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Short Abstract

The reign of Basil II (976-1025) is widely accepted as the high point of medieval
Byzantium. When the emperor died, imperial frontiers were at their most far-flung
since the seventh century. Yet despite the territorial significance of Byzantium in
this period, there is no comprehensive modern history of the reign. This thesis
develops two important foundation stones for a new narrative history of Basil II: a
better understanding of the relevant medieval historiography, and an analysis of the
economic and administrative structures which underpinned contemporary political
society. The first three chapters analyse the main Greek narrative account of the
reign composed by John Skylitzes at the end of the eleventh century. The first
chapter is a detailed textual study. The second chapter explores the literary, social
and political contexts behind Skylitzes’ text. The third chapter compares Skylitzes’
coverage of Basil’s reign with the rest of the medieval historical record, and
identifies a hitherto unacknowledged source in the Greek tradition. Read together,
these chapters demonstrate how the demands of history writing in the later eleventh
century conditioned Skylitzes’ narrative. In order to gain a more contemporary
view of the reign, chapters four to six examine the economy and administration of
the eastern half of the Byzantine empire during the tenth and eleventh centuries.
These chapters argue that from the middle of the tenth century onwards, the
administration of the eastern half of the empire was predicated on an imperial
desire to exploit increasing regional economic prosperity. However, successive
emperors, most notably Basil II himself, recognised the substantial practical
constraints on the penetration of imperial authority in the locality. As a result the
administration of the Byzantine east was characterised by considerable flexibility,

and was able to adapt with surprising ease to local conditions.



Long Abstract

The reign of Basil II (976-1025) is widely accepted as the apogee of medieval
Byzantium. During the century before Basil came to the throne, the Byzantine
empire had made substantial territorial gains on its eastern borders at the expense of
the Abbasid caliphate of Baghdad. However, it was under Basil that the
expansionist enterprise of tenth-century Byzantium reached its acme. In the east,
the Christian Caucasian princedoms of Tao and Vaspurakan were annexed. In the
west, Bulgaria was conquered in 1018. By the end of the reign, an expedition to
Sicily was planned. In 1025, at the time of the emperor’s death, imperial frontiers
were at their most far-flung since the seventh century. Yet, the military and
territorial success of Basil’s reign proved to be ephemeral. Within fifty years of the
emperor’s death, Byzantium was on the point of disintegration, torn asunder by
internal civil wars and battered by external foes. Positioned between the expansion
of the tenth century and the fragility of the later eleventh, the significance of Basil’s
reign to any understanding of the history of medieval Byzantium in particular, and
the Near East in general, could hardly be clearer. Yet, there has been no major
study of this period by a modern historian since Gustave Schlumberger’s extensive
two-volume appraisal, L 'Epopée byzantine a la fin du dixiéme siécle, was published
at the end of the nineteenth century. This thesis represents the preliminary stages in

the composition of a new history of Basil’s reign.

The principal deterrent to a modern analysis of the reign has been the problem of
evidence. There is no contemporary appraisal of the whole reign in Greek.
Coverage by later medieval Greek historians is meagre in quantity, and inconsistent
in quality. Isolated references to the reign in literary materials outside the Greek

historical record are difficult to interpret in the absence of a sustained Greek
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narrative. Although contemporary historians located on the eastern periphery of the
empire, writing in languages other than Greek, offer more reliable dated
information than their Greek counterparts, large chronological periods of the reign
and substantial geographical regions are almost entirely neglected by the historical
record. To some extent the short comings of the written sources can be offset by
archaeological, sigillographical and numismatic evidence. Yet, the material record,
which is often so difficult to date, should not be used simply to plug geographical

or chronological lacunae left gaping by the medieval historians.

The ultimate ambition of any fresh investigation into Basil’s reign must be the
development of a new narrative of the political, military and diplomatic history of
the Byzantine empire in the later tenth and early eleventh centuries. Yet, the
chronological difficulties inherent in the primary sources mean that such a narrative
cannot simply be constructed by synthesising the extant written matenals and
adding occasional details from the material record. Such an approach runs the risk
of replicating the chronological and geographical lacunae of the medieval
historians, and is unlikely to improve substantially on Schlumberger’s analysis of
the reign. Instead, a convincing narrative needs to be predicated on a better
understanding of the extant literary evidence, and a strong sense of the structures
which underpinned political society in medieval Byzantium. This thesis develops
these two essential foundation stones to the construction of a new narrative. The
first half of the thesis examines the main medieval Greek account of the reign in the
light of the wider literary, social and political contexts in which it was written. The
second half looks more directly at the economic and administrative structural bases
to political power in tenth- and eleventh-century Byzantium by analysing a wide
range of contemporary literary and material evidence from the eastern half of the

empire.
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The first three chapters of this thesis investigate the ‘Synopsis Historion’ of John
Skylitzes. This long synoptic history, which was compiled towards the end of the
eleventh century and covers the period 811 to 1057 (or 1079 in those versions of
the text which contain the ‘Continuation’), contains the earliest and longest
connected narrative of the reign of Basil II in Greek. At the very beginning of the
first chapter of the dissertation, the importance of Skylitzes’ testimony to any
understanding of the reign of Basil II is considered in general terms. The discussion
summarises the contents of Skylitzes’ coverage of the reign, stressing the extent to
which the first half of the account is dominated by the civil wars waged by the
generals Bardas Skleros and Bardas Phokas between 976 and 989, and the second
half by Basil’s campaigns in Bulgaria. The text’s many geographical and
chronological confusions and lacunae are highlighted. The chapter then argues that
it is impossible to approach Skylitzes’ coverage of this period simply by trying to
amplify or verify his information and interpretation with material from other
medieval historians. Instead of attempting to assess Skylitzes’ coverage of Basil’s
reign on a fact by fact basis, the modern historian of this period should try to
understand the principles of selection, presentation and interpretation which
underpin Skylitzes’ text. Such an approach requires a more profound understanding
of how Skylitzes’ coverage of Basil’s reign relates to the text of the ‘Synopsis
Historion” as a whole, and of the literary, social and political contexts behind the
author’s compilation. It is this relationship between authorship, text and context,

which lies at the heart of the first three chapters of this thesis.

Having outlined the analytical approach which frames discussion of the ‘Synopsis
Historion” within the thesis, the first chapter goes on to summarise the small body
of existing Skylitzes’ scholarship. It outlines past research into the manuscript

history of the ‘Synopsis Historion’, Skylitzes’ biography, and the author’s source
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materials and working methods. However, given the extremely limited ambition
and scope of much of the secondary literature, the chapter quickly moves on to a
detailed and original textual analysis of Skylitzes’ use and abuse of source
materials. Since none of Skylitzes’ underlying sources for Basil’s reign survive, this
analysis involves moving backwards through the ‘Synopsis Historion’ to the reign
of Romanos Lekapenos (920-44), and comparing Skylitzes’ testimony for this
earlier tenth-century period with that of his principal source, Theophanes
Continuatus. Through this comparative process, Skylitzes’ working methods and
treatment of source materials are elucidated. It becomes clear that while Skylitzes
copies the root narrative closely, he makes several significant alterations to both the
content and the structure of the underlying text. Some alternations are unwitting
copying errors, others are more deliberate, the result of conscious intervention. Two
elements of Skylitzes’ reshaping of Theophanes Continuatus’ text are particularly
striking.  First, his devoted attention to the careers of leading members of the
Byzantine political elite; and second, his tendency to describe administrative and
military matters through the use of a homogenised short hand which renders the
meaning of the underlying text opaque. At the end of the first chapter, it is argued
that many of the distinctive features visible in Skylitzes’ coverage of the reign of
Romanos, are also to be found in his treatment of Basil’s reign. Particularly
conspicuous is his deployment of a stereotypical military vocabulary to describe the

civil wars waged by Phokas and Skleros and Basil’s campaigns in the Balkans.

The second chapter of the dissertation sets the discussion of author and text
developed in the previous chapter in the broader literary, social and political
contexts of the later eleventh century, the period when Skylitzes wrote the
‘Synopsis Historion’. By assessing textual evidence in the light of Skylitzes’ career

as a senior civil servant within the imperial government of the later eleventh



century, the chapter argues that the ‘Synopsis Historion’ was written for an elite
Constantinopolitan audience at the court of the emperor Alexios Komnenos (1081-
1118). It also suggests that the conditions of internal and external political
insecurity, which prevailed in the 1080s and 1090s, may explain the text’s
characteristic interest in the ancestors of the most important families of the later
eleventh century, and its obsession with Balkan history. At the end of the chapter
the implications of these later eleventh-century contexts for the text’s treatment of
Basil’s reign are explored. Above all, it is argued that the text may overstate the
significance of the hereditary aristocracy, while underestimating the role of the
emperor, thus fundamentally misrepresenting the balance of power within the

Byzantine body politic in the later tenth and early eleventh centunes.

In chapter three attention focuses more directly on the reign of Basil itself. The
chapter takes as its subject matter the revolts of Bardas Skleros and Bardas Phokas
(976-989). Although most of Basil’s reign is poorly covered in the medieval
historical record, these insurrections represent an exceptional case, since they are
described in detail by several historians both in Greek and in other languages. As a
result, these revolts constitute the only period of Basil’s reign when it is possible to
compare Skylitzes’ coverage with accounts presented by other historians. Such a
comparison 1s the undertaking of this chapter. However, the purpose of this analysis
is not to produce a new comprehensive narrative of the revolts themselves, but to
learn more about the composition of Skylitzes® text. Thus, while the chapter is
prefaced by a short narrative appraisal of the political history of the tenth century
and a synopsis of the revolts themselves, its principal concemn is to illustrate how
literary genre shapes the historical record. Attention focuses most closely on the
Greek accounts of John Skylitzes and Michael Psellos. A hitherto unacknowledged

source, attributable to the general Bardas Skleros, is identified in the testimonies of
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both Psellos and Skylitzes. However, it is argued that the Greek medieval
historians’ decision to utilise this source was driven more by the demands of history
writing in the second half of the eleventh century, than by the accuracy of the

source’s presentation of the history of Basil’s reign.

In order to gain a more accurate view of the structures and processes of power
which underpinned Byzantine elite society during Basil’s reign, the second half of
this thesis looks behind the eleventh-century Greek historical record at more
contemporary forms of evidence. At the heart of this investigation is the question of
government in the eastern half of the empire. Given the long war of attrition
between Byzantium and Bulgaria during Basil’s reign, this decision to look east
rather than west may seem unusual. However, in order to understand Balkan
relations in this period, long-term economic, social, and political developments in
the eastern half of the empire, the region where Byzantine military expansion had
been at its most pronounced in the century before Basil’s reign, must first be
established. The fourth chapter sets the scene by outlining the geography and
economy of the eastern half of the empire in the tenth and eleventh centuries. It
begins with a general discussion of the relevant primary sources and an overview of
modern ideas about the medieval Byzantine economy. It then outlines the relief,
climate and communications of the Byzantine east. In more detail, it demonstrates
that arable cultivation was possible throughout the eastern half of the empire,
including much of the Anatolian plateau. The chapter argues that once Arab raiding
activity ceased and Byzantine armies began to cross the Taurus and Anti Taurus
mountains in the second quarter of the tenth century, the whole of the Byzantine
east experienced rapid economic growth. Trade was of fundamental importance to
that expansion. However, the chapter emphasises that the Anatolian plateau lacked

the demographic and capital resources necessary to inspire the economic recovery
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of the eastern plateau and eastern frontier regions of the empire. Instead, these areas
were revivified by a heterodox, non Greek-speaking, non-Chalcedonian, and even
non-Christian, population. This was a phenomenon encouraged by contemporary

imperial authorities.

Chapters five and six deal more directly with the articulation of imperial authority
in the eastern half of the empire by focusing on administration. Having stressed the
importance of sigillographical evidence to any understanding of Byzantine
administration, the first half of chapter five offers a background summary of
administrative changes which took place in the decades before Basil came to
power. It suggests that Byzantine conquests of regions east of the Taurus and Anti
Taurus mountains in the second and third quarters of the tenth century had two
important ramifications for local government in the eastern half of the empire as a
whole: the gradual demilitarising of the Anatolian provinces (or themes), and the
development of a larger, centralised army. The second half of chapter five discusses
administrative change in the Anatolian heartland of the Byzantine east during
Basil’s reign, arguing that long standing tenth-century trends of demilitarisation and
centralisation continued. The most visible evidence of these developments was the
appearance within the locality of increased numbers of civil officials appointed by
Constantinople. The extent to which the principle underpinning local government
shifted from the provision of defence to the exploitation of resources by a
centralising, imperial authority is emphasised. However, the chapter argues that the
exploitation of the Anatolian themes was probably concerned more with the
indirect collection of taxes than with the direct management of imperially-owned,
immovable assets. Despite Basil II's legislative onslaught against the most

‘powerful” members of the political elite after the civil wars against Skleros and
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Phokas, there is little sign that large swathes of land were confiscated from private

ownership and transferred on a permanent basis to the control of the state.

Chapter six moves eastwards to those regions beyond the Taurus and Anti Taurus
mountains which had been conquered in the fifty years before Basil’s accession.
Although the chapter is primarily concerned with how imperial authority was
expressed in these newly conquered regions, this analysis is prefaced by a brief
summary of the empire’s dealings with its eastern neighbours, both Muslim and
Chnistian, during the reign of Basil. The chapter then moves on to consider the
military admimstration of the frontier. It argues against the idea that the later tenth-
century administrative manual, the ‘Escorial Taktikon’, reflects the quotidian
administration of the eastern frontier. Instead, by analysing each of the key border
commands known as katepanates, the chapter argues that during the first half of
Basil’s reign military administration was typified by a series of ad hoc
arrangements, which were constantly shaped and reshaped by political tensions
within and outside the empire. Military administration only became more stable
after a peace accord was reached with the Fatimids of Egypt in 1000. Nonetheless,
flexibility remained a characteristic of frontier command as the administrative
experience of the new katepanates of Iberia and Vaspurakan established in western
Caucasia at the end of the reign proved. Finally, the chapter considers civil
administration in these eastern regions, particularly in the former Muslim emirates.
It concludes that during the first half of the reign, local intermediary figures
supervised a quasi tribute relationship between Constantinople and the eastern
periphery. Although this relationship became subject to greater central control in
the second half of the reign, the fundamental tnbute principle underpinning local

administration remained unaltered.
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The conclusion to this thesis summarises the major arguments developed during the
dissertation as a whole. It also provides an outline of how future research into
Basil’s reign should progress. It suggests that the relationships between the emperor
and other members of elite society should be analysed closely, above all those
senior officials who were responsible for executing imperial authority on the
ground. However, while the conclusion to this thesis acknowledges that such
research has yet to be undertaken in detail, it presents a provisional picture of
political relations during Basil’s reign, suggesting that the key structural threat to
the stability of the Byzantine state was the army. This problem, however, was
substantially mitigated by the peace of 1000 with the Fatimids. With the cessation
of a hostile threat from Egypt, Basil was able to divert Byzantine military energies
away from the eastern frontier to the Balkans, a region where the field armies and

their generals could be more closely supervised by the emperor himself,
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Introduction

The reign of Basil II (976-1025) is universally accepted as the apogee of medieval
Byzantium. When Basil died in 1025 the boundaries of empire were at their most
far-flung since the seventh century. Bulgaria had been conquered in 1018 after
more than thirty years of attritional warfare. In Caucasia the Georgian princedom of
Tao was annexed in 1000 and Armenian Vaspurakan absorbed in the final decade
of the reign. Just before the emperor’s death, attention had shifted to the
Mediterranean and plans were afoot for the conquest of Sicily. Outside the
territorial borders of the empire, Byzantine religious and cultural influence was
extended by the conversion of Vladimir, prince of Kiev, to Orthodox Christianity in
988. Nor was expansion purely external. When Basil died his wealth was
legendary: a labyrinthine treasury was rumoured to extend under the Great Palace
where the booty of his numerous military campaigns was stored. So great indeed
was his wealth that he remitted taxation for the final two years of his reign.' This
success seems all the more remarkable given the highly inauspicious start to the
reign. Between 976 and 989 Basil had faced two intense periods of civil war waged
by the generals Bardas Skleros and Bardas Phokas. Basil himself suffered a
humiliating military defeat against the Bulgarians in 986. The scale of Basil’s
recovery and his subsequent military conquests persuaded later medieval Byzantine
writers to claim that he was the greatest emperor since Herakleios.? Yet Basil’s
golden legacy was relatively short-lived. Within thirty years of his death the empire
began to fragment amid Turkish attacks in the east, and Norman and nomad raids

in the west. By the early 1040s the empire once again became prone to coups

! Psellos (Michael): Michel Psellos: Chronographie, ed. E Renauld (2 vols., Paris, 1926), 1, 19-20;
Skylitzes (John): loannis Skylitzae Synopsis Historiarum, ed. 1. Thurn (Berlin and New York, 1973),
p.373



d’état. By the 1070s revolt became all out civil war as leading aristocratic dynasties
struggled to capture Constantinople, often enlisting in their armies those external

foes who were threatening the territorial integrity of the empire.

The importance of Basil’s long reign to the internal and external history of the
Byzantine empire could hardly be clearer. Yet, there has been no general
chronologically-based overview of the political, military and diplomatic history of
the reign since Gustave Schlumberger published his long analysis of this period in
the final years of the last century.’ Furthermore, most regional narratives which
contain detailed coverage of Basil’s reign are also often antique. Gay’s study of
Byzantine southern Italy was published shortly after Schlumberger’s analysis. Most
surveys of Byzantine relations with Bulgaria during Basil’s reign were written in
the first half of this century.* The only area to attract more substantial coverage in
more recent times has been the eastern frontier and in particular relations with the
empire’s Muslim neighbours. Unfortunately, many of these analyses are either only
partial or unpublished. Felix’s study of the Byzantine relations with the Muslims
begins in 1000 and thus omits the first half of Basil’s reign.” Forsyth’s more general

analysis of Byzantine relations with its eastern neighbours, both Muslim and

2 Choniates (Michael): Myayd Axguivarov 100 Xwwaror Ta owlopeva, ed. S.P Lampros (2 vols.,
Athens, 1880), ii, 354.

? G.Schlumberger, L 'Epopée byzantine a la fin du dixiéme siécle (2 vols., Paris, 1896-1900), i, 327-
777, i, passim. Schlumberger was able to build on the work of V.R Rozen, whose Imperator Vasilij
Bolgarobojca. Izvlechenija iz letopisi Jach-i Antiochijskago: the Emperor Basil Slayer of the
Bulgarians, Extracts from the Chronicle of Jahja of Antioch (St Petersburg, 1883; reprint London,
1972) had drawn attention to the fact that the chronicle of Yahya ibn Sa’id of Antioch contained a
vast array of material relevant to the reign of Basil.

* J.Gay, L Italie méridionale et I’'empire byzantin depuis I'avénement de Basil I jusqu’a la prise de
Bari par les Normands, 867-1071 (Paris, 1904), pp.324-429 for narrative coverage of southern Italy
in Basil’s reign. Subsequent analyses of later tenth- and eleventh-century Byzantine southern Italy
have usually been dedicated to the structures of administration and government: see for example,
V.von Falkenhausen, Untersuchungen iiber die byzantinische Herrschaft in Siiditalien vom 9. bis ins
11. Jahrhundert (Wiesbaden, 1967). S Runciman, History of the First Bulgarian Empire (London,
1930), pp.219-257 contains some coverage of Basil’s relations with Bulgaria; see also N.Adontz,
‘Samuel I'arménien roi des Bulgares’, in Etudes arméno-byzantines (Lisbon, 1965), pp.347-407. The
only more recent publication to deal with Bulgaria in Basil’s reign is W.Seibt, ‘Untersuchungen zur
Vor- und Friihgeschichte der “bulgarischen” Kometopulen’, Handes Amsorya 89 (1975), pp.65-98.



Christian, is unpublished.® Indeed, most recent published analyses of the history of
Basil’s reign have been narrow in compass. On the one hand detailed attention has
been paid to some very specific chronological or topographical problems, such as
the events surrounding the conversion to Christianity of Vladimir prince of Kiev.’
More common, however, is the format adopted by most text-book histories in
which the reign is divided into two distinct temporal and geographical phases: first,
thirteen years of internal civil unrest; second, an unbroken litany of overseas

territorial conquests led by the emperor himself ®

Nonetheless, despite its relative neglect the reign has traditionally been accepted
either as an important coda, or as a significant preface, to long-term changes within
Byzantine political society. At one level Basil’s reign has been typified as the
culmination of a bitter struggle between tenth-century emperors and aristocrats for
the land and manpower resources of the state. Basil’s decision in 996 to strengthen
existing legislation prohibiting the greater subjects of the empire, the dunatoi or
“powerful”, from seizing the lands of their poorer neighbours, has been interpreted
as an attempt to prevent dismemberment of the empire by a would-be feudal
aristocracy.” Yet, while the reign has been seen as the finale to tenth-century

centrifugal conflicts, it has also been interpreted as the beginning of a more

> W Felix, Byzanz und die islamische Welt im friiheren 11. Jahrhundert (Vienna, 1981).

i H.Forsyth, ‘The Chronicle of Yahya ibn Sa’id al-Antaki’ (Univ. of Michigan PhD. Thesis, 1977).
Another unpublished doctoral thesis dealing with the eastern frontier during the reign of Basil is that
of W.A Farag, ‘Byzantium and its Muslim Neighbours During the Reign of Basil II (976-1025)’
(Univ. of Birmingham PhD. Thesis, 1979). I would like to thank Professor John Haldon for this
reference.

7 See, for example, A Poppe, ‘The Political Background to the Baptism of the Rus’, DOP 30 (1976),
pp. 196-244; D.Obolensky, ‘Cherson and the Conversion of the Rus: An Anti-Revisionist View’,
BMGS 13 (1989), pp.244-256 (see below, p.27, n.16)

® See for example G.Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State (trans. J.Hussey), 3™ edn. (Oxford,
1968), pp.298-315; W.Treadgold, A History of the Byzantine State and Society (Stanford, California,
1997), pp.513-33.

® Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State, pp.305-7; idem, ‘Agrarian Conditions in the Byzantine
Empire in the Middle Ages’, in M.Postan (ed.), Cambridge Economic History of Europe Vol. I, The
Agrarian Life of the Middle Ages, 2nd edn. (Cambridge, 1966), pp.216-221.



centripetal eleventh-century Byzantium, characterised by a greater political and
administrative focus on Constantinople, and the ascendancy of a new urban and

civilian aristocracy. '’

More recently Jean-Claude Cheynet has suggested an
alternative model of political action in the tenth and eleventh centuries, but one in
which Basil’s reign remains the crucial turning point. Cheynet argues that after the
revolts of the early years of Basil’s reign, aristocrats ceased to hold public office in
regions where they were also estate owners, and instead exercised official
command in areas where they had no landed interest. Put crudely, those who owned
estates in the eastern half of the empire were appointed to serve the emperor in the
west, and vice versa.'' The net effect, however, of this geographical partition of
private resources and public authority was that Constantinople, rather than the

regions, became the political fulcrum of empire, with aristocrats increasingly

choosing to be absentee landowners and relocating their households to the capital. '

Within these broad structural analyses of tenth- and eleventh-century Byzantine
political history there is, then, a general consensus that the reign of Basil marked a
watershed in the nature of Byzantine government: in relationships within the
political elite, between centre and periphery, capital and provinces. However, the
mechanisms that helped to shape that change, if change there was, are less widely
discussed. In fact the only historian who has ever offered a consistent explanation

for such a transformation wrote in the mid-eleventh century. That historian was

10 H.Ahrweiler, ‘Recherches sur la société byzantine au Xle siécle: nouvelles hiérarchies et nouvelles
solidarités’, 7M 6 (1976), pp.99-124; and in the same volume, N.Oikonomides, ‘L'évolution de
l'organisation administrative de l'empire byzantin au Xle siecle’, pp.125-52. The implosion of the
Byzantine empire in the second half of the eleventh century has sometimes been attributed to
irreconcilable tensions between the new civilian elite based in Constantinople, and a more established
military aristocracy based in the provinces: see for example S.P Vryonis, ‘Byzantium: the Social Basis
of Decline in the Eleventh Century’, in Byzantium: its Internal History and Relations with the
Muslim World (Variorum, London 1971), number 2, pp.160-4.

' J.C.Cheynet, Pouvoir et contestations a Byzance (Paris, 1990), pp.303-09, 333-36.



Michael Psellos who argued in the “Chronographia’ (his wide-ranging analysis of
fourteen eleventh-century Byzantine emperors) that the revolts of the early years of
Basil’s reign caused the emperor to undergo such a profound alteration of character
that he was turned from sybaritic dilettante to austere military man of steel.
According to Psellos after the death of Phokas and the surrender of Skleros, Basil
crushed the greater families of the empire, took public affairs into his own hands,
appointed a series of low-born men as his subordinates, and led his armies in
ceaseless campaigning on the frontiers." Although few historians today would
explicitly identify the shifting sands of personality as the cause of deep-seated
structural changes, Psellos’ bipartite model of the reign, and his allegations that the
emperor was able to re-engineer the government of the empire after the early
revolts, have exercised a very significant, if unacknowledged influence, on many

modern analyses of the reign. '

There are manifold reasons why modern scholarship has been reluctant to look
more closely at the reign of Basil himself, accepting instead with minimal criticism
the bipartite interpretation offered by Psellos. Paul Magdalino has suggested, for
example, that Byzantinists have traditionally neglected the reigns of long-lived,
powerful, warrior emperors such as Basil not only because they are reluctant to

engage with narrative history, but also because they mistrust the odour of autocracy

'2 M. Angold (ed.), Byzantine Aristocracy (BAR International Series, Oxford, 1984), p.3 stresses the
extent to which Basil II encouraged the great families of the empire to move to Constantinople on a

permanent basis.

13 Psellos, pp.4, 11, 18-22
' M.Angold, for example, following the model established by Psellos, believes that Basil was a

“complete autocrat” who created an idiosyncratic and personalised style of government which his
eleventh-century imperial successors were unable to follow (7he Byzantine Empire 1025-1204
(London and New York, 1984), pp.4-5).



which hovers about their memory.15 However, in the case of Basil, more prosaic

problems intervene, above all a paucity of contemporary historical narratives.

Despite the scale of the empire’s territorial aggrandisement during the later tenth
and early eleventh centuries, the reign of Basil is sparsely covered by medieval
historians writing in Greek. Although Michael Psellos indicates that historians were
at work during Basil’s reign itself, the only extant contemporary account is that of
Leo the Deacon.'® A member of the palace clergy during the first two decades of
Basil’s reign, Leo wrote a detailed history of the reigns of Nikephoros Phokas (963-
9) and John Tzimiskes (969-76). To this he appended a short summary of the
revolts of Bardas Skleros and Phokas (976-89), as well as an eye witness account of
the emperor’s disastrous expedition against Bulgaria in 986. However Leo’s
testimony, written after the mid-990s, terminated with the defeat of Phokas in
989."7 In these circumstances the short appraisal of Basil’s reign composed by
Michael Psellos in the third quarter of the eleventh century is the earliest extant
account of the entire period from 976 to 1025. This bnef account is to be found at
the very beginning of Psellos’ ‘Chronographia’, which is itself a much longer

history of fourteen eleventh-century emperors extending from Basil II to Michael

15 P Magdalino (ed.), New Constantines: the Rhythm of Imperial Renewal in Byzantium, 4-1 3th

Centuries (Variorum/Aldershot, 1994), pp.1-2.

16 1 eo the Deacon: Leonis Diaconi Caloénsis Historiae Libri Decem, ed. C.B.Hase (CSHB, Bonn,
1828), pp.169-76. For references to other historians active during Basil’s reign, see Psellos, p.4. One
of these historians may have been Theodore of Sebasteia (see below, pp.43-45). It is possible that a
chronicle of the reign of Basil I owned by the library of the monastery of St John, Patmos, was
written by another historian working in the later tenth or early eleventh centuries. Mention of this
chronicle is made in an unpublished early fourteenth-century manuscript (K.Snipes, ‘The
‘Chronographia’ of Michael Psellos and the Textual Tradition and Transmission of the Byzantine
Historians of the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries’, ZRVI 27-28 (1989), p.57).

17 The exact date when Leo wrote his history is not known. However, it is likely that he was writing
after 995. Leo himself mentions that repairs to Hagia Sophia damaged in an earthquake took six years
to complete. According to both Leo and Yahya ibn Sa’id this earthquake happened in 989 (Leo the
Deacon, pp.175-6; Yahya ibn Sa’id al-Antaki, ‘Histoire’, ed. and trans. IKratchkovsky and
A.Vasiliev, PO 23 (1932), p.429). The widespread belief among modern historians that Leo wrote
some three years earlier ¢.992 is based on John Skylitzes’ erroneous dating of the 989 earthquake to
986 (Skylitzes (John): Joannis Scylitzae Synopsis Historiarum, ed. 1. Thurn (Berlin, 1973), pp.331-2.



VII (1071-78). However, while Psellos’ assessment of the reign of Basil has
exercised enormous influence in shaping medieval and modem interpretations of
the emperor’s personality and the nature of his government, his account is not a
detailed or connected narrative of the political, diplomatic and military history of
the entire reign. For example, although it contains some brief coverage of the

revolts of Skleros and Phokas, it omits any mention of Basil’s wars with Bulgaria.'®

The first surviving narrative account of the reign 1s that of John Skylitzes compiled
in the later eleventh century as part of a much longer historical synopsis."” Yet,
even Skylitzes’ treatment is less than comprehensive. The first half of his testimony
is dominated by the revolts of Skleros and Phokas, the second by Basil’s campaigns
in Bulgaria. As a result he has relatively little to say about events in Constantinople,
the eastern frontier, Kiev or Italy. Moreover, his account contains many
chronological confusions, particularly in relation to Bulgaria. Nor are these
geographical lacunae or chronological difficulties eased by any subsequent
historians writing in Greek. From John Zonaras onwards, most accounts represent a

paraphrase or a fusion of the pre-existing testimonies of Skylitzes and Psellos.?’

Indeed, in order to amplify the political, diplomatic and mailitary history of the reign
of Basil from matenials written in Greek, the historian is forced to collate

references scattered in a variety of other literary deposits outside the historical

Among those historians who have used Skylitzes’ reference to date Leo’s historical writings is
H.Hunger, Die hochsprachliche profane Literatur der Byzantiner (2 vols., Munich, 1978), i, 368).

'8 Ppsellos (Michael): edition and translation into French Michel Psellos: Chronographie, ed.
E Renauld (2 vols., Paris, 1926), i, 1-24 (see above, p.1, n.1). There is also a more recent edition
with an Italian translation, Michele Psello Imperatori di Bisanzio (Cronografia), ed. S.Impellizzeri
and trans. S.Ronchey (2 vols., Rome, 1984), i, 8-40. However, since most modern historians
continue to cite the Renauld rather than the Impellizzeri edition, I too have chosen to use Renauld for
all references in this thesis.

1% Skylitzes (John): Ioannis Scylitzae Synopsis Historiarum, ed. 1. Thurn (CFHB, Berlin, 1973),
pp.314-69 (see above, p.1, n.1)



record. Yet these references are scarce and rarely yield any firmly datable evidence.
In the eastern half of the empire, Greek written materials pertinent to the long reign
of Basil are limited to two anecdotes in the Miracles of Saint Eugenios of
Trebizond, a single list of administrative offices (the ‘Escorial Taktikon’), a
handful of letters from Philetos Synadenos, the judge of Tarsos, and the general
Nikephoros Ouranos, and a few chapters from Ouranos’s own military manual.*!
Further west, an anonymous later tenth-century military manual sheds some light
on the strategies and tactics developed by Byzantine armies during warfare against
the Bulgarians.””> Some miscellanecous reflections about Basil’s reign and his
campaigns in the Balkans are also recorded in the later eleventh-century advice
book of Kekaumenos.”> Further snippets of information about the revolts of the
carly years of Basil’s reign and his dealings with the Balkans can be gleaned from
a small number of documents in the archives of the monasteries on Mount Athos,**
as well as from saints’ lives which reflect on contemporary Greece and Macedonia.
This hagiographical material includes the lives of Saint Nikon Metanoeite of
Sparta, Saint Athanasios founder of the Lavra monastery on Mount Athos, and

Saint Phantinos the Younger, as well as a panegyric of Saint Photios of

Thessalonika.”> Apart from the testimony in Skylitzes little is known about the

20 Zonaras (John): Joannis Zonarae Epitomae Historiarum Libri XIII-XVIII, ed. T Bittner-Wobst
(CSHB, Bonn, 1897), iii, 538-569

2 For discussion of the written sources relating to the east of the empire see below, pp.110, 209-11

22 G.T Dennis, Three Byzantine Military Treatises (Washington, 1985), pp.246-326. This military
manual is often known as the ‘Taktikon Vari’ in honour of its first editor, R.Vari. Dennis chooses to
call it ‘Campaign Organisation and Tactics’.

23 Kekaumenos: Cecaumeni Consilia et Narrationes, ed. and trans. G.Litavrin (Moscow, 1972)

%% For example a document from the Lavra relates details of a Serbian embassy to Basil in 993: Actes
de Lavra 1. Des origines a 1204, Archives de I'Athos V, eds. P.Lemerle, A Guillou, N.Svoronos,
D .Papchyrssanthou (Paris, 1970), no.10.

25 Saint Nikon: The Life of St. Nikon, ed. and trans. D.F Sullivan (Brookline, Mass. 1987); Saint
Athanasios: ‘Vitae Duae Antiquae Sancti Athanasii Athonitae’, ed. J.Noret, Corpus Christianorum
Series Graeca 9 (Brepols-Turnhout, 1982). Saint Phantinos was born in Calabria in southern Italy,
but spent part of his life in Thessalonika: La vita di San Fantino il Giovane, ed. and trans. E Follieri
(Brussels, 1993). Saint Photios was the spiritual advisor to Basil II during the emperor’s Balkan
campaigns (B.Crostini, ‘The Emperor Basil II's Cultural Life’, B 64 (1996), p.78). The panegyric
celebrating his life was written by an anonymous author (BHG 1545). The existence of this text,
contained in a manuscript from the Synodal Library in Moscow, was first signalled at the end of the



history of Bulgaria affer Basil’s conquest of 1018, although a series of sigillia
produced before May 1020 give some idea of the ecclesiastical arrangements that

followed annexation.?®

However, if references to the east and to the Balkans are rare, materials written in
Greek concerned with relations with the west, the north and events in
Constantinople are even scarcer. The letters of Leo, Metropolitan of Synada, the
envoy who was sent to Italy to negotiate a marriage alliance between the Byzantine
empire and the Ottonian emperor of Germany in the later 990s, shed light on a
short period of diplomatic dealings with the west.”’ Byzantine reaction to closer
affilhations with the Rus of Kiev is limited to references in the poems of John
Geometres.”® Meanwhile, only the life of Saint Symeon the New Theologian, who
spent most of his career in later tenth and early eleventh-century Constantinople,
provides any sense of quotidian life among the civilian elite of the capital during
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the reign of Basil.”” Finally, the impernial novels of 988 and 996 are the only non-

narrative sources which reflect on the contemporary governance of the empire. The

nineteenth-century by B.G.Vasilievskij in Zurnal Ministerstva Narodnago Prosvescenija (1886).
Schlumberger cites occasional references from the panegyric, while noting the unedited state of the
text (L "Epopée byzantine, i, 645-6; ii, pp.47-8). Today the text still appears to be unpublished in full.
It is not well-known to scholars, and is rarely cited.

% Regesten: F.Dolger, Regesten der Kaiserurkunden des dstromischen Reiches von 565-1453
(Munich/Berlin, 1924), pp.103-4; H.Gelzer, ‘Ungedruckte und wenig bekannte Bistumsverzeichnisse
der orientalischen Kirche’, BZ 2 (1893), pp.40-72; J.Zepos and P.Zepos, lus Graecoromanum (8
vols., Athens, 1931), i, 272-3; P.Stephenson, The Byzantine Frontier in the Balkans in the Eleventh
and Twelfth Centuries’ (Univ. of Cambridge Ph.D. thesis, 1995), p.7.

77 Leo of Synada: The Correspondence of Leo, Metropolitan of Synada and Syncellus, ed.
M.P.Vinson, (Washington D.C., 1985): letters 1-13 were written while Leo was in Italy and
Germany in 997-8.

%% Geometres (John), ed. J.A.Cramer, Anecdota Graeca, E Codd. Manuscriptis Bibliothecae Regiae
Parisiensis, (4 Vols., Oxford, 1839-1841), iv, 282-83; Skylitzes, pp.282-3; Poppe, ‘The Political
Background’, pp.214-17.

» Saint Symeon the New Theologian: ‘Vie de Syméon le Nouveau Théologien (949-1022) par
Nicétas Stéthatos’, ed. and trans. P.I. Hausherr, Orientalia Christiana 12 (Rome, 1928). J. McGuckin,
‘Symeon the New Theologian and Byzantine Monasticism’, in A Bryer and M.Cunningham (eds.),
Mount Athos and Byzantine Monasticism (Variorun/Aldershot, 1996), pp.17-35 tnes, with limited
success, to find a social context for Saint Symeon among the aristocracy and bureaucracy attached to
the imperial court in Basil’s reign. See also B.Krivocheine, Symeon the New Theologian (949-1022)
(New York, 1986).



first of these imperial decrees, issued in 988, reversed earlier tenth-century
prohibitions on the foundation of new monasteries; the second, promulgated in 996,
strengthened existing tenth-century legislation that forbade the illegal seizure of the
lands of the ‘poor’ by the ‘powerful’. Yet even here problems arise, since it is
likely that the first of these measures is a forgery, while the second has been subject

to amendments later in the eleventh century.*

Taken as a whole the greatest problem posed by the heterogeneous materials
written in Greek which fall outside the boundaries of historical narrative, is less
their insubstantial nature, and more the difficulty of finding the appropriate
background contexts against which they should be interpreted. That is to say, while
the narrative provided by the medieval Greek historians is so thin, it is difficult to
know how or where to locate details from other written sources. Indeed, this
absence of a viable narrative may be one reason why many of the literary sources
described above have received such little attention from Byzantine literary scholars
as well as from historians. This is an observation which may also explain the
relative neglect of the artistic productions of Basil’s court, such as the Psalter now
found in Venice, which bears a frontispiece illustration of the emperor in military

dress, and the illustrated synaxarion, known as the Menologion of Basil I1.*!

30 Zepos and Zepos, lus, i, 259-72; N.Svoronos, ‘Remarques sur la tradigion du texte de la novelle de
Basile IT concernant les puissants’, Recueil des Travaux de l'Institut d'Etudes Byzantines, Mélanges
G.Ostrogorsky 11 (Belgrade, 1964), pp.427-34

3! A lack of background narrative context is a problem that has affected E.McGeer’s studies of the
career and literary interests of Nikephoros Ouranos, M. Vinson’s analysis of the correspondence and
career of Leo of Synada, and A.Cutler’s study of Basil’s psalter: E. McGeer, ‘Tradition and Reality in
the Taktika of Nikephoros Ouranos’, DOP 45 (1991), pp.129-40; Vinson, The Correspondence of
Leo, passim, A.Cutler, ‘The Psalter of Basil II’, in Imagery and Ideology in Byzantine Art
(Variorum/Aldershot, 1992), number III. Very little research has been published on the ‘Menologion’
since S.Der Nersessian, ‘Remarks on the Date of the Menologium and the Psalter written for Basil
II’, B 15 (1940-1), pp.104-125 and I.Sev&enko, ‘The Illuminators of the Menologium of Basil II’,
DOP 16 (1962), pp.243-276. As Barbara Crostini (‘The Emperor Basil II's Cultural Life’, pp.53-80)
has so appositely pointed out, the other reason why the arts and literature of the later tenth and early
eleventh-century have been so widely neglected, is the naive belief on the part of many modern

10



In some senses the difficulties of distinguishing the chronological outlines of
Basil’s reign can be overcome by consulting the testimonies of historians writing in
languages other than Greek. Greater chronological precision and a more
sophisticated view of the Byzantine east, for example, can be gleaned from a
vanety of historians writing in Arabic, Armenian, Syriac and Georgian. Of
particular significance are the contemporary histories of Yahya ibn Sa'id and
Stephen of Taron. Yahya was a Christian Arab doctor who migrated to Antioch
from Cairo during the second half of Basil’s reign, a period when members of the
indigenous Christian and Jewish administrative elite were persecuted by the
Fatimid caliph al-Hakim. The extant version of Yahya’s chronicle begins in 937/8
and ends with the reign of Romanos IIT (1028-34). His historical writings not only
display great chronological, patronymical and toponymical accuracy, but they also
range across most of the contemporary Near East from Egypt to Syria, Iraq,
Byzantium and various Christian Caucasian states. Moreover, as far as Basil’s reign
is concerned, Yahya’s migration to Antioch allowed him to consult a variety of
histories written in Greek which are no longer extant but which reflect on the
internal history of Byzantium and, to a more limited extent, on Basil’s warfare in
Bulgaria. In addition, his use of local chronicle and hagiographical matenals
provides a unique view of events in Antioch during the later tenth and early

eleventh centuries. >

scholars that since Michael Psellos alleged that Basil himself had no interest in the arts, there were no
arts at all.

32 Yahya: Yahya ibn Sa'id al-Antaki, ‘Histoire’. ed. and trans. I. Kratchkovsky and A Vasiliev, PO 23
(1932), pp.372-520, contains coverage from 976 to 1013/4 which is translated into French. From this
date onwards there is no French translation, and one needs to consult in the Arabic original, Yahya
ibn Sa’id al-Antaki, ed. L.Cheikho, CSCO Scriptores Arabici, Senes 3, Vol. 7 (Paris/Beirut, 1909),
pp-209-250. I would like to thank Feras Hamza of Wolfson College, Oxford, for translating excerpts
from the Cheikho edition. All references in this thesis are taken either from the Kratchkovsky or
Cheikho editions. The recent translation of Yahya’s text into Italian appeared too late for me to be
able to make all the necessary alterations to the references in this thesis (Yahya al-Antaki Cronache
dell’Egitto Fatimide e dell Impero Bizantino 937-1033, trans. B.Pirone (Bari, 1998)).

11



While the world chronicle of the Armenian Monophysite historian Stephen of
Taron is less finely honed than the testimony of Yahya, it also contains an
invaluable fusion of matenals of significance for the history and prosopography of

the reign of Basil.*

Although its principal concemn is with the domestic histories of
various Christian Caucasian states in Armenia and Iberia (western Georgia),
Stephen pays close attention to relations between these powers and the Byzantine
empire. Furthermore, he displays particular interest in the fates of those individuals
from Caucasia who entered Byzantine service during Basil’s reign, many of whom
fought in impernal campaigns in the Balkans. Moreover, although the extant version
of Stephen’s chronicle ends in 1004, a longer redaction of his historical writings
was available to the later eleventh-century Armenian historian Aristakes Lastivert.

Thus, the material included in Aristakes’ account of Basil’s wars against Georgia at

the end of his reign is probably taken from the history of Stephen.*

Apart from Yahya, Stephen and Aristakes, several other historians writing in
languages other than Greek can also illuminate the history of the Byzantine east in
Basil’s reign. Some of these writers were near contemporaries such as Ibn

Miskawayh at work in Buyid Baghdad,” Elias of Nisibis,”® and a variety of

3 Stephen of Taron: Des Stephanos von Taron armenische Geschichte, trans. H.Gelzer and
A Burckhardt (Leipzig, 1909), pp.137-217.

34 Aristakes Lastivert: Récit des malheurs de la nation arménienne, trans. M.Canard and H Berbérian
according to the edition and Russian translation by K. Yuzbashian (Brussels, 1973), pp.2-26.

3% Ibn Miskawayh: Eclipse of the Abbasid Caliphate, ed. and trans. H. Amedroz and D Margoliouth
(6 vols., Oxford, 1920-1), v, 424-5, 436-9. Ibn Miskawayh was a servant of the Buyid emir Adud ad
Daula who ruled in Baghdad between 978 and 983 (see below, p.110).

3¢ Elias of Nisibis: La chronographie de Mar Elie bar Sinaya, Métropolitain de Nisibe, ed. and trans.
L.J. Delaporte (Paris, 1910), pp.134-142. This text composed in two columns, the first in Syriac and
the second in Arabic, is mainly a short list of entries concerned with Mesopotamia under the rule of
the Bedouin Uqalids. However, it was written by a contemporary and occasionally refers to events in
Byzantium. It confirms, for example, that Basil annexed Bulgaria in 1018.
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historians and hagiographers writing in Georgian.’’ In addition, the accounts of
later chroniclers, such as the Armenian histories of Matthew of Edessa®® and the
continuator of Thomas Artsruni,>’ the Syniac accounts of Michael the Syrian and
Bar Hebreus,* and the Arabic text of the Baghdad historian Abu Shudja al-
Rudhrawari,*' contain some highly significant contemporary materials from the

later tenth and early eleventh centunes.

Yet, while the eastern sources can add chronological backbone, shed light on the
eastern frontier, and on rare occasions offer insights into the Balkans, it is striking
that when they are aggregated with the Greek sources, large chronological and
regional gaps are still very conspicuous within the overall political history of the
reign. Thus, while many of the sources, both Greek and non-Greek, are liberal in
their coverage of the civil wars of the first thirteen years of the reign led by Bardas
Skleros and Bardas Phokas, their treatment of events after 989 is much thinner.*2
During the decade following the civil wars, the Armenian and Arabic records,

above all Stephen of Taron and Yahya, reflect on relations with Fatimid Egypt and

37 The ‘Life of John and Euthymios’, composed ¢.1040, is perhaps the most valuable of the Georgian
materials for the internal history of Byzantium (The Life of John and Euthymios: B.Martin-Hisard,
‘La Vie de Jean et Euthyme: le statut du monastére des Iberes sur I'Athos’, REB 49 (1991), pp.67-
142). Material composed by Sumbat Davitidze c. 1030 which is included in the much longer text of
the Georgian Royal Annals, comments on relations between Byzantium, the Black Sea kingdom of
Abasgia and various Caucasian princedoms (Georgian Royal Annals: R Thomson, Rewriting
Caucasian History: The Georgian Chronicles (Oxford, 1996), pp.274-285; S.H Rapp, ‘Imagining
History at the Crossroads: Persia, Byzantium and the Architects of the Written Georgian Past’ (Univ.
of Michigan Ph.D. thesis, 1997), pp.492-3. See below, pp.119-120, for further discussion of the
Georgian matenals.
38 Matthew of Edessa: Armenia and the Crusades in the Tenth to Twelfth centuries: the Chronicle of
Matthew of Edessa, trans. A E.Dostorian (Lanham/New York/London, 1993), pp.34-50.
3 Thomas Artsruni: History of the House of the Artsrunik’, trans. R W.Thomson (Detroit, 1985),
p.368-71.
k Michael the Syrian: Chronique de Michel le Syrien, Patriarche Jacobite d'Antioche (1169-99), ed.
and trans. J.B.Chabot (Paris 1905-1910), pp.132-146; Bar Hebreus: The Chronography of Gregory
Abu'l Faraj, the Son of Aaron, the Hebrew Physician, Commonly Known as Bar Hebreus, ed. and
trans. E.A. Wallis Budge (London,1932), pp.175-189.
4 Al-Rudhrawari: Eclipse of the Abbasid Caliphate, ed. and trans. H. Amedroz and D Margoliouth (6
vols., Oxford, 1920-1), vi, 6-7, 23-35, 115-119. For more on documents from Buyid Iraq relevant to
the domestic and external history of Byzantium in Basil’s reign, see below, p.110, n.4.
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the northern Syrian client state of Aleppo, and on the absorption of the Iberian
(Georgian) princedom of Tao. Meanwhile, Skylitzes offers sporadic and confused
coverage of warfare with the Bulgarians during the same period. Between the early
1000s and 1014 there is almost complete silence about Asia Minor, the east, the
Balkans and Constantinople itself. Further west, a few dated references can be
extracted from the testimonies of chroniclers writing in Latin, such as Lupus
Protospatharius. Nonetheless, such chronicles tend to be very short and concerned
predominantly with Byzantine Italy and relations with the Ottonian emperors of
Germany rather than with events in the heartlands of the Byzantine empire.* The
historiographical gloom elsewhere in the empire only begins to lift after 1014,
when Yahya includes some very parochial material on relationships between
Byzantium and Aleppo, and Skylitzes contains some detailed snapshots leading up
to the annexation of Bulgaria. However, it is only at the very end of the reign that
we find more sustained coverage. Many of the narrative sources comment on the
absorption of the southern Armenian kingdom of Vaspurakan (1019-21), Basil’s
campaigns against George of Abasgia and Iberia in 1021/2, and the
contemporaneous revolt against impernial authority in central Anatolia led by

Nikephoros Phokas and Nikephoros Xiphias.**

The obvious short comings of the primary written sources mean that the historian
of Basil's reign cannot afford to ignore the material record of early medieval
Byzantium. And here, indeed, there are real signs for hope. In the century which
has passed since Schlumberger produced his analysis of the reign, many hundreds

of lead seals and coins from the later tenth and early eleventh centuries have been

2 For coverage of the Skleros and Phokas revolts in the primary written sources see below, pp-109-
110.

® Lupus Protospatharius, MGH SS V, pp.55-7.

* See below, pp.283-5
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discovered, analysed and published. In more recent years archacological
excavations and surveys in many of the former provinces of the Byzantine empire
have begun to expand in scale and ambition. Gradually scholars have begun to use
this ever-expanding material archive to investigate the structures underpinning
medieval Byzantine society. A series of recent studies about Byzantine
administration, the army, and the economy, have illuminated the resource-base of
the medieval Byzantine state. Yet, in order to maximise the potential of the
material archive the nght questions must be asked of it. For example, it is
unrealistic to expect matenal evidence, which so often cannot be dated accurately
itself, to plug geographical or chronological lacunae in the written sources. Nor
should the matenal record be asked to provide answers to very specific political,
administrative or chronological problems about which the written texts are silent.
Such inquiry will either fail through the lack of appropriate evidence, or will
simply result in the highly selective use of material to support preconceived
models. Instead, the material archive is likely to provide the greatest insight when it
is used to provide long-term structural backdrops, against and within which, the

existing narrative sources can then be examined.

The ultimate ambition of any investigation into the reign of Basil II must be to
develop a new analytical narrative of the political, military and diplomatic history
of the Byzantine empire in the later tenth and early eleventh centuries to replace
Schlumberger’s extremely old synthesis. Yet, in the time that has passed since
Schlumberger wrote his account, no new substantial narrative source from the tenth
or eleventh centuries has been uncovered by historians. In the absence of such a
new contribution from the medieval historical record, it would be unwise to

attempt to write the history of Basil’s reign by simply synthesising the extant

45 This secondary literature will be examined in more detail in chapters four to six.
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written sources and adding ephemeral details from the material record. Such an
undertaking is unlikely to expand significantly on Schlumberger’s very competent,
if old-fashioned, general narrative, or Forsyth’s more recent and skilful
reconstruction of relations with the eastern frontier. Instead, a new critical narrative
of Basil’s reign can only be constructed by turning the very limitations of the
sources to best advantage. The historian of the reign must find new ways of
analysing existing written sources, in particular the medieval historical record,
while at the same time discovering how to integrate such texts with the material
archive. Furthermore, in order to provide some analytical coherence to such a long
reign, the ambition behind the reconstruction of political history must be expanded.
The two-dimensional concatenation of personalities, battles, treaties, and coups
described in the medieval sources, must be underpinned by a consideration of how
political society worked in the context of the structures and resources of the
empire, and in the face of the capacities and motivations of Byzantium’s
geographical neighbours. In other words central to any new analysis should be an
understanding of how Byzantine government in all its senses, political,

administrative, military and diplomatic, functioned.

My doctoral research has been shaped by many of the prescriptions outlined above.
However, the thesis in which this research is presented does not represent the final
analytical narrative of the whole of Basil’s reign. Instead 1t amounts to six
preliminary studies upon which such a narrative should be built. Yet, while the
approach adopted and the evidence considered in each of these studies varies
widely, each aims to contribute to a better understanding of the nature, changes and
continuities in Byzantine government during Basil's reign. In all cases the approach
employed has required an expansion of the canvas to a perspective wider than that

of Basil’s reign alone. Whether dealing with literary or matenal sources, the focus
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of each analysis has extended chronologically beyond the reign of Basil himself.
Moreover, while the principal concern of this thesis is with government within
Byzantium, it is predicated on the understanding that the domestic history of the
empire cannot be considered in isolation from relations with neighbouring peoples

and states on the frontier and further afield.

Yet, while there has been broadening, there has also been narrowing, so that the
project could be compatible with the time constraints of a doctoral thesis. The
subject-matter of all six studies is predominantly secular, with less attention paid to
the church, either in the capital, or in the provinces. Furthermore, the thesis
concentrates mainly on the eastern half of the empire, that is to say Anatolia and
the frontier regions beyond the Taurus and Anti Taurus mountains. Given Basil’s
conquest of Bulgaria and his sobriquet the “Bulgarslayer”, the decision to look east
may seem odd. However, the nature of Byzantine relations with Bulgaria will never
be understood without first establishing the background of long-term economic,
social, political and military developments in the eastern half of the empire both
before and during Basil’s reign. Geographically Anatolia and the eastern frontier
regions formed the largest land mass within the Byzantine empire. The east was the
area where Byzantine armies in the decades preceding Basil’s reign had achieved
their most significant territorial conquests. It was also here that the greatest
aristocratic families held estates and exercised official command during the tenth
century. More directly relevant to Basil’s reign, it was from the eastern half of the
empire that the revolts, led by Bardas Skleros and Bardas Phokas, which
punctuated the first thirteen years of Basil’s reign, were launched. It was also in
the east of the empire, in Cappadocia, that Nikephoros Phokas and Nikephoros

Xiphias rebelled at the very end of the reign in 1022.
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The first three chapters of the thesis are concemed with the medieval
historiography of Basil’s reign. They are predicated on the understanding that the
medieval historical record must be at the heart of the construction of any modemn
narrative of the reign. Although this record contains vast lacunae and serious flaws,
it is the only source of evidence which offers a chronological spine to the reign and
a senes of explicit contemporary interpretations of the political history of the later
tenth and early eleventh centuries. As such, it cannot be circumvented. Yet, at the
same time as acknowledging the centrality of the medieval historians to any
understanding of Basil’s reign, the first three chapters are predominantly concerned
with the problem of how to utilise the medieval historical record in the construction
of an analytical narrative, which allows us to move beyond Schlumberger’s existing
model. In examining this problem, these chapters argue that a new narrative cannot
be constructed simply by comparing and contrasting information and interpretation
from different historical accounts. Instead, they suggest that to get the most out of
the historical record we need to consider the methods and motivations behind each
medieval historian’s presentation of the reign. These chapters argue that such a
model of analysis requires investigating the surviving medieval narratives in two
related ways: first, by looking directly at each text and assessing how its appraisal
of Basil’s reign relates to the wider narrative as a whole; and second by considering
how each text is conditioned by the contemporary literary, social and political
contexts in which it was written. This second approach is particularly relevant to
the reign of Basil, since so many of the historical accounts which report on this

period were composed at a much later date.

In the case of Basil’s reign there are at least four historians whose narratives should
be subjected to such rigorous analysis: Michael Psellos, John Skylitzes, Yahya ibn

Sa’id and Stephen of Taron. Yet, such analysis is both difficult and time-
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consuming, since it requires a detailed knowledge, not only of the entire text of
each historian, but also of the very different background contexts against which
they were composed. It is a task which is complicated further by the fact that
relatively little sustained, modern scholarship has been dedicated to the texts of the
historians in question. During the period when this thesis was being researched and
compiled, the only accessible detailed study was Forsyth’s unpublished Ph.D.
appraisal of the chronicle of Yahya ibn Sa’id.*® A comprehensive analysis of the
‘Chronographia’ of Michael Psellos by Anthony Kaldellis had yet to be published.*’
Thus, while it is an ambition of future research to look at all the major historical
accounts of the reign of Basil II in their wider contexts, the three historiographical
chapters of this thesis begin this in-depth appraisal by concentrating on just one
historian: John Skylitzes, whose account is the first connected narrative of the

entire reign written in Greek.

Since Skylitzes is not well-known to most historians of Byzantium, the first of these
chapters begins by summarising the small body of scholarship which has been
dedicated to the author and text of the ‘Synopsis Historion’. It offers a resumé of
existing research into the manuscripts of the 'Synopsis', Skylitzes’ biography, and
the author's working methods. The chapter then moves on to a detailed textually-
based analysis of Skylitzes' use of source materials. At the end of the chapter, the
principal implications of this analysis for Skylitzes' presentation of the Byzantine
past including the reign of Basil are highlighted. The second chapter considers how
the literary, social and political milieux in which Skylitzes was writing influences
his text as a whole, and his coverage of the reign of Basil in particular. The third

chapter focuses more directly on the reign of Basil itself. Tt takes as its raw subject

% Forsyth, ‘The Chronicle of Yahya ibn Sa’id’, chapters 1-6 contain a detailed discussion of Yahya’s
sources and his place within the traditions of Arab and Byzantine historiography
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matter the revolts of Bardas Skleros and Bardas Phokas (976-89), that period of the
reign which is covered in most detail by all the historians of Basil’s reign including
Skylitzes. It then compares Skylitzes’ coverage of this period with the accounts
presented by other historians. The purpose of this analysis, however, is not to
produce a new, comprehensive narrative of the revolts themselves, but to learn
more about the composition of the ‘Synopsis Historion’. By comparing the various
accounts of these rebellions, this analysis will suggest that a hitherto
unacknowledged source, attributable to the general Bardas Skleros, underpins the

first thirteen years of Skylitzes” account of the reign of Basil.

Taken together the first three chapters of this thesis will illustrate the extent to
which Skylitzes” appraisal of the reign of Basil is shaped by the demands of history
writing at the end of the eleventh century, demands which were not only social and
literary in nature, but also political. These chapters will suggest that contemporary
historiographical requirements compelled Skylitzes to take a retrospective view of
the Byzantine past. In the case of Basil’s reign Skylitzes’ backward-looking
perspective means that most attention is focused on the aristocratic families of the
empire, and least on the person of the emperor himself. This anachronistic
treatment can obscure a clear understanding of the nature of relations between the

constituent members of the Byzantine political elite.

In order to discuss the nature of Byzantine government during the reign of Basil II,
the historian needs to transcend the anachronisms of the representation of relations
within the political elite offered by the later eleventh-century Greek
historiographical tradition. Instead, if the relationships between the emperor and

leading members of the elite during Basil’s reign are to be meaningfully analysed,

7 A Kaldellis, The Argument of Psellos' Chronographia (Leiden, 1999 forthcoming)
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attention first needs to be paid to the structures and processes which underpinned
contemporary political authority. The second half of this thesis, again arranged in
three chapters, begins this structural analysis by looking at the economy and the
administrative institutions and practices of the eastern half of the Byzantine empire
in the later tenth and early eleventh centuries. Although this study will draw upon
the medieval historical accounts where appropriate, the material record, above all

the lead seals, will be of crucial importance.

The principal question asked in these final three chapters is to what extent did
Byzantine administrative structures and processes change in the course of Basil’s
reign? The scene is set in the fourth chapter which investigates the variables of
geography, climate and economy both in Anatolia and in the eastern territories
lying beyond the Taurus and Anti Taurus mountains. This chapter considers how
economic expansion both facilitated and constrained administrative change.
Chapters five and six deal with administration more directly. Chapter five begins
with a synopsis of the background to administrative developments in the eastern
half of the empire in the decades before Basil came to power, concentrating on the
bureaucratic ramifications of military expansion during the second and third
quarters of the tenth century. The second half of chapter five goes on to discuss
administrative changes in the Anatolian heartland of the Byzantine east during
Basil’s reign itself, outlining the processes by which the locality was gradually
demilitarised and penetrated by civil officials. Chapter six moves eastwards to
those regions beyond the Taurus and Anti Taurus which had been conquered
shortly before Basil’s accession. In this instance the flexibility of administrative
practice will be stressed, and key continuities between imperial bureaucracy and
the regimes which Byzantium replaced will be highlighted. Although it will be

argued that there were crucial differences between administration in the Anatolian
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heartland of Byzantine Asia Minor and on the eastern periphery, both chapters five
and six will stress how bureaucratic practice in all regions was predicated on the
imperial desire to extract maximum financial gain from the Byzantine provinces.
However, it will be suggested that the penetration of the state into the locality may

have been less heavy-handed than is sometimes believed.

Clearly the analysis undertaken in chapters four to six of this thesis can only
partially illuminate the government of the Byzantine empire during the reign of
Basil II. It will shed light on the abstract articulation of the authority of the emperor
in the locality, but will not deal closely with the more practical issues of how that
authority was used and abused by its executors. However, during the course of the
second half of the thesis it will be argued that it is only once the structures behind
imperial authority are established, that the complexities of the relationships
between the public power of the state and the private power of the state’s
functionaries can be fully understood. While exploration of these more intricate
relationships remain the ambition of future research, some preliminary findings are

summarised in the conclusion to this thesis.
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Chapter One

John Skylitzes: Author and Text

I. Introduction

The central importance of the ‘Synopsis Historion’ of John Skylitzes to any
understanding of the political, military and diplomatic history of the Byzantine
empire during the reign of Basil II cannot be overstated. Skylitzes’ appraisal written
towards the end of the eleventh century is the first surviving connected narrative of
the reign in Greek. It is the principal source for several of the most politically
significant events of the reign, including the revolts of the generals Bardas Skleros
and Bardas Phokas, and the long war of attrition against the first Bulgarian empire.
It is the primary source around which most later historians, both medieval and
modern, have shaped their chronological presentations of the later tenth and early

eleventh centuries.

Yet Skylitzes’ account also presents considerable problems to the historian of
Basil’s reign. In the first place it is relatively late, composed nearly three-quarters

of century after the emperor's death. As a result it does not constitute an eye witness

! Those medieval historians who based their accounts on Skylitzes’ narrative include: Kedrenos
(George): Georgius Cedrenus, ed. 1. Bekker (CSHB, Bonn, 1938-9), 11, 416-480; Pseudo-Psellos:
Michaeli Pselli Historia Syntomos, ed. and trans. W.Aerts (CFHB XXX, Berlin, 1990), pp.105-109;
Zonaras (John): loannis Zonarae Epitomae Historiarum Libri XIII-XVIII, ed. T Biittner-Wobst
(CSHB, Bonn, 1897), iii, 538-569; Manasses (Constantine): Constantini Manassis Breviarum
Chronicum, ed. O.Lampsidis (CFHB XXXVI, Athens, 1996), pp.314-321; Glykas (Michael):
Annales (Biblos Chronike), ed. 1. Bekker (CSHB, Bonn, 1836), pp.575-9. Skylitzes’ account also
provides the main template for Ostrogorsky, History of the Byzantine State, pp.298-315, Treadgold,
History of the Byzantine State and Society, pp.513-33. Schlumberger (L 'Epopée byzantine, i, 327-
777, and ii, passim) adopts a more complex chronological structure which integrates the narrative
outlines of both Skylitzes and Yahya ibn Sa’id. This is an approach also followed by M. Whittow in
The Making of Orthodox Byzantium (Oxford, 1996), pp.358-90.
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account of the later tenth and early eleventh centunes. Instead it is a fusion of the
writings of other earlier historians. Thus, one of the most significant problems
facing any student of the ‘Synopsis’ is establishing the relationship between
Skylitzes’ narrative and the different source materials which underpin it.
Furthermore, the ‘Synopsis’ represents a highly abbreviated account of two-and-a-
half centuries of the Byzantine past. All versions of Skylitzes’ ‘Synopsis Historion
run from 811 to 1057, and if the author of the ‘Continuation’ of Skylitzes
(‘Skylitzes Continuatus’) can be identified with Skylitzes himself, the account
continues to 1079.> A consequence of the abbreviated nature of Skylitzes’ account
is that the amount of text dedicated to individual reigns tends to be slim. Within the
five hundred pages of Thurn’s critical edition of the ‘Synopsis’, Basil’s fifty-year

reign is covered in only fifty-five pages.’

Another important consequence of the text’s brevity is that its geographical and
chronological coverage tends to be extremely uneven. In the case of Basil’s reign,
the first half of Skylitzes” account i1s dominated by the civil wars of the first thirteen
years of the reign, and the second half by warfare against Bulgaria. As far as the
first half of the reign is concerned, chapters one to ten (more than twenty percent of
the forty-seven chapters Skylitzes dedicates to Basil) are concerned with the first
three years of the reign and the revolt of the general Bardas Skleros (976-9).* The
next two chapters deviate briefly from the theme of internal revolt by dealing with

warfare between Byzantium and Bulgaria in the first decade of the reign,

? The ‘Continuation’ of the ‘Synopsis’ has been published by E.T.Tsolakes (Skylitzes Continuatus:
H Suwéyera ¢ sporoppadias roi ' lTwdvov Skidrly, ‘Etapeia Makedovikdy Zmovdav (Thessalonika,
1968). For a summary of the arguments about whether Skylitzes Continuatus should be identified
with Skylitzes himself see below, p.36, n.41. Because it is mutilated at the start the only manuscript
of the main text of the ‘Synopsis’ (as opposed to the ‘Continuation’) which does not begin in 811 is
U [Vindob Hist. Gr. 74]. This manuscript begins with the reign of Basil Il (Thurn, Joannis Scylitzae,
XXV1)

b Skylitzes (John): loannis Scylitzae Synopsis Historiarum, ed. 1. Thurn (Berlin, 1973) contains
Skylitzes' narrative to 1057. The coverage of the reign of Basil is to be found between pages 314 and
369.
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concentrating on Basil II’s defeat in the Haimos mountains in 986 against the army
of the Tsar Samuel.” However, this deviation is short. Chapters fourteen to nineteen
return to the theme of internal insurrection, and cover the second revolt of Bardas
Skleros and the contemporaneous rebellion of Bardas Phokas, events which lasted a
hittle over two years, between 987 and 989.° With the death of Phokas and the
surrender of Skleros, the second half of Skylitzes’ testimony for the reign is almost
exclusively concerned with the Bulgarian wars. Seventeen of the twenty-eight post-
989 chapters are concerned with conflict in the Balkans.’ Meanwhile, most of those
chapters dedicated to other matters are extremely short, often comprising little more
than a handful of lines.® Moreover, of the chapters dealing with Bulgaria, three-
quarters are concerned with the period 1014 to 1018.” There is very little material at

all in Skylitzes’ account which deals with the period between 1005 and 1014.

The net result of Skylitzes’ twin focus on early internal strife and the final stages of
warfare in the Balkans, is that large regions of the internal Byzantine world and the
empire’s relations with its neighbours are rarely touched upon. For example,
Skylitzes’ coverage of events within Constantinople itself 1s limited to short notices
concerning natural disasters, the accessions and deaths of patriarchs, and occasional
urban improvements, such as the rebuilding of Hagia Sophia after the earthquake of
989 and the restoration of the Aqueduct of Valens towards the end of the reign.'’
After the emperor’s victories over Skleros and Phokas in 989 political relations
within the elite of the empire are treated brusquely. Basil II’s novel against the

‘powerful’ is cited in the same short, undated chapter which deals with the

* Skylitzes, pp.314-328

> Ibid., pp.328-331

% Ibid., pp.332-339

7 The Bulgarian testimony is to be found between pp.341-66 of Skylitzes’ account of the reign
(chapters 23 to 44).

® For example chapter 33 dealing with the destruction of the church of the Holy Sepulchre in
Jerusalem by Fatimid forces in 1009 extends to only seven lines (Skylitzes, p.347).

> All of chapters 35 to 44, bar chapter 39 (Skylitzes, pp.348-66)
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emperor’s decision to imprison Eustathios Maleinos, one of the rebels who
supported Bardas Phokas in 987.'' At the end of his account of the reign, Skylitzes
includes a cursory survey of the 1022 revolt of Nikephoros Phokas and Nikephoros
Xiphias in Cappadocia.'? Virtually no mention is made of Basil II’s fiscal policy,
beyond two short references to the emperor’s imposition of a measure known as the
allelenguon. The first reference notes that this decree, issued c. 1002, ordered that
the taxes of those ‘poor’ landowners who defaulted should be paid by their
‘powerful’ neighbours. The second reports that the emperor refused a request by the

patriarch Sergios that the tax should be lifted after the end of the Bulgarian wars in

1018.1

Further afield, references to the empire’s dealings with its neighbours, especially
those outside the Balkans, are extremely cursory and ‘confused. For example
relations between the empire and its eastern neighbours from 990 to 1022 are
described in a garbled account which is less than a page long."* The surrender of the
Armenian princedom of Vaspurakan in the final decade of the reign is to be found
in a compressed chapter, which also contains a notice dealing with a joint
Byzantino-Rus expedition against Cherson. > More significantly, the events
surrounding the alliance between Basil and Vladimir prince of Kiev in 988-9 are
summarised in a two-line parenthesis inserted into Skylitzes” coverage of the revolt
of Bardas Phokas. Skylitzes merely mentions that Basil’s armies included Russian
troops, which had been dispatched after the emperor had married his sister Anna to

Vladimir archon of the Rus. Thus, no reference is made to the official conversion

1% Skylitzes, pp.331-2, 340-1, 347-8, 366, 369
" bid, p.340; for further discussion about the imprisonment of Eustathios Maleinos, see below,
pp.259-60
* vid., pp.366-7
" Ibid., pp.347, 365
" Ibid., pp.339-40
1> Skylitzes, pp.354-5; see below, p.284, n.24 for the difficulties associated with using Skylitzes’
testimony to date the surrender of Vaspurakan
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of the Rus to orthodox Christianity which accompanied Basil and Vladimir’s
alliance, nor to the mysterious siege of Cherson conducted by the Rus after the
agreement had been reached.'® Meanwhile, Skylitzes’ coverage of Byzantine
relations with western Europe 1s exiguous. A few lines inserted at the end of
chapter thirty-four mention a revolt against imperial rule in southern Italy during
the second decade of the eleventh century, organised by a local notable from Bari
called Meles."” Finally, just before Skylitzes reaches the end of his testimony of the
reign, he refers to the advance expedition to Sicily led by the eunuch Orestes, which
was intended to prepare the way for Basil’s own invasion of the island, a campaign
which was brought to a premature end by the emperor’s death in 1025."® Apart
from these brief references, Skylitzes makes no reference at all to the empire’s

dealings with the Ottonian emperors of Germany, the early French Capetians or the

Pope.

Yet, despite its obvious chronological and geographical deficiencies, Skylitzes’

account of the reign of Basil II is the principal text with which the historian of

'° Ibid., p.336. Skylitzes’ lack of interest in relations with the Rus is reflected in the accounts of
other historians writing in Greek about Basil’s reign. Neither Leo the Deacon nor Michael Psellos
mention the conversion of the Rus. Leo the Deacon does not even refer to the participation of
Russian troops within the imperial army during the Phokas revolt, while Psellos makes only a
passing allusion to their presence (Leo the Deacon, pp.173-4; Psellos, p.9). For more details on the
alliance struck between Basil and Vladimir in 988-9 one must turn to Yahya ibn Sa’id, Stephen of
Taron, and the ‘Russian Primary Chronicle’ (Yahya ibn Sa’id, PO 23, pp.423-4; Stephen of Taron,
p.211; The Russian Primary Chronicle, Laurentian Text, ed. and trans. S.H.Cross and
O.P.Sherbowitz-Wetzor (Cambridge (Mass.), 1953), pp.110-119). However, the uneven nature of
the source materials makes it difficult to establish the chronology of all the principal events
surrounding the Byzantino-Rus alliance. The accounts presented by Yahya and Stephen are brief,
while the author of the much fuller story in the ‘Primary Chronicle’ was writing considerably later,
in the early twelfth century. The motivation for the Rus attack on Cherson has proved particularly
problematic to elicit from the sources. Poppe, ‘The Political Background to the Baptism of the Rus’,
pp.196-244, believes that the Rus attacked Cherson in fulfilment of the military agreement with
Basil II. He maintains that their attack was aimed against insurrectionists within Cherson who
favoured the rebel Bardas Phokas. A more traditional reading is preferred by Obolensky, ‘Cherson
and the Conversion of the Rus’, pp.244-256, who argues that Vladimir agreed to send Basil troops in
return for a marriage with Anna and conversion to Christianity. Vladimir dispatched his troops to
Byzantium but Basil failed to send his sister in return. As a result Vladimir attacked Cherson. The
modern historiographical debates surrounding the conversion of the Rus are summarised in
S Franklin and J.Shepard, The Emergence of Rus 750-1200 (Cambridge, 1996), pp.159-69

'7 Skylitzes, p.348
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Byzantine political and military history in the later tenth and early eleventh
centuries must engage. How, then, is this engagement to be most profitably
achieved? The most obvious way of approaching Basil’s reign through Skylitzes’
text is to compare the material in his account with information and interpretation
contained in other written sources, independent of the ‘Synopsis’, which also report
on the same period. As we shall see later in this chapter, this is an approach which
has been fruitful in the investigations conducted by Jonathan Shepard into
Skylitzes’ post-Basil, mid- eleventh-century coverage.'” However, processes of
detailed comparison offer fewer rewards for the reign of Basil itself. No substantial
alternative histories covering the later tenth or early eleventh centuries composed 1n
Greek survive against which Skylitzes’ account of the reign as a whole can be
assessed. Those appraisals of the reign written in other languages, such as the
histories of Yahya ibn Sa’id and Stephen of Taron, tend to focus on the eastern
frontier, a region which Skylitzes himself barely mentions.”’ Indeed, the only
section of the reign where a direct comparison between Skylitzes’ account and
other historical narratives is possible is the first thirteen years of the reign, when the
revolts of Bardas Skleros and Bardas Phokas attract the attention of a variety of
historians writing both in Greek and in other languages.”' Such a direct comparison

will be undertaken in the third chapter of this thesis.

However, even if information and interpretation in Skylitzes’account of the first
thirteen years of revolts can be compared with other historical records, how is the
rest of his testimony for the later tenth and early eleventh centuries to be used as the
basis for a wider understanding of the reign of Basil? In the first two chapters of

this thesis it will be argued that the most fruitful method of approaching Skylitzes’

'® Ibid., p.368
' See below, pp.45-8
20 See above, pp.7,11-14
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treatment of Basil II lies less in trying to improve upon the testimony he transmits
in the ‘Synopsis’ on a fact-by-fact basis, and more in understanding the principles
of selection, presentation and interpretation which underpin his text. In this sense
the key questions to be asked are: how and why does Skylitzes offer his reader this
particular text? Behind these questions lies the explicit acknowledgement that all of
the historical writing contained in Skylitzes’ ‘Synopsis’ is conditioned to a greater
or lesser extent by the fact that this matenal was recopied, reshaped and rewritten
by Skylitzes himself in the later eleventh century. Thus, before the history of earlier
periods described in Skylitzes’ account, such as the reign of Basil II, can be
meaningfully analysed, the impact of this later eleventh-century filter must first be

considered.

Such a consideration demands investigation of a series of variables underpinning
Skylitzes’ composition. These include his working methods, his relationship with
his sources, the genre within which he wrote, his competence as a historian, his
purpose in writing and his anticipated audience. Investigation of such vanables can
proceed at two different but related levels: one which looks closely at the text itself;
the other, which sets the text in its wider contemporary later eleventh-century
contexts. The first chapter of this thesis is predominantly concerned with the first of
these levels. It represents a detailed textual analysis of a small section of the
‘Synopsis’ designed to elucidate Skylitzes’ working methods and his relationship to
his underlying sources. On the basis of this textual comparison, some very
preliminary suggestions are made at the end of the chapter about how the author’s
working methods and treatment of source matenal shape his coverage of the reign

of Basil II. In chapter two this textual analysis will provide the basis for a broader

2! See above, p.13, and below, pp.109-110
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discussion of how Skylitzes and his narrative relate to the wider literary, social, and

indeed, political contexts of the period in which the ‘Synopsis’ was compiled.

Since Skylitzes’ text is often cited, but rarely studied in detail by modemn scholars,
the first chapter will be prefaced with a brief overview of the current state of
Skylitzes® scholarship, including a summary of recent research into the author’s
own biography. Two additional caveats, however, need to be made explicit.
Although reference to the ‘Continuation’ of Skylitzes’ testimony will be made
where relevant, the principal engagement will be with the main 811-1057 section of
the ‘Synopsis’. Since this thesis is predominantly concerned with the eastern half of
the empire and political elites, the interpolations that pertain to western Bulgana in

manuscript U [Vindob Hist. Gr. 74] will not be examined in detail.*

II. Overview of existing scholarship

i. Before Thurn'’s critical edition

It is only in the past thirty years that John Skylitzes has come to be widely
recognised as an independent historian. Before 1. Thurn published a critical edition
of the main body of the ‘Synopsis Historion” (811 to 1057) in 1973 and
E.T.Tsolakes produced an edition of the “Continuation’ (1057-79) in 1968, most
modern scholars only had access to Skylitzes through the world chronicle of
George Kedrenos. This text compiled in the later eleventh century and published in
the Bonn Corpus edition of 1838/9 includes a verbatim copy of Skylitzes’

testimony from 811 to 1057.2 The obscurity of the ‘Synopsis Historion’ was

22 See below, p.31

2 John Skylitzes: loannis Skylitzae Synopsis Historiarum, ed. 1. Thurn (Berlin and New York, 1973)
(see above, p.1, n.1); Skylitzes Continuatus: 'H Suveyera 1 yporoypadias 100 ' lIwaov Sxulirly, ed.
E.T.Tsolakes, 'Etaipeia Maxedovikdv Zmovddv (Thessalonika, 1968); George Kedrenos: Georgius
Cedrenus, ed. 1. Bekker, (CSHB, Bonn, 1938-9), Vol. 2
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reflected by a long-standing lack of scholarly interest in Skylitzes and his text. In
general appraisals of Byzantine historiography Skylitzes was customarily identified
as a world chronicler whose unsophisticated literary production was intended for an
audience of credulous monks.* Further comment usually only came from those
historians interested in the early history of Bulgaria. Attention in this case was
focused on a fourteenth-century manuscript of the text, U [Vindob Hist. Gr. 74],
which contains some information about the western Balkans during the reigns of
Basil II and Michael IV not found in other manuscripts. This extra material was
believed either to have been interpolated into the ‘Synopsis’ by the Macedonian
bishop Michael of Devol in the early twelfth century, or to represent a fuller form

of the ‘Synopsis’ closer to Skylitzes’ original account.”

It was only with the appearance of the critical editions of the main text and its
‘Continuation” between 1968 and 1973 that the ‘Synopsis’ became the object of
more urgent investigation. Since the early 1970s a small body of research has been
published pertaining to Skylitzes’ biography, his working methods, his sources, the
manuscripts of his testimony, and his relationship with the author of the
‘Continuation’. However, it should be stressed that few histonans have displayed a
sustained interest in Skylitzes despite the existence of the critical editions. For
example, 1t is striking that Skylitzes and his text have not been as closely examined

as the writers of other historical synopses in Greek, such as John Malalas or

% F Hirsch, Byzantinische Studien (Leipzig, 1876), pp.358-76; K Krumbacher, Geschichte der
byzantinischen Literatur von Justinien bis zum Ende des ostromischen Reiches, (527-1453), (2 vols.,
New York, reprint 1970 of 1897 edition), i, 365-8, G.Moravcsik, Byzantinoturcica, Die
Bsyzantinischen Quellen der Geschichte der Tiirkvolker, 2™ edition (Berlin, 1958), pp.335-41.

%* The most sustained research was conducted by C.de Boor, ‘Zu Johannes Skylitzes’, BZ 13 (1904),
pp.356-69 and ‘Weiteres zur Chronik des Skylitzes’, BZ 14 (1905), pp.409-467). His interests
centred on the manuscripts of the text and the relationship between the ‘Synopsis’ and the
‘Continuation’. The most detailed study of manuscript U was undertaken by B.Prokic, Die Zusdtze
des Johannes Skylitzes (Munich, 1906). H.Grégoire’s view (‘Du nouveau sur I’histoire bulgaro-
byzantine. Nicétas Pegonités, vainqueur du roi Bulgare, Jean Viadislav, B 12 (1937), pp. 289-91)
that manuscript U represented the fullest version of the ‘Synopsis’ has been challenged by J Ferluga
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Theophanes the Confessor.”® A translation and commentary in French is promised,
but has yet to appear in print.>’ Only the Madrid manuscript [M] attracts consistent
attention in the secondary literature. As the only illustrated Byzantine history, the
‘Madrid Skylitzes’ is frequently discussed by art historians. Moreover, the fact that
the manuscript was copied and illustrated in the mid-twelfth century outside the
- political borders of Byzantium in Norman southern Italy means that it constitutes
invaluable evidence for the transmission of manuscripts between the empire and
western Europe. Nonetheless, investigation into the ‘Madrid Skylitzes’ has tended
to be narrowly focused: much attention has been paid to the visual imagery, little to
the relationship between this manuscript and the other copies of the ‘Synopsis’. As
a result, research into the ‘Madrid Skylitzes’ has not contributed greatly to a more
general understanding of the production and dissemination of Skylitzes’ Synopsis’

in the centuries after the text was written.>®

ii. Manuscript tradition
When L. Thurn published his critical edition the complicated manuscript history of
the ‘Synopsis’ was finally elucidated. Thurn listed nine twelfth- to fourteenth-

century manuscripts containing the narrative from 811 to 1057. Although he

(‘John Scylitzes and Michael of Devol’, ZRVI 10 (1967), pp.163-70). Ferluga supported the idea that
Michael of Devol was responsible for the additional material in U.

% E Jeffreys, R.Scott, B.Croke et al. (trans.), The Chronicle of John Malalas (Melbourne, 1986);,
E Jeffreys et al. (eds.), Studies in John Malalas (Sydney, 1990); C.Mango and R.Scott (trans.), The
Chronicle of Theophanes Confessor (Oxford, 1997), ElJeffreys (‘The Attitudes of Byzantine
Chroniclers towards Ancient History’, B 49 (1979), pp.199-238) has discussed Malalas and
Constantine Manasses; R.Macrides and P.Magdalino, “The Fourth Kingdom and the Rhetoric of
Hellenism’, in P.Magdalino (ed.), The Perception of the Past in Twelfth-Century Europe (London,
1992), pp.120-39) discusses eleventh- and twelfth-century synoptic historical writing, but only deals
with Constantine Manasses, Michael Glykas and John Zonaras in detail. The standard summary of
Skylitzes and the ‘Synopsis’ is found in H.Hunger, Die hochsprachliche profane Literatur der
B7yzantiner, (2 vols., Munich, 1978), 1, 389-93.

*’ In conversation with Bernard Flusin in September 1998 I learned that he is producing a
translation. His colleague Jean-Claude Cheynet is working on a commentary.

%% For example: 1. Sevéenko, ‘Poems on the Deaths of Leo VI and Constantine VII in the Madrid
Manuscript of Skylitzes’, DOP 23-4 (1969-70), pp.185-228; idem., ‘The Madrid Manuscript of the
Chronicle of Scylitzes in the Light of its New Dating’, in 1. Hiitter (ed.), Byzanz und der Westen
(Vienna, 1984), pp.117-130; N.Wilson, ‘The Madrid Scylitzes’, Scrittura e Civilta 2 (1978), pp.209-
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acknowledged that later manuscripts also existed, it was from the medieval
manuscripts that he compiled his edition.”” Of the manuscripts in question, none is
a contemporary autographed copy, although three [A,M, and O] are datable to the
twelfth century and thus, as we shall see from the biographical discussion below,
were copied within a century of the author’s own lifetime.”® Of the three twelfth-
century manuscripts, A is probably the oldest.’’ Thum also suggested that the
surviving medieval manuscripts fell into three main families: ACE, VBO, and
MNU. It was to this final family that the version of the text contained in the world
chronicle of Kedrenos was connected.”> Thurn also produced a summary of the
interpolations to be found within the medieval manuscripts. Apart from registering
the additional Bulgarian maternial in manuscript U, he drew attention to the
insertions included in the other manuscripts, such as a eulogy to the emperor John
Tzimiskes in the ACE family, and eleven poems describing the deaths of several
tenth-century emperors in the Madrid Skylitzes.”® Recently manuscript O, which
was known to Thurn but which he had not seen for himself, was rediscovered in a
museum at Ochrid in Macedonia. The fact that this manuscript also contains the
‘Continuation’ increases to five the number of manuscripts known to continue
Skylitzes® testimony as far as 1079. Thurn himself had suggested that only four

texts included the ‘Continuation’. >*

19; A Grabar and M.I1.Manousacas, L illustration du manuscrit de Skylitz¢s de la Bibliothéque
Nationale de Madrid (Venice, 1979)

% Thurn, Joannis Scylitzae, pp.xx-xxviii: A (Vind. Hist. gr. 35); C (Coisl. 136); E (Scorial. T. II. 9);
O (Achrid. 79); V (Vat. gr. 161); B (Ambr. C 279); M (Matr. II); N (Neap. II. B. 24); U (Vind Hist.
gr. 74). In this elucidation of the manuscript history of the text Thurn built on the earlier work of de
Boor, ‘Zu Johannes Skylitzes’ and ‘Weiteres zur Chronik des Skylitzes’

% For evidence that Skylitzes was at work at the end of the eleventh century, see below, pp.37-8

3! Thurn, Joannis Scylitzae, p.xxiv assumed that the Madrid manuscript [M] should be dated to the
thirteenth or fourteenth century. More recently Nigel Wilson (‘The Madrid Scylitzes’, pp.209-219)
has proved that it was probably copied in the mid-twelfth century. This view has gained support
from Sev&enko, ‘Madrid manuscript’, pp.117-130.

2 Thurn, Joannis Scylitzae, p.xxvii

3 Ibid., pp.xxix-xxxii
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iii. Skylitzes ' biography

At the same time as critical editions of the ‘Synopsis’ and the ‘Continuation’ were
published, several scholars were at work on the biography of John Skylitzes. By
synthesising the research of various earlier generations of scholars, W.Seibt
provided the most coherent model of Skylitzes® curriculum vitae.> Three sources
of evidence were integral to his outline of Skylitzes’ career: an array of
prosopographical details presented in the title sequence to one of the manuscripts;
circumstantial evidence contained in imperial and patriarchal documents of the later
eleventh century, and allusions in other Byzantine historical writings to the
compiler of the ‘Synopsis’. Seibt began his analysis with the biographical
information contained in the title at the head of the text in the oldest manuscript, A
[Vind. Hist. gr. 35]: that the author of the ‘Synopsis Historion” was John Skylitzes,
kouropalates, and former [megas] droungarios of the vigla.®® Turning to a variety
of archival materials from the later eleventh century, Seibt argued that the John
Skylitzes identified in the manuscript title to the ‘Synopsis’ was almost certainly
the same person as John the Thrakesian, kouropalates and megas droungarios of
vigla, who was involved in 1092 in a series of communications with the emperor
Alexios Komnenos (1081-1118) about marriage legislation.”’ Seibt saw the same
John the Thrakesian behind the John megas droungarios of the vigla who was

recorded as a participant at a patriarchal synod, also in 1092. Moving backwards in

¥ IM. Olivier, ‘Le "Scylitzés" d'Ochrid retrouvé’, BZ 89 (1996), pp. 417-19; Thurn, loannis
Scylitzae, pp. xxii discusses manuscript O. The other four manuscripts containing the ‘Continuation’
are A)V.B and U.

3 Thurn, Joannis Scylitzae, pp.vii-viii contains a very short biography of Skylitzes; see also
S.Antoljak ‘Wer konnte eigentlich Joannes Skylitzes sein?” Acts of the 14th International Congress
1971, (Bucharest, 1974), pp.677-82; W.Seibt, ‘Ioannes Skylitzes - Zur Person des Chronisten’, JOB
25 (1976), pp.81-6

% The title sequence to the ‘Synopsis’ in manuscript A [Vind. Hist. gr. 35] has a lacuna where the
word megas was once inscribed In the title sequence contained in manuscript C {Coisl. 136]
Skylitzes is also called the megas droungarios (Skylitzes, p.3). The prefix megas was added to the
office of droungarios of the Vigla in the second half of the eleventh-century (R.Guilland,
Recherches sur les institutions byzantines (2 vols., Amsterdam, 1967), ii, 573).

37 For the memorandum (hypomnesis) sent by John and the reply (lysis) sent by the emperor see
J.Zepos and P.Zepos, Tus Graecoromanum, 1, 319-325.
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time he identified John the Thrakesian at a slightly earlier stage in his career.
According to a novel dated to June 1090 one John proedros and droungarios of the
vigla was also eparch of Constantinople. Seibt believed this figure was John the
Thrakesian before he was promoted to the title of kowropalates. Finally, Seibt
suggested a rerminus post quem for Skylitzes’ appointment as droungarios. Since
Nicholas Skleros was droungarios in 1084, Seibt concluded that Skylitzes’ must
have been appointed in the second half of the 1080s. Taking all these materials
together, Seibt concluded that the author of the Synopsis Historion” was, by the
1090s, a high-ranking government official, who in his position as megas
droungarios of the vigla, occupied the most senior position within the Byzantine

judiciary.*®

For Seibt the fact that other Byzantine historians knew the author of the ‘Synopsis
Historion” as John the Thrakesian was additional proof that the John Skylitzes cited
in the manuscript title sequences was the same individual as John the Thrakesian,
the high-ranking Komnenian official. One of these other historians was George
Kedrenos, who referred to the synoptic historian John the Thrakesian in the preface
to his own world chronicle. Since he copied the ‘Synopsis’ of Skylitzes verbatim
into his own text, it can be safely assumed that Kedrenos equated John the
Thrakesian with Skylitzes.”” In addition, Seibt noticed that the twelfth-century
synoptic historian John Zonaras also knew Skylitzes as the Thrakesian. In his
coverage of the death of Isaac Komnenos, Zonaras mentions that one story of the
emperor's demise is to be found in the testimony of the ‘Thrakesian’. This

particular story, that the emperor Isaac fell while hunting near Nikaia, proves to be

%% GQeibt, ‘Zur Person’, pp.81-3 and Die Skleroi (Vienna, 1976), pp.96-7. In the ninth and tenth
centuries the occupant of the senior position at the vigla was the emperor’s military chief of palace
security. By the end of the eleventh century this official had become the senior judicial officer
within the Byzantine empire (N.Oikonomides, ‘L'évolution de I'organisation administrative de
I'empire byzantin au Xle siécle’, pp.133-4). Guilland (Recherches, ii, 573) lists the droungarioi of
the Vigla during the latter part of the eleventh century but does not mention Skylitzes.
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the account conveyed in the ‘Continuation’ of the ‘Synopsis Historion’.** With this
observation Seibt also provided the most convincing evidence that the author of the
811-1057 “Synopsis’ was responsible for the composition of the ‘Continuation’ as

well 4!

Seibt's neat fusion of the manuscript title sequences, the evidence from the imperial
and patriarchal documents, and the information conveyed by other Byzantine
historians, was however, subject to one difficulty: George Kedrenos identified John
the Thrakesian not as a kouropalates, but instead as a protovestiarios, a position
which by the later eleventh century was almost always held by a member of the
ruling imperial dynasty.*? Seibt's solution was to argue that Kedrenos had made a
transcription error, and that rather than protovestiarios he meant to write
protovestes or protovestarches. Armed with this emendation, Seibt suggested that
John Skylitzes, also known as John the Thrakesian, wrote the main 811-1057
section of the ‘Synopsis’ in the 1070s when he held the relatively lowly title of

protovestarches or protovestes. Shortly after this date his 811-1057 text was

% Kedrenos, i, 5

% Seibt, ‘Zur Person’, p.81.

! Seibt’s conclusion brought to an end a long-standing debate over the relationship between the two
texts. The arguments against seeing a single author were first put by de Boor, ‘Weiteres zur
Chronik’, pp.460-7. The case was restated by Moravcsik, Byzantinoturcica, pp.340-1. Moravcsik,
argued that since Kedrenos, who copied Skylitzes so slavishly, only included the 811-1057 section
of the ‘Synopsis’ in his text, the ‘Continuation’ must have been written by another author at a
different time. Moravcsik saw support for the idea of different and later authorship for the
‘Continuation’ in the fact that Michael Attaleiates, whose ‘Historia’ was the principal source of the
‘Continuation’, was not named as one of Skylitzes’sources in the preface to the original ‘Synopsis’.
Tsolakes in Skylitzes Continuatus: H Sweyerz 7 woropadras toi lwavvov Sxilirly, pp.76-99,
countered Moravcsik’s case by arguing that the list of historians in the preface to the ‘Synopsis’ is
not an exhaustive enumeration of Skylitzes’ sources. He believed that the similanties in working
methods, vocabulary, and phraseology between the two texts pointed to 2 common author. Back
references within the ‘Continuation’ to events included in the main text of the ‘Synopsis’ and a
concentration on Balkan and Italian matters in both compositions also suggested a single author. See
also M. Hicks, ‘The Life and Historical Writings of Michael Attaleiates’ (Oxford Univ. M.Litt.
thesis, 1987), pp.60-7. However, as J.Shepard ‘A Suspected Source of Scylitzes' Synopsis
Historiarum: the Great Catacalon Cecaumenus’ BMGS 16 (1992), pp.180-1 n.28 points out, it is
Zonaras’ reference to the ‘Thrakesian’ which provides the most convincing evidence that a single
author wrote both the ‘Synopsis’ and the ‘Continuation’.

42 Oikonomides, ‘L'évolution de l'organisation administrative’, pp.129-30.
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incorporated into the world chronicle of Kedrenos. By 1090 Skylitzes was
proedros, megas droungarios of the vigla and eparch. Two years later he was a
kouropalates. But by 1094-5 he had retired, since according to the list of
participants at the Synod of Blachernai held in this year, the megas droungarios of
the vigla was Nicholas Mermentolos rather than Skylitzes.*’ Seibt concluded that it
was in his retirement in the later 1090s that Skylitzes added the 1057-79
‘Continuation’ to the 811-1057 narrative he had compiled some twenty years

earlier.

Since Seibt constructed his biography, some of his conclusions have been
confirmed, others questioned. For instance the identification of John Skylitzes with
John the Thrakesian is now certain. Attention has recently been drawn to the fact
that an anonymous commentary on the twelfth-century canon lawyer Balsamon,
explicitly names John Skylitzes as “the Thrakesian”.** However, in
contradistinction to Seibt’s opinion, it now seems likely that the ‘Synopsis’ and
‘Continuation’ were not written at separate points in the 1070s and 1090s, but were,
instead, composed at approximately the same time. This likelihood is raised by the
fact that material from the same underlying source appears in both the ‘Synopsis’
and the ‘Continuation’. As we shall see shortly, Jonathan Shepard has suggested
that one of the most important sources behind the mid-eleventh century narrative of
Skylitzes’ ‘Synopsis’ was an encomiastic biography of the general Katakalon
Kekaumenos.* 1t is clear that this panegyrical biography not only informs the main

text of the ‘Synopsis’ but also the ‘Continuation’. For example, in the

“ While he held the position of droungarios of the Vigla Mermentolos was a regular correspondent
of archbishop Theophylact of Ochrid (Théophylacte d’Achrida Lettres, ed. and trans. P.Gautier
(CFHB XV1/2, Thessalonika, 1986), letters 25, 29, 33, 47, 76; Mullett, Theophylact of Ochrid,
101, 103, 118, 121, 183, 271, 275.
To0 TVIKAGTE KoupoTraAGTOY Kai weyatou dpowyyapiov Tig BivAas kupol *lwawou Tol ZrvAitln Tob kai
Opaimaiov: V Tiftixoglu, ‘Zur Genese der Kommentare des Balsamon’, in N.Oikonomides (ed.),

Byzantium in the 12”'Century (Athens, 1991), pp.528-9. 1 am grateful to Paul Magdalino for this
reference.
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‘Continuation’ Skylitzes mentions that Katakalon was raised to the rank of
kouropalates during the reign of Isaac Komnenos (1057-9). This detail must have
its origins in the pro-Kekaumenos source since it is an allusion absent from the
main source for the ‘Continuation’, the ‘Historia’ of Michael Attaleiates.*® As far as
the composition of the ‘Synopsis’ and its ‘Continuation’ is concerned, the fact that
Skylitzes used the biography of Kekaumenos for the composition of both texts
raises the possibility that he wrote both narratives within a short time of each other.
Since the ‘Continuation’, which covers the period 1057 to 1079, must have been
written after 1079, this would mean that the main 811-1057 body of the ‘Synopsis’
was also composed after 1079. In these circumstances, it makes most sense to see
Skylitzes working on both sections of his text during the first half of the reign of
Alexios Komnenos (1081-1118), possibly during the 1090s, either when he was
still megas droungarios of the vigla, or shortly after he had retired from public
office. Indeed, it is possible that the ‘Synopsis’ and the ‘Continuation’ were not
composed as separate texts at all, but instead form part of one continuous synoptic

history composed by Skylitzes in the last decade of the eleventh century.

Nonetheless, without additional circumstantial evidence from later eleventh and
twelfth-century literary or sigillographical sources, little more can be added to
Seibt’s biography of Skylitzes.*” Moreover, it is unlikely that the main narratives of
either the ‘Synopsis’ ot the ‘Continuation’ will yield more information about the

person of the author. Apart from the prosopographical nuggets contained in the title

* See below, p.47

% The reference in Skylitzes Continuatus to the promotion of Katakalon Kekaumenos is noted by
A Kazdan, ‘The Social Views of Michael Attaleiates’, in A.Kazdan and S Franklin (eds.), Studies on
Byzgntine Literature of the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (Paris, 1984), p.66. However, Kazdan
shows no awareness of the possibility that this reference might come from the Kekaumenos source
identified by Shepard.

*7 It is possible that a seal in the Zacos collection may have belonged to Skylitzes. According to the
Greek text, seal 504 belonged to a John kowropalates and droungarios of the vigla (G.Zacos,
Byzantine Lead Seals II, compiled by John Nesbitt (Berne, 1985), plate 51). It should be pointed out
that the English description of the owner of this seal is printed by mistake with seal 508.
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sequences, the text itself provides virtually no biographical data. The only hint of
personal detail occurs in the preface where the author indicates that he was a
contemporary of the historian Michael Psellos.*® However, since the chronology of
Psellos’ career is uncertain, this reference does little more than confirm that
Skylitzes was active in the second half of the eleventh century.*’ Yet such a dearth
of biographical details in the text of the ‘Synopsis’ itself is not surprising. As a
synoptic history, Skylitzes’ text was an entirely derivative production, a synthesis
wrought from other written testimonies. Little overt information about the career of
the compiler can be expected from such a literary production, and modern scholarly
attempts to amplify Skylitzes' biography by isolating biographical clues from
within the text are not convincing. For example, it has been argued that a reference
in the ‘Continuation’ to the Serb leader Bodin, who died in 1101, as if he were still
alive, offers a terminus ante quem to Skylitzes' historical writings.”® However,
rather than demonstrating that Skylitzes was writing before 1101, this passage
merely indicates that it was the author of Skylitzes' source who was active before
this date. Comparable evidence from his coverage of the reign of Michael VI
indicates that Skylitzes’ most likely contribution to such an apparently biographical
allusion was his verbatim copying of an underlying source rather than personal
reflection. At one point in his testimony he copies the biography of Katakalon
Kekaumenos so closely that he implies that Michael VI was still alive. In fact

Michael VI died before August 1059. Quite clearly Skylitzes was not at work

*® Skylitzes, p.4

9 Having entered imperial service during the reign of Michael IV (1034-41), Psellos was still active
in court circles in 1075. Although it is usually assumed that Psellos died during the later years of the
reign of Michael VII (1071-8), there is some evidence to suggest that he was still alive in the final
decade of the eleventh century (P.Gautier, ‘Monodie inédite de Michel Psellos sur le basileus
Andronic Doucas’, REB 24 (1966), pp.153-164; A Kazdan, ‘An attempt at Hagio-Autobiography:
the Pseudo-Life of “Saint” Psellos’, B 53 (1983), pp.546-56).

0 Antoljak, ‘Johannes Skylitzes’, p.679 following the example given by Tsolakes in Skylitzes
Continuatus: ‘H Sweéyerz mi yoovorpadias toi "lwdavvov SxvArriy, pp.75-6.
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before 1059; instead this reference indicates that it was his source, Katakalon

K ekaumenos, who was writing before the death of Michael V1. o

iv. Skylitzes' sources and working methods

Given the difficulties of making further progress with a biography of Skylitzes,
most scholars who have studied this historian since the publication of the critical
edition of his text, have concentrated on Skylitzes’ source materials, his working
methods and the ways in which he used and abused his underlying texts. In the case
of those sections of the ‘Synopsis Historion’ dealing with the ninth and early tenth
centuries, many of Skylitzes’ source materials are still extant; in the case of the
second half of the tenth century and the first half of the eleventh century virtually
none of his sources survive. However, it should be stressed that modern scholarly
investigations into Skylitzes® treatment of his underlying texts, whether extant or
lost, are rare and usually very limited in ambition. For example, there is only one
examination of Skylitzes’ ninth- and early tenth-century testimony. Conducted by
D.Polemis in 1975, this analysis was concerned with the rather narrow issue of why
the earliest sections of Skylitzes® narrative contained patronymical information
absent from his main sources, the Logothete, Genesios, and book six of the
‘Continuation’ of Theophanes, texts which are all still extant. Polemis concluded
that these additions, often connected to the Argyros or Doukas families, did not
reflect Skylitzes® access to alternative lost sources, but instead represented the
author’s flawed attempts to create internal coherence within his text. That is to say
Skylitzes habitually extracted family names from one source and matched them

with first names from another regardless of context. 2

3! Shepard, ‘A Suspected Source’, p.178; idem., ‘Isaac Comnenus' Coronation Day’, Byz Slav 38
(1977), p.24
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Investigations of Skylitzes’ tenth-century testimony have been equally short,
limited in scope, and generally inconclusive. In one study Markopoulos considered
the ‘Synopsis’ in relation to the widespread claim that Theodore Daphnopates,
protoasekretis at the court of Romanos II (959-63), was the author of the
‘Continuation’ of Theophanes. This claim is of interest to the student of Skylitzes
for two related reasons. First, because in the preface to the ‘Synopsis’ Skylitzes lists
Theodore Daphnopates as one of his sources; second because Skylitzes clearly
draws on matenal from book six of Theophanes Continuatus for his coverage of the
pre-948 period. However, since Markopoulos could find no secure evidence to link
Daphnopates to the ‘Continuation’ of Theophanes, he concluded that it was
impossible to identify any solid relationship between the literary productions of

Theodore Daphnopates and John Skylitzes.”

In another short study by Frei, a different and more substantial relationship between
Skylitzes and Theodore Daphnopates has been suggested. On the basis of a
comparison between Skylitzes’ text and a sermon by Daphnopates, Frei argued that
Theodore Daphnopates was responsible not for the sixth book of Theophanes
Continuatus, but instead for a lost history of the reigns of Constantine VII (945-59)
and Romanos II (959-63) which was used much later by Skylitzes. His argument is
based on certain similarities in narrative structure, vocabulary and word order
between Skylitzes’ account of the arrival of the relic of the hand of John the Baptist
in Constantinople during his testimony of the reign of Constantine VII, and a
homily composed by Theodore Daphnopates to celebrate the first anniversary of
this event. It was Frei’s belief that Daphnopates used his own speeches as primary

sources in the compilation of a history, and that it was from this intermediate

52 D .Polemis, ‘Some Cases of Erroneous Identification in the Chronicle of Scylitzes’, Byz Slav 26
(1975), pp.74-81
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Daphnopates history that Skylitzes in turn compiled his own testimony for the
period 948-63.>* However, the fact that Frei only dealt with one episode, covering
less than six lines of Greek in Skylitzes” ‘Synopsis’, in which only the most general
parallels of vocabulary and content with the sermon of Theodore Daphnopates are

visible, leaves his conclusions open to doubt.

Nonetheless Frei’s study of Skylitzes’ mid-tenth century testimony highlights the
more general problem with which the historian interested in post-948 sections of
the ‘Synopsis’ has to wrestle, namely that none of the sources Skylitzes used in
composing his mid-tenth to mid-eleventh century narrative survive. In these
circumstances, students of the matenal in the ‘Synopsis’ covering the second third
of the tenth and first quarter of the eleventh centuries have scoured the content and
structure of the text in order to find hints of Skylitzes’ “lost” sources. Skylitzes’
rather schizophrenic analysis of the emperor Nikephoros Phokas (963-969), at one
point favourable, at another violently hostile, has been explained by his
employment of two contradictory sources: a pro-Phokas family history and an
account antagonistic to the emperor. It has been suggested that this pro-Phokas
family history may also underpin certain episodes within his coverage of the reign
of John Tzimiskes (969-76) and the early years of Basil’s reign, particularly on
those occasions when the Phokas family are at the centre of the narrative.
Arguments for the incidence of pro-Phokas matenal in Skylitzes’ testimony for

Basil’s reign will be explored at greater length in chapter three of this thesis.>

33 A Markopoulos, ‘Théodore Daphnopatés et la Continuation de Théophane’, JOB 35 (1985),
171-82.

g)‘PP.Frei, ‘Das Geschichtswerk des Theodoros Daphnopates als Quelle der Synopsis Historiarum des
Johannes Skylitzes’, in E.Plockinger (ed.), Lebendige Altertumswissenschaft: Festgabe zur
Vollendung des 70. Lebensjahres von Herman Vetters (Vienna, 1985), pp.348-353.

%5 The idea that pro- and anti -Phokas material was used by both Leo the Deacon and Skylitzes was
first developed by M.Siuziumov, ‘Ob istochnikakh Leva Dialona i Skilitsii’, Vizantiiskoe Obozrenie
2 (1916), pp.106-66, and taken up by Kazdan ODB, iii, 1217 and ‘Iz istoni vizantiijskoj
chronografii’, Viz Vrem 20 (1961), pp.106-128. See also Hunger, Hochsprachliche profane
Literatur, pp.368, 390, see below pp.132-4
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Meanwhile, another possible source has been identified for the reign of John
Tzimiskes. It has been suggested that a war diary may have provided Skylitzes with
matenal for his extensive descriptions of this emperor’s campaign against the Rus
in Bulgana in 971. Skylitzes’ testimony for this passage of warfare will be

considered towards the end of the second chapter of this thesis.”

As for Basil’s reign, none of Skylitzes’ underlying source materials survive.
However, piecemeal evidence suggests that a lost history composed by Theodore of
Sebasteia may have been one of the texts which underpinned Skylitzes’ account.
Like Theodore Daphnopates, Theodore of Sebasteia is named in the preface of the
‘Synopsis’ as one of Skylitzes’ source materials.”’ However the only textual
support from within the main narrative body of the ‘Synopsis’ to link Skylitzes to
Theodore comes from a notice interpolated in manuscripts A and E. Here it is
stated: “the one from Sebasteia says that Basil II was crowned as emperor on the
eleventh day of the month of January.”® Independent evidence that Theodore of
Sebasteia composed a history of Basil’s reign comes from the ‘Peri Metatheseon’, a
twelfth-century treatise concerned with the translation of incumbent bishops to

other dioceses. One version of this text claims that Agapios of Seleukeia Pieria

was moved to the patriarchate of Antioch during the reign of Basil
Porphyrogenitus during the revolt of Skleros, as Theodore of Sebasteia wrote,
he who composed the chronikon biblion of lord Basil Porphyrogenitos.>

36 S.McGrath, ‘The Battles of Dorostolon (971): Rhetoric and Reality’, in T.S.Miller and J Nesbitt
(eds.), Peace and War in Byzantium: Essays in Honor of George T.Dennis (Washington, D.C.
1995), pp.152-64); see below, pp.94, 101, 104

>7 Skylitzes, p.4

%% Skylitzes, p.313

* Traité: ‘Le traité des transferts’, ed. J.Darrouzés, REB 42 (1984), p.181. This entry contains
erroneous information. Agapios was in fact bishop of Aleppo when he was translated to Antioch
(Yahya, PO 23, pp.375-6). See below, pp.334-5. The ‘Peri Metatheseon’ contains another corrupt
entry which refers to Agapios. This entry states that he was translated to Jerusalem rather than to
Antioch (Traité, p.181).
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Yet while these two allusions suggest that Theodore of Sebasteia composed a
history about Basil II, they are too insubstantial to establish the nature of this text

and its exact relationship to Skylitzes” own production.

In an article written just before his death in 1997 Panagiotakes argued that two
miracle stories of Saint Eugenios of Trebizond compiled in the fourteenth century
by John Lazaropoulos, but set during the revolt of Bardas Phokas (987-9) and Basil
II’s campaigns against the Iberians in 1021-2, contain material extracted from the
lost eleventh-century history of Theodore of Sebasteia.®® He noted that the miracle
stories were prefaced with narrative passages of political history, some of which
resembled passages in Skylitzes and the twelfth-century world chronicle of
Zonaras, but others of which had no parallel with the testimonies of these
historians. Thus, during the revolt of Phokas, the Eugenios Miracles mirror
Skylitzes’ and Zonaras’ account of the deployment of rebel troops on the Asian side
of the Bosphoros, but go on to include additional material about the emperor’s
plans to resupply the capital by sea from Trebizond, and the rebels’ decision to raid
the Pontus coast using an Iberian army.®' In the case of Basil’s Iberian offensive of
1021-2, the Miracles allude to the emperor’s decision to winter in Trebizond during
a break in his campaign, information absent from the accounts of Skylitzes and
Zonaras.®® The principal conclusion that Panagiotakes drew from his comparison of

the various narratives was that Lazaropoulos, Skylitzes and Zonaras all drew on the

60 N.M Panagiotakes, ‘Fragments of a Lost Eleventh-Century Byzantine Historical Work’, in
E Jeffreys et al. (eds.), ®AéA s, Studies in Honour of Robert Browning (London, 1996), pp.321-57.
*! Panagiotakes, (‘Fragments’, p.327) claims that this attack on the Pontus is not attested elsewhere.
However, while this is true for the Greek evidence, Yahya ibn Sa’id mentions the alliance between
the Phokas family and the Iberians in the east during the period 988/9. According to Yahya the
Iberians defeated an imperial army led by Gregory Taronites which was on its way from Trebizond
to the Euphrates frontier (Yahya, PO 23, p.424)

%2 Pangiotakes, ‘Fragments’, p.330. Once again, although Panagiotakes is correct to say that no
Greek source mentions Basil’s residence in Trebizond, his presence in the city is recorded by a
variety of eastern narratives: Yahya (Cheikho), p.240; Matthew of Edessa, p.46; the Georgian Royal
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same underlying historical account for at least part of their coverage of the reign of
Basil II. Yet, in identifying Theodore of Sebasteia as the author of this lost history,
Panagiotakes provided no other supporting evidence apart from the fragile allusions

to Theodore in Skylitzes’ preface and the ‘Peri Metatheseon’ discussed above.

So flimsy i1s the evidence linking the lost history of Theodore of Sebasteia to the
account of Basil’s reign contained in the ‘Synopsis’, that it is unlikely that any
greater understanding of Skylitzes’ sources for Basil’s reign will come from further
investigation into the putative relationship between these two texts. In the third
chapter of this thesis the question of Skylitzes’ source materials for the reign of
Basil II will be explored further, with discussion focusing on the likelihood that an
encomium of the general Bardas Skleros underpins Skylitzes’ coverage of the
period 976-989. However, at this stage it is simply important to note the lack of
sustained research into the source materials and working practices behind Skylitzes’

testimony as a whole, and his narrative of Basil’s reign in particular.

Indeed, it should be pointed out that the only substantial analysis of Skylitzes’
working methods and treatment of source materials is that conducted by Jonathan
Shepard in the course of a series of investigations into the 1028-1057 section of the
‘Synopsis’. The context for Shepard’s research was a series of rigorous
examinations of Byzantine diplomatic relations with neighbouring powers during
the mid-eleventh century, during which he compared Skylitzes” testimony, often the
only account of the relevant events in Greek, with narratives composed in other
languages. Partly through these inter-textual comparisons, and partly by looking at
the internal structures of the ‘Synopsis’ itself, he then identified several key

diagnostic elements integral to understanding how Skylitzes’ text was composed.

Annals, p.283. The Armenian historian Aristakes Lastivert does not refer to Trebizond by name, but

45



His research is of particular interest to the historian of Basil’s reign since it
illustrates how Skylitzes® text can be approached when none of the underlying
sources survive. Since Shepard’s analysis has to be collated from several different
articles, and since so many of the diagnostics he isolated are germane to the first
three chapters of this thesis, the main points of his analysis and their implications

for an understanding of the material in Basil’s reign are summarised briefly here. ®

Some of Shepard’s principal observations concern the overall structure of the
‘Synopsis’. For example he notes the ubiquity of short generalised summaries of
events which are often so compressed that they distort the continuity of the
underlying narrative, elide events and telescope chronologies. Thus, Shepard
observed that in a précis section relating to the Byzantine annexation of Ani in the
early 1040s, Skylitzes implies that the Armenian prince Gagic departed for
Constantinople at the same time as his princedom was absorbed. In fact, he left
more than two years later.** Similar confusions arise from summarising material
found in Skylitzes’ account of Basil’s reign. For example in his discussion of
Byzantine relations with the eastern frontier Skylitzes elides Basil’s campaign of
999 against northern Syria, and his two separate expeditions against Iberia in 1000

> However, as Shepard notes, in contrast to

and 1021/2, into a single offensive.®
these highly compressed passages, Skylitzes’ text is also characterised by long
detailed narratives which describe single episodes. In Skylitzes’ eleventh-century

coverage such episodes include the defence of Messina in Sicily in the early 1040s,

says that Basil wintered in Chaldia, the theme of which Trebizond was the capital (Aristakes, p.15).
% The Shepard articles in question are: ‘John Mauropous, Leo Tornices and an Alleged Russian
Army: the Chronology of the Pecheneg Crisis of 1048-9°, JOB 24 (1975), pp.61-79; ‘Byzantium's
Last Sicilian Expedition: Skylitzes' Testimony’, Rivista di Studi Bizantini e Neoellenici 14-16 (1977-
9), pp.145-159; ‘Isaac Comnenus' Coronation Day’, Byz Slav 38 (1977), pp.22-30; ‘Scylitzes on
Armenia in the 1040s and the Role of Catacalon Cecaumenus’, REArm (1975-6), pp.296-311;
‘Byzantinorussica’, REB 33 (1975), pp.211-225; ‘A Suspected Source of Scylitzes' Synopsis
Historiarum: the Great Catacalon Cecaumenus’, BMGS 16 (1992), pp.171-81.

** Shepard, ‘Scylitzes on Armenia’, pp.292-5

% Skylitzes, pp.339-40
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the 1048 campaign against the Turks, the 1048-9 battles against the Pechenegs, and
Isaac Komnenos’ coup of 1057.% Similar examples are also visible in Skylitzes’
treatment of the later tenth century. Nearly one third of Skylitzes’ coverage of John
Tzimiskes’ reign is concerned with the siege of Dorostolon/Dristra (971) on the
Lower Danube.®” The cunning defence of Nikaia by Nikephoros Erotikos during the
first Skleros revolt of Basil’s reign, and Eumathios Daphnomeles’ capture of the
renegade Bulgarian general Ibatzes in the aftermath of the annexation of Bulgaria in

1018, are comparable episodes from Basil’s reign.

In the process of tracing the internal structures of Skylitzes’ text, Shepard also
began to identify different genres of source material that underpinned his historical
testimony. On the one hand he argued that some of the most vivid passages of
narrative action were excerpted from contemporary panegyrics produced by senior
commanders within the Byzantine army. One of these panegyrical accounts was an
apologetic pamphlet produced by associates of George Maniakes at the time of that
general’s revolt in 1043. More important, however, to the overall composition of
Skylitzes® eleventh-century narrative was the encomiastic biography of the general
Katakalon Kekaumenos. According to Shepard this forms the core of Skylitzes’
coverage of the period between 1042 and 1057. Several of the distinguishing
features of the encomia used by Skylitzes will be discussed in greater length in the
third chapter, where it is argued that an apologetic text produced by the general

Bardas Skleros underpins the coverage in the ‘Synopsis’ of the reign of Basil 11.

However, Shepard also demonstrates that in addition to panegyrical accounts

Skylitzes used other sources. The proliferation of annus mundi and indiction dates

66 Shepard, ‘Byzantium’s Last Sicilian expedition’, pp.155-8; ‘Scylitzes on Armenia’, pp.270-79, ‘A
Suspected Source’, pp.172-6.
57 Skylitzes, pp.298-309

47



in the matenal between 1029 to 1043 suggested to Shepard that Skyhtzes had
access to a set of annals that consisted of short entries about politics, diplomacy and
natural disasters. Shepard argued that is possible that these annals were the source
for some of the bnef notices found at the end of Skylitzes’ coverage of Basil II's
reign, such as the description of Orestes' expedition to Sicily in 1025.%°
Nonetheless, as Shepard discovered, the principal implication of Skylitzes’ use of
materials such as annals that contained many dates, and panegyrical laudations of
senior generals that contained few, was that the overall chronology of the narrative
could easily become disturbed. For example, during his coverage of Sicilian matters
in the 1030s Skylitzes attempted to integrate an undated section of the Maniakes’
encomium into an annalistic entry. As a result he implied that Maniakes was
appointed to lead an expedition to Siciliy in 1034-5. In fact, Maniakes only took up
this position in 1037-8.” In view of such confusions in the ‘Synopsis’, Shepard
concluded that where Skylitzes relies on a single source, his chronological and
factual details are likely to be at their most trustworthy. But if the text has been

synthesised from a mixture of materials inaccuracies may occur.

%% Skylitzes, pp.323, 361-3

6 Shepard, ‘Byzantium’s Last Sicilian Expedition’, p.145. For Orestes’ expedition see Skylitzes
p.368. The existence of civic or court annals in medieval Byzantium is a matter debated among
modern historians. It is clear that in the sixth century John Malalas used a series of civic annals from
Antioch and Constantinople in his synoptic history. Such annals seem to have been used in the
seventh-century ‘Chronicon Paschale” and even by the Great Chronographer in the eighth century.
(E.Jeffreys, ‘Malalas’ Sources’, in E Jeffreys et al. (eds.), Studies in John Malalas (Sydney, 1990),
pp-208-13; B.Croke, ‘City Chronicles of Late Antiquity” in Christian Chronicles and Byzantine
History, Fifth-Sixth Centuries’, (Variorum/Aldershot 1992), number 4, p.193. However, after the
eighth century there is little evidence to support the writing of either civic or monastic annals within
Byzantium (C.Mango, ‘The Tradition of Byzantine Chronography’, Harvard Ukrainian Studies 12
(1988), pp.360-72). It is possible that accurately dated material entered the historical record through
official bulletins contained in the imperial archives rather than through annals. Nonetheless, extant
lists of imperial accessions, marriages, deaths and even important military campaigns, compiled in
the eleventh and twelfth centuries, suggest that authors such as Skylitzes could have had recourse to
some primary materials rich in dates with which to supplement the narratives supplied by their main
historical sources (Kleinchroniken: Die byzantinischen Kleinchroniken, ed. P Scheiner, (CFHB XII,
1-3, Vienna, 1975-9); Shepard, ‘Isaac Comnenus’ Coronation Day’, pp.25-6).

7 Shepard, ‘Byzantium’s Last Sicilian expedition’, pp.146-7
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II. Textual analysis: Skylitzes and Theophanes Continuatus

i. Method

Shepard’s identification of the structural subdivisions within the 1028-57 section of
the ‘Synopsis’ and the source materials used by Skylitzes, illuminates how the
author’s working methods and his competence as a synoptic historian shape his
writing of the past. In the study of those periods of Byzantine history for which the
“Synopsis’ is the only extant narrative source in Greek, such as the reign of Basil,
these analytical tools are of exceptional interest. However, if we wish to consider
how other dimensions of authorship, such as Skylitzes” own purpose in writing, his
literary interests, his audience, and his own position within political society,
influenced his treatment and interpretation of history, we need to look at both the
text itself and the contexts in which it was produced in other ways. The second half
of this chapter begins an examination of these wider authorial questions by looking
in greater detail at the text itself. This investigation begins with a brief analysis of
the preface, the section of a synoptic text in which the voice of the compiler is
likely to be at its most audible. It then examines how the authorial intentions
outlined in the preface are articulated in the main body of the text. Since Skylitzes’
project involves the distillation of texts produced by other historians, the best way
of examining how he meets the ambitions of his preface is to compare the main
narrative of the ‘Synopsis” with one of its sources. As none of Skylitzes’ underlying
materials from Basil’s reign survive, an earlier section of the ‘Synopsis’ for which a
known source is still extant will be analysed. Skylitzes’ coverage of the reign of

Romanos Lekapenos (920-44), will be set against the narrative of his principal
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source, the sixth book of the ‘Continuation’ of Theophanes. In its scope and detail

this comparative study is, as far as | am aware, innovative.”’

ii. The preface to the ‘Synopsis Historion’
The authorial voice that emerges in the preface of Skylitzes’ ‘Synopsis’ is
concerned with two issues. First, why a synoptic, or shortened, history of recent

times is necessary, and second, how that synoptic history should be written.”

In the very first sentence of his preface Skylitzes presents his preferred model for
the writing of synoptic history: the “epitome of history” compiled by George the
Synkellos and Theophanes at the beginning of the ninth century. However, having
identified his historiographical ideal, Skylitzes then goes on to explain why more
recent historians have fallen short in their attempts to continue the work of the
Synkellos and Theophanes. Some, such as Michael Psellos (described here by
Skylitzes as the “hypertimos Psellos™) and the didaskalos Sikeliotes, have failed to

deal with history in sufficient detail:

But having undertaken the task in a desultory way, they both lack accuracy, for
they disregard very many of the more important events, and they are of no use
to their successors, since they have merely made an enumeration of the
emperors and indicated who took impenal office after whom, and nothing

I'ﬂOI'C.73

! A very limited comparison between Skylitzes Continuatus and its principal source the ‘Historia’
of Michael Attaleiates has been conducted by A Kazdan (‘The Social Views of Michael Attaleiates’,
in A Kazdan and S.Franklin (eds.), Studies on Byzantine Literature of the Eleventh and Twelfth
Centuries (Paris, 1984), pp.23-86). However, this investigation is predominantly concerned with the
text of Attaleiates. There is little direct concentration on either the content, vocabulary, level of
language or style of the ‘Continuation’ produced by Skylitzes, nor of the wider literary, intellectual
or political contexts in which the author was writing.

7 The preface to the ‘Synopsis’ is to be found in Skylitzes, pp.3-4. A full translation is included in
the appendix to this thesis.

B e apépyws aauevor Tol Epyou TG TeE akpiBeias aMOTENTWKAT!, TA TAEITTA TV KAPIWTEPWY
TAPEVTES, KAl QVOVITOI TOI WeT alTovs yeyovaaty, anapifumay uovyy momoaievor Ty Paciléwy kai
ddakavres, Tic peta Tiva TGV TITTPWY YéYovey éyrpaTrg, kai mAeiov o0dév (Skylitzes, p.3). It is usually
argued that the historical writings of Michael Psellos to which Skylitzes applies this criticism are not
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In other cases historians are criticised for bias and short sightedness:

..each [histonian] had his own agenda, the one proclaiming praise of the
emperor, the other a psogos of the patriarch, another the encomium of a
friend.......... They wrote histories at length of the things which happened
during their times and shortly before: one sympathetically, another with
hostility, another in search of approval, another as he had been ordered. Each
composing their own history, and differing from one another in their narrations,
they have filled the listeners with dizziness and confusion.”

Some of these offenders are listed. They include those whose texts are still extant
today, such as Joseph Genesios, as well as other historians whose compositions are

now lost, such as Theodore of Sebasteia and Theodore Daphnopates.75

Skylitzes then explains how he intends to fulfil his ambition of continuing
Theophanes. His principal intention is to produce a synoptic account of history
which gives “a very shortened account of the events in different times” following
the death of the ninth-century emperor Nikephoros I. His source materials he
identifies as the histories of the writers that he has just criticised for encomium and

psogos. As for his working methods, Skylitzes reports that having read these

Psellos’ long appraisal of fourteen emperors known as the ‘Chronographia’, but instead, the much
shorter ‘Historia Syntomos’. This second text is a list of Roman and Byzantine emperors extending
from Romulus to Basil II. Attached to each emperor’s entry is a very brief account of the principal
events of his reign. Modern scholarly opinion is, however, divided on the issue of whether Psellos
was responsible for the ‘Historia Syntomos’. Snipes and Ljubarskij believe that he was, and it is to
this text that Skylitzes refers in his preface. On the other hand Aerts, the editor of the critical edition,
believes that the text was written by another eleventh-century author, possibly John Italos (K.Snipes,
‘A newly discovered history of the Roman Emperors by Michael Psellos’, JOB 32.2 (1982), p.55;
J.Ljubarskij, ‘Some Notes on the Newly Discovered Historical Work by Psellos’, pp.213-228;
W.J. Aerts (Pseudo-Psellos: Michaeli Pselli Historia Syntomos, ed. and trans. W.J. Aerts (CFHB
XXX, Berlin, 1990), pp.i-xxv). Turning from Psellos to Sikeliotes, it should be noted that there is no
extant Byzantine historical work by a didaskalos of this name. However, it 1s possible that Skylitzes
is referring here to lost historical writings by John Sikeliotes, a rhetorician active at the end of the
tenth century. Sikeliotes once made a speech (which is no longer extant) in the presence of Basil II
at the Pikridion monastery near Constantinople (Hunger, Hochsprachliche profane Literatur, i, 45-
6 ii, 476-7;, ODB, ii, 1068)

. oikelay exa.a-mg Umofeary mooaTmaauevol, o pev ena.avov d’epe em’ew Bam}\ewg, 6 0¢ Yoyov 1ra.1'p:a.pxou,
a.-repog Be dirou € e'rxwu.wv ........... a.'rro'mb'nv yap Ta xa,-ra, -roug avTEVY mvoug awevezﬂewa, Kal p,mpov
a.vwﬂev, ioTopiKdds avaa.xl/é,(wm, Kai 0 pev a'umraﬂwg 0¢ a.v-rma.ﬂwg, o 0¢ Kai KaTa xapn, a)\}»o; 0 kai
W npoa'e‘re‘ram, -mv éavtol a'wﬂetg ioTopiay Kal TpoS M}\'nloug & ) TV altdv admymaer Siadepopevor
l}ufyfyou Kai Tapays Tovs akpoaTas éunenAnkaay (Skylitzes, p.4)

7 See above, pp.41-4
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histories, he then removed "that which was written in a state of emotion or in the
search of approval", “disregarded differences and inconsistencies”, "shaved off
whatever we have found which is too close to legend", and ignored rhetoric. In his
own opinion his final product is "a nourishment which is soft and finely ground in
language". This literary fare he believes will be to the taste of his audience whom
he divides into four categories: "those who love history"; those "who prefer that
which 1s very easy to that which is more wearisome"; those "who are acquainted

with histories"; and finally, those "who are not yet acquainted with histories".

iil. The reign of Romanos Lekapenos

Throughout his preface Skylitzes’ self portrait is of the active architect of his
narrative in full control of his underlying texts, rather than the passive copyist
chained to his sources. However, when attention is turned to the main body of the
narrative itself, the energetic statement of purpose conveyed by the preface at first
appears to suffer an ignoble collapse. Initial impressions of Skylitzes’ treatment of
Theophanes Continuatus’ account of the reign of Romanos Lekapenos suggest that
our compiler is rarely more than a simple copyist and summariser.” In terms of
content, Skylitzes follows the narrative structure of his root source very faithfully,
only deviating once to insert a story about the deposition of the patriarch Tryphon.”’

In terms of language he often retains many of the phrases from the original account

7 Coverage of the reign of Romanos Lekapenos is to be found in Skylitzes, (Thurn edition), pp.213-
232; and Theophanes Continuatus, ed. 1. Bekker (CSHB, Bonn, 1838), pp.398-435. Several small
textual points confirm that Skylitzes’ main source is the ‘Continuation’ of Theophanes rather than
one of the many versions of the Logothete such as George the Monk Continuatus. First, Skylitzes
includes a compressed version of a eulogy of the Kourkouas family and a notice about marital
relations between the Lekapenoi and the Argyroi which are only found in Theophanes Continuatus
(Skylitzes, pp.229-30; Theophanes Con., pp.426-9; Skylitzes, p.213; Theophanes Con., p.399).
Second, Skylitzes mentions that Peter the emperor of Bulgaria suffered a revolt by his brother
Michael: this too is discussed only by the ‘Continuation’ of Theophanes (Skylitzes, p.226;
Theophanes Con., p.420). Finally, in the case of second marriage of Constantine, third son of
Romanos Lekapenos, the wedding is recorded in all three texts, but Skylitzes follows Theophanes
Continuatus in identifying the first name of the bride, Theophanu, and her family name, Mamantos,
whereas the Logothete fails to record the bride's identity (Skylitzes, p.229; Theophanes Con., p.423;
George the Monk Con., p.914).

77 Skylitzes, pp.226-7
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verbatim. A clear example of close verbal parallels occurs in his account of a
Bulganan victory near the palace of Pegai at the beginning of Romanos' reign. The
appropriate passage from Skylitzes' account is cited here, with those phrases taken

directly from Theophanes Continuatus underlined:

devyer uev o paiktwe lwavwe, obatretar d¢ vmép alrol aywvilouevoc
Qwrevog matpikios o Tol IlAatimoedoc vioc xai aAAot olx OAiyor. woAic olv o
paiktwp Oaagwleic etanifey eic Tov dpouwva. TobTo kai ~AAéEloc o dpovyyapioc
nomaat BouAnbeig, kai un duvmbeic avelBety, év ™) Tod 3_,oo'p.wvog vmoPafiog meawy
év Tf) Baddaoy adv 1O avtol MowTouarddTwer dmeTVIYY.

Furthermore, there is empirical evidence to suggest that in his role as a simple
copyist Skylitzes was less than fully competent: several errors in his transmission of
the original source can be identified. For example, when Skylitzes refers to the
marriage agreements between the Lekapenoi and the Argyroi at the beginning of
Romanos' reign, he misreads the information in Theophanes Continuatus and
identifies Leo Argyros as the bridegroom of Agatha Lekapene. Theophanes
Continuatus, however, makes it clear that it was Romanos, the son of Leo, who
married the Lekapene.”” Other mistakes in Skylitzes' coverage of Lekapenos' reign
arise from the misreading of certain words. For example, although Theophanes
Continuatus explains that rebels involved in the plot of Arsenios and Paul the
Manglabites suffered a beating as part of their punishment, Skylitzes alleges that

they were blinded. For the term Tudfevres in Theophanes, Skylitzes appears to have

7 Skylitzes, p.215: Theophanes Con., p.401. My translation of Skylitzes’ text: On the one hand the
rector John fled, whereas the patrikios Photeinos the son of Platypodos, who was fighting for him,
was killed as were several others. And so the rector having barely escaped, boarded the dromon
(warship). And although Alexios, the admiral (droungarios) wanted to do the same thing, he was not
able 1o climb up on the deck of the dromon; he fell into the sea and was drowned together with his
protomandator. Verbatim copying can also be observed in Skylitzes Continuatus' coverage of the
second half of the eleventh century. As Shepard has pointed out Skylitzes often copies his
underlying text so closely that he retains the first person singular voice of the root source (Shepard,
‘Byzantinorussica’, p.217)

? Skylitzes, p.213; Theophanes Con., p.399; see also Polemis, ‘Some Cases of Erroneous
Identification’, p.77
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miscopied TudAwbérrec.*® Another single word error involves an accident in the
forum, which according to Theophanes Continuatus resulted in the deaths of six
men, but according to Skylitzes involved sixty deaths.®’ In another instance
Skylitzes seems to have read his source with undue haste, and thus attributed to two
individuals the fate experienced by only one. In his report of Byzantine dealings
with the emirate of Melitene Skylitzes suggests that friendly Byzantino-Arab
relations broke down in 934 when both Arab leaders Apochaps and Aposalath died.
However, Theophanes Continuatus makes it clear that although Apochaps and
Aposalath had been involved in the original peace deal with the Byzantines, it was
only Apochaps who died before the arrangement disintegrated.®’ Skylitzes' most
serious factual error concerns the misdating of the appointment of Romanos' son
Theophylact as Patriarch of Constantinople after the deposition of Tryphon.
Skylitzes records that this appointment happened in February of the second

indiction; the original source records February the second of the sixth indiction.®

Nonetheless, comparison of the ‘Synopsis’ and Theophanes Continuatus
demonstrates that it is too simplistic on the basis of individual errors to claim that
Skylitzes was an incompetent scholar. At the simple level of copying, for example,
Skylitzes can achieve a high level of accuracy. In the case of the Arab leaders from
Melitene, the names of Apochaps and Aposalath are both transcribed correctly.®
Skylitzes is also diligent in his copying of the names of the conspirators involved in
the multitudinous plots at the beginning of Lekapenos' reign. His only slip occurs in
the case of the magistros Stephen who was exiled to the island of Antigone: he

omits Theophanes Continuatus' statement that this malcontent was from

% Skylitzes, p-213; Theophanes Con., p.399

81 Skylitzes, p.226; Theophanes Con., p.420

82 Skylitzes, p.224; Theophanes Con., p.416

% Skylitzes, p.227; Theophanes Con., p.422

% Shepard, ‘Byzantinorussica’, p.212, n.7 suggests that Skylitzes is usually accurate in his
transmission of Russian names.
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Kalomaria.®® Equally Skylitzes usually transmits dates accurately. The error
concerning the patriarch Theophylact is the only glaring mistake in the nineteen
dates included in the ‘Synopsis’. Furthermore, Skylitzes very rarely omits a date
mentioned in Theophanes. An exception to this general rule is his failure to register
the date of the second sea battle involving the Rus in 941 (September 10th).* More
frequent than his complete failure to register a date are his omissions of the precise
day when an event occurred. For example, although he records the month and
indiction date when the Union of the Church was confirmed in the early part of

Romanos' reign (July; eighth indiction), he omits the day (Sunday).®’

Taken as a whole such plentiful evidence for Skylitzes’ faithful copying of content
and vocabulary lends weight to the contention put forward by Thurn, the editor of
the critical edition of the ‘Synopsis’, that Skylitzes is little more than a transcriber,
who adheres so faithfully to his source material that it is impossible to attribute any
idiosyncracies of grammar, style or vocabulary to him.*® Furthermore, Skylitzes’
closely-observed transcriptions may at some level appear to be compatible with
established literary practices in later eleventh and twelfth century Byzantium. For
example the mid twelfth-century synoptic historian John Zonaras explicitly states in
the preface to his own literary production, that his narrative deliberately contains a
conspicuous heterogeneity of language and tone because he wished to retain the

varying styles of his different sources.®

Nonetheless, although Skylitzes’ narrative follows the narrative structure, word

order and even vocabulary of his underlying text, it would be dangerous to assume

%> Skylitzes, p.213; Theophanes Con., p.398

8 Skylitzes, pp. 229-30; Theophanes Con., p.425

8 Skylitzes, p.213; Theophanes Con., p.398.

%8 Thurn, Joannis Scylitzae, p.viii; this view was also subsequently commended by N.Oikonomides
in a review article of Thurn’s critical edition, BZ 69 (1976) p.70.
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that Skylitzes was merely a passive copyist and abbreviator whose testimony can be
accepted as an accurate transmission of the matenials he collates. Instead, further
inspection of Skylitzes’ treatment of Theophanes Continuatus’ coverage of the
reign of Romanos Lekapenos, reveals a number of subtle adaptations which when
aggregated demonstrate that the compiler of the ‘Synopsis’ exercised an active
authorial role. On some occasions Skylitzes’ interventions are compatible with the
intentions he outlines in his preface. On others his manipulations appear to deviate
from his own statement of purpose. More important for the historian of medieval
Byzantium Skylitzes’ active authorship can impose serious distortions on the

contents and interpretations of the underlying materials he transmits.”

At the most basic of levels Skylitzes takes measures to ensure that his history is a
synopsis rather than a simple copy. Thus, he sometimes elides two main verbal
clauses from the underlying text into a single clause containing a main verb and a
participle construction; the latter may take the form of a genitive absolute.”’ His
enthusiasm for abbreviation is most visible whenever he tries to combine so many
phrases and sentences from the underlying source into a single unit that the
meaning of his narrative becomes elusive. For example, on several occasions he
combines several main verbs from the underlying text into a more elaborate single-

verb sentence, with the result that a large slice of prose is expressed in a case other

% Zonaras (John): loannis Zonarae Annales, ed. M.Pinder (CSHB, Bonn, 1841), i, 8-9; Hunger,
Hochsprachhche profane Literatur, i, 417.

0 Useful comparisons can be drawn with the ninth-century synoptic historian Theophanes the
Confessor. Although Theophanes usually follows the word order and phraseology of the texts which
underpin his narrative very faithfully, he can make interventions of a very subtle order, sometimes
involving no more than the insertion of single word, the omission of a phrase, or the repositioning of
a date. Some of these alterations are accidental, however others are deliberate, undertaken with the

urpose of altering the sense of the text (Mango and Scott, 7The Chronicle of Theophanes, pp.xcii-v).

! For example Skylitzes uses two genitive absolutes to describe the defeat of the Arabs and the
flight of Leo of Tripoli at the hands of the admiral (droungarios) John Radenos in the early 920s:. ..
o0 'Padevos xatovopalopevoc aidvidioy émdaveic padiws étpédmro, TOV Avaoqvdyv oxedov mavrwy
avionuévwy, To0 3¢ TormoAitou wovou duyf v gwrpiay mopicauévou (genitive absolutes underlined;
Skylitzes, p.218); whereas Theophanes Continuatus uses two main verbs (underlined) to describe
the actions of the Arabs and Leo: ...... o ‘Padnos xatovopalopevos aidvidiws émébero alrd: xai
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than the nominative. Thus, when Skylitzes decides to make the emperor the subject
of a long sentence about the dismissal in 944 of John Kourkouas, the domestikos of
the scholai, the subsequent description of the career and exploits of the general has
to be rendered with several accusative participles; to add to the confusion
Kourkouas is also to be found earlier in the sentence in the genitive case.”” A
parallel example of the inclusion of long accusative clauses occurs in Skylitzes'
account of the campaigns of the general and future emperor Nikephoros Phokas
during the reign of Romanos II (959-63). Once again, because emperor Romanos
occupies the nominative position, Nikephoros Phokas and his many military

exploits against the Arabs have to be expressed in a very long accusative phrase.”

Although Skylitzes’ use of such complicated participle constructions fulfils his
ambition to abbreviate his underlying texts, it is less clear how the obfuscation
produced by such syntax enables the author to meet one of his other compositional
injunctions, namely to write an account in easily digestible and “finely ground”
prose. Indeed, his frequent inclusion of other sophisticated grammatical structures
suggests that rather than simplifying his underlying text, Skylitzes was intent on
elevating it. For example, when Skylitzes describes the military achievements of
the general John Kourkouas, he advises the reader who wishes for more
information to consult the biographical history written by the historian Manuel.

Skylitzes expresses this command by using a third person singular imperative

...... Beol auvepyig oi Um’alrov Toémovrar 'Ayapqyoi, wohic d¢ povoc o Tormodityg duyy Siageleras
(Theophanes Con,, p.405)

Skylltzes 230: @bovov d¢ mvnﬁev-mg KaTa Toi iKoU TV TXoADY Ia)a.wou Tot Kovpkola mapa

TV aAAWY )\.ewv (eﬁou}\e‘ro 7a.p Pwy.a.vog 0 Ba.a‘a)usug Eud)poa'uvnv ™y Tol %‘Lea'nxou Buyaréoa
vuy.dmv a/ya/yea'ﬂm TQ ameup Exyove Pwy.a.wp ('rtp uup) -rou eaxafmu ntog a,u‘rou Kawa'mv-nvou)
waykaohny ‘w)s apXS avToV na.pa)\ua’a.:, ém duai Kal €lKoTl Xpovols Kal u/r)a'lv erra a,Ba.Boxwg ™V Tol

douearicov aoymy i@ivavra, kai magay, we eitely, TV Suplay kaTadoauovra kal Tamevmoavta. the first

two underlinings highlight Kourkouas in the genitive case; the last underlining indicates the long
hrase in the accusative.

3 Skylltzes p.249: Touty 'r(p €TEl Nm-nd)opov WAYITTOOV TOV CDwxa,v, do mexov 'n&; ﬂpoBeBKggevov -rwy

TYONDY THC a.va.-mA'ng 'rra.pa. vaa-ra.wwou T00 Bam}\ewg, Kal ToAAG 'rpmra,aa. aTnoavTa xa.-ra. TOV €GNy
2apaknv@y, kal Tov T Tk Tapgoi aunpav Kapauwvny ket XaubBoay tov Tol XaAer kai Tov Tprmolewe
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{ymmaare (“let him seek™). In contrast, Theophanes Continuatus uses a simple third
person plural verb to inform “those readers who wish to learn more” of Kourkouas'
exploits that they will find the information they are seeking in the books of Manuel:

ebpmgouay (“they will find ”).**

On other occasions, rather than retaining a simple main verb, participle or
infinitive, Skylitzes prefers to create a phrase involving a noun. Thus xaTaskemijoa
becomes émi kartaokomy while éxorpatevsdvtwy becomes eicBorny momaauévwy.’’
In other instances Skylitzes elevates the register by interpreting a section of the
underlying text with a high-style cliché. For example, both in his rewriting of
Theophanes Continuatus, and elsewhere in his text, he sometimes replaces the
simple identification of Hagia Sophia or the “Megale Ekklesia” with a more
involved circumlocution: ¢ feid Teuéver i Tob Beol aodias (“in the divine precinct
of the Holy Wisdom”).96 When he describes the coronations of members of the
Lekapenoi family Skylitzes replaces Theophanes Continuatus' simple oréderar (“he
was crowned”: historic present) with the altogether more elaborate phrase tamiwfeis
¢ Baohikd dadiuan (“having been bound with the imperial diadem™).” This too
is a phrase that occurs in other parts of the ‘Synopsis’: the coronations of
Nikephoros Phokas and John Tzimiskes are described in very similar terms.”
Nonetheless, such elevations or elaborations are not always consistent: at other

times Skylitzes simplifies the language of his underlying source.” For example, he

"1én6 voaxepwg TAMENVWTAVTE, ne;uren kata Tov & Koy Zapaxqydy, minbos émAéxtwy oroaTiwrdy
emboug alT® Kai aToAov KaTmeTIoUévay kaAds. Nikephoros in the accusative case underlined.
Skyhtzes p-230, Theophanes Con., pp.427-8.
Skylltzes p.214 and p.216; Theophanes Con., p.400 and p.402.
Skylltzes p.214; Theophanes Con., p.399; see also Skylitzes, p.270 for a similar examplie from the
relgn of Nikephoros Phokas
Skylltzes p.213; Theophanes Con., p.398
Skyhtzes pp.259, 286
* In a review article of Thurn's critical edition of Joannis Skylitzae Synopsis Historiarum, Cyril
Mango reflects on the inconsistencies of Skylitzes' Attic prose (JHS 95 (1975), pp.304-5)
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sometimes employs two main verbs where Theophanes uses a genitive absolute. On

at least one occasion he replaces an optative with a simple main verb. 100

Skylitzes displays greater consistency in meeting some of the other intentions he
outlines in the preface, in particular his desire to erase those hyperbolic elements
which were "too close to legend", as well as those instances of excessive
encomium. For example he excises completely the more elaborate antiquarian and
ethnographic excurses of his core source. During his account of the mantime
invasion of the Rus, Theophanes Continuatus digresses to explain the ethnic
background of the Rus in 941 (“..... and they are called Dromitai, who originate
from the race of the Franks”), the purpose of the Pharos lighthouse, and the
classical background behind the re-naming of the Black Sea from the "unfortunate"
“Kakoxeinos” to the "fortunate" “Euxeinos”, a transformation which was wrought

by Heracles' defeat of a band of local pirates.'"’

All of these grace notes are
excluded by Skylitzes. Also omitted from Skylitzes' compilation is the moralising
aside. After the victory of Symeon of Bulgaria's forces at Pegai in the early 920s,
Theophanes Continuatus concludes his description of events with the reflection:
“such is the terrible [consequence] of lack of planning and inexperience when it is
in alliance with foolhardiness”. This is a sentiment ignored by Skylitzes: he

concludes his account of this military disaster with the burming of the Pegai

palace.'%?

Nonetheless, such sanitising interventions on the part of Skylitzes remain relatively

rare, possibly because such high-style ornaments occur only occasionally in the text

'% During the story of the revolt of Bardas Boilas, the strategos of Chaldia, Theophanes Continuatus
informs the reader that the emperor forgave the poorer rebels and allowed them to go wherever they
wanted: 6 BolAowro whereas Skylitzes renders this phrase as omp BovAovrar (Theophanes Con.,
FO.‘404; Skylitzes p.217)
2 Theophanes Con., pp.423-4; Skylitzes, p.229

Theophanes Con., p.402; Skylitzes, p.215
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of Theophanes himself. Much more conspicuous are Skylitzes' attempts to remove
the excesses of encomium from the underlying text. At one level this operation
merely involves stripping key personalities of superlative descriptions. For
example, Skylitzes always removes the praise routinely applied in Theophanes
Continuatus to Theophanes, the protovestiarios (later parakoimomenos) of the
emperor Romanos.'” In a similar fashion he removes references to the military
bravery of the emir of Melitene.'® Severe pruning is applied to the encomium of
John Kourkouas. For instance while Theophanes alleges that Kourkouas, “

became unrivalled in matters of war, and established many great trophies, and
extended the Roman boundaries and sacked very many Agarene cities”, and makes
reference to his “outstanding virtue”, Skylitzes rather more drily comments that he

..... overran and humbled, so it is said, the whole of Syria”.'*

However, it is to the Lekapenoi themselves that Skylitzes applies the most
systematic textual amputations and even rewritings. A relatively small-scale
pruning is to seen in Skylitzes' removal of a favourable reference to the horse-
loving Patrniarch, Theophylact, youngest son of the emperor Romanos.'” At a more
general level the inclination of Theophanes Continuatus to interpret the first half of
the tenth century in the light of the family history, or perhaps the family tragedy, of
the Lekapenoi is diminished. Thus, while Skylitzes follows Theophanes in
recording the coronations of the sons of the emperor Romanos at the beginning of
the reign, and also notes all the Lekapenoi marriages, he omits all mention of the

family distress when Maria Lekapene departed for Bulgaria in 927 as the bride of

103 Theophanes Con., p.423; Skylitzes, pp.228-9

Skyhtzes p.224, Theophanes Con,, p.4l6
Skylltzes p.230, Theophanes Con. pp.426-9
Theophanes Con., p.422; Skylitzes, p.228
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the emperor Peter, or of their grief over the death of the eldest son Christopher in

93] 107

Most dramatic 1s Skylitzes' reshaping of the personality of Romanos Lekapenos.
This recasting is achieved partly by the omission or dilution of the more
panegyrical features, and partly by some very selective rewriting. Conspicuous
among the dilutions is Skylitzes' dramatic abbreviation of Theophanes Continuatus'’
descriptions of Romanos' charitable deeds. Thus, the forty-line eulogy of Romanos'
good works during the winter of 927 in Theophanes Continuatus is reduced to six 1n
Skylitzes' version.'® Later in his text Skylitzes not only compresses another
twenty-five line passage of encomium, which describes Romanos' generosity to
various monastic and charitable institutions, to less than ten lines, but he also makes
the additional suggestion that Romanos' motives were primarily conditioned by the
need to atone for the sins of his past life, and that the main object of his interest was

always the development of his own monastic foundation, the Myrelaion.'?

However, it is in the section dealing with Romanos' meeting with the Bulgarian
leader Symeon in 924 that Skylitzes' reconditioning of the encomium of the
emperor is at its most conspicuous. First, Skylitzes omits those elements in
Theophanes Continuatus' account which contribute to an aura of sanctity. Although
he mentions that Romanos entered the church of Blachernae before he met Symeon
in order to pray and to put on the protective omophorion of the Virgin, he excises
all references to Romanos weeping and imploring the Mother of God for her

assistance.''° Later in the account of the meeting of the two leaders Skylitzes

197 Reference to John of Bulgaria: Theophanes Con., p.419, Skylitzes, p.225; reference to Mary
Lekapene's departure to Bulgaria: Theophanes Con., p.415, Skylitzes, p.224; reference to
Christopher's death: Theophanes Con., p.420, Skylitzes, p.226
:z: Theophanes Con., pp.415-7; Skylitzes, p.225

Theophanes Con., pp.429-30; Skylitzes, p.231
"% Skylitzes, p.219; Theophanes Con., pp.406-7
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excludes all allusions to the bravery of Romanos.'"! It is in his concluding editorial
comments about Romanos' encounter with Symeon, that Skylitzes' deviation from
Theophanes Continuatus is at its most obvious. For where the original text
maintains that Symeon went back to his camp praising, “....the intelligence and
humility and ..... appearance of bodily strength and ... dauntless spirit” [of the
emperor], Skylitzes alleges that the Bulgarian leader returned to his associates and

[13

commented on the, . moderation of the emperor and his lavishness and
generosity in matters of money”.''? One explanation for Skylitzes' reshaping of
Lekapenos' role could be that the compiler had access to anti-Lekapenos matenal,
which he used to counter the rhetorical hyperbole of Theophanes Continuatus.
However, given the extremely tight congruence between the narrative structures of
the ‘Synopsis’ and the account of Theophanes Continuatus, it seems superfluous to
suggest that Skylitzes draws on an alternative primary source. Instead his treatment
of the Lekapenoi family is almost certainly the result of his own willingness to

comment upon, reorder and reshape his core source using his own powers of

interpretation.

Nonetheless, it is should be noted that Skylitzes does not completely jettison the
laudatory excesses of his underlying sources. The encomium of the bridegroom of
Agatha Lekapene, a member of the Argyros family, is reduced in length in
Skylitzes' version, but the essence of the praise of the protagonist's physical and
intellectual merits is retained.''® Equally, although Skylitzes brutally curtails the list
of the military activities of John Kourkouas, his brother Theophilos and his son

Romanos, he retains all the information relating to the intra-familial links between

i Skyhtzes p-220; Theophanes Con., pp.407-8
2 Theophanes Con. , p-409, Skylitzes, p.221
1 Theophanes Contmuatus says that the Argyros bride-groom was: @vdpa. GvTa imepayuiov, xai kaAher
mmfog Kai idég kai guvécel kai paiora T e}\mw.oaw'n kai émdocer kai Ty ayaboryr kal aﬂ?\a‘m-n
rxoopoiuevoy (Theophanes Con., p.399); this eulogy is shortened in Skylitzes to avdpa yewaiov, rai

KalAer copaTtoc kai idég éwepcbépom, oweoer Te kai dpovnoer koopovpevoy (Skylitzes, p.213)
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the three Kourkouas commanders. Moreover, he even updates the text so that
whereas Theophanes imparts the information that Theophilos was the grandfather
of John Tzimiskes, “who became domestic of the schools under the emperor
Nikephoros”, Skylitzes tells us that he was the grandfather of John Tzimiskes, ... ..
who was emperor after these things”.''* Furthermore, even if he dismisses or dilutes
the more obvious passages of panegyric, Skylitzes cannot entirely escape the
viewpoint of the original subject of the encomium. Thus, although he reshapes
Theophanes Continuatus’ praise of Romanos Lekapenos and John Kourkouas,
Skylitzes still has to accept the underlying source's identification of these two

actors as the most important protagonists in the history of this period.

While omission and abbreviation comprise one dimension of Skylitzes' willingness
to intervene in his underlying text, his active authorial role can also be detected
within his additions to the coverage of Theophanes Continuatus. These additions
usually take the form of brief link phrases designed to bring thematic or
chronological order to the underlying matenal. At their most simple, such phrases
can simply be used to sharpen the focus of the root text. During his abbreviated
account of the Rus attack of 941, Skylitzes decides to retain the vivid depiction of
the impalings and crucifixions inflicted by the Rus on the local inhabitants of the
shores of Asia opposite Constantinople. Howe;ler, in order to wrench his concise
narrative back to the eventual and inevitable defeat of the Rus, he adds the phrase
aMa Talre ueév mporepoy (“but these things happened before”) to refer to the
depredations he has just listed; another link phrase is then required to indicate the

resumption of the main story: wgs avwfev éppéfn (“as was said above ”).115

"4 Skylitzes, p.230; Theophanes Con., p.428
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Other link phrases have the additional purpose of trying to make sense of the
structure of the source Skylitzes is processing. For example, at the end of the
passage describing the marriage of Peter, Emperor of Bulgaria, to Maria Lekapene
Skylitzes inserts the simple phrase: “and matters in the City came to an end in this
way”. ' This phrase is intended as a pointer to the next episode in the text, namely
Byzantine relations with Melitene, which certainly were not matters pertaining to
the City, but instead took the reader out to the eastern frontier. Another one-line
explanatory interpolation occurs in Skylitzes' account of the conspiracy of Bardas
Boilas, the strategos of Chaldia. When Theophanes Continuatus reports on this
revolt he offers no explanation as to why this episode is included in his text, but
simply begins with the allegation of a plot. Skylitzes, in contrast, wishes to make
explicit the fact that this revolt is mentioned at this point in the narrative because it
represents yet another rebellion of the sort that peppered the early years of
Romanos' reign. Therefore, at the beginning of the episode he adds the explanatory

phrase: “another revolt happened against the emperor in Chaldia”.'"’

At a rather more interpretative level, Skylitzes makes additions to the text of
Theophanes Continuatus which offer explanations for particular courses of action
or individual motives. Distinction can be drawn between those additions that are
made with no apparent reference to the underlying source, and those which try to
make sense of Theophanes Continuatus. In a passage relating to Bulgarian attacks
on the palace of Theodora and the Byzantine military riposte led by Saktikios, the
commander of the Exkoubitoi, both categories of additional explanation can be
identified. At the beginning of this passage Skylitzes explains that the reason why

the palace of Theodora was burned was because nothing was in the way. This

'3 Skylitzes, p.229; Theophanes Con., p.425. For a discussion of link phrases in synoptic history as

signs of active editing see Jeffreys, Studies in John Malalas, p.21. On Skylitzes' fondness for such
devices see Shepard ‘Byzantium's Last Sicilian Expedition’, pp.147-8
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explanation has no apparent background justification in the text of Theophanes. In
contrast, Saktikios' early success against the Bulgar camp is explained by the
absence of most of the Bulgars, who were away raiding the surrounding
countryside for supplies. While Theophanes Continuatus does not actually say that
this was the case, Skylitzes' hypothesis is at least partially supported by the
allegation of the underlying source that once the Bulgars heard of the assault of
Saktikios they all returned to the camp.'’® One might suggest that Skylitzes'
treatment of Symeon's post-conference report in 924 on the qualities of Romanos is
an explanatory addition in the same vein. For having alleged that Symeon was
enormously impressed with the personal qualities of the emperor, Theophanes
Continuatus goes on to highlight the largesse which Romanos displayed on
Symeon's departure: “and so having embraced one another they parted, with the
emperor having bestowed magnificent presents on Symeon”. In these circumstances
Skylitzes' decision to make Symeon stress the largesse rather than the virtue of

Romanos seems perfectly justified.''

Yet, the reader of Skylitzes’ should note that even the simplest tightening of the
structure of the text to comply with thematic rigour may easily eliminate the deeper
nuances of the core source. For example, we have already seen that in his treatment
of the revolts, which plagued the early years of Lekapenos' reign, Skylitzes not only
retains and accurately records the names of most of the conspirators listed by
Theophanes Continuatus, but also alerts the reader's attention to the thematic
integrity of these early passages by interpolating explanatory phrases. Yet, he also
chooses to control the overwhelmingly large dramatis personae of his core source

by selectively omitting certain minor personalities. Unfortunately this has the effect

116 Skylitzes, p.224
"7 Skylitzes, p.217;, Theophanes Con., p.404
118 Skylitzes, p.216; Theophanes Con., pp.402-3
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of destroying fragile clues supplied in the underlying text about the workings of
Byzantine high court politics in the early tenth century. For instance, in the case of
the conspiracy of Arsenios and Paul the Manglabites, Skylitzes retains the names of
the plotters but excises a minor character called Leo, the anthropos of Arsenios,
who acted as an informer to the imperial authorities.'?° Not only does this omission
mean that the reader of the ‘Synopsis’ is furnished with less information about the
chiaroscuro of rumour, coup and counter-coup in the embryonic period of a key
reign, it also deprives the narrative of vital information about the role of the elusive
John the Rector and Mystikos. Theophanes Continuatus tells his reader that it was
John who had ornginally recommended Leo to the emperor and secured his
appointment in impenal service. In this scant information provided by Theophanes
Continuatus, John the Rector emerges as a key political broker at court.
Unfortunately Skylitzes' omission of a minor character such as Leo means that

much less can be deduced about major figures such as John.'*!

One of the reasons why Skylitzes omits minor characters like Leo is because his
prime concern is to focus the text more narrowly on the more prominent personnel
of the narrative. This desire may also determine Skylitzes' enthusiasm for
attributing additional personal details such as names, titles and offices, to the most
important figures within the history, even where they are missing in the core
source. Just as Polemis noted that Skylitzes was willing to insert patronymic details
into his narrative with no support from his underlying texts in the course of his

ninth- and early tenth-century coverage, evidence of a similar nature appears in his

"% See above, p.62

' The term ‘anthropos’ is ambiguous, but probably means client or retainer, rather than merely a
servant.

12! Skylitzes, p.213; Theophanes Con., p.399. John the Rector fought against Symeon of Bulgaria
early in Lekapenos’ reign (see above, p.53), conducted a diplomatic mission to Bulgaria in 929, and
plotted to restore Stephen Lekapenos to the throne after Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus deposed
the Lekapenoi in 944-5 (Guilland, Recherches, ii, 214).
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122 Alexander Kazdan noticed that

treatment of the reign of Romanos Lekapenos.
Skylitzes is the first historian to record the family name Lekapenos in connection
with Romanos I and his family. In Theophanes Continuatus he is simply called
‘Romanos’; in other tenth-century literature, including the De Administrando
Imperio, he is identified as ‘Romanos the Elder’.'* Further examples of Skylitzes’
fondness for embellishing the personal details of the main characters in his
narrative include awarding individuals titles, which cannot be corroborated from
the root text of Theophanes Continuatus, nor indeed from other tenth-century
sources such as the Logothete. Thus, the Arsenios mentioned above is for no
apparent reason given the title of patrikios by Skylitzes. The same title is awarded
to Bardas Boilas, the rebellious general (strategos) of Chaldia. During Byzantine
military actions against Melitene, Melias, the leader of the Armenian troops, is
given the additional label magistros.'** The most likely explanation for Skylitzes'
tendency to award titles out of thin air, is that he may have tried to grant officials
the rank he believed they deserved on the basis of comparative evidence from
elsewhere in the underlying text. Thus, Bardas Boilas is probably given the title
patrikios because other strategoi during the reign of Romanos were described as
having this title by Theophanes Continuatus: for example, Bardas Phokas is

described by Theophanes during the invasion of the Rus in 941 as a former

strategos with the title of patrikios.'*

Although Skylitzes' decision to award Boilas the title of patrikios appears to reflect
his sensitive understanding of the administrative history of the empire in the early-
to-mid tenth century, elsewhere his presentation of the administrative structure of

empire imposes serious distortions. Thus, where Theophanes Continuatus refers to

122 See above, p.40
'# A Kazdan, ‘The Formation of Byzantine Family Names in the Ninth and Tenth Centuries’, Byz
Slav 58 (1997), p.90.
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a certain Michael son of Myroleo as a topoteretes, a senior officer within the
professional and centralised ragmatic army forces of the early tenth century,
Skylitzes uses the rather generalised term ragmatarchon.'”® One suspects that
Skylitzes' generalised phrase may either reflect his own ignorance of military and
administrative structures in the early tenth century, or may be an attempt to make
the intricacies of office-holding in the army during an earlier period of history
accessible to his later eleventh-century audience. The idea that Skylitzes attempted
to explain earlier periods of history by homogenising and generalising his
administrative terminology would of course be germane to his wider project to
provide a digestible account of history for a contemporary audience at the end of
the eleventh century. Yet, it must be stressed that Skylitzes 1s not consistent in his
attempts to render the offices of earlier periods comprehensible to himself or to his
audience. For example, on another occasion he simply copies the office of
tourmarches, the position held by a senior commander within the provincial

thematic armies in the tenth century, without emendation.'*’

One area in which Skylitzes' many reshapings of the text of Theophanes
Continuatus can be seen working “in the round” 1s in his treatment of military
material. Examination of this matenial also demonstrates why Skylitzes’ processes
of homogenisation and generalisation can make the ‘Synopsis Historion’ so
difficult for subsequent historians to use. On the one hand the military matenal, in
particular the narrative surrounding long-term campaigns and more complicated
battle sequences, is routinely the victim of brutal compression or simple omission,
with the result that the reader is deprived of tactical details and a sense of overall

strategy. For example, Skylitzes so dramatically abbreviates Theophanes

124 Skylitzes, pp.213, 217, 224; Theophanes Con., pp.399, 404, 416
125

Theophanes Con., p.424
126 Theophanes Con., p.400; Skylitzes, p.214
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Continuatus' account of Byzantine action against the eastern emirate of Melitene in
the later 920s and early 930s, that he provides no indication of the annual
campaigns that were waged by imperal armies against the Arabs, nor of the events
of the final siege which eventually forced the city to capitulate in 934. Whereas
Theophanes Continuatus describes the Byzantines burning the countryside of the
emirate, their use of siege equipment, and the general John Kourkouas' impatience
at his 1nitial failure to take the city, Skylitzes summarises the twists and turns of the
drama in a single bland phrase: “having confined those inside by siege he

[Kourkouas] compelled them to look for agreements”.'?®

A comparable example is Skylitzes' treatment of the aftermath of the invasion of
the Rus in 941. In Theophanes Continuatus' account the Rus who survived the first
naval battle are shown crossing over to Bithynia on the Asian side of the
Bosphoros. The Byzantine general Bardas Phokas is then deputed to shadow the
Rus as they forage in this area. After forays with Phokas’ advance party, and later
the main army led by John Kourkouas, the Rus decide to sail home, driven out of
the empire by a lack of supplies and the onset of winter. Skylitzes' version of this
passage of events is not only shorter than that of Theophanes, but takes place in a
geographical and temporal vacuum. In the ‘Synopsis’ no mention is made of the
location of Bithynia. There is no reference to the orders given to Bardas Phokas, so
that when he meets the Rus he appears to do so for no good strategic reason except
coincidence. Skylitzes does not include the reflection that the Rus had to take to
their ships again because of the time of year; instead their decision has no context
except a lack of supplies. However, it is interesting to note that the passage of
action that Skylitzes does retain in greater detail is the catalogue of colourful

outrages the Rus inflicted on those Byzantines they encountered. Here, it might be

177 Skylitzes, p.228; Theophanes Con., p.421
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suggested that the entertainment of a later-eleventh century audience is more

important to Skylitzes than a sense of strategy.'”’

Skylitzes' lack of tactical, topographical and geographical awareness is visible
elsewhere in his coverage of the reign of Romanos. For example, Theophanes
Continuatus explains that the Byzantines were defeated by the Bulgarians at Pegai
in the early 920s because the troops of Symeon suddenly appeared above their
enemy and were able to charge down upon their adversaries from a height. The key
word in Theophanes Continuatus' text is avwfey (“from above™). However, this
tactical advantage i1s completely ignored by Skylitzes who simply says that the
Bulgarnians suddenly appeared and attacked the Byzantines. The sense of height
advantage enjoyed by the Bulgars at the beginning of their manoeuvre is entirely
omitted by Skylitzes because he replaces the crucial term avwfey with the much less

specific éxefev (“from there”).'*"

Equally frustrating for the modern historian who wishes to extract reliable military
material from the ‘Synopsis’ is Skylitzes’ tendency to compress the underlying
narrative by applying homogenising clichés. These have the effect of suppressing
the uniqueness of the events in question, erasing specific detail, and transforming
each military engagement into a string of impenetrable stereotypes. Thus, in
Skylitzes’ text the joining of two sides in battle is frequently represented by the
phrase oyurdonsc yevauépe'>' One of the protagonists, particularly in a hand to
hand engagement, is always likely to be mortally wounded (mAmymy) kawpiav d€

umeic. 32 A protagonist will conduct a siege with or without care émueAdg/auelds

128 Skylltzes p.224; Theophanes Con., pp.415-6
Skylltzes p.229; Theophanes Con., pp.424-5
Skyhtzes p.215; Theophanes Con., p.401
Skylltzes p.216
* Ibid,, p.214
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émoAidprer.>> The recipient/s of a siege always resist with spinit ewfixws ™y
mohopiay é0éEato™>*, until the protagonist presses them too hard oTevoxworoac. >
When they surrender it is usually because they are in need ™ évdeig of essential
supplies.136 Camps are always established orpatomedoy mac.>’ Those encamped
will often scour the surrounding countryside for booty or spoils émi diwpmaymy
axtAwr.*® The term évédoa is preferred when denoting an ambush.”” Those who
triumph in battle always do so easily padiwe.'* Equally their triumph is often

achieved with unstoppable strength puug avwmooraTe.'*' Those who chose to rebel

often "hole up" at a well fortified castle: ¢potprov éoupvov.'*?

This enumeration of clichés forces us to ask whether Skylitzes' military shorthand
could be used to construct a model military engagement that was not based on any
genuine evidence at all. Here, the picture is mixed. On the one hand, a comparison
of Skylitzes' text with the narrative of Theophanes Continuatus for the reign of
Romanos, suggests that there is usually a concrete event underpinning most of his
homogenising interpretations. Yet, it is also equally true that Skylitzes embroiders
his underlying source with additional comments composed entirely of clichéd
phrases. When Adrianople comes under Bulgarnian attack in the early 920s,
Skylitzes expatiates on the military bravery of the commander of the Byzantine
garrison, the patrikios Myroleo, simply by using his own repertoire of bland
generalisation. With no support from the underlying text he alleges that the

Byzantine commander “opened the gates, attacked with irrestible strength and

1 Ibid., p.218
134 Ibid., p.218
15 Ibid,, p.224
18 Ibid., p.218
7 Ibid., p.219
% Ibid., p.216
' Ibid.. p.214
' Ibid.

! bid.

"2 Ibid., p.226
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triumphed easily”. It should be noted that this phrase contains two of the
commonplace generalisations we identified in the paragraph above: avametavvig

’ ’ | (84 b ’ ¢ ’ b ’ 143
emeTifeTo aUY pUUY AVUTIOOTATY Kal padiwe ETPETETO.

One final example from the reign of Romanos Lekapenos will show how Skylitzes'
substitution of a standardised cliché in the service of narrative compression leaves
the reader entirely uninformed about the underlying details represented by that
standardised phrase. In his encomium of the Kourkouas family Theophanes
Continuatus devotes considerable praise to the achievements of John's brother
Theophilos. Although Theophanes Continuatus’ text is bestrewn with rhetorical
hyperbole, including a comparison between. Theophilos and the Biblical King
Solomon, it also conveys the key information that Theophilos was the strategos of
Chaldia and Mesopotamia, and that during his tenure of the former position he was
involved in the capture of Theodosioupolis (modern day Erzerum) on the Caucasian

frontier.'*

Thus, although Theophanes Continuatus overdoses with rhetoric, his
text identifies Theophilos' geographical sphere of military operations with some
accuracy. In contrast, although Skylitzes removes the hyperbolic allusion to
Solomon, he also completely excises all the substantive detail of the general’s
career by articulating Theophilos' achievements in a standardised and anodyne
cliché. He sums up Theophilos’ achievements as strategos in Mesopotamia with the
phrase: Tamewwoas kai TeAéws adavigas Tols éx ThHs ~Ayap (“having humbled and

finally destroyed the sons of Hagar™) 145

143 Skylitzes, p.218; Theophanes Con., pp.404-5. It should be noted that Skylitzes idiosyncratically
uses the middle voice of the verb frepo in an active sense on many occasions.

144 Theophanes Con., p.428; see below, pp.222, 229, 290, for the fall of Theodosioupolis to
Byzantine armies in 949

14 Skylitzes, p.230
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IV. Conclusions: Skylitzes and the reign of Basil Il

This chapter has taken the preliminary steps towards understanding how those parts
of the ‘Synopsis Historion’, where Skylitzes’ underlying source materials fail to
survive, should be approached. The method developed has been to examine another
section of the ‘Synopsis’, where the underlying text does survive, in order to
uncover the most characteristic features of Skylitzes’ treatment of source materials.
Obviously, the next stage in the process is the application of these general
conclusions to sections of the text, such as the reign of Basil II, for which none of
the underlying sources are extant. This is an enterprise which will be undertaken at
greater length in subsequent chapters of this thesis. However, in concluding the
textual analysis in this chapter, I would like to summarise the most important
problems that Skylitzes’ testimony presents to the historian of medieval Byzantium

in general, and of Basil’s reign in particular.

The first difficulty which needs to be emphasised is Skylitzes® occasional tendency
to make mistakes when he copies dates and figures. These tnaccuracies can become
particularly intractable when the historian has no independent sources against
which to assess Skylitzes’ data. As far as Basil’s reign is concerned the section of
Skylitzes> narrative where such problems are likely to be most acute is his account
of warfare in the Balkans between 989 and 1018. During this period checks on his
appraisal are limited to very occasional and undated references to Basil’s Bulgarian
campaigns by Yahya ibn Sa’id and Stephen of Taron. In this context, it is worth
drawing attention to the possibility that the most infamous episode of the wars
between Byzantium and Bulgaria may rest on Skylitzes’ mis-transmission of a
number. According to Skylitzes when imperial armies defeated the Bulgarian forces

at the battle of Kleidion in 1014, fifteen thousand Bulganan prisoners were blinded
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by Basil II. Yet, as Mark Whittoyv has recently pointed out, the rest of Skylitzes’
account of this campaign does not suggest that the Bulganians suffered an
annthilating defeat in 1014146 Moreover, the continuation of the war between
Bulgaria and the Byzantine empire for another four years indicates that Basil’s
Balkan adversaries retained considerable fighting capacity. One way of explaining
the anomaly between the scale of the Bulgarian defeat at Kleidion reported in the
‘Synopsis’ and the subsequent recovery of Bulgarian fortunes, might be to suggest

that Skylitzes simply miscopied, or else deliberately exaggerated, the figure of

Bulgarian casualties.

In addition to his frailties as a copyist, the textual analysis developed in this chapter
suggests that Skylitzes’ more active authorial interventions, such as his tendency to
compress, omit, expand, explain, and add homogenising glosses to his underlying
source material, can cause substantial obfuscation. Three particular problems
arising from such interventions are of especial relevance to the historian of the
political and military history of medieval Byzantium. The first concerns
prosopography, or the “Who’s Who”, of the Byzantine empire. As the detailed
textual analysis of Skylitzes’ treatment of Theophanes Continuatus has
demonstrated on several occasions, our compiler is frequently willing to draw
genealogical connections between individuals and to bestow offices and titles on
the basis of little supporting evidence from his underlying sources. This cavalier
attitude to evidence must warn the prosopographer against using Skylitzes too
slavishly in the reconstruction of the careers of the most politically significant
individuals and families within the Byzantine empire. The second problem relates

to the administrative history of the empire. Here, Skylitzes” ubiquitous tendency to

' Whittow, Making of Orthodox Byzantium, pp.387-8. He points out that while Basil was
victorious at Kleidion, another contemporaneous Byzantine attack led by the general Theophylact
Botaneiates, the doux of Thessalonika, was heavily defeated by Samuel’s forces. Moreover, after
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replace precise administrative terms with homogenised generalisations, means that
his text represents exceptionally insecure evidence for any historian attempting to
explore changes and continuities within the history of the medieval Byzantine
bureaucracy. This is a point which will be developed at greater length in the
chapters of this thesis which deal with the administration of the eastern half of the

Byzantine empire during the later tenth and early eleventh centuries. '’

The third problem is concerned with Skylitzes® idiosyncratic treatment of military
matters. The most important point to be stressed here is the extent to which
Skylitzes’ approach to military action is shaped by his extreme enthusiasm for
cinematic moments of dramatic action, and his equally conspicuous lack of interest
in the geographical and strategic backdrop to long campaigns. Paradoxically,
Skylitzes articulates both his fascination with bloodlust and his distaste for detailed
expositions of military tactics through the use of terms from a standardised military
lexicon. This list of homogenising terms allows him both to embroider stories of
individual heroism or mass slaughter and to compress passages of text which set
out the background to warfare. These observations are of particular relevance to the
reign of Basil since so much of Skylitzes’ coverage of the later tenth and eleventh
centuries i1s dedicated to military action. In Chapter three the extent to which
Skylitzes’ uses his military lexicon in his description of the civil wars at the
beginning of Basil’s reign will be explored further.'*® In this case it will be argued
that he employs his homogenising repertoire to amplify the heroism of particular
individuals, in particular the general Bardas Phokas. In contrast, it is worth noting
the extent to which Skylitzes’ testimony of Basil’s Bulgarian wars is routinely

shaped by the second use of his standardising military vocabulary, namely to

Kleidion Basil was forced to return to his base rather than press on into Bulgarian-held territory (see
ali}_’so Skylitzes, pp.348-51)
See below, chapters five and six

75



compress and abbreviate long campaigns. As a result, his treatment of warfare in
the Balkans is customarily denuded of any sense of long-term strategy or
geographical context. Instead, his narrative 1s frequently expressed in a language so
uniform and uninformative, that the reader is presented with little more than a litany
of ill-defined invasions and sieges against geographically decontextualised targets.

As a result, it 1s difficult to distinguish one campaign from the next.

¥ See below, pp.133-4
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Chapter Two

John Skylitzes: Author and Contexts

I. Literary and social contexts

The previous chapter began an.investigation into how the later eleventh-century
synoptic historian John Skylitzes shapes his presentation of the history of the
Byzantine empire in the ninth to eleventh centuries. At the heart of this
investigation was a close textual comparison between a small section of the
‘Synopsis Historion’ and one of its underlying texts, the sixth book of the
Continuation of Theophanes. On the basis of evidence offered by the text alone,
Skylitzes’ working methods and his use and abuse of source materials were
investigated. Some of the problems which his selection, presentation, and
interpretation of materials pose for modern historians, above all those interested in
the reign of Basil II, were highlighted. This chapter continues the analysis of
Skylitzes’ presentation of the Byzantine past by widening the discussion to consider
the broader literary, social and political contexts within which the author was
working. Central to this discussion is the question of how Skylitzes, the author who
emerges from the close textual analysis in chapter one, relates to Skylitzes, the later
eleventh-century, senior Constantinopolitan civil-servant employed by the Emperor
Alexios Komnenos, the Skylitzes whose career has been outlined by the
prosopographical research of W.Seibt.! The chapter will demonstrate that an

appreciation of this relationship is fundamental to understanding several key
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charactenistics of Skylitzes’ testimony of the reign of Basil II, above all his
conspicuous interest in the Byzantine aristocracy and his fascination with the

Balkans.

When attempting to find contexts for a synoptic historian such as Skylitzes,
historians have usually turned to the classificatory system proposed by Krumbacher
in the latter part of the nineteenth century. According to this schema, long
derivative historical compilations such as those of Skylitzes writing in the later
-eleventh century and John Zonaras at work in the mid-twelfth, should be located
within the genre of low to middle brow chronicle rather than as part of the same
hiterary world as high brow histories. Thus, whereas high-style histories are said to
be typified by eyewitness testimony, classical allusions, ethnographical and
geographical excurses, and an elevated level of language imitating the Attic style of
the writers of the second Sophistic of the second century A.D., chronicles are said
to be characterised by a variety of written sources, more extensive chronological
coverage, a simplified level of Greek, an absence of classicising tags, and a
concentration on sensational events, including natural disasters and portents. As far
as authors and audiences are concerned, the literary characteristics of these two
genres imply that high-style histories were read and produced by a highly-educated
coterie of mandarin civil servants, who worked in the higher echelons of the
imperial administration in Constantinople, while the authors and audiences of
chronicles were located far from the literary milieu of the impenal court, often in

monasteries.”

' See above, pp.34-40

2 Krumbacher indicated that those who wrote and received chronicles were mainly monks when he
labelled this genre ‘Monchskronik’. (Krumbacher, Geschichte der byzantinischen Literatur, pp.226-
30, 319-23) His classificatory distinctions have continued to receive wide support during this
century: see, for example, Hunger, Hochsprachliche profane Literatur, i, 243-78, R Browning,
‘Byzantine Literature’, DMA (13 volumes, New York, 1983), i1, 511-17; J.Ljubarskij, ‘Some Notes
on the Newly Discovered Historical Work by Psellos’, in J.S Langdon and S.W .Reinert (eds.), 7o
Hellenikon: Studies in Honor of Speros Vryonis Jr. (2 vols., New Rochelle/New York, 1993), i, 213.
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However, if we look more closely at Skylitzes’ composition in the light of the
textual analysis undertaken in the Chapter One of this thesis and in the light of the
biography outlined by Seibt, then it becomes evident that many aspects of the
Krumbacher model are of little relevance. Indeed, rather than belonging to a literary
and social world that was in every way distinct from that of the production of high-
style history, Skylitzes® historical writings were composed in the same milieux as
high-style productions, and were in many ways their literary counterpart. In the
first place it 1s important to realise that by the eleventh and twelfth centuries most
chroniclers, or synoptic historians as I would prefer to call them, did not live and
work in monasteries, but in Constantinople, the imperial court, the higher echelons
of state administration, and in the law courts: in other words in the same
professional environment as many high-style historians.> Thus, as Seibt’s
reconstruction of Skylitzes’ biography demonstrates, John Skylitzes was eparch of
Constantinople in the later eleventh century. He also held the senior judicial
position of megas droungarios of the vigla.' John Zonaras served the emperor
Alexios Komnenos (1081-1118) in the same position of megas droungarios of the
vigla and also as protoasekretis.’ Although Zonaras dedicated himself to writing
history once his career was at an end and he had retreated into a monastery, other
synoptic historians completed their compositions while still active in
Constantinople and in the employ of the emperor. For example, Constantine
Manasses who served Manuel Komnenos (1143-80) as a diplomat, was

commissioned to compile a synoptic history in verse by the emperor’s sister-in-law

For Cyril Mango the differences between chronicle and high-style history are part of a more general
distinction between the thought world of the “average” Byzantine and the views of a small clique of
intellectuals who “exerted no appreciable influence on the thinking of the public at large” (C.Mango,
Empire of the New Rome (London, 1980), pp.8-9, and also chapters 10 and 13).

* H.G.Beck, “Zur byzantinischen “Monchskronik”’, in Speculum Historiale: Geschichte im Spiegel
von Geschichtsschreibung und Geschichtsdeutung (Festschrift K. Adler) (Freiburg/Munich, 1965),
pp.188-97.

* See above, pp.34-5
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Irene, before she died in 1153, and long before he left court to take up his position
as metropolitan of Naupak‘tos.6 In these circumstances there is no reason to suppose
that Skylitzes himself could not have worked on his synopsis, either composing it

or gathering materials, while he was active in government service.

However, having noted that synoptic histonans like Skylitzes worked in the same
professional milieu as high-style historians, the more important question to be
asked is whether there were any other significant overlaps between the two genres
of history writing apart from personal and professional proximity? At one level the
answer to this question ought to be positive. Alexander Kazdan, a vociferous critic
of over-schematic approaches to different manifestations of Byzantine culture,
frequently argued that Byzantine literature of all forms was typified more by
fluidity and innovation than by conservatism and inertness, and that different genres
did not remain immutable in time and isolated from each other.” Within
historiography itself he noted parallels in material, presentation and interpretation
between higher and lower style productions. For example, as Kazdan pointed out,
eleventh- and twelfth-century high-style historians such as Michael Attaleiates and
Nikephoros Choniates, are as fond of including notices about omens and natural
phenomena in their texts as contemporary synoptic historians.® In contrast, the
narratives of many synoptic historians may contain elements more usually
associated with high-style productions. The tenth-century synopsis of the

Logothete, for example, includes an ornate oration by the Emperor Romanos

5 Hunger, Hochsprachliche profane Literatur, i, 416

S Ibid., p.419

7 A P Kazdan, ‘Der Mensch in der byzantinischen Literaturgeschichte’, JOB 29 (1979), pp.1-21;
idem., ‘Approaches to the history of Byzantine civilisation from Krause to Beck and Mango’, in
AP Kazdan and S.Franklin (eds.), Studies on Byzantine Literature of the Eleventh and Twelfth
Centuries (1984), pp.11-22.

® Kazdan, ‘Der Mensch’, p.5. Close parallels have been detected between the conceptual worlds of
the sixth-century classicising historians such as Prokopios of Kaisareia and Agathias and the
synoptic historian John Malalas of Antioch (R.Scott, ‘Malalas and his contemporaries’, in E Jeffreys
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Lekapenos to the Bulgarian Tsar Symeon which is riddled with high style rhetorical

. 9
devices.

Furthermore, it is clear that whenever authors were at work in a shared physical and
professional environment, overlaps between literary genres could become even
more pronounced. For example, in the mid-twelfth century, several authors who can
be identified to varying degrees with service within the imperial court or with
members of the imperial family, participated in a groundswell of contemporary
literary activity which was characterised by considerable innovation and cross-
fertilisation of language levels and genres.'© Many demonstrated a willingness to
experiment with different registers of language, introducing elements of vernacular
grammar and vocabulary into higher level productions. Many, including several
historians, also moved between genres. For example, Michael Glykas, a secretary at
the court of Manuel Komnenos, was a poet, the writer of theological treatises, and a
synoptic histonian. Constantine Manasses composed panegyric, ekphrasis, a verse
romance ‘Aristandros and Kallithea’, and a verse account of his diplomatic mission

to Palestine in 1160, as well as his verse synoptic history. "’

Although scholarly interest has only recently begun to focus on literary production
in the later eleventh and early twelfth centuries, it is worth noting that here too

innovation and cross-fertilisation has been identified, particularly in works

et al. (eds.), Studies in John Malalas (Sydney, 1990), pp.67-85; A.Cameron, Procopius and the Sixth
Century (London/New York, 1996), pp.24-32).

® George the Monk Con., p.900. This speech is probably taken from the pro-Lekapenos family
hlstory that was one of the Logothete’s sources.

® See for example R.Browning, ‘Byzantine Scholarship’, Past and Present 28 (1964), pp.13-17,
AP Kazdan and A Wharton Epstein (eds.), Change in Byzantine Culture in the Eleventh and Twelfth
Centuries (California Berkeley, 1985), pp.83-6. Apart from historians, other writers who moved
between genres and switched registers included Theodore and Manganeios Prodromos, the
anonymous author of the ‘Spaneas’, and the authors of the twelfth-century novels.

! The literary achievement and career of Glykas are summarised in: Hunger, Hochsprachliche
profane Literatur, i, 422-6; for Manasses see idem., pp.419-21; ODB, ii, 1280; and Jeffreys, ‘The
Attitudes of Byzantine Chroniclers’, pp.202-15.
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associated with the impenal court, the higher ranks of the civil service, and
Constantinople. For example, some scholars have noted the emergence in this
period of a new interest in the telling of vivid stories. Although writers in locations
outside Constantinople, such as Kekaumenos, made use of entertaining narratives in
their literary productions, this new interest was most conspicuous among those
authors who moved in the highest social and political circles in the capital. A
fondness for elaborate anecdotes, particularly those describing military endeavour,
has been noted among high-style historians such as Bryennios and synoptic
historians such as Skylitzes.'? It has even been argued that this greater interest in
martial narrative was inspired during the latter years of the eleventh century by the
arrival in Constantinople of provincial aristocrats fleeing the contemporary Turkish
invasions of Asia Minor. Beaton has suggested, for example, that the epic/romance
‘Digenes Akrites’ was composed in Constantinople in this period, as emigrés from
central Anatolia sought to make a permanent wrntten record of much older oral
poems describing the daring-do of life on the ninth- and tenth-century Arabo-
Byzantine frontier. > Although other scholars, most notably Elizabeth Jeffreys and
Paul Magdalino, have suggested that the Digenes epic was written down in
Constantinople during the mid rather than the early twelfth century, the importance
of the arrival of aristocratic refugees from central Anatolia for developments within

Byzantine literature throughout the Komnenian period has been widely accepted.'*

2 Mullett, Theophylact of Ochrid, pp.69-78, C.Roueché, ‘Byzantine Writers and Readers: Story
Telling in the Eleventh Century’, in R.Beaton (ed.), The Greek Novel (London/Sydney, 1988),
pp.123-132; J.D.Howard-Johnston, ‘Anna Komnene and the Alexiad’, in M.Mullett and D.Smythe
(eds.), Alexios I Komnenos (Belfast, 1996), pp.260-302. It should, however, be noted that this
enthusiasm for military anecdotes was not an entirely new phenomenon. There are stories about
heroic exploits in texts which predate the later eleventh century, such as Theophanes Continuatus
and Leo the Deacon.

'* R Beaton, ‘Cappadocians at Court: Digenes and Timarion’, in M.Mullett and D.Smythe (eds.),
Alexios I Komnenos (Belfast, 1996), pp.329-338.

'* Digenes Akrites: Digenis Akritis: the Grottaferrata and Escorial Versions, ed. EJeffreys
(Cambridge, 1998), pp.xvii, lvi-lvii; P.Magdalino, ‘Digenes Akrites and Byzantine Literature: the
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Nonetheless, there is a potential objection to the view that synoptic and high-style
histories must necessarily be seen as part of the same cultural phenomenon simply
because they were produced by historians working within the same physical and
temporal environment. This 1s the very fact that contemporary Byzantine writers
indicate a quite explicit generic difference between these two literary productions.
In the preface to his world chronicle the ninth-century historian George the Monk,
criticised the writers of secular history for their ostentation, loquacity,
incomprehensibility and overweening desire for applause.”” The prefaces to
eleventh and twelfth-century synoptic histories contain echoes of George’s
criticism. Despite his considerable classical erudition and his use of Dio Cassius as
a source for his coverage of the Roman Republic, the mid twelfth-century synoptic
historian John Zonaras chastised those historians who indulged in detailed
descriptions of military matters, lengthy and irrelevant digressions, and improbable
dialogues. Here Zonaras appears not only to have been criticising ancient
historians, but also the classicising historians of more recent generations such as
Anna Komnene and Nikephoros Bryennios. In contrast, Zonaras indicates that his
own work belongs outside this tradition when he says that it is his ambition to
produce a synopsis which will present a short but clear view of important past
events.'® Even Constantine Manasses mirrors the sentiments of contemporary
synoptics when he promises his patroness Irene “..... a clear and comprehensible
treatise... ..... giving plain teaching in history”, which will remedy the contradictory

accounts of the writers of histories and chronographies.'” However, it is Skylitzes

twelfth century background to the Grottaferrata Version’, in R.Beaton and D Ricks (eds.), Digenes
Akrites: New Approaches to Byzantine Heroic Poetry (London, 1993), pp.1-14

13 George the Monk: Georgius Monachus Chronicon, ed. C.de Boor (and P Wirth) (2 vols, Stuttgart,
1978 edition), i, 1-2.

16 Zonaras, ed. Pinder (Bonn, 1841), pp.4-6. Hunger, Hochsprachliche profane Literatur, i, 417 sees
Zonaras specifically criticising Anna Komnene and Nikephoros Bryennios. For Zonaras’ good
knowledge of classical sources see M. di Maio, ‘Smoke in the Wind: Zonaras’ use of Philostorgius,
Zosimos, John of Antioch and John of Rhodes in his Narrative of the Neo-Flavian Emperors’, B 48
(1988), pp.230-255

'” Manasses, p.5.
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himself who seems to provide the clearest distinction between synopsis and high-
style history. As we saw in the previous chapter, Skylitzes uses his preface to draw
an explicit contrast between his short and readable continuation of George the
Synkellos and Theophanes with the long psogos- and encomium-riddled appraisals

of recent generations of historians.'®

Yet, it can be argued that the eleventh and twelfth-century synoptic historians
protest their differences from their high-style counterparts too much. In many cases
they exaggerate the differences in form and content between their writings and the
high-brow histories of their contemporaries, while failing to highlight the
conspicuous similarities between the two genres. And indeed, in many cases it is
the similarities which are the more striking. For example Zonaras couches his
reasons for writing in the same terms as the high-style historian Michael Psellos.
Both historians explain that it is only the encouragement of friends that has
persuaded them to take up their pens.19 Zonaras’ negative portrayal of Alexios
Komnenos is a blatant psogos for which he, rather than his source, appears
responsible.”” Moreover, at a general level, many synoptic historians of the eleventh
and twelfth century deviate greatly from the idealised model they claim to follow.
They often ignore the annalistic chronological structure of their synoptic
predecessors such as Theophanes, employ more elevated language, and take a less
providential view of history: features they share in common with more high-brow
historians.*! Taken as a whole the evidence suggests that by the eleventh century
the composition of synoptic history had become a genre of court literature

expressed in a middling to high-style register of Greek with its own particular

Skyhtzes pp-3-4; see above, pp.50-2

Zonaras ed. Pinder (Bonn, 1841), p.4; Psellos, pp.127-8

Zonaras, ed. Bittner-Wobst (Bonn, 1897), Bk. XVIIL, PP. 726-768

' Even Krumbacher accepted that Zonaras was skilled in his appreciation and use of Attic Greek
(Geschichte der byzantinischen Literatur, i , 370-4). Mango and Scott (Chronicle of Theophanes,

84



rhetoric. If a court official in this period wanted to write a history with a longer
compass than his own lifetime, he adopted the chronicle form at a superficial level.
In order to indicate the synoptic nature of his production to his potential audience, it
was important that he should state in the preface that he intended to produce a short,
unbiased, and easily understandable account. Thereafter, considerable innovation

and overlap with the methods and matenals of higher style histories was possible.

Indeed, it is clear that aithough contemporanies distinguished between the genres of
synopsis and high-style history, they did not necessarily regard them as
incompatible forms of literature. Instead, as John Skylitzes' own preface indicates,
they were viewed as complementary productions. Although Skylitzes criticises the
high-style historians of the past two centuries, such as Joseph Genesios, Theodore
Daphnopates, and Theodore of Sebasteia, for psogos and encomium, and their
limited chronological coverage, he makes it clear that his own synopsis will be
crafted from precisely this genre of history writing.”> Furthermore, in his
identification of his target audience, Skylitzes suggests that his literary production
should be regarded not as an antidote to high-style historical Iiterature, but rather as
a guide. Having stated his ambition to produce a synoptic account in digestible

prose, he continues: “so that those who approach the books of the said historians

that] others who have not yet happened upon these histories may have this epitome
as a guide”.?® In his analyses of various levels of style within Byzantine literature,
I.Sevéenko has indicated the frequency with which high-style texts were reshaped

into handbook paraphrases expressed in a middling level of Greek, precisely so that

p.lii) reflect on the failure of the synoptic successors of Theophanes to adopt his strictly annalistic
structure.

2 Skylitzes, pp.3-4; see above, pp.50-2
2 Tbid,, p.4; for a full translation see the appendix
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subsequent readers and writers could absorb the contents of verbose texts without

being forced to read the originals.**

Yet, the main question which arises from the recognition that synoptic historians
such as Skylitzes and Zonaras were educated civil servants who used high-style
histories in their production of historical handbooks, is whether their audience
should also be located within the environs of the impenal court? Since recent
research has begun to present a more optimistic picture of levels of literacy and
access to literature outside the higher echelons of the Byzantine civil service, it
would be premature to limit the reception of Skylitzes” ‘Synopsis Historion” purely
to those most senior ranks of the imperial administration and court famihar with the
writing of high-style histories.”” Certainly the incidence of nine Skylitzes’
manuscripts dating from the twelfth to fourteenth centuries indicates that his text
had a long-term audience which far exceeded the narrow world of the Komnenian
elite.’® The fact that the Madrid manuscript was copied in Norman southern Italy
during the mid-twelfth century indicates that its appeal extended beyond the

political borders of the empire itself.”’

Nonetheless, although there is a longue durée story of the ‘Synopsis’ of Skylitzes as

an organic text which snaked its way through many generations of later Byzantine

* 18eveenko, ‘Levels of Style in Byzantine Prose’, JOB 31.1 (1981), pp.309-10; idem., ‘Some
Additional Remarks to the Report on Levels of Style’, JOB 32.1-2 (1982), pp.228-9

% It has usually been assumed that the high cost of book production meant that few individuals
outside elite government circles had regular access to books in medieval Byzantium (C.Mango and
I. SevCenko (eds.), ‘Byzantine Books and Bookmen’, DOP 29 (1975). However, more recently
Margaret Mullet has argued for a more optimistic view of literacy levels and the dissemination of
literature outside the court elite (M.Mullett, ‘Aristocracy and Patronage in the Literary Circles of
Comnenian Constantinople’, in M. Angold (ed.), Byzantine Aristocracy (BAR International Series,
Oxford, 1984), pp.173-201, and eadem., ‘Writing in Early Medieval Byzantium’, in R McKitterick
ggd.), The Uses of Literacy in Early Medieval Europe (Cambridge, 1990), pp.156-184).
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