiason evidently found it
worthwhile to rely on Psellos to effect reconciliation with his counterpart in Matiane, and
Psellos in turn expected the officials accompanying the emperor to aid him in this endeavour,
even though his tone is certainly less self-assured than in many other letters. The persistence of
Psellos’ political ambitions after the death of Constantine X is also evident in a letter to one
lasites,'®® whom he addresses as ‘most honoured kouropalates’ (dméptie KovpomoAdra), and
encourages to tighten their bonds of friendship further (énicoryye odv v @Mav Mudv),
suggesting that they could both benefit from their relationship with Constantine’s widow, the
empress Eudokia (tijg kowi|g deomdtidog amoravopev), whom he goes on to praise for being
independent (avtépnc).t>® There is some ambiguity here, as dmoiavopev might simply refer
to the enjoyment of Eudokia’s company, but taken together with the call to tighten the bonds
of friendship and the praise of the empress’ independence it seems reasonable to infer that it

should be read in a more political sense. Like Psellos, lasites probably found himself out of

15 KD 146, pp 171-3.

1575131, pp. 376-7.

158 pBW (consulted 11.ii.2016) Anonymus 2297, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/157734>.
19 KD 6, pp. 7-8.
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favour at the end of Constantine’s reign, but remained in Eudokia’s good graces and thus in a
position to cherish hopes of rehabilitation under her new regime. There is also evidence of the
resilience of Psellos’ epistolary network as a source of influence even in the absence of imperial
favour in a letter to the krites of Opsikion, in effect a letter of introduction asking for kindness
on behalf of an elderly man.'® Psellos prefaces this request by complaining that the man had
no benefit from him in the capital (évtad0a dv o0 wavy pe gvepyétnv evtdyNKe) Since he had
lost favour with the palace (tod cvpupdvtog pot Tadbovg dmacyoroavtdg pe 100 ToAatiov),
which made it necessary for him to turn to the krites instead. It is noteworthy that Psellos is not
even trying to maintain the pretence of imperial favour to lend weight to his requests, but seems

to trust fully in friendship as a motivating force.

Even more interesting, however, are the two early letters where Psellos’ requests clearly pertain
to the judicial capacities of his correspondents. The first one is dated by Jeffreys to 1052-4 on
the grounds that is must have been written soon after S 29, where Psellos also writes about his
plans for tonsure.'®* It is addressed to Zomas, krites of Opsikion, and written on behalf of the
monks of the Medikion monastery, which Psellos held as charistikarios and thus trusted the
krites, as his friend, to care for (piAw to100T® ™V Tiig poviig Enétpeya émpéreiav). Psellos
complains about a legal decision that Zomas had made concerning a source of water (tnv 6¢ i
T® Voatt diknv £dikacac), judging the monks as occupants without title (vopéoag avri decmot®dv
amopavOfvar), even though they had proved that they were long-term owners (amodei&avtog
dpyoiav adtoic etvon v Tod Hdatog decnoteiav). He is keen to emphasise the injustice of the
decision and the complete knavery (teAewtdrny v movnpiav) of the other party in the lawsuit,
suggesting that the krites had avoided going completely against the wishes of this opponent,

who apparently was a minor, because he feared him (8deicag yép, m¢ oipat, TOV deHika Ko

160 KD 143, p. 170.
161 KD 140, pp. 167-8; Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, p. 236. See below, p. 92-3.
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d1a tadTo petpiov avtd TV Katadikny énfveykogc). He accuses the minor of having stolen the
rights of the monastery (10 tfg povi|g kékhoge dikaiov) and urges Zomas to change his verdict
and award the monks full ownership (uetanoincdv cov 10 Thg TPa&emg Eyypapov kai amdd0g
T povii mAnpéotatov 10 dikaimpe), because otherwise his favour to Psellos would be
incomplete (ateAn v xapw). This is, as we shall see, quite representative of how Psellos tends
to frame requests of this kind, simultaneously presenting the preferred action as the only

righteous thing to do and imploring his correspondent to do it as a personal favour to a friend.

The second letter is written to Constantine Keroularios who at the time was magistros and
sakellarios, based on which it can be dated to 1057.1%2 Psellos begins by praising his friend for
not being susceptible to requests from friends and relatives (un dvowneicbot yapiot pilwv, f
oLvyyevaV, i GAAmg oikeiwv), but rather maintaining the strict and absolute force of justice for
both parties in a conflict (GAL’ 6pOMVv kai dmoTopOV ExEV T AUEOTEPOLG TOTG HEPESL TV TOD
dwaiov ioyvv). This is however only to set the stage for the actual purpose of the letter, allowing
Psellos to criticise Constantine sharply while maintaining a friendly tone, expressing
astonishment that he has failed to live up to this lofty ideal in a particular case. He claims that
a recent ruling made by Constantine had resulted in brother being oppressed by brother
(&der@ov v’ adel@od katadvvaotevopuevoy) because one had acquired more (mieio kéktnTon)
than the other. He implies that this discrimination may have been due to the fact that the
favoured brother, Symeon, was a notarios of the Eidikon,'®® while the other held no office at
all. He states plainly that Constantine should not make decisions in this manner (un o0 ye oVt

ynonocawo) and elaborately laments the misfortune of the injured party, who was a relative of

162 5 45, pp. 277-8; Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 331-2. There is some disagreement concerning the progression of
Constantine’s career. See ibid., p. 427; Jeffreys, ‘Constantine, Nephew’, pp. 62-4, 68-74; A. K. Wassilou-Seibt,
‘Die Neffen des Patriarchen Michael 1. Keroularios (1043-1058) und ihre Siegel. Ikonographie als Ausdrucksmittel
der Verwandtschaft’, Bulgaria Mediavalis 2 (2011), pp. 107-13.

163 One of the imperial treasuries.
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his (cuyyevnc éuog). As such, he requests (aEid) that Symeon is prevented from doing wrong
(mawOfjvan Tod ddwceiv) and that his brother is given his rightful due (tvygiv o0 Tuyeiv dott
dikouwov). The contrast drawn between fulfilling the requests of friends and upholding impartial
justice is, as we shall see, atypical, but clearly not characteristic of early letters in general, since
there appears to be no such tension in the even earlier letter to Zomas. Both of these letters are
however unusual in the sense that they attempt to change decisions already made, rather than
influencing the judge beforehand, which might indicate that Psellos was less well-informed in
the 1050s than he was in the 1060s, although, again, the limited evidence does not allow for

extrapolation of definitive conclusions.

We may however infer from these two letters that Psellos did not consider imperial commission
a prerequisite for intervening in judicial processes and, keeping in mind the semi-public nature
of Byzantine letters, he does not appear to have expected his peers to do so either. It
consequently seems unreasonable to view Psellos’ penchant for phrasing his requests as favours
between friends simply as a polite veneer for delegated imperial authority, because if the same
language was used for both implicit orders and actual friendly favours, then how would his
correspondents know the difference? | am inclined to suggest that in many cases they would
not and that this intentional ambiguity is, in fact, not obscuring the workings of the Byzantine
civil service, but rather revealing its governing principle of relying on private networks to carry
out public administration. As | interpret the letters, their recipients would probably have viewed
any distinction between Psellos the ‘governor of governors’ and Psellos the private individual
as artificial as well as trivial. They were, after all, the same person and the incentives for
complying with requests from either one would have been the same. If they helped him, he
could return the favour by intervening with the emperor or other officials in his network on

their behalf. If they refused, he would refuse their requests in turn and could even complain to
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the emperor or incite other officials against them. As such, enjoying parrhesia would increase
the standing of a Byzantine official within his network and facilitate its maintenance and
expansion, but the network could be a potent source of influence even when it was powered

solely by friendship.

3.1.2 Governing the governors

The clear continuities in Psellos’ epistolary activities before, during and after the reign of
Constantine X which we have outlined above might seem to call into question the substance of
Psellos’ claim to being ‘governor of governors’, but there are in fact several other letters where
some sort of imperial commission is implied or explicitly called upon in connection with his
requests. Even in these cases, however, Psellos has a tendency to maintain an ambiguity around
his own position and emphasise his role as a friend rather than as a superior in the imperial
hierarchy, seemingly eager to portray the transactions as carried out through his personal
network and not through an official chain of command. In a letter to the krites of Thrakesion he
repeats a statement made in the letter claiming to be ‘governor of governors’, albeit with some
slight but interesting adjustments.’®* He writes that he does not command his friends like a
superior (¢ym yap oy d¢ duvaotg Emrtdrte T0ig Pikoig), then interjects ‘for nor am I (nor
would it ever be so0)’ (obte yap el (un yévorrd mote)), before completing the statement by
claiming that he makes requests of them as equals (&AL’ ®g OpOTIHOG KOl 1GOTOATNG AELD
tovtovg). This rather desperate insistence on equality does not only serve as an indication of
Psellos’ eagerness to frame his relationship with his correspondent as such, but also implies that

there were in fact good reasons to view it as anything but equal.

164 KD 61, pp. 93-4. See below, pp. 163, 165.
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Imperial commission is also implied in a letter to Basil Maleses, who was krites of Armeniakon
and possibly Psellos’ adoptive son-in-law.®® Psellos mentions that the man on whose behalf he
wrote had appealed (£6e10n) to the emperor in the days of Maleses’ predecessor and was how
doing so again (ob vov udvov, alia kol Tpod tovTov). He then goes straight to the business at
hand, asking the krites to free the man, a poor soldier, from a complex legal problem and allow
him to go on campaign, calling upon his concern for past arrangements (cot @povtic Kai
npowKovounpuévov), the law (koi avtod tod dikaiov), the poor soldier (kai tod mévnrog) and
Psellos’ friendship (koi tfg €ufic eikiag). The implication seems to be that appeals to the
emperor were handled by Psellos, although the reference may not have been intended to make
a point of this, but merely to note that the soldier had appealed to have his problem resolved
once before. The request is certainly framed as a personal favour, appealing to friendship as

well as justice and mercy.

There are also a few letters that show Psellos explicitly administering judicial matters on the
emperor’s behalf. He wrote to the krites of Opsikion, addressed as Pothos, son of the
droungarios, and ‘cousin most dear and wise’ (Gveyié iltate kai cop®dTaTE), concerning a
quarrel between two neighbouring villages who had appealed to the emperor for arbitration.
As the emperor was busy he had delegated the matter to Psellos, who in turn passed it on to
Pothos with no other instructions than to solve it and stop the quarrelling, albeit conveyed
through a mythical metaphor involving Herakles and the hydra. Another letter to the same
addressee, here addressed as simply as ‘most wise cousin’ (cop®@TOTE AVEWYIE), passes on a

command from the emperor to measure out some disputed land (meprypagag yndiov Tvév

165 KD 132, pp. 154-5; Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, p. 232; E. De Vries-Van der Velden, ‘Psellos et son gendre’,
Byzantinische Forschungen no. 23 (1996), pp. 112-46, Kaldellis, Mothers and Sons, pp. 15-16. See also Krallis,
Attaleiates, pp. 238-43. See below, p. 98.

166 KD 39, pp. 63-5.
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aueioPnrovpévev) in a scientific manner.'®’ Yet another is addressed to the krites of Optimaton
with orders to enforce earlier imperial rulings on an ongoing conflict, reminding the krites that
it is his duty to use both his wisdom and power to constrain the party who lost the case and
make them submit to justice, despite their unwillingness to do so (tfjg 6¢ ofic €oti Kai
PPOVIGEMC Kol SUVANEDS KOTOVayKAGaL TOVTOVG GTolyfout T® dikain Kai dovrac).*®® There
is also a letter conveying instructions from the emperor to the krites of Thrakesion to re-examine
a case, where it is assumed he would be motivated by his concern for imperial judgement
(Baowukig kpicemg), his friendship towards Psellos (piriog g mpog udc) and above all the

protection of justice (mpd TovT®V Tiig TOD Stkaiov eviaiiic).t®

It may be worth considering why Psellos makes explicit references to the emperor in these
particular letters and not in others. Did he believe it necessary to apply the force of imperial
authority to ensure that his correspondents complied? This might be the case in the letter to the
krites of Optimaton, which is concise and blunt in tone, but it seems highly unlikely in the
letters to Pothos, who was one of Psellos’ former students pursuing a career as a provincial
krites, probably in the 1060s.17° There are at least eight letters addressed to him, all but one
affectionate in tone and colourful in rhetoric, conveying an impression of warmth and
intimacy.1"* As such, it is noteworthy that these letters are unusual in the sense that Psellos does
not appeal overtly to friendship to motivate his requests, bringing to mind Mullett’s ‘cynical
but operable’ rule of thumb, that praise of friendship may well denote instrumentality, while

relationships with a stronger emotional charge needed less verbal reinforcement to work.1’? It

167 KD 42, p. 69.

168 576, p. 310.

169 KD 66, pp. 99-100.

170 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, p. 423; PBW (consulted 22.viii.2017) Pothos 102,
<http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/109102>.

KD 35, KD 38-9, KD 41-2, KD 53, KD 220, KD 250, pp. 56-8, 62-5. 67-9, 84-5, 261-2, 299. See above, p. 75-
6, and below, pp. 88-9, 116-17, 134, 173.

172 Mullett, Theophylact, p. 177.
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consequently seems unlikely that Psellos would believe Pothos reluctant to fulfill his requests
unless he underlined that they had imperial sanction. These references may however have
served other purposes, perhaps as a marker of particular urgency, signaling that the emperor
had taken personal interest in the case and expected to see results. If so, the relative scarcity of
such references seems to imply that Psellos was normally left to his own devices as ‘governor
of governors’. This explanation would also appear to fit well with the letter to the krites of
Thrakesion, which moreover offers a particularly clear illustration of Psellos’ penchant for
ambiguity concerning the nature of the transactions carried by his letters. By appealing
simultaneously to the emperor’s decision and his friendship with his correspondent, he is

effectively presenting the request as an imperial order and a personal favour at the same time.

A similar equivocation can be observed in another letter to an unidentified krites, whose request
to be relieved from an assignment to collect taxes in Macedonia had been denied (1 pév yop
@V év Moxedovig gopov dmaitolg, ovk deripntai cov).l”® Psellos begins by defending
himself, insisting that he has done all that he could (6ca pev £€det yevéoBar mop’ €pod, mavra
cap®g éktetéleatat), having petitioned both the emperor and the relevant officials (Baciiémg
1€ YOp £0eNnOnuey, Kai Tovg mepi v doiknov nEwcouev), but all he had managed to achieve
on his correspondent’s behalf was that the krites of Macedonia had been assigned to assist him
(6€d0tan 8¢ Got TOV &v TaTY KPLTTV TAVTO 6ot Avcttehfioar). He explains that this, presumably
extraordinary, arrangement was due to the fact that the krites of Macedonia was about to be
replaced (uédiew moporvOnocesdor), which would place a special burden on the new krites and
his staff (10 idioig kaKoig Tovg dadeyopnévoug mélecbar), leaving them unable to undertake
anything more (un dVvacOor PBapog Vmeveykelv €tepov). This was the reason that his

correspondent had not been granted all he wished for, and not, it is emphasised once more,

1735129, pp. 375-6.
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because of any negligence on Psellos’ part (o0 mopd v nuetépav duéleiav). As such, he
recommends that the krites immediately sends an excellent man (crovdaidtatov dvOpwmnov) to
Macedonia to collect the taxes. It seems reasonable to infer that this letter is showing Psellos
administrating affairs in his capacity as ‘governor of governors’, discussing the details of
imperial policy with the emperor and passing on instructions to officials in the provinces. Even
so, he maintains an ambiguity around his own position, presenting himself as someone who is
petitioning the emperor on behalf of the krites rather than as a superior in the administrative
hierarchy, obscuring any distinction between public and private power. While there are no
explicit references to friendship or favours, Psellos appears keen to absolve himself of blame
for disappointing his correspondent, betraying a concern to maintain his personal relationship

with the krites.

3.1.3 Friendship as power

There are also several letters where Psellos clearly represents personal relationships as the
primary source of influence within the civil administration. In a letter to the krites of
Boukellarion, he makes a point of emphasising his desire to help the man on whose behalf he
writes, but states that while he could do nothing of his own, there was much he could do through
his friends like the krites (dOvapon 8¢ 000V pev map’ ERaVT®d, TOAAL 8& Tapa TOlG PIA0IG DUTV),
thus suggesting that his network of friends, rather than his official position or his relationship
with the emperor, was the real source of his influence. 1’* He conveys the same sentiment in a
letter to the krites of the Aegean Sea, writing that his power depended on his friends whose
offices enabled them to assist him (dOvapion 8¢ Toig eiloig HUIV TPATTOVGL TA TOAMTIKO TPAY LT
Kol 10 Oeelelv évieddev Exovow).l”® By themselves, these statements could perhaps be

dismissed as empty rhetoric, but there are also a number of letters where the representations of

174 KD 84, p. 113. See below, p. 110-11.
1755 65, p. 297. See below, pp. 96-7.
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friendship appear more difficult to reconcile with the theory that they are only meant to serve

as a polite veneer for delegated imperial authority.

In another letter to the krites of the Aegean Sea, Psellos begins by apologising for making so
many requests on behalf of so many people (tod16 og Tpd TAVI®VY aitodual, GLYYVOUNY 1ot
TapéYELY, €l TOAAKIG 601 Ypaem ept ToAA®dV), but then pointedly notes that if the krites wanted
them to stop, that could be achieved, but only by turning friendship into enmity (uetéfoke tiv
eMav €i¢ picoc).t’® Similarly, he wrote to an unidentified official announcing that he was
testing his friendship for the first time (tavtnv 61 TpOTHV G01 TEIpOV THG TPOG EUE GOV PIALOG
xa®inui).t’" If he fulfilled the request, acting in accordance with the laws of friendship (koo
v TMig e1Aiag opoloyiav moieig), Psellos would require no other test (kdym ovkétt £tépog
neipog denoopar). If he failed to do so, however, he would be dismissed immediately
(nBetmuévog 00VC). Applying coercion, even in this rather mild manner, by threatening to strike
his correspondents off his list of friends appears to make little sense if we imagine their
relationship as defined primarily by their respective positions in an official administrative

hierarchy.

The importance of maintaining a network and of guarding one’s position in it is also evident in
another letter where Psellos asks a krites for a favour on behalf of someone else, specifically
urging the judge to fulfil all requests not for the sake of the original supplicant’s gratitude, but
because of Psellos’, so that the supplicant is grateful (dmevyapiotéw) to Psellos, and Psellos to
the krites.'”® He similarly calls upon the krites of Boukellarion to help (avtidnyic, avilappavo,

avtiroiém) the dioiketes of Ankyra, who is described as both rich and just, over the payment of

176 KD 137, pp. 163-4. See below, pp. 100, 162.
177 KD 183, pp. 202-3.
18 KD 167, p. 192. See below, p. 131.

79



taxes.”® He notes that the krites had helped the dioiketes before, suggesting that if he had done
so for reasons of justice (dikacTiK®C), oblivious that the man was Psellos’ friend (ur| yvoOc, g
guoc 00toq), then he should do it again, but this time for reasons of friendship (@ulikdc). The
dioiketes had apparently had no difficulty acquiring the krites’ help on his own, but Psellos
nevertheless seems eager to insert himself as a middleman so that the transaction is henceforth

conveyed through his friendship.

This also seems like the proper context in which to view a few other letters, where Psellos
makes requests despite the fact that the emperor has already sent an order to the same effect. In
one of them, Psellos explains to a krites that he had been asked to send a letter to the krites long
ago, but knowing that the judge would find it burdensome (goptikdc), he had put it off1&
Psellos then learned that the supplicant had acquired an imperial letter instead, although he did
not know how, which made him ashamed to write himself since he did not want to be seen as
trying to be more noble than the emperor (pavicopot tod Paciiémg vrepneavéstepog). He
explains however that he did decide to write anyway, playfully suggesting that the krites had
consequently been given two honours (800 cot d0E@V dobsic®dV), one greater and one smaller,
and that because of the greater one, i.e. the emperor’s orders, he would value the smaller one,
i.e. Psellos’ request, as well (tf] peiCovt mavtog Tipunoelg kai v éldttova). This reads like a
somewhat strained excuse to keep himself involved in the business at hand, even though he
apparently viewed it as insignificant enough to postpone making the request to the judge when
the supplicant first approached him. The most plausible explanation for this seems to be that
Psellos had no hurry to help the supplicant because he believed that he was the man’s only

avenue to the krites, but once he learned, to his surprise, that the man had managed to reach the

19 KD 83, p. 112. See above, p. 42, n. 102.
180 KD 161, p. 180.
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emperor without his help, he realised that his position in the network was threatened and wrote

the letter in an attempt to protect it and minimise the risk of being circumvented again.

Similarly, there is a letter to the krites of Thrakesion written on behalf of a friend of Psellos’
(éom énog) who had been wronged, appealed to the emperor and the courts and received an
imperial letter, which, it would seem, was to be presented to the judge together with the letter
from Psellos.'® The imperial letter would order the krites to uphold justice, while Psellos’ letter
asked him to receive the man kindly as a friend of his (iv’ edpevdg ido1g 1oV GvBpmmov mdg ELov)
so that he would know that his case was heard by a judge who was a friend of Psellos (®g v
yvoin, 6t Topd eil® Eud dwdletan dikootq). In contrast to the previous letter, Psellos seems
to be involved and have some measure of control here, but the letter nevertheless betrays a
concern to remain at the centre of the process, emphasising the value of Psellos’ friendship and
making sure that the supplicant would know to whom his gratitude was due. Furthermore, there
is a letter to the krites of Opsikion written on behalf of a man who is described as poor, but
close to Psellos and therefore both rich and fortunate to have the krites as his judge (révng[...],
GAL’ €pol TPOoHK®OV Koi S10L TabTo Topd Gol KpiTi MAovstdTatog Koi TprodiPiog).¥2 The
supplicant had been wronged by his neighbour, appealed to both the emperor and to Psellos and
received an imperial letter as well as the present one. Psellos asked the krites to give the man a
kind reception, punish the guilty man and stop him from reoffending. He notes that the imperial
letter would order the judge to do all of this as well, but states that he counted on friendship
(pw\ia) rather than power (dVuvouig). Again, assuming that the krites would not disobey a direct
imperial order, it seems reasonable to infer that Psellos is mainly concerned to maintain his
position in the network by staying involved and emphasising the value of his friendship in

getting things done.

181 KD 152, p. 176.
182 KD 107, pp. 136-7. See below, p. 100.
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3.2 Strengthening justice through friendship and friendship through justice

The absence of a clear distinction between power exercised in official and personal capacity
within the civil administration raises questions about how efficiently and in whose interest the
empire was governed. The opportunities for abuse have been highlighted by Gunther Weiss in
his study of Psellos’ letters to provincial kritai, which he presents as serving four separate
purposes. Firstly, to recommend pupils or relatives to his old students, secondly, to intervene
shamelessly in ongoing judicial processes on behalf of his protégés, thirdly, to intercede with
the emperor on behalf of a correspondent and, finally, to firmly reprimand judges who have
caused him administrative harm, especially with regard to taxing his monasteries.*®® This rather
cynical view of Psellos’ exercise of power through his network as essentially self-serving is
mirrored in his general view of the Byzantine state apparatus, which he characterises largely as
a police state that concerned itself exclusively with foreign policy and increasing the glory and
power of the state, while caring nothing for the well-being of its citizens or civil servants.'®
This sentiment is, as we have seen, largely echoed by Leonora Neville’s more recent study of
Byzantine provincial society, in which the imperial administration is described as committed to
maintaining its sovereignty throughout the empire, but apathetic about governing the provinces
and content to leave its subjects at the mercy of powerful local magnates and their friends in

the central administration.8

In this subchapter, we shall consequently address the issue of whether Psellos’ requests should
be seen as promoting effective governance and administration of justice or as exploiting his

position and influence for personal gain. Chitwood has noted Psellos appears reluctant to

183 Weiss, Ostromische Beamte, p. 13.
184 Weiss, Ostromische Beamte, p. 2.
185 Neville, Authority, pp. 136-7.
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recognise a contradiction between these extremes and eager to relieve the tension between them,
presenting the roles of friend and judge respectively as complementary rather than competing
influences.’®® He offers a few examples of letters where such sentiments are expressed,
interpreting Psellos’ intentions as paying lip service to impartial justice, while simultaneously
playing upon its mutability. We shall examine the matter in detail below, arguing that the
expressed concern for justice is about more than just lip service and that it must be understood
in the context of private networks being employed for the purposes of public administration.
This practice was governed by a complex normative framework that allowed judges and other
administrators to pursue personal gain, but only to the extent that it did not seriously impinge

on the fulfilment of their official duties.

Weiss’ rather critical assessment will however serve as a useful starting point for this endeavour
and although his four-point model of Psellos’ epistolary activities is clearly oversimplifying, as
is demonstrated by the survey of the complex spectrum of letters making requests included in
the previous chapter of this thesis, that does not in itself invalidate his claims about their
essentially self-serving nature. Out of the four types of letters he has identified, two pertain
directly to this claim, namely the interventions in judicial processes and the reprimands for
judges who have caused him administrative harm, which we may widen somewhat to include
all open-ended requests for fiscal benefits. We shall consequently examine them both categories
of letters in more detail. This is an important part of my argument and it will draw on a large
body of letters, making this a rather long subchapter. To facilitate reading it will therefore be
split into three subsections, which should, however, be considered together as interconnected
parts of the same argument. The first one (3.2.1) will examine requests for fiscal benefits, which

will also lead to a discussion on petitioning culture, whereas the second (3.2.2) will concern

186 Chitwood, Legal Culture, pp. 67-70.
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itself with judicial interventions. The argument will then be brought to its completion in the
third subsection (3.2.3), introducing some further, particularly illuminating, evidence and

bringing together threads of thought from both the previous subsections.

3.2.1 Compassion, fiscal privileges and petitioning culture

There are in fact only a few direct requests for fiscal benefits where Psellos is content to rely
solely on his friendship with the correspondent. There are three such cases concerning his
monasteries, all phrased in fairly general terms. This may well be significant since it seems
reasonable to infer that a vaguely phrased favour, which leaves the interpretation of its
magnitude largely to the one asked to perform it, would require less in terms of justification. In
a letter to the krites of Opsikion, addressed as ‘most learned judge’ (Aoyuwtote dikaotd), he
writes that if the judge cared for him, he should also care for his properties (ei 6¢ ti cot éuod
nélet, peréto kol tdv Eudv) and take nothing from them (undev éxeifev AaPeiv).’®” He
similarly asks the krites of the Aegean Sea, addressed as ‘most learned brother’ (Aoyubrate
adehpé) to care (neréto) especially for his monastery ta Narsou.!8 There is also the letter to
kyr Georgios the aktouarios, whom Psellos tells about his estates, notes that he would like to
have them improved (BovAoiunv Gomep kol mieio tadta yevésbBor por) and asks his
correspondent to do what he could (ov 8¢ pot, &i puév ddvauo, id o £ud).® In his letters on
behalf of others there is a bit more variety. There is a letter to one Aristenos, thanking him
profusely for a favour concerning tax-relief, where he had apparently given the man concerned
many times more than had actually been asked for (un tocobtov [...], dcovaep fTnodueda,

dALd Sexamhooing {| toAlomiacing), suggesting that the original request was fairly modest. 1%

187 KD 116, p. 143-4.
188 5 135, pp. 378-9.
189 KD 95, pp. 122-4.
190 KD 94, p. 122.
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Either way, Psellos hoped that his full observance of the obligations of friendship would

continue (év mdol T@V EIMKAV KaONKOVI®V povTilmv fuiv).

Psellos also wrote to a krites, addressed as ‘dearest and wisest brother’ (@iAtote adels Kol
copmtate), asking him to help a woman who had failed to pay her taxes, while at the same time
making his own indifference about the matter quite plain.*®* He presents the request as a mere
pretext (apopury) for writing to the krites and states plainly that if it was not fulfilled, he would
know that it was because of the circumstances and not because of his friend (gidawg &t Topd
TOV Koupdv, ov mapa tov eikov). Although the requests referred to above all seem to entail at
least a theoretical transfer of wealth from the state to private individuals, none of them can be
characterised as particularly rapacious. Moreover, there are also two letters where Psellos asks
the kritai of Opsikion and Anatolikon to allow a vestarches and a metropolitan respectively to
pay their taxes in the capital rather than to provincial authorities.*®> This would be revenue
neutral, which he also explicitly points out in one of the letters, even though the requests still
appear to be couched as personal favours. In one of them he explicitly refers to aid for the
metropolitan (ékeivo meéleln) as a favour to himself (gpoi yapic), whereas in the second one
he speaks more coyly about requests (d&unoeig) made by those who have the power (5ovauig)
to do so and those requests being granted (mAnpow) and help offered (Bepancvm, deerin) by
those who were able to do that. Here Psellos consequently seems to be mobilising the power of
his friendships to simplify the bureaucratic procedure without compromising the interests of

the state.

There are however also a few cases where Psellos is significantly more forceful, even blunt, in

asking for fiscal favours. In a letter to Maleses, the krites of Katotika, on behalf of a certain

1915116, pp. 362-3. See below, p. 98.
192 KD 81-2, pp. 111-2.
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Peloponnesian, he requests the krites’ straight and unimpaired judgment (tfic ofig [...] OpBfg
Kai  amapeykAitov kpicewg) to provide both a more sympathetic tax-assessment
(prhavOpwmndtepov dmoypapestar) and judicial aid in matters where the man was involved both
as accuser and defendant (xai didkmv kol eedywv), as well as social recognition (vedpa &yewv
evueveg Tapa cov), promising that the man would remember him for the favours (oot yapitwv
amopvnuovevoet), and Psellos himself even more so (koi mpo ékeivov €yd).**® He also wrote to
the megas oikonomos on behalf of a logographos who claimed that his new title of
koubouklesios had only been presented to him in shadowy outline (éoxi0ypagn6n), asking not
only for a tax-exemption (tfig iepdc aonoelg poporoyiag), but also that it would be made
permanent (koi émtypayelg abavatm Emypaot]). By way of justification for the request, he only
writes playfully that his correspondent would suffer another annoying letter about the same
thing if he did not comply with the present one (fjv 8¢ ur, devtépa o€ mepi ToVTOL EMTPiyeL
ypaon)). There is also a brief and somewhat obscurely worded letter where Psellos simply
informs the krites of Optimaton that he is depriving him of a kathisma (dreipym yap oe
kobiopatog), which is the term used for temporary administrative bases for travelling
officials.'® The provision of kathisma also involved accommodating and feeding the officials
in question as well as their staff, generally at a standard that entailed considerable expense,
making exemptions from the duty attractive for both individuals and monasteries. These letters
clearly indicate that it was socially acceptable to ask friends in the civil administration for fiscal
benefits in plain terms and that it was not unreasonable to expect them to simply comply, even

though Psellos may have reserved bluntness for friends that he knew well.*%

193 KD 76, pp. 107-8. See below, pp. 114-15. Regarding Maleses, see above, pp. 75, n. 165.

194 KD 106, p. 136. Regarding kathisma, see N. Oikonomides, Fiscalité et exemption fiscale a Byzance (IX-XI s.)
(Athens, 1996), pp. 94-6; Morris, ‘Travelling Judges’, pp. 340-3.

195 See the discussion of Psellos’ relationship to Pothos above, pp. 76-7.
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These are nevertheless the exceptions and in most cases Psellos appears reluctant to rely only
on his friendship when asking for fiscal favours of this kind, preferring to supplement it with
moralising or legal justifications. In some letters he simply appears to insist that formal or
traditional privileges are respected. This is certainly the case in three early letters to the krites
of Opsikion, where Psellos is concerned that his monasteries Kathara, Medikion and especially
Megala Kellia might suffer demands for tax-payments and hospitality during, and possibly
after, his own monastic exile. In the first, Psellos notes he had acquired the latter monastery
because of his friendship with the krites (3w o¢ [...] fjuag dyandvra) and because he had heard
that the income from its estates was tax-exempt (élev0épa), before proceeding to remind him
that it had an imperial document to deter any hostile intention towards it (€ott yap mapa T
MaBpa PacIMKOV Eyypagov, Tacay Tovnpay Kotd TG Hovig avactéAlov dmovolav).t% In the
second letter, Psellos similarly insists that Megala Kellia has been freed from the duty to provide
a kathisma for the krites, as well as any form of hospitality (7 pév yap dikactod kabicpatog
AAevOépmTOL Kol Thong amhdg vrodoyfic).t%” He also emphasises that none of his predecessors
as charistikarios had been bothered over hospitality (koi t@v mpo £1od d€ yapioTikapimv oVOELG
gnnpedodn mote gic kpirod vmodoynv) and complains that only his letter had stopped the krites’
men from imposing exactions the year before (mépvct yodv og pikpod deilv méneika dv Ekel0EV
Tt Aofeiv, el un 1o éuov mpoéhaPe ypappa). Finally, he calls upon his correspondent to
remember the exemption as well as his affection for Psellos (&vapvioOntt yodv kol Todto Koi
Vv TpoOg NUdG cov aydnnyv). In the third letter, he begins by discussing the virtues of epistolary

friendship, goes on to inform the krites that the emperor might accept a request for home leave

196 577, p. 311.

197 KD 108, p. 137. Here Psellos appears to imply a wider definition of kathisma than the provision of food and
lodging. The word yap refers back to the previous sentence, where Psellos reminds his correspondent not to send
tax-collectors (ta&ewtai) to the monastery, which suggests that at least some levies that were not immediately
associated with the krites’ visit could be considered as part of the duty to provide kathisma. The claim that the
monastery is liable to provide neither kathisma nor hospitality (vmodoyn) also implies that the terms were not
considered to be entirely synonymous.

87



and then complains of a current illness, before finally exhorting the krites to remember (ur
gmhaBn) his three monasteries, especially Megala Kellia, which Psellos had heard that his
correspondent intended to tax, even though none of his predecessors had done so (adkovcog, &1t

v KeMudv mapayadoot Stavevonkag, EvBo indeic Tig tdv mpd cod mopéfuoe dikaotc). %

Moreover, he wrote to an unidentified krites, asking him to aid the monastery of his friend
Moses, adding to its advantages (rtpootifeic tdv dyabdv) and protecting it from any problems
(apermv TV Koxdv).1% He calls upon their friendship (5t dudv v elovvtov pe), but also
underlines that the monks asked for nothing new, but merely documentary confirmation of their
regular rights (aitodot 8& ovdev Kavov ovd’ EE® TAV VEVOIGHEV®Y TOD dikaiov Opwv, GAN’
Gmep ta Eyypaga tovtolg yapiCovrar). He also wrote to the aforementioned Pothos, addressing
him as ‘most wise student’ (copmtate podntd) and congratulating him on escaping the
awkward situation where he found himself in position to demand the monoprosopon tax from
his old teacher, since the emperor had cancelled it (SiéAro&e yap [...] 0 Paciievg), which
appears to be what he would have expected Pothos to do himself otherwise.?® Psellos may well
have been sincere in his claims to merely ensure that rights already granted were respected in
these cases. As both Morris and Cheynet have noted, such efforts were necessary since fiscal
officials constantly sought to revisit and challenge the privileges that diminished the tax that
they were able to collect.?%! It was thus not enough to obtain a tax-exemption from the emperor,
but it also needed to be defended from his provincial representatives. Requests for more
favourable tax-assessments need consequently not be read simply as shameless attempts by the

well-connected to line their pockets at the expense of the state, but could also be understood as

19%8 KD 200, pp. 227-9. The use of the verbs mopayodm and mapaévm obscures the meaning of the sentence
somewhat, but it seems reasonable to interpret it as concerning tax or other exactions.

19 KD 227, pp. 270-1.

200 KD 53, pp. 84-5.

201 Morris, ‘Monastic Exemptions’, p. 216; Cheynet, ‘L.’ Aristocratie’, pp. 306-7.
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part of the established process of perpetual negotiation over fiscal obligations that characterised
provincial taxation. The dynastic uncertainty and frequent regime changes of the mid-eleventh

century may also have served to intensify this practice.?%

This process could take rather drastic rhetorical turns, as is evident in another letter to Pothos,
who at the time was krites of Thrace and Macedonia, in which he introduces another element
of justification by appealing to his correspondent’s piety.?® The purpose of the letter is to
protect another of Psellos’ monasteries, the Acheiropoietos, from taxation, which Psellos
appears to equate with attacking the Theotokos, exhorting his friend to spare the holy (pgicot
T®dv Beiwv) and refrain from taking that which is inviolate (un kivel ta dxivnto). He is however
careful to keep all his bases covered by also asking Pothos to consider chrysobulls, other
privileges, long-standing custom and his predecessors’ regard for the monastery (€motpdaenoi
YPLGOPBOVAL®V, ETEPOV dKALOUAT®V, cLVOEiag ypoviov, THG TAV TPO oD dkacT®V aidodG TePi
v povnv), as well as their mutual friendship as teacher and student (Mudv ye €vexka 1@v ikmv
Kol d1dackdAmv). The tone is rather aggressive and it is not entirely clear how this should be
interpreted. This is the exception to the otherwise very affectionately phrased letters to Pothos,
whom Psellos appears to have regarded as a genuinely close friend.?% It is possible that it should
be read ironically, the joke being that the mere suggestion that the krites would try to impose
taxes on his friend’s monastery was ridiculous. If so, the letter would simply be a friendly
reminder to make sure that the tax-collectors stayed away. The outrage may of course also be

genuine. If Pothos did have designs on the wealth of the Acheiropoietos, his close relationship

202 See M. Attaleiates, ‘La Diataxis de Michel Attaleiate’, ed. P. Gautier, Revue des études byzantines 39 (1981),
p. 101-123, esp. p. 111, which includes copies of chrysobulls issued by both Michael VII (r. 1071-8) and
Nikephoros 111 (r. 1078-81), the second one confirming the privileges granted by the first one. It also notes that
Attaleiates had asked for such confirmation ‘because he knew that an imperial decree that confirms a previous
decree has even greater weight’ (fidst yap ¢ péya 1 yapileton mpodg ioyvpoTépay POV YPog Pacthikt
TPOGETIKLPOVGA TO YEYOVOQ).

208 KD 250, p. 299.

204 See above, pp. 76-7.
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with Psellos would likely only increase the latter’s sense of betrayal. If so, the catalogue of
reasons he gives for sparing the monastery would seem to underline the fluidity of the tax-
assessment process; a single document did not always settle the case, so all available arguments

had to be marshalled.

Similar sentiments, albeit more diplomatically expressed, can be found in another letter
concerning the Acheiropoietos, but this time addressed to Nikolaos Skleros.?® Psellos writes
about the virtues of devotion to the Theotokos, asking Skleros to use his office to show his
commitment to the holy as well as to his friends (&pynv moincov kai tfig TpoOg T Ociov dkpifodg
dwbéocemc Kol mpOg ToLGg akpPectépovg TV @ikwv) by looking after the estates of the
Acheiropoietos as if they were his own (tfig ye¢ Axeipomomjtov EmpueAndnti, 1@V KIUATOV
AVt O¢ olkeloTaTOV AviexOuevog Ktfoewv). Psellos made another appeal to Skleros’ piety in
a letter concerning the monastery of Ta Narsou, written during the latter’s tenure as krites of
the Aegean Sea.”’® Psellos asked him to offer the monastery extensive aid, both caring for its
estates himself and ordering his subordinates to do so (v dvvatnv didov Pondetav, o pev
avTO0eV EMPEAOUEVOS TMV TG LOVIG KTHGEMV, TA 08 Kai EmayyeAAOLEVOG), pointing out that in
doing so he would not only help his friend, but also show his devotion to the Theotokos and the

martyrs revered at the monastery (Koi T0 pevV @OvOPEVOV NUDV T€ GKOVES Kol TV LOVIV

205 KD 124, pp. 148-9. See below, p. 201. It is not clear exactly what office Psellos refers to here. Skleros was
definitely krites of the Aegean Sea in the early 1060s, but the Acheiropoietos was located in Thrace, just outside
the Golden Gate, and the other letters concerning it (KD 77, KD 250, KD 251) are addressed to the krites of Thrace
and Macedonia. The most plausible explanation seems to be that the Acheiropoietos simply owned estates in the
Aegean Sea, but it is also possible that Skleros served as krites of Thrace and Macedonia before being relocated
to the Aegean Sea, or that he would be able to help in an entirely different capacity. Jeffreys, ‘Psellos and the
Monastery’, p. 53; W. Seibt, Die Skleroi: eine prosopographisch-sigillographische Studie (Vienna, 1976), pp. 93-
97; PBW (consulted 11.ii.2016) Nikolaos 2104, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/158208>.

206 KD 126, p. 150. See below, p. 201. The monastery in question is certainly the Ta Narsou in Constantinople
where Psellos received elementary education, so we may infer that it had estates in the Aegean Sea. See S 135, pp.
378-9 (and above, p. 84); Bernard, ‘Educational networks’, pp. 17-18; Jeffreys, ‘Psellos and the Monastery’, p.
55.

90



DPEAETS, TO 0€ ye dANOEC Kol voovpuevov Tpog TV Beotdkov v xapv dtafifalels Kai tovg v

] LOVT] TILOUEVOLS LAPTLPOG).

In another letter to the krites of the Aegean Sea, this time unnamed but quite possibly Skleros
again, Psellos introduces the metropolitan of Kyzikos.?’” After praising the metropolitan’s
virtues, he calls upon the krites to not only honour the man, but also offer him substantial aid
(o0 Tipufcon povov ToV Gvopa, AAAL Kol deeATical TOV duvatov Tpdmov), since the metropolitan
church had been damaged badly during a recent earthquake and was in dire need of repairs. He
did not ask his correspondent to contribute with anything, only to refrain from taking anything
away (o0k a&oduev mpooheival TL TavTn, ALY Un AeeLelv TL TV avToD), pointing out that
while the krites did have an obligation to care for the public treasury (8l pév yap kai t@v
onpociov Incavpdv epovtilev c€), he had an even greater duty towards the most precious
spiritual treasury and, above all, to God and the holy churches (6&i 8¢ pdiiov tod

TILOAPESTATOL ONcavpod TG WYuyiic, Kol Tpo tadtng, Tod Beod, kol TdV Beimv vadv).

This looks like an unusually clear expression of the dilemma facing the provincial kritai. It was
an essential part of their job to make sure the expected amount of taxes was collected and
dispatched to Constantinople, but they could not extract it by any means available, since they
were also responsible for the well-being of those they were appointed to govern. This
responsibility was not limited to spiritual well-being, as is evident in a number of other letters
asking for favours of a fiscal nature. In fact, nearly half of the letters making such requests
contain some variety of an appeal to compassion on the grounds that the people concerned were
too poor to fulfill their fiscal obligations. Byzantine law had a formal provision for temporarily

lightening the tax burden called cuund0eia, ‘compassion’, to be employed when a piece of land

207579, pp. 312-3.
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had become unproductive or abandoned, particularly as a result of barbarian raids or natural
disasters.??® Lemerle underlined the pragmatic motives behind its use, namely to prevent the
flight of taxpayers and the desertion of village communes in difficult times, but its name also
points towards an ideological superstructure with emphasis on the responsibility of those in
power to care for the unfortunate, which seems to be what Psellos taps into rhetorically when
justifying his requests for fiscal relief. The principle Psellos calls upon in these letters, that it
was the responsibility of the krifai to ensure that taxpayers were not subjected to exactions that
exceeded their ability to pay, consequently had a legal basis, even though the requests examined
here do not appear to have been intended to result in the application of sympatheia in its formal

Sense.

In another letter to Nikolaos Skleros concerning Ta Narsou, Psellos writes that although the
monastery had many estates, they were unprofitable and even made losses (ToALGV pev dviav,
AoVVTEADY 8¢, Tva un) Aéym émPraPmv).??’ In order to reduce these losses, he asked the krites
to show the monks and their estates every concern (ndcav 8¢c0at mpdvoiav), to treat them as
his own and care for them (tovg pév oikewwodpevov, ékeivav 6¢ émpueincduevov). He also
praises the virtue of the monastery’s hegoumenos, calling him its best and greatest asset (10
KAMGTOV T€ Kol péyiotov), and complains that he has to write letters like the present one while
he is mourning their mutual friend Anastasios Lizix,*!? but notes laconically that the petitioners
did not let him grieve in peace (00 yap £é®dot e dkopéotmg mevOelv ol dedpevor). The inference
appears to be that he is writing reluctantly, not to promote his own financial interests as
charistikarios, but only because it is his duty to succor the poor but virtuous monks. There are

also a few other cases where Psellos writes to kritai, calling on their friendship and asking them

208 |_emerle, Agrarian History, p. 81; Kaplan, Les Hommes, pp. 399-408.
209 KD 127, pp. 150-1. See below, p. 201.
210 pBW (consulted 22.iii.2016) Anastasios 2101, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/157462>.
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to waive their rights to hospitality at his monasteries on the grounds that they were simply too

poor to afford it.?!!

These repeated requests for fiscal benefits in recognition of the poverty of the monasteries
concerned can be contrasted against the accounts of monastic wealth presented in the land
legislation of Nikephoros II Phokas (r. 963-9) and Basil II (r. 976-1025), promulgated in 964
and 996 respectively and intended to check the growth of monastic property. The former
contrasts the asceticism of the desert fathers with the immoderation of contemporary
monasteries that strive endlessly towards the acquisition of thousands of acres of land, lavish
buildings and innumerable animals, declaring such behaviour to be not only in violation of the
monastic vows, but verging on blasphemy.?!? The latter takes a somewhat less moralising tone,
but notes severely that word has come from nearly all themes ‘that many of the village
communes find themselves suffering harm and injustices, with some on the verge of extinction,
because of the spread of the monasteries’ (611 moALd TGV ywpiwv gvpicketan PAamTOUEVE TE KOl
aducodpeva, Tvel 8& Kod dpoviCopeva Tap’ OAyov &md THG TV povastnpinv deopuic).2 It
also defines all heads of monasteries as dvvartot, i.e. powerful as opposed to the nttwyoi and
névnteg, by confirming their designation as such in one of the novels of Romanos I Lekapenos
(r. 920-44).2"* As Rosemary Morris has argued, however, this appears to have been regarded
as a reflection of their potential rather than actual power and she notes that even though some
monasteries were undoubtedly able to act like dynatoi in this period, many others were in fact
very poor.2!> The considerable differentiation of monastic wealth implied here is in fact evident

in the novel of Nikephoros II as well, which encourages donations for monastic purposes, but

211 KD 89, KD 140, pp. 118, 167-8; S 29, pp. 263-5. See above, p. 71, and below, p. 141, 219.
212 Svoronos, Novelles, pp. 157-8.

213 Svoronos, Novelles, p. 208; trans. McGeer, Land Legislation, p. 122.

214 svoronos, Novelles, pp. 84, 204.

215 Morris, ‘The Powerful’, pp. 14, 23-4; idem, Monks and Laymen, pp. 166-99, 247-55.
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demands that they should be directed to existing foundations that have gone to ruin due to
neglect and lack of funds, rather than to the establishment of new monasteries or acquisition of

additional monastic land.?'®

Psellos did not however limit his concern for the poor to monasteries alone.?!” After a visit to
the town of Philadelphia, which he had once governed himself as krites, Psellos passed on a
petition from its villagers to his present successor (katedendncav 61’ Euod pecitov), asking him
to be more kind and humane towards them (ypnototépov Gov kai PLAaVOP®OTOTEPOL TVYETV),
especially regarding a matter of taxation (vmotekeopdc).2!® He calls upon the krites to balance
friendship and strict justice ({uyootdnoov v eunv edav kai 1o dkpipeg dikawov), hoping
that some benefit could be found for the townspeople because of him (fva Tt 5t £ue dyabov Toig
yopitog émvononc). Similarly, in a letter to the krifes of Optimaton, Psellos asks for help for
one Basil Melissenos,*!” whom he describes as most well-born (g0yevéotarog), intelligent
(ovvetdrarog) and courageous (avdpeidtatoc).?2’ A recent unbearable imposition (Guvevy, fv
dxOneopeiv pn Suvapevoc)*?! had however left him without the means to meet the bare
necessities (oK dpkodcav Eyel TV yopnylav T®v dvaykaiov). Psellos thus requested that his
burden be lightened (énehappdvor avtd 1O dxbog 10D poptiov). He knew how eloquently the
krites would resist (£10mg 6& dca LEALELS EPETV €DAOYO TPOG TV THS AEIMGEWMS Tapaitnowy), but
still expected him to offer help in proportion to Psellos’ friendship (év pétpw tiig eriiag Mudv).
The anticipation of his correspondent’s reluctance to fulfill the request once again draws our

attention to the balancing act required of a krites to simultaneously keep his friends happy, the

218 Svoronos, Novelles, pp. 159-60. For a detailed account of Nikephoros’ somewhat ambiguous attitude towards
monasteries, see R. Morris, ‘The Two Faces of Nikephoros Phokas’, in Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 12
(1988), pp. 100-11.

217 In addition to the cases cited below, see KD 133, pp. 155-6; S 103, S 138, S 200, pp. 344-6, 381, 494.

218 5180, pp. 459-61. See below, p. 98.

219 PBW (consulted 11.ii.2016) Basileios 2102, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/158061>.

220 5 75, pp. 309-10. See below, p. 206.

221 For this reading of cuyyou as cuvevr, see Oikonomides, Fiscalité, p. 71, n. 92.

94



people of his province thriving and the emperor satisfied with the proceeds from taxation.
Psellos also appears to address this dilemma in a letter offering some professional advice to the
krites of Macedonia, whom he encourages to steer a middle course (trv péonv 680v ydpet)
between yielding to everything (ndocw vmeikwv) and opposing everything (mpoc dmavtog

avOioTaUEVOC). 222

Moreover, there are several cases where Psellos appeals to kritai for protection against menaces,
which upon closer inspection appear to be their own tax-collectors. In one of these letters,
Psellos writes on behalf of a poor man (mtwy6g) who was made poorer still by wrong-doers
who attacked whatever little he had left (mposcuvenitpiBovoty avt®d v mrwyeiov Kol Tveg
aducodvreg gic & yYAioypov ovtdc nomdpnkev).??* The word aducéwm is quite vague, but by itself
the sentence would appear to conjure the image of a marauding band of outlaws or at least a
group of greedy and ruthless neighbours. If there had been criminal activity involved, however,
the obvious course of action for the krites would have been to arrest and convict the perpetrators,
but this is not what Psellos is requesting. Instead, he asks him to aid the poor man by offering
gifts and rebates (focot [...] 10 p&v 61000¢ 11, 10 8¢ Amod1d0V¢c), clarifying that no lavish
treatment was required, just the krifes’ usual help (obte yap rlotipov dgitan yepdg, AAA’ dmoia
n on), since the debts in question (& keypemdotntor) were small. The problem consequently
seems to be that the man was unable to bear the exactions of the tax-collectors and the proposed
solution that the judge should forgive his debts to the fisc. The krites is nevertheless called upon
to help in his capacity as protector of those who lived under his jurisdiction, even though it was
his own tax-officials, seemingly acting within the boundaries of the law, who were the cause of

the man’s suffering.

22 KD 7, pp. 8-9. See below, pp. 95, 117.
223 KD 257, p. 304. See below, p. 98.
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There are parallels here to a comment made in the military treatise commonly referred to as
‘On Skirmishing’, written in the second half of the tenth century and associated with the Phokas
family.?* When discussing the need to care for the well-being of the soldiers under one’s
command, the anonymous author complains that they are despised (katappoveicBor),
dishonoured (dtyodcbar) and even beaten (tvmtecboat) by tax-collectors, whom he calls
‘tribute-levying manikins who contribute absolutely nothing to the common good, but whose
sole intent is to wear down and squeeze dry the poor’ (popordywv avOpomapiov, kol undepiov
1@ KO TPo&evodvtav meéretav, AL’ | povov ékmeldviov Kai EKTPPOVIOV TOVG TEVITIG).
This is obviously not the carefully weighed judgment of a neutral observer, but the general
thrust of it seems quite consistent with the picture emerging from Psellos’ letters. Overzealous
tax-collectors appear to have been a potential source of misery for the rural population, and
although it is difficult to estimate how common it was for them to resort to physical violence,
the reference to beatings of soldiers in ‘On Skirmishing’ suggests that they could at least be

expected to have significant means of coercion at their disposal.??®

This is probably also the context in which to view a request made to the krites of the Aegean
Sea on behalf of an unnamed monastery, the estates of which were in danger of being lost due
to many instances of abuse (& xkwvdvvevetl Toic moAloic &mnpeioug dmorwAiévar).?® As in the
previous case, the meaning of émMpeta is somewhat open to interpretation, but Psellos does not
appear to imply that any laws had been broken. He merely states that in order to save the estates,
the krites had to take up their cause strongly (tov dvvatov Tpdmov GvTimomcaio ToVT®V), give

them sufficient aid (émkovpiav v dmoypdcav d0vg), and maintain his support for them (trv

224 <Qkirmishing’, ed. & trans. G. T. Dennis, Three Byzantine Military Treatises (Washington D. C., 1985), 19, p.
217.

225 This is also confirmed by an entry in the Peira where a tax-collector is convicted of torturing a tax-payer’s son
as a means of extortion. See below, pp. 244, 250-1.

226 5 65, p. 297. See above, p. 78.
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oVOTOCLV OWTOIG TEpUTo o). As such, the most plausible interpretation seems to be that the
threat to the estates came from overzealous tax-collectors. In another letter, Psellos asks the
krites of Opsikion to help a man from Nicaea, who had inherited a small piece of land which
was barely enough to support him (tpépov yAioypmg avtov) and feared the men sent forth by
kritai, by which we should probably understand tax-collectors, more than anything (mepofntot
3¢ o tocoDTOV [...] S50V 0DC VUEIC 0f kprrai mposhevaipovg eaté).??” As such, Psellos wanted
the krites to give the man a sign that he would keep the beasts away (80g avt® cuvOnud T ThG
1®v Onpiov dnotponiic). The almost identical term mpoghevoipaiol, again probably denoting
tax-collectors, also appears in another letter, in which Psellos supports a complaint made against

them by a bishop.??

These letters certainly paint a rather brutal picture of the ruthlessness with which provincial
taxation could be carried out, although the exact degree of poetic hyperbole is difficult to
determine. They do however also appear convey the expectation that kritai would intervene
against excessive demands if they were made aware of them, suggesting that the protection of
the people under their jurisdiction would, at least in theory, take precedence over their fiscal
duties.??’ The sincerity of the sentiments thus expressed may of course be called into question,
but it is surely significant that this appears to have been the way that Byzantine officials talked
to each other about such matters. These were the values and norms that they reproduced through

their correspondence, not only bilaterally from letter-writer to addressee, but in wider social

221 KD 117, p. 144. See below, p. 98.

228 § 18, p. 257. Oikonomides, Fiscalité, pp. 280-1, n. 72-3, 75, interprets npogkevoiuaion as referring to armed
guards in the service of kritai, which is certainly a possibility worthy of consideration.

229 Magdalino, ’Justice and Finance’, esp. p. 100, suggests that when there was no separation of fiscal and judicial
administration, the natural tendency of the system would be to pursue finance at the expense of justice, which
could only be counteracted by the personal intervention of the emperor. He certainly has a point, but | believe that
one further variable should be added to the equation, namely the importance of reputation in the Byzantine political
economy. As we shall see below, pp. 127-46, this could be seen as an informal institutionalisation of the imperial
interventions which Magdalino identifies as crucial for tipping the balance in favour of justice over finance.
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circles due to the public nature of Byzantine epistolography.?*® This ideal may not always have
been honoured in practice, but in a society where the fortunes of public officials were intimately
connected with their reputation, as we shall see was the case here, there would have been strong
material incentives for them to ensure that their actions were at least perceived as being well in

line with it.?3!

There is also another circumstance that fits poorly with the hypothesis that Psellos’
interventions were motivated primarily by a desire for personal gain, namely that he, on
numerous occasions, appears to make requests on behalf of people whom he did not know and
who seem unlikely to be in a position to return the favour. Of the cases already examined, |
would cite as examples the ones involving the impoverished man from Nicaea who had
inherited a small piece of land and feared the krites’ men, the poor man (ntwy6g) who was made
poorer still by rapacious tax-collectors, the townspeople of Philadelphia and the woman who
had been unable to pay her taxes, even though this final appeal was particularly lacklustre.?*?
There is also the case of the poor (mévng) soldier whom Psellos requested should be freed from
the legal problem preventing him from going on campaign.?**> As we have seen above, the
request may have originated with the emperor in this case, but it would then reflect an imperial

concern for the unfortunate that officials surely would have been expected to emulate.

By way of further examples, there is a letter to the megas oikonomos where Psellos requests a
few measures of grain for a poor nun (nteyn pév, povalovca 8€), expecting success on account
of friendship (mepi tig p1Aiag), as well as one to an unspecified krites, asking him to help a poor

man (ntwy0g), should he face unforeseen problems (¢’ 40N o1g T0ig EMcLUPnoOUEVOLS VTG

230 See above, p. 43.

231 See below, pp. 127-46.

22 KD 117, KD 257, pp. 144, 304; S 116, S 180, pp. 362-3, 459-61. See above, pp. 85, 94-5, 97.
233 KD 132, pp. 154-5. See above, p. 75.
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xakoic).>** Similarly, he wrote to an unspecified official concerning another poor man
(ttwyo?), relating that he had previously petitioned others on his behalf, finally succeeding in
freeing him from problems that he would otherwise have been unable to endure (MAgvBépmrtan
0 &vBpomog GV i Ehevdepoduevoc édvoyépatve), and requested that the official took care to
prevent things from turning from better to worse for him (iva un a6 tod Peltiovog Tpog O
yelpov avoxauyete).>> Psellos also wrote to an archbishop, praising him for having treated a
poor man (mtwyo6g) and his family well, noting that he had already made their misfortune
happier (e0tvyeotépav avtoig v dtvyiav dnédei&oc), and urging him to maintain the same
disposition (c®Zo1g 0OV pot Thv avthv [...] Sidfectv).2*® Moreover, the pleas made on behalf of
monks who had been excluded from their monasteries and congregations and wanted to be

accepted back into the fold would also seem to fit this description.?*’

It cannot, of course, be definitively proven ex silentio that Psellos was not personally acquainted
with these people, but in support of such an interpretation it should be noted that there are a
number of cases where Psellos explicitly refers his ties of friendship or family with those on
whose behalf he writes and that he appears to do so as a way of lending a little additional weight
to his 1reques'[s.238 There is, for instance, a letter of reference addressed to the krites of Katotika,
in which Psellos introduces the letter-carrier as a friend of his and therefore also of the krites’
(o0tog €pdg [...] xoi i todto 66¢).2* He wrote to Constantine Keroularios, taking an

apologetic tone over bothering him with another request, but explaining that he had no choice

234531, S 195, pp. 266-7, 489. See below, p. 125.

2355201, pp. 494-5. See below, p. 125.

2% S 126, pp. 373-4.

337G 19, G 23, pp. 164-5, 172-3; KD 113, KD 164, KD 204-5, pp. 141-2, 190-1, 232-5; S 61, S 140, pp. 292-4,
383.

238 Apart from the cases cited below, see for instance KD 54, KD 57-8, KD 90, KD 144, KD 150-1, KD 160, KD
166-7, KD 171, KD 174-5, KD 253, KD 262, pp. 85-7, 89-91, 118-19, 170-1, 175, 187-8, 191-2, 194-8, 301, 307-
8;S17,520,S35,S80,S102,S106, S 141, S 163, S 193-4, pp. 256-8, 269-70, 313-14, 344, 350, 383-4, 421-2,
488-9. The impact of family ties nevertheless appears to have been quite limited, as will be discussed at length
below, pp. 188-96.

239 5 34, pp. 268-9.
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since the man on whose behalf he wrote was a relative, which inevitably tilted the scales in his
favour (&yet yap miowv avtipputov v cvyyévelav).2*® We also have the case cited above in
which the letter-carrier is described as poor (mévng), but close to Psellos (époi mpoorkmv) and
therefore both rich and fortunate in having the addressee as krites.>*! Since Psellos appears to
regard pointing out his personal relationships with those on whose behalf he wrote as a way of
making his correspondents more favourably inclined towards his requests, we could expect him
to do so whenever there was a close relationship to be pointed out and at least not consciously

present such relationships as less close than they actually were.

In fact, Psellos intimates on several occasions that he was being constantly petitioned on a scale
that clearly surpasses that of asking favours for close friends and family. In a letter to the krites
of Thrakesion, he notes that he was being followed by a large number of petitioners (€ug]...]
gmovpovToL TOALOL €1 TG AEIMTELS), explaining that it was either because he loved everyone,
or because so many loved him (f} g ndvtag dyandvta, §j O¢ Tapd TOAAGY dyondpevov), but
not because of his official power (o0 yap eimorut 8t” dpyiknv dHvapv).>*? The use of dpyky as
a qualifier for dOvopig may well be significant here, implying that it might have been his
unofficial power that had earned him the love of the masses. There are also three other letters
to kritai in which he explains the high frequency of his requests by referring to petitioners (ot
avaykalovrec / Toic aéodoi pe / tdv déovvimv).2* This appears consistent with a remark made
in passing, which reveals that he employed the expressions of friendship (tov ti|g @WAiag
amopamointov yapaxtipa euidrtopev) even towards chance acquaintances and people whom

he had only met once (Tpdg TOVG TVXOVTUC TV AVOPOTMY Koi TOVG Brral iy OpAcovTtac). 24

240 5 46, pp. 278-9. See below, pp. 101, 194

241 KD 107, pp. 136-7. See above, p. 81.

242 KD 130, p. 153.

23 KD 137, pp. 163-4; S 94, S 133, pp. 338, 377-8. See above, p. 79 and below, p. 162, 179-80.
244 5 146, pp. 394-5. See below, pp. 139-40, 195.
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The most emphatic reference to this multitude of petitioners is however found in the letter to
Constantine Keroularios cited in the previous paragraph, where Psellos describes how a great
crowd converged on his doorstep, banging on the gates as well as on his ears and soul (pot

oVppel TPOC TG BVpaIS YAog pdNTOC, BuPOKOTODVTEC KOd THV YVYNV Kod T& dTa Hiudv). >

It should be noted that this letter seems to predate Psellos’ period of influence under Constantine
X, from which we may infer that it was not his position as ‘governor of governors’ alone that
attracted these throngs of petitioners.>*® This is confirmed by a letter to Constantine
Leichoudes,?*’” written no later than 1059 since he does not appear to have been appointed
patriarch yet, where Psellos relates that the man on whose behalf he wrote had approached him
by lying outside his door, weeping and wailing loudly (mp0og 1@ mTuA®dVI pov keipevov, Kai péya
otevalovta kai dmorogupopevov).2*® There are also two letters to John Mauropous, most likely
written in the 1050s, where Psellos asks for favours for elderly men whom he does not appear
to know personally.?* This appears to suggest that petitioning was an integral part of the
Byzantine political system, serving as a communication channel between the Byzantine civil
administration and those who were governed by it. It was evidently employed not only by
aristocrats exchanging favours with their peers, but also by poor farmers who were unable to
afford the taxes demanded of them and, as we shall see, by common people seeking protection

from criminals or legal redress for injustices committed against them.

The importance of petitioning in Byzantine politics has also been touched upon briefly by

Catherine Holmes, who notes that it seems to have been widespread and suggests that it may

245 5 46, pp. 278-9. See above, p. 100, and below, p. 194.

26 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 332, 427.

247 PBW (consulted 11.xii.2016) Konstantinos 13, < http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/107529>.
248 5 28, p. 262-3.

249540, S 173, pp. 273, 440-1; Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 329, 396.
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have played a part in driving the expansion of the Byzantine bureaucracy in the tenth and
eleventh centuries.?>’ She also makes reference in passing to an episode the Life of St. Luke of
Steiris, which is well worth considering in a little more detail.?>! The anonymous hagiographer
recounts that the saint’s family was driven from their lands by jealous neighbours and that this
prompted his grandfather to go to Constantinople, where he was given an audience before the
emperor. He explained his business point by point (10 ko’ £avtov Ekoocto SlcaENoC),
received a sympathetic hearing (edpevodc e dkofic Kai @rhavOpodnwv Etvyev 0pOaiudv) and
was immediately granted imperial letters (mopaypfipe yap avT® ypappoto PoctAtka
napacy®v). He was also put in contact with an official who is only referred to as the one tending
to imperial orders (t@® 10ig Paciikoig évtdAipacty Dmmpetovpéve), who came to the village,

divided its lands and arranged for both parties to live there in security.

The story, which supposedly took place in the late ninth century and was probably written down
almost a century later,”>* bears a definitive resemblance to Psellos’ epistolary activities,
especially the judicial interventions that will be considered below. The difference being, of
course, that Psellos did not provide his petitioners with imperial edicts conveying orders to the
appropriate officials, but rather friendly letters asking them for favours, as we have seen him
make a point of himself. The procedure and expected effects, however, appear to be largely the
same. Petitions could evidently be made not only directly to the emperor, or even to the officials
under whose jurisdiction the matters in questions fell, but also to their friends, like Psellos, who
were able and, it would seem, often willing to intervene with them. As such, the reliance on

private networks may have served to increase the efficiency of public administration, at least in

250 C. Holmes, ‘Political Literacy’, in P. Stephenson (ed.), The Byzantine World (London & New York 2010), p.
146.

251 The Life and Miracles of Saint Luke of Steiris: Text, Translation and Commentary, ed. & trans. C. Connor &
W. R. Connor (Brookline 1994), p. 6.

22 The Life and Miracles of Saint Luke, p. ix, 148. The dating must, however, be regarded as uncertain.
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terms of facilitating communication and increasing the available avenues of access to officials,

even for those who were not part of the aristocratic networks of friendship themselves.

3.2.2 Balancing the scales of justice

The role played by the combination of aristocratic networks and petitioning culture in enabling
access to officials even for those who were not part of the networks themselves is, I believe,
also important for understanding the way in which Psellos phrased his interventions concerning
legal disputes or criminal activities. This will be the subject of the present subsection and, to a
large extent, the next. To begin with, it is worth noting that we find a few more cases here where
Psellos appears to be writing on behalf of petitioners with whom he had no personal
relationship. Two particularly clear examples are provided by letters to unidentified kritai
where Psellos himself appears to doubt the veracity of the accounts given by those on whose
behalf he writes, indicating that he did not regard them as trusted friends. The first concerns a
man who claimed that his neighbour was preventing him from rebuilding his ruined house
(8pnoe yap, 6t Povdopevov aveyeipat katadlvBeicav v oikiov avTod &v YEITtdvev T1g 0iKdV
ovk ). Psellos seems to doubt the story, confessing that he laughed when he first heard it
(dxovoag €00V¢ &yéhaca), and tells the Arites that he should not blame the messenger (deig
t0vG KNpukag) if things turned out to be otherwise (1 6* dAAwg &yet T0 mpayua). If it was true,
however, the perpetrator should be punished with the appropriate fines (t0ig mpoomKovcy

ETITIOIC COPPOVICONGETOL).

The other letter was written on behalf of a poor (ntoydtatov, Té€vng) monk who claimed that
he had been wronged (811 4SikeicOon enot).>>* The krites should investigate the possibility that

it was all a lie (gi [...] ovd&v dAnb<c), but if it was not, he should intervene on the side of truth

23 KD 246, pp. 296-7.
254 5 119, pp. 367-8.
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and help the wronged old man (yevod petd thig aAndeiag, kai Pordncov @ adikovuéve
vépovtt). There is also a letter to the krites of Boukellarion, in which Psellos related that he had
been approached by a man who claimed that he had first received a verdict from Psellos when
he was krites of the theme (Aéywv, d¢ dedikaimtor pev mélon map’ Euod), but then an opposite
decision on the same case from his successor (katadedikactol 6 Hotepov En’ adTH Tf) VToOEcEL,
gp’ N v dikaiwow idnye, mapd Tod pet’ ug Sucdoovtoc év td Oépatt).>> As such, he
encouraged the present krifes to investigate the matter again (doxyocdt® TV VndOecV)
without considering any of the previous verdicts, but only the truth (undevog 1dv dikacavtwv
Emotpoeeic, dAAL THg dAnbeiog povng yévouevog). Although the details of the case are
obscured, there are clearly parallels here to the process of perpetual negotiation over fiscal
obligations examined above, suggesting that previously settled cases could be reopened if a

krites was replaced or if the political circumstances shifted in other ways.?®

Moreover, Psellos wrote to a krites on behalf of a poor nun (névng povayn) who had built a
small monastery and taken a loan to ensure that the nuns did not starve, but found herself in
difficulties since one of those contributing to the loan had broken the agreement and refused to
pay (gi¢ T@v cvveveykdvimv avtaic &povictdv [...] dpveiton Tov Epavov, kai dvatidetar TV
opoloyiov).2>” Psellos suggested that the krites should first see the man on equal terms and
attempt to conciliate him (id& obv 1OV dvOponov dpeAdg, kol éEopiincov de&idq), but if that
failed he should set up a fair and equal court against the inequalities of fortune (ctficov taig
dvicolc toyoug icov koi £00D dikacthplov), which he hoped would result in a just and lawful
decision (kol £0T® 601 PETA TOD SIKOUOVUEVOL KT TOV VOOV 1) dikatodoa andeactc). Psellos

also appears to display a strong concern for justice when writing to a krites concerning the

255 KD 65, p. 99.
256 See above, pp. 87-9
7.5 130, p. 376.
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disputed estate of a recently deceased man, where greedy neighbours have exploited the son
and heir’s absence and used legal excuses to take over all their property. He asks the judge to
await the return of the son before making any ruling, however reasonable the neighbours’
justifications may seem, and apologises for telling the krites to do what he surely would have
done anyway, but explains that his involvement is prompted by the concerns of the aggrieved
family, who are worried that the matter will not be well handled.?®® In these cases Psellos does
not appear to have any other interest than promoting the even-handed administration of justice.
Even though he clearly sympathises with the plight of the poor nun and the bereaved family,
his primary concern seems to be that the cases are handled properly within the boundaries of
the law and, in the former case, he is even advocating a settlement that would leave both parties

satisfied.

This commitment to impartial justice does however appear somewhat more ambiguous in the
majority of Psellos’ judicial interventions, albeit sometimes only slightly so. There are a few
cases where Psellos is only asking for justice, but also identifies one of the parties involved as
a friend, which in practice could imply a degree of partiality. He wrote to the krites of Optimaton
on behalf of a friend (0 fuedomog eirog) who had lost everything but one small estate, only to
be troubled by villagers who behaved with their usual effrontery (of ye yopitot ta eilmboto kol
énl T00t® ToAud®owv), asking the judge to become the champion of the law and ally of the
wronged (yevod ob 10D VOpHoL HEV DIEPOYOG, TG O adtkovuéve cdupayog), freeing the man
from his grievous neighbours (éméAAiaéov tOV dvBpmmov yerrdoveov movnpdv).>>® He is
ostensibly only calling upon the krites to uphold the law, but makes no effort to hide the fact
that the request is intended to benefit one of his friends, although we cannot know how wide a

definition of friendship he adopts here. He evidently did not expect his personal relationship

2% KD 182, pp. 201-202.
259 KD 51, p. 83.
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with the man in question to undermine the credibility of his call for justice, nor for it to cast
doubt on his version of the events. If anything, he seems to consider it to lend weight to his

request, since he actively mentions it even though he could simply have neglected to do so.

A similar situation can be found in another letter to a krites, in which Psellos introduces a friend
(6 mopav odTog Nuétepog éott pikoc) and asks his correspondent to assist the man in collecting
some unpaid debts (trv onv évdo&otnta cuvepyiov dodvar avt@® dote dmartijoot 6 Katélme
Momadapo).’® The men who owed him the money had apparently been caught
misappropriating public funds, so presumably Psellos’ friend was worried that once the fisc had
had its due there would be nothing left to cover other debts, which Psellos argues would be
unfair. He exhorts the krites to offer his friend major assistance (peydAnv Bofifsiav) and put his
judicial powers (to0 dikaotikov a&impa) at his disposal, pointing out nothing was more fitting
for a judge than to help the wronged and prosecute wrongdoers (Sikaotod 8¢ 00dEV 0UTMG OG
10 PBonbeiv 1oig adikovpévolg kai toig adikodowv Emefiévar). He also wrote to the krites of
Macedonia about a friend (piloc) who had died, requesting help (mcovpica) for the widow.?
There appears to have been some difficulty in determining the inheritance, since the deceased
was a tax-collector and may have been in possession of money that was not his own. As such,
Psellos asked the krites to make a detailed survey (diepevvnong), distinguishing his friend’s
personal wealth (Gv e oikoOev eixev) from that which he had collected on behalf of the fisc
(kai @V 4o @V 10D dnpociov dmathcemv mpocektoato). He states that the purpose of this
IS to protect the interests of the fisc as well as the man’s estate (000’ 0 dnpdclog oTepnOfGETAL
OV idimv ovte 0 €keivov Piog gic mavtedlég apavicOnoetar), but the request is still phrased as a

favour to the widow.

260 KD 247, p. 297.
261 KD 172, pp. 195-6.
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A similar combination of a strong moral argument and manifest personal interest can be found
in the three letters where Psellos appeals for clemency on behalf of his friends. One of them is
addressed to Xeros, praitor of Thrakesion, who had arrested a notarios and brought him from
Constantinople to the theme (votdpiov dydyipov £k tiig mOAemg €ig TO Bépa temoinkag) in order
to have him return money which he had extracted illegally (dnodmcovta & pn déov Aafeiv,
gioempataro).?8? Psellos does not question the guilt of the notarios, nor Xeros’ adherence to
justice, but still criticises his treatment of the culprit as harsh and severe (ockAnpov xoi
arndtopov). He argues that neither the apostles and prophets, nor ancient judges, were
unwavering in their adherence to the dictates of justice (ovde v 100 dikoiov oTAOUNV
euAGtTovTEG Appent]), points out that Xeros himself had often complained about the kind of
measures he was now taking (o0 moArakig €mti tovtolg EBoncag;), asks him to consider not only
the notarios, but also his mourning wife and the lamentations of his children (trv 8¢ yvvaika
otepvOKTLTTODOY, TOV O€ TaidwV TOLG 0dVpHovS) and exhorts him to judge the man in the way
that he often prayed God would judge him in turn (o7 yevod t@ dvOpdrm, kabdnep ToALdKIG
10V Beov Niém yevésbar oot émi Tiig kpicewg). Then he finishes the letter by explaining that
most of the money that the notarios was bringing back had in fact been borrowed by Psellos
(tdAn0éc, o to mheio dv Eywv EERMDev, d@’ Mudv £iineev) and requesting that Xeros
discharges him so that he can pay back the loan (oBtm¢ odv Muiv avTdv dnokotdotoov, Mg
avTika d®covTa pot To ddvelov). This is in no way presented as standing in contrast to the

passionate plea for mercy, but simply follows as an additional argument in favour of clemency.

It is also noteworthy that Psellos is explicitly asking Xeros for a decision against strict justice,
which surely is a testament to the ideological importance ascribed to mercy. Psellos seems to

be advocating, on one hand, the impartial administration of justice and, on the other, the need

262 5 47, pp. 279-80. See below, p. 219.
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to temper its application with mercy, which suggests a balancing act similar to the one discussed
above, where the obligation to collect the appropriate amount of taxes owed to the fisc needed
to be weighed against the duty to care for the wellbeing of the taxpayers under one’s
jurisdiction.?®® This is also evident in another letter to a krites, where he writes that neither
Psellos himself (unte éué) nor anyone else trying to influence him (unqte &tépovg
napaktvodvtdg) should be allowed to subvert justice (mpocdé&acBan [...] dote adikwv Tvyely
[...] dote un dikaiov tovtovg Te0&acbar), but also that his correspondent should strive to
emulate the son of God rather than the son of Alcmene and Zeus in his role as a judge (todto
TOLDY 0V £1C GV SOENG TV 8& AAKpvIg Taidmv T Atl, dALd Ogioc avip kai dyyicmopog Svimg
00 poévov Bgod).?%* The son of Alcmene and Zeus is of course Herakles, but Psellos appears
confused over the genealogy and may have intended to refer to Rhadamanthus,?® whose
portrayal by Plato as a supremely strict and just judge would strike a suitable contrast to the
merciful Christ.?®® It should also be pointed out that Psellos condemns lobbying kritai
specifically for the purpose of undermining the even-handed administration of justice, which is
not the same as denouncing all external influence as malicious. In fact, Chitwood has suggested
that the importance of mercy in Byzantine jurisprudence, constantly prodding officials to soften
the application of the law, was the reason why feelings of friendship towards litigants were not

discouraged, whereas enmity, though equally partial, certainly was.2’

Judging from the way Psellos phrases his requests, the same principle seems to apply to his own

friendships with the kritai, even when he was not directly involved in the cases in question.

263 See above, pp. 91-9.

264 KD 244, pp. 294-5. See below, p. 219.

265 Son of Zeus and Europa, but husband to Alcmene. Psellos refers to ‘one of the children of Alcmene and Zeus’,
from which we may infer that he believed, incorrectly, that Herakles had at least one full sibling. It is also
noteworthy that in S 47, discussed in the previous paragraph, Psellos calls upon the example set by Rhadamanthus
in support of his appeal for mercy.

266 pPlato, Gorgias 523e-524a, ed. J. Burnet, Platonis Opera (5 vols., Oxford, 1899-1907), iii.

267 Chitwood, Legal Culture, pp. 62-3.
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This is expressed quite clearly in another appeal for clemency, addressed to the krites of
Boukellarion, who apparently had criticised Psellos for trying to help an accused man. He
responds that he simply acted out of pity for his fellow man (é\eciv dvOpwmov) and that if the
judge would do the same and consider his plea he would stand to gain Psellos as a friend, which
no one, as far as he knew, regretted (o0deic yap Muiv @iloic ypnoduevoc, &9’ oic Eyvo,
netafefovrevtan).?®® Similarly, he wrote to the krites of Opsikion about a notarios, who
apparently was a friend of Psellos sent to work for his correspondent, since he writes that he
had not sent the man to encumber him, but rather to lighten his burdens (ov yap dybog cot
émepopticopey, AL adTd 81 pddhov émedappicopey).?%® The krites had however punished the
notarios severely for some transgression, the details of which are obscured by a lacuna, and this
was the cause of the present letter. Psellos writes that the condemnation of the innocent
infringed both on laws (adwkeic pev vopovg) and on friendship (adwkeic 8¢ eiriov), which he
expected the judge to hold even above laws (fjv koi vopov dmeptépav tidng). If the notarios
remained in disfavour, however, he would assume that it was a just punishment (Swoiog
KoMdoewg Ofcopev), but that an appropriate measure of clemency would be granted on account

of his request (10 8¢ yevnodpevov o’ Nuetépay AEIMOLY EMEIKODC TPOULPEGENG).

There are at least two important points to be made here. Firstly, we must consider the meaning
of Psellos’ claim that condemning the innocent did not only infringe on justice, but also on
friendship. The most plausible interpretation seems to be that since Psellos had vouched for the
man, he should be regarded as trustworthy unless there was incontrovertible proof to the
contrary. If he had been punished unjustly, the krites would not only have erred, but also implied
a severe lack of confidence in Psellos’ judgment, thus harming their friendship. Secondly, it is

clear that Psellos set out to defend his protégé without knowing whether or not the accusations

268 KD 92, p. 120. See below, p. 128.
269 KD 142, p. 169.
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against him were true. This is evident from the double lines of defence, where he begins by
reprimanding the krites for having condemned an innocent man, only to immediately fall back
on an appeal for clemency, apparently allowing for the possibility that the notarios was actually
guilty. These two points illustrate one of the key challenges faced by Byzantine officials,
namely the difficulties involved in verifying information, but also the role played by private
networks in addressing it. Many of the decisions made by provincial kritai would have to be
based primarily, if not solely, on verbal accounts, often by people whom they had never met
before. Having trusted friends vouch for the character of an individual or the accuracy of a
report would in all likelihood have been the most rational method at their disposal for
determining the credibility of the information presented to them. This is an important point to

which we shall have reason to return.

The constructive role that Psellos reserves, at least rhetorically, for friendship in his judicial
interventions is, | believe, of crucial importance for understanding his political activities. As
Chitwood has noted, he often appeals simultaneously to friendship and justice, presenting them
as complementary factors and trying to extenuate any tension between them.?’® One such letter
is addressed to the krites of Boukellarion and written on behalf of the magistros Gregory.?"
The krites had received orders from the emperor to mark out definitively the boundaries
between imperial estates and those belonging to Gregory and Psellos asked him to carry out the
survey of disputed areas in a just and humane way (iva ducaiog kol eiiavOpdnog TV dwipeoty
TOV auelofnrovpévav Tomeng), giving no preference to the interests of the fisc, but acting in
accordance with justice (ur mpocOiic T® ceKPETIKG HEPEL, OANL TG OKai® AOY® GTOYNOTG).
He also asked the krites to order another man not to seize anything or encroach (un veeAeiv 1,

i mapaondoar) on the lands controlled by Gregory, but to await the official demarcation (dAAa

270 Chitwood, Legal Culture, pp. 68-9.
21 KD 84, p. 113. See above, p. 78.
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avapgivon v onv é€€taoty kal diaipeotv). Once again, Psellos seems to be asking for nothing
more than an impartial survey and insistence that it should be respected by all parties, but he
nevertheless describes the fulfillment of these requests as a service to both justice (dikoiocvvn)

and pure friendship (eiiia Tpog Muag kKabopad).

We similarly find Psellos forcefully employing friendship to simply ask for a fair judgement in
another letter to a krites, this time on behalf of John Mauropous concerning a land dispute
where, apparently, he had appearances against him.?’2 Psellos notes that the krites had asked
him to send any request his way and that it would be fulfilled unquestioned (brooyéuevog macdv
pot TAnpodv aootaktmg a&imow). If he, for Psellos’ and Mauropous’ sake (01" uag kai o
ékeivov), measured fairly, neither exaggerating nor underestimating (kotd Tov akpipi} T00
dwkaiov Aoyov, pnte vmepPaiimv unte EAdeinov Tpog O pétpov Tiig Yic), he would give
himself all good things through one action (covt® yapion mavto td KOAAMOTO S10 MGG
Tpa&emc): praise (S yAwtmg evenuiot) from them both and divine recompense (mapa 6@
avtidootg) for his reverence for both friendship and wisdom (tfi¢ €ig v @kiav kai TOv Adyov
aidodc). Moreover, in a letter to the krites of Optimaton, he writes that he has been informed
by a friend (@ilog tig pov) of the plight of a man from a village in the krites’ theme, who had
been wronged in a land dispute against the people of another village (ddwovpévou émi tomO1g
TI61 Topd TV 0ikNTOpOV Yopiov deivoc).2”® Psellos consequently asks the krites to investigate
and establish justice (iva 101, €i £xel dikaumdpoto 6 GvOp®TOC, Kol SikaldOoTG AVTOV KOTA TV
ToutOV Teploynv), for the sake of friendship (eidov Adyoc), justice (Swarootvn) and the divine

recompense for a fair judgment (Lo06¢ dikarokpioiog Tapa @ Oed).

22 KD 221, pp. 262-3. See below, p. 179.
23 KD 52, pp. 83-4.
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In some cases Psellos not only asks for a fair trial, but also seems to imply a preferred outcome.
He writes to one krites about a man who had been severely injured by a violent neighbour,
asking him to launch a full judicial investigation (¢pgvvijcot 10 napypa (Sic) petd dxpieiog)
and bring the perpetrator to justice (Swatotdtnv kot TOd VPPKOTOC THV ATOPAGLY
émeveykeiv).2’* This would be prompted both by his zeal for justice (vngp Tod dkaiov ijAoc)
and his disposition towards Psellos (1] tpog nuég cov didbeoic). As for his own relationship
with the man on whose behalf he is writing, he somewhat ambiguously refers to him as being
someone with whom he had sympathised for some time and whom he felt strongly for (é\egitan
mop” MUV Gvobev kol tpoorabeitar). When asking the krites of Opsikion to intervene with
justice against creditors who were unwilling to pay (dyvopodvtag mept v 0D YpEovg
amodoowv), he expects the judge to heed his request both for the sake of justice itself (51" avto
toU10 10 dikaov) and then (Eneira) because Psellos requested it (81 éue tov d&lodvta o€ Ve
avtod).2”® There is also the letter referred to in the previous chapter where he briefly informs a
krites that the letter-carrier is poor, a friend of his and has been wronged (6 Ttoydg ovtog Koi
&uog kod dumpévoc), and calls upon him to make justice (Sucondong).2’® He also wrote a letter
to console Constantine Keroularios, who at the time was on trial for a capital charge, stating
that the court seemed just and merciful and that the innocence of his soul was plain to see.?’’
Yet he also admitted to having done nothing worthy of their friendship (époi d& obnw @irhiog
gpyov a&lov mémpaxton) to bring about a good conclusion and promised that he would now do
so with ‘tongue, hand, foot, wailing and tears’ (yAdoon kai yepl koi mwodi kol Oprvoig Kai
daxpoot) and even lists a number of other influential people who would do the same, thus

indicating that an impartial court did not preclude the influence of friends.

274 KD 171, pp. 194-5,

275 KD 120, pp. 145-6.

276 KD 163, p. 190. See above, p. 41.

21T KD 31, pp. 46-9. See Jeffreys, ‘Constantine, Nephew’, pp. 71-4.
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Occasionally, Psellos goes even further and explicitly requests a specific verdict, while
remaining faithful to the rhetorical model of a symbiotic relationship between friendship and
justice by presenting the favour as the only possible just outcome. He wrote to the krites of
Thrace and Macedonia, once more on behalf of the Acheiropoietos monastery, which he held
as charistikarios.?’® The monastery owned three water-mills near the village of Mamytze, but
the insolent villagers had diverted the water to their own mill (€téAunoav 16 Todg Tpeic pHAovg
KoV DOmpP HETOYETEDGOL KOl TPOG TOV 1010V peTayayelv podwova), inventing empty excuses as
justification (mpogdoelg avamlacaevol kai aitiog kevag). Psellos asked the krites to restore
the stream to its original course and punish the villagers, calling upon of their friendship (ot
nuac) and justice itself (d1° oo 10 dikaov), as well as his faith and reverence for the Theotokos

(810 v PO TV Bg0TOKOV TiGTIV GOV KOl EVAAPELOV).

There is also a request on behalf of the former vestes Michael, who was now dwelling in the
monastery of Morocharzanes.?’® Psellos writes that on the excuse of some klasmatic land,?®
possessions long held by the monastery had been confiscated (tpogdoet kKAaopatikig Tvog Yig
10 TOPQ TG pOVig avékabey deomolopeva, Dealpeitat kai Vroond). He asks his correspondent,
presumably a krites, to declare the monastery inviolate (avevoyAntov xai alniuiov), in part for
justice (to pév T, kai dia v tod dikaiov ponnv), in part for Psellos’ sake (10 8¢, kai d” HuAG),
and assures him that God would reward him for it (e06¢ oot Tepi ToVTOL TOAVS TAPA TA OED
amoxeioeton). Furthermore, he wrote to the krites of Kibbyrrhaioton about the estate of his

deceased friend Theodore Alopos,?®! who had entrusted Psellos to care for his children and their

278 KD 251, pp. 299-300.

219599, pp. 342-3.

280 | and that had been abandoned or unproductive for 30 years would be subjected to klasma, whereby it would
be formally detached from the village commune and become state property. Psellos consequently seems to suggest
that the krites, or another official, had unjustly declared productive land currently farmed by the monastery
klasmatic as an excuse to confiscate it. See Lemerle, Agrarian History, pp. 81-2; Kaplan, Les Hommes, pp. 399-
408.

281 PBW (consulted 15.iii.2017) Theodoros 106, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/108370>.
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property.?®2 As such, he asked the krites to protect their estates on Rhodes as if they were his
own (iva i¢ oikeiag dvtéyn kai mepBdAnng kol mepuroii), but also called upon him to restore
land (ywpia) and animals (6péupata) stolen by some neighbouring villagers (ywpitot yop tiveg
TOV yertdvav avtoig 6viwv [...] desilovto). He hoped that the krites would judge fairly and
show that a philosopher had entered the legal profession (ev6vdiknoaug koi dei&aug, 0moiog dvip

4o TOV TG PLLocoeiog AdHTOV £l TAC SIKAGTIKOC TOAOG APIKETO).

There are however also a few more bluntly phrased judicial interventions. He wrote to the krites
of the Aegean Sea regarding the monastery of Homonoia, which belonged to the patrikia zoste
Anna Rhadene (1) 8¢ povn deomdty Ehaye Thv {wothv v Kupdv Avvay).?8 Psellos relates that
another man had laid claim to the property based on transparent pretexts (toig dniwBeiowv
npooyfuacty) and consequently asked the krites to reject this claim, since this small favour
would earn Psellos much credit with the patrikia zoste (Elappdg d&iboemg pHeyAny TV
avtikataAiattopevog). Even though he mentions in passing that the rival claim was
unsubstantiated, thus technically asking for nothing more than justice, and downplays the
impact of his request by referring to it as a small favour, the emphasis is clearly on the
advantages that Psellos personally stood to gain from the krites’ decision. There is also the

request from Maleses, referred to above, where Psellos asks for judicial aid as well as a more

282 KD 50, pp. 82-3.

283 KD 60, pp. 92-3.

PBW (consulted 15.iii.2017) Anna 2101, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/157470>.

The Rhadenoi were a prominent family with many members holding high office during the eleventh century,
particularly in the civil administration, where we find, for instance, a logothete of the stratiotikon, an eparch, an
ephoros and many kritai. There is also at least one strategos and one metropolitan surnamed Rhadenos in this
period. Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 269-71, notes marriage connections with the Argyroi and Lekapenoi.

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Michael 20288, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/154693>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Anonymus 688, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/161168>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Konstantinos 20354, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/153986>,
PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Christophoros 20131, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/152583>,
PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) loannes 20489, < http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/153493>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) loannes 20715, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/159698>,
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generous tax-assessment and social recognition, promising gratitude from himself as well as
the intended beneficiary.?3* The request for help in judicial matters is of course very generally
phrased and Psellos does note that it is the krites’ straight and unimpaired judgment (tfig oflg
[...] 0pbiic kol dmapeykAitov kpicemg) that he is asking for, this does seem to read a lot like
paying lip service to impartial justice while simultaneously playing upon its mutability, to speak

with Chitwood.28°

This is even more pronounced in another letter, where Psellos is asking another krites to aid a
relative of his in some trials where she was bringing charges against unidentified defendants
(tag dikag avtf dadvoelg, ¢ kat® éviov mpoPfdiletar), protect her estates (tdv npocoOVTIOY
avtf) kmudtov avuidqyn) and apply the appropriate penalty in full (6Awc v npocikovcav
mpocoicelg Tyyv).28® By way of justification, he states that if true friends had an obligation to
show affection for the friends of their friends (&i yap oi dAnBeic pilot TovC OV PilwV Pikovg
ayandv vevopobétnvran) this applied even more for their blood relations (t66@® ye paiiov tovg
ao’ aipotog ovyyeveic). While he makes no mention of disregarding the law or the dictates of
fairness, the only hint that his request is intended to actively serve impartial justice is the
suggestion that the penalty applied should be appropriate, which hardly even qualifies as paying

lip service to it.

3.2.3 Friendship, trust and the middle way
In light of the few bluntly phrased judicial interventions we have just considered, it might be
tempting to consistently dismiss Psellos’ references to justice and impartiality as a rhetorical

fig leaf intended to mask the blatantly self-serving nature of his requests, but I believe that this

284 KD 76, pp. 107-8. See above, p. 85-6, and, regarding Maleses, p. 75, n. 165.
285 Chitwood, Legal Culture, p. 67.
286 KD 169, p. 193. See below, p. 191.
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would be to oversimplify the ideological dynamic of the letters. If the entire spectrum of these
numerous and diverse requests concerning fiscal and judicial matters are taken into
consideration, they appear to convey the impression that Psellos was taking both impartial
justice and personal gain quite seriously. On one hand, we have the letters that seem to be
written on behalf of people whom Psellos did not know or who would be unable to return the
favours, which seem to display a sincere commitment to ensuring that justice is done. On the
other, there are the letters where he appears completely unapologetic about his desire to benefit
himself and those close to him, using the potential for personal gain as an argument in favour
of his request rather than trying to mask it behind his references to justice. As for the majority
of letters that fall between these extremes, compromises between the two would sometimes be

necessary, but there appears to be no reason to suppose that one would always trump the other.

There is another letter to Pothos in which Psellos employs a variety of metaphors, biblical as
well as classical, to essentially commend his friend for successfully combining what he regards
as the two roles of the provincial krites, namely filling (mAnpoi) the measure of justice (tov T00
ducaiov [...] Adyov) as well as his own purse (0 Parévtiov).?8” He explains that the maxim
about being unable to serve two masters did not apply to public officials or judges, nor, indeed
to emperors (to pev yap pn dHvacbor dvoi kvpiolg dovievew [...] o0 TOMTIKOV 8¢ 0VOE
dkaoTikdv, va einm, 00dE Bacilelov) and encourages Pothos not to emulate Teucer, who only
fired his arrows at the Trojans (ovy ®g 6 Tebkpog €ig Tovc Tpdag povov anoto&evmv), but rather
Palamedes, who divided his attacks between the opposing sides (¢AL” g [Modoapndng dpeoiv

101G pépeot pepiopevog), if indeed the accusations Odysseus brought against him were true (ei

287 KD 35, p. 56-8. See below, pp. 134, 173. In his Diataxis, Attaleiates claims that he never became very wealthy
because he was never appointed to any governorship or fiscal position (undeuiov apynv fi dnuociav dovAgiay
gyxeproBeic). The terminology used is rather vague, but by apyn he most likely means the office of provincial
krites, suggesting that this position tended to be particularly lucrative. See Attaleiates, ‘Diataxis’, p. 27; Krallis,
Attaleiates, pp. 14, 18; P. Lemerle, ‘La Diataxis de Michel Attaliate (Mars 1077)’, in idem, Cing Etudes sur le Xle
siécle byzantin (Paris, 1977), pp. 78, 100.
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ve M T Tapd 10D Odvocéme katnyopnuéva adtd aindii).?® This also seems to be well in line
with the advice, considered above, to steer a middle course between yielding to everything and

opposing everything.28°

The ideal was consequently for an official to find a balance, not just between justice and
personal gain, but also, as we have seen, between them and the moral demands of virtues like
mercy and compassion as well as more prosaic professional duties, such as ensuring that the
expected quotas for tax collection were met. It would be a mistake, however, to simply equate
friendship with personal gain in this model. While the demands of friendship certainly did
involve efforts to benefit one’s friends and family, sometimes, we may surmise, at the expense
of strict justice, we should not be so quick to dismiss Psellos’ portrayal of justice and friendship
working in tandem as empty rhetoric. Instead, we should understand it in the context of private

networks being employed for public administration.

A few other letters appear to offer a little more insight into this interplay. A particularly
illuminating one is addressed to a krites who was about to judge a case involving the man on
whose behalf Psellos was writing.?®® He states that the man had been wronged (7dikntat), the
extent of which he would explain himself in court (0n6ca avtog émi T0d 6od dikactnpiov
ovveipwv €pel), since the story was too long for a letter (vopov vmepPaivelv émotordv). He
proceeds by praising the good luck of his associate who would come before a most just
(dwcardtotog) and impartial (addxactoc) judge who neither solicited bribes (unte mpog ddpa
npoteivov v de&uav) nor took any account of personalities in his judgments (unte Aoppdvev

év kpioel tpocmmov) and claiming that he did not write to ask for justice (evOvdwcia), since the

288 Hyginus, Hygini Fabulae 105, ed. H. J. Rose (Jena, 1872), p. 96. According to Hyginus, Odysseus successfully
framed Palamedes for betraying the Achaeans and conspiring with king Priam of Troy.

B3 KD 7, p. 8-9. See above, p. 95, and below, pp. 133-4.

20 KD 166, p. 191-2.
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krites would give that anyway, but merely to add the weight of friendship (1 tfig eiiiog ponn)
as well. By itself, Psellos points out, it would not affect the scales of justice (uovn pev yop icmg
ovK v TPOg EanTnV EkTeivete TV Tputdvny), but when placed in the same scale as righteousness
it could be heavy indeed (cuykewévn 8¢ @ dikaim OAaig dAkaic EkatOV KaOeAKVLOEL TNV
nAdotiyya). He encourages his correspondent to do what friendship prescribed as long as the
law did not forbid it (moincov ovv, 6 pr kKoAvEL vopog, mpootartet 8¢ eidia), explaining that if
friendship would make the krites see the man more favourably (i yap idoig 61" avtnv OV
avOpwmov edpevag), he would sharpen his tongue on both sides (£0n&ag avtd v eAdTTOV KO
apenkn memoinkag), by which he probably means that the man would be able to present his

case better.

This brings us back to another point made above, namely that kritai would often need to make
decisions based on verbal information that could be difficult to verify. What Psellos appears to
be doing here is using his relationship with the judge to confirm the veracity of the man’s
version of events, thus helping him make a more informed, and consequently more just,
decision. This is not to say that such letters did not confer unfair advantages on those who had
friends in high places — surely they must have — but that does not mean that their purpose was
to subvert justice. Given the institutional limitations of a pre-modern state, it is difficult to see
what more reliable ways of separating truth from falsehood the kritai would have had at their
disposal. Chris Wickham has argued that in twelfth'century Tuscany, judges often took publica
fama, common knowledge, into account when making legal decisions when there was
insufficient documentary evidence in a case.?®* This sort of witnessing, which in modern legal
vocabulary might be referred to denigratorily as hearsay, was in practice considered useful

enough to be granted semi-formal judicial force, even though Wickham stresses that this was

291 C. Wickham, ‘Fama and the Law in Twelfth-Century Tuscany’, in T. Fenster, and D. L. Smail (eds.), Fama;
The Politics of Talk and Reputation in Medieval Europe (Ithaca & London 2003), esp. pp. 21-2.
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not the same as saying that it was a legally acceptable mode of proof. Perhaps the influence of
friendship in Byzantine jurisprudence should be considered along similar lines; not as proper
evidence, thus making it necessary to distinguish it from strict justice, but nevertheless as a
constructive, and sometimes necessary, contribution to the process of reaching the right

judgment.

Using the terminology of the Macedonian legislation,?°? the powerful would certainly have been
better placed to acquire letters of support than the poor, but they would also have had the
advantage of using their local influence to suppress testimonies, coerce witnesses or even
manipulate public officials, if the kritai had not been able to count on outside information and
support. By taking references from trusted friends in their network into account to supplement
their own impressions of the available information, they were at least opening up alternative
ways to obtain justice for those who found themselves at a disadvantage or had appearances
against them, not least through the apparently widespread petitioning culture. In other words,
keeping provincial officials engaged in and oriented towards the wider social milieu of imperial
civil servants through their epistolary networks probably enabled them to better withstand
undue influence from local magnates. In his letters, Psellos seems to presume, in all likelihood
correctly so, that the judicial administration simply lacked the institutional rigour to
independently guarantee just outcomes and that it therefore needed to be reinforced by the
positive influence of fair and trustworthy men such as himself. This is, | believe, the context in
which his many references to friendship and justice working in tandem for the greater good
should be read, even though it cannot, of course, be presupposed that they were always made

sincerely.

292 See above, pp. 5-6.
119



This is also illustrated by a letter written to a krites on behalf of a friend’s friend (éyvdpioton 6
avOpwnog mapd tvog @V eriodvimv fudc), who was about to stand trial for some crime
(adwciog 8¢ Tvo Ypoyduevoe Geiketo mpog o€ dikacouevoc).?®® The letter, he wrote, was
intended to smooth the man’s entry to court (£é€oparilmv 8¢ EaTd TNV TPOG TO GOV JIKAGTIKOV
Briua €icodov) and asked the krites to promote fairness (tobtw ouaiigic), which would
hopefully lead to his acquittal (€€éAo1 veviknkac). He is well aware, however, that this might
not be sufficient and consequently adds that if the man’s case proved inadequate (i 1 é\leinet
T00T® TPOG TNV T0D dikaiov ioyvv), the krites should help him find a means to support himself
(épevmiokely avt® mopov €v 10l amopolg), which, he claims, also falls within his
responsibilities as a judge (dikooTikov 6¢ kai Todto). It is worth noting that Psellos clarifies that
the man on whose behalf he writes is not one of his personal friends, but that another friend is
willing to vouch for him, which may be useful for the krites to know when determining the
extent to which he could rely on the reference. This serves to further underline the recognition
that while friendship could provide help and perspective in evaluating evidence, it could not by
itself determine innocence or guilt, which is implied by Psellos’ willingness to fall back on an
appeal for compassion if the man should be convicted. Similarly, he wrote to another krites on
behalf of a friend of his father, stating that he did not ask for justice (diatocvvn), since his
correspondent would offer that unbidden (mromoeig yop kv pun tig Topakiviy), but for mercy

and gentleness in its application (to 8¢ é\esiv kai mpoomvdg Opdv).2%

The potential of epistolary friendship to check the malicious influence of the powerful is also
made manifest in another two letters to kritai. The first one is written on behalf of a man who
had endured severe evils and suffered great misfortunes (6wwv pév €énepdadn koxdv [...] kol

dwng mepuméntoke ovppopaic), mainly because he had been slandered (4md cvkoeoavtiog

293 KD 258, p. 305.
294 520, p. 258,
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avOpodnav 10 mieiotov).?® The krites had probably heard about it himself (icmg 008& avTog
ayvoeic). Psellos had been present when he had been tried and had been amazed at the power
of the evil men responsible (é0aduaca v TV Tovnpotdtwv avbpdnmy icyvv). Thanks to a
small intervention from Psellos, he had not been completely destroyed and had now returned to
his native land, trusting in the power of the krites to save him (npog o& tov o®lewv dvvauevov
evBvg eE£0pauev). He proceeds to ask the krites to use his usual fairness to make a just inquiry
into the allegations against the man and reach an equally just verdict (tfj cuvi0st dikatocHvn

ypnobuevoc, dikoioy adT@ Toincov mepl GV kotnyopndn TV te dloipecty kai dndPacy).

The second one is addressed to the krites of Opsikion and concerns a protonotarios who had
been slandered before the emperor (tiveg todtov mpodg OV EIAGVOpwROV MUAV Pactiéa
SraPeprract).?®® As such, Psellos asked the krites not to trust the word of the slanderers, but
thoroughly examine their actions (un toic Aéyovot mioteve, GAAL TOG TV dafarlopévav
npacels axpifov). In both of these cases it would appear that the men on whose behalf Psellos
writes found themselves at a disadvantage because more powerful men had slandered them,
which would risk prejudicing the kritai who were about to judge the cases against them. His
interventions consequently seem intended to promote fairness in these trials by ensuring that
the kritai would not be deceived by defamatory rumours. In a similar case, Psellos writes to
inform the krites of Katotika that a notarios had forged a report against the bishop of Korone
and given it to his enemies (bmopVNUO KATA TOD EXGKOTOV TAAGOG, AVTISIKOLG ON TIGV ADTOD

éveyeipioe), warning him not to be deceived by the falsification (un évied0ev éEaman0eing). 2’

2% 555, p. 287. See below, p. 137.
29 KD 118, pp. 144-5.
2975 134, p. 378.
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Friendship did not however only serve to provide information pertinent to ongoing cases, but
could also be employed to make sure that a case was heard. It is not hard to imagine why this
might be useful. If Psellos was beset by petitioners who came knocking at his door, trying to
persuade him to intervene with his friends in the civil service on their behalf, it seems reasonable
to assume that the kritai themselves were facing a similar situation. As such, they might have
welcomed assistance from their friends in separating justified complaints from spurious ones,
as well as the more pressing cases from the ones that could wait. In a letter to the krites of
Opsikion, he introduced the son of Michael Choirosphaktes,?®® who was being troubled by a
violent neighbour.?®® This man had physically abused two of Choirosphaktes’ men (tév
oiket@®v avtov), one of whom had died from his wounds. Psellos wrote that his correspondent
was both a friend and a judge (ov 8¢ kai @ilog kai dikaotng dv). As a judge he should provide
the succor of the laws for those who had been wronged (d¢ pév dikaotig To00G VOHOVG TOIG
adwmBeiol mepiomooig) and as a friend he should not delay the matter, but deliver a swift verdict
(¢ 8¢ pihog oK €ig avaPfornv ONooig 10 Tpayua, GAAL ToyElay EvEéykolg dmodgacty). The letter
to the krites of Katotika referred to in the previous paragraph also calls upon him to help the
bishop by ensuring that no neighbours or other avaricious persons would be able to plunder his
estates while he was away from his see (iva unte toic yeitoot, punte toig GALOIG TAEOVEKTIKOIG
TOV TpOTOV £ic Stopmaryny Té TawTng yévorto ktuata). >’ He wrote that one friendly word from
the krites would suffice to repulse all attacks (apkel 6¢ cot pog TodTo AdY0g PIAAVOP®TOG,
ndoav avoaoteilor), as well as a tongue ready to speak and a hand ready to act against any

perpetrator (koi yYAdooav kai yeipd kat’ ovtod mpobvpovpuévny §| Ipattewy, fj Aéyew).

2% PBW (consulted 10.iii.2016) Michael 2108 <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/158190>.
29 KD 243, pp. 293-4. See below, p. 179, 206-7.
3005134, p. 378.
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This seems to illustrate the inability of the Byzantine provincial legal system to guarantee that
every complaint was given appropriate attention, since the bishop’s absence is presented as an
important factor, implying that his estate managers might have difficulty in obtaining judicial
redress without immediate access to his network. The mere suspicion that greedy neighbours
would try to take advantage of this was apparently enough to prompt him to ask Psellos for a
preemptive intervention. In another letter to a krites, Psellos expressed his gratitude and
willingness to reciprocate (gdyapiotd koi yGptdg 6ot OHOAOY® Kol TPOG AVTIIOOGELS THG
Tol00T g drbécemg evtpemiCopan) after his correspondent had fulfilled a request to save a man
from those who wished to harm him (repiepvraoc kai tepiécwong and Tdv Ennpedle avTd
Bovropévav).2%t He also asked the krites to go further in kindness to the man and take up his
cause more warmly (npdcleg odv év tfi mpog OV Gvlponov ddécel cov kol pUdAAOV
gnavénoov v €ig adTov cov gdvolav kai Beppdtepa Avtidafod @V Kat’ adToV TPayUdTOV).
We are not told what kind of npdypoazo that he is referring to and énnpealev could denote many
different forms of abuse, including slander, or perhaps even the exactions of overzealous tax-
collectors, as we have seen Psellos discuss in similar terms above.3%? Nevertheless, even though
the krites had already solved whatever problem that was troubling the man, Psellos apparently
found it worthwhile to explicitly ask him to keep offering his protection. This seems particularly
relevant given the somewhat preliminary, negotiable nature of fiscal obligations, and possibly

even judicial decisions, that we have discerned above.>%

Similarly, at least some of Psellos’ letters of introduction appear to have been written at least
partly in order to ensure access to judicial protection. One of them is addressed to the krites of

Anatolikon, celebrating their mutual friendship and declaring that even though there were many

01 KD 249, p. 298.
302 See above, pp. 95-7.
303 See above, pp. 87-9, 104.
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who tried to use Psellos to gain access to the krites’ favour (pe kai Tpo¢ TV onVv eduévelay VIEP
goavtdv TpoPoalidpevor), no one praised them louder than the bishop of Sozopolis.®** He writes
that he would feel ashamed if the bishop’s attitude towards them would not yield a
corresponding reward (Omgp ob aicyuvOeic £yd, &l ToodTOC TVYYGVOY TTEPL HUAG, T} AVOAGYOL
¢ avtiddoemg tevéetar) and so asked the krites to reflect the full warmth of their friendship
on him (ndv &i 11 6ot TPOg HUAC Phiog Eumdpeva, €l TODTOV TOV Gvopo AVaAOY®S THC TPOC
nuac dabécewc avapétpnoov). He never specifies exactly what this would entail, but among
the vaguely phrased exhortations there are some that indicate that access to the krites’ judicial
powers was an important part of it. For instance, Psellos calls upon his correspondent to uphold
the boundaries of the law in the affairs of the bishop’s diocese (tov 1fig dikarocvvng dpov Emi
101¢ Tfig avtod émokomniig ogi&ov mpdypact) and asks him to brandish the sword of justice, in
the form of his tongue, against those whom he says would do him wrong (ctiABwoov v
popaiay &t ToLC ATOV AG MOV AdIKNoAVTAC: Ppoppaio & ToD dikaiov 1 410 YAMTTNG TOUR).
Moving on to agricultural metaphors, he writes that if the krites kept watering the furrow of the
bishop’s mind with the rain of justice (t0v tiig dikaroctivng Vetdv), he would make the soil more
fertile for both praise (edenuia) and gratitude (evyapiotia), the growth of which would in turn

increase the yield of justice (tov tfig dikaocOvig [...] Kapmdv).

This also appears to be the gist of another letter to the krites of Macedonia on behalf of the
bishop of Panion.3% He extols the bishop’s virtues and calls upon his correspondent to offer
him not only his goodness (v onv [...] xodaxdayadiav) and friendship (10 oikeimg Tpog tov
avOpomov Exewv), but also a privileged position (kai to un €v io@ 1@V A oV Aoyileobar) with
better access to his judicial power and precise mind (dAAd vépew Tt TAéov avT®d THS OfG

SO TIKTG ioyvog Kol Tod akpiodc cov ppoviuatog). He also asks the krites to tell the bishop

304541, pp. 273-5.
305550, pp. 281-2. See below, p. 180.
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that his respect for him had increased due to Psellos’ request (ging, 611 d1a Tov a&idoavta, 0
TAEoV VEL® G0t THC aidodc). Such pre-emptive requests were not, however, made only on behalf
of other officials. We also find Psellos writing on behalf of a poor (ztwy6g) acquaintance, who
was involved in no disputes and had done nothing wrong, but simply wanted to have the krites’
goodwill and support because he lived in his province (¢AAd 3’ adTd TODTO TO £Vl GOV
gmapyed™Vv Povietar v onv Exev svpéviay kai avridnyw).3% Psellos describes the request
as effortless (Ehagppdtatov), but asks his correspondent to remember it (dmopvnpovedoa), if
the man should ever appear before his court, either as accuser or defender (i 6’ iowg Tote Kai
énl 10d 60D dikaotnpiov otoetan edywv 1 dSuwkwv). This is very similar to the two requests
referred to above, where kritai are asked to look after and aid poor men if they should face
unforeseen problems, even though those letters make no explicit mention of a judicial
dimension.3%” In fact, it seems plausible that many of the vaguely phrased letters of introduction
could be used to obtain legal aid, since they in various ways all convey the message that Psellos
regarded their carriers as trustworthy men who should be welcomed and heard out, even though

this may not have been their explicit purpose.3®

Finally, there is a letter to the krites of Opsikion, in which Psellos announces that he had come
to an agreement with the people of the village of Atzikome, who would be exchanging their
services as farmers (bnnpeciav yoprrikniv) for his influence with the krites and other officials
(Ao Te Kod TV Tapd ToD dikactod Tob Oyikiov pomiv).3®® The present letter was thus
intended to make him more favourably inclined towards them (énuchvij 6e To1®V TovTO1G) and

to let him know that any judicial problems they encountered would be referred to him (i tiot

306 KD 162, pp. 180-1.

3075 195, S 201, pp. 489, 494-5. See above, p. 98-9, .

308 See KD 10, KD 78, KD 119, KD 143, KD 154, KD 176, KD 179, KD 180-1, KD 183-4, KD 217-18, KD 220,
KD 241; pp. 12, 109, 145, 170, 177, 198, 200-3, 260-2, 291; S 19, S 28, S 40, S 94-5, S 102, S 106, S 133, S 147,
S 149, S 158, pp. 257-8, 262-3, 273, 338-9, 344, 350, 377-8, 395-8, 412.

309 KD 99, pp. 127-8.
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dikog émavateivovion fj AL TL Slapépov avTols, £ig o TV dvagpopav £xet). To aid those who
had been wronged, Psellos wrote, was part of the krites’ duties (1o pu&v odv dducovpévorc adtoig
BonOeiv dikaoctikov TavTmg Kol dvaykaiov Td o@ aéidpatt), as was applying this aid swiftly
(t0 8¢ Thyog EmTiOévar Tf) PonBeia Eott puev kai TodTo TOD dikaiov pepic), but even so, friendship
had greater sway over such matters (dAL” 7§ ve @ikio. podhov €n” avtd® dbvoror). As such, he
asked the krites to be both a true friend and a just judge (@iiog aAnOmc kol dikaotrg dkpPng
vevod), strengthening friendship with justice and justice with friendship (émppovvig i

dkaooHV HEV TNV ALy, TR Mg O& TV SIKaocvVNV).

This letter seems to effectively encapsulate the dynamic of the Byzantine judicial system, as it
has been reflected by the numerous letters we have examined above. The Atzikomitai were
clearly worried that they would not be able to obtain judicial redress if they should need it, or
else they would have had little incentive to trade their labour for access to the krites. It is also
worth noting that Psellos had no qualms about taking advantage of this concern and using his
influence with the krites to turn a profit by providing the villagers with something that he
himself agrees they were already entitled to. From his openness about it we may also infer that
exploiting asymmetrical power relations for personal gain was to some extent considered as
acceptable behaviour in eleventh-century Byzantium. While virtues like compassion and
concern for the unfortunate were evidently cherished as societal ideals, equality was not. The
villagers’ difficulties in securing appropriate aid from the legal system was not, however,
caused by indifference on the part of the officials responsible, but rather by the institutional
limitations of the pre-modern state. The krites of Opsikion was well aware of his duty to uphold
the law throughout the entire province and protect all the inhabitants under his jurisdiction, but
he simply lacked the bureaucratic infrastructure to guarantee judicial intervention against every

crime and injustice. When Psellos notes that friendship held more sway he is consequently not
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disparaging the official duties of the kritai, but merely recognising that they had to rely on their
networks of friends to execute them efficiently. This reliance on personal relationships naturally
left considerable room for abuse, but when employed by conscientious officials friendship
could indeed strengthen justice, and vice versa. Psellos’ letters thus seem to reflect a society
where the emperor and those close to him in Constantinople took care to involve themselves in
the workings of the provincial judicial system and strove to promote their own interests as well
as values such as justice and philanthropy, even though they understood it in less absolute

institutional terms than a modern observer might.

3.3 Reputation as a safeguard against abuse of power

Judging from the letters examined above, it would appear that Byzantine officials, in their
communication with each other, reproduced a normative framework for exercising power that
was centred on the values of good governance, impartial justice and compassion for the
unfortunate. It did however also leave room for the pursuit of personal gain, to the extent
deemed reasonable by social convention, and given the Byzantine understanding of power as
exercised in a personal rather than impersonal capacity, the act of balancing selfish motives and
lofty ideals was largely a matter of individual discretion. What incentives were there then for
officials to curtail their desire for personal gain and make a sincere effort to execute this
balancing act in adherence to the prevailing norms of political behaviour? As foreshadowed

above, I believe that this is where reputation comes in.

In a letter to the krites of Katotika, Psellos reassures his correspondent of his friendship by

insisting he is the first to promote him with praiseful tongue (61" edpnpov yAodtng dym T 6d),
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and claiming that everyone is in agreement with him, hanging on his words, thus emphasising
the value of his praise.®'° He thus notes that the krites enjoys a good reputation (7 xpeittov
enung), which he lets ring nobly around himself (pfjpog mepi covtod yevvaing mepiyeic), and
that he would deserve congratulations if he managed to fill his purse besides, but also warns
him that his deeds would cast shadows in the form of words (&¢ Adyog Epyov oki). He similarly
advises the krites of Drougoubiteia to give priority to maintaining a good name (éyabov 6voua)
rather than making a lot of money (mhottov moAbvv).3! Psellos consequently recognised that
pursuing personal profit and maintaining a good reputation stood at least in partial opposition
to one another and recommended his friends to prioritise the latter over the former. Considering
his strong endorsement for the efforts of kritai to fill their purses in other letters, this must be

regarded as emphatic statements on the importance of reputation.

This appears to be a consistent concern throughout his correspondence with officials of all
kinds. In one of the letters considered above where Psellos defends his efforts to obtain
clemency for a convicted man against criticism from the krites of Boukellarion, he writes that
if he, in his efforts to help the unfortunate man, had opposed the krites’ own plans (i punv yop
gketv@® Ponddv t® o® Mvavtiovunv okon@d) or had made accusations that compromised his
reputation (fj mepi €keivov 100G AOYOVG TOODUEVOS KATIYOPOG EIGTNKEWV GOV Kol TR Of|g
vmoAnyemg), then his correspondent would have been right to censure him (£yoig Gv ti pot xai
uépyacta), thus indicating that reputation was a sensitive matter that one could justifiably be
defensive about and that judicial interventions had to be made with this in mind.3!2 One could
expect one’s friends to help, but not to the extent that their reputations were compromised. He

also wrote to the krites of Macedonia to request help for another official against his enemies,

310 KD 55, p. 87-8. See below, p. 154.
811 KD 90, p. 118-19. See below, p. 163.
312 KD 92, p. 120. See above, p. 109.
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appealing to both his sense of justice and his concern for his reputation.'® Psellos begins by
praising the krites for his dignity (q on oeuvotnc), which is widely famous and settles
immovably on the good (dpetoxivitmg émi T0d kolod fidpaotar) and then proceeds to relate
that the man on whose behalf he wrote praised (éxivet) and extolled (&vexknpvtte) the krites,
having first listened to Psellos’ praise and then seen for himself, while his accusers had changed
the praise for the krites’ propriety into a different tune (0 tfi¢ ofic KOGLOTNTOG EYKOUIOV €IC

Etépav VNV petemoinoav), that is, slandered him.

Similarly, in a letter to the metropolitan of Amaseia, written on behalf of the krites of
Armeniakon, Psellos relates that a certain Sabbaites had heaped abuse not only on the krites (6
yap Zappoitne morloic otV Toic DPpect kotamivel cuumepilopfévmv), but also on the
metropolitan himself as well as Psellos, the emperor and God (koi o€, 0038V 8& fjrtov Kapé [...],
kol OV Bacthéa, kai tov Bgov).*4 To counteract this, the krites wished fervently that the
metropolitan would praise him at the opportune time and to the right audience (&t ¢ xai t®v
Topa 60D Emaivev TOYN, Kol &V kap®d, Kai Tpog Ov del, Todto 10 evkTondTatov). We may have
to allow for some poetic licence when considering the list of victims of Sabbaites’ abuse, but
the metropolitan’s inclusion on it still reads like an implied argument in favour of siding with
the krites, thus implying a concern for reputation which is also evident both in the presentation

of the krites’ problems and the proposed remedy.

There is, in fact, a recurring notion in the letters that public praise was so valuable that Psellos’
correspondents should reward those who spoke well of them. It is particularly common in letters

urging kritai increase their generosity towards one of their subordinates.3'® Two such letters are

313 KD 73, pp. 105-6.

314 5 35, pp. 269-70. Regarding Psellos’ relationship to Sabbaites, see Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 280-90.
315 Apart from the cases cited below, see KD 86, KD 173, pp. 114-5, 196; S 98, S 127, pp. 341-2, 374-5. See below,
p. 164,
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addressed to the krites of Kibbyraioton on behalf of the notarios John. The first one states that
John should be treated well and allowed to make some money precisely because he had praised
the krites far and wide, having become a herald of his virtue (kfjpv t@v cdv apetdv £yEveTo)
and speaking well of his deeds (tdg oag evenudv mpateic).2® In the second one, Psellos also
emphasises his own contribution, stating that his correspondent was a most intelligent man
(avtog cuvetdTatoc dvOpwmoc 1), very competent and well suited for any undertaking (mpog
ndoav TpAE EmTNOEOTATOC T€ Kol Tpocpuéatatog), as Psellos informed anyone who was not
already aware of it (tovg éAhovg S13dckm dcot Tvyydvovaty dyvoodvreg).3t’ He then proceeds
to relate that the notarios John had proclaimed the krites with eloquence and liberality (oe
KNPOTTEL PET’ eDPPAdODG YAMTING Koi Temappnotacpuévng) and expresses a wish that as the
krites benefits from his tongue, so would John benefit from the krites’ disposition (dAAd oV pev
dvaro Tiig YAmTTng avTod, antog 88 Thg of|g dtabéoeme Gvarto). A similar sentiment is expressed
in a letter to the krites of Thrakesion, where Psellos writes that the help (evepyetéw) the judge
had given a notarios was probably less than the thanks given in return, so either the beneficence
(dyaboepyio) had to be increased to match the encomia (éykmpua), or the praise (evepnuio) had
to be decreased.>*® He makes the same argument to another krites, whom he calls upon to
increase his generosity (eduévela) to match the courtesy (edyvopootvn) of the man on whose

behalf he is writing.3°

In a letter of introduction on behalf of the bishop of Parnassos, whom he refers to as his friend
(piroc), Psellos notes that the bishop is neither an orator or a thinker, but strong in gratitude

and loud in praise (peydiag apopag amodidmaotv, od T ¥epl d1800¢, AAAL TT| YAOTIN BodV),

316 5 66, pp. 297-8. See below, p. 164.

317567, p. 299. See below, pp. 164, 172.

318 KD 131, pp. 153-4. See below, p. 164.

319 KD 174, pp. 196-7. See below, pp. 161-2, 164.
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which he evidently regards important enough to make up for his lack of other qualities.®?° The
same principle appears to be at work in a letter addressed to the same bishop, possibly part of
the exchange that prompted the letter of introduction, where Psellos offers thanks for the large
quantities of cheese, fish and butter sent by his correspondent and states his wish that the bishop
keeps sending him food, just as he will keep offering praise in return (kai punte ob AMyoig mote
TG ToTNG TPoPEcEMC 0VTE £Y® o€ TOV éykopinv otepioopt).®?! Psellos also wrote a letter
asking an unknown official to assist a relative with an unspecified request in which he assured
his correspondent that he should not fear ingratitude (un voule 6¢ 6t dyapiote yapion yapira),
because the grateful man would trumpet his name loudly as far as Gibraltar (uéypt yap avtdv
TFadeipaov dpapeitor 10 cOv dvopa, GG mep VO GAATLYYOS TIVOG KOGLOPOGYYoL TN TOVTOL
YAOTING €l mavTa Siepyoduevov).?2 He goes on to state that if his correspondent wanted to
please his friends (i Toivov edgpdvar kai pilovg 0€lec) and promote himself far and wide (kai
oeavtov knpd&at apdniotata), he should grant the man the requested favour. Moreover, in a
letter conveying the thanks of an associate, he also asks rhetorically what would happen if more
help was forthcoming when one small favour (Bpayeia 1 ofj mpovoia) could result in such
gratitude (obtog edyvopovet).3? There are several other letters where those who praise Psellos’

correspondents are presented as worthy of reward, or at least favourable treatment.3?*

Another recurring theme is Psellos’ efforts to praise his friends before the emperor. In a letter

to Basil, krites of Cappadocia, he promises that when the contest begins (£mel 8¢ youvikog aydv,

320 S 63, pp. 295-6.

321 KD 75, p. 107. It appears to have been common that letters were accompanied by a variety of different gifts,
including food. See M. Mullett, ‘Writing in Early Mediaeval Byzantium’, in R. McKitterick (ed.), The Uses of
Literacy in Early Medieval Europe (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 182-3; D. Chernoglazov, ‘Was bedeuten drei Fische?
Betrachtungen zu Geschenken in byzantinischen Briefen (IV.-XII Jh.)’ in M. Griinbart (ed.), Geschenke erhalten
die Freundschaft: Gabentausch und Netzwerkpflege im européischen Mittelalter (Berlin, 2011), pp. 55-69.
3225106, p. 350.

323 KD 167, p. 192. See above, p. 79.

324 See KD 9, pp. 10-11; M 2-4, M 11, pp. 90-6, 222-3; S 41, S 126, S 180-1, S 183, pp. 273-5, 373-4, 459-62,
465-7.
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i dippniacio Tig TO ko’ Nuag tpdyua yéyove), he would fill the emperor’s ears with praise of
his correspondent’s virtues (T1jv 100 BactAE®G AKOTV TOV APETDY GOV KOTATANPOO®), With SO
sharp a tongue that he would not only be able to conquer hearts (tnv pAdtrav 0w tocodtov,
O¢ un povov kopdiog dwopeiv dvvacOar), but also cut through iron (dAAd koi oidnpov
téuvewv).>% He should not worry about base talk since the emperor’s ears were not receptive to
those who wanted to slander him (yYAdwoo@v 6& Tovnpdv pn mévv epovtilev, 0d yap ebKolo Ta.
Baciémg mta Tpog Tovg SraPdriery d0élovtac), because, as he surely knew, Psellos stood
ready to oppose all such foul and idle prattle (tnv 6¢ nuetépav dyoba peretnoacay, OG0 oigt
avtiproecOo dtomoig te kai pAvapoig;). Instead, he should devote himself solely to becoming
even more just (uovov tov éuov Baocikeov éml 1O dikoudtepov petamoincov, UAAAOV
énavénoov) thus providing Psellos with material for his encomia (didov pot vmoBéoelg TV
gykopiov). This letter seems to conjure images of the imperial court as a cacophony of gossip,
boasting and slander where Psellos fought a constant battle to defend the honour of his
friends.3% While this image may well be exaggerated, there appears to be no reason to believe
that it is fundamentally misleading and it is clear that Psellos expected Basil to value his efforts
to promote his reputation. It is also significant that he points out that as a krites, Basil should
not only rely on his friends at court to sing his praises, but also needed to make himself fit for
praise by carrying out his official duties in an appropriate manner. As we have seen, this entailed
upholding justice, maintaining the well-being of the people under his jurisdiction and ensuring

that the expected amount of taxes was collected.

3255110, pp. 354-6. See below, pp. 171, 173.

3% Cf. A. P. Kazhdan & M. McCormick, ‘The Social World of the Byzantine Court’, in H. Maguire (ed.), Byzantine
Court Culture from 829 to 1204 (Washington D. C., 1997), esp. pp. 196-7, suggesting that the insecurity and
competitiveness of court life may have exacerbated the desire for unchanging stability reflected by the strict
ceremonial order, while also noting that in the hands of an emperor skilled at playing the game of precedence, the
ceremonial apparatus of the court ‘looks like a magnificent tool for the social and political control of an ambitious
and changing ruling class.’
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We seem to find the same sentiment expressed in a letter to an unidentified Dalassenos on
behalf of Anastasios Lizix, where Psellos begins by relating that his friend had filled not only
his own ears with encomia for his correspondent (o0 tag éuag povov drKodc TV o®dV EyKkouinv
évéminoev), but through him they had been spread everywhere and even to the emperor himself
(6AAGL 81 &pod Tag TV amdvtmv, Koi Tac Tob Pactiéme avtod).*2’ Having thus underlined the
contribution made by Lizix and himself to Dalassenos’ own reputation, Psellos proceeds to call
upon the goodness for which they had praised him (gi pév o0 torodtog kaldg), and asks him for
a corresponding favour. If he found Lizix to be an inferior krites, unworthy to be called judge
(0 8¢ kpurng éMdtTov, §| TOD dikaotikod Ava&log mpdyuatog kol ovopatog), he should say
nothing about it to the emperor, neither in letter nor in person (undev mepi avTod, TPOG TAG
BactMkag drkodg punte ypayng vov, unte ginng eiceAdav). If on the other hand he considered
him good, wise and just (i 6& kalOg kai co@dg, kai dikatog), he should inform the emperor in
both ways (roincov apgedtepa). It is noteworthy that Psellos is not asking Dalassenos to lie for
Lizix, but merely keep any criticism to himself and praise him to the extent that he found him
worthy of it, which once again underlines that the reputation of a krites was dependent both on

the praise of his friends and on his virtuous conduct in administering justice.

Conveying a similar subtext, Psellos’ also advertises his ability to protect his friends from any
slanderous tongue (yYA®oca Backavog) in the letter examined above, where he advises the krites
of Macedonia to steer a middle course between yielding to everything and opposing
everything.3?® This recommendation is immediately preceded by a promise to drown out the
voice of anyone who would dare attack the krites (et 6¢ katd popiédag ai Yrdooot tpocfalreiv

00l TOAUNGALEY, AL’ EY® VIEPEMVIO® TOOTAG EONYXESTEPOV EKEIveV @Oeyyouevog), which

3275 78, pp. 311-12. See below, pp. 173, 204. The letter is unaddressed in Sathas’ edition, but in one of the
manuscripts where it appears the addresse is identified as Dalassenos. See P. Gautier, ‘Monodies inédites de Michel
Psellos’, Revue des études byzantines 36 (1978), p. 87.

328 KD 7, pp. 8-9. See above pp. 95, 117.
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again seems to imply that the ideal way to maintain a good reputation was to combine the well-
balanced execution of one’s official duties with the protection of eloquent and influential

friends like Psellos at court.

Moreover, he wrote to Pothos, stressing the strong bonds of friendship between them by stating
that he held out his judgment and sentences (t@v oc®v dvteyduevov Koi Kpicewv kol
arnopdoswv), boasted about him in letters to the emperor (ueyaioppnuovodvia cov Tag TPOG
Bacwhéa ypapag) and attached an encomium to him with every word (¢’ éxdote pripatt
mpoomhékovia oot gykopov).>?® He similarly assured the krites of Paphlagonia of his
friendship, but admitted that he had not yet spoken to the emperor properly about his virtues
(obm® axpiPdg TEPL TOV 0DV GpeTdV dieiheypon TpoOg TOV avtokpdtopa), preferring to skirmish
from afar before committing to the struggle on his behalf (dxpopoiilopar 8¢ mOppwbev, iva
KoTo Ppoayd tOv vmEp cod dydvo motompat), once again employing the language of athletic
competition, as well as that of warfare, to describe the exchanges of praise and censure at the

imperial court.3°

In a letter to John Mauropous, Psellos emphasises that he praised him before every audience,
large or small, educated or uneducated (TAnp®d wacov Koy, EMOYILOV TE ST LoV Kol BGoQoV,
0éatpd te Kail TavnyHpels TV odv Eykmpinv), speaking with an eloquence no less than that of
Gorgias (un 6¢ tiic tod I'opyiov peyaropwviog eOeyyouevog Erattov) and making sure that
these encomia did not escape the emperor’s notice (uf 8¢ 10 Baciréwg ato dvikoa TV GGV
émoivov motovpevoc).> He also congratulated the doux of Antioch on quickly having achieved

the success that had long eluded professional soldiers, despite being inexperienced in warfare

329 KD 35, p. 56-8. See above, pp. 116-17, and below, p. 173.
330 5 49, pp. 280-1. See below, p. 174.
31§ 182, pp. 462-465.
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(Ov yap ol yodxdomdeg ékgivol [...] &v mOAOIG ¥pOVOIC OV TETLYAKOGL, TadTo O GV O
anepondAepog katopbwkag &v Ppayel), stating that he made sure that the emperor did not
forget it, boasting loudly and proudly about the doux (tfi¢ éufig avéuvnoo paptopiog Tov
avTokpdtopa koi koumaca [...] péya kai cofapov).®*? In another letter, he assures the same
recipient that he, as usual, had sung his praises to the emperor (eineiv 6¢ kai TV cuvnON CiddD
TOAAG 1) Kad peydho mept cod v Bacitetov mepmiymoa dxorv).32 These letters clearly suggest
that having friends and other grateful people speak well of one, preferably in public and in
particular to the emperor, was regarded as being of considerable value by the officials of the

empire.

That the opposite of praise, namely slander, was something to be feared has already been
touched upon above, but it is also evident in several other letters, such as another one to
Mauropous, where Psellos once again uses rather drastic metaphors to describe the social milieu
of the imperial court.®** He describes men who had come from Euchaita, where Mauropous was
metropolitan, to make accusations against him as rabid wolves (Abkot yap Tvyydvovteg
yveyoévactv. ehdttnoav pEv yap [...]), but relates that he managed to change the emperor’s
opinion (trv tod kpatodvrog d0&av petemoinod cot) so that he praised Mauropous instead of
believing the accusers and joining in their accusations (&vti tod neifecbon toig kaTnyoporc, Kol
Kot yopeilv avaykaleoat, evepnuiog deiike mepl cod pnuata peotd). Making another excursion
into the metaphorical realm of lethal fauna, he wrote to the krites of Kibbyrraioton that he lived
among his scorpions (év pécm o6& TdV oV okopmiov [...] &y oikd), silencing some (toig pév,
Euppartov to otopa), Killing some (tovg 8° avarpdv) and persuading others not to sting (tovg

8¢, meibov pny Sdxvew).3® The possessive pronoun seems to indicate that the scorpions in

332 KD 62, pp. 94-5. See below, p. 172.
333 KD 43, pp. 70-3.

334580, pp. 313-14.

355107, p. 351.
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question were enemies of the krites who took advantage of his absence from the capital (o€ tov

amo6dnuov) to slander him.

The implied viciousness of Constantinopolitan high society probably provides the proper
context in which to place another of Psellos’ letters, namely one to the protoasekretis
Epiphanios Philaretos, who was new to the court and whom Psellos had previously
counselled.®* Here, Psellos advises him not to be hasty in taking sides (un toysiog Adppave Tog
pomdg), nor to make himself susceptible to every influence (mepvra&o [...] pn miow eivan
gvdooyov), suggesting instead that he should be like a rock by the sea (¢ nép 1 TéTpOL
nopaiog), dissolving the attacks of the waves into foam (gig dopov tag npocPorag TV
Kopatmv Topdivug), in other words, to avoid intrigue and remain beyond reproach, giving
potential detractors nothing that could be used against him. There are also parallels here to
Mullett’s study on the letters of Theophylact of Ochrid, where she notes a general atmosphere

of mistrust where calumny was a constant worry.¥’

Moreover, the severity of slander is underlined in the will of Eustathios Boilas, an aristocratic
landowner with large estates somewhere in the eastern provinces.®® In the will, written in 1059,
Boilas takes the opportunity to criticise the doux Michael Apokapes and his sons, the magistros
Basil and the vestarches Pharesmanes, all of whom were prominent military commanders.33°

Boilas refers to them repeatedly as his masters (av6évtov, kvpiov, avbevromovimv) and

mentions that he had served under Michael for fifteen years. Even so, they appear to have had

36 5 169, pp. 430-1.

337 Mullett, Theophylact, pp. 17-18.

338 ‘e Testament d’Eustathios Boilas (Avril 1059)’, ed. P. Lemerle, in idem, Cing Etudes sur le Xle siécle byzantin
(Paris, 1977), pp. 21-2, 49-53; S. Vryonis, ‘The Will of a Provincial Magnate, Eustathios Boilas (1059)’,
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 11 (1957), pp. 274-5

339 PBW (consulted 12.x.2017) Michael 140, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/107863>;

PBW (consulted 12.x.2017) Basileios 101, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/106751>;

PBW (consulted 12.x.2017) Pharasmanes 101, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/108165>.
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a rather complicated relationship. Boilas avers that he had never contrived or written anything
slanderous about the Apokapai (ovdev [...] ocvkoavtiov Tva émvoricog §| ypayoag), but had
nevertheless been harshly and terribly slandered by them and through them (kainep moAla kol
dvoyeph] kol dsva mop’ adtdv Kol o avtdv diepAndnv), which had even resulted in plots
against his life (koi péypt tiic Lo émPovievdeic). Despite this, he claims to have accomplished
great and unexpected things (ueydia kai dvcédmioto dopbwoduevog tpdypata). Slander is
thus presented not only as damaging to the pride of those subjected to it, but as something that

could drastically affect their material fortunes in life and even put them in physical danger.

The dangers of slander are also expressed in an unaddressed letter, where Psellos writes to
excuse his failure to convince the emperor to grant the request his correspondent had made,
even though he had initially been quite favourably inclined (piavOpomevdpevog sig dudc). 3+
He emphasises the friendship (¢iiia) between himself and his correspondent and assures him
that he is not to be blamed for having failed, explaining that clever men had made charges
against him (kammydpnoav vudv), which were untrue (yevdn) but fabricated in a plausible
manner (mbavdg memhacpuéve), and thus had managed to change the emperor’s good will
(nemAroiooav v 100 Pactiémg HudY eAavBpomov yvounv) and turned him against him
(rop@&EHVON kad’ dudv). We should also keep in mind the letter examined above, where Psellos
asks a krites to help a man who has endured severe evils and suffered great misfortunes because
he had been slandered.3*! Moreover, when writing Constantine Leichoudes, probably just after
his appointment as patriarch by Isaac I, Psellos complains of being out of favour, a misfortune
which he ascribes to poisonous lies (mdiv odv d¢ig koi mAy TAdopaTo Koi TOADEC O 16¢),

violent accusations (1] katfyopog YAdGoo cpodpd) and beasts attacking him in secret (kpOponv

340 KD 79, pp. 109-10.
341 555, p. 287. See above p. 120-1.
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o1 Bfipec Sroomapdrrovst).*? In an ambivalent reply to a wedding invitation from Constantine
Keroularios, he also worries about the propriety of being seen to participate in the festivities,
particularly noting the quibblers (toig Aertoddyoic) who had no other interest than denigrating
others (und&v &tepov €iddoy, { 00 dv Taiv yepoiv Gyovto).>** Whether or not this was his real
reason for hesitating about attending, fear of being slandered must have been a sufficiently

relevant concern to make a plausible excuse.

There are also two letters, addressed to the krites of Thrakesion, requesting help for a relative
who was under attack from some kouratores (mopd 1@V Kovpotdpmv veiotatar).3* The first
letter complains of wicked men who are harming and slandering him (movnpovg avBpmdrovg
BAamTovtdg t€ OpoD TodTOV Kai Gukoeoavtodvtag) and suggests that they would be brought to
heel (bmotayncovran avt®d) if they saw the krites supporting the unfortunate man (éav yap og
dwot mpookeipevov avtd kai fonbodvra). In the second letter, things appear to have taken a
turn for the worse. Psellos renews his appeal for help for the man, who was still being abused
and suffered severe harm (BonOncov ovv avtd Emnpealopéve kol (nuiovpéve morAd), and
even asks the krites to set a suitable punishment (zoincov mpocsnkovcay v £kdiknow), since
this would make his favour for Psellos’ relative clear to the evil men and deter them from their
activities (iva yvovteg ol movnpoi v o1y Tpog anToOv EDUEVIOY ATOCYOVTOL TAV EXTHOELUATOV
avtmv). In this letter we are however also told exactly what the kouratores aimed to achieve
with their slander, namely to have the man dismissed from his office (cmovddalovot mévta

TpoéTOV ameladfvar Tov avOpwmov Ti|g dovieiog adToD).

342 KD 245, pp. 295-6.

33351, pp. 219-22.

344 KD 150-1, p. 175. Kouratores were officials charged with managing imperial estates, under the purview of a
specific bureau for that purpose in Constantinople. They were consequently not subordinates of the kritai. See N.
Oikonomides, Les Listes de préséance byzantines des 1Xe et Xe siécles : introduction, texte, traduction,
commentaire (Paris, 1972), p. 318; idem, ‘L’Evolution’, p. 138.
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This points towards what appears to be at the core of the preoccupation with praise and slander
in Psellos’ letters, namely that a good reputation was essential for a successful career in imperial
service. All officials were dependent on the favour of the emperor, who handled promotion and
dismissal as matters of personal discretion,3* but since it would be impossible to keep a detailed
record of the activities of all their subordinates, he, or she as it sometimes was in the period
with which we are concerned, would to a large extent have to rely on what was being said about
each official by his peers. Indeed, this difficulty was also noted by Basil Il in his novel from
996, stating that the emperor has neither the power nor the capability to supervise and monitor
everything himself (to un dVvvoacOor 7| €€opkeiv tov [...] Paciiéa mhvta odTOV EKETVOV
gmokéntesbon kai émtnpeiv) ‘because of his many occupations and concerns with the public
affairs and because he is beset on all sides by a multitude of cares’ (310 0 ToAVGGYOAOV Ko

TOAVPPOVTIGTOV TOD KotvoD kol T pupialg mavtayddev mepiotoryilecOon ppovricty).34®

This link between reputation and career opportunities is evident in a few of Psellos’ other letters.
In one letter, he appears to mock Leon Paraspondylos for not holding an official position by
ironically congratulating him on escaping employment, before magnanimously offering to help
him by trying to find a suitable time to praise him before the emperor (topigveoueda cot kol
Kopov €00etov PO TOV PEYIGTOV NUAV awTokpdtopa [...], Tva 60 pev 10 KaTtdAAniov &xmg
gykmpov).34” He also wrote to a magistros and krites, who seems to have been his son-in-law,
that his wife had been ill and in pain, but hurt even more by a false rumour about her husband
(tpwBsica Sewvotepov émi i mhacheion mepi cod enum).2*8 If Psellos had not been there, both
encouraging and telling her stories (ta pév, mapapvBoduevog, o 8¢ mhattopevoc), her soul

would have gone to Hades. He proceeds to offer some professional advice, encouraging his

345 Weiss, Ostromische Beamte, pp. 38-40.

346 Svoronos, Novelles, p. 212.

3475 8, pp. 234-8. See above, p. 56, nn. 138-9.

348 5 146, pp. 394-5. See above, p. 100, and below, p. 195.
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correspondent to be neither too strict nor too lax (unt’ doeedéotepov Eupifale covtov TOiC
Kpioeot, unte tovg £ykaiodvrog mavtdmaot Tapartod), the former being troublesome and the
latter beneath the dignity of a judge (to uev yép, dxAnpov, 1o 8¢, mapd o dikacTtikov dioua),
and also to take up cases that would benefit the villagers (t@v 8¢ dVmobécewv ékeivag LoD

dkalev doot AGITELETS TOIG Ywpitaug yevioovtat).

This recommendation thus underlines not only the familiar theme about finding the right
balance in the execution of one’s duties, but also the duty to care for the people under one’s
jurisdiction and the practical institutional limits which necessitated disregarding some cases in
favour of others.3*° Psellos also reassured the krites that he was filling the imperial ears with
tales about him (€y® 8¢ o100tV dMYNUATOV TEPL 60D TOG PAGIMKAG KATATANP® GK0AG), by
which he presumably meant that he showered him with praise, thus counteracting the malicious
rumours. He then turns immediately to the subject of the krites’ career (mepi dadoyfic), relating
that the emperor was in the process of making plans regarding the provincial judges (tov
Bactiéa Tpog TO mpdypa Etolualopevov Emi mhvtov opoing Oepatik®v dikaotdv). This letter
consequently seems to illustrate in turn the severity of being slandered, the proper way to
maintain a good reputation though virtuous and professional conduct, the importance of having
such conduct praised by one’s friends at court and the career opportunities associated with such

praise.

In a letter to another krites, Psellos writes that although he praised his correspondent before the
emperor (DENHOVS POVAG VTEP GOV GLVEIGAYELY €IG TO TOD peYdAov PactAémg cuvedpiov), this
had not yet achieved any useful result (008&v &1t ot map’ HUGV EmoEeric Tpoceyéveto).° He

also outlines the intended benefits of this praise by stating that because of it the emperor now

349 See above, pp. 115-27.
30 KD 255, p. 302-3.
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remembered the krites’ name (cov &naive yop 6 Pactiedg Tod 6od UvnHoveLEL OVOLOTOC), WaS
more favourably disposed regarding the problems he faced (ypnototepov mpog tag EneAbodoag
oot suppopdg Swatideton) and seemed ready to promote him (olov &roudc 86Ty dvieneveykelv
101G ¥eipoot Ta Pektiova). He also wrote to the kourator of Cyprus that he often boasted about
him before Constantine X (£y® ydp moALAKIC LEYOANYOPADV TTEPL GOD TPOC TOV KPATIGTOV IUDV
Boowéa) and loudly praised his deeds (ueyaAopovotatog €movétng t@V odv yivopot
mpacenv).>®! The kourator also had a strong supporter in the Caesar John, who praised him and
extolled his achievements (kai 6 koioap 6¢ kol Emavel Kol peyaddver o 6o koi GAog TPOoTATNG
ocov péyog €otiv). He should not worry if he was not immediately rewarded for his efforts (si
3¢ Kol un mapovtika apoPol TdV TOVOV 60V Yivovtal, pr tKkpoyvynong), but rest assured that
recompense would be forthcoming (élevoetoryap [...] kain dvrtidooig), as long as he continued
to be successful (povov 6O mpocHnkag émvoet toig katopbmpact). The formula for obtaining
imperial favour and reward is thus once again presented as combining concrete professional

achievements with praise at court.

The same principle seems to be operating in a letter to Zomas, krites of Opsikion, albeit under
somewhat different circumstances.®%? The krites wanted to retire, due to a prolonged illness (to
vooely €k moAlod) and decreasing motivation (un o6& mpog o mpdypata avTO SvvacHoL
gynyépBar) and had asked Psellos to approach Constantine IX (r. 1042-55) about replacing him
(mepl 00 SrdeyOvon og). The emperor had however refused to do so, citing Zomas’ honesty
(tRg ofg wuyig 10 €00&g) and competence in governing the theme (to pn deicBan ToAAGV, Kai
10 TPOG TOL GLUTITTOVTO OPAGTIKOV, Kol TO Tepl tag mpdaelg de&idv). Based on what he had

heard from others (ta pév, map’ dAlov axodwv) as well as his own experience (ta 8¢, kai Top’

%51 KD 80, pp. 110-11. See below, pp. 171-2.
2.5 190, pp. 483-5. See below, p. 172. The name of the krites appears as Zomes (Zouvc) in this letter, but is
spelled Zomas (Zopdg) in S 29 (above, p. 92-3). To avoid confusion | refer to him consistently by the latter.
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£avtod ovveldmc), he had formed this opinion of Zomas, which Psellos noted was quite accurate
(&vdpa o Fyetar [...] oloc &l koi Tuyydvelg dv), and consequently wanted him to remain at his
post. Psellos notes laconically that this would have been good for Zomas, if not for the fact that
he wanted another life (1] p&v odv dpyn, Towawt, Kol 008’ avtdg Epeic Mg ovk dyadn, T 8¢
TENOG, EMELON GO O GKOTOG TPOG BALOV PBlov 0pd, TAVIWE ACVLVTEAES, T} EVAVTIOV TAVTATAGLY).
Even though the emperor had also experienced Zomas’ qualities in person, he apparently relied
on what others said about him to form an opinion of his qualifications and, again, the link
between, on one hand, enjoying a reputation for honesty and competence and, on the other,

being appointed to and remaining in high public office is made quite clear.

This connection with career opportunities appears to have been the driving force behind the
establishment of reputation at the heart of the Byzantine political economy, but once established
as such its importance would plausibly have spread far beyond matters of promotion and
dismissal. By signaling expectations of future advancement, we can expect it to have served as
a mark of status, in all likelihood bolstering immediate influence and quite possibly permeating
aristocratic society to the point of being regarded as of intrinsic and not just instrumental value.
Such distinctions are, admittedly, difficult to make with certainty in the letters, but there is at
least one illustrative example. Psellos wrote to Katakalon Kekaumenos in an attempt to
reconcile him with the metropolitan of Koloneia and obtain the help of the former in dealing
with the difficult flock of the latter.3%® He asked why Kekaumenos, who had formerly praised
the metropolitan, had now changed his opinion of him to the opposite (eita i vedtepov yéyovey,
OtL 60 T0G ToTAG OLOAOYING KATOMT®V €Ml TAG EvovTiog DTOARYELS puetéotng [...];), urging
him not to listen to slanderous tongues (unde didov tdg dkodg yhdooaig fackdavois), which he

likens to snake poison (&g iov pemg). At the time when Psellos was writing, Kekaumenos had

353 KD 30, pp. 43-6. See above, p. 59, n. 141.
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taken tonsure and retired from public life, but Psellos still expects him to be sensitive enough
to the changes in the metropolitan’s reputation to assume that slander must have been the cause

of his sudden refusal to help him.

It might also be worth considering the possible effects of reputation on the ability of an official
to make judicial interventions of the kind we have seen in the letters examined above. In an
article on jurisprudence in Visigothic Spain, where judges appear to have been even more
dependent on oral testimony than their Byzantine counterparts, Jeffrey Bowman has noted that
the idea of infamy was one of the legal tools commonly used for sorting good proof from bad.%>*
The infames were subject to certain legal and social disabilities, such as being prohibited from
testifying. As we have seen, many of Psellos’ judicial interventions, straddling the divide
between the social and legal, seem to be intended as testimony on behalf of one of the parties
in a dispute, albeit speaking to their character rather than directly to the facts of the case. As we
shall see in the next chapter, there is a letter of recommendation for a notarios seeking
employment where Psellos first praises the letter-carrier’s virtues and then goes on to express
his confidence that as someone who had loved and honoured him from the beginning (o £¢
apyis He Kol fyannkog Kol tetipnkag), as well as having provided proof of his truest friendship
(kai Texunpio pot eukiag drebeotdtng mopeoynkmg), the krites would not disregard Psellos’

advice or suspect him of dishonesty (ovk dv pe mapaypdyoro Koi Evoyov YeLdoUapTLPLDY

Myioeo)*>

| have not found any instances in the letters where Psellos explicitly refers to his own reputation

for being trustworthy in support of one of his judicial recommendations, but there appears to be

34 . A. Bowman, ‘Infamy and Proof in Medieval Spain’, in T. Fenster & D. L. Smail (eds.), Fama: The Politics
of Talk and Reputation in Medieval Europe (Ithaca & London 2003), esp. p. 96.
35 KD 153, p. 176. See below, pp. 159, 167.
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no reason to doubt that trust would have been an essential factor in determining the success of
his requests. Since the kritai, as we have seen, needed to maintain their own reputations as
virtuous and just, they would have every incentive to be on their guard against friendly requests
that dishonestly tried to subvert justice. If, for instance, a judge acquitted a guilty man because
someone in his network had vouched for his honesty, he would run the risk of falling in
disrepute himself. In cases such as the letter of recommendation we have just considered, where
Psellos’ correspondent was someone who knew him well, this would be sufficient to establish
the required trust, but in the cases where the kritai were more distant acquaintances, or perhaps
approached for the very first time, it seems reasonable to infer that he would have had to rely
on his reputation for trustworthiness to assure them that granting his requests would not get
them into trouble later on. As such, the social importance of reputation would consequently not
have been limited to the relationship between the emperor and his officials, even though it is
surely significant that the link between reputation and career opportunities stands out as

particularly clearly attested in the letters.

In conclusion, we have seen that networks of friends appear to have compensated for the formal
institutional shortcomings of the Byzantine state in two ways. Firstly, by serving to deliver and
uphold imperial policies throughout the provinces of the empire and, secondly, by maintaining
and enforcing the norms for acceptable behaviour for imperial officials. The letters referred to
above make it clear that provincial magistrates were allowed, indeed expected, to use their
judicial and fiscal discretion to the benefit of themselves, their relatives and their friends, but
only to the extent that they were still able to uphold the ideals of loyal, competent and virtuous
exercise of power to the expected standard. Epistolary networks served to keep Byzantine
aristocrats involved in a coherent social milieu where a stable set of values could be reproduced,

but also spread word of their deeds and misdeeds throughout the empire and ultimately to the
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emperor. Given their dependence on imperial favour and the ideological importance assigned
to good governance, impartial justice and compassion for the unfortunate within the shared
normative framework, the function of administrative oversight would effectively have been

exercised by the officials themselves, albeit in this rather informal manner.

To maintain a good reputation, however, it was not sufficient for a Byzantine official to uphold
these ideals to the expected standard, but, as we have seen, he also needed to service his
friendships with other officials on whose praise his reputation was dependent, through the
exchange of letters and the granting of favours. This brings to light the inherent contradiction
in this system of social control, namely that it simultaneously provided incentives to uphold
impartial justice and to subvert it for the benefit of one’s friends. Virtuous conduct was not very
useful if one did not have grateful friends who could spread word of it and even if one had a
choir of supporters at court, their praise would need substance to be truly effective. For a
Byzantine official to be successful, he needed to manage this tension and skillfully balance the
different demands and expectations made of him. In other words, ‘strengthening friendship with
justice and justice with friendship’ where he could, steering ‘a middle course between yielding
to everything and opposing everything” where he could not and ensure that he had friends who
were in a position to protect him from every ‘slanderous tongue’. From this perspective, it
seems quite reasonable that friendship was considered so distinctly instrumental a relationship
in Byzantium, in comparison with the more idealistic approach prevalent in the medieval
west.>* For a Byzantine official, friendship was not a luxury that he could indulge in at his
leisure, but rather a basic necessity for his career opportunities and the basis of his social and

economic status. This also seems very much in line with Mullett’s view that friendship filled a

356 See above, pp. 45-6.
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gap and gave a tolerable emotional casing to functional relationships spun from necessity,

competition and insecurity. 3’

357 Mullett, ‘Friendly Society?’, p. 24.
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4. Meritocracy and family politics in Psellos’ letters

Previous scholarship has tended to present a somewhat ambiguous picture of social mobility in
eleventh-century Byzantium, leaving the impression of a society dominated by powerful,
politically self-aware clans, united by strong family ties and firmly rooted in their provincial
power bases, with the notable exceptions of the spheres of the court and the civil administration
which simultaneously experienced a period of increased meritocracy and opportunities for
homines novi.®*® The court and civil administration are, of course, precisely the parts of
Byzantine society that Psellos’ letters allow us to observe in some detail and this chapter will
consequently endeavour to discern the norms and practices that made social mobility possible

there and establish the extent to which they can be regarded as meritocratic.3*°

Bernard’s recent study of the societal context of Byzantine poetry in the eleventh century is of
particular importance here. Building on the concept of a gouvernement des philosophes
advanced by Lemerle, Bernard argues that education was the key factor in social success during
the period 1025-1081, with particular importance being awarded to skills in rhetoric and
poetry.®®° Noting Psellos’ reference to 10 moAtikdv yévoc in his Chronographia and endorsing
Weiss’ use of the term Beamtenliteraten, he delineates a segment of Byzantine society which
he refers to as the ‘civil elite’, a class comprised of well-educated men, often from relatively

modest backgrounds, who by virtue of their learning (ot A6yot) and eloquence made careers at

38 Ahrweiler, ‘Recherches sur la société’, pp. 103-11; Angold, ‘Belle Epoque’, pp. 588-9; Bernard, Writing and
Reading, pp. 164-5; Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 256-7, 261; idem, ‘Le réle’, p. 96; idem, ‘Les Noms’, p. 164; Haldon,
‘Social élites’, pp. 182-4.

359 The question of whether the military offered similar opportunities for social mobility on meritocratic grounds
will then be addressed by chapter 6, arguing that there is little to suggest that it was very different from the court
and civil administration in this respect. See below, pp. 266-77.

360 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 14, 155-75, 256-8; Lemerle, ‘Le Gouvernement’, pp. 195-248.
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court, in educational institutions and in the civil administration as well as the ecclesiastical

hierarchy.%6!

It is not unreasonable to distinguish such a social group.3%? The empire’s civil and ecclesiastical
officials, as well as the orators and poets at court, were to a large extent products of the same
system of education and the schools appear to have been places where common identities and
strong bonds of friendship were forged.3®® However, Bernard’s study focuses on a rather small
clique of individuals, mostly represented by Psellos, John Mauropous and Christopher
Mitylenaios,*** who dominated the educational establishment and successfully courted imperial
favour through public displays of their poetic and rhetorical prowess. The question of whether
the values, political behaviour and routes for social advancement characterising this group, an
intellectual elite within the elite, can be regarded as largely representative for the wider civil
class is not directly addressed, but Bernard seems to implicitly advance the hypothesis that this
is the case.3®® Psellos’ letters to provincial kritai and other civil officials offer an excellent
opportunity for testing it, which we shall consequently proceed to do in the first subchapter
below. While I see no reason to question Bernard’s conclusions regarding the intellectual elite
that he studies in detail, | will argue that their applicability to the civil class as a whole is limited
in some respects. The ideology of the intellectual elite certainly spread beyond the spheres of

the court and schools, but when it did so it appears to have collided with other value systems,

31 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 12-3, 160-4, 175-92; Psellos, Chronographia, 7.1, vol. I, p. 178; Weiss,
Ostrémische Beamte, p. 7.

362 While I shall continue to use the terms ‘civil elite’ and ‘civil class’, this is merely intended as a convenient way
of denoting all holders of non-military offices and positions of power, with no Ostrogorskian connotations of a
hereditary civil aristocracy opposed to its military counterpart.

363 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 210-13; idem, ‘Educational networks’. See also R. Browning, ‘The
Correspondence of a Tenth-Century Byzantine Scholar’, Byzantion 24 (1954), pp. 397-452; idem, ‘Enlightenment
and Repression in Byzantium in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries’, Past and Present 69 (1975), esp. pp. 7-10;
idem, ‘Literacy in the Byzantine World’, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 4 (1978), pp. 39-54.

364 PBW (consulted 8.v.2016) Christophoros 13102, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/158998>.
365 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 155-6, 175-92, 256-7, 299.
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most notably a civil service ethos, closely related to the norms of political behaviour outlined

in the previous chapter, emphasising administrative competence, fairness and loyalty.

Based on Psellos’ letters, I would suggest a model for understanding social advancement within
the civil elite built on two main principles: meritocratic ideals and reliance on private networks
of friendship. As for the former, this should not be interpreted as a monolithic meritocratic
ideology centred on particular qualities, such as learning and eloquence, but rather as a common
meritocratic framework, the contents of which would vary in accordance with the perceived
requirements for each kind of position.*®® For the Constantinopolitan teachers and court orators
studied by Bernard, proficiency in hoi logoi would indeed be paramount, whereas for provincial
kritai we encounter in the letters, the ability to organise tax-collection efficiently and administer
justice even-handedly would have been more important. As for friendship, it is clear that the
obligations it entailed carried much weight in the process of appointment and promotion within
the civil administration, which naturally could lead to conflict with meritocratic principles.
Much like the judicial interventions analysed in the previous chapter, | believe that this should
be understood in the context of private networks being used for public administration. The ideal
was for friendship and meritocracy to work in tandem, with the former serving to ensure the
reliability of recommendations in lieu of formal institutional arrangements, such as civil service
exams, to confirm the qualifications of the candidates. Even so, reality did, of course, at times
fall short of the ideal, although we may surmise once again that the need for the officials of the
empire to maintain a good reputation would have provided a disincentive to straying too far

from it.367

366 Krallis, Attaleiates, esp. pp. 115-20, argues that Attaleiates’ Historia was intended to be didactic, promoting an
ideal of ‘honest, patriotic warriors’ and ‘discerning, hyper-educated advisors’ as the kinds of men needed to save
the empire. Krallis is concerned with different matters, but this would appear quite consistent with the meritocratic
ideology that can be discerned in Psellos’ letters. Regarding Attaleiates’ attitude to Psellos, see ibid., pp. 71-114.
367 See above, pp. 127-46.
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Anyone who wanted to make a career in the civil administration was consequently in need of
mainly two things: practical qualifications and an efficacious private network, both of which
could, in fact, be obtained through the education system. The schools did not only provide basic
education needed to qualify for lower administrative positions, where further merits could be
gained through practical experience, but also the opportunity to forge bonds of friendship, both
with fellow students and with their teachers, who would then recommend their protégés for
employment under their friends and former students in the administration. Indeed, this is where
hoi logoi appear to have had the most tangible impact on the career opportunities of educated
men in the civil service, namely in its capacity as the source of a common identity and solidarity
among intellectuals, strengthening existing bonds of friendship and facilitating the creation of
new ones. As we have seen, Cheynet identifies the ability of powerful individuals to transmit
not only wealth but more importantly personal networks and crucial skills to their children as
the principal factor enabling certain aristocratic families to dominate Byzantine society in the
vertical sense, i.e. transferring positions of power from one generation to the next.®® This
illustrates the important institutional role played by the schools in levelling the playing field for
new men by counterbalancing precisely these two principal advantages of the existing
aristocracy, albeit only for those who already had sufficient wealth to pay for the privilege. The
price of education consequently appears to have been the main obstacle to upward social

mobility through the civil service, rather than humble birth per se. 3°

388 Cheynet, ‘Aristocratie et héritage’, p. 71; idem, ‘L’ Aristocratie’, pp. 282-3. See above, p. 14.

3691t is difficult to estimate how expensive education was in Byzantium. Browning, ‘Correspondence’, esp. p. 436,
examining the letters of a teacher in the early tenth century, notes that the fee for each student appears to have been
fixed by private contract, and there is even one letter where the teacher offers to waive the fee completely for a
particular student, suggesting a certain flexibility. The parents or fee-paying relatives of the students generally
appear to have held imperial or ecclesiastical titles, implying that a salary from the state or church was necessary
to afford the cost of education, but it cannot be taken for granted that the preserved letters accurately reflect the
social composition of the body of students, much less the situation more than a century later. See also idem,
‘Literacy’, pointing to the existence of more accessible but less prestigious elementary schools, in Constantinople
as well as in the provinces, where at least functional literacy could be acquired. On Byzantine schools, see also
idem. ‘The Patriarchal School at Constantinople in the Twelfth Century’, Byzantion 32 (1962), pp. 167-202 &
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This is, however, only a partial argument against the idea that Byzantine society was dominated
by certain families in the vertical sense, since it leaves out an important part of the state
apparatus, namely the military. The empire’s armed forces cannot be assumed to have offered
similar opportunities for social advancement, especially since there appears to have been no
institutional compensation for the advantages of the existing aristocracy equivalent to the role
played by the schools vis-a-vis the civil administration, nor do Psellos’ epistolary works allow
us to investigate the matter further due to the scarcity of letters addressed to military officials
or discussing military matters.3’® We shall consequently have to leave this question open for
the time being, although we shall have reason to return to it in subsequent chapters. The letters
do however allow us to examine the idea that powerful aristocratic families dominated
Byzantine society in the horizontal sense, i.e. creating power nexuses based on kinship ties
outside the formal state hierarchy, which will be the subject of the second subchapter below.*"*
The argument here is centred on the role of family in Byzantine society, questioning the idea
that extended families or intermarried clans were functioning as political factions; organisations
that served as the principal source of identity and allegiance, collectivising the power of each

individual family member in the pursuit of a common objectives.

While the letters clearly reflect a society where family ties were considered to entail certain
obligations, these obligations do not appear to be tied to the collective, abstract entity of the
family. Kinship appears to be consistently treated as a bilateral relationship between two
individuals, as one of several possible reasons for contact and sources of solidarity, but not

necessarily the most important one. As such, its political impact can be better understood within

Byzantion 33 (1963), pp. 11-40; P. Lemerle, Byzantine Humanism: The First Phase (Canberra, 1986), pp. 281-
308.

370 On education and military careers, see below, pp. 275-7.

371 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 261-7, 272. See above, p. 15.
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the analytical framework of personal networks than in the context of clan politics. By virtue of
their family ties, relatives were considered to be part of each other’s networks, but the parts
which they would play in them would be determined by the nature of each particular
relationship, just like any other type of friendship. Some individuals would rise to positions of
power, but the extent to which their relatives would be able to benefit from this would, in turn,
be dependent on the part they played in each other’s networks. Again, much like their other
friends. Aristocratic birth certainly gave a head start in the competition for positions of power
and we can consequently expect the scions of old aristocratic families to be overrepresented in
the upper echelons of Byzantine society. If, however, a new man managed to make use of the
institutions that served to level the playing field and successfully reached a position of influence
equivalent to that of a member of such a family, both in terms of formal power through offices
of the state and informal power through an efficacious network of friends, it would appear that
the only social and political inequality between them would be the prestige conferred by the

latter’s illustrious name.

4.1. Meritocracy and friendship in the civil administration

Bernard argues that the civil elite espoused an ideology that may be described as meritocratic,
opposed to what he sees as the hereditary and aristocratic model propagated by other sectors of
society.®> He also notes the self-interested incentives for this group of mostly new men to
advocate the idea that social promotion should depend solely on the merits of the individual,
rather than birth, wealth or any other asset. By ‘merits’ we should here understand literary and

rhetorical skill. Bernard points out that education in ancient Greek language and literature was

372 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 155-6, 164-5.
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a prerequisite for an administrative career, but that the ideology of the civil elite went beyond
this, advocating that hoi logoi should function as the main criterion for social advancement
within this class.” The virtues they associated with such success and cherished in their writings
were primarily talent (edpvia) and diligence (omovdn, peiétm, moévoi), but Bernard also
identifies what he refers to as an ethic of disinterestedness, a wariness of naked ambition which
necessitated the concealment of such motives behind a veneer of humility and selfless devotion
to one’s intellectual pursuits, as well as an anxious elitism centered on the ideal of sophisticated

urbanity (dotetdtnc) and distain for boorishness (Gypoucia).3™

Moreover, he emphasises the importance for those aspiring to a civil career to display their
intellectual abilities, demonstrating their credibility as members of the guild of literati,
establishing and promoting their reputations as logioi, constantly attempting to attract the
attention of the emperor and other powerful potential patrons.3” This meant circulating their
writings, performing orations and participating in organised public contests (Aoyikog dydv)
before specialised judges, which Bernard considers an integral part of the selection procedure
for official positions. He makes a persuasive case, but as has been noted above the concrete
evidence cited mainly seems to concern either teaching positions or patronage and renown for
orators and poets at court.®”® Looking at the civil administration through the lens of Psellos’

letters, a somewhat more complex picture emerges.

We shall in turn consider what the letters can tell us about lower administrative officials, such

as notarioi, their superiors in the higher echelons of provincial government, such as kritai, and,

373 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 160-6.

374 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 166-7, 175-81, 187-207. Cf. Mullett, Theophylact, pp. 98-102, 256-7, 274-
6.

375 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 167-73, 253-66.

376 See above, p. 148.
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finally, the extent and impact of intellectual snobbery within the civil class. First, however, we
will take note of a few letters where Psellos touches more generally on matters of meritocracy
and social mobility. In a letter advising a certain Pentaktenos on the workings of providence,
he suggests that there was no contradiction between trusting in God and taking matters into
one’s own hands.3’” His correspondent appears to have fallen out of favour at court, prompting
Psellos to claim that while the timing of God’s gifts is given, the manner in which they are
given depended on their own actions (6 6¢ ye tpomog ot Kai TV £¢” Muiv). The implication
seems to be that Pentaktenos should take some initiative of his own to improve his fortune.
Similarly, Psellos seems to underline the opportunities for advancement in the civil
administration in a letter to the krites of Katotika, where he remarks on the judge’s recent
promotion by stating: “You would know yourself, that which you would accomplish yourself’
(o0 8¢, 6 T pév avtdbev dpang, ideing dv avtdc).3’® The turn of phrase is somewhat cryptic,
but given the context the most plausible interpretation appears to be that the krites’ career

depended on himself.

Furthermore, Psellos takes a favourable view towards social climbing in a letter to the krites of
Thrace, written on behalf of a man who had bought the dignity of protokentarchos some time
ago.%"® He had also gained Psellos’ friendship (mpdc pe oikeiootv) and the letter also mentions
some kind of service (dovieia), although a lacuna in the text obscures the details. Psellos asks
the judge to make the man one of his friends (év toic oixeioic) and offer him his favour

(edpeveia), goodness (xpnototng) and aid (opeAein). He expects the krites to comply partly

877 KD 115, pp. 142-3.

378 KD 55, pp. 87-8. See above, pp. 127-8.

379 KD 78, p. 109. The exact meaning of the title protokentarchos is difficult to ascertain. The Kletorologion of
Philotheos from 899 mentions kentarchoi, associated either with military units, where they presumably were
officers in command of one hundred men, or with the vestiarion, where their function is more obscure. The mention
of the high price paid for it by the man on whose behalf Psellos is writing seems to suggest that it was an honorary
title rather than an office, and it is possible that it had evolved from the latter to the former by the time the letter
was written. See Oikonomides, Listes, pp. 111, 115, 117, 119, 121, 157, 159, 161, 173, 175, 179, 183, 199, 209.
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because of himself (61" nuag), but also because the protokentarchos’ new dignity is worthy of
recognition and the great toil (mheiwv k6moc) and high payment (moAv tiunue) required to obtain
it entitled him to some benefit. The notion that hard work should result in reward certainly rings
familiar, but in this case the labour does not appear to have been of an intellectual nature.
Indeed, Psellos’ seems to express the opinion that those who successfully acquired enough
wealth to purchase admittance into the social sphere of dignitaries should be accepted on equal
terms by those who had reached the same status through education and public service, thus
implying a wider understanding of meritocracy than the one suggested by Bernard. Moreover,

he appears to have expected the krites of Thrace to share said opinion.

It should be noted that Psellos takes seemingly contradictory positions on social mobility in
different writings. There is, for instance, a glaring contrast between the Chronographia, where
he criticises Constantine IX (r. 1042-55) for throwing open the doors of the senate to the people
of the market, and his funeral oration for John Xiphilinos, where he notes that it would have
been absurd to prevent those who did not belong to the old families from entering the senate if
they had the right qualifications to do s0.%8 Cheynet has suggested that it may be possible to
reconcile these opinions by noting that there is a difference between awarding honours to the
people of the market and recruiting civil servants on a meritocratic basis.*®* While this is
certainly a reasonable point, it still seems to be somewhat at odds with Psellos’ positive attitude
to the protokentarchos, who is explicitly said to have bought his title. This is not the place to
attempt to get to the heart of Psellos’ true feeling on the matter, but | suspect that the apparent

inconsistencies may, at least partly, be due to his ability to adapt his message to his audience.%?

380 psellos, Chronographia 6.29-30, vol I, pp. 276-8; Psellos, M., Emitdgpioc €ic 10V paxapicddtotov matplépyny kop
Twavvyy tov Zipiiivov, ed. Sathas, K., Meoaiwvikii BifioOnxny (Venice, 1874), vol. 1V, pp. 430-1.

381 Cheynet, ‘Le Role’, p. 91.

382 Cf. below, p. 185-6.
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If so, the consistently positive attitude taken to social climbing in his letters to kritai would

appear to imply that such sentiments were widespread within the civil administration.

Psellos also has a tendency to discuss his own career in meritocratic terms. In a letter to the
krites of Opsikion, he states that the man on whose behalf he wrote was not only his relative,
but that he had also used Psellos as a role-model for his manner (uepipntotr yop pov tov
tpomov). 8 He then supposes that the judge would be surprised that the relative has not been as
successful as him and proceeds to launch into a metaphor about the founts of fortune (oi tig
gvtuyiag Tyat), which, he explains, did not spring up everywhere for him (o0 moAhoy60sv fpiv
avedyOnoav), nor flow naturally in his direction (003’ éxeivor mpog Nuag Enmyetevdncov
gnuchvlovoar). Instead, he had to run towards them (mpog éxeivag dvadedpapnkouey), search
under rocks and open one of them up on his own (noMg mov piav avT@®vV VIO TETPNV
KEKPLUPEVIV €0pNKOTEG AveoToudoapev). This clearly indicates that family was an important
factor in determining an individual’s prospects for social advancement, but also that humble
beginnings were an obstacle that could be surmounted through personal initiative and hard

work.

There is also a letter addressed to Constantine Keroularios where Psellos seems to link
promotion to proficiency in hoi logoi.®®* Constantine had, apparently, reacted with jealousy to
being overtaken in rank by Psellos, who wrote to offer his friend forgiveness for having
stumbled in friendship. The letter is quite condescending, with Psellos promising to defend
Constantine’s status as a rhetor and philosopher (éy® o¢ [...] dmodeifw [...] kai piTopa Kol
ewocopov) if it would ever be called into question (gl tic meplt tovTOV Adyog), while

simultaneously boasting about his own unparalleled intellectual achievements, stating that there

383 KD 144, p. 170-1. See below, pp. 162-3, 192.
384G 21, p. 168-70.
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was no ancient Roman who could question his legal expertise (obte pe Trolog avip mepi T
vouikiic néuyarto), nor any ancient Greek his knowledge of philosophy (006’ “EAAnv mepi
erhocoeiog avtig), thus implying that his elevation above his friend was justified by virtue of

his superior learning.

Psellos also wrote two letters to the otherwise unknown magistros Psephas during the reign of
Theodora (r. 1055-6), lamenting the fact that he had not been offered a suitable position in the
administration upon his return from monastic exile and asking his correspondent to intervene
with Leon Paraspondylos®® to improve his fortunes. In the first one, he expresses his frustration
at being judged unworthy of all positions (ndot yap Mueig akatdAiniot), mentioning by way of
example management of the public finances (oikovoueioig), the imperial poorhouses
(mrootpoeiog), the treasury (toig éx tod tapeiov) and the courts of law (toig éx 10D
nputaveiov), despite having left the highest offices of the state (ol tag npdtag dpyag mhia
noportnodpevor) in order to take tonsure.3® He proceeds to stress his qualifications, stating that
he had adorned the city with his words (ot v IToAwv toig Adyoig koopnoavteg) and achieved
fame as a teacher throughout the empire (ol v ti|g TaudedoEDS ERUNV TOIG TR OIKOLVUEVNG
népact mopanépyavteg). He had neglected no discipline (oi pmy 8 6tiodv idog mapareroimdteg
daoknoemg), having taken the natural order as his sole teacher in every field of study (oi tfj @¥Oost
Hovn ddacKIA® Tpog Thoay xpnoduevol pabnotv) and being the only one to master every kind

of philosophy (ot td yévn t@vV @AoGoPIAdY LoVOL TOV TAVTOV [...] dxplBdoavTeg).

The list of achievements continues in the same vein and he also returns to the subject in the
second, somewhat more desperate letter, insisting that there was no one like him in

Constantinople (mtocovg icovg €poi 10 péya tod Bolavtog ympiov ékticato; iomg evpebelg eimot

385 See above, p. 56, nn. 138-9.
386 S 198, pp. 490-2.
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15, ¢ ovdéva), boasting that he combined political skill with possession of every kind of
knowledge (tig 6¢ 1@V mavtwv €i¢ piov TV £0vTod Yoy mévta cvvéreEe T podfuOTo HETO
i moATikiic émotAung [...];).%8" Again, Psellos seems to assume that meritocratic principles
would carry weight when important positions were being filled. Moreover, judging from the
list of positions he claims to have been unfairly denied, the letters were intended to result in his
appointment to some sort of administrative office and when accounting for his merits he clearly
chooses to emphasise his superior erudition and scholarly prowess. This seems to be well in
line with Bernard’s suggestion that proficiency in hoi logoi was considered to be the main
criterion for appointment even to positions in the civil administration. As we shall see, however,
this is a line of reasoning that Psellos seems to employ only when he is attempting to further
his own career. In the letters discussing the appointment or promotion of other civil officials,

purely intellectual achievements tend to be overshadowed by more practical considerations.

4.1.1 Early-career officials

Let us begin with the officials in the early stages of their career. Here the letters of
recommendation for prospective subordinates, usually addressed to kritai concerning notarioi,
are particularly useful, since they allow us to discern what kind of qualities Psellos believed
that his correspondents were looking for in the officials hired to assist them. One man,
recommended to the krites of Drougoubiteia, is described as a potentially excellent subordinate
(tdv xdAota vmnpetelv duvouévmv), most gentle in ambition (fikiota mAeovektelv
Boviopévmv), with a keen mind (trv yvounv 6&b¢), modest (10 ppdvnua péTplog), sometimes
philosophical (pilocopsiv €idmg év karpoic) and satisfied with little (oAiyoic aprovuevoc).3e
He had partaken of Psellos’ education (tfig €ufic mawdeiog pereoynkmc), although not so much

in the literal sense (ovy 6om AoYo1g Koopel Tv yoynv) as in the formation of his character (6AA

37,5199, p. 493.
388 KD 91, pp. 119-20. See below, pp. 165, 183-4, 186.
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don poduiler 1o MBog), which he claims was better in the present case and for the krites’
purposes (60 pdioto @ mapdvtl Koupd kol Tij off yvoun Avottelel). Psellos frames the
recommendation as a request (a&imotic) and also notes that the man has confidence in them both,

389

since he has been made a friend (dkeimtar)>® and is now being sent from one friend to another

(mpoOg @ilov kai mapd pidov).

Another enthusiastic recommendation, addressed to the krites of Opsikion, concerns a judicial
official who is said to be good (dyoBog tov tpdémov), humble (tomewog) and simple
(dmepiepyog), as well as precise in his judgments (nepi tac kpiceg NkpPopévog) and fit to assist
the krites to the utmost (§évmmpetsicOon appolov cor).>* Psellos requests and entreats (ai&id
Kol wapakaA®) the krites to make the man his friend (§xo oikeiov) and consort with him
(oéw), both because of his virtue (5w v dpetnv Tod dvdpoc) and because of Psellos (6’
gué). He also praises a notarios seeking employment with the krites of Thrakesion for being
clever (gdbeung), resourceful in any job (mpog mdcav dovielov evemyeipntog), concise
(ovvropoc)®t and faithful to his superiors (gig Tovg deomdtog motoc).>%? He then proceeds to
express his confidence that as someone who had loved and honoured him from the beginning
(0 €€ apytic pe kol Nyannkog kol teTunkog), as well as having provided proof of his truest
friendship (koi tekpnpio pot eidiog dAebeotdtng mapeoynkmc), the krites would not disregard
Psellos’ advice or suspect him of dishonesty (o0k @v pe mapoypdyoro koi &voyov
yevdopapTupldV fynoaro), thus stressing the role of friendship in establishing trust between

officials in the civil administration, which has been discussed in the previous chapter.3®3

389 For this interpretation of oike16m and its cognates, see above, pp. 41-2, n. 102,

390 KD 100, pp. 128-9.

391 Regarding concision as a contemporary rhetorical ideal in literature, see C. Holmes, ‘The Rhetorical Structures
of John Skylitzes’ Synopsis Historion’, in E. Jeffreys (ed.), Rhetoric in Byzantium (Aldershot 2003), p. 194.

392 KD 153, p. 176. See above, p. 143, and below, p. 167.

393 See above, pp. 115-27.
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There are some interesting parallels to the meritocratic model sketched by Bernard here. The
qualities praised in these letters seem to fall roughly into one of two categories. The first one
concerns ability, such as being clever, resourceful, in possession of a keen mind or precise in
one’s judgments. This appears to correspond quite well to the appreciation for talent (sdpvia)
identified by Bernard. The other category concerns the character of the potential
subordinates.3** The virtue of diligence (cmovdr|, nekétn, moévor) is not explicitly referred to
here, although, as we shall see, it is commended in other letters and may well be implicit in the
vaguer praise for ethos and tropos. On the other hand, the accolades for modesty, humbleness,
lack of ambition and faithfulness to one’s superiors bring to mind Bernard’s ‘ethic of
disinterestedness’, with its antipathy towards naked ambition. What is conspicuously absent in
these letters of recommendation, however, is praise for the candidates’ learning and eloquence,
which of course are the centrepieces of Bernard’s model. In the letter to the krites of
Drougoubiteia, Psellos even goes so far as to state that his influence in the formation of the
character of the prospective notarios was more important than the man’s formal education. As
has been noted above, education appear to have been a prerequisite for any position in the civil
administration and any recommendation can probably be considered to carry the inference that
the candidate was suitable for the position in all respects, which likely included the possession
of a certain degree of learning and eloquence. Psellos’ tendency to emphasise sheer intelligence
and virtuous character at the expense of formal education does, however, seem to suggest a
discrepancy between the preoccupation with hoi logoi characterising the discourse of the court
intellectuals and a considerably more pragmatic approach to ability and character among the

officials of the civil administration.

394 For the importance of ethos in Psellos’ Chronographia, see A. Kaldellis, The Argument of Psellos’
Chronographia (Leiden, 1999), pp. 23-28, esp. p. 24, arguing that its entire narrative is based on the premise that
the actions of any individual should be understood as caused by his or her innate character.
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This is a consistent feature in the letters. | have only found a single, rather oblique, reference to
the value of a subordinate’s learning and eloquence in a professional context. It is in one of the
letters asking for increased generosity towards an employee, who in this case was one of
Psellos’ relatives.® The letter begins by lamenting the absence of the addressee, who was
probably a provincial krites, from the capital and praising him for his wisdom and eloquence,
before turning to the subject of the request. Psellos writes that he had sent his relative to the
krites for two reasons. Firstly, so that his soul would be inspired by the Muses (tod te v yoynv
Katoyov Toig Movooig yevéaBar) and, secondly, so that his hand would filled with gold (kai trv
xelpa TANpN ypvood). The first part was proceeding well, as the man demonstrated by writing
his letters in precise attic style (dnAoi 8¢ toig ypdupacty vaepattikiCmv) and reporting to Psellos
with a very lucid tongue (kai yAdttn meprtpdve ta kad’ Eavtov Nuiv dmayyéAlwv), but as for
the second part, the members of his household claimed that they were not prospering (o0 poctv
ol epi v oikiov gkeivov evdaroveiv), which was the reason for the present request. Psellos
may well be trying to intimate that a man as eloquent and receptive to the krites’ intellectual
example as his relative surely deserved a more substantial material reward, but the connection

is never made clear and in either case it is the only example of its kind.

There are however several other letters where Psellos underlines the value of a subordinate’s
ability or virtuous character. Both are referred to in another letter requesting further help for
notarios in the service of a krites, where Psellos describes the man’s yvoun as being both
gvipeyxeotat and mpoc T mpdypata aueidéEoc. 3% Since gnome can refer to mental faculties
as well as disposition, this may be translated either as praise for the notarios’ cleverness and
wide range of expertise or for his industrious and flexible attitude. It is also possible that the

ambiguity was intended to capture both meanings, since Psellos goes on to assure his

3% KD 160, pp. 187-8. See below, 181-2.
3% KD 174, pp. 196-7, See above, p. 130, and below, p. 164.
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correspondent that his subordinate would serve him well (6epanedoet), not only because of his
knowledge (&4’ ®dv énictatar), but also because of his innate character (6o tév éuedTov Kai
yoyikdv dbéoemv). He also expresses his confidence that the friendship of his correspondent
(M mpoc £ué oov eidia) would ensure compliance with the request. There is, moreover, another
letter of recommendation touching on the subject of ability. It is addressed to the krites of the
Aegean Sea and seems to be written on behalf of a petitioner whom Psellos did not know

personally.3%’

It begins with a discourse on the necessity of granting favours to friends and then
refers to the judge’s friendship towards him (o1 Tpog fudg eiria), before proceeding to request
help for the letter-carrier. Psellos explains that the man was too poor (tocodtov yop avtd TV
neplov Tiig meviag) to need help over any kind of tax, but recommends him for employment
(Botw xoi obtog tdv Emraydnoouévav) if the krites ever wanted to make requisitions
(mpootaerc) in his theme, since he was a grammatikos and claimed to be experienced in such
matters (ypappotikog e v, g Aéyel, Kai Eumelpog mepl to Totodta). It is a significantly less
enthusiastic recommendation than the ones we have considered above and Psellos seems to

expect his correspondent to grant the request mainly out of pity for the poor man, but the fact

that he appears to be qualified for the job in question is evidently still a point worth raising.

As for recommendations on account of character, Psellos advises the megas oikonomos to hire
a man if he found him to be good in his way of life (&ya®og tov Biov), suitable in manners (tov
tpomov émiewknc) and with some measure of the addressee’s own virtue (olov okiéc Tvog TG
ofic kextuévog apetiic).>%8 A similarly vague character reference is found in a letter addressed
to the krites of Opsikion, where Psellos states that the notarios on whose behalf he writes is not

only his relative, but that he had also used Psellos as a role-model for his manner (pepipntot

397 KD 137, pp. 163-4. See above, pp. 79, 100.
398 KD 122, pp. 146-7.
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yap pov tov Tpomov).3% Another letter which also reads like an enthusiastic recommendation
for a job, even though this purpose is never made explicit, is written on behalf of a neighbour
who had gained Psellos’ friendship (@iAic)). The man is described as truthful (puloAn6ng), not
troublesome (ampdyuwv), knowing no knavery (rovovpyiav ovd’ fvtivaodv €iddc) and living
in frankness of mind (axAotnT yvooung cvldv), as well as being very well-disposed towards
his superiors (ebvovotatog deomdtn) and very swift in carrying out whatever tasks would be
entrusted to him (6&btatoc, 6 épmotevdnostar, vepyeiv).*® For these reasons Psellos had great
affection (adyondwm) for him, praised him (énawvéw) and became a constant resource of sorts for
him in life (dpopun T dut@® T0d Piov divekdc yivopor). The Kkrites is therefore obliged
(0pe\ém) to offer him a kindly welcome (to ebuevidg opav), his friendship (10 oikelodv

oceovt®) and every kind of help (10 ndcav émkovpiav).

The praise for the man’s swiftness in carrying out his orders seems to correspond well to the
appreciation for diligence identified by Bernard and it is also worth noting that the quality of
being faithful to one’s superiors appears here once again. Both virtues are also pronounced in
a letter to the krites of Drougoubiteia, where Psellos writes that he had advised the letter-carrier,
a relative who had left the capital to serve the krites, to subordinate himself to the krites in
everything (vmotdooecsbot oot &v maot), work hard (cmovdalev) and win his favour (ktacbot
™V edpévidy cov) through humility (tametvomc) and helpfulness (dehsia).** The importance
of the latter is moreover underlined in another letter to a krites, whom Psellos encourages to
ensure that his notarios is loyal to superiors (mpog tov deomotnv motdc) and undemanding
(mpog dpéLetav olyapknc).*? Bernard interprets the “ethic of disinterestedness’ exhibited by

the court intellectuals as a pre-emptive defence against slanderers who resented social

399 KD 144, pp. 170-1. See above, p. 156, and below, p. 192.
400 KD 175, pp. 197-8.

401 KD 90, pp. 118-19. See above, p. 128.

402 KD 61, pp. 93-4. See above, p. 74, and below, pp. 165.
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climbers.403

It seems reasonable to infer an analogous connection between the apparent concern
for the loyalty of their subordinates among the officials in Psellos’ correspondence and the
central role played by reputation in the Byzantine political economy. As we have seen, officials
in lower positions appear to have had considerable opportunities to affect the reputation of their
superiors, as is evident from Psellos’ expectation that kritai would be inclined to reward
notarioi who spoke well of them in public.*** This influence could presumably work both ways.
We may also surmise that the misconduct of a subordinate would reflect poorly on the official
he served, which would have provided incentives to ensure not only the faithfulness, but also
the virtuous character of potential employees. In conclusion, Psellos seems to assume that his
correspondents valued subordinates who not only had a strong aptitude for the tasks they would
be required to carry out, but who could also be relied on to aid, or at least not hinder, the efforts

of their superiors to strengthen their positions within the networks of friendship that tied the

officials of the civil administration together.

This brings us to the subject of friendship, which continues to loom large in the letters of
recommendation examined above. It plays an even greater part, however, in a few other letters
where Psellos gives no information at all on the qualities of the candidate, but is content to rely
on the friendship of his correspondents to ensure that the men he recommended were hired.
There is a pair of letters addressed to two consecutive kritai of Thrakesion, written on behalf of
the aptly named notarios Thrakesios. In the first one, Psellos relates that he had sent the man to
the theme to perform some service for him (3¢’ @ tva TpooHKovsav &uoi dovAeioy dvicor)
and that, having completed the task, Thrakesios had asked to enter into the krites’ service (bmo

™V onv yevécBon avtidnyv) and make some small profit (Bpoysiog Tivoc deedeiog Tuygiv). 4%

408 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 156-60, 192-207.

404 KD 86, KD 131, KD 173-4, pp. 114-15, 153-4, 196-7; S 66-7, S 98, S 127, pp. 297-9, 341-2, 374-5; see ahove
pp. 129-31, 161-2.

405 KD 248, pp. 297-8.
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He asks his correspondent to consider what a true and steadfast friend he was (otoc éy® cog
eilog, 6t BéParog, 6L aAnBNg), how easy and effortless the favour was to perform (v a&iwoig
onoiov, &1t evmeteg kai katompaydfjvon padiov) and then do it for the sake of their friendship
(mpoOg v Aoy HudV dvevdoldotmg katdmpatov). He also points out that since Thrakesios
did not have expectations of large profits, he would only be a small charge on the theme, and
even that would disappear (ovde 16 éldyiotov todto Qaveitor) if the krites looked at him
graciously through their mutual friendship (gi 8¢ o0 S0 TV HueTéPav PLriay EDUEVAS ADTOV
ido1g). There is a vague inference here that Psellos considered Thrakesios to be an able and
trustworthy subordinate, since he had previously employed him himself, but it is noteworthy
that he sees no need to make a point of it, preferring to focus on his appeal to the krites’
friendship. The reference to the small expectations of profit is also interesting and it seems
likely that something similar is intended in the letters commending prospective employees for
being undemanding (mpog @eéielav olyopkng) and satisfied with little (oAiyoig
aprovpevoc).*?® Praise for modesty and humility may also have been intended to carry such

connotations, at least partly so.

The other letter requesting employment for Thrakesios is addressed to the krites’ successor,
who also appears to have been his brother, in the literal sense (6 60g pév amd EVoE®G AdEAPOS)
as opposed to his spiritual kinship to Psellos (¢uog 8¢ amd mvedparoc).*?” He explains to the
krites that following the previous request, his brother and predecessor had come to count
Thrakesios among his closest associates (petda t@v yynowwtdtov avtod aviporov fpiduncey)
and had kept him in his service when he was assigned to another theme (épeikketo 8¢ todTOV

Kol €ig 0 petetédn Opa), but that the notarios loved his home (cp6dpa eildématpig v) and

406 KD 61, KD 91, pp. 93-4, 119-20. See above, pp. 74, 158-9, 163 and below, pp. 183-4, 186. Regarding
expectations of profit in provincial government, see above, p. 116, n. 287.
407 KD 254, pp. 301-2.
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wanted to stay in Thrakesion. Again, the former krites’ apparent satisfaction with Thrakesios’
service seems to imply that he possessed at least some of the qualities generally appreciated by
kritai in their subordinates, but Psellos makes no explicit reference to these qualifications.
Instead, he frames the recommendation solely as a favour between friends, exhorting the krites
to follow his brother’s example of true friendship (wapdaderyud oot Eotw TG TPOC EUE GOV
kabapotatng eidiag). The reliance on friendship alone is even more pronounced in a letter to
the krites of Opsikion, where Psellos begins by ironically anticipating his correspondent’s
surprise at being sent a notarios, implying that it was a far from uncommon event.*%® He then
proceeds to claim that he was ashamed to write such recommendations to others (kdayo 6¢
aioyLVVTNAOTATOG OV TPOG TOVG BAAOVG €ig TG TolTOG cLOTAGELS), but not to the krites, since
he was completely committed to their friendship (6t pe un ndpepyov ehiog temoinoan). After
musing on their mutual affection, he concludes by stating that there was no need to ask for a
good reception for the notarios, since it was enough that he had been sent by Psellos (&pxel yap

avt®, 61t EotodTon Top’ €pod).

The absence of praise for the candidate’s qualifications does not, of course, mean that Psellos
or his correspondents considered it to be insignificant. The message that Psellos considered the
candidates he recommended to be qualified and well suited for the jobs in question was likely
implied by the fact that he had decided to write in support of their applications. This certainly
seems to be the case in the letters concerning Thrakesios, where a favourable account of the
notarios’ abilities can be read between the lines, but where Psellos apparently saw no need to
state it plainly. Explicit praise for the candidates’ qualifications was evidently useful in some
cases, but could be dispensed with in others, possibly when Psellos’ knew his correspondents

well or where he had a history of supplying them with competent and loyal subordinates. Both

48 KD 155, pp. 177-8.
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of these circumstances appear to apply to the last letter considered above, where nothing at all
is said or implied about the qualities of the man recommended, but where Psellos jokes about
frequently sending notarioi to his correspondent and the playful tone seems to imply a certain
intimacy. As for the references to friendship, we have seen in the previous chapter that it played
a crucial role in facilitating public administration by establishing trust between officials, ideally
enabling them to better distinguish good information from bad and thus make more informed
decisions. Psellos even states it plainly in one of the letters of recommendation considered
above, expressing his confidence that because of their friendship, his correspondent would not
suspect him of dishonesty (ovxk [...] &voyxov yevdopaptupidv fynooto) when extolling the
qualities of his candidate.*®® There is consequently no need to presuppose a contradiction
between friendship and meritocracy, which seem to have been intended to work in tandem in

the same way as friendship and justice.

This does not, however, mean that tensions could not arise between them, just as appears to
have been the case in some of the judicial interventions. There is only one clear example of this
in the preserved letters, but it is quite illuminating.*° It is addressed to the krites Nikolaos
Skleros, one of Psellos’ recurring correspondents. In this particular letter, we learn that the
krites had been in need of a new notarios, which had prompted Psellos to send him a candidate,
but an interview with the man had left Skleros unimpressed by his qualifications and he had
consequently decided to hire another applicant (§tepoc avti tod £uod oot mpoxékprrar). Psellos
writes at length about his bitter disappointment with the krites” decision, but is perfectly willing
to agree that his candidate was inferior, calling him burdensome (poptikéc), a half-baked writer

(Muitopog ypopedc) and a shadow of a secretary (oxkia Tic droypappoatedovrog).**t Even so, he

409 KD 153, pp. 176. See above, pp. 143, 159.

410 KD 128, pp. 151-2. See below, p. 201.

411 psellos is not entirely clear here and it is possible to interpret this part of the letter as offering a hypothetical
scenario, saying that even if Psellos’ candidate had been incompetent, Skleros should have hired him anyway,
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insists that Skleros should have hired the man he sent him anyway, since Psellos had always
been willing to assume any burden for his sake (cot kdy® Etolog navta cvvemkovPilew To
gmayOéotata Kol cvvenekovELod ye kai Tpdnv), and has consequently sent his candidate to the
krites once more, exhorting him to change his decision for the sake of their friendship (6ndte

oM TodTOV OPONG, LYNLOVEVOLG ELOD).

It should be noted that while Psellos clearly expected Skleros to hire his candidate despite his
incompetence, the krites evidently felt no such obligation when he rejected him the first time.
His reasons for doing so are unknown to us, but Psellos clearly assumed that his candidate had
been unsuccessful because he lacked the necessary qualifications. This seems to suggest that
meritocratic principles and obligations between friends carried roughly equal weight in the
selection process for subordinates, since when they were placed in opposition to one another,
the scales could tilt either way. Meritocracy had evidently weighed heavier in Skleros’ response
to the initial recommendation, but Psellos clearly entertained hopes that his second, more

forceful intervention would have a decisive impact.

What we appear to see here is a meritocratic ideology that is very much put into practice, but
nevertheless operating within an institutional framework where private networks were
employed to facilitate public administration, much like the principle of impartial administration
of justice in the previous chapter. Ideally, this relationship would be symbiotic, with friendship
serving to establish trust and connect potential employers to the most qualified prospective
employees, who through their exemplary service would affirm the bonds of affection and
instrumentality, thus strengthening the network further. Reality did not, however, always

conform to the ideal, as the letter to Skleros demonstrates. When such tensions arose a delicate

rather than actually admitting that he did lack the proper qualifications. The distinction makes little difference to
my argument, however. Cf. Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, p. 230.
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balancing act was required, again quite similar to the necessity for kritai to accommodate the
competing influences of values like compassion and justice, duty towards the emperor,
obligations between friends as well as desire for personal profit, which has been discussed in
the previous chapter. If an official disregarded the recommendations sent by his friends, he
would risk alienating them and diminishing the power of his network, on which he was not only
depending to assist in the execution of official duties and pursuit of personal ambitions, but also

to protect his reputation at court.

On the other hand, his reputation might also be endangered by hiring candidates who were
unsuitable in some respect. If a subordinate was disloyal, he could slander his master or reveal
his secrets. If he was immoral, his conduct might reflect poorly on his superior. If he was simply
incompetent, he would diminish the krites’ ability to successfully carry out the duties of his
office, leaving him open to criticism by his enemies. From the perspective of prospective
subordinates, the key to securing employment seems to have been twofold; possession of the
desired set of qualities and friends in position to tell potential superiors about it. In other words,
largely the same combination of factors that we have seen Psellos’ correspondents rely on to
protect and promote their reputations in the previous chapter. This would naturally benefit those
with family connections, but since schools appear to have supplied their students with
opportunities to develop both their intellectual abilities and their network of friends, it does not
seem to imply any particular restrictions on the prospects for advancement for new men,

provided, of course, that they had the means to pay for an education in the first place.

169



4.1.2 Officials in higher administrative positions

This brings us to the officials in more advanced stages of their careers, such as kritai, where we
shall find similar social mechanisms affecting their prospects for advancement. There is only
one letter of recommendation for a senior administrative position among the letters. It is
addressed to the Caesar John Doukas, whom Psellos asked to promote a current or former
kourator to the position of thematic krites (ufotevcov avtd émapyiav Ospaticv).*? As
opposed to the recommendations for notarioi, this letter does offer strong and explicit praise
for the formal education and learning of the candidate in question, who is described as a first-
rate intellectual with a wide range of knowledge (avBpdnog [...] kol ta TpmTa Aoyiwv, Kol
EIONUOV TOAAGDV, Kail TOIG VOV TPMTOLG £7L TOIG TPMTOLG £PapuArog). Interestingly, however, this
praise appears in the somewhat parenthetical context of an attempt to evoke John’s compassion
for the unfortunate man, where Psellos notes that it would have been bearable for him to go
hungry himself (v &v dvektov avt@d 10 AMpdrttew), but now his wife and children were also

forced to share this misfortune (vdv 8¢ petd yovaukog Kol maidmv veiotatot 10 SEvoV).

The primary sense seems to be that it was a tragedy that such a well-educated man was unable
to support his family. When discussing the actual job, Psellos chooses to emphasise qualities
pertaining to the more specific duties of kritai, a distinction which | believe is significant and
to which we shall have reason to return below. He writes that the man had the character of a
judge (dwaotiknv Eov yoynv 6 avip) and had discharged his duties as kourator with strict
observance of justice (toig mepi TV KovpaT®pPEioY TPAYUAGL HETA THG AKPPODG dikaoohHvng
gypnoato). He also claims that his candidate was not only eminently suited to administer the

theme justly (o0 yap povov dikaimg @ Aoydvtt todTov Oépatt dampéyetev), but that he would

412 5 151, pp. 399-400. See below, pp. 181-2.
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also seize any opportunity to increase imperial revenues (dAAa kai €1 T1c TpdPacIC 61 fijv av

avéndein Oncavpog Bactléme, Tady 1€ EnavéNcele Kol TPOGTOPLETTOL TM TOELD).

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the officials with whom Psellos corresponded appear
to have considered having their qualities and achievements praised in public and particularly
before the emperor as a crucial part of their efforts to further their careers. This required having
eloquent and influential friends at court, but also providing these friends with ‘material for the
encomia’ (broBéoelg tdv Eykmpinv) by making themselves and their conduct as officials fit for
praise, which, of course, in itself illustrates the prevalence of meritocratic principles in the
mechanisms for social advancement.**® At this point, however, it is also worth returning to
some of the letters examined in the course of the discussion of reputation in order to consider
what kind of qualities and achievements that would provide suitable material for Psellos’
career-making encomia. One of them is addressed to the kourator of Cyprus, who may well be
the same man that Psellos tries to persuade John Doukas to promote to thematic krites, since
the letter refers to the Caesar as a ‘strong supporter who praised him and extolled his
achievements’ (kai 0 koicap 0¢ Kol Emavel Koi LeyoAdver Td o kKot GA0G TPOGTATNG GOV HEYOG
dotiv).** My translation of ta o6 as ‘achievements’ is, of course, an approximation based on
context and the Greek does not allow for a more detailed interpretation. The letter also mentions
rewards for the recipient’s efforts (dpoipai t@v T6vmv cov yivovrar), as long as he continued
to be successful (uovov o¥ Tpocbnkog Envoet Toig katopbmpact). This is also quite vague and
the appreciation for movou is familiar from Bernard’s analysis of the virtues cherished by the
civil class, but the use of kotopBwpa, with its connotation of success in the sense of setting

things right, brings to mind practical administrative achievements rather than intellectual

4135110, pp. 354-6. See above, pp. 131-2, and below, p. 173.
414 KD 80, pp. 110-11. See above, p. 141.
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triumphs. The wording of these sentences certainly seems to convey the image of governing as

hard work that required both skill and determination.**

The same word appears in a letter to the doux of Antioch, who at the time was probably
Nikephoritzes,*'® where Psellos assures his correspondent that he would not let the emperor
forget his success, which in this case clearly refers to military accomplishments, since he
describes them as being all the more remarkable because the doux had succeeded where
professional soldiers had failed, even though he lacked military experience himself (Gv yap ol
YOAKAomdeS Ekelvol [...] €v TOAAOIG XpOVOLS OV TETLYNKAGL, TADTO 0N GV O AMEPOTOAENOG
ratdpboxag &v Ppayel).*’ Similarly, there are letters that speak in general terms of the
competence of the recipients as the main focus of Psellos’ praise, such as the one where he
claims that he was informing everyone who did not already know that the krites of Kibyrraioton
was a most intelligent man (ato¢ cuvetdtotog dvOpmnog 1), very competent and well suited

for any undertaking (mpoc néicoy mpafv EmmdsidtoToc Te Kol TposevécTtatog).i8

There is also the case of Zomas, krites of Opsikion, who was refused retirement by the emperor
because of his honesty (tfg oig wuyiig 0 £00£c) and the efficient and skilful way in which he
governed the theme (1o un d€icBat TOALGV, Kol TO TPOG TO GLUTITTOVTA dPAGTIKOV, Kai TO TEPL

oG mpaéeic dek16v).*° Zomas® difficulties were in fact shared by another krites, to whom

415 Cf. Psellos, Chronographia 1.22, vol. I, pp. 32-4, where he relates that after the revolts of Bardas Skleros and
Bardas Phokas, Basil 1l (r. 976-1025) came to the realisation that it was not easy matter to govern his vast empire
and that it would require his complete abstention from all self-indulgence.

418 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, p. 200. On Nikephoritzes, see above, pp. 56, n. 140.

47 KD 62, pp. 94-5. See above, p. 134-5. Cf. Leo of Synada, The Correspondence of Leo, Metropolitan of Synada
and Syncellus 13, ed. & trans. Vinson, M. P. (Washington D.C., 1985), pp. 22-3, 102-3, where Leo writes to
Nikephoros Ouranos, an erstwhile civilian bureaucrat, to congratulate him on a recent military victory, probably
the one over the Bulgarian tsar Samuel in 997, noting that his correspondent had made it clear that ‘the wise man
is also a general and everything that is desirable’ (0 co@O¢ kol oTpaTnyOg £0Tl Kol Thv £oty dnep 0Tl Kalov). See
also Holmes, Basil 1, pp. 382-88; E. McGeer, ‘Tradition and Reality in the “Taktika” of Nikephros Ouranos’,
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 45 (1991), pp. 129-140.

418 5 67, p. 299. See above, p. 130, 164.

4195190, pp. 483-5. See above, p. 141-2.
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Psellos reported on his efforts to convince the emperor to let him return home (cuyywpnOijvor
ool TV &ic v éveykodoav émdvodov).*?° He wrote that the emperor had been dismissive at
first, complaining of the difficulties in finding an appropriate replacement (royyéienov eivar
QAaoK®V AvOpOTOL TUYETV KaTtaAARAOL TO1g Tpdypooty), Someone as precise and competent in
all respects as his correspondent (6moiog, mepi 6od 61 Aéywv, akpiPng év ndot Koi SOKIOG
ebpnton). He had however softened a little after a while and was now trying all intelligent men
(mavtog yap dmoneipdton dvopoc cuvetod) in order to find someone whom he could entrust with

the collection of taxes (&{ mov £bpn Tvé, @ TV TdV dnpocinv dvadficet draitnoty).

In other cases Psellos chose to focus more specifically on the judicial competences of the kritai,
such as one of the letters to Pothos, where he claims to have held out his friend’s judgments
and sentences (t®v c®v avteyopevov kal kpicewv kol dropdacemv) When boasting about him
to the emperor.*?* When assuring Basil, the krites of Cappadocia, of his support, he begins by
speaking generally about praising his virtues (t@v dpst@v cov), but then becomes a little more
specific when encouraging his correspondent to make himself even more just (novov tov guov
Baoileiov &mi 10 Sikondtepov petomoincov, pdilov énadéncov).*?? Similarly, in the letter to
Dalassenos on behalf of Anastasios Lizix, the addressee is asked to keep his opinion to himself
if he found Lizix to be an inferior and unworthy judge (6 8¢ kptig EMdttov, §j ToD SiKaoTIKOD
ava&log mpaypatog Kol ovopatog), but share it with the emperor if he found him to be good,
wise and just (el 6¢ kahog kol copdc, kai dikarog), which seems to imply that those were the

characteristics of a superior and worthy judge.*?®

420 593, pp. 337-8.

421 KD 35, p. 56-8. See above, pp. 116-17, 173.

4225110, pp. 354-6. See above, pp. 131-2, 171.

423578, pp. 311-12. See above, p. 133, and below, p. 204.
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Both of these letters give the impression that the quality that emperors appreciated most in kritali
was the ability to apply the law in a just manner and that this to a large extent was a question
of moral fibre, which is probably also the context in which to view Psellos’ promise to the krites
of Paphlagonia to speak to the emperor about his virtues (nepi tdv o@v apetév).*?* The letter
concerning Lizix also emphasises the importance of being wise. The Greek word used here,
co(dg, is worth making note of, as is the use of cuvetdg in two of the other letters considered
above, where I have translated it as ‘intelligent’, since neither necessarily denotes the kind of
wisdom or intelligence that comes from a good education, as opposed to Adywog, which is the
adjective Bernard has found to be most commonly used by Byzantine intellectuals to distinguish
themselves and their peers.*?® This preoccupation with the competence of the judges seems to
mirror the sentiments expressed by Constantine IX (r. 1042-55) in the novel instituting the
office of nomophylax, where he praises his predecessors for their legislative efforts, but notes
that they had neglected the issue of training the jurists who would be tasked with applying it.?
The point seems to be that the law was insufficient in itself and had to supplemented by human

capital in order to be properly enforced.

We may conclude that there are some striking similarities between the assumptions made
regarding the qualities desired by emperors in the civil officials immediately answerable to
them and the ones sought after by those officials in the subordinates they hired to assist them.
There is still an expectation that positions would be filled based on the merits of the candidates
and the qualities requested once again appear to fall broadly into the two categories of ability

and virtue. Concerning the former, we also find a persisting discrepancy between, on one hand,

4245 49, pp. 280-1. See above, p. 134.

425 Bernard, Writing and Reading, p. 43.

426 Novella constitutio saec. XI medii: quae est de schola iuris Constantinopoli constituenda et legum custode
creando, ed. A. Sala¢ (Prague, 1954), 3-4, pp. 18-19; see also Wolska-Conus, W., ‘Les Ecoles de Psellos et de
Xiphilin sous Constantin [X Monomaque’, Travaux et Mémoires 6 (1976), p. 234.
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Bernard’s model where formal education and skills in rhetoric and poetry are paramount and,
on the other, the letters’ considerably more pragmatic emphasis on practical tasks, such as
administering tax-collection and making legal decisions in the case of the kritai. Again, this is
not to say that education was considered irrelevant. We may safely assume that all the
individuals concerned were at least moderately well educated and it seems reasonable to infer
that the Byzantines would have associated qualities such as being intelligent (cvvetdc) and wise
(c0dg), and probably also the ones pertaining more generally to competence (émttmdetog,
TPOSOUNG, OpacTikdg, de€1dg, dxpiPrc, dokyoc), with having partaken of a good education, but
the importance ascribed to these attributes is nevertheless something different than praise for

excellence in hoi logoi.

There are furthermore no references to Aoywoi dydveg as part of the selection procedure for
administrative positions, nor is there any other sign that proficiency in rhetoric or poetry served
as distinguishing criteria for prospective civil officials. From a narrow civil service-perspective,
those parts of the educational curriculum appear to have been considered useful simply as
exercises intended to sharpen the intellect, which could then be employed to deal with the
practical challenges of public administration.*?” This pragmatic approach is, of course, perfectly
consistent with Bernard’s findings that public display of learning and eloquence was essential
for having a successful career as a court orator or teacher, since the skills thus demonstrated
would also be precisely the skills actually put to use in the desired positions. It is also worth
noting that the intellectual elite that he studies may have been more representative for the wider
civil class during previous centuries, but that expansion of the bureaucracy during the eleventh
century allowed for greater differentiation between the learned court orators and teachers on

one hand and professional administrators on the other.

427 Cf. Consilia et Narrationes 54, p. 88, advising military commanders to read not only military manuals, but also
histories and books of the church. See below, pp. 175-7.
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As for qualities pertaining to a virtuous character, the most conspicuous difference between
lower and higher administrative officials appears to be that we find no evidence of a particular
concern for loyalty in the letters concerning the latter. This would seem to imply that kritai
generally had more to fear from faithless notarioi than emperors from disloyal kritai, even
though conclusions drawn ex silentio from such a limited evidence base must be regarded as
uncertain. Even so, it should be noted that this seems to be well in line with the proposition that,
at least until 1071, the emperors of the eleventh century generally had confidence in their
positions of authority and the institutional framework upholding it, which has been discussed
in the previous chapter and a point to which we will return in the next. If there had been a
general atmosphere of political instability at the highest level, where imperial power was
steadily undermined and emperors were in constant danger of being deposed, we certainly
would have expected the letters examined above to reflect their struggle to keep the levers of
government in the hands of loyal subjects. The relatively high turnover of emperors during the
eleventh century does not, then, appear to reflect a fracturing of administration and government.
As far as can be told from Psellos’ letters, confidence in the imperial system remained intact

and imperial orders could be expected to be carried out in a routine manner.

Somewhat ironically, this relative stability at a systemic level appears to have been derived to
considerable extent from the personal instability experienced by those charged with upholding
the system. As we have seen, the kritai appear to have stood in constant danger of losing their
positions, tied as they were to the volatile social milieu of the court and civil administration,
where calumny was a consistent concern with potentially disastrous implications, which in itself
was part of the institutional framework that bolstered imperial authority by requiring officials

to be persistently concerned about remaining in favour.*?® This is the context in which we have

428 See above, pp. 127-46.
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placed Psellos’ tendency to assure his correspondents of the faithfulness of the candidates he
recommended for employment, which in turn illustrates that hiring a subordinate was not only
about providing a means of living in exchange for certain services, but also an act of friendship
that, given the close physical proximity and participation in official business, awarded the

employee an important position in the employer’s network, and vice versa.

The importance of ensuring that those admitted to central positions in one’s network could be
trusted to honour the obligations of friendship is also underlined by three letters aimed at
securing the friendship and support of the metropolitans of Euchaita, Amaseia and Neokaisarea
respectively for the new krites of Armeniakon, who was probably Psellos’ son-in-law.*?° All
three makes a point of his likeness to Psellos (6Aov pe amopa&apevoc / 1o Euyoyov Tig Eufic
evoemg Gyolpa / od yoap dAhog [...] map’ €ué), although this may well be intended more as a
reference to their close relationship than a statement about personal qualities. The letter to the
metropolitan of Euchaita, John Mauropous, is rich in nautical metaphors, the gist of it being
that the metropolitan should seize the rudder of the krites’ ship and steer him straight through
his wisdom and skill (xai ot t@v Tdodinv Néémg mapaympnoet, povov iBHvortd ye Tapd 6od
de&1dg Tod copoD), but also the poorest of the three in terms of details about the man on whose
it behalf it was written, probably because Psellos did not expect his close friend and former
teacher to require much persuasion in order to help.*®° It merely states that the krites possessed
some skill, partly natural and partly a product of Psellos’ teaching (téyvnv tvd, v pev éx
QVGEMG, TNV 0¢ pepdabnke map’ éuov) and that he understood the importance of relying on his
betters (0ide mensicOar ¢ kpeittovi), indicating that Mauropous could trust him to follow his

lead.

429 De Vries-Van der Velden, ‘Psellos et son gendre’, pp. 112-18; Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 194-6.
40 KD 54, pp. 85-7.
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In the other two letters, Psellos is somewhat more explicit about why his correspondents should
offer the young krites their friendship. The one addressed to the metropolitan of Neokaisarea
describes him as steady in his character (Befnxag o n0oc), of firm intellect (cteppoc oV
Aoyiopov), trained in gentleness (kotnptouévoc mpaodtnt), with knowledge of justice
(dikarocvvng Emotnuny €idwc), honouring friends (eidovg oePfodpevoc) and knowing well how
to assist the clergy (iepéag Oepanevev £Eemotduevog), in fact, such a man as the metropolitan
has wished for (towodtoc, olog Befovinson).**t Similarly, the one sent to the metropolitan of
Amaseia states that the krites had been improved by Psellos’ counsel (toig £uaic HmobfKaLg)
and that he had been taught to honour virtue and stand in awe of friendship (dedidaxtat Tidv
uev apetyv, oéfecban 8¢ eidiav), and especially to reckon the metropolitan as the foremost of
friends (ta mpdTo tOV @eilwv Aoyilecbar). Given the importance of private networks in
Byzantine public life, it is hardly surprising that Psellos assumed that his correspondents would
value loyal and helpful friends, but it is noteworthy that he also appears eager to emphasise the
krites’ competence, presenting his suitability for the office as an argument in favour of the
metropolitans offering him their friendship and support. In other words, they were expected to
want a krites on whom they could rely for favours and praise, but who would also manage the
fiscal and judicial affairs of the theme in an able and even-handed manner. This seems to
illustrate once more the effects of a meritocratic ideology operating in an institutional
framework where public administration relied heavily on private networks; in the absence of a
network, merits alone would be insufficient for social advancement, but without the appropriate

merits it would be considerably more difficult to build an efficacious network.

41 KD 57, pp. 89-91.
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4.1.3 Intellectual snobbery and solidarity among the logioi

While the connection between hoi logoi and career opportunities in the civil administration
appears tenuous in the letters we have considered so far, Psellos’ personal appreciation for
intellectual qualities is nevertheless a prominent feature. He praises the learning of his
correspondents on many occasions and addresses some of them affectionately as Aoyibrare.*32
There are also a number of letters where he emphasises such qualities in the individuals on
whose behalf he is writing. In a letter of introduction, addressed to the metropolitan of Patras
and seemingly intended merely to bring together two friends who might enjoy each other’s
company, the man in question is recommended for his excellent education (v yoynv
gomondevoiog peotoc), among other things.**® Similarly, he wrote to the nephew of Isaac | (r.
1057-9),43* asking him to befriend (&v puepidt cor 1@V oikelotdTov E0tm) a certain Joseph, whom
he describes as most learned and intelligent (évSpa Aoyidtatov koi cvvetdrtatov).*® This also
appears in letters where Psellos is explicitly asking for favours, such as two of the judicial
interventions we have considered above where he uses the word Aoyidtatog to describe the son

of Michael Choirosphaktes, who wanted a violent criminal punished, as well as John

Mauropous, who was asking for an accurate and fair measurement of land.*®

In another letter he requests unspecified help for a man who had been recommended to him by
one of the emperor’s most influential advisors (&i¢ Tig TV mepi 10 Pactikov Biijue kol TdV

mAgloTa TPOG TOV Paciiéa duvauévov), noting that he seemed to be educated and intelligent

432 See, for instance, G 8, pp. 137-9; KD 3, KD 12, KD 35, KD 38, KD 91, KD 99-100, KD 116-17, KD 132, KD
148, KD 160, KD 220, KD 244, pp. 2-4, 13-14, 56-8, 62-3, 119-20, 127-9, 143-4, 154-5, 173-4, 187-8, 261-2, 294-
5; S 35,541, S99, S 200, pp. 269-70, 273-5, 342-3, 494. See also Bernard, ‘Educational networks’, esp. pp. 34-
36; M. Grinbart, Formen der Anrede im byzantinischen Brief vom 6. Bis zum 12. Jahrhundert (Vienna 2005), pp.
174-5, 179, 192-5, 198.

4335111, p. 356.

434 PBW (consulted 7.vi.2016) Anonymus 2294, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/157731>.
4355170, pp. 432-4.

436 KD 221, KD 243, pp. 262-3, 293-4. See above, pp. 111 and 122, and below, pp. 206-7.
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(memoudevpévog kai ovvetdc).*’ The use of words like Loyidtatog and memondsvpévog in letters
such as these certainly makes their absence in recommendations for particular offices in the
civil administration all the more remarkable. This suggests to me that while Bernard may have
been mistaken in viewing learning and eloquence as the primary criteria employed in the
appointment of civil servants, he is right to underline their importance as qualities used by the
well-educated individuals who comprised a significant part of the civil class to establish a
common identity and strengthen the bonds of solidarity within the group. In the letters we have
just considered, Psellos seems to assume that educated men were the kind of people that his

correspondents would want to associate with and help with their problems.

Since Bernard identifies urbanity as another central aspect of the self-image of this elite, we
should also make note of two letters of introduction, written on behalf of bishops who are both
praised for possessing this quality.**® The first one is addressed to the krites of Macedonia,
recommending the bishop of Panion as a man of sweet character and an urbane mindset (t® t€
YAVkel oD fjBovg kai @ moAtik® Tod epoviatos), who was not only able to serve God as his
priest (o0 yap iepdcbor Oed povov dedbvtar), but also to engage in polite conversation with
men (aAla kol avOpdmolg mpocophely de&udg), gracefully dividing his attention equally
between the two (kai mpdg dpeo Kotd 1o icov pétpov pepilecbon sdgvdc).** In the other one,
the bishop is unidentified, but described as having the solemnity befitting an archbishop (&yxet
nev kai oepvotnra apyepel mpémovoav), as well as an urbane and sweet character (€yet 6¢ kol
n0og molttcov Kkod yAvkn).*° It may not be a coincidence that the only two letters where Psellos

recommends someone on account of their urbanity are written on behalf of bishops. Both of

4375 133, pp. 377-8. See above, p. 100.

438 See also Magdalino, ‘Snobbery’, pp. 70-1, identifying doteidtng as ‘the Byzantine social grace par excellence’
as well as an important aspect of contemporary snobbery.

439 550, pp. 281-2. See above, pp. 124-5.

440 KD 241, pp. 291.
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them appear to imply a tension between the solemnity required to properly serve God and the
urbane character and sweet manner that facilitates pleasant and polite conversation, suggesting
that the ability to combine them was remarkable. It is possible that a certain degree of urbanity,
like a reasonable level of education, could be taken for granted in recommendations for secular
officials, whereas it needed to be made explicit in those concerning bishops. These two cases
do not, of course, provide a secure basis for generalisations, but the tendency is worth noting,
especially since we shall have reason to return to the strained relationship between religious

solemnity and intellectual urbanity below.*#

An increased propensity for men of learning to aid one another is also implied in a letter to
Nikolaos Skleros, where Psellos, in the course of assuring his correspondent of his willingness
to help, makes a point of their shared education (tfjg avtiig 601 TUSEVCEMSC KEKOVDVIK®G), IN
addition to his usual professions of brotherhood (65eApoc fv) and friendship (pilog 6An6rnc).*4?
Something similar appears to be intimated by another letter to a krites, where Psellos expresses
his confidence that it would be sufficient for him to express concern for the letter-carrier and
say that he was in need of the krites’ justice (mpog 6¢ 8¢ todTo O£l eimelv, &1L &v povTidl poi
goTv O Tap®V, dettat 8¢ TAV o®dv dikaiwv), since no more was needed between true, educated
friends (apkel Todta Tpoc pikov dAnOi te kai Adyov).**3 This is, | believe, the context in which
to view the letter to John Doukas, asking for a kourator to be appointed krites, where Psellos
laments the man’s inability to support his family despite his fine education, but then shifts the
focus to more practical qualifications when discussing the actual job.*** He expected Doukas to
be more inclined to help a fellow intellectual and since the man in question would be a just

judge and seize any change to increase imperial revenues, the ideal way of doing so would be

441 See below, pp. 186-7.

42 KD 63, pp. 96-7. See below, pp. 202-3.
43 KD 181, p. 201.

444 5 151, pp. 399-400. See above, p. 170.
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to find him a theme to run as krites. It may also be worth pointing out the similar circumstances
in the letter where Psellos asks a krites to be more generous towards a notarios, noting the
precise Attic style of the latter’s letters as well as claims from his family that they were

struggling economically.*#

So far we have, however, only considered the beneficiaries of solidarity within the intellectual
elite, but the creation of group identity does not only involve keeping some people in, but also
keeping others out. Bernard notes that the poets in his study actively propagated the idea that
all people of standing should be educated men like themselves, equating boorishness with not
only intellectual but also social inferiority.*® This tendency is particularly strong in the work
of Christopher Mitylenaios,*’ whose elitist ire was roused time and again by the failures of the
empire’s officials to live up to his educated ideal. He also mentions a text by Psellos, directed
at an innkeeper who strove to be a philosopher, as an example of such snobbery, which certainly
seems to indicate that Psellos took a similarly disparaging view towards the intellectually

inferior, at least when philosophy was concerned.**8

It is especially interesting then, that he expresses little such disdain for the uneducated in his
letters. Indeed, he appears to take the exact opposite view in a letter addressed to a monk on
Olympus, stating his preference for straightforward old men like his correspondent (tovg
amloikodg yépoviog, Omoiog e ov) over the clever and crafty (tovg Sewovg kai
neptvevonuévong).**® He praised the monk’s simple but spiritual writing (1| ypagy, idiwtiky

uév, aala mveopotikn) and claimed that although he had heard many wise words (moAloig puev

45 KD 160, pp. 187-8. See above, p. 161.

446 Bernard, Writing and reading, pp. 177-81, 189-90. See also M. Lauxtermann, Byzantine Poetry from Pisides to
Geometres. Texts and Contexts, vol. | (Vienna, 2003), pp. 46-7.

447 See above, pp. 148, n. 364.

448 Regarding Psellos’ views on social climbing, see above, p. 154-6.

449527 p. 262.
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AOYo1c co@oic mpiinoa) and read many books (moAla BipAia dveieEaunv), he never enjoyed
any of them as much as plain and simple discourse, spiritual and pure (ovx &tépeOnv o¢
T0600TOV €T’ 00OEVI TOVTWV, OGOV €Ml AOY®, IOIOTIK® UEV KOl GQEAET, TVELHATIK® O& Kol
kabap®d). This letter is a rather extreme case and since Psellos concludes it by expressing a
desire to join his correspondent on Olympus (un arnofidny mpdtepov mpvyy Prdcorut ped’
vudv), it seems to be written in the particular circumstances of Psellos’ own preparations for
monastic life. We can thus expect Psellos to have adapted his message to comply with the
attitude generally expected of someone who is preparing for tonsure.**® The somewhat
hyperbolic tone also has a suspicious ring to it and may be hiding duplicity or a subtle irony. It

can consequently not be taken as representative of Psellos’ views by itself.

What makes it interesting, however, is, firstly, the juxtaposition of religious virtues and
intellectual eloquence, which is familiar from the letters praising bishops for their urbanity and,
secondly, the fact that Psellos expresses similar, albeit less drastic, sentiments in letters to other
officials, civil as well as military and ecclesiastical. He wrote to the krites of Drougoubiteia,
addressed as ‘most learned of all men and dearest to me’ (Aoyudtate Tdvtwv avopdv Kol ol
oiltate), complaining that he neither communicated by letter or in person (un dw ypoppdtov
MUV OJIAETC, 003E TRV 010 YAdTING Opkiav Ndémg Tpoonveykag) and urging him to send him
more letters, written in whatever register he preferred (énictedde odv, Onoia PovAet, Tij YAOTIY),
either in Attic or in the common tongue (gite tf] Attiki, €ite Tf} Kowi]), promising to reply in

the same style (tdv cvvTpéEoV Kol Huelg pnudtov £E6ueda). ! He assured the krites that he

450 For a similar case, see KD 36, pp. 58-60.

41 KD 91, pp. 119-20. See above, pp. 158-9, 165, and below, p. 186. It might be worth noting that one of the
arguments that has been raised against attributing the Historia Syntomos to Psellos is that it is written in a lower
register than the Chronographia. Letters such as this one certainly display Psellos’ sensitivity to different registers,
but also his willingness to employ the lower ones under certain circumstances. This lends further support to what
appears to be a growing consensus that Psellos was the author of both works of history. See W. J. Aerts, Michaelis
Pselli Historia Syntomos (Berlin, 1990), pp. IX-XV, esp. p. XIV; J. Duffy & E. Papaioannou, ‘Michael Psellos
and the Authorship of the Historia Syntomos: Final Considerations’, in A. Avramea, A. Laiou & E. Chrysos (eds.),
Byzantium, State and Society: In Memory of Nikos Oikonomides (Athens, 2003), pp. 219-29.
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should not fear an overbearing response to a simple letter (Bpovtd®otv évtdyng Nuiv avtog npéua
npoonvéwv), since Psellos’ winds could blow strongly from the east as well as gently from the

west (iopev yap kol dg EMAnonovtion katafoively Aaumpdc Koi ®g CEQUPOL TEPUTVETV OUAARC).

In a letter to an unidentified Dalassenos, whose illustrious family name surely implies access
to education, Psellos encourages his correspondent to write in simple and soldierly language
(yphoe idtoTikdg Kai Apeddg kol (to dhov gineiv) otpatimtikdc), professing his preference for
such letters from his friends over those written in a more sophisticated style (udioto yap toig
amAoic Tdv gikov ypaupocty épndousda ij Toic dewvoic kai coprotikoic).*? He also encouraged
the patriarch of Antioch to write like he spoke; plainly, purely, spiritually and entirely like a
churchman (Gonep odv d@eddc mduirelg Koi 1O SAOV TVELHATIKADS, obm® Of Kol Kabapdg
YPAQOLS Kai TO ovpmay iepatik®g), once again implying a tension between clerical virtues and
rhetorical excellence.*>® There are several other letters, addressed to laymen as well as priests,

where Psellos urges his correspondents to forsake eloquence in favour of simplicity.>

This does not, however, mean that Psellos really did prefer simple letters to rhetorically
sophisticated ones, nor does it indicate that epistolographical simplicity was a widespread ideal.
Indeed, the fact that he occasionally felt the need to assure his correspondents of his
appreciation of plain letters clearly implies that they had reason to expect otherwise. There are
also a number of cases where Psellos emphatically praises his correspondents for their eloquent
letters, with nothing to suggest that he would have preferred them to write in a more simple

style.**® It should also be noted that his occasional penchant for the plain and unadorned does

452 KD 264, pp. 309-10; Cheynet, ‘Les Dalassénoi’. See below, pp. 186-7, 204-5.

453 KD 88, pp. 116-17. See below, p. 186.

44 KD 1, KD 135-6, KD 139, KD 147, KD 158, pp. 1, 158-63, 166-7, 173, 183-5; S 179, pp. 458-9.

45G12,G 18, G 22, G 24, pp. 146-7, 162-4, 170-1, 174-5; KD 4, KD 19, KD 34, KD 190, pp. 4-5, 25, 53-6, 212-
15; M 2-4, pp. 90-6; S 109, p. 353.
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not appear to have been a consequence of his tonsure and subsequent adaption of opinions
deemed fitting for a monk. This is evident from a letter to an unidentified supplicant where
Psellos reports on his progress in lobbying the emperor, but also encourages his correspondent
to write more letters to him.**® A reference to the logothetes John, who was appointed by
Constantine 1X to replace Constantine Leichoudes around 1050, places it in the reign of that
emperor, and Psellos’ confident tone and claim to exercise considerable influence at court
suggests that he was not yet preparing for monastic exile.**” Even so, Psellos notes that his
correspondent avoided writing letters to him (&vofdiin tnv &v yplupoct TpocaydpevoLy)
because he was busy (611 mapactoyiln toic mpayuactv) and because he lacked skill in
philosophy and rhetoric (811 un prhoco@eiv oidag v toic ypagaic i pntopedety &v Adyorg), only
to declare that he accepted none of these excuses (GAA’ £yd o0deTEPOY dEEOOL TDV ATOLOYIDV).
He states that being a philosopher, he was not swayed by beautiful words (¢ilocopot ¢ dvteg
10 &v T0ig AéEeot kbAlog ovK Myamkapev) and assures his correspondent that whatever kind of
letters he would write (6moio mot’ v 1) T& 60 ypappata), Psellos would consider them as more

artful than Sibylline prophecies (teyvikdtepo Muiv eaivetar T@dv Zifvireiov xpnopdv).

Psellos thus appears to have consistently adapted his letters to suit the intended audience,
changing his attitude to epistolary eloquence in accordance with what would make each
correspondent most likely to keep sending him letters. He did not hesitate to evoke expectations
of solidarity between his learned peers if it would make them more inclined to fulfil his requests,
but equally he would not risk alienating the less erudite members of his network by criticising
their rhetorical shortcomings, even though the tone of generous condescension in the letters
condoning less eloguent writing might suggest that he still wanted them to remember their

relative place in the intellectual hierarchy. In other words, friendship generally trumped

456 KD 158, pp. 183-5.
457 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, p. 244.
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intellectual snobbery. As we have seen, however, intellectual prowess appears to have been a
source of fellowship and solidarity, serving to maintain existing bonds of friendship and
facilitate the creation of new ones between those who considered themselves and each other as
logioi. Given the importance of networks in promoting careers, this suggests that learning and
eloguence may have conferred a considerable, albeit indirect, advantage in the competition for
positions in the civil administration. It should nevertheless be noted that the criteria for being
counted among the logioi may have allowed for some flexibility, as is implied by the letter to
the krites of Drougoubiteia considered above, where Psellos addresses his correspondent as
‘most learned of all men and dearest to me” (Aoyidrate Thvtov avopdv kol Epoi idtate) before
assuring him that he would not mind receiving plain letters if that would make the krites more
inclined to write, thus implying that writing in Attic had been an obstacle that his correspondent
had struggled to overcome.**® This could be an indication that just as intellectual excellence

could facilitate friendship, friendship could also lower the bar for recognition as logios.

Finally, the recurring implication that religious solemnity and spirituality stood in partial
opposition to urbanity and eloquence merits some further consideration. The letter to the
patriarch of Antioch considered above, as well as others like it, possibly to the same addressee,
indicates that, in the eyes of Psellos and his contemporaries, expressing oneself ‘entirely like a
churchman’ meant speaking or writing without rhetorical finesse.**° In this respect, the church
appears to be more akin to the army, as represented by the letter urging Dalassenos to ‘write in
simple and soldierly language’,*° than the civil administration, where we have seen that
rhetorical skill and practical ability to perform one’s duties were associated with the same basic

qualities, such as intelligence, talent and diligence. This may imply that the logioi were more

458 KD 91, pp. 119-20. See above, pp. 158-9, 165, 183-4.
459 KD 88, KD 135, KD 139. See above, pp. 184.
460 KD 264. See above, p. 184, and below, pp. 204-5.
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closely associated with the civil administration than they were with the church, but even so,
many of the letters where Psellos praises his correspondents for their learning or their eloquent
letters are addressed to churchmen, such as patriarch Aimilianos of Antioch and, naturally,

metropolitan John Mauropous of Euchaita.*6!

In conclusion, all of this suggests to me that the civil elite was more culturally and ideologically
complex than Bernard’s study seems to imply. I see no reason to question his characterisation
of the self-defining ideology of the logioi, focused on intellectual distinction, competition and
anxious snobbery, with its epicentre in the social milieu of Constantinopolitan teachers and
court orators, but spread throughout the administration and church by the educated men who
found employment there. Rather than understanding it as the defining ideology of the civil elite,
however, | am inclined to view it as constantly colliding with other influential value systems.
In the civil administration, it seems to have intermingled relatively harmoniously with a civil
service ethos that emphasised administrative competence, fairness and loyalty, whereas its
coexistence with the religious ideal of solemnity, simplicity and humbleness in the church was
fraught with more tension. Psellos may have seen and presented himself as foremost among the
logioi, but if we look for the lowest common denominator for the social norms of the civil elite
in his letters, they seem to point us, once again, to the paramount importance of friendship and

reputation.

%1 G 12, G 18, G 22, pp. 146-7, 162-4, 170-1; KD 12, KD 34, KD 190, pp. 13-14, 53-6, 212-15; M 2-4, pp. 90-6;
S 35, pp. 269-70.
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4.2 Family, friendship and political loyalties

There is no denying that those who had the benefit of inheriting great wealth, useful contacts
and important skills would have been better equipped to make successful careers and compete
for positions of power than those who did not, even though we have seen above that the schools
of Constantinople appear to have compensated for such advantages to a significant extent. This
brings us to the question of whether these were the only decisive advantages conferred by
having the good fortune of being born into a prominent aristocratic family, or whether
belonging to such a family in itself brought a sort of influence that would be unattainable to
new men, save perhaps by marrying into one of them. The latter seems to be implied by
scholarship that presents families, by which we should understand extended families or even
vast clans united by ties of marriage, as the principal source of political loyalty and identity in
eleventh-century Byzantium, operating as political parties both within and outside of the official
hierarchy of the state. This would suggest that the networks of friendship which we have
identified both as crucial to the practical workings of the civil administration and as relatively
accessible to new men were, in fact, of secondary importance to the bonds of family allegiance

that were the primary source of private power.

I would question this notion and argue instead that Psellos’ letters seem to reflect a society
where kinship ties were certainly valued and considered to entail certain obligations, but where
the practical implications of this would be dependent on the specific nature of the relationship
between the individual relatives, rather than on a general duty towards the family as a collective.
The political impact of the extended family can consequently be understood within the
framework of networks of friendship, as one of the possible factors that could connect

individuals to each other, create a sense of fellowship and motivate contact as well as the
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exchange of favours, rather than as a separate, and precedent, system of loyalty and identity.
Relatives could be expected to be part of each other’s networks, but would not automatically
occupy the most important positions in them, nor necessarily see themselves as having common
interests or sharing a political agenda. Family allegiance could have political implications, but
it was not a general principle around which Byzantine political life was organised during this

period.

This argument will be divided into two parts. Firstly, we shall consider Psellos’ treatment of
his own relatives in the letters, arguing that while he recognised that kinship entailed
obligations, appeals to family solidarity was only one of the many components of his rhetorical
repertoire, which he constantly adapted to suit his purposes and audience. It features
prominently in some letters, but is downplayed in others and occasionally disparaged as an
undesirable burden, depending on the circumstances and the relative concerned.*¢? Kinship is
however consistently treated as a bilateral feature of a relationship, rather than as a shared
membership of a larger group, and not always the most important one in terms of motivating

correspondence and help.

Recognising that Psellos and his relatives cannot be assumed to be representative for Byzantine
society in general, we shall then proceed, in the second part of this argument, to examine his
letters concerning members of more prominent families, which, in fact, do not appear to have
functioned very differently, neither in their internal dynamics nor in their interaction with the
rest of Byzantine society. The evidence is limited, but in some letters we find individuals with
illustrious names in difficult economic or political situations, seemingly without recourse to

any other forms of assistance than the limited help Psellos was able to offer, thus suggesting

462 Cf. Cheynet, ‘L’ Administration’, p. 51, suggesting that Psellos had a clear hierarchy of priorities, with himself
as the highest one, followed by his relatives, his old students and, finally, the rest of his friends.
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that membership of a prominent family guaranteed neither wealth nor political influence.
Moreover, Psellos does not seem to have recognised any inequality between himself and his
non-imperial correspondents that can be attributed to membership of any particular family,
employing his customary language of friendship irrespective of the recipients’ surnames. That
this is not merely a matter of epistolary convention is demonstrated by the few exceptions to
this general rule. There is one letter in particular, addressed to Romanos Skleros, where Psellos
adopts a distinctly deferential and subservient attitude, which also seems to appear, albeit

somewhat less pronounced, in a letter to an unidentified Dalassenos.

If this attitude should be taken as evidence that Skleros and Dalassenos were unusually powerful
people, which I believe it should, it cannot however also be used to argue that this power was
a direct consequence of family membership, since there are other letters addressed to members
of the same families that consistently treats the recipients as friends and equals. Again, this is
not to dismiss family circumstances as irrelevant. Indeed, it is unlikely to be a coincidence that
these particular letters were addressed to members of two of the most prominent families of the
period. The question posed here, however, is not whether individuals like Romanos Skleros and
the unidentified Dalassenos would be disproportionally likely to rise to positions of power due
to the wealth, skills and contacts their parents would have been able to pass on to them, but
whether we should define the extended families of the Skleroi, Dalassenoi and other like them
as powerful due to the aggregated influence of their members. In other words, were there other
social mechanisms able to collectivise the power of individual family members beyond the
limited obligations of kinship and expectations of reciprocity inherent in the normative
framework governing networks of friendship? The admittedly patchy evidence yielded by

Psellos’ letters appears to give us no reason to believe that there were.
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4.2.1 Psellos and his own family

In the letters, Psellos seems to treat the notion that family ties generally entailed certain
obligations as widely accepted and uncontroversial. In one of the letters requesting help for a
relative, Psellos reminds his correspondent that true friends are required to show affection for
the friends of their friends (ol dAn0eig @ilol ToVg TV EIA®V QiIAOVG dyamdy vevopobitnvon)
and even more for their relatives (mécw ye ndAlov tovg a’ aipatog cvyyeveic), seemingly
suggesting that ties of kinship could be even stronger than bonds of friendship.*6® He also wrote
to the krites of Charsianon, offering advice on influencing the emperor and promising to support
his efforts, which he refers to as his duty to a relative (éuoi yap 10016 €0t Ypéog TPOC G€
ouyyevikov).*®4 By emphasising the obligations of family rather than those of friendship, he

seems to imply that the former carried more weight, at least in this particular case.

In a letter to the krites of Opsikion, Psellos notes that because they were relatives, he could
write with complete freedom concerning whatever he wanted (£6e1 puév du v cuyyévelav
TEMAPPNCLOCHEVDG EMIGTEMAEWY TPOG TRV oTv vdoEdtnta mepi dv Bovrouat), and even claims
that this made him reluctant to make requests (rpog tag a&uboelg VreoTalpévog i), since he
did not want to abuse their ties of kinship (tva uf xataypdcOot 86Em 1@ yéver).*®® There is, of
course, a strong rhetorical element to these appeals and the sentiments expressed should
probably not be interpreted too literally, but the topos would have been incomprehensible to the
intended readers if it did not resonate with shared values or perceptions, from which we may
infer that relatives were generally expected to help one another, if necessary for no other reason

than honouring the obligations of kinship.

463 KD 169, p. 193. See above, p. 115.
464 5 73, pp. 308-9.
45 S 43, p. 276.
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It is, however, more difficult to determine exactly how extensive these obligations were in
practice, but a few other letters offer some hints. When asking a krites to assist one of his
relatives who was working as a tax-collector, Psellos states that true friends should consider
each other both friends and relatives (6&1 yap tovg dAndeic eidovg [...] ToL¢ duTovg Myeichan
Kai idovg kai cuyyeveic), with regard to friendly help as well as family obligations (mepi tag
6V Qilov deelsiog kail Tac cuyyevikag dvaykodtnac).*®® As such, he makes it clear that the
former was distinct from the latter, but also claims that a truly close friendship made the
distinction irrelevant. He also appears keen to stress that he did not love the man on whose
behalf he wrote primarily because they were related (dyomdror 6¢ Top’ HudV 00 T0GODTOV S1d.
Vv ovyyévelav), but rather because of the goodness of his character (6cov d1a v 1@V TpdOTOV
kahokayaBiav). This seems to imply that even though Psellos felt an obligation to help anyone
related to him, he also recognised that the extent to which he, and by extension his friends,
could be expected to do so in practice would be dependent on his opinion of each individual.
There is also the recommendation considered above, where Psellos points out that the man in
question was not only one of his relatives, but also used him as a role-model for his manner
(nepipntan yap pov tov tpémov), which evidently made him more deserving of help than the

relatives who were less like Psellos himself.*6”

Similarly, upon receiving a letter from a metropolitan seeking to establish an epistolary
friendship, he wrote an enthusiastic reply, noting that his correspondent had mentioned that
they were related by blood (to0 cuyyevodg éuvnuovevcog aipatog), but through his letter had
added even more to their spiritual kinship (taig €k @V Wox®v ovyyeveiog HAAAOV

mpootéPetcac).® He goes on to explain that kindred ideas sparked mutual recognition

46 KD 165, p. 191.
467 KD 144, pp. 170-1. See above, pp. 156, 162-3.
468 KD 225, pp. 268-9.

192



(émryvédokovotv Eavtovg oi ovyyeveic Aoyor) and quickly intermingled with one another (toyd
poOg dAANAovg avakipvauevot). This demonstrates that family ties were of significance in the
process of creating and maintaining a network, since otherwise there would have been no reason
for the metropolitan to bring it up, especially since they do not appear to have been closely
related. Psellos seems to recognise this, but also appears keen to downplay its significance by
exalting their intellectual affinity, which he portrays as a more desirable and fruitful basis of a
flourishing friendship. In other words, when given the choice between defining a relationship
by family ties or shared identity as logioi, he prefers the latter in this case, as opposed to the
letters to the kritai of Charsianon and Opsikion considered above. This seems to give the
impression, once again, of Psellos adapting his letters to suit the individual recipients and
appealing to whatever aspects of each particular relationship that he considers most appropriate

or most likely to make his correspondent accede to his requests.

There is also a letter addressed to the epi ton oikeiakon asking for money (mepi vopicpatog
a&u@) for a relative, where Psellos excuses the pettiness of the request and his insistent attitude
by exclaiming: “Who could resist the demands of relatives?’ (cuyyevdv 8¢ Tig dv dmokpovcaito
topavvida;).*® This seems to depict family obligations as a necessary evil, especially given the
despotic connotations of the word tvpavvig, rather than as a source of genuine affection and
solidarity. He continues in a philosophical vein, suggesting that family, when examined in the
abstract sense (10 yap yévog 10010 [...] dtav pév mpog v vonrnv idéav Emotpaet]) IS a source
of inexhaustible riches (6Anv &ikel v odciov Tod GvVTOC, Kol 00 KOPEVVLTAL KOPEVVOLEVOV),
but when reduced to the world of senses (6tav 8¢ katoydf Tpog v aicOnow), its assets are

converted into simple money (tov mhobtov petamotel Tiig 0pé€ems, 0Poloig Kol oTaTiipat

469 5 163, pp. 421-2. The exact function of the epi ton oikeiakon is difficult to determine with certainty, but it
appears to have been a senior position. Oikonomides, ‘L’Evolution’, p. 136, suggests that he was responsible for
administering land belonging to the fisc.
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neplopilov v Epectv). Psellos appears to suggest that while he felt obliged to help his relatives
out of an appreciation of the ideal of family solidarity, in practice he mostly considered them

an economic burden.

This brings to mind the letter examined in the previous chapter, where Psellos apologises for
bothering Constantine Keroularios with another request and complains of the throngs of
petitioners banging on his door.*”® He explains that he could get the better of the others and
persuade them to go away (tév pév obv dAlwv nepiet, meicac dpiotacor), but that his charms
were useless on the man on whose behalf he wrote (zpog 6¢ todtov €ig 000V pot ta BEAYNTPQ),
since he was a relative, which inevitably tipped the scales in his favour (&xet yap maowv
avtippurov v cvyyévelav). He describes himself as caught between the necessities of kinship
and extraordinary friendship (uécog odv &otnkag cvyyevixiic Te dvaykadtnTog Koi @iiiog
vepeLODG), hoping for Constantine’s help to escape those two despots (dg dv dVo Tvpavvidwv
anoloynoopat;). In both of these letters, the references to the burdensome but binding
obligations of kinship appear in the context of an excuse for pestering his correspondent with
requests and, again, we should be careful not to interpret these rhetorical flourishes too literally,
while recognising that the topos must have tied into shared values and perceptions in order to
make sense. The ideal of cherishing one’s family certainly seems to have been honoured, and
the obligations it entailed taken seriously, but Psellos does not appear to have operated in a
social milieu where kinship ties were naturally expected to be the foundation of every personal
network or the main source of identity and solidarity, but rather as one of many possible

circumstances that could motivate contact and help.

470 5 46, pp. 278-9. See above, pp. 100-1.
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Moreover, kinship seems to be consistently treated as a bilateral phenomenon, as an element of
the relationship between Psellos and the individual relative rather than as a common
membership of a larger collective. | have counted 22 letters that are clearly written on behalf of

471 and six where the addressees are identified as such.*”? The closest Psellos comes to

relatives,
speaking of family in a collective sense is in a letter to an unidentified magistros and krites,
with whom he appears to have had some sort of conflict, which had prompted the magistros to
express surprise that Psellos still honoured him (@avpdlerg [...] 61t da Tudg dym o 66).4"
Psellos dismisses his correspondent’s doubts about his affection, pointing out that he had not
only made him one of his closest friends ([o€] 0 pév mpdta év t0ig TPMOTOIG TMOV Pil®V
gtibepev), but also adopted him through spiritual communion (eito 81 kai KaTd TVELPATIKTV
Kowoviav gicenoinoapev €avtoic), honouring him with inclusion in his family (uetoyf yévovg
ényunoapev). De Vries-Van der Velden has identified the addressee as Psellos’ son-in-law and
although Jeffreys questions this on the reasonable grounds that he is not known to have held
the title of magistros, it is difficult to see another identification that is compatible both with the
description of his relationship to Psellos above and the latter’s apparent closeness to his
correspondent’s wife, which is made evident elsewhere in the letter.*’* If De Vries-van der
Velden is correct, it should be noted that the family unit referenced in the letter is not an
extended clan, but rather of the nuclear variety, the cohesion and social significance of which
is not in question.*” More importantly, especially given the uncertainty of this identification,

the point to which these musings on the nature of their relationship lead up is that the magistros

could rely on Psellos to treat him like a friend and relative (£de1&a dv oot 0moiog £yd, kai Gilog

471 KD 54, KD 57-58, KD 90, KD 107, KD 144, KD 150-1, KD 160, KD 165, KD 169, KD 253, KD 262, pp. 85-
7,89-91, 118-19, 136-7, 170-1, 175, 187-8, 191, 193, 301, 307-8; S 35, S 45-6, S 80, S 106, S 141, S 163, S 193-
4, pp. 269-70, 277-9, 313-14, 350, 383-4, 421-2, 488-9.

472 KD 178, pp. 199-200; S 43, S 66-7, S 73, S 146, pp. 276, 297-9, 308-9, 394-5.

473 5 146, pp. 394-5. See above, pp. 100, 139-40.

474 De Vries-Van der Velden, ‘Psellos et son gendre’, pp. 120-2; Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, p. 381.

475 See above, p. 20-1.
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Kai ovyyevrg), thus returning to the usual bilateral conceptualisation of the relationship for
practical purposes. There is no reference, in this letter nor in any of the others, to any shared

family interests or agenda.

4.2.2 The ‘great families’

Even though Psellos apparently did not view his family as his principal source of identity and
solidarity, nor expected his correspondents to consider this as remarkable, we cannot take for
granted that the attitudes assumed and social expectations faced by someone born into a family
of obscure origins and moderate wealth would be representative of Byzantine society as a
whole. If the illustrious families that allegedly dominated the empire operated by entirely
different social mechanisms, however, there appears to be no hint of it in Psellos’ letters. The
evidence is limited and this argument will largely have to be made ex silentio, focusing on the
absence of indications that members of prominent families by definition were representatives
of powerful political factions, on which they could rely for support when they were in need of
it. This does not allow for definitive conclusions, but serves to establish a theme that we shall
have reason to return to in subsequent chapters. There is, of course, no exact definition of a
‘great family’, but we may begin by noting that when writing to anyone outside of the imperial
family, Psellos rarely seems to imply any inferiority of his own status in relation to his
correspondents, even in the cases where they are members of prominent families.*”® For
instance, he wrote to the vestarches Bourtzes to console him for the death of his brother,

claiming the deceased as a brother in all but family (i yap kota nAhotpiopeda, GAL ddehpoi

476 |n addition to the letters referenced below, see G 27, pp. 179-81; K 2, pp. 307-10; S 87, S 108, pp. 330-1, 352-
3.
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mv yoyv étuyydvopey dviwdg).r’” He also adopted a friendly and intimate tone with one

478 481

lasites,*’® one Choirosphaktes*’® and at least two Aristenoi,*®° father and son.

The sense of social equality in these letters is further emphasised by the contrast with one

482 3 member of one

particularly clear exception, namely a letter addressed to Romanos Skleros,
of the most prominent families of the period.*® Psellos immediately takes a deferential tone,
referring to Skleros as his ‘master, old and new’ (0 £uog kai apyoiog kai véog avbévng), and
immediately proceeds to flatter him at length, praising the goodness of his soul (tfic yvyfic),
body (tod cdparoc), character (tod f0ovg) and mind (tijg yvoung), as well as his magnificent
nature (tfig peyorompemode evoewc) and well-born conduct (edyevotc mpoatpécewc). He also
makes sure to wish his correspondent a happy life free from pain and sorrow (Siéyoig odv
aAvTme, (dng evdapovmg) as well as productive estates (6voio tdv Topuedpmv ot yopinwv) and
good fortune in hunting (Bnpevoig, 6modca TV (Hwv Poviret, Toeboig Emdesing), before getting

to the point of the letter, which is to congratulate Romanos on the birth of ‘the new Skleros,

your grandson’ (tov véov ZxkAnpov, 10 tod omhdyyvov omAdyyvov). This is then used as an

4775 105, pp. 347-50. Regarding the prominence of the Bourtzai, see Cheynet, ‘La Famille Bourtzes’.

478 prominent family with at least four members holding high military command (strategos, katepano, doux) during
the eleventh-century.

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Nikephoros 20264, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/160257>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Niketas 20241, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/155158>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Michael 111, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/107834>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Leon 20226, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/154246>.

479 Also a prominent family with members who served both as military commanders and kritai during the eleventh
century. PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Leon 104, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/107659>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Niketas 20172, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/155090>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Gregorios 20153, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/153044>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Michael 10101, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/158541>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Anonymus 20102, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/151978>.

480 Another seemingly prominent family whose name appears on the eleventh-century seals of a strategos, a
katepano, a logothete of the dromos and a high judicial official.

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) loannes 20513, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/153517>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) loannes 20514, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/153518>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Michael 20286, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/154691>,

PBW (consulted 29.x.2017) Anonymus 20117, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/151993>.

481 G 24-5, pp. 174-8; KD 6, KD 67, KD 94, KD 111, KD 147-8, KD 224, pp. 7-8, 100-1, 122, 139-40, 173-4, 266-
7,S124,S 171, S 176, pp. 372, 434-8, 451-5.

482 PBW (consulted 15.vii.2016) Romanos 104, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/108221>.

483 KD 68, pp. 101-2. Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 267-78.

197



occasion for further praise, with Psellos expressing his hopes that the newborn would grow up
to emulate his grandfather (i 6¢ xoi t® wénne dncikaoton Kol NKpipoké cod [...] TodTO oM

ddpov Beod kai KpeitTov eVYRG).

Along the same lines, he proceeds to state that even though he did not know his correspondent’s
father and grandfather (4AL’ &y®d cot obte TOV mammov €idov ovte TOV matépa tedéopar), he
would hold these noble and well-born men up as role models by virtue of their reputation (1
PYUN 8¢ TovTOVG YeVvaiovg Bvdpag kol svyeveiag Exet aydhpara).* Psellos also writes that he
had observed Skleros well (o€ 6¢ idav Kol akpiBdg €I0MC Kol TOALAKIG TOPAKOYAS EIG TNV
yuynv ocov) and praised him before (tov mpo tod xpdvov ta Katd TAVTOV 601 6YEIOV Exoptlounv
npwteio), which he would do no less now (kai vov ovdev Elattov) when he could do so free
from the suspicion of flattery (6ndte kai Tiig T00 Kolakevew vVmoyiag NAsvOEpmpan), likening

him to the demigods (toic Nbéoig éxeivolg anekalm capdg).

If read on its own, this letter seems to be well in line with the theory that Byzantine society was
dominated by powerful clans, political interest groups defined in terms of kinship, given its
deferential tone and strong focus on family, heredity and eugeneia. If we subject it to more
detailed consideration and contextualisation, however, a more nuanced picture emerges. Firstly,
there is no denying that the letter is intensely preoccupied with the prestige conferred by being
well-born. When tailoring his flattery to emphasise Skleros’ family, Psellos clearly assumed
that his correspondent would take a great deal of pride in his heritage, cherishing the idea of
virtue and eugeneia passing not only from himself to his grandson, but also further back from
his own forebears.*®® This is likely to have reflected a wider societal recognition and respect for

the scions of illustrious lineages and such prestige must have conferred some measure of

484 Cf. Holmes, Basil 11, pp. 255-98.
485 On eugeneia, see Magdalino, ‘Snobbery’.
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authority, although it is not evident that it would translate into much power in the absence of
the more material advantages associated with aristocracy. It is also worth noting that the concept
of eugeneia is presented in strictly vertical terms here, as something passing from fathers to
sons through the ages and not as a bond between the contemporaneous members of an extended

family or clan.

As such, let us consider the features of this letter that makes the Skleroi appear powerful in a
horizontal, collective sense. | see three interdependent factors at work here. Firstly, there is the
deferential tone more typical of Psellos’ letters to emperors combined with the profuse flattery
offered without any hint of intimacy.*®® As we have seen, Psellos occasionally praises his
friends in strong terms, but in this letter he explicitly refers to Skleros as his master (a00évng),
but never as his friend, and there appears to be nothing in the letter implying that they knew
each other particularly well. When explaining how he had come to form the favourable opinion
of his correspondent, Psellos literally writes that he had often glanced sideways at his soul
(moArdxic TapokOyog i TV yoynv cov), which seems to suggest discreet admiration from
afar rather than intimate association. This reinforces the sense that this is a letter written by a

social inferior to a superior.

Secondly, Skleros does not appear to have held office at the time when the letter was written,
which means that his status and power must have been of an informal nature. He first appears
to have risen to prominence during the reign of Constantine IX (r. 1042-55), who had taken his
sister Maria as his mistress, was granted high honours and held several military commands

before being dismissed by the empress Theodora (r. 1055-6).48” He reappears briefly in our

486 The letters addressed to emperors are KD 5, KD 29, KD 156, KD 188, KD 202, KD 215, pp. 5-6, 41-3, 178-
83, 207-9, 230-1, 257-8; S 3,S6,S48,S52,S69, S 74, S 81-2, S 104, S 115, S 137, S 161, pp. 224-7, 230-2,
280, 283, 300-4, 309, 315-18, 346-7, 359-62, 380, 416-19.

487 Seibt, Die Skleroi, pp. 76-85.
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sources during the rebellion of Isaac Komnenos (r. 1057-9), leading the right flank of the rebel
army at the battle of Nicaea, after which his fate is unknown. Jeffreys thus makes the plausible
suggestion that Psellos” mention of being free from the suspicion of flattery (tfic Tod KoAakegvev
vroyiag nAevBEpmpan) is a reference to Skleros’ dismissal by Theodora, meaning that the letter

should be dated soon thereafter.*88

It is possible, of course, that Psellos is sincere when claiming
that he had no reason to flatter his correspondent and merely wanted to express his heartfelt
admiration and congratulations on the birth of his grandson, but it is hard to avoid the suspicion
that this is mainly a pretext for ingratiating himself with a man who still wielded considerable
influence and who could probably be expected to return to high office in the near future. Finally,
it seems reasonable to infer that it is not a coincidence that the only letter in the collection

expressing such obeisance towards someone outside of the imperial family is addressed to a

member of one of the most illustrious families of the period.

It is, however, precisely the uniqueness of the letter that makes it problematic to use in support
of the idea that Byzantine society was dominated by powerful clans. The complete absence of
similar signs of inequality in the letters to members of other prominent families cited above is
suspicious, but could by itself perhaps be explained by the fact that none of these families, save
perhaps the Bourtzai,*®® were quite as prominent as the Skleroi. Such an argument cannot,
however, be applied in regard to the letters addressed to Nikolaos Skleros.*®® He probably
belonged to a later generation than Romanos, since he still appears to have been active after the
accession of Alexios Komnenos (r. 1081-1118), but it cannot be determined with certainty how
these two Skleroi were related.*®* As has been noted above, Nikolaos seems to have been a

frequent correspondent of Psellos’, being the recipient of at least eight of the letters in the

488 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, p. 204.

489 Cheynet, ‘La Famille Bourtzes’, pp. 15-55.

4%0 PBW (consulted 11.ii.2016) Nikolaos 2104, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/158208>.
491 Seibt, Die Skleroi, pp. 93-7.
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collection, none of which are written with any hint of the deferential tone used in the letter to
Romanos.*%? We have already examined three letters requesting help for monasteries, where
Psellos seems to employ the same language of friendship as he customarily does in such
letters.*%® We have also seen that Psellos evidently had no qualms about chastising Skleros
harshly for refusing to hire his preferred candidate for the position of notarios.*®* He even
emphasises the lengths to which he would have expected his friend to go in order to help him
by stating his belief that even if he had burdened Skleros with the mountains of Olympos and
Athos (éyd 8¢ dunv, o¢ &l kol T péya dpog tov "Ohvumov, mpog 6¢ kai tov Abwv
ocvuemopticopai cot), he would have carried them more willingly and spoken more nobly
than Atlas assuming the burden of the sky (f6éw¢ Gv Vmodé€acbot kai Tpobvpdtepov av
VIEADETV TOV POpTOV, EIMETY 6¢ Kail yevvaldtepov 1 6 Athag TOv ovpavov). Surely these are not

words addressed to a social superior.

The remaining four letters to Nikolaos Skleros all concern Psellos’ efforts to secure Skleros’
dismissal from the position of krites of the Aegean Sea. They are well worth considering in this
context. The first one, addressing the recipient as ‘wisest and much-beloved brother’ (copmtate
Kol TeprdOnte adeApé), announces failure, claiming that the time was not propitious (6 koupog
avturparter) and encouraging Skleros to be high-minded and not try to realise his hopes
immediately (01 0é oot peyokoyvyiog koi pn ovtike {telv v @V EATIGUEVOV
cuvaywynv).*® The second congratulates Skleros, addressed as ‘most learned brother’

(hoyuntate adehe), on the beautiful letter he had sent (to pev ypappa cov), likening it to the

492 KD 37, KD 44, KD 56, KD 63, KD 124, KD 126-8, pp. 60-2, 73-5, 88-9, 96-7, 148-52. Additionally, he may
well have been the recipient of KD 123, S 25 and S 65, all of them addressed to the krites of the Aegean Sea, but
this cannot be said with certainty. See Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 227-8, 323, 341. See also above, pp. 78, 90, 92,
96-7, 167, 181.

4% KD 124, KD 126-7, pp. 148-51. See above, p. 90, 92.

494 KD 128, pp. 151-2. See above, p. 167.

495 KD 44, pp. 73-5.
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girdle of Aphrodite (0moiov 6 Tapd T@ ToNTH KEoTOG TOPAL THG Appoditng tf "Hpa dobeic) and
the music of Orpheus (fj paAlov ta 100 Opakog Opeime Eupeli kpoduata), but announces
once more that the timing was disadvantageous (tot0dtog o0V 6 TapmdV kapdg, AvTideTog Toic
coic uéleotv @v) and notes by way of consolation that not even Orpheus was always successful
in charming the trees and the wild beasts (oipot 82 xoi tOv ‘Opéa uf mdvrote TpdC TV dpdv
Kol TV TiTuv SHvacOar pnd’ veéikety Tovg BTipag T T MG dppovia).**® The emperor, most
likely Constantine X (r. 1059-67), was currently preoccupied with military matters (dAL> o
BapPapog, GAL’ 6 mOrepog), but Psellos promised to hold the letter in reserve and present it to

him at the opportune time (tapedopat o€ TOvV £uov Opeéa Td Pacthedovtt &V Kapd).

In the third letter, Psellos begins by assuring Skleros of his devotion to his cause, as a brother
(&derpdc), a true friend (pilog dAn61c) and someone who had taken part of the same education
(tfig atiic ool TadeVoEMG KeKovmvnKmg), claiming that he would be willing to suffer anything
as long as it would result in some gain for his friend (ndv 0ti00v TaBeiv Bote T1 Eviedbey TV
GUVOIGOVTOV TEPLyEVEGDaL Got, ovk dv TapnTnodumy).**” He then proceeds to announce some
preliminary success (t6 yodv Bpayd todto nepi 6od déEat dydvioua), a prelude for better things
still to come (zpooipov icwg peldvov Ecdpevov ayabdv), describing how he had passionately
explained Skleros’ situation to the emperor (mepumadéotepov TAC GOG TOYOG SNYNoAUNV),
carefully arranging his arguments (tov mept cod Adyov eduefddmwg kataPardv), crying and
wailing aloud in pity (té€y&ag tovg 0pOaioNS ddKkpvoty avuméd te Eleevov), and reading out
his letter (aotv cov v €mctoAny dravéyvav avt@®), which is described elsewhere as full of
groaning (cov tv moAvotévaktov [...] ypaenv). As was his custom (domep 8¢ O xeivov

Tpomoc), the emperor had not agreed to immediately free Skleros from all his problems (ovk

4% KD 37, pp. 60-2.
497 KD 63, pp. 96-7. See above, p. 181. This letter and the next also concern the matter of a confiscated estate,
which, for the sake of simplicity, I have left out of my account of them.
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€00VC 6 TOD TEAGYOLG APNPTAcE TAOV OEVAV 0VOE €i¢ AkAVoTOVG AMpévag ammyayev), but he
gave him permission to refrain from returning to his theme (&AAa xoi tfg dvéykng tod

apkéodar ot ig T Atyoiov amiilate) and go to his estate of Mitza Kathara*®® i

nstead (ko €ig
10 oov ktijpo T Mit{a Kobopd dreAnivbévor mopakeievoaro). Psellos thus advised his
correspondent to send the emperor a letter abounding with gratitude (ypdwyov mpog tov
avtokpdropa ypauua [...] mdong 8¢ yéuov edyapiotiog). Finally, in the fourth letter, Psellos is
able to comfort Skleros (i pév anoyp®dod coi éott mapnyopia), addressed as ‘wisest and highly
honoured brother’ (copdtate ddeApe kol vVépTine), by announcing that he had been released
from his post as krites of the Aegean Sea (10 dpoipeicai oe v T0d Aiyaiov apynv).**° Psellos
had read out Skleros’ wise letter to the emperor, moving him to pity (v yop mpog Eué cov
VIAVOYVOLS T EUAOVOp®OTT® MUV PAGIAET GOPOTATNY ETGTOAV KOL TV QOVIV ETKAAGOG),

after which he had immediately granted the request (kai avtika cot tv dénotv dneAdcoro).

There are two points that should be made about these letters. The first one concerns the apparent
equality and friendship between Psellos and Nikolaos Skleros, which stands in sharp contrast
to the former’s deferential attitude towards Romanos Skleros. Psellos refers to Nikolaos as
brother (adeApdc) in all four letters and in two of them he underlines their common status as
logioi, which we have found to be an important source of identity and solidarity. It is surely
significant that these are the terms in which Psellos finds it appropriate to frame their
relationship, firmly within the framework of friendship between learned equals, just as we have
seen him do in his correspondence with individuals who, as far as we can tell, belonged to less
illustrious families. There are, of course, several possible reasons why Psellos might treat

Romanos, but not Nikolaos, with such obeisance, but it is evident that the name of Skleros is

4% Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 215, 246, suggests that the Skleroi mainly had estates in the theme of Anatolikon in
south-central Asia Minor.
49 KD 56, pp. 88-9.
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not among them, since that is the one thing we know that they had in common. Membership of
a prominent family, while certainly advantageous in many ways, did consequently not

guarantee recognition as a social superior by those of more humble origins.

There is a similar, if somewhat less pronounced, discrepancy between the two letters addressed
to otherwise unidentified individuals bearing the name Dalassenos, another very prominent
family during this period.>® In the one where Psellos is asking Dalassenos to convey his opinion
of Anastasios Lizix to the emperor if it was favourable, but stay silent if it was not, there is a
distinct servility in the way he expresses his gratitude for the favour yet to be performed.** He
uses very strong language to proclaim himself entirely at his correspondent’s disposal (éue 6¢
obteg éd00Awoag, Kol obtmg voyeipov £oyeg), with dovieia being a concept normally used to
describe the relationship between the emperor and his subjects, and promises to happily fulfil
any request Dalassenos might make of him (©g fidiot’ av kol Tapaoctainy oot kKoi Aovoayu, Koi
GAAO TL T@OV v Vmnpeciong momoo). It is worth remembering that Psellos is no stranger to
poetic hyperbole, that he is writing with the express purpose of persuading Dalassenos to
perform a favour and that he still expects his correspondent to value the prospect of being

praised by Psellos before the emperor. Even so, the wording is exceptionally submissive.

This stands in contrast to the playful and friendly tone of the second letter, where Psellos
encourages Dalassenos to write in simple and soldierly language, which, if anything, hints at a
slight condescension.5%2 He addresses his correspondent both as ‘my greatly-admired lord’ and
as ‘dearest brother’ (mepifAente kOpié pov kai adeApe yamnuéve), perhaps implying a current

difference in formal rank but a fundamental equality, refers to Dalassenos’ great affection for

500 Cheynet, ‘Les Dalassénoi’, pp. 75-115.
501 5 78, pp. 311-12. See above, pp. 133, 173.
02 KD 264, pp. 309-10. See above, pp. 184, 186-7.
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him (1 Tpog Muag cov aydmn moAAr) and seems perfectly comfortable criticising him for his
disinclination to match the length of his letters to the strength of their mutual friendship (t6 6¢
ypupa Ppoyd: O pailov Edel pakpodTepOV Eivar Kol @ pétpm ThC dydmng dvoloyodv). Given
the divergent tenor of these letters | am inclined to imagine them as addressed to two different
members of the same family, but it is also entirely possible that they were sent to the same
person, albeit presumably under different circumstances. Either way, the second letter makes it

clear that it was not the name of Dalassenos that guaranteed the subservience of the first.

The second point regarding the retirement of Nikolaos Skleros concerns his relative
powerlessness in his efforts to be released from his office. In the letters, he appears to be
completely dependent on the emperor’s compassion and Psellos’ powers of persuasion, writing
emotional epistolary pleas for pity, which the emperor then seems to have no qualms about
ignoring if he happened to be preoccupied with other matters, if indeed Psellos even bothered
to convey them. If Byzantine society really was dominated by powerful clans, we could have
expected emperors to take requests from the scions of families like the Skleroi considerably
more seriously, and the latter to have other ways of making them to do so than waiting patiently
for the opportune time. Despite his illustrious family name, Skleros’ best, and quite possibly
only, way of influencing imperial policy seems to have been his friendship with Psellos. If he
was a member of a powerful and politically self-aware clan on which he could rely on for

support, there appears to be no trace of it in these letters.

This also brings to mind some of the interventions with kritai examined in the previous chapter.

Most importantly, there is the letter to the krites of Optimaton where Psellos asks for help for

503

one Basil Melissenos, a member of another prominent family,”” which Psellos underlines by

503 Nikephoros Melissenos, whose exact relationship to Basil is unknown, rebelled against Nikephoros 111 in 1080
and was successful enough for Alexios Komnenos to offer him the title of Caesar in exchange for abandoning his
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describing him not only as intelligent (cuvet@tartog) and courageous (avopeldTaTog), but also
most well-born (sVyevéotaroc).’® Even so, a recent unbearable imposition (cuvevn, fiv
ayxOneopeiv un dvvdpevog) had left him without the means to meet the bare necessities (ovk
apkodoav xel TNV yopnyiov t@v dvaykaiov), which is the reason for Psellos’ intervention with
the krites. Basil’s prestigious name and family connections may well have played a part in
securing Psellos’ help, but being a Melissenos had apparently not prevented him from being
brought to the brink of bankruptcy, which could now only be averted by an urgent appeal for a

tax-exemption.

Similarly, but somewhat less clear, Psellos wrote a letter of introduction to the krites of
Opsikion on behalf of rich man who had become poor (edmopncavta pév, TtoyedoavTo OF),
described as being of respectable birth (cepvog 10 yévog) and efficacious in the army (ta
oTpoTIOTIKA dpactiplog), Who had been tried by a miserable reversal in life (mepabeig 6¢ £k
Tvog TepueTeiag Tiic Tod Piov kadToc).>® Psellos also states that the man is serving under
his hand (070 v éunv yeipa teddv), which probably indicates that he had sought patronage as
a response to his misfortune. This is certainly an excellent illustration of downward social
mobility, even though it is uncertain exactly which family circumstances we should read into

the reference to respectable birth.

There is, however, also the letter written to the krites of Opsikion on behalf of the son of
Michael Choirosphaktes (1@ Xoipoopdktn éketved MyonA [...] vidg éotiv Evtadba), asking for

judicial action against a violent neighbour.>*® Psellos writes that the younger Choirosphaktes

imperial claims and joining the Komnenian cause, which would make the Melissenoi fit Cheynet’s definition of
the megistanes as the families able to credibly aspire to the imperial throne. PBW (consulted 27.vii.2016)
Nikephoros 115, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/107966>; Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 249-53.

504 5 75, pp. 309-10. See above p. 94.

505 KD 119, p. 145.

506 KD 243, pp. 293-4. See above, pp. 122, 179.
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was well-mannered and most learned (Koopdtatog pev kai Aoyiwtatog), but that he had not
yet made a good career (obmw & Piov dpa&auevog edkieodc) and, recognising his adverse
fortune (60ev v TOYNV 00V avtikewévny avt®), had reduced his expenses (cvvEcTEILE TE TOV
¢avtod Piov) and lived in poverty on the very small income from his estate at Pythia ((fj
YMoyxpws Kol €voe®dsg amnd Ppoyvtdne €icd6dod tod €v 1oig ITubiog awtod ktiuatog). This
obviously concerns a member of a less prominent family than the Skleroi and Melissenoi who
moreover appears to be in somewhat less dire straits and, again, it is possible that family
connections played a part in obtaining the help from Psellos, who appears to have been a good
friend of Eustratios Choirosphaktes.’®” If so, however, those connections had still been
insufficient to secure an attractive job, despite his otherwise promising qualifications. It is also
worth noting that through his use of the particles pév and 8¢, Psellos presents this failure to
make a good career as something that stands in opposition primarily to Choirosphaktes’ good
manners and education, rather than his parentage. Taken together, these examples give us little
reason to suspect that the notion of family solidarity was any stronger or more devoutly adhered

to in prominent families than it appears to have been in Psellos’ own.

507 See G 25, pp. 176-8; KD 147, p. 173; S 124, p. 372. The exact relationship between the two Choirosphaktai in
question is, once again, obscure.
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5. The jurisprudence and politics of the Peira

The so-called Peira is a collection of legal decisions and judicial arguments made by the
magistros Eustathios Rhomaios, who ended his brilliant career as droungarios of the Vigla, the
highest ranking jurist in the empire, presiding over the court of the velum of the Hippodrome.>®
The name of the author has been lost, as has the original title of the text. The commonly used
designation, Peira, to which we shall remain faithful, is deduced from the single manuscript in
which the text survives under the heading: ‘The book which some call experience (ngipa),
others call teachings (Si3ackoiio) from the deeds of the great lord Eustathios Rhomaios.”>%
The author was a pupil or assistant of some sort to Eustathios and makes occasional appearances
in the text, asking the judge to further explain his reasoning or clarify a point of law. The Peira
is thus to some extent based on the personal reminiscences of the author, but its main source
appears to be a dossier of substantiated legal opinions (bmouviuatoe) written by Eustathios,
collected and officially numbered.5*° The collection consisted of at least 183 opinions that were
probably arranged chronologically. The Peira is thematically organised in 75 numbered
chapters, each containing a varying number of paragraphs, ranging from one to 91. It appears
to have been composed as a practical aid for jurists, distinguished by the normative force

ascribed to Eustathios’ judicial reasoning and interpretations of the law.>!! Its use as a legal

%8 N. Oikonomides, ‘The ‘Peira’ of Eustathios Romaios: an Abortive Attempt to Innovate in Byzantine Law’,
Fontes Minores 7 (1986), pp. 171-6, 187; J. Howard-Johnston, ‘The Peira and Legal Practices in Eleventh-Century
Byzantium’, in M. D. Lauxtermann & M. Whittow, Byzantium in the Eleventh Century: Being in Between (London,
2017), pp. 66-7, 69-70; PBW (consulted 24.ii.2017) Eustathios 61,
<http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/157024>.

509 peira, p. 11.

510 Oikonomides, ‘The ‘Peira”’, p. 177.

511 Oikonomides, ‘The ‘Peira’’, pp. 183-5. There appear to be parallels to the encyclopedism of the tenth century
here, in the sense that it is an effort to collect knowledge and make it more accessible and useful, especially for
reasons of state. See Lemerle, Byzantine Humanism, pp. 309-46; A. Németh, ‘The Imperial Systematisation of the
Past in Constantinople: Constantine VIl and his Historical Excerpts’, in J. Konig & G. Woolf (eds.),
Encyclopaedism from Antiquity to the Renaissance (Cambridge, 2013), pp. 232-58.
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textbook is testified in a school text from the end of the eleventh century or the first half of the

twelfth.>1? It is the only text of its kind known to us.

Each individual case is summarised briefly, usually from a legal perspective only, which
unfortunately tends to obscure the events and individuals behind the lawsuit, something which
left both Nikolaos Oikonomides and James Howard-Johnston with the impression that the
author suppressed the details concerning the persons involved, unless they affected high society
or could serve as elements of reference.>!® This also has implications for dating. A terminus
post quem of 1034 can be safely established, since Romanos Il (r. 1028-34) is referred to as
deceased in the text, but finding a terminus ante quem is a more complicated matter.
Oikonomides suggests a date of compilation before 1042, noting the appearance of Maria
Skleraina without mention of the title sebaste, which she would be commonly known by from
that year on.>** | am inclined to agree with this, but the argument could also be expanded
somewhat.>*® It will be argued below that the references to members of three particularly
illustrious families, the Skleroi, Bourtzai and Komnenoi, were intended to illustrate the point
that impartial justice should be served even in cases where one of the parties belonged to one
of the empire’s most prominent families.>!® Since these references often portray the aristocrats

involved in an unflattering light, we could expect the author to select cases involving members

512 M. Treu, ‘Ein byzantinisches Schulgesprich’, Byzantinische Zeitschrift 2 (1893), p. 99; A. Schminck, ‘Vier
eherechtliche Entscheidungen aus dem 11. Jahrhundert’, Fontes Minores 3 (1979), p. 221, n. 2.

513 Oikonomides, ‘The ‘Peira”, p. 180; Howard-Johnston, ‘The Peira’, p. 66.

514 Oikonomides, ‘The ‘Peira”, p. 175.

515 My thanks to Michael Jeffreys for pointing out to me that the Skleroi would have been an unlikely choice as
examples of aristocratic criminals after 1042. Reasoning along similar lines, but reaching the opposite conclusion,
Howard-Johnston, ‘The Peira’, pp. 70-1, suggests that the text may have been written during the reign of
Constantine 1X, as part of the apparently widespread opposition to his legal reforms, in which case the inclusion
of the cases involving members of the Skleros family would have been motivated by the author’s hostility to the
emperor. | am personally disinclined to view the Peira as quite so subversive, but there is no way of knowing for
sure.

516 See below, pp. 246-7. It is interesting to note that Skleros and Bourtzes are also the two most prominent non-
imperial family names to figure among Psellos’ known correspondents. This is probably largely coincidental, but
it is at least consistent with the idea that members of these families played an active and visible role in society
during the mid-eleventh century, which made them suitable elements of reference. See above, pp. 196-204.
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of families that were illustrious enough to ensure that the message would get across, but not so
intimately connected to the reigning emperor that offending them would risk attracting imperial
retribution. The three families concerned would all appear to fit this description perfectly before
1042, when Maria Skleraina rose to prominence through her liaison with Constantine IX, whose
accession, like that of Isaac Komnenos 15 years later, appears to have been sudden and

unexpected.>’

While the author’s admiration for Eustathios is evident, and occasionally explicit, the Peira
does not read like a panegyric, but rather relies on the droungarios’ status as a model judge to
lend weight to its demonstrations of how judicial dilemmas should be approached and solved.
The authorial intent consequently seems to be instructive and the cases selected from the larger
collection of opinions in order to illustrate particular judicial points rather than to give an
exhaustive account of Eustathios’ life and deeds. As such, the judgments referenced in the text
were not necessarily representative for his judicial service as a whole, nor for the actual conduct
of Byzantine judges in general during this period. On the other hand, since the text was based
on actual cases and intended to be practically useful, we can expect its recommendations to be
realistic and the justifications well in line with contemporary norms of political behaviour,
much like Psellos’ epistolary requests for favours. Indeed, the conclusions drawn in the
previous chapters suggest that Eustathios and his colleagues at the court of the hippodrome
essentially belonged to the same social group as the provincial judges appearing in Psellos’
correspondence, espousing the same civil service ethos and sharing the same concern to
maintain a good reputation, which would have provided significant incentives to adhere to the

ideals set out in the Peira.>® We will return to this issue below.

517 According to Psellos, Chronographia, 6.10-14, vol. |, pp. 254-60, Constantine Monomachos was the empress
Zoe’s second choice in 1042, and, of course, only the fourth man she chose to elevate to imperial dignity (after
Romanos 111, Michael IV and Michael V).

518 See above, esp. pp. 127-46, 152-87.
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The Peira consequently offers valuable complementary evidence to our analysis of Psellos’
letters and the first subchapter below will explore its conception of justice, law and the
professional duties of judges. This is not intended to be an exhaustive study of the jurisprudence
of the Peira, since a systematic analysis of all our three main sources would extend far beyond
the appropriate scope of a doctoral thesis, as has been discussed above.*'® As such, the inquiry
will be limited to the themes identified in the analysis of Psellos’ letters, meaning that we will
only consider entries that | have identified, through a selective survey of the text, to offer
information relevant to evaluating the conclusions of the previous chapters.>?°
Methodologically, this is not an ideal way to approach a text as relatively unexplored as the
Peira, with the risk of confirmation bias being particularly problematic. | have tried to mitigate
it in two ways: firstly, by considering not only how the text can be used to support my previous
arguments, but also where it cannot, and secondly, by grounding my analysis firmly in the,
admittedly patchy, previous scholarship on the Peira, with particular focus on its political

implications, and build on our existing knowledge of the text.

We will thus begin by discussing one of the issues that have attracted the most scholarly
attention, namely the considerable latitude that Eustathios gives himself in interpreting and
applying the law. This practice of allowing extensive room for personal discretion in the
exercise of official power does, in fact, seem to mirror Psellos’ expectations of how the officials
he corresponded with would discharge their duties. As we have seen, this was not only helpful
in their ventures to exchange favours with their friends, but also necessary for their ability to

balance the sometimes conflicting moral demands of virtues like mercy and compassion with

519 See above, p. 24.
520 | am very grateful to James Howard-Johnston for providing invaluable assistance in the process of identifying,
reading and making sense of the most relevant entries.
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their more prosaic official responsibilities. The same principle can be observed in the Peira,
where we find Eustathios making use of this discretion to balance strict adherence to the law
with compassion, much along the lines advocated by Psellos in some of his letters. The
networks of friendship that have been identified as crucial to the operation of the provincial
administration in the previous chapters do, however, appear to be invisible in the Peira,
although it would be premature to ascribe this to fundamental disparities between centre and
periphery, since it may simply reflect the differing nature of our respective sources. The text
simply provides no evidence either way. It does, however, appear to confirm that lack of
verifiable information was a recurring problem for Byzantine judges, which supports the
argument made in chapter 3 that this was an important context in which to view Psellos’ judicial
interventions. Finally, the subchapter aims to challenge Oikonomides’ interpretation that the
Peira represented an attempt to undermine imperial authority over the justice system, arguing
instead that it seems to reflect an institutional order where judges recognised that the personal
discretion with which they were able to discharge their duties was entirely dependent on
imperial approval, which, of course, is also consistent with the conclusions of the previous

chapters.

The following two subchapters (5.2 and 5.3) concern themselves with the Byzantine aristocracy
as it appears in the Peira. As there is scant biographical information in the text, | have for our
present purposes considered as aristocrats all those identified by either a surname or an official
title, or otherwise referred to as powerful (dvvatdc). Out of the cases | have found where at
least one of the parties involved meets this criterion, | have made use of the ones offering
information pertinent to the themes of the respective subchapters, where | have also taken into
account that not all of these individuals were necessarily especially influential in practice.

Chapter 5.2 deals with the capacity of the state apparatus and willingness of its officials to hold
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powerful private individuals to account, which, of course, would have been essential for
upholding imperial sovereignty as well as providing justice for all the emperor’s subjects.
Particular attention is given to the enforcement of the land legislation of the Macedonian
emperors, intended to protect the poor (névnteg / mrwyoi) from the encroachments of the
powerful (dvvatoi). It is argued that, contrary to more traditional views, the Peira indicates
neither that the powerful were able to flout these laws with impunity, nor that imperial officials
employed the legislation as a weapon against aristocratic ambition, using the interests of the
poor as a mere pretext for persecuting wealthy landowners. Instead, Eustathios appears to
enforce the land legislation scrupulously while at the same time protecting the property rights
of the powerful from excessive claims from the poor. This commitment to justice for poor and
powerful alike is not limited to land disputes, but seems to be a consistent feature throughout
the text, which suggests that the representatives of the state are generally acting from a position

of strength, neither subservient nor hostile to the aristocrats appearing before them.

Chapter 5.3 then returns to the question of whether extended families functioned as political
parties, collectivising the influence of its individual members and serving as the primary source
of identity and allegiance. As in Psellos’ letters, there appears to be no positive evidence that
Eustathios or his contemporaries expected families to operate in this manner and the only ties
of blood portrayed as conspicuously strong are those between parents and their children. This
seems to be well in line with the suggestion made above that even though kinship surely was
valued and considered to entail certain obligations, its political importance might be better
understood through the network model,>?* where its practical implications would be dependent
on the specific nature of the relationship between the individual relatives, rather than on a

general, and preeminent, duty towards the family as a collective.

%21 See above, pp. 30-1, 188-9.
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5.1 Law and justice

Given the unique character of the Peira, it is naturally an invaluable source for how Byzantine
law was applied in practice in the tenth and eleventh centuries, which has led to some debate
amongst scholars. In a lecture delivered to a gathering of German legal historians in 1972 and
published the following year, Dieter Simon presented a damning and rather colourful critique
of Byzantine jurisprudence based on the Peira, describing it as arbitrary and irrational; a justice
system of complete casuistry and an assault on the tradition of Roman law, which is both painful
and depressing for the legal historian.>?? At the centre of his criticism was the language of the
Peira, which he viewed as completely bound by the rules of contemporary rhetoric and lacking
a conceptually oriented technical terminology necessary to uphold a consistent system of legal
thought. The administration of justice, Simon argued, was thus reduced to a matter of rhetorical
persuasion. He conceded that the letter of the law was still considered the strongest argument
at the jurist’s disposal, but that it was merely one source of arguments amongst many and could
be easily circumvented or misinterpreted to suit any preconceptions.>? In his recent study on
Byzantine legal culture, Chitwood argues that while Simon is correct in noting that paradigms
outside of the Roman legal tradition exerted a powerful influence on Byzantine concepts of law
and justice, there was nevertheless a discernible system of jurisprudence, characterised mainly
by the tension between the impartiality and objectivity of Roman law and the values of
Orthodox Christianity, which emphasised the societal need to ameliorate and soften the
application of the law.5?* He also points out that Eustathios’ skill in interpreting Byzantine law

has been vindicated by more recent legal scholarship.

522 D, Simon, Rechtsfindung am byzantinischen Reichsgericht (Frankfurt am Main 1973), especially pp. 17, 25,
28.

523 Simon, Rechtsfindung, pp. 13-21.

524 Chitwood, Legal Culture, pp. 76-102.
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Simon’s assessment also differs from that of Glinter Weiss, who in the same year and seemingly
unaware of Simon’s lecture published a considerably more appreciative interpretation of the
Peira. He argued that the text provided an opposing account to the image of the Byzantine civil
servant as greedy, corrupt, incompetent and underhanded, the outlines of which, as we have
seen, Weiss himself drew with some conviction in his contemporaneous study of Psellos’ letters
to provincial judges.®®® He argued that while the judgments related by the Peira might not
conform strictly to the exact letter of the law, the reasoning behind them displayed a
considerable legal knowledge and a keen sense of justice.>?® In his opinion, the professionalism
of the judges of the hippodrome distinguished them as the ‘true predecessors of the modern
European civil service.’>?’ The more recent analysis by William Danny adopts a similar line of
reasoning, albeit with somewhat more carefully phrased conclusions. Danny argues
convincingly that it would be a misrepresentation to characterise the justice of the Peira as
arbitrary.>?® He points out that since the law was often unclear and ambiguous it was necessary
to allow the judges considerable discretion in interpreting it and, like Weiss, emphasises the

fairly high standard of legal debate visible in the Peira.

The principal difference between the diametrically opposed assessments by Simon on one hand
and Weiss and Danny on the other does, in fact, appear to be one of perspective. The issue at
hand is the considerable latitude which Eustathios gives himself in interpreting, adapting and

sometimes even ignoring the unwieldy and to some extent outdated and arcane body of

5% G. Weiss, ‘Hohe Richter in Konstantinopel: Eustathios Rhomaios und seine Kollegen’, Jahrbuch der
Osterreichischen Byzantinistik no. 22 (1973), p. 143; Weiss, Ostromische Beamte, pp. 13-14. Weiss is not
necessarily inconsistent, if we interpret him as arguing that the judges of the Velum were exemplary public servants
in contrast to their corrupt provincial counterparts. He does not appear to have made any attempts to reconcile
these views himself, however, and it is of little consequence for our present purposes since it has been argued in
the previous chapters that he is mistaken in his assessment of the thematic kritai.

5% \Weiss, ‘Hohe Richter’, pp. 122-3. This appreciative interpretation of Eustathios’ skills and conduct as a judge
has also found support in more recent work by legal historians. See, for instance, B. Sirks, ‘The Peira: Roman Law
in Greek Setting’, in Studi in onore di Remo Martini (2009), vol. 111, pp. 583-91.

527 Weiss, ‘Hohe Richter’, p. 143.

52 Danny, ‘Society and the State’, pp. 105-10.
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Byzantine law. This is not a point of contention, but while Simon maintains that such an
approach is incompatible with principles of rational and unbiased administration of justice,
Weiss and Danny are focusing on the practical results achieved by Eustathios and his colleagues

through this judicial process, which leads to rather different conclusions.

A particularly illustrative example can be found in a case where the protospatharios

Himerios®?°

was prosecuted for having seduced (éuiyn xai diemapBévevoev) and impregnated
(&yxdov yevopévng Tl kOpnc) the daughter of a protospatharios and teicheiotes.>*° The matter
had originally been settled by having the couple engaged, but Himerios had put off the wedding
(tov yauov vmepertiBero) until his father had died and then reneged on it completely
(dmapveiton), which had led to the case being brought before the court of the hippodrome, from
which Eustathios happened to be absent at the time. The other judges agreed that the law clearly
fixed the compensation for the crime at one pound of gold if the perpetrator was well off (i
edmopOC 6TV 0 POOPEVG, d180TM T POapeion kOpN Aitpav piav), which was the case here, half
his estate if he was less well off (i 8¢ évdeéotepoc €in, 10 fjov Tiig VmooTdoeme avtod) and
beating, flogging and exile if he was destitute (i 6¢ mavieddg €in Gmopog, TvTTOMEVOG KOl
Kovpevopevos E€opléadm). The judges were unable to come to an agreement, with at least one
of them insisting that Himerios should be subject to both the financial and corporal penalty (koi
couatik®dg tov Tuéprov tpumpnOijvan [...] xai ypnpatikdc), while the others were inclined to
settle for the monetary compensation (eig piov Aitpav v mownv cvvekeparaionoav). At this
point Eustathios returned and solved the problem. He agreed with the first judge that a pound
of gold was insufficient as compensation (evteAi] kai pikpordyov), but conceded to the others

that corporal punishment would be too harsh (oxAnpav wai amnvi)). Instead, he cleverly

redefined the crime as an affront (VBpig) to the girl’s father, which allowed him to fix the

529 PBW (consulted 24.ii.2017) Himerios 12101, < http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/157033>.
530 Peira 49.4, pp. 197-200. See below, pp. 226-7, 250.
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monetary compensation at five pounds of gold instead of one, and referred the sentence to the

emperor, who accepted it (aviyaye v dndéeooty @ Pacthel kai £5£y0m).

It would appear that the problem here was that the penalty ordained by the law was widely
considered disproportionate to the crime committed, which left the judges faced with the
dilemma of either defying the law or making a judgment that would be unjust to the injured
party. They were evidently reluctant to do either, which displays the high regard in which they
held both the letter of the law and the societal norms concerning justice.*3! Eustathios’ solution
was obviously lacking in judicial stringency, but, more importantly, it allowed them to honour
both. The balancing act performed here, idealised by the author of the Peira as ‘a sentence most
remarkable and fitting for such a man’ (mdvv Bovpociov koi towHTO AVOPL TPEMOLGAV
amoépaocty), displays a striking similarity to the way that Psellos expected his correspondents to
exercise their official duties. This suggests that the civil service ethos which we have identified

among the provincial kritai was shared by their judicial colleagues in the capital.

Indeed, Simon’s observation that rhetoric and persuasion were important elements of the
judicial process displayed in the Peira would, as we have seen, be equally applicable to Psellos’
letters. Officials were not expected to simply expedite matters brought before them in an
impersonal manner and in accordance with a clearly defined and rigid set of rules, but rather to
exercise the power vested in them by using their personal judgement, intelligence and creativity

to achieve results that conformed as far as possible to a more loosely defined set of shared

%31 Regarding the relative complexity of the Byzantine societal norms surrounding consensual sex outside of
marriage, see A. E. Laiou, ‘Sex, Consent, and Coercion in Byzantium’, in idem (ed.), Consent and Coercion to
Sex and Marriage in Ancient and Medieval Societies (Washington D. C., 1993), esp. pp. 133-55, where pp. 149-
54 also offer a detailed analysis of the present case. On the judicial attitudes to women in the Peira, see J.
Beaucamp, ‘La Situation juridique de la femme a Byzance’, Cahiers de civilisation médiévale 20 (1977), pp. 145-
76.
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values. As such, judges should adhere generally to the paradigm of Roman law, but were also
expected to make room for the influence of other paradigms, such as the obligations of
friendship or Christian virtues such as clemency and compassion. Such influences were, at least
rhetorically, portrayed as complementary rather than conflicting and the kritai were in either

case given considerable personal discretion in resolving any tension between them.

The importance of compassion is particularly evident in a case involving a certain Diatimorites,
who had specified in his daughter’s dowry agreement that if she should die childless before her
husband, the dowry should be returned to him (iva dtékvov mpotedevtnodong tadtng Tod
avdpoc Gvadodii mpog awtov 1 Tpoif).>*? As it happened, the daughter died after her husband,
childless (dtexvog) but with a will (éroince drabnknv), which caused her father to sue for the
dowry in accordance with the agreement (ékivnogv 0 mathp, va dvarapntot Thv Tpoike avTig
Kot 0 ovpewvov). He had no right to it, however, since the wife had not died before the
husband, which was the condition specified for the return of the dowry (£ 7¢ aitiog 1) dvédooic
Mg Tpokog EnepwtOn T@® motpi), but Eustathios nevertheless ruled that Diatimorites should
receive a third of his daughter’s estate (iva AdPn 6 matnp 10 TpiTov 0V THG MTPOIKOS, GAAL THG
naong meprovaiog g Buyatpdg) out of sympathy (510 cupmabég) and due to the goodness of
his disposition (pilayddm yvoun). We are not told who the beneficiary of the daughter’s will
was, but Eustathios presumably judged her father’s need to be greater. The fact that flawed
provisions of the dowry agreement are given such a prominent place in the entry also seems to
imply that Diatimorites’ intention in writing it should count for something, even though he had
failed to foresee that his son-in-law might not be the only other claimant to his daughter’s

inheritance.

532 Peira 25.65, pp. 109-10.
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This clearly goes beyond a flexible interpretation of the law and seems to be better described
as a compromise between the letter of the law on one hand and compassion on the other, both
of them being part of the set of essential values that public officials were entrusted to uphold
and, if necessary, balance against each other. Parallels can be drawn to Psellos’ requests for
fiscal benefits on compassionate grounds, where he argues that the tax-payers in question were

too poor to meet their liabilities,>*

as well as his appeals for mercy in criminal cases, where he
points out to one krites that good judges should not be unwavering in their adherence to the
dictates of justice (ovd¢ v T0D dikaiov oTabunV eLAdTTOVTES Appeni]) and encourages another
to emulate Christ rather than Rhadamanthus in the execution of his duties.>** The entry
regarding Diatimorites also demonstrates that judges were not only expected to take compassion
into consideration when making judgement in cases regarding the relationship between the state

and its citizens, such as matters of taxation and criminal punishment, but also in disputes

between private individuals.5®

There is a similar entry concerning the inheritance of David the Iberian, who left his property
to his son, but included a provision in his will saying that if the son should die intestate and
without children, the inheritance should return to his uncles (ypayavtog, €i Televtioet 6 maic
dtexvog kol adiafetog, dmokabicTacHon TOV KATpov mpdg Tovg Beiovg avtod).>* In this case
the son died under the conditions specified and his uncles took charge of the inheritance
accordingly. It was nevertheless contested in court (kwn6eiong tiig dikng) and in the ensuring
trial Eustathios decided (£xpuwvev) that a third of the property should come to the son’s mother

(T0 Tpitov Tiig bmooTdcem tva Aapn 1 uqp) and the rest to his uncles (to 8¢ Aowmov ot Ogio),

53 KD 89, KD 127, KD 117, KD 140, KD 257, pp. 118, 144, 150-1, 167-8, 304; S 29, S 65, S 75, pp. 263-5, 297,
309-10. See above, pp. 92-7.

534 KD 244, p. 294-5; S 47, p. 279-80. See above, pp. 107-8.

535 Cf. Chitwood, Legal Culture, pp. 86-96.

536 Peira 54.6, p. 224.
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thus effectively overruling David’s will. This intervention was justified by the fact that the son
had reached the age of twenty at the time of his death (gikoot ypovav ételedtnoe), meaning
that the provision made by David to secure the inheritance for the uncles had lost its legal force
when the son came of age () vmokatdotacic [...] Tf fifn mavetar). As such, the text explains,
the son had in his rights to dispose of the inheritance in whatever way he chose (6 viog é60vato

datiBechan kai gig dGhov TOV KATpov, énel depéPn v finv).

This seems like a rather curious point to underline since it is clearly stated that the son died
intestate, which appears to imply that Eustathios is basing his ruling on the assumption, possibly
substantiated by witnesses during the trial, that the son would have wanted his mother to inherit
from him and that this wish should be respected to some extent even though he had not
enshrined it in a will. As for his reasons for failing to do so, we are only told that Eustathios
made this use of oikonomia (todto ®xovountat) on account of the son being a foreigner (S
8¢ 10 eivon TOV vidov £0vikov). This might suggest something along the lines of cultural
discrepancies that left him unaware of his testamentary rights, or logistical difficulties that
prevented him from exercising them, but there is no way of knowing for sure. Since there is no
hint of any coercion on the part of the uncles, who remained unquestioned as the main
beneficiaries in accordance with David’s will, or indeed any other kind of foul play, it seems
plausible to infer that Eustathios’ intervention was largely motivated by concern for the mother,
who should not be left with nothing due to her son’s inability or disinclination to make use of

the proper legal provisions to provide for her.

As for friendship, its contribution to the judicial process does not appear to be made explicit in
the Peira, as opposed to the heavy emphasis placed on it Psellos’ letters. It cannot be determined

with certainty, however, whether this reflects fundamental differences between the workings of
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the Constantinopolitan courts and the provincial administration, or if it is simply a consequence
of the differing nature of our sources. As we have concluded in chapter 3, the principal roles
played by networks of friendship in the judicial process appears to have been ensuring that
certain cases were heard that might otherwise have been overlooked, providing character
references and bringing pertinent circumstances to light, as well as incentivising judges to stay
honest by carrying word of their actions throughout the empire and back to the emperor in
Constantinople. We shall have reason to return to the question of imperial control over the
courts,>*” but as for the other roles of friendship, even if Eustathios relied heavily on input from
his network when deciding which cases to hear, forming an opinion on the people involved and
determining the relevant facts of the matter, this process would not necessarily be visible in the
Peira, which is written in order to explain the judicial reasoning in cases actually heard, based
on factual premises that are generally taken as given, by an author who may not even have been
privy to Eustathios’ correspondence and other contacts with friends. It is consequently
impossible to know, for instance, whether the two cases we have just considered were
influenced by friendly appeals for compassion by or on behalf of Diatimorites and David the
Iberian’s widow respectively. It is certainly conceivable that they were. Indeed, it is difficult to
ascertain whether there even was a formal process by which provincial cases were appealed to
the court of the Velum, or whether it was simply part of the informal petitioning culture we

have discussed above.5® The text appears to provide no conclusive evidence either way.

What is evident in the Peira, however, is the problem which some of Psellos’ judicial
interventions seem intended to address, namely the difficulties in separating truth from

falsehood in cases where decisions had to be made based on verbal information that could be

537 See below, pp. 226-9.
538 See above, pp. 100-3.
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difficult to verify.5 This is particularly clearly addressed in two entries regarding the magistros

Skleros,>*°

against whom many lawsuits were brought (dikot moAlai éxiviOnoav), accusing him
of theft, imprisonment and assault (Aeyoviov tivév aeaipestv Tpayudtov adtdv DITOCTHvVIL
Kol €l pAakac EUPANOTvon kai ToeOfvar).>*! In these cases Eustathios found (ebpiokev) that
if the accuser could only prove that he had been imprisoned or beaten (éxeivov povov todto
gBapuve deikvoey, Ot dmekieiodn toxov [f] 611 £t0eOn), there would be a presumption
(mpdAnyig) that Skleros was also guilty of the alleged theft and the victim would consequently
be granted the privilege of establishing what had been stolen by taking an oath. (6t xai &
EMEPEPETO APEILOV, Kai d10 TODTO TPOTIU® avToV gig TOV dpiov). If no violence or wrongdoing
could be proved, however (6mov 8¢ pun €deikvoto Pia fj kKakwotg), and the magistros denied the
charges (tote €€ 0pbod apvovpévov tod payiotpov), the burden of proof would be on the

accuser (amodei&et EBapuve Tov évayovta). If he failed to produce evidence, Skleros would be

allowed to establish his innocence by taking an oath (€€ anopiag 6prov Enépepe @ payioTpo).

The use of oaths to settle cases where there was no other evidence appears to have been a
common practice and another entry makes it clear that it was only admissible in such cases (éri
amopio Tac®dv amodsifemv dpkog Emdyetar).>*? In the cases regarding the alleged crimes of the
magistros Skleros, Eustathios seems to apply a simple principle: Presumption of innocence is
the basic rule, but if the defendant is charged with several crimes, presumably committed at the
same occasion, and can be proven guilty on some counts, this reverses the burden of proof for

any remaining charges. There are other cases, however, where the use of oaths is presented as

539 See above, pp. 118-27.

40 PBW (consulted 5.xii.2016) Anonymus 12129, < http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/156873>;
Seibt, Die Skleroi, pp. 65-9, argues that he should be identified, with ‘a probability verging on certainty’, as Basil
Skleros, uncle of Psellos’ correspondent Romanos Skleros (see above, pp. 197-8).

%41 Peira 23.7, 69.5, pp. 88, 256-7. The Greek cited is from 23.7, but both entries say essentially the same thing.
Cf. Chitwood, Legal Culture, pp. 95-6, for a slightly different interpretation of these entries, suggesting that it was
Skleros’ repeated bad behavior that justified reversing the burden of proof. I think that he is mistaken, but it is of
little consequence for our present purposes, since his interpretation would also be consistent with my argument.
542 Peira 69.2, p. 256. See also Chitwood, Legal Culture, p. 96; Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, p. 1509.
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a considerably more arbitrary matter. One of them concerns a protospatharios who had brought
charges against the primikerios Michael, providing false witnesses whom he had bribed
(kataockevdlwv 0Ok ayabag paptopiag [...] ovveokedale ypnudtov 6ol kal Vooyéoet) and
contradicting himself in his statement before the court (mepi tag dimynoeig Tiig dikng RvavTimon
avto¢ Eavtd).>*® Eustathios’ reasoning is difficult to follow in this case, but it would appear
that he first found against the protospatharios for the reasons stated (kotedikooe 610 TOG
gipnuévog aitiag), but then gave him the opportunity (doeic 1@ npotoomadapie ydpav) ‘to drop
the last anchor’ (v televtaiav dykvpav kabiévar) and ‘request the final aid through oaths’
(kai TV €k TV Oprwv votdtny aitelv fonbsiav). At this point he appears to have stood by the
dishonest prosecution (tf|g cukopavtiog vVéyev), which necessitated recourse to the emperor,
who rejected the oaths (tovg dprovg Evvopmtdtmg Pacidevg dmodikipdoeie) because of the
trustworthy countenance of the accused and the deviousness of the accuser (s te TV

a&lomotiov 10D EvayopEvov TPOoOTOL Kai TV Kakioy ToD Evayovtoc).

The stated purpose of the entry is to demonstrate that whenever there was a conflict between
the law (to voupov), which in this case seems to have upheld the version of events confirmed
by oath (brooyeiv Tov &prov), and justice (to dikarov), it could only be resolved by the emperor
(ubévog 6 PBactheve v mepl TovTov TEUVEL (NTnowv), which is probably the reason why the
decisions leading up to this conflict were considered to be of secondary importance and thus
inadequately described. It nevertheless provides an illustration of the challenges facing
Byzantine judges when they were presiding over cases where there was no documentary or
material evidence. It is remarkable that Eustathios decides to give the accuser precedence with
regard to taking oaths, especially since the protospatharios had already exposed his dubious

character through his attempt to subvert justice by bribing witnesses. It appears to have been an

43 Peira 74.1, p. 259. See below, p. 227.
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honest mistake, hence his subsequent appeal for imperial intervention, and its uncommented
inclusion in the Peira, by an author who clearly admired Eustathios and used him as an example
of an ideal judge, implies that such lapses were quite understandable and reasonably

commonplace.

Although we can only speculate as to his reasons for making this misguided decision, we may
at least infer from the episode that the process of determining which of the parties in a conflict
should be given the privilege of having their side of the story confirmed by oath was not always
very straightforward. In cases such as this, where the whole matter turns entirely on the
trustworthiness of the parties and witnesses, with the honest demeanour of the defendant being
recorded as a crucial asset, it is easy to imagine how character references of the kind we have
seen in Psellos’ correspondence could be welcomed by the judges and viewed as constructive
contributions to the judicial process rather than as attempts to subvert it. Again, this does not
prove that judges of the hippodrome relied on their private networks in the execution of their
official duties, nor, if they did, that they did so to the same extent as their provincial counterparts
seem to have done. They may well have had other resources at their disposal and employed
different strategies in order to achieve similar ends. It does, however, appear to confirm that
dearth of independently verifiable information was a recurring problem that Byzantine judges
struggled to resolve, thus strengthening the argument made in chapter 3 that this is an important

context in which to view Psellos’ judicial interventions.

This brings us back to the question of imperial control over the judicial system. Oikonomides

has suggested reading the Peira against the background of the traditional model in which the

eleventh century is characterised by powerful private interests gradually undermining the
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sovereignty of the emperor. >** He argues that it should be seen as an innovative attempt to
introduce new concepts of law and justice, mainly by assigning paramount importance to the
normative force of precedents, thus challenging central authority by emphasising the extensive
discretion of individual judges, but that it was ultimately unsuccessful due to the judicial
reforms of Constantine IX, which firmly returned Byzantium to her position as the main
guardian of the Roman legal tradition and made it clear that the interpretation of the law was
the prerogative of the emperor and his closest representatives. While Oikonomides makes a
number of relevant observations, his line of reasoning is problematic in several respects. Firstly,
his argument is contingent on the uniqueness of the Peira, invoking the traditional view of
declining imperial authority after the death of Basil 1l and the reforms of Constantine 1X
respectively to explain why no other book of its kind was written either earlier or later. The
inference that the Peira is the only text of its kind ever produced because it is the only one to
survive is, however, tenuous at best. If similar legal handbooks were indeed in existence, they
would surely have been useful to contemporary jurists, but not crucial for the operation of the
judicial system in the way that, for instance, the actual corpus of law was, which would likely
have made ensuring that they were copied and preserved less of a priority.>* The fact that the
Peira itself so narrowly escaped oblivion underlines this point. In other words, it is not a genre
for which we can assume a high rate of survival and the possibility that the Peira may only be

the tip of a once larger iceberg can consequently not be dismissed out of hand.

Secondly, the premise that the Peira represented a drastic break with traditional Byzantine
jurisprudence is highly questionable. The text was, as we have seen, based on hypomnemata

that were not only archived but also numbered, presumably to make them accessible to other

544 Oikonomides, ‘The ‘Peira”, pp. 190-2.
545 Cf. Howard-Johnston, ‘The Peira’, p. 64, noting the survival of the Nomos Georgikos in 70 manuscripts, the
Nomos Rhodikos in 60 manuscripts and the Synopsis Major of the Basilica in well over 40 manuscripts.
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jurists, such as the author of the Peira. This suggests to me that precedent already had a strong
standing in Byzantine jurisprudence. Even if the Peira was innovative in its attempt to simplify
the access to these precedents, it does not mean that it represented an entirely new way of
thinking about the judicial process. Similarly, the role assigned to the reforms of Constantine
IX as an effective restoration of the threatened traditional order seems to overestimate their
potential impact. Previous scholarship has raised serious doubts over the practicality and
success of this program of judicial renewal, mainly on the grounds that it has left very little
trace in the available sources.>*® Indeed, Jeffreys has pointed out that there is no hint in any of
Psellos’ numerous letters to provincial kritai that any of them ever attended a law school or
were taught by a nomophylax, which is remarkable since most of them can be dated around the
early 1060s, when results should be apparent from a law school founded in 1047, and they
frequently make reference to the education and legal knowledge of the recipients.>*” Moreover,
given the similarities noted above between the norms of judicial conduct conveyed by the Peira
and those can be gleaned through analysis of Psellos’ letters, it seems more reasonable to
emphasise the continuity of Byzantine jurisprudence throughout the eleventh century, rather

than viewing the Peira as a historical anomaly.

Finally, the internal evidence provided by the Peira does not seem indicative of an ideological
impetus to deprive the emperor of influence over the judiciary. On the contrary, the text
emphasises imperial superiority in judicial matters on several occasions. In the case of the
seducer Himerios considered above, where Eustathios appears to have been particularly creative

in his efforts to find a punishment both legal and palatable to the judges’ sense of justice, it is

546 \Wolska-Conus, ‘Les Ecoles’; idem, ‘L’Ecole de droit et I’enseignement du droit 4 Byzance au Xle siécle:
Xiphilin et Psellos’, Travaux et mémoires 7 (1979), pp. 1-106; M.-T. Fogen, ‘Modell und Mythos. Die
Rechtsfakultiten von Konstantinopel, Neapel und Bologna im Mittelalter’, Rechtshistorisches Journal 15 (1996),
pp. 182-6.

547 Jeffreys, ‘Summaries’, pp. 443-4.
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explicitly stated that he referred the decision to the emperor for approval, clearly implying that
the considerable latitude he granted himself was dependent on imperial consent.>*® We have
also seen him rely on imperial intervention to correct his mistakes after having given the wrong
party the privilege of taking an oath, because the emperor alone could judge in defiance of the
law.>* In this case, imperial involvement in the judicial process is not only presented as
possible, but also desirable, even necessary, to ensure that justice would be served. The
emperor’s power to overrule not only his judges but also the law itself is further underlined in
another case, where we are told that Romanos 111 had issued a proclamation (yp&yavtoc) that
the property of some rapists would be confiscated by the state (iva t@v cvvaprapévov
mpdrypata dnpuevddoy).>° The judges felt compelled to inform him that the law declared that
the property of rapists should be given to their victims (tov vopov dropilopevov ta Tpdypata
TOV Apracoviov [...] g deomoteiog yivesOol tdv Pracbeiodv yovaikdv), while confirming
that if his decision to confiscate it instead was made through imperial decree (ano é€ovaiag 1
arnopdoewc yéypomtar) this would be perfectly in order (d10pbdoemg ov dettan). This entry can
hardly be said to portray the emperor’s meddling as explicitly beneficial, but it is difficult to
see any other rationale behind its inclusion in the text than to reaffirm that such interventions
were appropriate and not to be questioned by mere judges. If the author of the Peira had been
critical of imperial involvement in the judicial process, we could have expected him to simply

omit cases such as this.

The practices idealised in the text consequently appear to be well in line with Simon’s
characterisation of the Byzantine administration of justice as based on the idea of imperial,

delegated jurisdiction, meaning that the most important duty of the judge was to ensure that the

548 Peira 49.4, pp. 197-200. See above, pp. 216-17, and below, p. 250.
54 pPeira 74.1, p. 259. See above, pp. 222-4.
%0 Peira 63.1, p. 235.
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judgments he rendered were in harmony with the will of the highest judge, or at least his
imperial representative on earth.>! This echoes the conclusions drawn from the analysis of
Psellos’ letters in chapter 3, where the delegation of authority from the emperor to his
subordinate officials has been described as possessing an ideological superstructure mirroring
the justification of imperial authority as delegated from God, thus affirming, once again, the
idea of a shared civil service ethos espoused by Constantinopolitan and provincial officials

alike %52

In the case of the thematic kritai we have seen that the potential of abuse inherent in this system
was tempered by the crucial value placed on reputation in the Byzantine political economy. All
officials were dependent on the favour of the emperor and those who gained a reputation for
failing to uphold the relevant paradigms of justice to the expected standard seem to have run
the risk of losing it. There appears to be no reason to doubt that similar social mechanisms
served as safeguards against corruption and incentives for judicial excellence in the case of the
judges of the hippodrome. Indeed, since it was situated in Constantinople, the emperor would
not have to rely solely on the reputation of the judges, but would be able to supervise their work
in person. It should be noted that gaining the personal trust of Romanos I11 appears to have been
a deciding factor in Eustathios’ professional success.>> Chitwood also points out that while
provincial judges traditionally relied on taking legal fees, or ektagiatika, from litigants for their
maintenance, the legislation of Constantine VII explicitly referred to the city judges as salaried
and banned them from accepting such fees, thus removing an incentive for corruption and

emphasising their dependence on the emperor.>®* It is not inconceivable that this legislation was

%51 Simon, Rechtsfindung, p. 29.

552 See above, p. 64, 152-87.

%53 Oikonomides, ‘The ‘Peira’’, pp. 172-5.

554 Chitwood, Legal Culture, pp. 53-61. The payment of these fees appears to have been a custom that was
regulated, but thereby also granted force of law, by Constantine VI1. There are consequently two possibilities here.
The first is that the city judges had customarily accepted ektagiatika and that this was perceived to cause problems,
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still enforced in the period with which we are concerned, although it cannot be said with

certainty.

5.2 The powerful, the poor and the state

Let us then proceed to see what the Peira can tell us about the Byzantine aristocracy’s
relationship with the state and the rest of society. Again, previous scholarship offers widely
divergent assessments. Speros Vryonis interpreted the Peira as showing an aggressive
aristocracy that continuously violated the law and could do so with impunity due to the
weakness of the state.>*® Simon came to similar conclusions, stating that even though the court
was open to all in theory, the poor were excluded in practice, appearing only as defendants or
as victims of serious crimes where the perpetrators belonged to the upper class.>*® He conceded
that they do appear in some disputes over land, but dismisses these cases as blatant attempts by
the emperors at the time to employ the judicial administration in service of their political
program of repression against the aristocracy. One might object that Simon’s own examples
hardly show the poor as excluded from the court, an objection that would find further support
in Danny’s study, which aims to question the image of the Byzantine administration as impotent

in the face of the power of provincial magnates.

which prompted the emperor to ban them from doing so. The second is that the legislation simply enshrined in law
already existing expectations that they were to be content with their salaries.

555 Vryonis, S. ‘The Peira as a Source for the History of Byzantine Avristocratic Society in the First Half of the
Eleventh Century’, Near Eastern Numismatics, Iconography and History. Studies in Honor of G. C. Miles (Beirut
1974), pp. 279-83.

%% Simon, Rechtsfindung, pp. 9-10.
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Danny’s argument is threefold.>’ Firstly, that there are numerous examples in the Peira where
the poor are able to bring the powerful to court and in many cases even obtain a favourable
verdict, meaning that justice was evidently not the preserve of those with wealth and influence.
Secondly, that Eustathios Rhomaios actively took measures to level the playing field in disputes
between the poor and the powerful, such as allowing the former to retain contested land while
the case was in progress or forbidding monks to press home their advantage by submitting
unwritten evidence. Thirdly, that there are cases where the city judges overturn the rulings of
their provincial counterparts, demonstrating that incompetence and corruption could be
corrected and punished. | find this to be generally convincing, although Danny does not directly
address Simon’s interpretation that the poor were merely used as pawns of the imperial power

in land disputes against the powerful, rather than judicial subjects in their own right.

Danny’s analysis echoes traditional arguments made about the land legislation of the
Macedonian emperors, on which Eustathios and other judges would have had to rely, in
particular the last and most draconian novel, issued by Basil Il (r. 976-1025) in 996, which, as
we have seen, has was been interpreted less as a policy than as a weapon created for selective
use to punish or keep certain families in submission.>*® This law confirmed the provisions set
out in the corresponding legislation issued in 934 by Romanos | (r. 919-44), which made it
illegal for the powerful to acquire land in village communes, but also tightened it by abolishing
the statute of limitations of 40 years for this crime, declaring that henceforth it was not to have
‘any effect at all against the poor in their dealings with the powerful’ (uite Tval 10 KaBo6AOL
KOTOL TV TEVATOV EVEpyELay Exstv dmov petd duvatdv Exovov).>*® As such, any such properties

acquired from the poor since 934 were ‘to be restored to them without the powerful having a

557 Danny, ‘Society and the State’, pp. 110-15.
558 See above, pp. 7-8, as well as McGeer, Land Legislation, pp. 112-13.
%59 Svoronos, Novelles, p. 204; McGeer, Land Legislation, pp. 118-20.
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legal claim to reimbursement for the prices or the improvements’ (avtiotpépeotal Toic Tévnot
0 £0VTAOV, UNOE TEPL TNV AVIANYIV TOV TUNUATOV 1| TOV PEATIOGEDV SIKOLOVUEVODY TAV
dvvat®v), stating imperiously that transgressors ‘deserve instead to be punished’ (pdAiov
evBvuvesbon eioiv GEo1) because when the emperor Romanos forbade such acquisitions he did
so ‘in perpetuity and for eternity and did not grant them a time limit in support’ (51" ai®vog Kai
€1g AmEPAVTOV TOVTOVG EKMAVGE Kol xpOvov ov dEdmkev avtoig Bondeiog). The powerful were
allowed to keep any properties acquired before the issuing of Romanos’ legislation, but only if
they ‘have the surety of legal documents and confirmative attestations’ (81" €yypaowv
JKULOUATOV KOl GVGTATIKAV poptuptdy 10 BéPatov Exovra), thus placing the burden of proof
on the powerful to prevent them from ‘fraudulently alleging that properties acquired by them
of late have belonged to them for a long time without a written contract’ (8mw¢ ur KoTo
nepivolav o1 OLVvaTol T VEOGTL 0VTOIG EMKTNOEVTA TPOPAGICOVTOL HLUPEPELY AVTOTG Y PAP®G

EKmalat TdV YpOVOV).

The continued validity of this legislation is emphasised by a number of entries in the Peira that
simply summarise the provisions set out without applying them to any specific case. One of
them notes in passing that the novel of the emperor Basil stated that every villager who sells
his own property to a powerful person may recover it without payment (ndvto yopitnv
TOAODVTO. TPOC duvaTdv TO Idlov dvapydpmg Tovto AapBdvew).>®® Another entry, referring
explicitly to the novel of Basil Il, declares simply that if a poor man sells his land to a powerful
(el pev mroyog é€emomoato O avTod YRV TPOG TPpOSmmoV dvvatov), the sale would not be
valid (un dAlog ioyvewv v mpdowv) unless it predated the great famine during the reign of
Romanos | and the legislation of the same emperor (i un tov péyav Apov tov €nt popavod Tod

npecPoutov Kol TV veapav vopobesiov vmepPaiver), referring to the fact that the novel of 934

%60 peira 51.9, pp. 213-14. See also Peira 9.3, p. 38.
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states that it is to be applied retroactively from the year of said famine, and this could be proved
through proper legal documentation (8¢ éyypdoav koi copotikdv dtconmpdtav).*®! There is
also an entry that recounts the abolition of the statute of limitations in a similar way, stating,
with reference to the legislation of both Romanos I and Basil 11, that a poor man is considered
the legal proprietor of any property acquired from either rich or poor if he has held it for more
than 30 years (810 tplokovtoetioy deomdlel O TEVNG APELOUEVOS TIVOL £K TEVETOG 1| KOi T TOD
mAovciov), whereas the powerful are not so considered (6 6& dvvatog Kol dyopdoag oOK GAA®G
deomdler), unless, of course, the purchase could be proven to have been made before the great
famine.%%? Another entry notes briefly that the powerful are not permitted to submit unwritten
testimony against the poor (dvvatoig kot mevitOv £ Aypaeov papTLpiag JEKVIEWV 0D

ouyyopeitar).>®®

This tendency to use separate entries merely to repeat or summarise specific points of law is
clearly a deviation from the general authorial method of the Peira and can be plausibly
interpreted as reflecting an intent to underline their importance, but there are also entries where
we can see the Macedonian novels and the principles on which they are based applied in
practice. In one case Eustathios dissolved a previous decision by another judge (avélvoe v
ddivoy), seemingly because he had not taken into account that one of the parties was poor and
the other a dignitary (Aéyav, 611 10 dwAvcduevov TPOCOTOV TOV TEVRT®V, O 08 AaPadv TV
Siehov tdv dfiopatikdv).5* There is also a land dispute between the villagers of Gordion

and the monastery of Neaston, which had held land in the village for 122 years (kateyoviav

%61 Peira 9.1, p. 38; Svoronos, Novelles, p. 85.

%62 peira 8.1, p. 32.

563 Peira 9.6, p. 39.

564 Peira 7.2, p. 29. The juxtaposition of a poor man (mévnc) and a dignitary (d&wwpotikoc) here brings to mind
Lemerle’s argument that the ‘powerful’ of the novels were not in the first instance great landowners, but rather
dignitaries, and especially officials, who used their authority and influence to exert pressure on ‘the poor’, who in
turn were rural proprietors of inferior social, but not necessarily economic, standing. See Lemerle, Agrarian
History, pp. 95-6.
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oMoV &v 1 yopio [...] &mi xpdvoig piP).>® It appears that this alone would have been sufficient
to establish ownership of the land, but since the monks could only provide a bill of sale for the
land outside the actual village (mpaociv vmodeiEavimv, mepiéyovoay TOAEV TO KTHUo Gvey TAV
AeBadmv kol v yopaginv tig yopdiov koung), they had to rely on unwritten testimony to
prove that they had also held the land inside its borders for as long as they claimed (éypdpovg
amodeitelg gltovv paptupiag, tva deiwotv, 6Tt &Ml TOALOVG YPOVOLS KATETYOV TOVE TOLOVTOVG
tomovg). Since the law did not allow the powerful to submit unwritten evidence in conflicts
against the poor (ov mpooictar awToOvg N veapd vopobesio duvaTodg dviag SEIKVOELY KOTO
evitov dypdoeng), Eustathios had the village remeasured and gave all the land inside it to the
villagers (neplopiobij t0 ywpiov, kai to pev évenenupéva 100t Exooty ol yopitor). As for
the right to reclaim land, there is one case where we are told that Eustathios found that a
powerful person had been making acquisitions in a village (ebpmv dvvatov &v ywpio
nomoduevov éniktnoiv) after the time of the great famine and corresponding legislation (peta
1OV xpdvov TG veapds vopobeaiog fitot Tod peydiov Ayod) and promptly dissolved the sale
with no compensation for the buyer (katedikacev éxmeceiv TV iyopocuévav dvapydpc).>%

The circumstances of the transaction in question remain obscure, however, as does the identity

of the buyer.

These cases clearly show the Macedonian land legislation being conscientiously applied in
actual lawsuits, even though it is impossible to discern how powerful those designated as such
really were. This brings us to an incident involving Romanos Skleros, who may have been
identical to Psellos’ correspondent of that name and most definitely was a scion of one of the

empire’s most illustrious families.>®” In this particular case, which Vryonis relies on in his

565 Peira, 23.3, pp. 85-6.

566 Peira, 9.2, p. 38. See below, p. 235.

567 Seibt, Die Skleroi, p. 76; PBW (consulted 26.i.2017) Romanos 12101,
<http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/157079>, see above, p. 197-8.

233



attempt to prove that the justice system did little to check the rapaciousness of the aristocracy,
we are told that Skleros had attacked some villagers (éBidcato tivag ywpitag) and stolen some
property (t& aponpebévta).>®® The text does not specify the nature of the property taken, but
Vryonis appears to assume that Skleros had simply seized their land, which does seem like the
most likely interpretation. He then reached an agreement with them (sita cvvePiBécOn pet’
avt®dv), undertook to give them money (WogoAicato, iva Ttapdoyn avtoig ypvoiov) and made
an exchange (uetafoinv éromoaro), by which we should probably understand that he agreed
to pay for what he had stolen. Some time later the villagers brought a suit (ueta tadto ékivouv),
claiming that the settlement had been made under duress (trv dtdAvo katd Biav ToMoaVTES)
since the provincial judge, presumably at Skleros’ instigation, had forced them to agree to it
(to¥ kprrod Pracapévov avtovg). Eustathios ruled that if the villagers could prove that they had
made the settlement involuntarily (&kovteg kai mapda 10D kprrod cuvmbobdpevot), it would be
dissolved (kxatoivbii), but if they could not, they would have to return the money Skleros had

given them with interest (dmwartn6ij 6 oKANPOC TO YPLGIOV HETH TOKOV).

He then proceeds to set out how the amount of property to be returned should be established,
seemingly in order to ensure that the villagers would be unable to claim more than they
originally owned. Vryonis interprets this as a trial rigged to Skleros’ advantage, where the
burden of proof is placed solely on the villagers, who in addition to this would risk losing both
their property and the money received from the settlement, with interest. This reading can
however be questioned. | am inclined to suggest that a more plausible interpretation would be
that the villagers were, in accordance with the Macedonian legislation, allowed to reclaim their
land under any circumstances, but if they could not prove that they had sold it under duress,

Skleros would be entitled to restitution, whereas if coercion could be attested, he would get

%68 Peira 42.18, pp. 177-8; Vryonis, ‘The Peira’, p. 280.
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nothing. It should be noted, however, that even if this reading is correct, the decision would still
deviate somewhat from the provisions set out in the novel of Basil 11, which, as we have seen,
stipulates that all land should be returned to the poor without any compensation to the powerful,
as well as from the case considered above, where the law appears to have been applied to the

exact letter.%%°

It is possible, of course, that there is a very simple explanation for this, namely
that the property referred to was not land after all, making the Macedonian legislation

inapplicable, but this cannot be said with certainty.

If, on the other hand, Vryonis is correct in surmising that Skleros had seized the villagers’ land,
it must be taken into account that the question of compensation appears to have been considered
controversial ever since the first legislative efforts by Romanos I. The novel of 934 states that
for any ‘apparently fair acquisition by purchase’ (mepi T O¢ €ik0g dokovong dikaiog dg &
ayopaciog kthoswc) to which the law is applied retroactively, the powerful buyers would be
entitled to ‘recover the price they paid either from the original owners or their heirs or relatives’
(dmorappavovtog t0 map’ adtd®V KataPAndev tiunuo ékeibev €€godobon, 1| mopd TOV
TPOTOTOHT®V SEOTOTAOV T TTOPE TV KANpovouwv avT®dv 1| cvyyevdv), whereas in future cases
there would be no compensation.5’° Further caveats are then introduced by Constantine VI (r.
945-59) in 947, establishing that only those with assets of less than 50 nomismata would be
exempt from the obligation to reimburse the buyers when reclaiming property.®”* Anyone
richer than that, as well as village communes in the case of collective actions, would have to
repay the price, albeit at a sustainable rate determined by the judge, unless, of course, ‘coercion
or duplicity’ (Biav 1} 66Aov) had affected the sale. He also made exceptions for buyers if they

were ‘monasteries of modest means’ (10 6¢ evtELéoTEPO TMV pOVaoTpinyV), ‘protospatharioi

56 Peira, 9.2, p. 38. See above, p. 233.
570 Svoronos, Novelles, p. 86; McGeer, Land Legislation, p. 56.
571 Svoronos, Novelles, p. 100-1; McGeer, Land Legislation, p. 64-5.
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resident in the capital’ (6601 4o Tpwtocmadapiny TV &v i Beo@LAdKT® TOAEL SLoTpPOVIKY)
or belonged to the ‘lower ranks of officialdom’ (katwtépmv apydvimv &tvyov). If they had
bought ‘without coercion or injustice of any kind’ (ywpic olacdnmote Biog koi adwkiag), and
were ‘not backed by the patronage of powerful persons’ (mpootaciolg dvvaT®TEP®V
depevdsvouevot), they would be entitled to restitution not only for the original purchase price,

but also for any improvements made to the land.

The matter of compensation continued to cause confusion in the ranks of the civil
administration, however, as is evident from a decree issued by Romanos 1 (r. 959-63), evidently
in response to a question from a provincial judge who had trouble determining the cases to
which the rules of reimbursement applied. The decree seems to interpret the legislation of
Constantine VII rather dubiously, claiming that the late emperor had decided that even those
with property worth less than 50 nomismata would be liable to reimburse the buyers when
reclaiming property, since ‘he considered it excessive and unfair’ (cpodpov yap nynoato kai
adwcov) that ‘the buyer who had done nothing wrong’ (tov undév éntaukota dyopactiv) should
lose both the property and the price he had payed.5’? The decree does however go on to state
that these rules for compensation should only be applied to transactions predating the accession
of Constantine V11 as sole emperor, but that no repayment would be required in cases postdating
945. We may infer from these novels that the issue of whether, and, if so, under which
circumstances, the powerful should be entitled to restitution when the properties they had
bought from the poor were reclaimed remained controversial throughout the tenth century. As
such, it seems likely that the justice of depriving the powerful of both the properties and the
price they had paid for them was still considered debatable among jurists even after Basil Il had

abolished all legal obligations of reimbursement from the issuing of the first legislation and

572 Svoronos, Novelles, p. 136; McGeer, Land Legislation, p. 79.

236



onwards. Moreover, what is never in question in any of these novels, nor, it seems, in the Peira,
is the incontrovertible right of the poor to reclaim any properties acquired by the powerful and
the fact that coercion or duplicity would render any claims to compensation that the latter might

otherwise have had null and void.

The point of this is that even if the entry regarding Romanos Skleros’ theft from the villagers
reflects a situation where pressures from the powerful have shifted judicial praxis in their
favour, and, as we have seen, this is far from certain since the nature of the property stolen is
not specified, the only change that they can be proved to have successfully effected would have
regarded the already controversial issue of compensation, leaving the fundamental provisions
of the Macedonian legislation in force. This hardly seems indicative of the triumph of private
over public interest that VVryonis saw reflected by the Peira. Nor, however, does the entry appear
to support Simon’s argument that civil officials only allowed such prosecutions of the powerful
to curtail their growing power by depriving them of assets, since Eustathios also acts decisively
to protect Skleros’ property rights by demanding proof of coercion before denying him
compensation. Eustathios consequently seems to be neither subservient nor hostile to the
powerful, but rather scrupulous in his efforts to treat both Skleros and his accusers fairly. This
suggests that the point the entry is intended to convey is that it is important for judges to adhere
strictly to the dictates of justice, even when one of the parties in a conflict is powerful and the

other is poor.

The same concern to ensure that the compensation for a crime is determined with precision and
fairness can be discerned in another case with a connection to Romanos Skleros, whose estate
manager (¢mokentitng), acting of his own accord (avtovopwmg), had seized plots of land, cattle

and moveable property belonging to some villagers and given it to others (mapadédwke toOmMA
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VOV YoprTdv Kod {Ho kol Kt Tpdypate mpog tépoug).>’® Eustathios upholds the rights of
the original owners and although we are given no further information on the recipients of these
ill-gotten gifts, the entry gives a detailed account of Eustathios efforts to determine the proper
compensation, intended to achieve not only the return of the stolen property, but also that of the
net calculated profits resulting from the transmission (peta kaBapdv kapndv yneopévav oo
100 Koupod Tiic Tapaddoemg), while making sure, for instance, that reimbursement for items
that had been diminished through use or entirely destroyed (méviov 8¢ T ypnoet
anopembéviov fj kai teleing dpavioBévtov) would not be excessive by taking into account
their condition at the time of the theft (1 a&ia T 8061 tiic TpdTNg dyewc). There is also a
similar case concerning the son of the patrikios Baasakios,>’* who had raided the island of
Gazoura with a retinue and robbed the people who were living there (gicelb€iv [...] petd Aaod
Kol aperécBon Tpdypoto Siipopa kol dprdcar).’’ Since there were eyewitnesses to the crime,
the perpetrators were convicted and condemned to pay damages, but Eustathios carefully sets
out the procedure for determining the level of damage suffered in order to make sure that it is

not exaggerated.

In a case involving land belonging to the village of Rhyakia,>"® Eustathios ruled that powerful
claimants had a right only to the estates that they could prove they were paying taxes for
(éxsivorg ta oikela Stanpeddot dnpocta kol AdBwot tadra).>’” They would consequently be
completely expelled from all other land, which would be forfeited to the poor villagers or their

heirs. Even if there was only a single small child left (einep xai viimiov povov nepidédeunton &v

573 Peira 42.19, pp. 178.

574 PBW (consulted 24.viii.2017) Baasakios 12101, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/157008>. He
only appears to be known from the Peira.

57 Peira 42.17, pp. 176-7.

576 K. Belke, Paphlagonien und Honorias: Tabula Imperii Byzantini 9 (Vienna, 1996), p. 267, places it in the
region of Honorias in north-western Asia Minor.

577 Peira 15.10, pp. 51-3. Peira 9.9, p. 39, provides a more concise account of the same case, which is also referred
to in Peira 19.16, p. 78.
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0 yopio €k 1@V moAtdv kinpovopodv), he would still have prior claim to all other taxable
property in the village ahead of the powerful (zpotiudrtat yap 10010 HEP TAVTOG TOVG SLVATOVG
Exewv ta TOV £€arelpféviav yoprrdv dnuoocia). We are also told that one of the parties, the
metropolitan of Claudiopolis on behalf of the monastery of Blachna, attempted to claim all the
tax-entries registered in the name of Daniel, since that was the name of the monastery’s abbot,
but that Eustathios only allowed him to do so for the entries where the title of abbot was written
out, on the grounds that there may have been other taxpayers named Daniel in the village. He
defended this decision by stating that those who drew up the tax-registers took care to be
accurate (oi o icoxdduca ypdyoavreg dicpiPelav eiyov) and that they surely would have added
the abbot’s title to any entry where they had found him to be the Daniel referred to (ei edpov
Kol TOV 60 TEPOV davINA YOO UEVOV dVTa, TTAVTOG GV TTPOGEYPAYOVTO Kol TO «iyoduevosy). He
also rejected a praktikon submitted as evidence by the metropolitan (o0 yap £6é€ato T0
npokoulopuevov mpaxtikov) because it had not been properly authenticated by a judge (un &yov

8¢ Voypapag i BodAhov Tod kprTod).>’®

There appears to be nothing in this particular case to contradict Simon’s conclusions, but
matters become more complicated if we consider a similar one, where a villager brought a suit
against the monastery of Nesia, accusing it of holding more land in the village than it paid tax
for (ig &yovong mhsiovo TOmMA mapd 1O TEAOOPEVOV dnuoclov v T Yopin).>’® Again,
Eustathios performed a thorough evaluation of the tax register and other documents, but found
that the evidence produced supported the claim of the monastery and thus found against the
villager who had brought the accusation (ovy gopén 1 povr] mAéov tod Tpitov PEPOVG TOD

Y®Piov KaTEXOLGO, Kol KoTedKaoOn 0 Evaywv). It would consequently appear that the common

578 The apparent importance of both signature and seal has also been pointed out by Danny, ‘Society and the State’,
p. 72.
57 Peira 9.10, pp. 39-40.
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denominator in these cases is not a determined effort by the judge to deprive the powerful of
land, but rather a careful survey of the written evidence in order to ensure that the land was
assigned to the party with the strongest legal claim. Once more, the Peira portrays fairness and
precision as the guiding principles of the ideal judge, irrespective of the wealth, power and
social status of the parties involved. Moreover, in both cases, the trust placed in the competence

and reliability of the officials responsible for the upkeep of tax registers is remarkable in itself.

This contrasts sharply against Neville’s analysis of the Theban cadaster® and the Marcian
Treatise, ! both of which, she concludes, rather reflect the unreliability of official documents
and bureaucratic practice.5® She argues that the manner of recording taxation in the Theban
cadaster was so inconsistent and imprecise that tax-collectors would have had to rely on the
context of surrounding entries and information from local people in order to determine beyond
doubt the identity and liability of each taxpayer. As such, she infers that the official land register
would have been of little practical use, and suggests instead that its primary function may have

been performative, as a symbolic manifestation of a pervasive imperial government that

580 ‘Recherches sur le cadastre byzantine et la fiscalité aux Xle et Xlle siécles : le cadastre de Thébes’, ed. N.
Svoronos, Bulletin de Correspondance Hellenique 83 (1959), pp. 11-19. The Theban cadaster appears to be a
fragment from the central land register used to determine the land-tax owed by each taxpayer, most likely
composed in the eleventh century. Svoronos and Ostrogorsky have both interpreted the text as reflecting an
increase in aristocratic landowning, but Neville has argued that those conclusions were based on too cursory a
reading of the text, noting that even people with official titles seem to have gained and lost land in roughly equal
numbers. See ibid., pp. 19-20, 141-4; G. Ostrogorsky, ‘La Commune rurale byzantine. Loi agraire — Traité fiscal
— Cadastre de Thébes’, Byzantion 32 (1962), pp. 158-66; Neville, Authority, pp. 55-6, 171-2.

%81 Beitrage zur Geschichte der byzantinischen Finanzverwaltung, ed. F. Délger (Munich, 1927), 113-23; trans. C.
M. Brand, ‘Two Byzantine Treatises on Taxation’, Traditio 25 (1969), 48-57. The Marcian treatise is essentially
a manual for tax-collectors. Dolger cautiously dated it to the period between 913 and 1139, but the first half of the
tenth century has generally been regarded as the most likely time of composition, even though Neville has recently
suggested that it would fit well in the eleventh century, noting that the creators of the Theban cadaster appear to
have employed the system of registration described in it. The name is derived from its library, but has also been
variously referred to as the ‘Ashburner tract’, after its first publisher, the ‘Délger treatise’, after its editor, and the
‘fiscal treatise’, after its subject matter. See Dolger, Beitrége, pp. 3-8; Brand, ‘Two Byzantine Treatises’, pp. 35-
6; Ostrogorsky, ‘La Commune rurale’, p. 148, n. 1; Lemerle, Agrarian History, pp. 74-5; Neville, Authority, pp.
176-7.

%82 L. Neville, ‘The Marcian Treatise on Taxation and the Nature of Bureaucracy in Byzantium’, Byzantinische
Forschungen 26 (2000), 47-62; idem, ‘Information, Ceremony and Power in Byzantine Fiscal Registers: Varieties
of Function in the Cadaster of Thebes’, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 25 (2001), 20-43; idem, Authority,
pp. 47-65.
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bestowed authority on the officials responsible for the collection of taxes. This is confirmed by
her reading of the Marcian treatise, where she underlines the many irregularities which appear
to have afflicted the fiscal administration. It instructs tax collectors on how to recognise and
deal with the erratic terminology and inconsistent assessment practices of other officials, as
well as on how to correct inaccurate or corrupt work. Neville notes that tax inspectors appear
to have had licence for personal discretion in the assessment process, leaving considerable room
for corruption, and that the inspectors, for their part, seem to have been dependent on the

cooperation of the people they were assessing.

While Neville is surely right to conclude that the Byzantine fiscal administration fell short of
modern bureaucratic standards, | would suggest that her observations on these sources can be
better understood in the context of the Byzantine state’s reliance on private networks for public
administration, where personal relationships to some extent compensated for the shortcomings
of the formal institutions. With this in mind, it is hardly surprising that tax inspectors and tax
collectors were expected to carry out their business in cooperation with the communities of
taxpayers and adapt their application of the official regulations to local circumstances. Even
though this latitude certainly could be abused, the importance of reputation in the Byzantine
political economy at least provided incentives for officials to stay honest,>®3 and when that
failed the Marcian treatise seems to reflect both the efforts of the central authorities to address
such abuses and their confidence that provincial tax officials generally could be trusted to
rectify inaccurate or corrupt work of their colleagues, as long as they were properly instructed

on how to do so.

%83 See above, pp. 127-46.
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As for the reliability of written records, I believe that it is significant that the Theban cadaster,
by Neville’s own estimate, could indeed be used to determine beyond doubt the identity and
liabilities of the taxpayers concerned, as long as that the information it provided was carefully
scrutinised and supplemented by oral testimony, since that is precisely what would happen in
case of a dispute, as demonstrated by the entries from the Peira examined above. What we
appear to be dealing with is consequently a system where official documents were considered
reliable and therefore the most highly valued category of evidence in judicial proceedings. In
cases where there was no written evidence available, or where the documentation was patchy
or imprecise, judges recognised these limitations and employed oral testimony to contextualise,
fill in the gaps or, when no other evidence was available, to reconstruct the most plausible
version of events from the ground up. Since oral testimony was regarded as significantly more
unreliable than written records, especially in cases where all available witnesses were involved
in the dispute in some way, judges could also rely on trusted friends in their networks to verify
certain pieces of information or provide character references, as we have seen in Psellos’

letters.584

Moreover, the cases we have considered above do not appear to sit well with Vryonis’ claim
that the justice system was impotent or apathetic in defending the poor against the powerful,
nor with Simon’s theory that the legislation protecting the rights of the poor was only employed
when it could be used to strengthen the state in its struggle against the aristocracy. The Peira
is, of course, primarily a normative text, intended to demonstrate how judges should act in
certain situations, but it does not tell us how representative this ideal was for how judicial
officials actually carried out their duties. It was nevertheless based on actual cases and clearly

written as a practical guide, which means that it can be expected to provide an accurate

%84 See above, pp. 118-27.
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reflection of what judges realistically could be expected to do. It is therefore significant that
there seems to be an underlying assumption in the entries considered above that public officials
were neither apathetic about checking the abuses of powerful private interests, nor practically
powerless to do so. On the contrary, the insistence on protecting not only the poor against the
powerful, but also the property rights of the powerful against excessive claims by the poor,
conveys the impression of a confident civil service that was neither cowed by the influence of
magnates nor engaged in a desperate struggle for supremacy with them, but rather secure in its
position of authority. As for the propensity of individual judges to live up to the ideal set out in
the Peira, it should be noted, once again, that the analysis of Psellos’ letters above indicates

that there were probably strong incentives in place for them to do s0.%%

Even so, this does not mean that the courts provided a complete safeguard against all abuse of
power. In the cases we have considered where the powerful have in some way seized the
property of the poor by force, we have seen that Eustathios unambiguously ruled that the exact
loss they have suffered should be restored in full, but he does not appear to propose any
additional penalties for the perpetrators. It consequently seems that the rapacious aristocrats
merely stood to lose what they had stolen and the profit they had derived from it if they were
condemned, while they obviously had everything to gain if not. If so, this cannot have provided
much disincentive. We should also consider a case involving the patrikios Triakontaphyllos,
who had annexed land belonging to a poor man (ktijpa £xov [...] Emouvijye T00TO Kol ETEP®
mévnroc) without paying him the proper price for it (un Sovg v vrep TovTOL TIPApTOC). >
The poor man was evidently able to appeal to the emperor and sue for the money he was owed,

but did not do so until Triakontaphyllos®®” had died (ei0o £€0ave xai 6 mévng mpociAe ¢

%85 See above, pp. 127-46.

586 Peira 36.18, pp. 146-7.

587 PBW (consulted 24.viii.2017) Anonymus 12168, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/156911>.
He only appears to be known from the Peira.
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Baoilel vmep Tod Tiwquatog), from which we may infer that the patrikios was able to prevent
him from doing so during his lifetime. Situations like this, where the powerful use coercion to
stop the poor from taking judicial action against them, sometimes for several generations, are
in fact mentioned in the novel of Basil Il from 996 to justify the abolition of the statute of
limitations.*® The case also underlines a point made by Simon, that while the courts were open
to everyone in principle, the poor would have to overcome both economic and socio-
psychological obstacles in order to access them in practice.®® Even with a justice system willing
to protect their rights, the poor were still at a considerable disadvantage in any conflict against

the powerful.

As for direct disputes between the aristocracy and the state, there are two cases that merit
particular consideration. We can note, as Danny has, that a tax collector who had made
excessive demands (mleiova 1@V teteheopdtov [ammoe]) and resorted to torturing the
taxpayer’s son (o0T® ToPAPPIPOAVOL, OG EUTPNOU@ Kol HEYAAN TEpmecElv cupeopd), Who
carried the title of pantheotes, was convicted and condemned to pay compensation to both father
and son for the torture, as well as to the father alone for the excessive demand.*® This does not
appear to be the actions of a judiciary that views the law mainly as an instrument to protect its
tax revenues. There is also a single entry to be found under the heading: ‘Concerning lése-
majesté and confiscations’ (zepi kabooidoemg kai dnpevoewg), involving the son of Bourtzes,
who had been found guilty of treason (mapomrecdvtoc gic kabooimwotv) and condemned to have
his property confiscated (étonwoe yevésOar TV daipesty TGV mpaypdtov avtod).>*! What

Eustathios seems to be concerned with here is to demarcate the inheritance due to the rebel so

588 Svoronos, Novelles, pp. 200-2.

%89 Simon, Rechtsfindung, p. 10.

5% peira 61.4, pp. 232-3; Danny, ‘Society and the State’, p. 112. Cf. above, pp. 95-7, and see below, pp. 250-1.
59 Peira 60.1, p. 231; Cheynet, ‘La Famille Bourtzes’, p. 350. See below, p. 248. The conspiracy in question may
well have been the one led by Constantine Diogenes in 1029. See Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 42-3.
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that it could be claimed by the fisc without infringing on the inheritance of his brothers. Vryonis
notes that confiscation of the property was an absolute minimum, which he interprets as a sign
of weakness on part of the central government, who had been unable to check the growth of the

large landowners and now finally had been passed by entirely.>%2

There is however a detail in the account of Eustathios’ reasoning that appears to fit poorly with
this interpretation. The judge notes that the rebel’s mother, as part of a marriage agreement, had
promised him certain properties of which she retained the usufruct (bnéoyeto kTuoTa OV TV
ypiow govth) mapakatéoyev). He concludes that the properties are to be confiscated by the fisc
(tobtmv 10 pev dipopov dpioev amopiodivorl @ dnuociem), but makes a provision whereby he
allows the mother to keep a third of them for the duration of her life, after which they would be
reclaimed by the state (t0 6¢ tpitov koatorewpdfvor tf] untpi [...] mepi teAevtiv avtilg
TEPLOECOOUEVOV eVpedNoeTaL T@ dnpocim). In a manner similar to the land disputes considered
above, this use of oikonomia seems to reflect the confidence of unthreatened authority,
suggesting that the judiciary is in fact acting from a position of strength and that the factor
limiting the confiscations was not the power of the Bourtzai, but rather Eustathios’ concern to
avoid punishing those who were innocent of wrongdoing and show mercy to a mother who had
lost her son. Such a course of action would, of course, be perfectly in line with what we have
identified above as the duty of judges to find a balance between the different virtues they were
charged with upholding, in this case compassion and adherence to the strict letter of the law,

when they came into conflict with each other.>%

Again, it is important to underline the normative nature of the text. Even though the raw material

for the Peira was constituted by actual cases, they were selected because the author considered

592 Vryonis, ‘The Peira’, p. 283.
59 See above, pp. 115-17, 215-18.
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them to be instructive examples of how justice ideally should be served. We do not know if
Eustathios’ decision was affected by outside influence and it is certainly not inconceivable that
the Bourtzai or a friend of someone in the family had attempted an intervention in the process,
perhaps by submitting a plea for compassion, much like we have seen Psellos do on numerous
occasions, perhaps even by making threats or offering bribes. If they intended to subvert justice
through such means, however, they cannot have been particularly successful, since the case still
merited inclusion in the Peira as an illustration of ideal administration of justice. The point of
the entry is, as far as | can see, to instruct judges on how to best handle the confiscation of a
rebel’s property, especially in cases when such measures would risk having a negative impact
on those close to the perpetrator who themselves had not been convicted of any crime. Had the
Bourtzai managed to secure special treatment through machinations behind the scenes, thus
generating an outcome that deviated from what contemporary norms of jurisprudence would
dictate given the facts of the matter as they are presented to us, the entry would have lost its
didactic value and likely have been omitted. Of course, this also underlines the point that the
Peira is not necessarily representative for how justice was generally administered, but if it was
meant to be useful the expectations conveyed cannot have been entirely unrealistic and, as we
have seen, there were strong incentives in place for officials to adhere to the prevailing norms

governing the exercise of their duties.>%*

In fact, the appearance of members of certain prominent families may have been intended to
emphasise the principle of justice for poor and powerful alike, demonstrating Eustathios’
unwavering commitment to it, even in the face of potential pressure from very influential

aristocrats. Out of the family names mentioned in the Peira, three stand out as particularly

594 See above, pp. 127-46.
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illustrious, namely Skleros, Bourtzes and Komnenos.>®® As illustrated by some of the cases
considered above, members of all three families make appearances as accused, or even
convicted, of wrongdoing, which could hardly have contributed to the prestige of their lineages.
At first sight, it might seem odd that the author of the Peira would risk the displeasure of these
aristocrats by deviating from his general working principle of anonymising the parties involved
in the cases, but given the intention to advocate fairness irrespective of social status, it simply
appears to have been the most unequivocal way to demonstrate that Eustathios applied this
principle even in cases where one of the parties belonged to one of the most prominent families
in the empire. As we have seen, the choice of cases involving Skleroi, Bourtzai and Komnenoi
to illustrate this point seems particularly apt, since the individuals concerned would have been
well-known and influential enough to ensure the clarity of the message, but until 1042 none of
them was sufficiently intimate with the reigning emperor to incur imperial censure.>® It should
also be noted, however, that the fact that the author of the Peira deemed it necessary to
emphasise equality before the law in this manner suggests that it was not a principle that could

be taken for granted in eleventh-century Byzantium.

5% Skleroi: Peira 15.14, 15.16, 23.7, 42.11, 42.18, 42.19, 50.4, 65.15, 69.5, pp. 53-4, 88, 176-8, 211, 242, 256-7;
Bourtzai: Peira 60.1, p. 231; Komnenoi: Peira 17.5, 17.14, 44.1, pp. 61-5, 184. See above, pp. 222, 233-8, 244-5,
and below, p. 248. The Komnenos cases are not of particular relevance to my principal arguments and thus not
referred to elsewhere, but they are consistent with the hypothesis advanced here. All three concern the sons of
Manuel Erotikos Komnenos, i.e. the future Isaac | and his brother John, father of the future Alexios I. In 44.1
Eustathios insists that they honour the financial commitments of their late father, which they had tried to renege
on, whereas in 17.5 and 17.14 one of them is fined for breaking off an engagement. Regarding their father, see
PBW (consulted 19.x.2017) Manuel 119, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/111712>.

5% See above, pp. 209-10
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5.3 Family politics

If the interpretation of the case regarding the Bourtzes rebel above is correct, it also appears to
tell us something about the aristocratic family of the eleventh century.>®” The Bourtzai were
evidently not regarded as a coherent political unit acting in concert, since the treachery of one
family member does not appear to have reflected poorly on the others.>®® Eustathios appears
determined to ensure that the rebel’s brothers are not adversely affected by his punishment and
even goes so far as to extend compassion on behalf of the state to his mother by allowing her
to keep some estates that legally should have been confiscated, which he had no reason to do if
he had regarded her as complicit in the treachery of her son. This appears to challenge the idea,
most persuasively presented by Cheynet, of eleventh-century politics as dominated by
aristocratic networks, where extended families functioned as important political entities and the
great families extended their influence by forming powerful clans through marriage alliances.>*°
The argument made here is largely the same as the one in chapter 4.2 and suffers from the same
weakness of having to be made largely ex silentio. Even so, if extended families or intermarried
clans had been the primary source of identity and allegiance in Byzantine society, we could
have expected to see it reflected in the Peira, either in the behaviour and expectations of the
litigants or in Eustathios’ reasoning and assumptions. Indeed, there are cases where strong
horizontal family ties can be discerned, but only within the nuclear family, which, once again,

makes evidence of such ties within extended families conspicuous by their absence.®%

597 Peira 60.1, p. 231. See above, pp. 244-5.

5% See, however, Holmes, Basil 11, pp. 287-8, arguing that there was a rehabilitation culture at play in the reign of
Basil I, whereby the emperor would pardon some supporters of defeated rebels because he was in desperate need
of their services as generals.

59 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 261-7, 272.

600 This is, of course, also well in line with Cheynet’s observations that only parents, children, siblings and
immediate in-laws enjoyed freedom from the obligation to testify against one another, and only the rights of
children were legally protected when it came to matters of inheritance. See Cheynet, Pouvoir, p. 261, idem,
‘Aristocratie et héritage’, pp. 67-70, and above, pp. 20-1.
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More specifically, there are a few entries that hint of strong ties between fathers and sons, such
as a lawsuit by a certain Arotras, who sued to have his son’s marriage dissolved since it had
taken place without his consent (mapd yvounv tob matpog Elafe yovoixe).8t Eustathios and
the emperor, who seems to have been present, ruled that since the wedding had already taken
place and the son was 22 years old (31 t0 101 yevéoBat cuvagetay kail igpoloyiov kal ypovav
givo kB OV vi6v), the union could not be dissolved (6 pév yapoc pn dvotpaniy). Eustathios
did however sentence the father of the bride to flogging (rpocéta&e paykiafiois), since he had
known about the marriage beforehand, but had withheld the information from Arotras because
he was eager for it to take place (w¢ un yvopicovia T® motpi TOV YOUOV, GAAG
katacnovddoovto todtov). The fact that the eloping couple was held blameless while the father
of the bride was quite severely punished seems to delineate both the extent and the limits of a
father’s power over his children. Fathers had the authority to influence whom their children
married. The children themselves could evidently deny them that authority with impunity, but

third parties could not.

At this point we should also consider another entry, which relates that the patrikia Maria
Kastorissa had made a marriage agreement on behalf of her grandson (cOpe@vov énoincev vmep
100 €yyovou avtiic), who thus became engaged to the daughter of the protospatharios and
strategos Basil.®®? They introduced a provision by which whatever party did not honour their
obligations of the agreement would be liable to pay a fine, and various gifts and favours were
exchanged. Some time later the groom-to-be decided to break of the engagement and was sued
for the fine stipulated in the marriage agreement. Eustathios ruled that while the gifts exchanged
should be returned and the favours compensated, but that neither he nor his grandmother would

be liable to pay the fine since it was not he who had signed the agreement (érei ovy gbpébn

601 Peira 49.10, pp. 200-1.
602 Peira 17.19, p. 67.
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o0T0¢ BAG &V T® TPOIKM® GLHPOVE Vmoypdyac) and not she who had broken off the
engagement (o0 yap adtn avélve tov yauov). Again, regardless of being family, they could
consequently not be held responsible for the actions of one another, or even for the joint effect
of their respective actions. Also, the intended groom’s right to break off the engagement,

presumably in defiance of his grandmother, never seems to be in question.

That did not mean that parents were without means to exert authority over their children. The
entry concerning Arotras also mentions that his wife disciplined their children by threatening
to reduce the inheritance of any child who disobeyed their father (dietd&ato To00¢ TOidOG AOTTG
vmotdtteshot Td maTpi kol dg Gv €in ékeivd Bovlopéve tovTovg KAnpodoteichat), a method
which Eustathios deemed reasonable as long as it was not applied in an unduly harsh manner
(el wye Mov oxAnpoc 7). It seems reasonable to assume that the Arotrai were not alone in
ensuring the obedience of their children in this manner. As Cheynet has concluded, all children
did in principle have equal rights to inherit from their parents, and judges generally divided
inheritances as such in the absence of a will, but it would appear that in practice it was possible
to favour one child as long as the rights of the others to a part of the estate was respected.%’® We
might also call to mind the case of the seducer Himerios, who waited until his father died before
breaking off the engagement he had agreed to in the settlement.®% As this deception did not
save him from the legal consequences of his actions, it seems reasonable to assume that it was
paternal retribution that he feared and sought to avoid. Ties between fathers and sons are
moreover emphasised in the case of the tax collector who extorted a man by torturing his son.5%
As we noted above, Eustathios sentenced the overzealous official to pay compensation for the

torture not only to the victim, but also to his father, stating that when a son suffers injury the

603 Cheynet, Aristocratie et héritage’, pp. 63-7.
604 Peira 49.4, pp. 197-200. See above, pp. 216-17, 226-7.
505 Peira 61.4, pp. 232-3. See above, p. 244.

250



father may bring two actions (maudog vBpioévtoc dvvatar O matnp dVo Kivelv dikaothpia), both
on his own behalf and that of his son (koi vrep adTOd Kai Ve Tod Tarddc). The law he cites is
an ancient one from the Lex Cornelia, issued during the dictatorship of Sulla 82-81 B. C., but
his decision to employ it implies that he found it to be well in agreement with contemporary
norms and jurisprudence. It can consequently be concluded that there are several cases where
Eustathios recognised the strong ties holding the nuclear family together and upheld their
importance in his judgements, but there appears to be no corresponding examples when it comes

to extended families.

We can however find a few examples of familial solidarity reaching beyond the confines of the
nuclear family. An anonymous member of the Keroularios family agreed to stand as guarantor
(éyyvnoaro) for his brother in the matter of a dowry and Katagnakes supported his brother when
he was accused of rape (&pmaya), even promising to pay the compensation to the victim if he
should be found guilty (do@otoapévov [...] tva drooyt] adTOg TPOG TO HEPOG avThG OANV TV
mownv Tob &ykMparoc).5% Ophrydas, on the other hand, sued his nephew in a rather vindictive
manner to reclaim a loan he had given him, with no hint of a possibility to settle the matter
amicably within the family.%°” Other than this, however, we rarely find Byzantine aristocrats
relying on family members to protect their interests or support them in times of crisis. Paulos
stratiotikos is a partial exception.’%® In his will, he named his wife and adult children as his
heirs and executors (kKAnpovopov kai nitporov), but also appointed two additional executors
to assist his wife (iva. cuvepyt ti) yovauki), namely his nephew John and a man named Michael,

to whom he appears to be unrelated. When the manglabites Kakateros married, the dowry of

606 Pejra 51.25, 65.2, pp. 217, 239-40. While it is difficult to determine with certainty, the anonymous Keroularios
may have been Michael, the future patriarch of Constantinople, as is suggested in PBW (consulted 28.x.2017)
Michael 11, <http://db.pbw.kcl.ac.uk/pbw2011/entity/person/107819>.

807 Peira 19.5, p. 70.

608 Peira 16.9, pp. 56-7.
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his wife was provided by the daughter of Romanos Ill, the despoina Theophano, who, as
external to the family (é€wtikdc), protected her financial interests by including a provision that

the dowry should return to her upon the death of the wife (trv dvadootv tév npotcilopévav).8%

Another entry relates that Atzokometes, Dermokaites ‘and others’ (xai Aowwovg) served as
guarantors (€yyvntég) for the inheritance of the children from an unnamed woman’s first
marriage when she entered into her second.®° They were appointed by the new husband, but
there is no indication of family ties between them and any of the other concerned individuals.
The primikerios Anthimos appointed the sakellarios as his executor of his will (éxitpomog),
which is included in the Peira on account of the commendable way the latter protected the
legacy left to Anthimos’ nephew.®!* The protospatharios Leo served as the financial guardian
(¢mitpomoc) of an unidentified minor.%22 In these cases we could have expected the author of
the Peira to mention any family ties between the individuals involved, as he did in the case of
Paulos stratiotikos, but there are no such references to be found in the text. There is also a case
concerning a slave of a manglabites who was found to have committed murder without the
knowledge of his master (€dgixOn 0 @ovog 6t yéyove mapd SovAOL AyvOODVTOV TOD
norykAafitov).8t® Eustathios ruled that the slave should be given to the relatives of the murdered
man, specifically his brother-in-law and nephews (d067jvat tov dodAov OV povéia T@ Yauppd
70D AvnPNUEVOL Kal TO1g vioig iyouv Toig dveyloig Tod mepovevpuévon), since his brother was
deemed unworthy of his inheritance (dvé&iog ovtog kAN Thg éxeivov KAnpovouiag) on
account of being in league with his enemies (®g t@® pépel TV AVTISIKOV CUUTVEDV Kol

CLUTOL®V).

609 peira 25.28, p. 100.
610 peira 65.5, pp. 240-1.
611 Peira 16.20, p. 60.

612 Peira 26.23, p. 119.
513 Peira 66.28, pp. 250-1.
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A few separate instances where family members were in conflict with each other or chose to
rely on non-relatives to help or support them at critical junctures does not, of course,
conclusively disprove the notion that kinship was the principal source of identity and allegiance.
It is possible that we are seeing the exceptions to the general rule here, but if Byzantine society
really was dominated by united and self-aware extended families or clans, we could have
expected them to be more visible in the Peira. As such, our findings in this chapter appear to
be well in line with the conclusions of chapter 4.2, lending weight to the suggestion that the
political impact of kinship ties beyond those of the nuclear family can be better understood
through the analytical framework of networks of friendship, as one of the possible factors that
could connect individuals to each other, create a sense of fellowship and motivate contact as

well as aid and support, rather than as a separate, and precedent, system of loyalty and identity.
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6. Aristocracy and power in Kekaumenos’ Consilia et Narrationes

As has been noted above, the letters of Psellos and the Peira, for all the wealth of the
information they provide, allow us to view Byzantine society only through a primarily
Constantinopolitan civil-service perspective, leaving questions about the applicability of the
conclusions drawn to Byzantine political society as a whole, with the military being a
particularly problematic blind spot. This chapter aims to amend that lacuna by exploring the
same issues, meritocracy and social mobility, the importance of family, friends and networks,
as well as the impact of norms and institutions regulating political behaviour, from a rather
different perspective. The text commonly referred to as Consilia et Narrationes is a book of
advice written by an author, Kekaumenos, who appears to have been a provincial landowner
with a military background. As we shall see, the book was probably intended to be read by
members of the same social class as Kekaumenos himself. Due to differences in literary genre,
however, the Consilia et Narrationes approaches Byzantine society in a more abstract and
moralising way than Psellos’ very concrete epistolary interventions, which themselves were
part of the political processes we are interested in. As such, this chapter cannot supplement the
previous ones by simply offering a corresponding analysis of the social mechanisms governing
the military. What it does offer is a bigger picture, arguing, firstly, that the portrayal of
Byzantine society that emerges in Kekaumenos’ advice seems to be consistent with the
conclusions of the previous chapters and, secondly, that there appears to be nothing to suggest
that he viewed the military as a separate and exceptional societal sphere where different

principles would apply.

The social class that Kekaumenos appears to view as his own, and to which he directed his

advice, is the segment of Byzantine society traditionally defined as the aristocracy,
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encompassing military commanders as well as civil servants and stretching from the emperor’s
closest advisors to landowners who held no offices but still commanded some authority due to
their position in local communities. Viewed through the lens of the Consilia et Narrationes,
this aristocracy appears diverse in the sense that the differences in wealth and influence of its
members were substantial at any given time, but still remarkably coherent on account of its
shared identity, ideology and literary culture, as well as the expectations of social mobility on
meritocratic grounds within it. It also seems to have been quite open to the empire’s neighbours,
with its networks and culture extending beyond political borders, making it capable of
assimilating foreigners from those regions with relative ease. Friendship stands out as a valued
and all but ubiquitous relationship with a great deal of impact on daily life, making it crucial
for aristocrats to mind carefully the company they kept. The nuclear family was clearly
cherished, but there is no sign that extended families were an important source of identity and
allegiance, nor anything to suggest that the political impact of kinship could not be adequately

understood within the analytical framework of networks of friendship.

As for the relationship between the aristocracy and the state, the Consilia et Narrationes does
indicate that the reach of the civil administration had its limits, but that the emperor and his
representatives were by no means apathetic about governing the provinces. The Byzantine state
appears to have been content to leave the settlement of some disputes and regulation of some
kinds of unacceptable behaviour in the hands of local communities. In the case of aristocratic
estates, that responsibility fell primarily on the landowner, but there appear to have been strong
societal norms surrounding the exercise of this authority and, as such, they would do best to do
so both scrupulously and sparingly. Even the appearance of undue harshness could provoke an
uprising and blatant injustice would risk drawing the attention of the theme judge, or someone

with his ear willing to intervene on behalf of the victims. On account of their networks and the
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limited capacity of the justice system, there is no doubt that this still left large landowners in an
advantaged position vis-a-vis regular villagers, but local magnates could not expect to dominate
provincial life undisturbed, nor hope to challenge successfully the agents of the state directly.
As for indirect means of influence, there seem to have been no lack of opportunities for kritai
to subvert justice in exchange for bribes or other favours, but such behaviour also entailed
serious risks and Kekaumenos advises against it not only for moral reasons, but also because
unjust judgments would be overturned and censured by the superior judges in Constantinople.
The text also indicates that public officials had to carefully maintain their reputations, and

especially be on their guard against slander, in order to avoid falling from favour.

6.1 Author and audience, text and context

The text survives in a single manuscript, a fifteenth-century codex most likely originating in
the area of Trebizond, and has come down to us in an incomplete state.®** The part available to
us is substantial, but material throughout the body of the text has been lost, most notably an
unknown amount in the beginning, and there appears to be confusion in the ordering of what

remains.®'® Moreover, the scribal work leaves a lot to be desired and has been characterised by

614 Regarding the manuscript, see C. Roueché, ‘The Place of Kekaumenos in the Admonitory Tradition’, in P.
Odorico (ed.), L Education au gouvernement et d la vie: La tradition des “régles de vie” de I’ Antiquité au Moyen-
Age (Paris, 2009), pp. 134-44. The text has been published in several editions, originally as Cecaumeni Strategicon
; et incerti scriptoris De officiis regiis libellus, ed. B. Wassiliewsky & P. Jernstedt (St. Petersburg, 1896), followed
by Sovety i rasskazy Kekavmena : Socinenie vizantijskogo polkovodca Xl veka, ed. G. G. Litavrin (Moscow, 1972),
revised in 2003, and Raccomandazioni e consigli di un galantuomo (Xzparnyicév), ed. M. D. Spadaro (Alexandria,
1998), as well as an online edition, Consilia et Narrationes, ed. C. Roueché (Sharing Ancient Wisdoms / SAWS,
2013), available at <http://www.ancientwisdoms.ac.uk/folioscope/greekL.it:tlg3017.Syn0298.sawsGrc01>. The
latter is in several respects the most useful, but due to its lack of pagination and numbered paragraphs, | will make
reference to Spadaro’s edition for increased precision, except for the final part of the text, Consilium Principi,
which Spadaro omits, where I will make use of Wassiliewsky & Jernstedt’s edition.

615 C. Roueché, ‘The Literary Background of Kekaumenos’, in C. Holmes & J. Waring (eds), Literacy, Education
and Manuscript Transmission in Byzantium and Beyond (Leiden, 2002), p. 112; idem, ‘ Admonitory Tradition’, p.
130.
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modern scholars in terms such as ‘obvious ignorance’ and ‘outstanding ineptitude’.%® There is
a remarkable quantity of errors, leaving the editors of the text facing a daunting task of
correcting them, and the numbering of the paragraphs is frequently at odds with the natural
structure of the text. The title used by the first editors, Strategikon, was taken from a comment
by a scribe, but it is more aptly, and commonly, referred to by the title assigned to it by Lemerle,
namely Consilia et Narrationes.%'’ The name of the author has likewise been lost in
transmission and has consequently been deduced from the name of his father and grandfather.®*®
The text can be described largely as a diverse collection of advice, maxims and anecdotes on
various subjects and while, as we shall see, it is written in an established traditions of
admonitory literature and military manuals, its particular composition must be considered

unique in Byzantine literature as we know it. Before examining it in more detail, a brief survey

of its contents is in order.%°

The first section of the surviving text, which has lost an unknown amount of preceding material,
begins with a few paragraphs on the responsibilities of influential individuals (1-2), before
proceeding to offer advice specifically for advisors to the emperor (3-10, 12), theme judges (15-
22), subordinate officials such as notarioi (11, 13-14, 22) and, finally, scholars (ypappatikoi,
eocopot) (23). Kekaumenos then turns to military commanders in a long section (24-87)

which also includes some advice for lieutenants (tomompntai)®? and lower-ranking soldiers

616 G. Buckler, ‘Authorship of the Strategikon of Cecaumenus’, Byzantinische Zeitschrift 36 (1936), p. 7; Roueché,
‘Admonitory Tradition’, p. 137.

617 P, Lemerle, Prolégomenes a une edition critique et commentée des « Conseils et Récits » de Kékauménos
(Brussels, 1960).

618 Consilia et Narrationes 169, 182, pp. 202, 220. In the latter case, Spadaro has amended nénrov to mammov,
which seems reasonable given the chronological distance between the episodes in question. In the first one,
Kekaumenos’ ménmog defends the city of Larissa against a Bulgarian attack sometime 976-86, whereas in the
second one, his manrag appears briefly in an account of the involuntary revolt of another relative, Nikoulitzas
Delphinas, which took place around 1064-67. Regarding Kekaumenos’ male forebears, see C. Roueché, ‘Defining
the Foreign in Kekaumenos’, in D. C. Smythe (ed.), Strangers to Themselves: The Byzantine Outsider (Aldershot,
2000), pp. 204-9.

619 The numbering of the paragraphs below follows the editions used for references (Wassiliewsky & Jernstedt’s
for the Consilium Principi; Spadaro’s for the rest).

620 See Oikonomides, Listes, p. 110, n. 69, pp. 329, 345.
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(otpatidtan) (86-7), as well as on the proper conduct for commanders released from active
service (51-60). This is followed by another long section largely dealing with private life as a
provincial landowner (88-167) and a somewhat shorter one concerning itself with rebellions
and loyalty (168-92), before we reach perhaps the most remarkable part of the text, offering
advice to what Kekaumenos refers to as toparchs (témapyat, toémapyot), independent border
princes within the empire’s sphere of influence (218-26). Then we find a section, seemingly out
of place, on various scientific issues,®?* followed, finally, by the Consilium Principi, advice for
an emperor (1-25). There has been some uncertainty regarding whether this final section should
be considered as part of the same text as the preceding material, but more recent scholarship

has argued persuasively that it should and it will consequently be treated as such here.%??

Some scholarly effort has been made to discern the identity of its author, in particular whether
or not he should be identified with the famous general Katakalon Kekaumenos,®?® which it
would appear that he should not.%?* It would appear that our author was born around 1020 and
was a provincial landowner as well as a military commander, whose active service can be dated
approximately to the reign of Constantine IX (r. 1042-55).5% It is worth noting, however, that
there are only two references to Kekaumenos’ own career in the text and none of them do, in
fact, say unequivocally that he served in the military.?® In the first one, he notes in passing that
he once held authority in the region of Hellas (¢€ovcialovtog pov tote €ig 0 péPM

¢ ‘EALGSOC), but é&ovaialm gives us no hint as to whether this authority was civil or military.

821 Roueché, ‘Literary Background’, p. 130-6, analyses this section and its place in Kekaumenos’ oeuvre, but its
contents are of no interest for our present purposes and will not be discussed further.

622 G. Prinzing, ‘Beobachtungen zu “integrierten” Fiirstenspiegeln der Byzantiner’, Jahrbuch der &sterreichischen
Byzantinistik 38 (1988), pp. 19-22; Roueché, *The place of Kekaumenos’, p. 131-3. As noted above (p. 256, n.
614), | make reference to the Consilium Principi separately from the rest of the Consilia et Narrationes for purely
practical reasons, since it is not included in Spadaro’s edition.

623 See above, p. 59, n. 141.

624 A. G. C. Savvides, ‘The Byzantine Family of Kekaumenos’, Diptycha 4 (1986), pp. 15-21, offers a persuasive
argument and a detailed bibliography on the topic.

625 Savvides, ‘Byzantine family’, pp. 15-16.

526 Consilia et Narrationes 142, p. 190; Consilium Principi 12, p. 97.
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627 \where he recounts that Harald

The second one appears in a story about Harald Hardrada,
returned with the emperor after having subdued a revolt in Bulgaria and then suddenly mentions
the he himself was also in imperial service at this time (fjunv 6¢ kdyo tote dyovilopevog vrep
100 Paciiémg katd 10 duvatov). The most plausible interpretation, especially given the use of
aywviopon, implying struggle, seems to be that he had also participated in the Bulgarian
campaign, but he does not say so explicitly and even if he did it is not certain that he served in
a military capacity. Even so, combined with the particular interest in, and knowledge of,
military matters he appears to display in the section of the text addressed to generals, which
stands in contrast to his somewhat less detailed advice to theme judges, it seems more likely

than not that he did have a military background. There is, however, nothing to say that he did

not also serve in the civil administration at some point in his career.

The text was probably written during the reign of Michael VII (r. 1071-8), since he is the latest
reigning emperor to be mentioned and the only one not called poxopitng, as is customary for
deceased emperors.®?® Kekaumenos’ flattery of that emperor’s first minister, Nikephoritzes,®?
in the same paragraph seems to point in the same direction. This, combined with a reference to
the patriarch John Xiphilinos (d. 1075) as deceased (poxapitnv), provides us with 1075-1078

as the most likely period of composition.5%

It is of course possible that Kekaumenos was simply
echoing his sources regarding Michael V11 and Nikephoritzes, in which case a slightly later date
may also be plausible, but either way it is clear that the Consilia et Narrationes was written in

a time of great turmoil .53 The Turks were raiding freely across Asia Minor in the wake of the

827 Future king of Norway and the most notable Norseman to have entered imperial service as a Varangian. See S.
Blondal, The Varangians of Byzantium (Cambridge, 1978), pp. 54-102.

628 Consilia et Narrationes 184, p. 222.

629 See above, p. 56, n. 140.

830 Consilia et Narrationes 182, pp. 218-20.

831 Kekaumenos’ apparent disregard for recent events makes it difficult to establish a definitive terminus ante
quem, but since he would have been around 60 in 1080, it seems highly unlikely that he survived the reign of
Alexios | (r. 1081-1118).
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battle of Manzikert in 1071, conditions in the Balkans were deteriorating rapidly and the empire
was plagued by civil strife.53? Yet there appears to be no trace of this in the text. As Lemerle
has pointed out, most of the historical events related date from the period 1034-1054 and the
only mention of later events is the story of Kekaumenos’ relative Nikoulitzas Delphinas, who
was coerced into leading a local revolt against Constantine X (r. 1059-67) in the latter half of
that emperor’s reign.%*® The Consilia et Narrationes may of course have been composed
gradually over a long period of time, but the fact that Kekaumenos sees no need to comment on
recent events or revise his advice in light of changing circumstances implies that he expected
the advice he gave based on his experiences decades earlier to be equally valid in decades to
come and that he consequently neither viewed Byzantine society as having changed much
during his lifetime, nor believed that it would on account of the turmoil at the time when he was

writing the final paragraphs.

This brings us to a crucial question: for whom did he write? The answer that he gives us himself
is that the advice was for the benefit of his own children. He addresses the reader directly as his
son (tékvov) on several occasions and in one paragraph he apologises for his lack of rhetorical
skill by claiming that he is merely writing for the sake of his children and not to satisfy the
literary tastes of a wider public (o0y ¢ momTiKOV ToDTO GLVETAEN TPOG GANOVG TIVAG, GAAL
TPOC 6& Kal Tovg adeApovc, Tovg Euovg maidac).®** He also uses the vocative plural (tékvo)
twice, which Lemerle has suggested may be the result of him carelessly copying his own source,

although it is also possible, of course, that he is simply stylistically inconsistent.®3

832 M. Angold, The Byzantine Empire 1025-1204 (New York 1997), pp. 115-135.

833 _emerle, Prolégomenes, pp. 56-77.

634 Consilia et Narrationes 6, 107-8, 126, 171, pp. 50, 156, 176, 204, and esp. 191, p. 228.
835 Consilia et Narrationes 140, 185-7, pp. 188, 224-6; Lemerle, Prolégomenes, p. 19.
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There is however reason not to take him quite at his word here. The particularities of the
Consilia et Narrationes may be unique amongst the sources that have come down to us, but as
Charlotte Roueché has demonstrated, the text is significantly more literary than it seems at first
sight and written in a very specific context.5%® She notes that the composition of an admonitory
text addressed to a real person, but intended for a wider audience, was a well-established
tradition in Greek literature and beyond, and several themes associated with it appear in the
Consilia et Narrationes. Kekaumenos also presents his advice using a consistent structure and
literary models reflecting formal rhetorical training within the Byzantine school curriculum,
While he clearly employed a wide variety of sources, he modelled his writings on the gnomic,
paraenetic tradition of the florilegium, a collection of wise and useful sayings, and must himself
have had access to at least one such work.®" In his advice on military matters he similarly draws
on the existing tradition of military treatises.® We may also infer that he had a wider readership
in mind from his inclusion of advice for toparchs, as well as for the emperor himself, in which
he draws on the traditional genre of princes’ mirrors.5° In these sections there are naturally no

references to the reader as his son either.

Nevertheless, despite Kekaumenos’ apparent literary ambitions, the text is not merely a
rhetorical exercise intended to elucidate the eternal virtues that should ideally be displayed by
emperors and ordinary men respectively, nor to criticise implicitly the vices that the author
found and deplored amongst his contemporaries. In fact, Kekaumenos appears to be sincerely

concerned with the practical usefulness of his advice. As Roueché has noted, he has no qualms

836 C. Roueché, ‘The Rhetoric of Kekaumenos’, in E. Jeffreys (ed.), Rhetoric in Byzantium (Aldershot, 2003), pp.
23-37.

837 Roueché, ‘Literary Background’, pp. 114-17.

638 Roueché, ‘Literary Background’, pp. 117-23.

839 Hunger, H., Die hochsprachliche profane Literatur der Byzantiner (Munich 1978), vol. |, pp.162-3. A useful
overview of the genre is also presented in D. Angelov, Imperial Ideology and Political Thought in Byzantium,
1204-1330 (Cambridge, 2007), pp. 184-97, emphasising the mirrors’ ability to combine a conservatism in
preserving certain common ideas about the nature of imperial power over time with a flexibility in accommodating
new ideas imposed by the demands of reality.
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about changing the gnomai of his sources if he does not agree with them.%*® At times he also
takes a pragmatic, rather than moralising, approach to the matters he discusses. Indeed,
Lemerle’s characterisation of the passages addressed to Kekaumenos’ sons as ‘advice for an
honest man’, while largely appropriate, sometimes seems slightly too narrow.®*! When
dissuading his readers from engaging in potentially profitable trades (téyvnv moAvkepdi)) such
as counterfeiting coins, documents and seals he does so by pointing out that it is not only
degrading, but also dangerous (mpo&evoboav cot dypsiwoivrn &gite Kivovvov), presumably
referring to the risk of getting caught.®*? Similarly, he advises his readers against taking bribes
(mhavn 01 dua ddpa) in exchange for issuing imperial ordinances without permission solely on
the self-interested grounds that this will cause them to fall from glory and have their property
confiscated (o0 povov ékmécelg Tig SOENC Gov, GALY kai dnuevdnon).8*® The same goes for
gossiping about the imperial couple, because one would risk being held to account for simply

being present (ebBvvOYom 1611 Eksioe mapsvpédnc).544

Moreover, he advises his readers that if an imperial levy should come, presumably referring to
a visit by tax-collectors, they should avoid taking an official role in the assessment (ei émfpeid
116 EAON Pactiucy [...] un tvmdong), because in this way, he writes, they will be able to secure
tax-benefits for friends, dependents and others who come asking for favours (dvvrion kai @idov
oov éEkovoeboat Kai avOpwmov cov, kal Tov aitnodpevov oe Elappdcat) without attracting
censure, since any complaints will be directed at those who were officially responsible for the

assessment (uépyig EméAON Topa TOD KOO, TPOG TOVG TUTMCAVTOS AVUSPAUT Kol GV HEVETS

640 Roueché, ‘Literary Background’, pp. 115-16.
841 _emerle, Prolégomenes, p. 19.

642 Consilia et Narrationes 122, p. 170.

643 Consilia et Narrationes 5, p. 50.

644 Consilia et Narrationes 6, p. 50.
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dpepmtoc).8* In his advice for subordinate officials he writes that if a superior makes a mistake
to the detriment of the fisc (¢av momoel cpdipa T dvijkov gic T0 dnudotov), they should make
every effort to keep it a secret (pOAa&ov avtod 10 pvothiplov euAaki] mdon), because if they
make it public everyone will recoil from them as they would from a snake (&i 8¢ dnuoocievoeig
o0To, EKTOTE TAVTES PEVEOVTOL GO 60D (g Amd dpewc).®*® He also returns several times to the
proper ways to guard one’s own secrets, which of course presupposes that the reader would

have something that he was eager to hide.®*’

This pragmatic approach implies that Kekaumenos had a specific readership in mind when
writing his advice, meaning that he was writing for an audience who would be familiar with the
concrete situations he describes and able to make practical use of his advice. His literary
ambitions and choice of topics, on the other hand, indicate that this intended readership was
wider than he explicitly states. That said, his choice of literary model for presenting his advice,
that of a father educating his son, is hardly irrelevant, but presumably chosen because it would
make sense to his intended readers. The most probable explanation consequently seems to be
that Kekaumenos wrote for readers whom he imagined to be like his sons and so able to identify

with them. In other words, for those whom he regarded as his own social class.

If this is the case, the text should provide valuable insight into the nature of this segment of
Byzantine society. Judging from the nature and emphasis of the advice given, it consisted of
provincial landowners with large households, who wielded considerable influence in the local

community and were attended by both servants and slaves.®*® They could be expected to pursue

645 Consilia et Narrationes 100, p. 148. There are obvious parallels to Psellos’ letters here, which we will have
reason to consider further below. See pp. 288-9.

646 Consilia et Narrationes 13, pp. 54-6. See below p. 295.

847 Consilia et Narrationes 103-4, 127, pp. 152-4, 176.

648 Consilia et Narrationes 88-9, 101, 104, 116, 119, 131, 133-7, pp. 130-2, 148-50, 152-4, 164-6, 168, 178-80,
182-6.
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careers either as military officers or civil servants.®*® What is especially striking is that the group
for which Kekaumenos considered it relevant to offer advice comprised a rather large social

650

stratum. We find advice for judges as well as mere administrative assistants,”>” commanders of

651 and landowners of all levels of wealth.5%2

large field armies as well as lower-ranking soldiers,
Scholars are allotted only a single paragraph throughout the text and there is also one addressing
bishops appearing abruptly in the section that concerns itself primarily with private life as a
provincial landowner.%®® Moreover, if this line of reasoning is correct, it follows that he also
considered toparchs as part of his own social class. This is clearly significant and a point that
will be developed further below.%®* As for the advice for emperors, this could be practically
useful not only for the rulers themselves, but also for their advisers, who, as we have seen, are
included among the officials singled out for specific admonitions earlier in the text. This is also
underlined by the opening paragraph of the Consilium Principi, where Kekaumenos’ words are
still directed to the earlier addressee, advising him on the limits of the allegiance he owes to his
imperial master.%> He concludes that even the emperor is bound by the laws of piety and that

it is therefore appropriate to commit to writing some advice for the emperors of the future, thus

providing an elegant transition from one addressee to another.

Kekaumenos seems to delimit the social horizons of his intended readership by interjecting his
own wishes into the text, which he does only twice in this context. When considering the
possibility that his son would end up as a landowner whose wealth would be well below average

(el 8& 1OV KdT® TAVTEADG 1) he exclaims ‘which I pray that you do not’ (émep dmevyopan),®*

849 Consilia et Narrationes 11, 13-22, 24-87, pp. 54-62, 64-128.

850 Consilia et Narrationes 11, 15, 22, pp. 54, 56, 62.

851 Consilia et Narrationes 24, 86-7, pp. 64, 128.

852 Consilia et Narrationes 2, 88, 119, 122, pp. 48, 130-2, 168, 170.

853 Consilia et Narrationes 23, 123, pp. 62, 170.

854 Consilia et Narrationes 218-26, pp. 232-42. See below, pp. 272-5.

855 Consilium Principi 1, p. 93; Roueché, ‘Rhetoric’, p. 25.

856 Consilia et Narrationes 2, p. 48. The phrase 8nep dmevyopar appears once more in the text, but then in the
context of suffering military defeat (Consilia et Narrationes 42, p. 78).
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whereas when he gives appropriate advice in the event that his son would rise high in the
emperor’s service (€l €& dxpag apetig [...] e0donc) he remarks ‘which I pray that you will’
(8mep émsvyopon).®>’ He devotes several paragraphs to the latter scenario, suggesting that the
addressee might become the emperor’s closest advisor (gi pév mpdtog &vOpomog &l Tod
Baocilémg) and even be entrusted to wield absolute power in his stead (i 6¢ kol 0 Paciiedg Ta
Tavta €ic og avadnoet kol d10 6TOuATOS ooV drotkeitor Ta Thg EEovaiag avtod), which indicates
that he regarded it as a relevant possibility to consider.®®® To summarise, the social group that
is encompassed by Kekaumenos’ advice seems to correspond very closely to the definition of
Byzantine aristocracy broadly adopted by modern scholarship. As we have seen, Cheynet
characterises the powerful as those who either held high offices of state, civil, military or
ecclesiastical, or were able to exercise considerable influence in local communities through
coercion or promises of certain benefits.®*® In other words, precisely the social categories that
Kekaumenos appears to have expected his sons to belong to, at least if they did well in life. The
definition deduced from the Consilia et Narrationes does seem somewhat wider at the lower
end, including even lower-ranking secretaries (votapiot) and soldiers (otpatidtat) as well as
landowners who appear to have been too poor to be able to intimidate or buy influence in
provincial society, but, as shall be argued in the next chapter, this is probably because

Kekaumenos takes into account a fairly high degree of social mobility.

87 Consilia et Narrationes 7-8, p. 52. Spadaro has amended dmebyopon to énevyopar here, which is not
unreasonable given Kekaumenos’ generally positive attitude to professional success, even though the paragraph
in question is primarily concerned with the dangers of falling that those who rise high expose themselves to, which
would make arevyopon a plausible reading as well. Both alternatives would, however, serve to delimit the social
horizons of the intended reader in similar ways.

858 Consilia et Narrationes, 3, 7, p. 48, 52.

859 Cheynet, Pouvoir, p. 249.
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6.2 Meritocracy and social mobility

Having thus established that Kekaumenos’ advice was intended to be practically useful
primarily for individuals who in different ways, but consistent with traditional definitions, can
be considered as members of the Byzantine aristocracy, we can proceed to inquire into what
the Consilia et Narrationes can tell us about the social structure of this aristocracy and the
opportunities for advancement within it. As we have seen, Cheynet identifies an upper layer
within the aristocracy, the péya dvvapuevot or peyiotdveg, to which he usually refers simply as
the great families. He argues that they represented the highest social category of Byzantine
society, distinguished primarily on account of the prestige conferred by their longevity as
powerful families, and their members were the only ones who could realistically aspire to the
imperial throne.®®® He devotes little attention to the reminder of the aristocracy, to which
Kekaumenos must be regarded as having belonged, but notes that although they were intimately
connected to the great families through vertical ties of dependence, they were subordinate and
separate from them since the upper echelons of Middle Byzantine society was a rather closed
milieu, even though the frequent changes of government in the eleventh century can give a false
impression of social mobility.%®? Indeed, in Michael Angold’s interpretation, Cheynet’s
conclusions offer a key explanation for the political instability that, in his interpretation,

plagued the empire during the eleventh century.5®2

Angold surmises that a changing and
expanding elite left too many interests to satisfy and that the pressure thus created found its
natural outlets in conspiracies and revolts. If such an interpretation is correct we could expect

the middle and lower parts of the aristocracy to be rather frustrated by their limited opportunities

860 Cheynet, Pouvoir, p. 253.

861 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 249-59.

82 Angold, ‘Belle Epoque’, pp. 588-9. Cf. above, pp. 176-7, regarding how the insecurity experienced by
individual officials may actually have contributed to systemic political stability.
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and, if so, it would be remarkable indeed that Kekaumenos, as a member of that social stratum,

neither voices nor implies any such frustration.

In fact, as we have seen, he appears to take quite the opposite attitude, presenting the possibility
of his son attaining a position at the pinnacle of the imperial administration as perfectly
plausible. In itself, this would of course be a rather tenuous basis on which to argue with
certainty that such a scenario represented Kekaumenos’ sober expectations of the career
opportunities available to his sons and their peers, but there are also other paragraphs that appear
to imply that this segment of Byzantine society was characterised by a relatively high degree
of social mobility on meritocratic grounds. When discussing the possibility that the reader might
rise high in the emperor’s service, Kekaumenos assumes that he would do so on account of his
excellence (&£ Gkpoag apetiic), his diligence (gite amd omovdig), or by God’s permission (gite
KoTd svyydpnoty O@=od).?% As we have seen, smovdn has been identified by Bernard as one of
the key terms in the meritocratic ideology of the 10gi0i.®®* Echoes of Bernard’s ‘ethic of
disinterestedness’ might also be discerned in Kekaumenos’ advocacy of humility as a
professional strategy.®®® He advises readers in the lower rungs of the imperial hierarchy (i 8¢
Sovrevelg Bacthel kai €1 1BV KdTm) to submit to their superiors (brotéyndi toig peiloot) and
choose to be last of all (yivov tfj mpoarpécet Eoyotog mdvtwv), promising that this will result in

God raising them up (koi Vydon og 6 Oedc).6%®

Parallels may also be drawn to Psellos’ expectation that the kritai to whom he wrote to would

regard loyalty as one of the most desirable qualities in potential subordinates, which is a point

863 Consilia et Narrationes 7-8, p. 52.

864 Bernard, Writing and Reading, p. 167. See above, p. 153.

865 Bernard, Writing and Reading, pp. 192-207. See above, p. 153.
866 Consilia et Narrationes 12, p. 54.
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to which we shall have reason to return below.®®” Kekaumenos admittedly does not specify
whether vyow refers to spiritual or material benefits here, but there is no reason to see them as
mutually exclusive. The importance of divine favour for professional success is, of course, also
underlined by the mention of God’s permission alongside excellence and diligence as a decisive
factor for rising high in imperial service. Similarly, another paragraph advises the readers
against buying their way into public office (un ovioncbé mote dpyryv S Egvimv), stating that
they should ask God for it instead (¢AL’ dmd Tob Ogod TovTNV del aiteiohe).®% Going beyond
the pious, moralising language in which these admonitions are phrased, they seem to imply that
Kekaumenos viewed the society in which he lived as one where those who were truly worthy

of advancement would stand at least a reasonable chance to achieve it.

The mention of buying offices as a realistic opportunity indicates that there were also ways for
the unworthy to get ahead, of course, but it should be noted the this nevertheless presents social
mobility through corruption, rather than hereditary privileges, as the natural alternative, and
hence most substantial obstacle, to social mobility on purely meritocratic grounds. Similarly,
he introduces luck as a factor that might foil the worthy, defined as those who have made
marvellous plans (tweg Oavpacta fovigvodpevor notdoynoav), and reward the unworthy, that
is those who act aimlessly and without understanding (£tepot 6¢ dokdnmG Kol AGVVET®C
neydhov énétuyov).% Therefore, he argues, one should not praise their good fortune or blame
their bad luck (66ev o0 ypn Vv gotLYiay adTOV ETavelv §| wéyew v dtvyiav), but rather their
intentions and actions (aAAd tov oxomov kai Ty Tpa&wv). Kekaumenos is certainly underlining
the limits of meritocracy here, but a society where it is relevant to point out that even the worthy

can fail due to bad luck, or that even the unworthy can reach success through unfair methods

667 See above pp. 164, 176, and below pp. 295-7.
868 Consilia et Narrationes 140, p. 188.
869 Consilia et Narrationes 125, p. 176.

268



and pure chance, still seems to be one where individuals routinely moved beyond the social
position of their birth and the baseline expectations of meritocracy were reasonably high. It
hardly seems indicative of a rigid social structure where the uppermost echelons of society were

accessible almost exclusively to the members of certain families.

Furthermore, when considering the event that his reader would like to change his profession (&i
&’ GAMV Tva Emotnunv petépyn), Kekaumenos recommends that he makes an effort to learn
the new one thoroughly (omovdacov dnmg €ig dkpov tavtny ékpadng), but also that he does not
abandon the original one (un édong v émotyuny fiv &€ apyfig eixec), claiming that it is rare
for anyone who does so to reach distinction (i 82 xai Tig 00TOG petomesmv NdSokiuncey, GALL
omaving).8° By way of example, he states plainly that a sailor cannot become a soldier (6 yap
vog o dvuvarotl yevésbor otpatidtnc), NOr a notarios become a smith (ovde 6 votdpiog
yaAkeng), but given the heavy emphasis on the army and civil service throughout the text, it
seems reasonable to infer that this piece of advice was intended primarily for those
contemplating moving from a career in one of these hierarchies to the other, or possibly between
different positions within one of them. Kekaumenos evidently regarded such transitions as easy
enough to find it worthwhile to advise his readers against undertaking them lightly, and
common enough to conclude that they rarely turn out well, which suggests that there was no
lack of career opportunities for men of aspiration. It is also worth noting that cmovddlw, the
verbal cognate of omovdn, is the word used in the exhortation to become highly skilled in any
new profession and that evdokyém, translated as being distinguished above, also carries the
more specific meaning of having a good reputation, which is a point to which we shall return

below .57t

670 Consilia et Narrationes 123-4, p. 172. On civil officials assuming military command, see above, p. 172, esp. n.
417.
671 See above, pp. 153, 267, and below, pp. 293-7.
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Kekaumenos also recommends treating subordinates well, noting that just as they might need
help now (icwg mg xprlet viv 6 dmoyeiptog cov aviiAyemg ofic), SO too may the reader one
day require aid from them (@épet oe 10 Pépov tva o dendiic avtod ysipa dpéEon cor).b’? He
claims to have seen this, marvelling at the instability of life (¢i5ov yap todt0 &y® Kai £0avpaca
100 PBiov 10 dotatov). If such a reversal of fortunes was an eventuality plausible enough to plan
ahead for, this surely suggests a fairly high degree of social mobility. The reference to the
instability of life, as well as the cautionary statement that those who climb high always risk
falling mentioned above, also appears consistent with the image of the civil service as a highly
volatile social milieu where one constantly had to be on one’s guard which we have deduced
from Psellos’ letters.®”® Similar sentiments can be surmised from Kekaumenos’ advice to office
holders to take care of their estates and embellish them (zpdttwv ¢ tiic oikiag cov Emperod
Kol Adpmpovov avtv), since they will return there after they leave office (mavoduevov yap oe
100 mpartew N oikio. cov vmodé€etan), implying that a career in the military or civil service
could not be regarded as a secure source of income, hinting at the possibility of downward

social mobility.5"

This would also explain why the social segment we have identified as Kekaumenos’ intended
readership extends beyond traditional definitions of the Byzantine aristocracy to include
landowners with comparably poor estates, mere secretaries and lower-ranking soldiers. He is
concerned with future prospects and consequently seems to have taken into account scenarios
of downward social mobility as well as situations where the reader might have to start his career
in a relatively low-ranking position and work his way up. As for soldiers (ta avtd 6& mapoyyéhm

Kol toilg otpatidtalg), his advice can hardly be said to surpass the level of cliché, stating simply

672 Consilia et Narrationes 19, p. 60.
673 See above, pp. 127-46, 176-7.
674 Consilia et Narrationes 111, p. 158.
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that he had never seen an eager and vigilant man who did not achieve the height of success (ovk
gldov Thmote omovdaiov Kai dypumvov W €ig dipov sdnuepnoavta).’”> While such platitudes
cannot be taken as a literal and trustworthy description of the social reality to which they pertain,
they can at least be regarded as indicative of a public discourse where social mobility was
considered possible and meritocracy an ideal, all the more so since the vocabulary used echoes
the meritocratic ideology of the intellectual elite with such precision. Not only is the virtue of
omovdn| extolled once more, but it is done so paired with that of dypuvzrvia, which is another
important ideal among the logioi identified by Bernard, but now appearing in the writings of a
former military commander regarding the prospects of soldiers.®”® This clearly points in the
direction of a common ideological discourse throughout the Byzantine aristocracy, where

meritocratic sentiments were widely shared.®’

Taken together, the points made above appear to draw the outline of a social group, stretching
from not especially wealthy provincial estate owners who lived solely off their land and were
not on the government payroll, through both the army and the civil service, possibly including
the church and the institutions of education, all the way up to the emperor’s closest advisors. It
was diverse on account of the differences in wealth, status and influence between its members,
but coherent on account of the widely shared ideological precepts as well as the expectations
of social mobility on meritocratic grounds within it. Again, this is not to say that the prestige
conferred by an ancient lineage did not confer real political capital, or that a family tradition of
service in the highest offices of state was not an advantage when pursuing such a career, but
simply that there were also other important social factors at work that to a considerable extent

compensated for the advantages of the most illustrious families and facilitated the rise of new

675 Consilia et Narrationes 87, p. 128.
676 Bernard, Writing and Reading, p. 181.
577 Cf. above, pp. 152-87.
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men. Unfortunately, the nature of these factors remains largely obscure throughout the Consilia
et Narrationes, which only presents Byzantine society, civil administration as well as armed
forces, as largely meritocratic in rather general terms. It neither confirms explicitly the
importance of the schools in providing qualifications, networks and hence career paths in the
civil administration for new men, which has been deduced from the analysis of Psellos’ letters
above, nor answers in any detail the question of whether there were similar institutional

mechanisms enabling social mobility within the military.

Some hints may however be gleaned from Kekaumenos’ treatment of the themes of foreignness
and literacy, which we shall consider now. As for foreignness, this brings us back to the curious
inclusion of toparchs among the intended recipients of Kekaumenos’ advice.®’8 If, as has been
noted above, the premise that Kekaumenos was writing for his own social class is correct, it
follows that he considered toparchs part of that class, suggesting that he did not see the
aristocracy to which he belonged as defined in terms of ethnicity nor limited by the political
borders of the empire. He certainly appears to have had a personal stake in presenting it so,
since two of the men he calls grandfathers appear to have been such border princes, who even
fought against the empire at times, but it is striking that he seems to view this as an entirely
unspectacular circumstance and is perfectly content to simply mention it in passing with no

further explanation. When recounting a story of how the toparch of Dvin used guile to seize a

678 J.-C. Cheynet, ‘Toparque et topotéretes a la fin du 11° siécle’, Revue des études byzantines 42 (1984), pp. 215-
24, examines the uses of this term, which was not an official title. Kekaumenos employs it consistently to designate
independent border princes within the empire’s sphere of influence, but in other Byzantine sources it can also
denote foreign rulers of territories that used to be part of the empire and which the Byzantines still considered
rightfully theirs, as well as Byzantine officials who recognised the authority of the emperor, but found themselves
in a more autonomous position than usual, such as military lieutenants (tomotnpntai) who were defending
territories cut off from Constantinople by rebels or Turks after 1071. See also J. Shepard, ‘Mingling with Northern
Barbarians: Advantages and Perils’ in F. Curta & B.-P. Maleon, The Steppe Lands and the World beyond them:
Studies in Honour of Victor Spinei on his 70" Birthday (Iasi, 2013), pp. 219-33, on the substantial political
potential, for emperors and ambitious commanders alike, of forging ties of friendship across the borders of the
empire.

272



fortress from a Roman commander, he notes briefly that the toparch was also his grandfather

(6 Tod T1Riov Tompymg Kol Témmog pov), but never comments further on it.67°

A few paragraphs later, Kekaumenos’ maternal grandfather, whom he refers to as Demetrios
Polemarchios, is introduced in a similarly casual manner as a prominent chief on the border
between the empire and Bulgaria (6 6 mpog untpog mémmog pov Anuntprog Iolepdpylog ovtw
KOAOVUEVOC TV DTEpéYOovca KEQOM) &ic 1O pépoc éxeivo eig v dicpav). Like the story
involving the toparch of Dvin, it is a cautionary tale where a Byzantine commander and the
fortress he held were captured after falling for a ruse orchestrated by Polemarchios.
Kekaumenos does make a point of mentioning that Basil 1, after having annexed Bulgaria,
granted his grandfather the titles of patrikios and mystikos (avefifoocev [...] €ig 10 1@V
noTpikiov a&iopo, teroinkag avtov kol puotikov), but offers no other comment on his family
history.%8* As Roueché has argued, this vagueness on the subject of his origins tells us that he
was genuinely unconcerned to present himself in terms of ethnicity and did not see his foreign
forebears as any threat to his Romanness, nor did he expect that his readers would.®®? The
Consilia et Narrationes consequently seems to indicate that Kekaumenos’ own family history
of successful integration into the Byzantine aristocracy was sufficiently commonplace not to
merit any comment.®®2 As such, the recruitment of foreign soldiers could perhaps be regarded
as a social mechanism offering opportunity for new men corresponding to the role played by

the schools in preparing their students for careers in the civil administration.

679 Consilia et Narrationes 73, p. 106-8. The episode does not offer any substantial dating clues, but Roueché,
‘Defining the Foreign’, pp. 206-7, suggests that it should be placed in the tenth century.

880 Consilia et Narrationes 76, p. 112-14.

81 On Byzantine-Bulgarian relations along the frontier at this time, see Holmes, Basil Il, pp. 417-24; P.
Stephenson, Byzantium’s Balkan Frontier: A Political Study of the Northern Balkans, 900-1204 (Cambridge,
2000), pp. 62-79.

882 Roueché, ‘Defining the Foreign’, pp. 205-9.

883 Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 257-8; idem, "L’ Aristocratie’, pp. 291-2, makes reference to integration of this sort.
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There is, however, a contrast between the relaxed attitude to ethnicity displayed in
Kekaumenos’ references to his forefathers and the considerably more critical position in his
advice to the emperor, where he warns against raising foreigners who are not of royal birth to
great honours (tov¢ £Bvikobc €imep oK gioiv Amd PaciAikoDd YEVOULC THC YMOPAS aOTAV uN|
avapifoale gic peydrag a&iac) as well as entrusting them with important offices (unte éunicteve
avToic peydiac apyéc).t84 He does so on three grounds. Firstly, that it will evoke the enmity of
Roman commanders who are passed over for promotion in favour of the newcomers (ti a&iov
&yelg dovvan T® Popaio otpatnyiav; mhviog nomoelg avtov Ex0pov). Secondly, that other
foreigners will come to disdain the empire, taking the promotion of their countryman as a sign
that there were no capable men among the Romans (yehdowot mévteg kai einwowv [...] &ig
Popaviav dvOpmmog ovk vt ikavog kol o1t todto VymOn 6 Nuétepog). Thirdly, that a foreigner
raised above the rank of spatharokandidatos will become contemptuous and not serve properly
(el 8¢ Tynoels E0viKoV Emékeva omabopoKavIdAT®Y, EKTOTE YIVETAL KOTAPPOVITIG KOl 0V [N
oot dovievon opbdc). Kekaumenos is not against recruiting foreign soldiers, but simply
suggests that they should serve for ‘clothing and bread’, because then they will serve faithfully
and wholeheartedly (&i yap mpog ipndtiov kai Gptov dovAEDG®GLY, TANPOPOPNONTL, TGTAG GOt

J0VAEHEOVGY KOl OAOYOXMG).

As Roueché has noted, this advice does not appear to stem from any general hostility to
foreigners, but merely from the recognition that they are not the emperor’s own subjects.®3 She
also points out the inconsistency between this advice and Kekaumenos’ proud declaration that
Basil 11 raised his Bulgarian grandfather to the status of patrikios, from which she infers that he
was able to define foreigners as it suited him. While this is a valid point, I would like to suggest

that these seemingly contradictory statements might not simply reflect a general sense of

884 Consilium Principi 8-9, p. 95.
885 Roueché, *Defining the Foreign’, p. 210.
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foreignness as a vague and mutable concept, but rather a fairly clearly defined distinction
between two different kinds of foreigners. In his advice to the emperor, Kekaumenos ends the
section about the dangers of promoting foreigners by declaring that no emperor, up until and
including Romanos 11, ever raised a Frank or a Varangian to the honour of patrikios
(aveBiBacev Dpdyyov i Bpdyyov €ig tijv Tob matpuciov ¢éiav).58 The absence of any attempt
to explain how this relates to the granting of that exact title to Demetrios Polemarchios implies
that Kekaumenos did not see a contradiction here, but rather expected his readers to take for
granted that there was a difference between mercenaries from northern and western Europe,
who were unlikely to ever become true subjects of the emperor, and the local lords of the
empire’s border regions, who could be assimilated with relative ease into the formal Byzantine
aristocracy and thus benefit from the opportunities for advancement on meritocratic grounds
offered there. While this cannot be regarded as upward social mobility in the traditional sense,
since the ‘new men’ in question would likely have been the ‘old men’ of their native lands, it
may still provide some additional context for Kekaumenos’ characterisation of Byzantine

society as one where even the uppermost echelons were accessible to any man of talent.

In practice, however, talent would clearly not have been the sole determinant of an individual’s
fortunes. This brings us to the subject of literacy, which may have served as barrier to
advancement not only in the civil administration, but also to some extent in the military. It is
remarkable how well read the aristocracy we encounter in the Consilia et Narrationes appears
to have been. Kekaumenos returns repeatedly to the virtues of reading, encouraging his readers
to devote as much as possible of the time they spend alone to books (6motav 82 katd novag &l
el duvatdv, Eotm 1 pnerétn cov ai Bifror), assuring them that if they read much, they will learn

much (dvayivooke ToAla kai podnor moAld) and emphasising the importance of reading whole

886 Consilium Principi 9, p. 95.
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books and not just parts of them (amo tfic wag cavidog [...] dvayivooke tadtv Emg ody
VTOAEPOT] &v adTh Ypdppa, Koi whvo deeAnonon).t8’ In the section on advice for military
commanders, he notes that he had considered writing about the proper way to draw up troops
on the day of battle (1{0eA6v oot 8¢ dnAdoar kol Tdg OPeidelc mapatda&acOut &v MUEPQ TOAELOV),
but concludes that older authors had set this out adequately and that this will suffice for his
readers’ needs (GAL’ ikavdg ol apyardTepot £E£0evTo Kai TovTolg dpkesdnon).t% He continues
to make reference to military handbooks throughout the text, either to recommend the advice
given in them, or to disagree with it and propose an alternative.®®® He also advises military
commanders to read such handbooks, as well as histories and books of the church, whenever
they are at leisure (6tov 8¢ oyoAdoelg Kol 0VK GOYOAT] €ig oTpaTNYIKAG dOoVAEiNG, AvoyivmoKe
xoi BiProvg kai ioTopiag kai tég Tiic éxrkAnociag Pifrovc).b® The Consilia et Narrationes is
clearly written in dialogue with older military manuals, with which Kekaumenos assumed that

his readers would be familiar.6%!

We must be wary of selection bias here, of course. By choosing to communicate in writing,
Kekaumenos was by definition directing his advice to an audience that read books. It is
nevertheless significant that he assumed that his readers, even those of provincial provenance
and particularly those pursuing military careers, had access to a rather wide range of literature.
There consequently appears to have existed a literary milieu of some vitality even in the
provinces, far from the learned circles of Constantinopolitan high society. Even more
importantly, Kekaumenos portrays the study of military handbooks as the principal way in

which an aspiring commander would learn the fundamentals of strategy and tactics, while being

887 Consilia et Narrationes 113, 142, 160, pp. 158, 190, 198.

888 Consilia et Narrationes 28, p. 68.

889 Consilia et Narrationes 29, 34, 37, 41-4, 54, pp. 70, 72-4, 78-80, 88.
6% Consilia et Narrationes 54, p. 88.

891 Roueché, ‘Literary Background’, pp. 117-123.
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silent on other ways of doing so. There is, for instance, no hint in the admittedly incomplete
text of apprenticeship arrangements whereby younger relatives accompanied older ones on
campaign to learn the ropes, which Cheynet proposes as an important practice that gave
established families crucial advantages in the competition for military positions.®®? This does
not, of course, prove that such arrangements were non-existent or unimportant, nor does it
indicate that education would have been as significant a factor for enabling careers in the army
as we have found it to be in the civil administration. It does however emphasise the centrality
of literacy as an aristocratic quality in Byzantium, standing out practically as an entry-level
requirement for aspiring new men.®® It also suggests that once acquired, it could, at least to
some extent, be used to provide crucial further qualifications that enabled social climbing, not

only in the civil administration, but also in the military.

6.3 Friends and family

Kekaumenos’ attitude towards friendship has been the subject of some scholarly discussion.
Kazhdan emphasised his suspicious nature and characterised his views on as something best
avoided, or that friends at least should be kept at arm’s length.694 Mullett has, on the other hand,
suggested a somewhat more optimistic reading, arguing that Kekaumenos is not hostile to
friendship in general, but simply afraid of the various ways in which one can be hurt by a bad

friend.®% She notes that Kekaumenos appears to take it absolutely for granted that one would

892 Cheynet, ‘Aristocratie et héritage’, p. 71.

89 See also Holmes, ‘Political Literacy’; M. Griinbart, Inszenierung und Représentation der byzantinischen
Aristokratie vom 10. bis zum 13. Jahrhundert (Paderborn, 2015), pp. 171-89.

894 A. Kazhdan, People and Power in Byzantium: An Introduction to Modern Byzantine Studies (Washington,
1982), pp. 26, 28-9. See also A. P. Kazhdan & A. W. Epstein, Change in Byzantine Culture in the Eleventh and
Twelfth Centuries (Berkeley, 1985), pp. 132, 208. Kekaumenos’ suspiciousness has also been underlined in C.
Galatariotou, ‘Open Space / Closed Space: the Perceived Worlds of Kekaumenos and Digenes Akrites’, in M.
Mullett & D. Smythe (eds.), Alexios | Komnenos (Belfast 1996), pp. 303-28.

89 Mullett, *Byzantium: A Friendly Society?’, pp. 11-14, 18.
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have friends and that friendship entailed obligations to help and support one another, even
though he clearly regarded them as far from unlimited. This interpretation is much in line with
my own, but | believe that this line of reasoning can be taken even further. For the purpose of
expanding the argument somewhat, | would therefore like to add a few more illustrative

examples to the ones cited by Mullett.®%

Perhaps most strikingly, Kekaumenos calls upon his readers to love their friends and help them
in all things (tov @ilov cov dydra kol €ig Tavta Opeye avtd yeipa), but also warns against the
danger of leading them astray or even to their deaths (pvAa&ov 8¢ un oxkavdoricatr aOTOV EmG
Bavdrtov) as well as following their advice if it is corruptive (¢av ot cuppoviedontal kakdv Tt
notfjoat, un ovvoroydig T BovAf avtod), which he likens to drinking poison (dnAntiplov
meiv).%°” He writes that most people who are destroyed are so through the love of their friends
(o1 Mreioveg S pidwv aydmnv danmdAiovto), losing not only their property and their bodies, but

also their very souls (o0 povov ypripata Kol Ot ATOAESHY, GAAL KOL 0DTAS TAC YUYEC).

This is certainly a very drastic way of underlining the dangers of picking the wrong kind of
friend, but it hardly reflects a disparaging view of friendship. I am, in fact, more inclined to
characterise it as the opposite: Kekaumenos was deadly serious about friendship. If he had
viewed friendship as something best avoided, these warnings would have given him the perfect
opportunity to simply say so. Instead, he begins by encouraging his readers to love and aid their
friends, but then reminds them that this mutual affection is a powerful force that must be
handled with care, both for their own sake and for the sake of their friends. Indeed, the

frequency with which Kekaumenos returns to the subject of friendship and the kinds of person

6% Cited by Mullett: Consilia et Narrationes 5, 74, 96, 101, 143, 145, 168, pp. 50, 108-10, 142-4, 148-50, 190-2,
200-2.
897 Consilia et Narrationes 118, p. 168.

278



one should and should not choose for a friend seems to imply that friendship was a very central
part of his life, and that he assumed that the same would apply to his readers.®® That was why
it was so important to only have friends that could be trusted, and to avoid situations that could
jeopardise one’s friendships. This is also the context in which I am inclined to place the well-
known paragraph where Kekaumenos advises against letting visiting friends stay in the same
house as one’s wife for fear of adultery, interpreting it as saying more about his attitudes

towards sexuality than towards friendship.®%°

The latter point is made clear in an earlier section of the paragraph just examined, where
Kekaumenos advises his readers never to stand as surety for anyone, not even for a dear friend
(T pn éyyonon moté [ ... ] unde i kol opodpa gilog oov), since this would lead to them losing
not only the money, but also the friend (kai tov pikov cov Tposamoréseic).’® If they have the
money the friend needs, Kekaumenos suggests that they should simply give it to him instead
and thus perfect their friendship (86v &mc, 80g adTd &€ GV yprlet xoi Teleloig TV dydmny),
from which we may infer that it was not the danger of losing the money that he was most
concerned about, but rather the danger of losing a friend. The preciousness of friendship is also
clearly expressed in another paragraph, where Kekaumenos notes that while a man who loses
valuable gemstones can find and buy better ones, whereas a man who loses a person, such as a
slave, a freedman or a good and loyal friend, cannot find another to replace him (droiécag o6&
dvOpmmov dodhov Tuxov ij ELedBepov fi pikov TGTOV Kai dyaddv, ok Eotv evpeiv).’®t The fact

that he mentions servants along with good friends as examples of irreplaceable people brings

8% |n addition to the paragraphs examined in detail here and the ones cited by Mullett, see Consilia et Narrationes
15, 100, 104, 106, 108, 110, 114, 116, pp. 50, 146-8, 152-60, 164-6.

89 Consilia et Narrationes 101, pp. 148-50; Mullett, ‘Byzantium: A Friendly Society?’, pp. 11-12). Cf. Consilia
et Narrationes 121, p. 168, and below, pp. 282-3.

700 Consilia et Narrationes 118, p. 168.

01 Consilia et Narrationes 144, p. 192.
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to mind Mullett’s observation that instrumentality was unusually emphasised in the Byzantine

understanding of friendship.’%

As for family, Kekaumenos’ treatment of this subject seems to follow the same pattern as have
been discerned in Psellos’ letters and the Peira.’®® Arguments ex silentio are, of course,
particularly tenuous since the text is incomplete, but it is undoubtedly worth pointing out that
even though the subject appears in a number of the paragraphs available to us, there is nothing
in them to suggest that extended families served as a significant source of identity and
allegiance. Roueché has noted that Kekaumenos seems eager to present his forebears in the best
possible light, which clearly betrays a concern for the prestige of his lineage, thus emphasising
the importance of family ties in the vertical sense, from one generation to another.”** There
appears to be no evidence, however, of anything similar in the horizontal sense. Kekaumenos
does appear deeply committed to what could be described as family values, but this always
seem to pertain to the nuclear family, or at least not stretching beyond the confines of the oikos,
to speak with Magdalino.”® The idea of a mutual honour, bordering on identity, shared by
parents and children is particularly strongly put. He encourages his readers to represent their
parents as venerable and distinguished through their own virtuous actions (cmovdale 410 TV
EPYmV TG APETAG 60V aidEGTOVG KOl TEPLPAVEIS AmodeiEan TOLG YoVeEiS cov), noting that a man

who claims to admire them while criticising their fathers is really dishonouring them as well (6

702 See above, pp. 45-6.

703 Cf. above, pp. 188-207, 248-53.

704 Roueché, ‘Defining the Foreign’, p. 204.

705 P, Magdalino, ‘Honour Among Rhomaioi: the Framework of Social Values in the World of Digenes Akrites
and Kekaumenos’, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 13 (1989), p. 201-13. The concept of oikos, or household,
is somewhat wider than modern conceptions of the nuclear family, mainly because it could also include the families
of adult children, but it is still something significantly smaller than a clan. See also, P. Magdalino, ‘The Byzantine
Aristocratic Oikos’, in M. Angold (ed.), The Byzantine Aristocracy, IX to XIII Centuries (Oxford, 1984), pp. 92-
111. In addition to the examples cited below, see Consilia et Narrationes 120, 148, pp. 168, 196-4.
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VTOKPIVOpEVOG £kOe1alely o€, yéymv € TOV TaTépa 6oV, 6€ avTov dtnalet), ‘for a lion begets

a lion and a fox begets a fox’ (6 yap Aéwv Aéovta yevvdl kai 1| GAOTE dhdmeka). %

This point is underlined again a few paragraphs later, where Kekaumenos admonishes his
readers not to dishonour their parents through shameful actions (un dtdong tovg
yeyevvnkotag og 01’ aioypdv npaemv), because the parents will be thought to be just like their
children (mévtog yap xoi of og yevvicovteg Tolodtol vopsicovtol).’”’ He also encourages
his readers not to let insults against a brother stand (0pilopévov 8¢ T0d adTAdELPOL GOV, U
KotadéEn), since the insult runs back to their parents (gig yop tov Tatépa Kai Thv untépo 6ov 1
BPpic avarpéyet).’*® Defending the brother’s honour for his own sake is consequently presented
as less important than the auxiliary damage done to the parents, but the same paragraph also
advises against quarrels between brothers, even if one believed oneself to have been injured by
one’s sibling (un pdyov petd adeA@od cov, &l Koi dokeig oL PAapiival map’ avtod), on the
grounds that they would both risk being publicly branded as brother-haters (énei o0 1€ KdKkeivog
Hoddehpot toig ToAloic Aopiobnoeode), which, we may surmise, was shameful enough to
merit forgiving any real or imagined slight. It should be noted that in all three of these
paragraphs, actions are evaluated primarily based on their effect on how someone is perceived
by others (amodei&at, vopusbncoviat, Aopiobnoesbe), which implies a concern for reputation

which we shall consider in more detail below.”

Regarding the forging of new, horizontal kinship ties through marriage and adoption, which
Cheynet appears to view as crucial for the social prospects of an aristocratic family,

Kekaumenos appears content to warn against those who would try to secure a loan (ot

706 Consilia et Narrationes 128, p. 176.
07 Consilia et Narrationes 130, p. 178.
708 Consilia et Narrationes 146, p. 194.
09 See below, pp. 293-7.
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daverotai) by making such offers (ddeApomomoeig kai ocvuvtekviag émtndevovtat, Tpocevodoi
e yapPpovg kai vopgac).”*® This confirms that family ties did entail some expectations of
mutual helpfulness, but seemingly in a far more pedestrian manner than we could have expected
if extended families had indeed functioned as something akin to political parties, bringing to
mind Psellos’ sometimes reluctant and unenthusiastic requests for favours on behalf of his
relatives.”*? Similarly, Kekaumenos calls upon his readers to remember their kinsmen and do
good to them if they should enjoy good fortune themselves (uvfioOntt cuvyyevodg cov év
gumpayig cov, Kol evepyétnoov avtong), but the same goes for those who have suffered on their
behalf (avBpmdmov dia o¢ TabdvTog), those who have guided and struggled for them in a time of
trial (tod yepaywyncoviog oe Kol dyoviacapévoy oot &v kapd mepacpod), as well as old
family friends (apyaiov pitov matpdov cov).”*2 Again, we are reminded that kinship did entail
some obligations, but this looks more like a list of people whom the readers would be liable to
forget unless they were encouraged to remember them than one of those whom they could be
expected to feel connected to by close bonds of affinity and solidarity. Notably absent are
references to close personal friends, as well as parents, siblings and children, probably because
Kekaumenos regarded it as superfluous to remind his readers in general terms that they had

obligations towards them.

There are a few other instances where Kekaumenos makes reference to the implications of ties
between members of the same extended family. In one paragraph, he states plainly that a
shameless daughter hurts not only herself (Buydtnp 8¢ avaicyvvtog odk avTHV HOVOV HOIKNGEVY),
but also her parents and those related to her (GAAd kol yoveig kai TOOG KOTO YEVOG GOTH

Srapépovrtag).”® The reference to the extended family nevertheless seems to serve primarily to

10 Consilia et Narrationes 115, p. 164; Cheynet, Pouvoir, pp. 261-86.
"1 See above, pp. 191-6.

"2 Consilia et Narrationes 107, p. 156.

13 Consilia et Narrationes 121, p. 168.
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emphasise the severity of what he calls shameless behaviour, which serves as justification for
his advice to simply lock one’s daughters up like prisoners (ta¢ Ovyoatépag 6ov O KATASIKOVG
&ye éykexAelopévog kai anpodmrovc). More information on the importance of such kinship ties
can however be found in another paragraph concerned with ways of controlling female
sexuality. Kekaumenos recounts a cautionary tale about a man who deceived (dmoviedeton) a
judge in order to have an affair with his wife (cuyyiveton pet’ avtiic).”** He accomplished this
by claiming to be a relative of the wife (y®, pnoi, cvyyevig el Thg KVpag Ekel Thg KprTaivng),
and ‘after saying much more to him’ became the judge’s friend (kai dAha TOALL AOTH €inOV
ocvueadleton avt®). It would consequently appear that while the purported kinship served an
important purpose by enabling the aspiring adulterer to make contact with the krites, the latter
did not allow him sufficient unsupervised access to his wife to make the affair possible until
they had spent much time together and become rather close friends. This appears to fit quite
well into the model proposed in chapter 4, whereby the impact of kinship beyond the extended
family is understood primarily through the framework of networks of friendship, as one of many
possible factors that could connect individuals to each other and motivate contact and help, but
where the closeness of the relationship would be more dependent on other circumstances, just

like any other friendship.*®

14 Consilia et Narrationes 102, pp. 150-2. Neville, Authority, pp. 86-7, interprets this paragraph differently,
arguing that the man was a perfect stranger trusted on the basis of being a relative, which, | believe, fails to take
into account the crucial circumstance that the man only became the judge’s friend and was admitted to his house
‘after saying much more to him’.

15 Cf. Magdalino, ‘Honour’, p. 212, noting that solidarity of the genos is less in evidence in the Consilia et
Narrationes than in Digenes Akrites, but that it is sometimes difficult to determine, since there is a tendency in
both texts to treat relatives as the equivalent of friends.
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6.4 Aristocracy and state

In her study on authority in provincial society, Neville cites Kekaumenos on several occasions
in support of her argument that beyond upholding imperial sovereignty, the Byzantine state was
apathetic about governing the provinces and content to let the most powerful landed aristocrats
dominate local communities.”*® The passages she relies on do serve to illustrate the limits of
the state’s reach in the provinces, but, as we shall see, there are also signs of state
interventionism in the Consilia et Narrationes. When the evidence is taken together and
considered in light of the findings of the earlier chapters, a more complex picture of the

relationship between state and aristocracy in provincial society emerges.

The partial absence of the Byzantine state apparatus in the provinces is, | believe, most keenly
perceived in a few paragraphs where Kekaumenos addresses readers who are living privately
on their estates (i xai év oikig id14leic) and to whom the local people are subject (brotdooceton
8¢ sot 6 Aadc TG dpoc).”t” He warns against provoking them through ‘extreme justice’ (&’
dxpag dukatocvyng), since that may cause them to rise up against their master (kotd cod
énavéotnodv), and goes on to offer advice on the best way to punish wrongdoers (tovg
apoptavovtog toovt Tpoémm koOAale). This clearly implies some sort of seigniorial power to
administer justice, whether or not it was recognised in official law. It is, however, difficult to
discern how far-reaching this power was in practice. The nature of the crimes to which it could
be applied is never specified beyond ‘unjust and shameful actions’ (&dwcov 7| aioypov [...]
npottopevov), nor do we know what kind of punishments it could entail. Kekaumenos’ fear of

provoking a violent uprising, not by behaving unjustly, but simply by being too strict and

16 Neville, Authority, see esp. pp. 104-5, 115-17.
"7 Consilia et Narrationes 133-6, pp. 182-4.
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zealous in punishing wrongdoers, also implies that contemporary norms imposed rather strict

limits on the acceptable exercise of such seigniorial justice.

Neville’s use of another passage to illustrate the power of local magnates is, however, somewhat
more questionable.”*® Here Kekaumenos considers a scenario in which a local vrepéyovca
KePOAN, a somewhat problematic term that Neville translates quite reasonably as ‘a prominent
man’ and interprets as a powerful neighbour, starts to behave unjustly (dp&ntor adikeiv),
prompting the men of the community (oi tod kowvod) to approach the reader, calling him master
(ow00évnv) and using flattery to persuade him to lead them and challenge the prominent man
publicly (Aéyovteg: [...] anélOopev petd cod mhvtee koi AdAncov ovtd moppnoiq).’t?
Kekaumenos strongly recommends refusing such requests, on the grounds that the prominent
man will feel threatened by it and retaliate, in which case the people who had urged the reader
to speak for them would quickly desert him. This does not mean that one should let injustice
stand unchallenged, but instead of seeking a public confrontation and creating a disturbance,
Kekaumenos suggests approaching him in private and speaking ‘with good manners and
understanding’ (AdAncov odv kai 60, GALL un) petd Topoyfic, GAAL HeTd cVVEGEMC Kol OoVC
xpnotod Kol kotd povag). This, he writes, will make the wrongdoer more inclined to listen than

if the reader came with the people (6 ddwdv Evipamioetal oe poAlov pnovov 1j petd Tod Aaod).

If Neville is right in identifying the bmepéyovoa kepain as a powerful neighbour, this would
appear to lend some support her argument that provincial society was dominated by local
magnates who were largely free to do as they pleased as long as they did not challenge imperial
sovereignty, but | believe that it is more likely than not that the prominent man referred to is

actually the theme judge. Neville is right in pointing out that the term itself seems to carry the

18 Neville, Authority, pp. 148, 159-60.
19 Consilia et Narrationes 97-100, pp. 144-8
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connotation of a powerful neighbour more than that of an imperial official and this is further
underlined by the one other occasion where it appears in the text, namely to denote Kekaumenos
forefather Demetrios Polemarchios when he was still an independent lord fighting for the
Bulgarians against the Byzantines.”?® There are, however, other circumstances that speak in
favour of another interpretation, namely the means by which Kekaumenos envisaged that the
prominent man would retaliate if the reader agreed to lead the local people in a public
confrontation. He presents two options.’?! In the first one, he would take flight and write to the
emperor to denounce the reader as a rabble-rouser and rebel, which would lead to his unjust
destruction (ypawyetl 1@ Bactiel Kottt 600 G AAOCLVAKTOV Kol 6Taclaotod, Kol EaAs1pnon
adikmg). If, on the other hand, the prominent man was fearless (i 8¢ éotwv drpépac), he would
allow the reader to come to the praitorion with the people, whereupon he would seize him and
bring him to his senses by beating him and shaving his head (édoet og émiBijvar T0d Tpartwpiov

LETO TOD A0oD Kol XEPMOAUEVOS G€ S0 0PLOD Kol KOVPAS COPPOVIGEL).

Firstly, the risk of being branded not only as a rabble-rouser (Aaocuvvaxtog), but also as a rebel
(ctaolaotng), indicates that the actions in question would be interpreted as a challenge to
imperial authority, which would make more sense if they were directed at an official,
presumably the krites, than at a powerful landowner. Secondly, and more importantly, if the
prominent man had been a local magnate, we could have expected Kekaumenos to situate the
hypothetical confrontation, and the physical abuse following it, at his estate. Instead, he
assumes that the reader would lead the people to seek him out at the praitorion, which must
refer to the seat of the theme judge, who was sometimes referred to by the title of praitor. If

this interpretation is correct, these paragraphs would rather seem to emphasise the presence

720 Neville, Authority, p. 148, n. 42; Consilia et Narrationes 76, p. 112-14. The word kepal is also used by itself
to denote a person of authority in two other passages, one of them referring to a theme judge, the other to the leader
of a rebellion. See Consilia et Narrationes 20, 176-7, pp. 60, 212-14.

721 Consilia et Narrationes 99, p. 146
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power of the state in the provinces, with the krites being portrayed as a man whose position was
so strong, both due to his ability to call on imperial aid if he felt threatened and due to the direct
powers of coercion at his disposal, that it was no use challenging him openly. Moreover, it is
noteworthy that Kekaumenos’ recommended course of action could have been copied straight
out of Psellos’ playbook: an influential and well-connected man is approached by a crowd of
petitioners, who bring certain injustices they have suffered to his attention, whereupon he
intervenes with the local krites on their behalf through his network, albeit in person rather than

by letter due to the proximity of the addressee.

This also appears to be the proper context in which to view an initial remark in the same passage,
where Kekaumenos advises his readers to visit the vrepéyovca kepain, but only infrequently
(dmépyov PO adTOV, ALY Un) TUKVE, GAAL dpaid drepyopEevoc), to speak with understanding
when asked and otherwise stay silent (Aéye petd cvvécemc T d€ovTa, T EPOTMOUEVOC OE
cwbma). %% There is certainly a distinct discrepancy between the deferential approach suggested
here and the confident rhetorical flourishes employed by Psellos in his attempts to establish
new friendships, but the purpose appears to be the same, namely to make an important official
part of one’s network and preferably impress him, so that he can be easily approached should
the need arise. Similar advice is given in another paragraph, where Kekaumenos writes that if
a good man (épotog) is unjustly accused (adikmg vmnyOn), the reader should not stay silent,
but defend him and hold out a helping hand (ur mapaciwanong, dAia TpdeTNOL TOVTOL KOl
yipo dpeCov Pondov).”2 As in the previous case, he should do this by first entreating the judge
and then the accuser (tp®tov pév ducwndv tov ducdlovta, it tov Edkovta) and only as a last
resort, if they prove to be incurably corrupt and rigid in the face of frequent requests (kai

TOALAKLG TOVTOVG AVTIPOADV €1 AVIATMS 101G VOGODVTOG KOl AKOUTEIG TpOg TV aitnow), should

22 Consilia et Narrationes 97, p. 144.
23 Consilia et Narrationes 1, p. 44.
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he make an outcry and expose them publicly (kpatvyacov, EleyEov éni mavtwv). Again, the tone
is quite different from Psellos’ friendly interventions, but the social mechanisms at work appear

to be very similar.

As we have seen in the analysis of Psellos’ letters, however, networks could be used not only
to advance the cause of justice, but also to promote personal gain. Kekaumenos also appears to
offer an example of this in the paragraph considered above where he advises his readers to avoid
taking an official role in the assessment if an imperial levy should come, since they would be
better placed to secure tax-benefits for friends, dependents and others who come asking for
favours (dvvfion kai eilov cov éEkovoedoatl kai GvOpwTov Gov, Kol TOV GiTNoApEVOV GE
ghappdooat), while any complaints would be directed at those who were officially
responsible.”?* Once more Kekaumenos appears to envisage his readers in a situation quite
similar to the one in which we find Psellos in many of his letters, at the centre of their network
asking one contact, in this case the one responsible for the assessment, for a favour as a favour
to another contact, who could be a friend, a relative or a more distant acquaintance who had
reached out for help. The conventions surrounding the exchange of favours is also made visible
in a paragraph directed to kritai, where Kekaumenos advises against accepting gifts even if they
are given independently of any lawsuit (el 8¢ mpocéibot col Tig ywpig dikng xoplopuevog cot
dadpa [...], un AéPng Tadra), since even if the one giving them asks nothing in return at the
time, he will eventually come and ask for a favour, such as drawing up an illegal document.’?
If the reader failed to comply, he would be shamed into returning what had previously been
given (ei 8’ o0 TOMGELG OOTO, AVTICTPEYELG TA 000EvTo Got pet’ aioybvng, EkkAnbdeig mop’

avtod), which suggests that the notion that accepting help created an obligation to return the

724 Consilia et Narrationes 100, p. 148. See above, pp. 262-3.
725 Consilia et Narrationes 16, p. 58. See below, pp. 290.
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favour was so strong and widely accepted that even if the original gift was unsolicited and the

favour asked in return illegal, it would still be considered shameful to refuse.

In chapter 3 | have suggested that the practice of relying on private networks to carry out public
administration could to some extent compensate for the institutional shortcomings of the
premodern state by alerting officials to cases that required their attention and helping them
determine the reliability of information that would otherwise be difficult to verify. | have also
argued that, in practice, officials were allowed to use their positions for personal gain as long
as it did not interfere significantly with the proper execution of their duties, but that abuses were
taken seriously by the authorities in Constantinople and that the need to maintain a good
reputation served as a palpable deterrent against corruption. This would appear to be at odds
with Neville’s reading of Kekaumenos, which infers from his recurring exhortations to justice
that corruption was a widespread problem and that there were no substantial incentives to
abstain from it beyond the conscience of each individual official.”?® Again, her observations are
not without merit, although they appear somewhat one-sided. It is true that Kekaumenos makes
several forceful attempts to dissuade his readers from taking bribes on purely moral grounds,
which seems to take for granted that making money through corruption was a realistic
opportunity that he believed his readers would at least find tempting.”?” That it was a real
phenomenon is also indicated by a paragraph advising the emperor to make sure that the kritai
judged with justice and fear of God (tovg kpitag E€acpdioat va kpivawot petd pofov Oeod
Kai dtkatoovvng), complaining that there were those who charged fees larger than the sums
actually disputed in the lawsuits (éxtaynv peiova t0d kepaiaiov Kol ov pOVOV &g Ta

dmontovpeve xpén, GAAY Kai &v Toic poataiong dywyoic). 2

726 Neville, Authority, pp. 104-5.

727 Consilia et Narrationes 15-17, 39, pp. 56-8, 76.

728 Consilium Principi 14, p. 98. On such legal fees, see Chitwood, Legal Culture, pp. 53-61, and above, pp. 228-
9.
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While these paragraphs certainly indicate that corruption was an existing problem, they do not
provide a solid basis for arguments regarding its extent. As we have seen, Kekaumenos is
writing largely in the moralising tradition of admonitory literature, where exhortations to justice
and condemnations of corruption could largely be considered part of the genre. Indeed, as
Neville herself notes, his use of a quotation from the prophet Habakkuk serves as a reminder of
the perennial corruption of judicial systems.”?® Even more importantly, Kekaumenos also
advises against corruption with explicit reference to institutional arrangements designed to
prevent it, most importantly ‘the city judges’ (oi moltikoi dwkaotai), by which we should
probably understand the successors of Eustathios Rhomaios and his colleagues at the court of
the hippodrome. In the paragraph considered above, where Kekaumenos advises thematic
judges not to accept gifts because sooner or later the giver will want something in return, such
as an illegal document, he also considers the possibility that the reader would want to comply
with the request, but warns that this will make him liable to be condemned by God, the emperor
and the city judges (£xeig xai dmo Tod Ogod KatadikaoHvol Kai 6o ToD PAcIAE®S Kol Gmd TOV

TOMTIKGV SikaoTdv). "0

This certainly seems to suggest that both the emperor and the judges in Constantinople took an
interest in the actions of provincial kritai and were willing to intervene if they were made aware
of any misconduct. It is difficult to determine how efficiently the city judges were able to
supervise the work of their provincial counterparts, but the other paragraphs of the Consilia et
Narrationes in which they appear imply that the threat they posed to corrupt officials was far
from negligible. Kekaumenos advises judges to recuse themselves from cases involving their
friends (ei €ott oot mavy @ilog TIc Kol HEAAN KoTodKaoTONVAL, TOpaiTnGoL THV TOWWTHV

vmobeotv kai pn kpivng adikmg), because even if they acquit them unjustly, all that will come

2 Consilia et Narrationes 16, p. 58; Neville, Authority, p. 104.
730 Consilia et Narrationes 16, p. 58. See above, pp. 288-9.
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of it is that they themselves will be put to shame and their friends condemned by the city judges
(Boxatoc pev yap ol aioyuvOnion, O 6& @ilog cov TPl TOV TOMTIKOV OIKACTAV
karadikacOostar).”*t He also encourages judges to exert themselves to make their judgements
well-reasoned and their decisions lawful and intelligent (dywvilov 8¢ pdiiov iva kol 1 kpioig
o0V Aedoytopévn £0TL Kad 1 ATOQOoIE GOV VOULLOG Kol LETO GUVEGEMG), assuring them that even
if they are challenged abusively, the city judges will read their daily drafts as a religious work
(kai €l kat’ Emnpetoy EKKANONOT, AVOYIVOOKOUEVOV TOV UEPNGIMY GOV GYESUPI®V TOPH TOV
TOMTIKGV SkacTdv, O Osoloyiav Tadta &nal...]).”*? In other words, the city judges could not
only be expected to annul the decisions of corrupt provincial kritai, but also support those of

honest ones if they were challenged.

Neville notes two of these references to the city judges and does not dismiss them entirely, but
seems to argue that their practical impact on provincial jurisprudence must have been very
limited, since Kekaumenos’ main objection to accepting bribes still appears to be that it is
morally wrong.”*® This seems to me like a questionable weighing of the available evidence,
mainly because it assigns so much importance to the moralising exhortations, which, as has
been argued above, are very much part of the genre in which Kekaumenos is writing, and so
little to the claims about the influence of the city judges, which he would have had far less
reason to mention, let alone repeat at least three times, if he had believed that it was close to
negligible in practice. | would suggest that a more balanced interpretation of these paragraphs
would be to see them as reflecting a society where the authorities in Constantinople worked

actively to prevent abuses in provincial government and that their efforts were sufficiently

731 Consilia et Narrationes 15, p. 56.

32 Consilia et Narrationes 21, p. 60-2. A lacuna in the text adds some uncertainty to the reading of this, but
Kekaumenos’ point seems to come across with sufficient clarity.

733 Neville, Authority, p. 105.
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efficacious to serve as a palpable deterrent against unacceptable behaviour, but not nearly potent

enough to eradicate all temptation to engage in it.

As for military commanders, we find similar moralising exhortations, but at one point
Kekaumenos also indicates that there may have been strong practical incentives for them to
adhere to the prevailing norms for acceptable behaviour. He writes that when a general who
prevents his men from acting unjustly is discharged from active service, everyone will escort
him on his way (mévtec xai mpomépyovsi og), be grieved that he is being replaced (xoi
AvmnOnocovto £ni Tf) dadoyT ocov) and have his virtue ringing in their ears for a long time (kai
glc moALovg xpdvoug Evovdov EEovatv TV dpetiyv cov).”** If, by contrast, he looks to sordid
profits (ei 6¢ i aioypa kEpdN amoPArénnc), he will not even receive his legal income (00d¢ ta
ano dikainv TOpwv kepdnoelg), but rather be accused and ruined (éyxAnbeig dypeiwbnon). He
will have to leave in secret and the provincials will make the day of his replacement a special
yearly feast day (oi Ospaticoi Eoptiv €€aiolov £cing moodot TV NUEPAV TAG d1adoyTc GOV

Kol o0 Aabpaing VToY®wPNoELS).

This suggests that military commanders who subjected the provincial population to injustices,
or failed to prevent the men under their command from doing so, could be held accountable and
suffer dire consequences, although it is not entirely clear how this would work in practice. The
use of éykaiéw, with its connotations of formal judicial process, implies that they would be
tried in court, possibly by the same city judges as their counterparts in the civil administration.
It is also possible that Kekaumenos simply expected the emperor to remove strategoi from their
commands if word reached him of their misconduct, hence the danger of losing even their ‘legal

income’, presumably referring to their salaries. This would be consistent with the argument

734 Consilia et Narrationes 51, p. 86-8.
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made above that career opportunities were dependent on maintaining a good reputation, and
would also explain the emphasis placed on whether the people would celebrate the general’s

dismissal or keep praising his virtue long after he was gone.”®

Indeed, Kekaumenos’ treatment of the subject of reputation appears to be quite consistent with
the central role in the Byzantine political economy ascribed to it in chapter 3. Magdalino has
pointed out that Kekaumenos uses the word dypewwovvn, ruin, and its cognates to describe
falling from rank or office, but also in reference to personal humiliation in the eyes of one’s
community, and he has connected the latter to Kekaumenos’ concern to maintain a respectable
public image.”® This seems quite reasonable, and it also provides a plausible context for the
paragraphs concerning obligations to parents and siblings considered above, where
Kekaumenos focuses primarily on the importance of not bringing them into ill repute.”®’ 1 would
however argue that his concern for reputation appears to go beyond this and that it is, in fact,
intimately connected to both forms of achreiosyne. When addressing those who serve the
emperor (et 6¢ dovAevelg Pactrel), the first piece of advice he offers is that his readers should
be particularly careful of slander against them (npdceye xai v Swaffoinv cov daxpidc) and be
ever wary of the risk of falling (ioi v np@dctv Gov TPO dPOUANDY Gov kad’ ékdotny Exe). 8
The inference seems to be that slander was the greatest threat to maintaining a high position in

imperial service.

In the event that someone should prattle against the reader (6AL> €av Tig AoAf} kaTd Gov),
Kekaumenos goes on to advocate attempting to reason politely with the slanderer (kat’ idiav

aVTOV TPOOKOAECAUEVOG, gime avT® peTd Hj0ovg xpnotod) and advises against threatening him

735 See above, pp. 227-46.

736 Magdalino, "Honour’, pp. 204-8.
737 See above, pp. 280-1.

738 Consilia et Narrationes 3, p. 48.
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with authority (net’ é€ovoiag ameiviooctor).”® He claims that this would be self-defeating
since the slanderer would only find other, unexpected ways of harming him (&¢ 00 Tpocdokeig
Brayer og), which serves to further underline the danger posed by calumny. Moreover, he
advises his readers against attending parties (& coundcia Ttapartod), mainly because someone
might slander them before the emperor, leading him to believe that the party was directed
against him (gic Baotiéo Safndijvar oe ¢ 10 cvumdsiov kat® avtod yéyovev).’*? He also
warns that avoiding such gatherings would come at the price of being mocked as unsocial and
mean (Kotap®KnoovIol Gov GKovmviTov Kol pedmAod), but that he considered it well worth
paying (kai cupeépet oot tovto), which indicates that if one was in imperial service, protecting
one’s reputation in the eyes of the emperor should be the first priority. It would also seem to
imply that Byzantine aristocrats were generally much more sociable and interested in
networking than Kekaumenos appears to have been, since he expected his guarded approach to

stand out and draw criticism.

He also assumes that his readers would have networks that could be employed to aid their
friends in another paragraph, where he states that such interventions should be conducted
wisely, skilfully and discreetly (ei 8¢ 0éing peottedoot VrEp EIlOL GOV, COEME Kol HET
gmotiung todTo Toinoov, eovepdg d¢ omavime), in order to avoid the suspicion of being
motivated by bribes (iva ui cov katayvdontot kot VoA St ddPE o€ ToVTO TOETV), Since
this would harm both the reader himself and the friend he was trying to help (PAdwyelg xai
ceavtOV Kai TOV pecttevopevov).’# It was apparently dangerous even to be rumoured to have

accepted bribes.

73 Consilia et Narrationes 4, p. 50.
740 Consilia et Narrationes 9, p. 52.
741 Consilia et Narrationes 5, p. 50.
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In his advice to provincial judges, Kekaumenos writes that if they behave unjustly, they will
give themselves reason to fear their own subordinates, who would be able to account for their
actions (el pm yop 1 ASKNTHC Kod E1YOV KoTd 60D Amoypapac oi EvOpmmoi cov, ovk dv pofod
avtovg).”? Those who live justly, on the other hand, will be secure on all sides (oi yap peta
dkooovvng Prodvieg mhvtobev katwyvpwvtar). The use of droypagai would seem to imply
formal judicial depositions rather than gossip, but the point here is that subordinate officials
were in a position to hurt their superiors by displaying their actions for public scrutiny, whether
those actions were actually illegal or simply portrayed the official responsible in an unflattering
light. An example of the latter is provided by another paragraph, considered briefly above,
where Kekaumenos advises notarioi to cover up the financial mistakes of their superiors (éav
TOMGEL OPAApLO TL AVI|KOV €i¢ TO dNpociov, U ékpaviiong avtd), even if it is disadvantageous
to themselves in the short term (unde éav Avmnoet og), because if they would make it public,
everyone would flee from them as if from a snake (ei ¢ dnuoocievoelg avTO, EKTOTE TAVTEG
PevEovTol amd cod G¢ amd dpswc).’* It was, in other words, better to take the blame for the
mistakes of one’s master than to be shunned by potential employers for being disloyal. This
brings to mind Psellos’ letters of recommendation for prospective notarioi, where loyalty stands
out as one of the most important qualities sought by kritai looking to hire, who also appear to

have been particularly keen to have their subordinates praise them in public.”*

This concern for how the actions of subordinates might affect the reputation of their superiors
is perhaps even more clearly expressed in another paragraph, where Kekaumenos calls upon
notarioi not to let their masters be ruined by their greed (un 61 tiig Aei&ovpoag cov dypelwbij 6

KOpLog oov), but rather praised on account of their actions (dw tiig mpdéedg cov Kol THS

42 Consilia et Narrationes 18, p. 58.
43 Consilia et Narrationes 13, pp. 54-6. See above, p. 263.
744 See above, pp. 129-31, 163-4.
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gvepyeiog cov Emavedq).’*® He explains that they were hired to bring their superiors honour
and lighten their workload (mpog yap v tiunv adtod kol avaravoy Tpoceldfetd og), not to
inflict cursing and shame (o0 mpog apav kai aioyvvny). Again, the focus on public perception,
praise, honour and shame, is striking. It is also worth considering the context in which these
comments appear, following and seemingly referring to a few paragraphs where Kekaumenos
warns provincial Kritai to be wary of accusations brought against inhabitants of the theme by
their own notarioi (oi votdploi cov OmdtTov Katd Tvog TV Bepatik®v Adymot, un odTika
cuvamoydfig Toic Adyolg adTdv kol BupmBeic apdvng avtov).”*® He writes that subordinates are
prone to taking bribes in exchange for praising someone before their master (ei uév Aapooi Tt
TOPA TIVOG, EMAVAGY ADTOV TTPOG TOV KOPLOV o TAV Kol peyolbvaoty avtov), whereas they are
roused to anger against those who refuse to pay them (gi 6’ o0 AdPwoi Tt Gmo Tvog [...]
opyiCovrar) and respond by provoking their superior against them (areh0ovteg TpoOg TOV KOpLOV
avt@®v Tapo&hvovsty avtov kat’ avtod). A Krites led astray by their subordinates in this way
would consequently risk mistreating innocent men, or even incite uprisings against the
injustices committed. In either case, the story will become known to his superiors and everyone
will criticise him (Swaywvookopévov 6& 100 dpapoTog Topd TV PElOVOV KATUYVHOCOVTOL GOV

TOVTEQ).

Several interesting observations can be made here. Firstly, these paragraphs underline the value
of hiring subordinates who are not only loyal, but also of good character in a more general
sense, which, as we have seen, is also presented as a key quality in Psellos’ letters of
recommendation.’”’ Secondly, the end result that Kekaumenos’ advice aims to prevent is that

the krites’ superiors would criticise him for failing to uphold justice to the expected standard,

745 Consilia et Narrationes 22, p. 62.
746 Consilia et Narrationes 19-22, pp. 60-62.
47 See above, pp. 161-3.
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which, once again, seems to indicate that high judicial officials in Constantinople took an
interest in provincial government and were both willing and able to provide compelling
incentives for thematic kritai to discharge their duties in a fair, honest and discerning manner.
Thirdly, this passage also illustrates the difficulties involved in verifying information crucial to
the cases brought before provincial judges, as well as the role played by private networks in
addressing it. If a notarios’ praise or slander could be expected to have a decisive impact, this
implies that cases often turned principally on the question of which litigant was deemed most
trustworthy when the krites weighed the testimony of one against that of the other. As argued
in chapter 3, this would appear to provide a plausible context for Psellos’ assertion that his
judicial interventions were intended to promote justice.”*® If judges had to make decisions based
solely on verbal accounts provided by people whom they did not know, and if they should take
to heart Kekaumenos’ advice about not relying blindly on the recommendations of their
subordinates, having trusted friends vouch for the character of an individual or the accuracy of
a report may well have been the most rational method at their disposal for determining the

credibility of the information provided.

748 See above, pp. 115-27.
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Conclusions

This thesis has sought to shed some light on the Byzantium behind and in between the grand
narratives of the eleventh century; of Basil Il, the great soldier-emperor who crushed all
opposition, foreign and domestic, to become the embodiment of supreme imperial authority; of
Manzikert, the disastrous battle that caused half of the empire to collapse like a house of cards
and the rest to erupt in civil war; of Alexios Komnenos, the young usurper who thanks to his
ingenuity, grit and loyal relatives managed to restore stability, prosperity and prestige, but only
at the cost of turning the ancient Roman politeia into a family business. It is not the first study
to have done so and surely it will not be the last. Its contribution to our evolving understanding
of the period 1025-1081 consists of a close reading of three sources whose potential to provide
insights into Byzantine political life has, | believe, been inadequately utilised by previous
scholarship: The letters of Michael Psellos, the Peira and Kekaumenos’ Consilia et
Narrationes. By subjecting each of these sources, especially the letters, to a more
comprehensive analysis than previous studies have attempted, and by reading them against each
other to provide additional depth and context, | have suggested several novel interpretations of
the information they provide. These findings contribute to previous scholarship by empirically
bolstering some of the existing ideas on how Byzantine politics worked in this period, by adding

nuance to others and by posing counterarguments to still others.

The first major theme explored in the thesis, and one that remains at the heart of it throughout,
is the nature of public and private power. Previous scholarship has remarked on how
distinctions between them tend to become blurred, especially in provincial government, and
this has generally been interpreted as a sign of weakness or indifference on the part of the state,

i.e. that the prerogatives of government were either being usurped by private interests or
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surrendered willingly to them. In chapter 3, | have argued that these interpretations miss a
crucial point by assuming a strictly dichotomous relationship between public and private power
that would likely have made little sense to the Byzantines themselves. Instead, | suggest that
the letters of Psellos appear to reflect a political situation where exercise of power was always
considered to be personal, whether it was delegated from higher authority or derived from other
sources, and where the Byzantine government to a large extent relied on private networks of

friendship to carry out public administration.

Psellos appears to have been charged with overseeing the activities of provincial administrators
by Constantine X, which in one letter caused him to style himself ‘governor of governors’, but
there are strong continuities in the way he exercised influence between the letters written during
that reign and those that can be dated before and after it, suggesting that holding an official
position was not a prerequisite for intervening in the way public officials carried out their duties.
He maintained an ambiguity around his own position even when he was explicitly conveying
imperial orders, consistently framing his letters as requests for personal favours, and sometimes
intervened in cases where the emperor had already sent orders to the same effect, which
suggests that he was not in the first instance concerned with administering public affairs on the
emperor’s behalf, but rather with nurturing his own personal network and maintaining his
position in the networks of others. In the periods when Psellos enjoyed imperial favour, his
influence appears to have been based both on his parrhesia with the emperor and on his network
of friends in the provincial administration. When he was able to make full use of this dynamic,
these two sources of power could work in tandem; imperial favour boosting his status among

his friends and the reach of his network increasing his usefulness to the emperor.
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It may be tempting to interpret this reliance on private networks as limiting imperial power and
breeding unchecked corruption, but that would be to underestimate the complexity of the
system. These networks of friendship kept Byzantine officials in a single, coherent social milieu
and served to reproduce and enforce norms of acceptable political behaviour. It is true that using
the authority of public office in pursuit of personal gain or to perform favours for friends
appears to have been tolerated, indeed expected, but only to the extent that it did not interfere
with official duties such as upholding justice, ensuring the well-being of the people under one’s
jurisdiction and making certain that the appropriate amount of taxes was being collected.
Officials were consequently required to perform a delicate balancing act between their official,
and sometimes conflicting, duties, their desire to turn a personal profit and their need to service
their network by doing favours for friends. This also seems to be the proper context in which
to view the judicial philosophy propagated by the Peira, where Eustathios Rhomaios frequently
gives himself considerable latitude in interpreting and applying the relevant legislation,
balancing the letter of the law with compassion and mercy for the parties involved as well as a

more general sense of justice.

Networks also served to convey orders from the emperor or his representatives in
Constantinople to the provinces, as well as information relevant to the activities of thematic
officials. There are many letters written by Psellos to provincial kritai for the purpose of either
making them aware of an incident that requires their attention or offering information about an
ongoing case, such as verifying an account of the events it concerns or vouching for the
character and trustworthiness of someone involved in it. The Peira provides a plausible context
for such interventions by confirming that lack of independently verifiably information appears
to have been a common problem that judges struggled to resolve. In such situations, where

judges would often be forced to make decisions based entirely on the testimony of the parties
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involved, judicial interventions of the kind we find in Psellos’ letters could be regarded as
constructive contributions to the legal process, compensating for the lack of investigative

resources at the judge’s disposal. That is certainly how Psellos presents them himself.

There is, however, no denying that this system left considerable of room for abuse, and in the
case of disputes between aristocrats and small-holding peasants, we may safely assume that the
former would have had better access to the networks through which judicial proceedings could
be influenced. Even so, the aristocrats would also have had the advantage of using their local
influence to suppress testimonies, coerce witnesses or even manipulate public officials, if the
kritai had not been able to count on outside information and support. By relying on friends in
their networks to supplement their own impressions of the available information, they were at
least opening up alternative ways to obtain justice for those who found themselves at a
disadvantage or had appearances against them. This is particularly relevant in light of what
appears to have been a widespread petitioning culture, where appeals could not only be made
to the emperor or to the officials under who were directly responsible for the matters in question,
but also to their friends, who were able and, it would seem, often willing to intervene with them.
Psellos occasionally makes references to petitioners approaching him, even crowding his
doorstep, and there are several judicial interventions among his letters where he does not appear
to know those on whose behalf he writes and where he would seem to have very little to gain
himself from helping them. Kekaumenos also gives advice on the best way to approach and
influence imperial officials on behalf of local petitioners, which bears some striking similarities
to Psellos’ apparent working methods. It would consequently appear that private networks,
when utilised in this way, could have served to increase the efficiency of public administration,

at least in terms of facilitating communication and increasing the available avenues of access

301



to officials, even for those who were not part of the aristocratic networks of friendship

themselves.

The system was not, however, reliant entirely on the conscientiousness of the officials to
prevent abuse of power. Most importantly, reputation has been identified as playing a central
role in the Byzantine political economy of the mid-eleventh century, which provided strong
incentives for officials to behave in accordance with the prevalent norms of political behaviour.
Word of officials’ deeds and misdeeds would spread throughout their networks and ultimately
back to the palace, where the emperor was expected to base his decisions in matters of
promotion and dismissal heavily on what he thus heard. This concern for reputation is a
recurring theme throughout Psellos’ letters, in which he consistently assumes that his
correspondents would greatly value being praised in public, and preferably before the emperor,
and conversely that they were constantly afraid of being slandered. The dangers of calumny are
likewise emphasised repeatedly in the Consilia et Narrationes, with several paragraphs offering
advice on how to minimise the risk of being subjected to it, and a similar link between reputation
and career opportunities can also be discerned. Moreover, Kekaumenos repeatedly advises
provincial kritai against judging unfairly to benefit themselves or their friends on the grounds
that they will surely be put to shame and their judgments overturned by the ‘city judges’, in
other words, the successors of Eustathios Rhomaios and his colleagues. He consequently
appears to place a lot of faith, not only in the integrity of the Constantinopolitan courts, but also
in the flow of information from the provinces to the capital that would be necessary to keep the
city judges informed of potential abuses by their thematic counterparts. Kekaumenos provides
no details on how the latter would work in practice, but taken together with the evidence
provided by Psellos’ letters, the most plausible answer would seem to be: reputation and

petitioning culture.
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Networks of friendship consequently appears to have partially compensated for the formal
institutional shortcomings of the Byzantine state by delivering and upholding imperial policies
throughout the provinces of the empire, by aiding officials in the fulfilment of their duties and
by reproducing and enforcing norms of acceptable political behaviour. Given their dependence
on imperial favour and the importance assigned to the ideals of loyal, competent and virtuous
exercise of power, the function of administrative oversight would effectively have been
exercised by the officials themselves, albeit in an informal manner through reputation.
Maintaining a good reputation, however, required more than upholding these ideals to the
expected standard. Officials also had to service their friendships with their peers, on whose
praise their reputation was dependent, for instance by exchanging letters with them and,
crucially, granting them favours. This underlines the limits of the capacity of this informal
system of social control to curtail abuse of power, since it simultaneously provided incentives
to uphold justice and subvert it for the benefit of one’s friends. By the standards of a pre-modern

society, it nevertheless appears to have been both rational and reasonably efficient.

These findings constitute a strong counterargument to the idea that the Byzantine state was
apathetic about governing the provinces apart from maintaining imperial sovereignty and
collecting taxes, which has been championed most lucidly and comprehensively by Neville.
The three sources analysed above, and most clearly the letters of Psellos, rather appear to reflect
a society where the emperor and those close to him in Constantinople took care to involve
themselves in the workings of the provincial judicial system in a way that went far beyond
quelling rebellions and ensuring the flow of revenue back to the capital. In doing so they strove
to promote their own interests, but also values like justice, compassion and care for the

unfortunate, even though they certainly understood them in less absolute institutional terms
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than we would today. Chapter 6 also challenges directly Neville’s use of the Consilia et
Narrationes in support of her argument, proposing different readings of the available evidence
and arguing that even though Kekaumenos does present aristocrats with large estates as
powerful figures in the local communities, he also implies that they could not have expected to
dominate provincial life undisturbed, nor hoped to challenge the authority of imperial officials
directly. As Neville notes, they might on the other hand have been able to bribe them, and there
do appear to have been ample opportunities for corruption to tempt provincial kritai, but, again,
Kekaumenos also places a lot of faith in the ability and willingness of the ‘city judges’ to curtail
it. Moreover, my interpretation of Psellos’ letters also suggests that while Neville is correct in
observing that interventions from Constantinopolitan officials in provincial administration
frequently took the form of matters of favour or personal appeals, she is mistaken in assuming
that this would stand in contrast to regular administrative process. As | have emphasised above,
personal requests for favours appears to have been not only an integral part of the regular
administrative process, but also something that served to increase its efficiency and

transparency, not least from an imperial perspective.

The idea that power was always considered to be exercised in a personal capacity, governed by
social pressure to adhere to a somewhat vaguely defined but widely shared normative
framework, as opposed to the strict and impersonal application of laws or official directives,
can also be used to question Morris’ argument that the Macedonian novels were principally
power-political tools intended to be used as legal weapons against the powerful, rather than to
protect the wellbeing of the poor. It is, of course, important to recognise that this legislation
was written significantly earlier than the sources on which this thesis are based and the risk of
anachronism does not allow for certainty. Even so, it is worth noting that the central assumption

of Morris’ argument, that if the purpose of the novels had been to protect the poor, they would

304



have provided a legal definition of that category, as indeed they do for the powerful, would be
highly questionable in the context of our eleventh century sources. Given the considerable
latitude given to judges to interpret the letter of the law and balance it against other virtues, as
they understood them, it is difficult to imagine that the lack of a clear definition of the poor
would have been any obstacle to using the Macedonian novels to safeguard their rights and
wellbeing. Officials might not have been able to define precisely what being one of the poor
entailed, but they would probably have recognised them when they saw them. By contrast, the
powerful would have had every reason to challenge attempts to characterise them as such,
which is why a clear definition of that category might have been motivated both to support
judges in resisting such aristocratic pressure, and to protect landowners of intermediate status
from arbitrary exercise of power by corrupt officials. This does not, of course, disprove that the
Macedonian novels were written with a primarily power-political purpose, but it does suggest
that we should be careful about dismissing their strident rhetoric about the plight of the poor as

nothing more than empty words.

This brings us to the other influential idea that this thesis is intended to challenge, namely that
Byzantine political life in the eleventh century was dominated by a relatively small number of
powerful aristocratic clans, united by ties of kinship and effectively functioning as rival political
parties. To begin with, it might be worth noting that the inquiry into the nature of public and
private power accounted for above does appear to suggest that Lemerle had a point in presenting
struggle between state and aristocracy primarily as a matter of the state trying to control the
officials who effectively constituted it. In Psellos’ letters, we have seen this dynamic expressed
particularly clearly in the sometimes conflicting incentives imposed by the need to maintain a
good reputation, where each official needed to please the friends on whose praise he was

dependent by using his authority to their personal benefit, but also provide them with substance
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for their accolades by governing well and justly. My analysis of the letters does, however, also
suggest that this system of social control was, by the standards of the premodern state,
successful in curbing the worst excesses and protecting the interest of the emperor as well as
those of his more humble subjects. From the perspective of the individual official, this made
the court and civil administration a rather volatile social milieu where the right or wrong words
in the right or wrong ears could make or break a career. This insecurity on an individual level
does however appear to have contributed to stability on a systemic level by making personal
imperial favour the only reliable safeguard against this constant uncertainty, thus strengthening

the authority of the emperor over the state apparatus.

As for the more traditional Ostrogorskian notion, most recently championed by Stephenson,
that aristocratic greed and ambition undermined the fiscal foundations of the state, the primary
counterargument is offered by the analysis of the Peira in chapter 5. It argues that the entries
dealing with conflicts over land between poor and powerful show Eustathios Rhomaios
applying the Macedonian legislation rather scrupulously, defending the poor against
encroachments by the powerful, but also protecting the property rights of the powerful against
excessive claims by the poor. Moreover, this commitment to justice for poor and powerful alike
is not only characteristic of land disputes, but appears to be a consistent feature throughout the
text, which does not fit well with the assertion that public officials were impotent in the face of
aristocratic power, nor with the idea that the novels were purely intended as legal weapons to
check aristocratic ambition. Instead, the representatives of the state seem to have been acting
from a position of strength, neither subservient nor hostile to the aristocrats appearing before
them. This is also confirmed by Kekaumenos’ portrayal of the relationship between local,
landed aristocrats and provincial kritai, with the balance of power leaning decisively in favour

of the latter. Aristocratic landowning may well have increased during the period with which we
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are concerned, but it does not appear to have been perceived as a threat to the interests of the

state, fiscal or otherwise.

This appears to be consistent with Cheynet’s views on the relationship between aristocracy and
state, whereas chapters 4 and 6 challenge his characterisation of the upper echelons of
Byzantine society as a rather closed milieu, which appears to be largely shared, and even
expanded upon, by Angold, Stephenson and Haldon. The analysis of Psellos’ letters in chapter
4 focuses heavily, and by necessity, on the spheres of the court and civil administration, which
these previous studies have tended to regard at least partially as exceptions to the general rule
that family connections were the main determinant of social position. The chapter’s primary
contribution to scholarship on the subject is consequently not intended to be found in its
conclusion that these sections of Byzantine society offered considerable opportunities for social
mobility, but rather in its elucidation of the social mechanisms that made this possible. It
presents a model for social advancement based on two principles, meritocratic ideals and
reliance on private networks of friendship, where the latter served to convey recommendations

and information about candidates for official positions.

As can be expected, the consequences of this arrangement mirror those observed in the
administration of justice: The use of informal networks appear to have brought increased
efficiency and reliability to the process of recruitment, with the personal friendship and trust
between the officials involved serving to compensate for the lack of formal institutional
arrangements to verify the candidates’ qualifications and suitability, thus strengthening the
meritocratic element, but at the same time it favoured those who could call on large and
efficacious networks to support them, irrespective of their abilities. This probably bestowed an

advantage on the children of aristocrats, who could expect to make use of their parents’

307



networks, but it appears to have been balanced out to a large extent by the education system.
The schools provided not only the knowledge and practical qualifications required for
employment in the civil administration, but also excellent opportunities for striking up
friendships with their teachers as well as fellow students. The former were often well connected
themselves thanks to their former students who had pursued careers as officials, while many of
the latter would proceed to do the same and eventually become useful to each other. Access to
education consequently stands out as the main obstacle to social advancement for those from

more modest backgrounds.

As for the meritocratic element, I have proposed some important revisions to Bernard’s ground-
breaking study on the intellectual elite of the empire in the eleventh century, which argues that
public displays of learning and eloquence were the key requirement for a career at court or in
the civil administration. While 1 do not question his conclusions regarding the rather small
clique of court intellectuals, teachers and poets that he actually studies, | argue that their
applicability to the rest of the aristocracy appears to be quite limited. Instead, | suggest that they
can be better understood as part of a wider meritocratic ideological framework, which entailed
a universal appreciation of some more general virtues and abilities, such as intelligence and
hard work, but where the desirability of the more specific manifestations of these qualities
would be deemed highly dependent on the functional requirements for each position. For this
intellectual elite, learning and eloquence would indeed be paramount, and due to the elevated
status they enjoyed, their ideological preferences would certainly spread beyond the spheres of
the schools and imperial court. There they would, however, also collide with other influential
value systems, most importantly a civil service ethos closely related to the norms of political

behaviour outlined chapter 3, emphasising administrative competence, fairness and loyalty.

308



These are consequently the qualities we find most in demand by Psellos’ correspondents in the

provincial administration.

As has been noted above, previous scholarship has tended to maintain that the upper echelons
of eleventh-century Byzantine society remained dominated by old, illustrious families and left
few opportunities for social mobility on meritocratic grounds, despite evidence like this to the
contrary, arguing that the court and civil administration were exceptional and should not be
regarded as representative for the rest of society. A problematic aspect of this argument is that
its proponents never appear to explain clearly what they mean by the rest of society. In a society
where power and status were so intimately connected to public office and imperial titles, it
seems to me that once the court and civil administration have been excluded, the only
substantial part of its upper echelons that remains is the military, in which case it would be
more reasonable to simply discuss it as such. Even so, the substance of the argument remains
relevant. The Byzantine armed forces clearly played an important political role, as testified by
the relatively frequent military coups, successful or attempted, and it cannot be assumed that
social advancement was governed by the same mechanisms in the military as in the civil

administration.

This is, however, where the analysis of the Consilia et Narrationes in chapter 6 comes in,
offering a supplementary perspective. Kekaumenos appears quite familiar with the conditions
of civil officials as well as military commanders and presents career opportunities in both
hierarchies as governed primarily by meritocratic principles, with no hint of any substantial
differences between them. Unfortunately, the text does not allow us to analyse the relevant
social mechanisms in the level of detail that Psellos’ letters do, meaning that the conclusions

drawn must be regarded as more uncertain, but what it lacks in detail, it makes up for in scope.
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Through his advice and its underlying assumptions, Kekaumenos seems to offer a portrayal of
the Byzantine aristocracy in its entirety, which is remarkably consistent with the conclusions
drawn from Psellos’ letters. As a social class, it appears diverse in the sense that the differences
in wealth and influence of its members were substantial at any given time, but still remarkably
coherent on account of its shared identity, ideology and literary culture, all of which extended
even beyond the empire’s political borders, as well as the expectations of social mobility on

meritocratic grounds within it.

This shared literary culture should not be confused with the snobbery of the intellectual elite
identified by Bernard, even though their idealisation of learning and eloguence does appear to
have had some cultural impact even beyond the spheres of the court and Constantinopolitan
schools. Instead, the aristocratic culture encountered in the Consilia et Narrationes is
characterised by functional literacy, limited rhetorical training, a general interest in literature
and, crucially, reasonably good access to books. Most importantly, literacy stands out as a
defining attribute for Byzantine aristocrats, civil officials as well as military commanders,
which further emphasises the similarities and close ties between the administration and the
armed forces, as well as the importance of education as a gateway to aristocratic status. This is
also perfectly consistent with the impressions given by our other two main sources. The letters
of Psellos underline by their very existence the central role played by written communication
in maintaining and utilising the personal networks through which the empire was to a
considerable extent governed. As for the Peira, the significance assigned to written evidence is
conspicuous, as is the trust placed in the competence and reliability of the officials tasked with
producing official documents. The eleventh-century Byzantine aristocracy appears to have been

a remarkably literate elite.
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As for the widespread idea that extended families or clans were important sources of identity
and allegiance, functioning like something akin to political parties, there appears to be nothing
to support it in any of our three main sources. Family features prominently as a theme in all of
them and they also appear to present the societal importance of kinship ties in the same way.
The nuclear family is consistently portrayed as the central family unit, characterised by strong
bonds of affection, loyalty and mutual identity, where the actions of each member could have
a significant impact on the reputation of the rest. As for more distant relatives, such kinship ties
appear to have been valued and considered to entail some obligations, but the practical
implications of this were primarily dependent on the personal relationship between the relatives
in question, rather than on a general duty towards the family as a collective. Extended family
ties certainly appear to have had some political significance, but | have suggested that their
impact can be better understood within the analytical framework of networks of friendship, as
one of several factors that could connect individuals to each other, potentially create a sense of
fellowship and motivate contact as well as the exchange of favours, rather than as a separate
and precedent system of loyalty and identity. Relatives could be expected to be part of each
other’s networks, but would not automatically occupy the most important positions in them, nor

necessarily see themselves as having common interests or sharing a political agenda.

This argument is to a large extent made ex silentio, based on the conspicuous absence of
evidence for the existence of large, politically self-aware clans, and the uncertainty inherent in
such an approach should, of course, be recognised. Given the impossibility of proving a
negative, however, more conclusive results could hardly be expected. It should also be
emphasised that if extended families had functioned as important sources of identity and
allegiance in eleventh century Byzantium, it seems highly unlikely that it would have left no

trace in any of our three main sources, which all concern themselves with the implications of
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kinship from different perspectives. Moreover, this must be considered in the context of the
general scarcity of strong evidence to support this idea. As has been noted in chapter 1, while
many of the arguments in favour of it offer some relevant points for consideration, they also

tend to rely heavily on conjecture and assumptions that are far from certain.

The main exception is, of course, Cheynet’s meticulously well-founded conclusion that during
serious challenges to imperial authority, we tend to find both rebels and reigning emperors
supported by their own relatives. Even though there are several exceptions to this general
pattern, they are far from numerous enough to merit a dismissal of the argument and its
implications will consequently need to be addressed directly. It is, first of all, important to note
that while Cheynet’s findings certainly go against the grain of the argument made in this thesis,
they are not irreconcilable with its conclusions. Again, the difference in perspective should be
stressed: Cheynet’s analysis of rebellions examines Byzantine politics at the point of crisis,
whereas | have endeavoured to study how it worked on a more everyday basis. | have argued
that family allegiance was not the general principle around which Byzantine political life was
organised, because kinship appears to have been only one of several circumstances that could
motivate friendship and hence, given the strong instrumental connotations of @iAia, political
cooperation. | have, however, also recognised that family ties did have some political
implications, both in the sense that they were considered to entail a vaguely defined obligation
to offer help in times of need, and, perhaps more importantly, because, all else equal, relatives
would be more likely to occupy important positions in each other’s networks. Under the more
peaceful circumstances reflected by the sources examined in this thesis, where political actors
were afforded considerable room for nuance and ambiguity, these factors do not appear to have
been important enough to have a decisive impact on the political landscape, but in the extreme

circumstances studied by Cheynet, where clear battle-lines were drawn and everyone involved
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were forced to pick a side, it is not inconceivable that they were often sufficient to tip the binary
scales of allegiance one way or the other. More research is plainly needed to get to the heart of
the political importance of kinship in eleventh-century Byzantium, but it is clear that the
traditional model of family politics is in need of revision, and the conclusions reached here

should at least constitute a viable hypothesis for future studies to test.

By way of returning to the great narratives of the eleventh century and the relevance of these
conclusions for them, it may be worth dwelling a little longer on a point made in the analysis
of the Consilia et Narrationes. Despite writing in the chaotic times after the battle of Manzikert,
most likely 1075-8, Kekaumenos does not appear to be particularly concerned about current
events, nor indeed particularly interested in them. It may be possible to interpret his
suspiciousness towards foreigners from beyond the empire’s border regions as reflecting the
severity of the external threats facing the empire, which he could hardly be unaware of, but as
for the internal constitution of the Byzantine state and society, he appears to confidently assume
that the relevance of his advice, based on decades-old experiences and even older literature,
was unchanged by the ongoing crisis and would continue to be so in the times to come. The
military situation may have been severe at the time when Kekaumenos was writing, but he
appears to have regarded it as a separate, external and hopefully temporary problem, rather than

as a symptom of a systemic, internal and escalating weakness.

Taken together, this is also what the results produced by this thesis indicate. From a structural
perspective, the Byzantine empire appears to have been quite healthy in the mid-eleventh
century. Imperial authority over the state apparatus was unthreatened, as was the state’s
supremacy in matters of coercion, tax-collection and dispensation of justice. By pre-modern

standards, the civil administration operated in an efficient and scrupulous manner throughout
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the empire. Aspiring new men were offered decent opportunities for social mobility on
meritocratic grounds, at least as long as they were able to acquire functional literacy, ensuring
that important posts could be filled with qualified candidates and counteracting concentration
of power along hereditary lines. There were certainly times of political instability, but in
between the momentary dramatic events on which both Byzantine and modern historiography
have tended to focus, quotidian stability and routine appears to have been the general rule,
notwithstanding the inherent competitiveness of court life. This is not to deny the severity of
the crisis shaking Byzantium in the aftermath of the battle of Manzikert, but it does suggest that
the focus of the models for explaining it should be shifted somewhat from internal to external

factors.

Indeed, this appears to be an idea that is gaining traction in scholarship. Both Holmes and, more
recently, Kaldellis have suggested that the principal cause of the eleventh-century collapse was
most likely the unprecedented circumstance that the empire was confronted with formidable
foes on three fronts simultaneously: the Turks in the east, the Pechenegs in the north and the
Normans in the west.”*® As a grand narrative, it is perhaps not as attractive as that of aristocratic
ascendancy and imperial decline, but it does appear to be more consistent with the evidence of
the sources examined here. Scholars have long tried to answer the question of what internal
weaknesses may have caused the crisis of the eleventh century, but given the severity of the
external threats Byzantium faced during this period, it may be time to also start asking what

internal strengths made it survive at all.

4 Holmes, Basil 11, pp. 525-39; Kaldellis, Rivers, pp. 271-9.
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