CEU eTD Collection

Ivana Dobcheva

CONSTRUCTING IMPERIAL HONOUR IN THE HISTORY OF

LEO THE DEACON

MA Thesis in Medieval Studies

Central European University
Budapest

May 2009



CEU eTD Collection

CONSTRUCTING IMPERIAL HONOUR IN THE HISTORY OF LEO THE
DEACON
by
Ivana Dobcheva

(Bulgaria)

Thesis submitted to the Department of Medieval Studies,
Central European University, Budapest, in partial fulfillment of the requirements
of the Master of Arts degree in Medieval Studies

Accepted in conformance with the standards of the CEU

Chair, Examination Committee

Thesis Supervisor

Examiner

Examiner

Budapest
May 2009



CEU eTD Collection

CONSTRUCTING IMPERIAL HONOUR IN THE HISTORY OF LEO THE
DEACON
by
Ivana Dobcheva

(Bulgaria)

Thesis submitted to the Department of Medieval Studies,
Central European University, Budapest, in partial fulfillment of the requirements
of the Master of Arts degree in Medieval Studies

Accepted in conformance with the standards of the CEU

External Examiner

Budapest
May 2009



CEU eTD Collection

CONSTRUCTING IMPERIAL HONOUR IN THE HISTORY OF LEO THE
DEACON

by

Ivana Dobcheva

(Bulgaria)

Thesis submitted to the Department of Medieval Studies,
Central European University, Budapest, in partial fulfillment of the requirements
of the Master of Arts degree in Medieval Studies

Accepted in conformance with the standards of the CEU

Supervisor

External Supervisor

Budapest
May 2009



CEU eTD Collection

I, the undersigned, lvana Dobcheva, candidate for the MA degree in Medieval Studies
declare herewith that the present thesis is exclusively my own work, based on my
research and only such external information as properly credited in notes and
bibliography. I declare that no unidentified and illegitimate use was made of the work
of others, and no part of the thesis infringes on any person’s or institution’s copyright. I
also declare that no part of the thesis has been submitted in this form to any other
institution of higher education for an academic degree.

Budapest, 25 May 2009

Signature



CEU eTD Collection

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

I would like to thank my professors from the Department of Medieval Studies at the
Central European University for all their help and support during my study. I am
especially grateful to Niels Gaul for his guidance, advices and patience with me and my
research.

I would also like to thank a couple of alumnae from the department who wisely
convinced me to apply for a MA degree here. Finally I must acknowledge the support
and aid offered by my current fellow-students.



CEU eTD Collection

TABLE OF CONTENTS

LiSt Of @DDIreVIatioNS ..........coviiiiiiiiee s i
INEFOUCTION ...ttt r e 1
Historical back@round .............ccveriiiiiieiiieiiecieeie ettt e 1
The place of Leo the Deacon as a major source for the period..........cccceeeiieniennnnnen. 2

I. ConteXt aNd AUAIENCE...........oiiiiiieeiere s 7
QUOLALIONS ...ttt ete et e e et e e et e e e s taeeestaeeetaeeetseeetseeeasaeesaseeesnsesenaseeenseeennns 10
Literacy and education in the time of Leo the Deacon...........ccccevveiiniinciiinennens 11
Quotations from HOMET ............cocuiiiiiiiiiiieciec e 14
Biblical and Patristic qUOtAtIONS. .........covuieiiieiiieiieeie et 17
Quotations from earlier hiStOTIanS .........cceeeviieeciiieiiie e 18

1. NIKEPNOI0S PROKAS ...ttt 24
Byzantine historians and their SOUICES ..........coceeriiiiieriiiiiesie e 24
Leo the Deacon vs. JoOhn SKYIZES ......cc.cooiriiiiiiiniiiiiinicecseceece e 26
Leo the Deacon vs. De CerimoOmniiS. ........cuuuuieiieriieiiesiieiieeie ettt 34
Honour meaning [€ZItIMACY .......ccueeeriieiiiieeiiieeiiee e et e st eee s eesaeeessveeesnaee e 38
The classical tradition in the dichotomy of Zonour and shame ...................c.cccu........ 41
Emperor-warrior in @ SACTEA WaAT.......c..eeecuiieeiieeeiieeeiieeeieeesieeeeaeeesaeeesseeessseeessaeeenns 44
CONCIUSIONS ...ttt ettt ettt et e bt e bt e s it e eabeesbeeebeesaeeenee 47
I11. John Tzimiskes and making the image of a murderer ............cccoocevvevenieneennens 48
A murderer on the throNe ............cociiiiiiiiiiieee e 48
AN INVISIDIE KAISETRVILIK ...ttt 52
Helping hands for [egItiIMaCY ........c.ccoieriieiiiiriieiiecieeie et ees 54
Ecclesiastical taming and heavenly help...........cccooviieiiiniieiiinicieeeee e 55
CONCIUSIONS ...t bbbttt e e eb e 58
BiBIOGIrapNy ..o s 63



CEU eTD Collection

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS

BSI Byzantinoslavica (Prague)

CFHB Corpus Fontium Historiae Byzantinae

CSHB Corpus Scriptorum Historiae Byzantinae

De Cerimoniis Constantini Porphyrogeniti imperatoris De cerimoniis aulae byzantinae
libri duo, ed. 1. 1. Reiske, Corpus Scriptorum Historiae Byzantinae, Bonn,
1829, vol. L.

DOP  Dumbarton Oaks Papers (Washington)

GRBS Greek, Roman and Byzantine Studies

Leo Leonis Diaconi Caloensis Historiae libri decem, ed. C. B. Hase, CSHB, Bonn,
1828.

MPG  Patrologiae cursus completus, Series Graeca, ed. J.-P. Migne, Paris, 1857-66.

ODB  Alexander Kazhdan, Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium (Oxford: OUP, 1991).

Skyl.Nik. Ioannis Skylitzae, “Nikephoros Phokas,” In Synopsis Historiarum, ed. 1.

Thurn, CFHB 5, Berlin, 1973, 260-283. (followed by chapter No.)

Skyl.Jh. Ioannis Skylitzae, “loannes Tzimiskes,” In Synopsis Historiarum, ed. 1.

Thurn, CFHB 5, Berlin, 1973, 284-313. (followed by chapter No.)

il



CEU eTD Collection

INTRODUCTION
Historical background

At the very beginning I have to clarify the object of this study. Namely, the aim
of the research is not to make anthropological analysis of the Byzantine perception of
imperial honour, or to investigate the “true” history hidden behind the text. On the
contrary, focusing its attention on one particular historiographical writing, that of Leo
the Deacon (fl. tenth century), this thesis will analyze the literary style of the author and
his work in order to examine the discursive construction of concepts of honour (and
dishonour) that are dispersed throughout the ten books of his history.

In order to have an objective understanding of the History of Leo, one must first
place the author in the context of tenth-century historical and political events and,
second, situate the work within the tradition of its genre. Thus it is necessary to position
the text examined in the terms of its own time and subsequently to look at the specific
stylistic and structural elements that Leo the Deacon employed when portraying the
figure of the Byzantine emperor. After analyzing the particular techniques and their
place within the economy of the text I plan to examine the means by which his vision of
imperial honour was constructed.

The story behind the narrative is connected with events in the second half of the
tenth century, more particularly, with the coming to power and reign of two Byzantine
emperors — Nikephoros II Phokas (r. 963-969) and John I Tzimiskes (r. 969-976). As
indicated by Rosemary Morris, these were clear cases of usurpation,' since neither of
the two was a member of the Macedonian dynasty ruling at that time. Nikephoros was
proclaimed emperor by his troops after the death of Emperor Romanos II (r. 959-963),

whose children Basil and Constantine (both to be future emperors Basil II and
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Constantine VIII), were not old enough to be allowed to rule on their own as
autokratores. John Tzimiskes took power by murdering Nikephoros and assuming the
imperial insignia. Usurpations like these were not unusual in Byzantium, but it is
interesting to study how Leo the Deacon managed to rehabilitate the usurpers, so to
speak, and not only to legitimize their reign but also to present them as worthy and
befitting the “imperial canon.” In order to do this, one should first examine the writings
of history during this period.
The place of Leo the Deacon as a major source for this period. Specifics
of the genre

The period from the ninth century throughout the beginning of the eleventh was
marked by the systematization and re-organization of administrative and cultural
structure. The spirit of renewal was related also to the educational system and the
recollection of ancient knowledge connected with it. Under the supervision and
initiative of Emperor Constantine VII (r. 945-959) a series of treatises on the governing
of the empire and on imperial ceremonial was composed. It is implied that the emperor
himself compiled De administrando imperio and De ceremoniis, and wrote a history of
the reign of Basil I, Vita Basilii.” Apart from these treatises, the historiographical

writings of Joseph Genesios describing the reign of four emperors (from Leo V to

! Rosemary Morris, “Succession and Usurpation: Politics and Rhetoric in the Late Tenth Century”, New
Constantines. The Rhythm of Imperial Renewal in Byzantium, 4"-13" Centuries, ed. Paul Magdalino
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 1994), (hereafter: Morris, “Succession and Usurpation”), 203.

* De administrando imperio, commissioned by Constantine VII, is a compilation of previous work about
relations and diplomatics of Byzantium with its neighbors. It was intended to serve as a guidebook for the
future Emperor Romanos II. See Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De Administrando Imperio, ed. Gyula
Moravcsik, tr. R.J.H. Jenkins, rev. ed. (Washington, Dumbarton Oaks Center for Byzantine Studies,
1967). De ceremoniis aulae byzantinae, is a treatise on court ceremonial in the spirit of encyclopedism.
As the De admnistrando imperio it was also produced during the reign of Constantine VII (r. 945-959),
but revised probably by the court administration of Nikephoros II Phokas (r. 963-969). See Constantine
Porpyrogenitus, De cerimoniis aulae byzantinae, 2 vols, ed. 1. 1. Reiske (Bonn, 1829-30) with
commentary by A. Vogt, Constantin VII Porphyrogeénete, Le livre des cérémonies, 4 vol. (Paris: Les
Belles letters, 1967). The Vita Basilii is a history describing the reign of emperor Basil I (r. 867-886), the
founder of the Macedonian dynasty. See Theophanes Continuatus, ed. 1 Bekker (Bonn, 1838)
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Michael III, 813-867),%or the so-called Scriptores post Theophanem or Theophanes
Continuatus (continuing the work of Theophanes Confessor and covering events from
813 until 961)*, and the work of Symeon the logothetés (describing the events from 842
until 948)° were also written at court. It is important to underline that these works were
composed at the request and at the court of Constantine VII as to serve the imperial
propaganda of the Macedonian dynasty. Without calling into question their objectivity,
it is worth drawing attention to their common characteristic.

A. Markopoulos has studied this aspect and given a clear example using the Vita
Basilii, a history designed to present Basil 1 (867-886), the murderer of Michael III
(842-867) and usurper of the throne, as the perfect ruler, drawing a parallel between
him and Constantine 1.° This, of course, served as a justification of the Macedonian
dynasty, founded by Basil I. The same tendency can be detected in the work of Leo the
Deacon, which can also be attested as political propaganda, but in this case the
propaganda was serving two emperors who had usurped power from the Macedonians.
Markopoulos mentions three common characteristics of history writings in the period
that were products of both propagandas: first, the narrative is centered upon individuals;

second, as a consequence of the biographical structure the works became closely related

3 An anonymous work that is believed to be written by certain Joseph Genesios (name written on a folio
of the manuscript and mentioned by Skylitzes in his preface of the Synopsis). See Joseph Genesios,
Regum libri quattuor, eds. A. Lesmuller-Werner and H. Thurn (Berlin: Gruyer, 1978) and the English
translation Joseph Genesius, Genesios on the Reign of Emperors, tr. Anthony Kaldellis (Canberra:
Australian Association for Byzantine Studies, 1998).

* A conventional title for a group of four chronicles. The author of the first one (describing the period
from the reign of Leo V till that of Michael III i.e. 813-867) called himself the continuator of Theophanes
Confessor. The second part is the so-called Vita Basilii (see n.2), followed by a work similar in
chronological scope to that of Symeon the logothetés. The last one was probably written by Theodore
Daphnopates, a high-ranking official at the court of Romanos I Lekapenos and appointed eparch of
Constantinople by Romanos II. See Theophanes Continuatus, loannes Cameniata... ed. I Bekker. CSHB
(Bonn, 1838).

> Symeon the logothetés wrote a chronicle published under various names. See Leo Grammaticus,
Chronographia, ed. 1. Bekker CSHB (Bonn, 1842).

6 Athanasios Markopoulos, “Constantine the Great in Macedonian Historiography: Models and
Approaches,” New Constantines. The Rhythm of Imperial Renewal in Byzantium, 4"-13" Centuries, ed.
Paul Magdalino (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1994) (hereafter: Markopoulos, “Constantine in Macedonian
Historiography”), 160.
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to the genre of speculum principis; this, third, led to the use of a new compositional
approach, namely, to defining the features, symbols, and examples of the ideal image of
the basileus that had to be emulated.” But despite this common trend, the way different
historians constructed this model and its place in the narrative was not unified.

In his handbook on Byzantine literature Herbert Hunger defined the History of
Leo the Deacon as “die Briicke zwischen der Chronik Symeons des Logotheten und
dem Geschichtswerk des Michael Psellos,”® emphasizing in this way the role of the text
in the transition from the chronicle type of historical account to the more novelistic
style of the later histories composed in the Komnenian period such as Anna Komnene’s
Alexiad.” The differences between the two methods, in which the first is distinguished
by strict chronology (as presented by Malalas, George Synkellos and Theophanes
Confessor) and the second by biographical description by reigns (found in the
Scriptores post Theophanem) were also emphasized by Ljubarskij.'® Taking this into
consideration, it becomes clear that Leo’s audience was being introduced to a relatively
new form of history writing. The fact that histories written in the eleventh and twelfth
centuries followed this new trend in structuring the narrative around the alleged deeds,
virtues and vices of particular emperors may allow the conclusion that it suited the taste
of the audience.

In marked contrast to the histories written in the previous decades, the History

of Leo the Deacon does not seem to be a product of the imperial court. From the few

7 See Athanasios. Markopoulos, “Byzantine History Writing at the End of the First Millenium”,
Byzantium in the Year 1000, ed. Paul Magdalino (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 183-197.

¥ Herbert Hunger, Die hochsprachliche profane Literatur der Byzantiner (Miinchen: Beck, 1978), vol. 1,
367.

? For the novelization as characteristic of the Alexiad see Margaret Mullett, “Novelisation in Byzantium:
Narrative after the Revival of Fiction,” Byzantine Narrative, ed. John Burke (Melbourne: Australian
Association for Byzantine Studies, 2006), 1-28.

' About the organizing principle in Byzantine history writings, Jakov N. Ljubarskij states that “almost all
historiographers after Theophanes rejected his annalistic way of arranging material and returned to the
principle of Kaisergeschichte.” Jakov N. Ljubarskij, “Man in Byzantine Historiography from John
Malalas to Michael Psellos”, DOP 46 (1992): 177-186. See also ODB 2: 938.
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self-references in his work it is known that Leo was a deacon from the clergy at the
court of Emperor Basil II (r. 976-1025)."" It is unlikely that the same emperor who
belonged to the Macedonian dynasty commissioned the writing of a history favorable to
the reign of the two emperors, since they had temporarily deprived him of his right to
rule, John had banished his mother from Constantinople, and on top of that the
Phokades family had contributed to the troubles he experienced over the first decade of
his sole rule.'? Another piece of evidence for this is the account of the rule of Basil II,
which is far from favorable and includes the disastrous campaign against Bulgaria and
the long-lasting revolts of Bardas Skleros and Bardas Phokas, besides natural calamities
(Leo X 7-10). This defines Leo as a writer influenced by and perhaps part of the literate
circle around the emperor in respect to his literary taste, but also independent enough to
criticize members of the imperial court.

As noted by Talbot and Sullivan,” the personality of the author is often
revealed by small comments he makes in the framework of the narrative like “should”
(Leo IX,16), “as he ought not” (Leo 1,2), “But I say this” (Leo V,3) and so on, giving
the impression of an independent historian standing behind the text. Of course, this
independence is rather vague, since Leo composed his work on the basis of other
sources rather than on personal observation'* and these sources left their marks on the

text. The overall impression of the history is that he used a now-lost work favorable to

" Leo, X,8: “t6te 81 xai adtdc 6 TODTO EKTPAYOIDY EKeloe TOPHUMY, TA KPOTODVTL SLGTUYDC
GULVETONEVOG Kol Tf) dlakdvov Aettovpyig venepetovpevog.” (“I myself, who tell this sad tale, was present
at that time [986] to my misfortune, attending the emperor [Basil II] and performing the services of
deacon.” For the English translation if not indicated otherwise I cite The History of Leo the Deacon:
Byzantine Military Expansion in the Tenth Century, tr. Alice-Mary Talbot and Denis F. Sullivan
(Washington: Dumbarton Oaks, 2005) (hereafter: Talbot - Sullivan, Leo the Deacon).

12 See Catherine Holms, Basil II and the Governance of Empire (976-1025) (Oxford: OUP, 2005), 448-
461.

13 Talbot — Sullivan, Leo the Deacon, 29.

" Leo, as one knows from himself, came to Constantinople as a youth to pursue his general education
(Leo IV,7,11) in 968, and was ordained deacon sometime after 970 (Talbot - Sullivan, Leo the Deacon,
9). This all leads to the conclusion that Leo could have been an eyewitness only of the events that
happened outside the palace and were open to the general public or those that were natural phenomenon
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Nikephoros Phokas and perhaps a family chronicle of the Phokades."> Even if this is
true, it could not have been the only reason for the way he portrays the rulers; an answer
has to be sought in the technicalities of becoming and ruling as emperor, as implied by
Leo. In this respect the questions to be answered are: What qualities are consistent and
necessary for imperial honour? How is honour manifested, asserted, or lost? and Which
is the social group that the image addresses?

The thesis can roughly be divided into two parts. The first one is devoted to the
author’s style and his audience’s aesthetic criteria. Thus the aim here will be by means
of analyzing Leo’s use of quotation and various types of references to classical texts, to
come up with an understanding of the literary taste of the reader and of the reader
himself.

In the second part the study will deal with the narrative of the History, focusing
on the representation of Nikephoros II Phokas in the second chapter, and John I
Tzimiskes in the third chapter. The elements of the emperors’ image will bring in
evidence the main principles of emperor’s code of honour as perceived by Leo and the
social group which he addressed. Thus the research will try on the one hand to
contextualize the work within the framework of political, social and cultural

interactions, and on the other, to shed light upon the literary production of the period.

as earthquakes, shooting stars, or eclipses. Therefore, for writing such a detailed history of the imperial
affairs Leo must have used written sources.
15 Rosemary Morris, “The Two Faces of Nikephoros Phokas,” BMGS 12 (1998), 85-6.
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Chapter 1
Context and Audience
In an article inspired by a relatively recent conference on Byzantine literature
held in Nicosia, Ingela Nilsson and Roger Scott made an overview of the trends in the
“old” and “new” history of Byzantine historiography. One of the key points of their
analysis is the notion of “the subtlety of much of Byzantine literature and the tacit
assumption of Byzantine writers of history that their audience knows its history and its

»1% They further give a warning of the danger of misunderstanding the

literature.
meaning of the text examined, if one underestimates the sophistication of the literature
and its audience. This presupposition should be set out as a basic principle for
evaluating the works of Byzantine historians instead of a simple criticism of their
tendency to modulate events in the narrative. More than thirty years ago Cyril Mango
characterized Byzantine literature as a distorting mirror.'” Such a negative estimation of
historical accounts had been given long before, in the late eleventh century, by John
Skylitzes when he wrote:

. each has had his own agenda, the one proclaiming praise of the
emperor, the other a psogos of the patriarch, another an encomium of a
friend... For 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 one composing his own history, and differing from one another in

their narrations, they have filled the listeners with dizziness and
confusion.'®

'® Ingela Nilsson and Roger Scott, “Towards a New History of Byzantine Literature: The Case of
Historiography,” Classica et Mediaevalia 58 (2007): 319-332 (hereafter: Nilsson, Scott, “New History of
Byzantine Literature”).

7 Cyril Mango, Byzantine Literature as a Distorting Mirror: An Inaugural Lecture Delivered before the
University of Oxford on 21 May 1974 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975).

' Oikeiov Ekaotog VmOPecty mpooTohuevol, 6 pEv Emawvov @épe eimelv Pacthéme, O 8& woyov
TOTPLAPYOV, BTEPOG OE PIAOV EYKMOUIOV. .. GTOTASV YOp TO KOTO TOVG adT®dV YpOvovs cuveveyBévta, Kol
HIKPOV GveBev, 16TOPIKDS GUYYPAWALEVOL, Kol O HEV cUUTaO®dG, O O avimaddg, O 08 kal Koo YapLv,
GAA0OG 0¢ Kol MG TPOGETETOKTO, TNV £0LTOD GLVOELG ioTopioy Kol TPOG AAAMAOLG &V TR TV avT@®V
apnynoetl dapepopevol iMyyov kol tapoyfg Tovg dkpoatdag éumeninkacty. John Skylitzes, Sinopsis
Historion, ed. 1. Thurn, loannis Scylitzae Synopsis historiarum. CFHB V (Berlin: De Gruyer, 1973), 4; tr.
Catherine Holmes, Basil II and the Governance of Empire (976-1025) (Oxford: OUP 2005) (hereafter:
Holmes, Basil II), 549-550.
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Recently, however, following Margaret Mullett’s groundbreaking work in the
1990s, interest has been growing in literary analysis in the field of Byzantine studies. '’
The new approach of analyzing Byzantine literature has opened a new perspective on
reading Byzantine chronicles and histories, not as “an endless series of unoriginal
compilations which either ‘lie’ or tell the ‘truth’... [but rather] as consciously devised
compositions that may be read both as sources of historical information and as textual

2 In other words, the fact that Byzantine history writers were

products of their time.
reshaping their account of history is not a shortcoming but an advantage that enables
Byzantinists to examine these works, if not as evidence for historical events, then as
evidence for the writing and reading practices of the milieu where they were produced.
A good example is Skylitzes himself, who as a reader of the historians he quoted based
on his knowledge of Byzantine history, came to conclusions about the quality of the
histories and used them to compile his own Synopsis.

An analysis of the structure of Leo the Deacon’s History will reveal the
instrumentarium he used in connection with his own agenda and hence to modulate,
reshape or even (using Mango’s terminology) to distort the account of events that had
happened just a few decades before he finished his History. In this chapter 1 will
analyze Leo’s working methods (quotations and allusions to and similes from pre-

existing literature) that can be characterized as part of specific literary taste of a specific

audience and hence explain his particular way of representing imperial honour.

' See Margaret Mullett, “New Literary History and the History of Byzantine Literature: A Worthwhile
endeavour,” Pour une «nouvelle» histoire de la littérature byzantine, ed. P. Odorico and P. A. Agapitos
(Paris: Boccard, 2002), 37-60. (hereafter: Mullett, “New Literary History”) In 2004 two major
conferences were held — in Nicosia the Troisiéme colloque international sur la littérature byzantine
devoted to Byzantine historiography (“L’écriture da le mémoire: la littérarité de I’historiographie”) and
the XIV Conference of the Australian Association for Byzantine Studies in Melbourne, which
concentrated on Byzantine narrative (see Byzantine Narrative, ed. John Burke (Melbourne: Australian
Association for Byzantine Studies, 2006).

% Ingela Nilsson, “To Narrate the Events of the Past: On Byzantine Historians and Historians on
Byzantium,” in Byzantine Narrative, ed. John Burke (Melbourne: Australian Association for Byzantine
Studies, 2006) (hereafter: Nilsson, “To Narrate the Events of the Past™), 48.
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In this respect one should take into consideration, first, Leo’s intention to
(presumably) change his audience’s perception of events, persons or beliefs; second, the
very perception of his audience and its knowledge and reading; and third, the author’s
awareness of his audience’s sophistication. Looking for a proper theoretical approach to
connect all three units — author, audience and text — one can use Wolfgang Iser’s reader-
response theory, which examines literature as a mirror of the cultural code that
conditions the judgments, attitudes, and norms of the public towards a text. In this
respect, Leo the Deacon owed his particular way of writing to the pre-existing literature
and his own expectation of his contemporary readers’ taste for literature. The choice of
form, register, and the structure and quality of the narrative is, therefore, driven by the
need of the text either to be connected to a pre-existing literary tradition or to confront
it, or both. Applying this theory closer to the text under consideration, it becomes clear
that when writing the History Leo was aiming at a certain tenth-century audience whose
expectations and literary tastes had influenced his own writing. This immediately
focuses attention on the character of this audience.

In his theoretical essay on the act of reading, Wolfgang Iser defines three types
of contemporary reader — a real one, who can be traced by documents; another who is
reconstructed from what is known about the milieu of his time; and a third extrapolated
from the reader’s role laid down in the text.”' In the case here, the only contemporary
response to Leo’s History (and also not a definite one) comes from the same passage
from John Skylitzes’ Synopsis Historiarum quoted above. Enumerating the names of
earlier historians whom he criticized harshly for failing to produce true historical
accounts, he mentions a certain Leo the Asian (0 Acwavog Aéwv), who is probably the

tenth-century Leo the Deacon. Apart from this brief and general reference there is no

*! Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading. A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore: The John Hopkins
University Press, 1978), 28.
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documentation of the response to his text. The analysis must, therefore, be based on the
text itself, trying to reconstruct the “role which the author intended the reader to
assume.”** In this quest for the reader we must examine the artistic pole, as Iser further
defines the author’s text, and the aesthetic pole — the realization felt by the reader. Both
aspects are, however, connected to the horizon of expectation. On the one hand Leo, the
artist of the text, must have taken into consideration the norms of the genre, the
intertextual dimension of the pre-existing literature. On the other hand, his audience’s
aesthetic criteria were based on the reading of that very same pre-existing literature.
Quotations

The literature that was supposed to be imitated and/or emulated can be detected
by the quotations, references or its uses in the text. This, as Alice-Mary Talbot has
pointed out, reveals Leo’s education and literary style.> On a second level, the
intertextuality set out by these quotations also hints at the literacy of his audience,
which should also have been well acquainted with the passages and phrases Leo
inserted into his text in order to understand the hidden meaning and connection between
model and replica. In examining the imitation of Classical models in Byzantium,
Herbert Hunger asserts that Homer, the tragedians, Herodotus, Thucydides, Plato,
Demosthenes, Plutarch, and Lucian were well known to literate Byzantines, who used
them freely, as is evident by the quotations, allusions, and motifs that they adopted.
Moreover, the titles or names of the authors of the Classical texts that were quoted were
rarely given, which could be examined as a round game for intellectual

. 24
readers/listeners.

> Ibidem, 28.

> See here Talbot - Sullivan, Leo the Deacon, 23-25, about the suggestion that after pursuing a general
education ovlloyn Aoywv and éykvkiiog maidevoic Leo was well studied in grammar, rhetoric, and
philosophy.

** Herbert Hunger, “On the Imitation (Miunoig) of Antiquity,” DOP 23 (1969-1970): 15-38.

10
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Literacy and education in the time of Leo the Deacon

Before continuing further, however, a point needs to be made concerning
literacy and education in the tenth century in order to reconstruct the social background
and context of reception of the text. The social, economic, and political elite of the
empire consisted of educated men. The idea of literacy as a means of expressing social
distance from the “ordinary” population had continued from ancient times through Late
Antiquity to the end of Byzantium. Peter Brown has examined the relation between
paideia and power and pointed out that education played an important role for the
provincial aristocracy. With the decline of the Roman empire in the fourth century,
however, pursuing education was possible in only a few centers — Athens, Antioch,
Gaza, and Alexandria. This meant that children of aristocratic families from the
provinces had to move to these centers in order to be considered as “initiated into
paideia” and consequently as part of the upper level of society. This pattern did not
change much from Late Antiquity onwards.” After the seventh and eight centuries,
which are often characterized as an “obscure period”, higher education was revived
again, but almost exclusively in Constantinople.”® A role in this rise of paideia played
the iconoclastic period (from the early eight century to the “triumph of orthodoxy” in
March 843). The theological discourses of the period and the need of proper
argumentation resulted in refurbishing the traditional rhetorical education. One of the

clearest examples for erudite scholar from this period is Leo the Mathematician (c. 790—

35 See Peter Brown, “Paideia and Power,” Power and Persuasion. Towards a Christian Empire (Madison:
The University of Wisconsin Press, 1992), 35-70. For detailed research on literacy in Byzantium see
Claudia Rapp, “Literary Culture under Justinian,” The Cambridge Companion to the Age of Justinian, ed.
M. Maas (Cambridge: CUP, 2005), 376-97; Catherine Holmes and Judith Waring, ed. Literacy,
Education and Manuscript Transmission in Byzantium and Beyond (Leiden: Brill, 2002).

% Averil Cameron, The Byzantines (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2006), 142 and Averil Cameron,
“Byzantium and the past in the seventh century: the search for redefinition,” Le septiéme siécle:
changements et continuités, ed. J. Fontaine and J. N. Hillgarth (London: Warburg Institute, 1992), 250—
76.
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post 869), who was teaching in the newly founded imperial school - Magnaura.”” The
famous Myriobiblos (Latinized Bibliotheca) of Photios (patriarch of Constantinople in
the period 858-867, and again in 877 till 886) provides an inside view of how
knowledge was collected by abstracts from earlier sources both ancient and early
Byzantine texts. Though the emphasis was put on Christian texts, it also introduced the
reader to 147 ancient and pagan ones.”® Whereas this hint toward the literacy and
literary readings of the elite in the capital, it can perhaps be stated for the provincial
aristocracy as well, for they too acquired their general education again in
Constantinople. One must suppose that the paideia, which was intended for public
servants for the provincial bureaucracy, had a more secular character in correspondence
with their administrative duties. Nevertheless the educational system was one and the
same, for, using Paul Magdalino definition, rhetoric was “the vital lubricant for the
entire machinery of government”.”

Thus the basic principle for learning grammar and eloquence was also the same,
i.e. to collect examples of unusual modes of expression that were perceived as semantic
and syntactic “deviation” from the norms of contemporary “Byzantine” Greek. In this
way the students would appropriate such expressions and later use them as tropoi, or
schemata in order to achieve special effects.”® These stereotyped expressions and

quotations may contradict modern tastes, but the Byzantine literate circle could estimate

the techné upon which this mimésis was based. These clichés were perceived as artistic

7 On the Magnaura, the palace school, founded by Michael III and its re-structuring by Constantine VII
see Paul Lemerle, Le premier humanisme byzantin: notes et remarques sur enseignement et culture a
Byzance des origines au Xe siecle (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France. 1971) (hereafter:
Humanisme), especially chpater "Les écoles de Bardas a Constantin Porphyrogénéte,” 242-266. On Leo
the Mathematician (also known as Leo the Philosopher) see ODB 2:1217 and Lemerle, “Leon le
Philosophe (ou le Mathematicien),” Humanisme, 148-176.

% Nigel Guy Wilson, Scholars of Byzantium, (London: Duckworth, 1983), 19-60 and Lemerle, “Photius
ou le classicism,” Humanisme, 177-204.

% Paul Magdalino, The Empire of Manuel I Komnenos, 1143—1180 (Cambridge: CUP,1993), 336.

3% Thomas Conley, “Byzantine Teaching on Figures and Tropes: An Introduction,” Rhetorica 4 (1986):
335-374, especially 337-8.
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expressions, recalling in the mind of the listeners images and ideas by indirect
references, hints, or allusions.”’ The phraseological borrowings from Classical texts
were to present the author as a well-read and refined literatus writing for a well-read
and refined public.

Thus as a consequence of the paideia, a relatively wide range of Classical texts
was familiar to the educated elite both in Constantinople and in the provinces. Homer
was one of the basic authors to be read in school. Robert Browning demonstrated the
use of Iliad as a schoolbook throughout Byzantine literature and gave examples of the
use of quotations from and allusions to Homer. He placed particular importance on the
revival of Homeric studies in the period of the Macedonian renaissance, giving as
evidence the Venetus A of the Iliad — the oldest surviving manuscript of the poem,
which was written in the tenth century and supplied with solid mass of commentary.*?
Another living proof from the period is the various commentaries on Homer such as the
ninth-century work of Choiroboskos Epimerismi in Psalmos (juxtaposing the Homer
poems with the Psalms) preserved in ten manuscripts and the later Epimerismi Homerici
in three. The purpose of such lexicons was to serve as a schoolbook and “to inculcate
the meaning of basic grammatical terms.”™>

Although outside of the capital the circulation was smaller, there are mentioning
about private collections, though they were certainly poorer that the ones in the capital.

Evidence for this is the fact that Constantine VII initiated a major search for books in

the provinces that he could not find in Constantinople but were needed for his

3! Alexander Kazhdan and Giles Constable, “Homo byzantinus in the History of Literature and Art,”
People and Power in Byzantium. An Introduction to Modern Byzantine Studies (Washington: Dumbarton
Oaks: 1991), 115.

32 Robert Browning, “Homer in Byzantium,” Viator. Medieval and Renaissance Studies 6 (1975): 15-34.
3 Andrew Roy Dyck, Epimerismi Homerici, vol. 2 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1995), 25. In the introduction the
editor suggests that Choiroboskos (fl. early 9" C.) was the author of both works.

13



CEU eTD Collection

intellectual activity.*® It is reasonable to believe that they were based on the individual
taste of their owners. The peculiar style of the History of Leo supports the idea that he
was addressing a particular circle, bearing in mind its particular literary choice and
possible experience of other texts. Leo’s choice of quotations will illustrate this notion.

Quotations from Homer

Throughout the whole History a strong impression is created by the significant
number of references to Homer, both direct and indirect. Alice-Mary Talbot and Denis
Sullivan in their limpid translation of The History of Leo the Deacon identified 25
quotations from the Iliad and Odyssey in comparison to 16 from the New Testament
and 25 from the Old Testament.>> What I shall try to accomplish here is to define Leo’s
methods when using phrases from the poet and, hence, to demonstrate that that he and
his audience must have been familiar not only with the Homeric language but with the
exact usage and context of the phrases.

In the first book, the author gives an account of the military operation of
Nikephoros Phokas in Crete. The general ordered his men to cut off the heads of the
fallen enemies, impale some of them on spears, and hurl the rest at the town where their
countrymen could recognize them and be seized with horror and mental confusion. In
this passage one finds a clear quotation from the Iliad where Leo, in order to describe
the lamentation and wailing of the Cretans, uses the words dvipav oiuwyai,
Kol KWKDTOS YOVOIK®DV HKOVETO, KOl GYTUo. TO JOTD KOTELYEV CADGEDS, OAOPVPOUEVWV
drnaviwy koi droriatouévev o giltaza’® (Leo 1, 8). Even a modern reader of the
History who is acquainted with the poems can detect the typical Homeric lexica

oluwyai, xai kwkotog. In this respect, for a Byzantine reader it must have been even

* Nigel Guy Wilson, “The Libraries of the Byzantine World,” GRBS 8 (1967): 53-80.

33 Talbot - Sullivan, Leo the Deacon, 261.

36« the lamentations of men and the wailing of women were heard, and the town took the appearance of
one that had been conquered...”
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easier taking into consideration the revival of interests in Homer and the study of Iliad
in school, which was discussed above. Even if it is an exaggeration to consider that they
knew the whole //iad by heart (although Michael Psellos praises himself that he was
able to recite the entire Iliad),”’ this passage in particular — the famous combat between
Achilles and Hector must have been part of the readings. Thus the quotation from the
Iliad would not only add delight to the reading experience by its refined lexical choice,
but would also draw a comparison between the lamentations of the Cretans and these of

the Trojans, who dugi de’ Laoi kwkvtd T’ iyovro ki oiuwyij kato dotw 1@ o’ udiior’

ap’ &nv évaliykiov wg el draoa "Thiog dppvdeooo. mopi ouvyoito kot’ &pkng.38 Leo not
only used direct quotation but also described the town (dotv) of the Cretans in such a
way as to recall the conditional comparative clause applied to Ilion in the passage from
Homer cited above. One must note the art of imitation that Leo used when he combined
both direct a quotation in the case of ojuwyai, xai kwrxvrog with a more distant allusion
in the second part of the sentence, replacing the c¢ &i clause with genitivus absolutus.
Two other examples describing empresses also echo Homer. In the episode of
the marriage between Nikephoros II Phokas and Theophano (the widow of Romanos 11
and mother of future emperors Basil II and Constantine VIII), the bride was
“distinguished in beauty, and was indeed a Laconian woman” (dpimpeni] taic @pais xai
avtoypnua tovyavovoay Aakovikay (Leo, I11. 9). In this manner Leo is not only giving

an account of her beauty, but perhaps he was also hinting at her betrayal, adultery, and

"In the Encomium of His Mother Michael Psellos gave information about his education stating that «...
in one circuit of the sun I learned to write correctly and recited the entire Iliad — not learning the epic
only, but also figure and trope and diction, and timely metaphor and harmonious composition.” See
Michael Psellos, “Encomium to His Mother,” tr. Jeffrey Walker, Advances in the History of Rhetoric 8
(2005):  239-313. Online  version at  http://www.documentacatholicaomnia.eu/03d/1017-
1078, Michael Psellos, Encomium_of His Mother, EN.pdf (accessed May 12, 2009).

3 Homer, Homeri Opera, ed. D.B. Monro and T.W. Allen (Oxford: OUP, 1920), 22,409. “...and around
them the folk was holden of wailing and groaning throughout the city. Most like to this was it as though
all beetling Ilios were utterly burning with fire.” Here and elsewhere I use the English translation of
Augustus Murray (Homer, The Iliad, tr. Augustus Tauber Murray (London: William Heinemann Ltd,
1960).
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participation in the plot against her husband. The negative image is further strengthened
when compared to the phrase applied to Maria Skleraina, the ex-wife of John I
Tzimiskes, who had died before he became emperor. It is said that she was “greatly
celebrated for her beauty and virtue,” where for “celebrated” in the Greek text stands
xléog — a typical Homeric lemma that is essentially connected to the archaic perception
of honour and good fame (Leo VII, 3).

One last instance, which Talbot and Sullivan have pointed out in the translation,
is the scene of the murder of Nikephoros by John, when the latter was outraged because
of the fact that the emperor had banished him to the countryside “like some alien
without any rights”(dael tiva drywov uetavaoryv (Leo V,7). The phrase is an exact
quotation of the words of Achilles in the //iad 1X.648 when he expresses his anger
toward Agamemnon, who has treated him ill despite Achilles’ brave military deeds.
There is no doubt that by this particular phraseology Leo wanted to convey to the reader
an elegant connotation in regard to the character and self-esteem of John Tzimiskes.
Furthermore, the echo of Homeric simile can be examined as part of the imperial
propaganda and legitimization of the murderer and usurper of the throne. I shall return
to this notion later.

It is worth drawing attention not only to the significant number of quotations
from Homer but also the particular use of them. As has become clear in these examples,
in his choice of references Leo was expecting his readers to identify both the Homeric
lexis and allusions to events and personages from the /liad and the Odyssey. This leads
to the conclusion that the two poems were equally well-known to the writer and the
audience. Hence the reader was expecting to find the product of this mimesis in the

texts, and was evaluating them on this basis.
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Looking at the way actions on the battlefield are represented further defines
Homer as a model for the History. John Haldon has indicated an important
characteristic, namely, Leo’s tendency to describe “individual combats, hand-to hand
struggles between the heroes of two opposing armies, challenges to resolve whole
battles on the outcome of a duel between the two chosen heroes of the Byzantines and

»¥ Taken together with the

their foes, the martial skill and courage of particular leaders.
significant number of references to Homer, such images and mis-en-scénes remind the
reader of Homer’s way of describing a battle.

Biblical and Patristic quotations.

Another type of quotation is derived from the Holy Scripture and the Church
Fathers — texts that were read in church and also explained in rhetorical manuals. The
Psalms were the most popular book from the Old Testament, as it became the Christian
prayer book par excellence. Monks knew the Psalter by heart as they were singing it in
the course of a week during the winter, and three weeks during the summer. But so did
lay people, who memorized it as children in school, for the text was the main textbook
and it was sung during the liturgy. Another proof for the popularity of the Psalms within
the elite circle is the existence of the aristocratic Psalters.* This all leads to the
conclusion that the poetic phraseology borrowed from the Psalms (as, for example,
aiudtwv dvopo, meaning bloodthirsty warrior — found in book III.1 and in Ps. 5:6,
25(26):9 et alibi) was detected and recognized by the Byzantine/Christian reader. On
the other hand, there are more peculiar phrases that came from homilies and that might
even have become quotidian sayings. Such, in my opinion, is the quotation dodloi

Y00TPOS Kol TV vmo yootépa, ‘“slaves of their stomachs and their sexual appetites”

(literally “slaves of the stomach and part below the stomach”), which Leo had taken

%% See John Haldon, Warfare, State and Society in the Byzantine World, 565-1204 (London: University
College London Press) (hereafter: Haldon, Warfare), 244.
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from Basil the Great’s Hexaemeron (9.2) and inserted in his account of the reign of
Romanos II to be precise when describing the depraved persons who corrupted the
young emperor (Leo I1,10). As a result the role that these texts played in everyday life
in Byzantium and their often use diminish their importance in this study as a mark for
Leo’s audience’s aesthetics.

Quotations from earlier historians

This is not the case, however, of the considerable number of quotations from
earlier historians found in the Leo’s work; more precisely Alice-Mary Talbot and Denis
Sullivan have identified ten citations from Prokopios of Caesarea, and fourteen from
Agathias.*' In contrast to the use of the Holy Scripture and Homer’s poems, from which
Leo takes only separate phrases or even single words, he copies whole sentences or
rephrases others from the histories of these two authors. This raises questions about the
background on which Leo constructed his text. As Jauss suggests “the history of
reception is essential for the understanding of literary works which lie in the distant

»*2 Hence it is reasonable to suppose that Leo expected his audience to know the

past.
writings of Agathias and Prokopios either in full or as part of lexicons and florilegia.
Taking into consideration the way he used both sources, one is left with the
impression that he could consult and browse through the books in full, searching for
suitable passages to quote or allude to. For instance, Leo Phokas’ speech of exhortation
in front of the army draws from a similar exhortation speech from Prokopios’ Wars.

Comparing the two passages together can reveal Leo’s skill in using and refurbishing

previous writings.

% See ODB 3:1752 and Anthony Cutler, The Aristocratic Psalters in Byzantium (Paris: Picard, 1984).

! Talbot - Sullivan, Leo the Deacon, 261. For more information on Prokopios see ODB 3:1732, on
Agathias see ODB 1:35-6.

*> Hans Robert Jauss, “Literary History as a Challenge to Literary Theory”, New Literary History vol. 2,1
(Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 1970), 19.
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I have brought you together at the present time, not in order to stir up
your minds against the enemy by addressing to you any reminder or
exhortation (for I think that you need no speech that prompts to
daring), but in order that we may deliberate together among ourselves,
and choose rather the course which may seem fairest and best for the
cause of the emperor. For war is wont to succeed by reason of careful
planning more than by anything else.*

Therefore I exhort and advise you, not so that you may face the enemy
bravely (for I believe that there is no need of words to inspire to
courageous deeds you men, who from your childhood have practiced
bravery and daring), but so that you may face the enemy after planning
the best course of action. For wars are usually won not so much by a
pitched battle, as by cautious planning and victories won with cunning at
the opportune moment.

The similarity is aparent. Leo not only kept whole phrases, but had also
followed the syntactical construction of Prokopios “advise you not so that... but so
that” (that is even clearer from the Greek text with ody dmws... diL’ 6mwg). This
provides evidence that the historian had read the two histories from the sixth century.
The question that remains is whether his audience was familiar with them to such a
degree so as to be able to estimate and appreciate Leo’s references and allusion.
Answering this is important for understanding the writer’s intentions and strategy for
writing history. The choice of books that he quotes is of significance in this sense.
During the tenth century there was particular interest in the works of four sixth-century
historians — Prokopios, Agathias, Menander Protector and Theophylact Simocatta.*
They were highly estimated by Constantine VII, who considered them as exemplary

and included many excerpts from them in Excerpta de legationibus — one of the 53

B toviyaydy e &v 1 mapdvrl, ody dmeg VIOUVAGAG T TOPAIVESTV TIVOL TOMGAUEVOG THY DUETEPOV
yvounv €mi tovg moAepiovs opunow (OV yap Adyov deicBon vudc tod &c evTohpiov Evayovtog
oluon), GAL émog EvuBovAiv Tva v ye Mpiv awtoig momobuevol Elduebo pdddov dmep &v ok
Bédtiotd 1e Kkai &ploto Tolg Pactiémg mpAypacty  eivol  mOAepoc  ydap  €OPovkie  mAvTov
paAiota kotopBobobat eiiel. Procopius, History of the Wars, Books I and II, The Loeb classical library,
ed. T. E. Page and W.H.D. Rouse., tr. H.B. Dewing, (London: William Heinemann, 1914), 398-9.

* Tapovd toivov Kol cupPovAedm, ovy STG Yevvaing GvTitaloicds Toig £x0poic (oluar yap pi) Seichar
AoV Dudc vaydviav &¢ evtoduiav, oig 4 amaldy dvdpio petd TOAUNG dEformon)’ GAL G¢ &v EploTa
Bovlevoapevol kataywvicoishe tov £xOpdv. moOAepoc yap ob tocodtov €€ avtmdiov katopBovchat
pomf|g €lwbev, Goov €0PovAing Tpovoiq kai Tpomainy Emaymyf padtovpyovpévn kata kopov. (Leo 11.3)
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sections of the encyclopedic work written under the supervision of the emperor.
Another clue toward the interest in the four historians is the existence of a glossary on
these particular writers, namely Lexicon Aipwdeiv, transmitted together with the
Epimerismi Homerici.*® Though it is not certain if Leo himself or his readers knew
about and consulted the lexicon in his reading of the histories, the mere existence of
such glossary, as suggested by Dyck, demonstrates that the four historians were
“attained as kind of canonical status for student of literature by the date of the
lexicon.”*’

Hence, a reasonable question arises: Why did Leo the Deacon cite only
Prokopios and Agathias? One would argue that Menander Protector is preserved only in
fragments and therefore quotations from him may perhaps exist in Leo’s work but
cannot now be identified. The lack of bias toward Theophylact Simocatta, however, can
be explained by looking and comparing the character of the works, for the account of
the sixth-century historian “ranges beyond military matters to detailed accounts of the

»® This is precisely what one cannot find in

imperial ceremonial at Constantinople.
Leo’s History, as its interest lies mainly in the military activities of the emperors. On
the other hand, however, the accounts in Prokopios’ Wars and Agathias’ account of the
eastern and western campaigns during the renovatio imperii of Justinian I correspond
thematically to the events retold by Leo and this is why he is using particularly these
two authors.

The close examination of the quotations, with the exception of the biblical ones,

leads toward the identification of Leo the Deacon’s audience. Taking Ingela Nilsson’s

definition of the task of the historian as “to determine the historical content and find a

* On the historian Menander Protector (fl. 6™ century) see ODB 2:1338; on Theophylact Simocatta (fl.
6™ century) see ODB 3:1900-1. The works of the four writers can be considered as a chain of histories.

% Andrew Roy Dyck, Epimerismi Homerici (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1995).

" Tbidem, 857.
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suitable form for it — a form that suits both the content, the writer and the presumed

% the Homeric similes and references and the implications of the work of

audience,
previous histories centered on military activities reveals the horizon of expectation of
the audience to whom the historian was addressing his text. Since the text is a mode of
communication, the author should not only take into consideration the pre-existing
literature, the norms of the genre, but also the cultural code of the readers. As Margaret
Mullett suggests, when reading a text one must look at “the relationship of the text with
what is beyond the text, with the world, with the milieu (or milieux) in which the text

50
7" Leo

was generated, with the interpretative communities which first received the text.
was writing for an audience that was eager to listen stories about heroic deeds, glory,
campaigns, and military tactics, and this is what he offered, drawing upon the Classical
war poem and previous war historians.

A further confirmation for this theory can be found in the strict division between
the “good” events taking place outside the capital and the “bad” events that happened
inside the city walls and especially at court. This tendency is not stated explicitly, but
can be traced throughout the background of the narrative, when looking, for instance, at

what happens with Leo Phokas, the general responsible for the successful operation

against the Arabs in 960. In the beginning of book II he is highly praised:

He [Leo] was a courageous and vigorous man, of exceptionally good
judgment, and the cleverest of anyone we know at devising the proper
course of action at time of crisis. Some divine force, I believe, used to
fight alongside him in battles, overcoming all adversaries and making
them surrender.”'

“ ODB 3:1901.

* Nilsson, “To Narrate the Events of the Past”, 49.

%0 Margaret Mullett, Theophylact of Ochrid: Reading the Letters of a Byzantine Archbishop. Birmingham
Byzantine and Ottoman Monographs, 2 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1997), 2-3.

1 Gvdpa yevvaiov év mepiotdosoty Emepacacar méviov, Gv iopev, émPordtatov: @ Osio Tic, oipay,
KOTO TOG Hhyog cvvendyel pomr, dmav 10 AvtimaAov kataoTpe@opuévn kai tifgico vrocmovdov (Leo,
IL1).

21



CEU eTD Collection

After accepting from his brother, Emperor Nikephoros Phokas, the title of
kouropalates and magistros, however, such a rapid change occurred that taken out of
the context the two passages could hardly be regarded as the words of one and the same

author.

Hard on the heels of this came the outrageous conduct of his brother Leo
the kouropalates, who abandoned his manly and soldierly life,
exchanging it for that of a city-dwelling and greedy entreneur, and was
unable to resist making money and unjust gains, and heartlessly brought
about famine and a scarcity of provisions. >

This sharp contrast between the glorious victories on the battlefield, the
discipline and high virtue of the military life, and the degenerate city-life is a hint to the
readers that the text was intended to reach. Hence, one is prone to think that Leo’s
audience had a negative perception of the life and dignity of the people living and
working at court. This description fits the image of tenth century Byzantium provincial
military elite, as John Haldon suggests.” This idea is supported by the social changes
and the struggle for power within the ruling classes over the traditionally centralized
government of the empire. Reading the text of the History one can foresee the dramatic
changes in the division of the high military elite — the group consolidating itself around
the ruling Comnenian dynasty acquiring power; while the other outside of the
Comnenian clan “disappeared or entered the rank of civil nobility.”>*

In sum, the audience of Leo the Deacon’s History which first received his text

can be identified by analyzing the text and its characteristic features, which were

2 Tabm mapeineto koi O 00 cvvaipov avtod Adoviog kai Kovpomoddrov mhepperéc Sotic tOV
AvOpdIT Kol GTPATIOTIKOV 0TV Biov Top®CAUEVOS TPOG TOV AOTIKOV Kol PIAOKEPDT HeTETAENTO, HTT®V
TE YPEUATOV KOl ANUUATOV YEVOUEVOS, GlTodeiav gipydoato kol 6Tavy TdV dvaykaiov agiidvporov
(Leo, 1V.,6)

>3 See Haldon, Warfare, 244 where he speaks of “... motifs which reflect not only the reality of the
warfare of the period along with the values of those who lead the imperial armies and the social milieu
they represented, but also the evolution of a new attitude to the representation of warfare in the literature
of this period, generated by the demands of the Byzantine social establishment as well as the preferred
self-image of the soldiers themselves.”
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intended to suit this audience’s literary taste. The new form of biographical history
(Kaisergeschichte) and the numerous quotations from and similes to Homer’s //iad and
the works of Prokopios and Agathias found in the History, were analyzed in
correspondence to the revival of interest in classical texts (particularly the //iad) and the
four “official” histories from the sixth century. Drawing much on Homer, Leo was the
first to introduce epic history. This tendency, however, increased in the following two

centuries as is evident by looking at Anna Komnene’s Alexiad.™

** See Alexander Kazhdan and Ann Wharton Epstein, Changes in Byzantine Culture in the Eleventh and
Twelfth Centuries (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 69.

> See Andrew Roy Dyck, "lliad and Alexiad: Anna Comnena's Homeric Reminiscences." GRBS 27
(1986): 113-20.
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Chapter 2
Nikephoros Phokas
Here comes the morning star,
there arises Eous,

he reflects the sun’s rays with his glare,
the pallid death of the Saracens, Nicephoros the uéowv.

Liudprand,
Relatio de Legatione Constantinopolitana’

So far in the important role, which the anticipated audience of Leo the Deacon
played in the process of writing the History was discussed by analyzing the quotations
and allusions to previous literature. It was proved that the “skills” needed to decipher
them can be used for identifying the characteristics of the contemporary tenth-century
reader and that of the text as mirror to that reader’s cultural code. This can further be
corroborated by using the tool of narratology, as proposed by Ingela Nilsson, revealing
how the narrative and its narrator function.

Byzantine historians and their sources

There are several sources for the reign of Nikephoros II Phokas. In chronological
order these are the tenth-century History of Leo the Deacon, here examined, two works
from the eleventh century — John Skylitzes’ Synopsis Historiarum and Michael Psellos’

Historia Syntomos, and John Zonaras’ twelfth-century Epitome Historion.”’ From the

*% During the reign of Nikephoros Otto I sent a diplomatic mission in order to arrange marriage between
his son Otto II with a Byzantine Porphyrogoneta. In his Relatio de legatione Constantinopoletana
Liudprand of Cremona, bishop leading this mission, recorded the above cited words as being called out
by the people during a procession to Hagia Sophia. Though the account of the bishop must be regarded as
product of anti-Byzantine propaganda, being careful with the mis-interpretation of Liudprand, one will
find precious information of imperial ceremonial. See Liudprand, The Complete Works of Liudprand of
Cremona, tr. Paolo Squatriti (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2007), 244-5.
57 John Skylitzes (fl. end of 11" century) was the author of Synopsis historian a history covering the
period 811-1057. See loannis Skylitzae, Synopsis Historiarum, ed. 1. Thurn, CFHB 5, (Berlin: De
Gruyter, 1973) with French translation Jean Skylitzes: Empereurs de Constantinople, tr. B. Fluisin
(Paris: Lethielleux, 2003). Michael Psellos (ca. 1018-1081) apart from his famous Chronographia was
probably the author of Historia Syntomos shorter didacticle history in the form of world chronicle. See
Historia syntomos, ed. W. J. Aerts CFHB (Berlin: De Gruyer, 1990). John Zonaras (fl. 12" century)
wrote at the court of Alexios I. His work Epitome historian starts from the creation till 1118. See Epitome
historiarum, ed. L. Dindorf, 6 vols. (Leipzig: Teubner, 1868-75), and the English translation The History
of Zonaras. From Alexander Severus to the Death of Theodosius the Great, tr. Thomas M. Banchich and
Eugene N. Lane (Abingdon: Routledge, 2009).
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Latin West one of the most popular accounts came from Liudprand of Cremona, a
bishop at the court of Otto I, sent on a diplomatic mission to Nikephoros II Phokas. A
full comparison between all of the sources would be impossible to achieve in the place
and with the time provided for this thesis. It is, however, important for the further
analysis of the text examined to outline the main points of the scholarship discussion
regarding the relation between the Byzantine historical accounts.

In 1916 Michael Sjuzjumov published an article where he argued that Leo the
Deacon and Skylitzes were using common source — one favorable to the Phokades.
Whereas, however, the first was using only that source, the latter also used a hostile
one.”® Sjuzjumov’s position was supported by other Byzantinists. The latest
contribution to the topic is perhaps Jakov Ljubarskij’s concise article ‘“Nikephoros
Phokas in Byzantine Historical Writings”, discussing the interrelation between Leo the
Deacon, Skylitzes, Psellos and Zonaras.” Analyzing and comparing the four works and
particularly the segments from passages that are common to all of them, Ljubarskij
concluded that concerning the common source favorable to Nikephoros “Leo drew ‘the
whole information’, Psellos and Skylitzes [were] borrowing only its parts” and
combining them with the account that was hostile to the emperor.®’

Read alone, however, the History of Leo the Deacon skillfully conceals this bias.
In order to examine this manipulation of the narrative I shall make a brief overview of

the contents of his work juxtaposing it to Skylitzes’ Synopsis, which will reveal the

other side of the same coin.

*¥ Michael Sjuzjumov, “Ob istoénikach Lva Diakona i Skilitzy” [On the sources of Leo the Deacon and
Skylitzes], Vizantijskoje Oborzenije 2 (1916).

> Jakov Ljubarskij, “Nikephoros Phokas in Byzantine Historical Writings,” BSI 54 (1993).

* Ibidem 252.
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Leo the Deacon vs. John Skylitzes

Leo divided his work into two main sections marked by the reign of the two
emperors that he described. The first five of altogether ten books of the History were
devoted to Nikephoros Phokas. The organization of the work is based on the
chronological order of events with the exception of a prolepsis in the tenth book, and
some analepses concerning previous confrontations with neighboring countries when
providing information on the campaign of Basil II against the “Mysians”
(Bulgarians).®' Most of the books start with the spring season as the beginning of the
military campaign and consequently end with the coming of the winter, but between
these events very few others are mentioned. The account starts from the year 959 —
Romanos’ II ascension to the throne and his campaign to Crete against the Arabs with
Nikephoros as commander-in-chief (avtokpdrop otpatnydg). The second book
discusses the actions on two fronts — Leo Phokas’ quick mission against Arabs in Asia
Minor and Nikephoros Phokas’ successfully capturing of Chandax, the town of the
Cretans, in March 961. Both generals celebrated a triumph and retreated to their
military camps whence Nikephoros led his “irresistible and invincible army” against the
land of the Arabs, carrying off an enormous amount of booty. The last three chapters of
the book reveal the turbulence at court caused by the sudden death of the emperor in
963. Nikephoros was again proclaimed commander of the army in the eastern
provinces® ensuring the patriarch Polyeuktos of his good intentions and despite the

efforts of the parakoimomenos Joseph Bringas®. The third book examines in details the

6! Leo often substituted contemporary eponyms with classical terms. In this case he called Bulgarians
Mysians.

52 During the reign of Romanos II the military office douéotixoc w@v oyoi@v (commander of the tagma —
military unit) was divided into two — one leading the army in the East and the other in the West.

53 About Joseph Bringas Leo writes “a eunuch of great influence at the imperial palace (for he was the
proud bearer of the title of parakoimomenos), who was ill-disposed toward Nikephoros* (Leo 1L,10).
Hopoxoywuevog, literary meaning ,.sleeping at the side®, was the eunuch-guardian of the emperor’s
chamber. From the mid-ninth-century these officals gained great influence and power in the government
of the empire as was the case with Joseph Bringas, later Basil Lekapenos (see ODB 3:1584). Joseph
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intrigues of the latter who desperately tried to get the support of two other generals —
Marianos and John Tzimiskes — in order to deprive Nikephoros of his power. John
reported everything to his uncle (Nikephoros) encouraging him to be proclaimed
emperor by his army. After taking control over Constantinople with the help of Basil
the Nothos (Lekapenos) Nikephoros entered the capital in a triumphal manner, was
crowned by the patriarch and married Theophano — the widow of Romanos II. In the
next book Leo retold the glorious victories of Nikephoros in Tarsos, problems with the
military tribute to the Mysians (Bulgarians), an unfortunate campaign in Sicily and the
continuous siege of Antioch. The reader also learns about public discontent connected
to an accident in the Hippodrome that caused the death of many; Leo Phokas’
degradation (the passage quoted in the previous chapter); some natural calamities such
as an earthquake in Klaudioupolis, a devastating storm in Constantinople, or an eclipse
of the sun. John Tzimiskes was reintroduced to the narrative in book five. After an
account on the military activities of the Rus against the Mysians and the fall of Antioch,
Leo described the plot of John and Theophano against Nikephoros, and in detail the
murder of the latter. John ascended the throne, put the purple shoes and took control
over the capital.

By this general overview of the History one can see the rhetorical effects of
representing the emperors as mighty generals, and concentrating the account on military
campaigning rather than political, diplomatic, economic and related issues. This is
perhaps one of the reasons why Skylitzes criticized Leo for composing “his own
history” stating that his intention was to plunge his audience “into dizziness and

confusion”. Before taking Skylitzes words for granted, it is worth looking at the

appears as the main antagonist in the first books of the History, as though officially empress Theophano
was the regent of her two young sons, it was Joseph and the patriarch Polyeuktos who had actual power,
see ODB 1:325-6. On the role of eunuchs in the imperial court see Kathryn Ringrose, The Perfect
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structure of his narrative for the same events. The figure of Nikephoros appears in the
account of the reign of Romanos II in connection to the campaign to Crete and later in
Syria. Skylitzes also described in detail Joseph Bringas’ plans to persuade with gifts and
honours John Tzimiskes or Romanos Kourkouas (another general) to help him act
against Nikephoros. This plan failed as Nikephoros was alarmed by the two generals,
who advised and help him ascend to power. In addition the Synopsis suggests an
alternative version of the causes, namely that Nikephoros had desired power for a long
time and was further inflamed by his passion for Empress Theophano.* Another
difference between the two texts is the brief report on the relationship between the
emperor and the monk Antonios the Stoudite. But apart from the military operations to
Sicily, Cilicia, Cyprus, Syria, and Antioch, Skylitzes inserted a passages referring to the
hatred which the people felt towards Nikephoros. What is perhaps more important, he
explained the reasons for that as the emperor’s fault (] aitic). I will briefly summarize
the main points of this Kaiserkritik.

One of Nikephoros’ many mistakes was that he did not care if his soldier were
undisciplined (dtaktodor) and that he left unpunished those who were harassing and
plundering (Siaprayéviov) the citizens. He did not only increas, but also added new
various taxes characterized as “unimaginable robberies” (cuvtelel®v ... Aeniacioig
dvomootdrolg). His military campaign infringed on the senate’s interest, as he took part
of their resources (@uotiunuatwov) which he needed for the army. Regarding his
attitude towards the Church, Nikephoros issued a law by the power of which no bishop

could be elected or ordained without his knowledge and approval. Further more, he

Servant. Eunuchs and the Social Construction of Gender in Byzantium (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2003), 163-183.

 Kai elg pév Adyog pépetar obtme, £1epog 8¢, 6 kol SokdV GANBEcTEPOC, (MG TOADV (HGdtve YpOVOV THY Tiig
Bactkeiog émbupiav, Kai 00 T060UTOV AVTOV 6 TANTNG Epmg EEEPAeYeY, doov O Tiig facididog Bgopavoic.
(loannis Skylitzae Synopsis Historiarum, ed. 1. Thurn, CFHB V (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1973), 257. The
English translation, where provided, is mine).
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wanted soldiers who died fighting against the Arabs to be proclaimed saints stating that
only in warfare can salvation be obtained. Next he decreased the value of the nomisma,
a fiscal policy that led to scarcity of provisions in the capital. As the worst of his actions
Skylitzes considered the building of a fortifying wall to the palace. The author called
this “tyrant’s dwelling against the miserable citizens” (tvpavveiov koatd AGOAIwV
noAt®v) especially because he order provisions to be kept there and even bakeries to be
built in case there would be a rebellion, for there was a prophecy that he would die
inside the palace.

From all these critiques only few are in evidence in Leo’s account. One of them is
the increase of the taxes: “the emperor mercilessly introduced taxes that had never
before been conceived of, saying that he needed a lot of money for the army, and he
oppressed his subjects with these [taxes]” (Leo IV,6).” But even this passage is
preceded by the careful implication that “a rumor ran through.” Moreover, if the reader
is to believe this gossip about Nikephoros’ lack of philanthropy the preceding passage
is to instruct him that it was the emperor’s brother, Leo the kouropalates, who had, as
was discussed above, “abandoned his manly and soldierly life, exchanging it for a city-
dwelling and greedy entrepreneur.” Thus, even if the emperor manipulated the taxes it
is to be concluded that he was badly influenced and manipulated by his brother. This
statement might seem too strong, but the distinction that Leo the Deacon makes
between the two brothers is quite obvious: one has abandoned the military lifestyle and
hence virtue, while the other is leading his army and winning victory after victory. Even
if one were to neglect this, the fact remains that these two lines are the only place where

the heavy taxation is mentioned.

% kol yop 87 kai 6 Pooiledg QOPOVG TODG WAT® ETVONBEVTAG GTOPUITHTOS EKAVOTOEL £ TO

OTPOTIOTIKOV AEYV ypnuatmv &1t deicbal cuyvdv, Kol tovTolg katétpuye 10 varkoov. (Leo IV,6)
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On the contrary when Skylitzes recounted a starvation that inflicted the
population after some natural calamities, he put more emphasis on the emperor’s guilt,
stating that he rejoiced more, than he helped his subjects, though he saw them suffering.
In addition to this evil came Leo Phokas’s misdeed, for he is charged with engaging in
trade-traffic of food and thus causing misfortunes, many and of various kind.*

Another clear distinction is evident when reading Leo’s account of building the
fortifying wall in the palace (Leo IV,6) and comparing it to that of Skylitzes
(Skyl.Nik.18). Both writers mentioned that there was a prophecy that Nikephoros will
die in the palace and thus constructed a wall for protection. Leo, however, referred to
the prophecy as to something uncertain (Aéyetat) and seems to pay more attention to the
construction describing it in detail and stating (perhaps even bragging) that it could be
seen by his time. The interpretation and that one finds in Skylitzes’ report is rather
different, as here the ruler is said to had collected provisions after being warned about
his potential assassination. Thus whereas Leo focuses once again on the emperor and
his emotions, stating that he was terrified (nepidenc), Skylitzes observed the building of
the wall caused additional distress for the citizens (fviace toVg dvOpdmOVE... 1) TOD
teinovg ktic1g) and increased their hatred towards him.

Skylitzes had elaborated the topic about the hatred against Nikephoros and
described a series of events closely connected to each other in chapters 19 and 20. First
on Easter a fight broke out between some sailors and Armenians (probably from the
military troops) resulting in many deaths. The historian then relates this to a rumor that

he had heard, namely that the emperor irritated by the citizens (yoAemaivov o

56§ 8& Nucneodpog Exaupe pdrhov, fj £Bondet OMPopévong dpdV Todg HIMKOOVG. Kol ody 0VTOG HOVOC,
aALG Kol Aéwv O adeMPOG adTod, Tl KamnAgiong TpooKeipevog TV id®V, TOA®Y Kol TOKIA®Y deV@dV
v oikovpévny évéminoev (Skyl.Nik.20). Liudprand also mentioned that during a famine that raged
horribly everywhere, Nikephoros was earning money by selling for two gold coins what he had bought
for one (see Liudprand, The Complete Works of Liudprand of Cremona, tr. Paolo Squatriti (Washington,
DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2007), 266.
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Nwnedpog toic moAitaig) and considering them responsible for the riot, decided to
punish them and plot a trap at the Hippodrome. He ordered his troops to imitate a battle
with naked swords, the spectators, however, unaware that this was not for real, ran for
their life and got trampled at the narrow and steep exits. Nikephoros during that
moment was sitting on his throne still and undisturbed (4deng e Kai dTpentoc).

The same event can be found in Leo’s History.

Nikephoros ascended into the Hippodrome, and sat watching the chariot

races he organized. He also gave orders to his soldiers to descend into

the stadium, divide into opposing units, draw their swords, and attack

each other in sport, to train in this way for battle. But the inhabitants of

Byzantium, who knew nothing of military exercises, were panic-stricken

at the flash of the swords, and, frightened by the assault of the soldiers in

close quarters and by the clattering [of their arms], in their terror at the

novel spectacle they turned to flight and ran to their homes. Quite a few

deaths resulted from the shoving and the chaotic rush, as many were

trampled underfoot and miserably suffocated. This tragic event was a

beginning of hatred for the emperor in Byzantium®’. (Leo IV,6).

Leo does not mention the possibility that the emperor might have instigated this
accident on purpose. On the contrary it looks like a clumsy action of a benevolent
emperor, who wanted to offer an astonishing and realistic spectacle that was
misinterpreted by the audience and led to unfortunate consequences. This passage
together with the one that follows in chapter seven are among the few episodes referring
to the relationship between the ruler and his subjects. One could look at this as an

indicator of Nikephoros’ characteristic that the historian did not want to emphasize.

What may be drawn from the clues is a representation of Nikephoros as an emperor

7 abtog 8¢ mapd 1O Béotpov dvaPdg, immikov dydvo kobiicto TEAdV. Kol Sfjta Toig mEpl AVTOV

OTPOTIOTOLG €KEAEVE, KoTOoPdvtag €ml 10 otadov kol €l AvIImOAovg Amokpiévtag QAaAayyog
omocapévoug o Eipn, Kot Toudiy EmAAANAOLG YOpEly, kol tavTy youvdcacOot Tpog TOV TOAEUOV.
Bulavtiot 8¢, molepukdv Epyv AyvATES TUYXAVOVTEG, TV TOV ELOMV KATATANYEVTEG OOYNV, Kol TNV
OlocE TAOV OTPATIOTOV OpUNV Kol TOV mhTOyov Vrodeicavteg, EkdeoTmBEVTe 88 1@ Kavd ToD
Bedpotog, €ig uYNV ETpAmovTo Kol TPOg TG cE®V oikiag AméTpeyov. £k & ToD MdBoUOD Kal TG ATAKTOV
@opdg obK O0Alyog @dvog cupPéPnke, mAeiotwv cvumatnfiviov kol AmToTVIYEVTIOV OIKTP®G. TOUTO TO
dpdpa picovg dpopun tic yéyove Bulavtiov mpog tov avtokpdatopa (Leo IV,6).
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who is so devoted to warfare that he has lost the relation with the civil population and
can provoke only terror with exercises that seem usual for him.

Leo further omitted the continuation of the people’s discontent, about which one
reads in the following twentieth chapter of Skylitzes’ Synopsis. The events took place
during a procession on Ascension Days, i.e. forty days after the accident. As the emperor
was returning from Pege® the relatives of those that died at the Hippodrome were
calling Nikephoros “a vindictive murderer covered with the blood of compatriots”
(opo@ovAoLg aipact papdv... drdotopa Kol Ttorapvoiov). Skylitzes final remark is that
these assaults frightened the emperor and made him order the building of the fortifying
wall.

In Leo’s work one encounters a similar description of the events, but different
interpretation and conclusions. The author, thus, stated that during a procession on the
feast of the Ascension to Pege a fight broke out between Byzantines and Armenians in
which the latter injured a significant number of people from the city. On the way back
to the palace in the evening the crowd started insulting and throwing stones at the
emperor. Franz Tinnefeld pointed out the rearranging of events — the fight between
local citizens and Armenians happening after the misfortunate spectacle, and not before
as in the Synopsis, for in this way Leo tried to undermine and to leave motiveless the
hatred against Nikephoros.®” Confirmation for that idea is the skillfully performed shift

in the narrative’s focus from the riot of the people to the persona of the emperor.

When I saw the emperor Nikephoros riding slowly on horseback through
the town, unaffected by such insults, maintaining self-control, and acting
as if nothing unusual were occurring, I was astonished at the

% Pege (IInyn) was a an ancient sanctuary of the Virgin, outside the Theodosian walls. The church was
rebuilt several times. It was visited by the emperor on the feast of the Ascension. See ODB 3:1616.
% See Franz Tinnefeld, Kaiserkritik (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag: 1971), 112, 116.
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imperturbable spirit of the man, how fearlessly he maintained the
nobility of his spirit in difficult circumstances. (Leo IV, 7)”°

The text is in complete opposition to Skylitzes’ conclusion. At the end of the
episode Leo stated that Nikephoros just dismissed this act of drunkenness (£pyov péong)
from his mind, a point made to emphasize the magnanimity of the basileus, whereas a
century later the author of the Synopsis wrote that the same basileus got scared and
decided to built himself a stronger wall. It would be naive to explain Leo’s
interpretation as product of his emotional youth memories (for he stated that at that time
he was still a student), since as a contemporary to the events he must have been well
aware of the public opinion and critics. It is more likely that he intentionally reduced to
the minimum passages on Nikephoros’ confrontation with the civic population. On the
other hand he extended those on military campaigns inserting many details and separate
tales representative of the almost personal contact between emperor and regular soldiers
that are not to be found in Skylitzes’ history. Thus, Leo leaves no place for doubt about
the concern Nikephoros had for his soldiers. He is described training them (Leo 1,9),
marshalling the troops himself (Leo III,11), reminding them not to be careless (Leo
IV,2), addressing them as “fellow soldiers” (cvotpati®dtor) and comparing himself to
their “loving father” (@womong moatmp) (Leo III,5). This is a clear contradiction to
Skylitzes’ account on the undisciplined soldiers, who were left to ravage the city
without any punishment.

The comparative analysis using as a referent Skylitzes’ Synopsis demonstrated
several important characteristics of Leo the Deacon’s work. First of all in the History
one can easily detect the omission of accounts related to the emperor’s interference in

church questions — prohibition of donations, election of priests, and martyrdom of

"gpunnév te 1oV avtokpdropa Nucepdpov Badny idvia PAéTtov 10 oD 80Te0G, Kol AmeEpIKTOTNTOV Taig
TocavTong DPpect TEAOVTA, KOl TO PPOVILOL 6TaBNPOV dlac®dlovTa, Kol ™G U] TIVOG EMGVUPBAVTOG KOvod
Sakeipevov, ETednmev 10 dkaTdmAnkTov 10D Avopog, OTme GTPEGTOV TP T SEWVA TV YUYV GUVETHPEL
evyévewav (Leo IV,7).
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soldiers. Second, even when some passages bear traces of Kaiserkritik this critic is
diverted from the ruler — connected to the actions of his brother, reduced in
significance, stated as unintentional, or a misunderstanding. Third and most important,
events that are described mot- a -mot in the two works and Skylitzes presented as the
cause for are interpreted by Leo as to reveal an indisputably magnanimous ruler.

The examination of the narrative’s segments provides further an answer to the
third question regarding the social group that is stated as the oikos of the protgonist, the
community that is concerned with his deeds and depends on them.”' In this sense the
oikos is the place where the character’s andreia can be manifested and in this regard it
is important to underline that in the Hisfory of Leo the core of the emperor’s oikos is
presented as the army and not the “civil” rhomaioi. To use Paul Magdalino’s
terminology, the military community is the social group on whose behalf and at whose
expense honour is defended and pursued. It is a dialogue that is in a way codified for
the use of the two participating roles. By following the norms of behavior, Nikephoros
shows his andreia and defends his honour in the imperial oikos.

Leo the Deacon vs. De Cerimoniis

The History of Leo is further to be compared with a particular chapter of the
handbook on court ceremonial now known as De Cerimoniis Aulae Byzantinae. When
revising and supplementing the books on imperial ceremonies, a chapter was added
describing the inauguration of Nikephoros II Phokas. The text informs about the
circumstances of the emperor’s ascension to the throne, and provides information on the
acclamation of Nikephoros by his army in the military camp in Cappadocia. The

general is said to be drag out of his tent against his will lifted up (on a shield?) and

' Paul Magdalino examines oikos as “contained within the genos and formed its basic structure, the
nuclear family of father, mother and unmarried children”. See Paul Magdalino, “Honour Among
Romaioi: the Framework of Social Values in the World of Digenes Akrites and Kekaumenos,” Byzantine
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proclaimed basileus (Big Koi pen PovAdpevov €k THe TEVING DYADCAVIES AVIYOPELGOV
avtév Pacihéa)’?. Since he did not have crown or any imperial ornamentation, he just
put on the purple shoes. This is the account from De Cerimoniis.

Leo, however, provides a much more detailed account, imbedding in his text a
whole speech of Nikephoros that he held in front of the army and that reflects the main
qualities a ruler must possess. As Basil Lekapenos (or whoever revised the ceremonial
book) wanted to give an example of inauguration, he was not interested in defending
and legitimizing Nikephoros’ acts. After explaining in short the way in which the future
emperor with the help of his brother took over Constantinople, he mentioned the
different stages and stops of the procession. At dawn Nikephoros crossed the Sea of
Marmara by the dromon” and landed near the Golden Gate, where he was saluted by
the people; then on horseback he went along the outside city wall to the monastery of
the Virgin of the Abramites in order to pray; still on horseback he then reached the
Golden Gate, was greeted by the demes as Baciiéa avtokpdtopa Popaionv; continuing
further to the forum, he entered the church of the Theotokos where he performed the
proskynesis (a supplicant prostration); then, on foot accompanied by a solemn
procession with a ceremonial cross he went to Hagia Sophia already dressed with
divetesion (a long ceremonial tunic), the kampagia (footgear) and the campotuba
(greaves); after another set of acclamation of the people, Nikephoros entered the

church, where he assumed the #zitzakion (a special ceremonial costume), reached the

and Modern Greek Studies, 13 (1989) reprinted in Tradition and Transformation in Medieval Byzantium
(Aldershot: Variorum Reprints, 1991), 185. (hereafter: Magdalino, “Honour among Romaioi”).

2 See Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De Ceremoniis Aulae Byzantinae, ed. J. Reiske, CSHB (Bonn,
1829), 434. Reiske in the Latin translation of the text suggested that he was “levatum scuto” — elevated on
a shield. Dagron support such reading of dydocavteg, underlining that Nikephoros’ coronation had as a
model that of Basil I, as both were “new men” and “their imperial proclamation looked like a triumph.”
See Gilbert Dagron, Emperor and Priest. The Imperial Office in Byzantium, tr. Jean Birrel (Cambridge:
CUP, 2003) (hereafter: Dagron, Emperor and Priest), 73-4.

7 A type of decked warship (See ODB 1:662). The fact that Nikephoros entered the Golden Horn by
warship makes his adventus resemble a military triumph.
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narthex and went to the ambo accompanied by the patriarch who adorned him with the
chlamys (long cloak) and the crown.”

The description of the proclamation is important first as evidence that the
ceremonial remained fundamentally unchanged compared with previous examples —
Nikephoros was crowned in Hagia Sophia like all his predecessors and after a
proclamation and adventus similar to that of Leo I.”° In connection with Leo’s History,
the account provides an important basis for comparison. The whole ceremony occupies
just a few sentences in Leo’s text.

[Nikephoros] stripped off, and threw away his own tunic, and fastened

on the imperial and royal robe, and made himself more regal. He

mounted on a proud white horse, adorned with imperial ornaments and

purple cloths, and entered the Golden gate, applauded and honored by all

the people and officials. It was the sixteenth of August, of the sixth

indiction, in the year 6470, when these things occurred. Then, when he

went to the celebrated church of God and received worthy honors from

the clergy, he was crowned at the age of fifty-five with the imperial

diadem by Polyeuktos, who was guiding the patriarchate. [III, 8]

The differences are striking. There is no sign of the gradual transformation that
the future emperor was expected to experience during the adventus, loosing his ferocity
and becoming more and more civil, a metamorphosis that gave not power but
legitimacy to the emperor.”” By the account in De Cerimoniis, Nikephoros is following
this model of conduct introducing a series of changes in his dress, walking on foot in

the forum, praying procumbent in the church, and being given the imperial insignia by

the patriarch. In the History the general is more proud than humble, no proskynesis is

" On the imperial ceremonial costumes see Elisabeth Piltz, “Middle Byzantine Court Costume,”
Byzantine Court Culture from 829 tol1204, ed. Henry Maguire (Washington, D.C.:Dumbarton Oaks
Research Library and Collection, 1997), 39-52.

> See Dagron, Emperor and Priest, 73-4.

66 8& Nuneopog... 1o idmTikdv neplehdv Kol 4mocpevdovicag XITdVIoV, THY adTOKPATOPIKTYV Kai
Baciielov épeotpida EUmOpTNCAUEVOS, €lG TO PACIMK®OTEPOV EAVTOV PETECKEVOCEV" MOV TE AyEPDYOV
TOV AeVK®V EMPAG, POAGPOIS KEKOGUNUEVOD BUCIAKOIG Kol TUmNoty GAovpyoic, did Thg XpLoiig TOANG
glonAowvey, VO TaVTOg ToD OOV Kol TAV v TEAEL KPOTOVUEVOS TE KOl YEPULPOUEVOS. EKKOUOEKATNY O
Avyovotog fihavve pnv, €mi thg €ktng ivdiktov, &v T® cuo” &tet, Ote TaDTO EMPATTETO. GPTL O, EMEL TPOG
TOV T0D Bglov mepimvoTOV ONKOV €loEPOiTNOE, KOl VO TOD TAV igp€v TANPOUATOG AEL0YPEOVG TILOG
VmedeEato, mpog tod Vv maTplapyiav iBvvovtog [oAvedktov 1@ Pactikd Swadnpuatt otépeTal, £V Kol
TEVINKOOTOV £106 Tiic NAkiag Elavvov. (Leo 111, 8).
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ever mentioned. On the contrary as a conqueror of a seized town, he seems to be acting
on his own will — changing his own clothes (éavtdov peteckebaocev) before the
ceremonial. He is transforming his physical appearance and acting in a royal, but not in
a modest way. The passage itself seems to be divided into two. The first one — the
triumphal entrance through the Golden Gate, is the actual ascension to imperial power.
It is marked by the indication of the exact date. The latter one — the crowning by the
patriarch is left in the background, as it is an addition to the former — the emperor
entered the church to receive the honour that the clergy owned him (&&oyxpéovg Tipdg
umedé€ato). The impression of Nikephoros being the only active figure in the story is
achieved by making him the syntactical subject governing the sentences: (mepieAdv,
AITOCPEVOOVIGOS, SUTOPTNCAUEVOS, LETECKEVAGEY, EMPAS, EI0NAAVVEY, KPOTOVUEVOS
T€ Kol YEPUPOUEVOGS, EIGEPOITNOE, VTEGEEATO, GTEPETAL, ELAVVOV).

From the analysis a conclusion can be made regarding Leo’s judgment on what is
of importance, and what is not, when describing imperial ascension to power. All the
splendor of the ceremonial that was lasting for several hours is not of interest to the
economy of the text. More significant than the vanity of the courtly life-style is the
representation of Nikephoros himself who in his power and right had come and taken
what belonged to him. At least this is how Leo wanted his readers to perceive the event.
In this case, however, a question arises: How in the first place did Nikephoros get the
right to claim the throne for himself?

The examination of the preceding passages will shed light on the motives of the
author to pay less attention to the way the ceremonial was conducted. Instead of
describing its splendor Leo devoted the pages of his History to the glorious battles of

Nikephoros. It is clearly pointed out that the victorious general, adored by his army and

" Dagron, Emperor and Priest, 65.
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supplied with their military support, entered the City already possessing ultimate power
and not depending on the coronation as a decisive element of receiving legitimacy.
Honour meaning legitimacy

As a general rule one could become legitimate basileus in four different ways: by
marriage and integration into the family that possessed the right over the summit of
power; by patrimony — “fraternal” partition of the power; by dynasty — usually
porphyrogennetoi (children born in purple) becoming a co-ruler officially sharing the
rulership with their fathers; or by usurpation.”® Looking at the text of Leo, Nikephoros
married the dowager Empress Theophano and became regent of the two legitimate
children from the ruling dynasty. The Macedonian dynasty, however, was founded by
Basil I (r. 867-886) by murder of the previous emperor Michael III (r. 842-867). The
pro-Macedonian chronicles, written under the supervision of Constantine VII, fearlessly
supported the merits over legitimacy of Basil I — the one who saved the empire from the
purple-born Michael III, who was presented as a good-for-nothing drunkard and
gambler and thus not worthy of the throne. Dagron observed that even in the eulogy of
Leo VI more attention was being paid not to the legendary ‘royal’ origin of his father,
but to “the powerful image of the ‘renovator’”.” Kingship was still considered to be
divine, but it was God who appointed the future king, who was not necessarily coming
from the ruling dynasty. This divine choice was further supported by a second level of
legitimacy by public acclamation.™
Leo’s account on the events taking place in 963 is in full confirmation to this

perception of the superiority of merits. Nevertheless, in contrast to the Life of Basil I, in

the History the author put much more emphasize on the military deeds of his hero,

® Ibidem, 24-5. Rosemary Morris suggested three patterns for legitimacy — marriage, regency and
usurpation. See Morris, “Succession and Usurpation”, 202.

7 Dagron, Emperor and Priest, 37.

% Tbidem, 49.
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Nikephoros Phokas, than on anything else. This, as pointed out by Kazhdan and
Constable, introduced the image of the “noble knight” into Byzantine literature.®’

Of importance of my present study is to examine the way in which Leo the
Deacon built the image of Nikephoros as a charismatic leader. For long before he
received the support of his troops, and “all [the army] together they acclaimed him,
declaring him the august emperor of the Romans” (Leo I11,4), he had proven worthy to
wear this title.

The image of Nikephoros is often composed of phrases borrowed from earlier
historiographical writings which do not give a real notion of the particular character,
and must rather be regarded as fopoi in the construction of the image. Such phrases as
“shrewd and energetic” (&yyivovg te kol dpactiplog), “good at warfare” (dyabov te ta
nokepikd) referring to Nikephoros are borrowed from Prokopios®*. Afterwards, these
general statements are supported by stories about particular events showing off his
military virtue. Expressions like these are quite often inserted in the middle of the
narrative, sometimes even disrupting a sentence (shown in this passage by underlining).

While he was analyzing the situation and trying to reach a decision — for

he was shrewd and energetic, the most clever of any man we know at

grasping the best solution and carrying it out, had a temperate

disposition, and was not tempted by pleasures; at the same time he was

skillful at making the proper use of opportunities and events, and

unequaled in strength and vigor. For it is said that once, when a

champion of the most valiant barbarians attacked him, Nikephoros aimed

his spear at his chest and thrust it with both hand, and the force was so

great that the spear went right through him, piercing both sides of his

breastplate — the idea occurred to him of making a circuit of the town and

reconnoitering carefully, so that he might attack wherever it was
vulnerable®(Leo 1,5).

81 See Kazhdan and Constable, “Homo Byzantinus”, 111.

%2 Alice-Mary Talbot and Denis Sullivan mentioned that the two phrases occur in 32 instances. See
Talbot — Sullivan, Leo the Deacon, 60( footnote).

5 Otte drokbovt TovTe Kol yvopatevovtt (v yap dyyivoug te kol dpactiplog, £vvoijoai Te TO Evvoicov
Kol €i¢ Tépac dyaysiv maviov, OV iouev, mMPBoAdTaTOC, COEPMY TE Kai uf| sikmv NSovoic kol Tpocitt
dev0C TOVG KOPOVG Kol TO mpaypata €ig déov petayelpicocBol, TV pHEVTOL 1oyLV KOl pounv
AKOTOYDOVIOTOG AEYETOL YOP TPOTOYOVIGTOD TIVOG TAV GAKILOTATOV BapPapov avTikaTacsTdvtog ot
TOTE, TO dOPL KaTA TAV 6TEPVAOV TOV Nikepopov 100vavta kol AUeoTéEPUIg dGapdevov, obTm yevéshal
oPOSPAV TNV AVTEPEIGLY, (G KOl SILUTEPEG TO dOPL deDElY, kol GUP® dratepsiv T pépn 100 Omdpakog),
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Applying modern aesthetic criteria to literature we must admit that such passages
sound mechanical and are lacking organic structure.*® In the economy of the text,
however, they serve a distinctive purpose, which is to accumulate as many instances as
possible where Nikephoros is shown as befitting to be autokrator. His military deeds,
which included the capture of Crete in 961 — an important strategic position for
controlling the Aegean Sea — were highly praised and celebrated with a triumph during
the reign of Emperor Romanos I1.** Though the procession itself is not described, Leo
gives an account of the magnificent reception that Nikephoros received from the
emperor and the spectators, who “marveled at the magnitude and splendor of the
booty.” As a consequence, the general “received the admiration of all the people, the
Emperor Romanos presented him with generous gifts and entrusted him with the
command of Asia.”* An abrupt change occurred after the death of Romanos when the
parakoimomenos Joseph, suspecting that Nikephoros would use his army and revolt,
belittled his services and tried to deprive the heroic general of his army and life. In light
of the image of Nikephoros that Leo had built in the narrative till this episode, this act
could be perceived only as depriving one of the best from what is his by right and
honour. This is clearly stated by the speech the writer inserts in the protagonist’s mouth:
“What fine reward I receive for all my toil and labor from the man who is in charge of

the imperial palace!” (Leo, I1,11)."

gvvola yobv €mfiAfev antd, Kokl® 10 doTv mepPleABelv Kol &g 10 dkpiPec TobTo KOTOoKOMT oL, v dmot
napeikol Tposaydyn tov morepov. (I, 5]

¥ Karl Krumbacher, Geschichte der byzantinischen Litteraturvon Justinian bis zum Ende des
ostromischen Reiches (527-1453), (Munchen, 1897), 267-8.

% Evidence for that is the poem composed by Theodosios the Diacon “On the recapturing of Crete”,
where Nikephoros is highly praised for his military achievements. See CSHB XI, 261-306.

% Meyalompendg € mapd Tod avtokpdropoc Pmpovod vmodexbelg, Opiapfov €mi tod OedTpov
KOATHVEYKE, TOVIOG cuvabpolsBévtog 1o dnMpov, Kol 1o TAT0o¢ kal 10 KdAhog Tig Agiag Bavpdlovtog.
(Leo IL, 9).

7 “Kahdg ye” on, “mapd 100 1dv PactAeiny Katdpyovtog TdY T0600TOV dydVEOV Kol TOVOV KopToDuaL
T0G apolPas” (Leo, I1,11)
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The classical tradition in the dichotomy of honour and shame

Paul Magdalino has made it clear that the basic elements serving the identity and
the social status for kin group and community remained to a great extent unchanged
from the time of the ancient polis to modern Greek villages. The two basic co-ordinates
of social existence included the honourable start in life (eugeneia), and the glory of a
life honourably lived (doxa).®® The first element was no longer a conditio sine qua non
because of the Christian notion of humilitas.*® Thus, the way to gain honour was to
display andreia (valour, bravery) and, after achieving a place in the community, this
status (in Nikephoros case that of commander-in-chief of Asia) had to be enhanced
through the exercise of authority” so the individual could assert himself and not lose
his reputation.

From the indices in the narrative the reader is inclined to consider the action
Nikephoros undertook as in complete accordance with his right to defend his dignity.
This is reminiscent of the archaic concept of honour, the key element that distinguished
the hero from the weak. Examples can be found in Homer (perhaps once again serving
as a model for Leo). In the /liad Agamemnon was within his rights to take what he
considers his, in contrast to the image of Thersites, who fails to stand firm behind his
claims. In this sense, the reader is confronted not with usurpation, but with a legitimate
succession of power, a power that belongs to the better.”’

This impression is further strengthened by the speech that Leo put in the mouth of
Nikephoros. The episode took place right after Nikephoros had been proclaimed august

emperor by the army and was about to lead his soldiers to Constantinople and assert his

% Paul Magdalino, “Honour among Romaioi,”183-5.

% See Markopoulos, “Constantine in Macedonian Historiography” for an interesting example for treating
the problem of humble or noble origin of Basil I in the funeral oration by Leo VI, Vita Basilii by
Constantine VII and On the reign of emperors by Genesios, 163-4.

% Magdalino, “Honour among Romaioi,” 203.
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rights. Lars Hoffmann put great emphasis on the element of the speeches in the
History. 92 Following his arguments, their role was to add more glamour to the story, to
satisfy the expectations of the reader, and to make the narrative more trustworthy. By
analyzing the six speeches presented by Leo the Deacon he identified six criteria from
the ancient rhetorical genre of logos paraklétikos (stimulating speech), namely, that a
deed has to be presented as just (dikarog), legitimate (vopog), beneficial (cOueepog),
good (kahdc), pleasant (750c), and facile (p&droc).”> Hence, this classical rhetoric
structure can be observed in this particular speech through which Nikephoros justified
his claims to the imperial throne. This speech was meant not for the soldiers (though the
general must have encouraged his army before attacking the capital), but rather to serve
as the next step in the narrative construction of the image and make the reader believe
that Nikephoros embodied the perfect ruler.

Leo presented him as a selfless commander ready to sacrifice his own life for the
common good if needed. The situation demanded that he act and struggle to save the
empire, which was clearly endangered by the intrigues of the court administration.
Since the audience of the speech (the physically present army but also all citizens of the
empire) was suffering from this, to get rid of Joseph Bringas and to take control of the
situation seemed just and beneficial to all — the army, the state, and, individually, to
Nikephoros. He was driven not by desire for “rebellion against the state” (t6d¢ 10 ofjna
g Pactieiog aveilnea), but by compulsion for the army, and responsibility and
concern (@povtida kai tpoévolav) for their safety and that of the empire (edvoiq pdAiov

vu@v). The charisma of the general is revealed even more in his devotion and

°! On the rhythm of depriving(s) as a motive force in the narrative of /liad see Bogdan Bogdanov, Istoria
na starogrutskata kultura [History of The Culture of Ancient Greece], (Sofia: Nauka i izkustvo, 1989),
69.

%2 See Lars Hoffmann, “Geschichtsschreibung oder Rhetorik? Zum logos parakletikos bei Leon
Diakonos,” Theatron. Rhetorische Kultur in Spdtantike und Mittelalter, ed. Michael Griinbart (Berlin: De
Gruyter, 2007), 105-139.
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selflessness as he was “ready to lay down my very life for your sakes” (mpdBoudg eipu,
Kol a0tV TV Yoynv eivar Vrgp du®V), as the soldiers had chosen him to release them
from the “unwarranted madness of the eunuch and his rabid and irate insolence” (trv
topiov €komovdov Amdvolav Koi TV Avcoddn kol opydoav ékeivov avbadsiov) (Leo
I1L,5).

The passage resembles the genre of mirror of princes, as in it the author stated the
basic virtues of the ruler — to act with responsibility, modesty, philanthropy, and most
important to be concerned about his subject.”® In support of the legitimization of
Nikephoros’ action comes the stress put on the oaths and agreement broken by Joseph
Bringas. On this ground the victim of this injustice (i.e., Nikephoros) held him
responsible for the violation. Moreover, Leo emphasized the wrong the
parakoimomenos had done to the general, depriving him of the dignities that Romanos
IT had awarded him, and which were perceived as part of Nikephoros’ rights because
they were merited and could be forfeited only on account of capital crimes.

For I am convinced that in this struggle you will have as your helper

even the Almighty. For it is not we who have broken the agreements and

oaths, but the hostility of Joseph, who for no good reason has sent my

relatives onto exile and, although I have not wronged him, he has cruelly

and mercilessly devised death against me (Leo IIL5). *°

The last element of the argumentation proved that going against their own capital

and shedding the blood of fellow Christians would be pro bono patriae, for the army

** Ibidem, 109.

* For collection of Byzantine works devoted to political thought see Ernest Barker ed., Social and
Political Thought in Byzantium (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1957). In his article “Lawful Society and
Legitimate Power,” Dagron discussed the notion of the term “legitimate power” as the absolute power of
the emperor could only be tamed by advices (i.e. mirrors of princess) and not restrained by laws (Gilbert
Dagron, “Lawful Society and Legitimate Power: &vvopog molteia, &vvopog apyn,” Law and Society in
Byzantium: Ninth — Twelfth Centuries, Angeliki E. Laiou and Dieter Simon ed. (Washington, D.C.:
Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1994), 27-52.)

” Ménewopon yop Eev Emi ToLTOVE TOV dydva cuvepyOV Kol TOV KpeitTove. TiC ydp omovadg Kai Todg
OpKrovg ody MuelG, 10 T0d Toone 6¢ diépbeipe duopevég, 0G TOVG EUOVG AYYLOEIS €Ml TPOPACEL UNdEd
Vrepopig TopEmepyey, EUOL 08 TOVTOV IdNKOTL UNdEV, dUMS Kol dphovBpodnmng Odvatov EoKadpnoE.
(Leo II1,5)
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would fight for the good of the empire. The greatest evidence was to be that God would
stay by their side. It is His Providence that guided everything and would lead them to
the fulfillment of their good intentions.
Emperor-warrior in a sacred war

After pointing out the clear emphasis on military virtue in the structure of
imperial presentation, logically one would ask oneself why the author chose to use such
an approach. Markopoulos suggests an answer, namely that, in the tenth century “the
struggle of the Byzantines against the Arabs acquired the character of a sacred war.””
The implication of such notion in regard to military activity is stated in several places in
the narrative. First, in the speech of Nikephoros before the battle against the Cretans a
clear distinction is made between the Romans-Christians and the barbarians-Arabs,
when he recalled to the memory of the soldiers the “cruelty and ferocity of the
descendants of the maidservant” (t0 pé&v ®pov xoi Onpiddeg TV THg maudiokng
éxyovav) (Leo 1,6).”7 Such key words would trigger a whole set of biblical
connotations about the lost tribes and Gog and Magog who were constantly threatening
the Christian world. On a second level this would imply also the comparison and even
unification between the image of Alexander the Great, closing the gates and saving the
ancient civilization, and that of Nikephoros, the mighty warrior who ensured the safety
of his Christian empire. Furthermore one is tempted to connect such references to the
idea of sacred war led by a general, who clearly felt as the hand of God, stating:
“Providence ... with the help of Almighty has brought us here to repay them [Arabs]
sevenfold the evil fortunes” (mpovowr ... T 100 Kpatodvtog pomf] Muis &vradba

. ¢ ’ 5 ~_ ~ s r 98
SEMEPALDOATO, ENTATAAGIOG 0V TOIG drododval TO avtamodoua) (Leo 1,6).

% Markopoulos, “Constantine in Macedonian historiography,” 165.

°7 The descendants of Hagar the maidservant of Abraham. Cf. Genesis 16:15.

% For further studies on the notion of sacred war in Byzantium see Tia Kolbaba, “Fighting for
Christianity: Holy War in the Byzantine Empire,” Byzantion 68 (1998): 194-221 and George T. Dennis,
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On the other hand, the representation of the emperor is “Christianized” by the
description of his pious and moderate lifestyle. For he is not only devoting his private
time to prayer, avoiding luxuries, revelry and other pleasures (Leo II1,9), but he is also a
passionate connoisseur of sacred objects — using the cross as military standards, taking
sacred tiles, images, crosses from unbelievers and depositing them in churches in
Constantinople. A representative example is presented by Leo in the passage about his
campaign to Antioch. On the way he captured Edessa, entered the church of the Holy
Confessors “for he has heard that the image of our Savior God that was imprinted on a
tile was kept in this fortified city ... Nikephoros after capturing the town, took this very
sacred tile away; later he had a case adorned with gold and gems, reverently set the tile
in it, and dedicated it to the church of the Mother of God”.”

If one follows Markopoulos in his opinion that pursuing the example of
Constantine I was a must for every Byzantine emperor,'® then one has to consider this
episode as an illustration of this pattern: Nikephoros regains Antiochia for the Christian
faith, delivers sacred relics into the possession of Constantinople, and bears the cross as
his military insignium. The last is reminiscent of the mise-en-scéne of Constantine I
dreaming of the victorious symbol and winning the battle against Maxentius.'®!

The passage recording Nikephoros’ murder provides one last instance for the

holiness of the emperor. Here Leo inserted an impressive mis-en-scene depicting the

“Defenders of the Christian People: Holy War in Byzantium,” The Crusaders from the Perspective of
Byzantium and the Muslim World, ed. Angeliki E. Laiou and Roy Parviz Mottahedeh (Washington D.C.:
Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 2001), 31-39. The latter argued that Byzantines did
not have any concept of true holy war, and consequently there were imperial, not holy wars. Dennis
stated, however, that “religious rhetoric and ritual were prominent and persuasive” (ibidem, 35).

% frniost yap, Ty &v kepGum Tod Totiipog kol Ocod ExTummBsicay HopETV &V THSE TH PPOLPLY
nopakatéxeotat... T0te 8¢ Nikepopog 0 Pacirels, EEeAmv TO GoTL, TOV TO10DTOV GETOV KEPUUOV EKETDEY
aveiinos, Kol ypvod kai Aifoig Oy drackevdcag peténetta, Kol Tt TEPIOTEINAG TOVTOV OEMTMS, &V
@ TS Oeopntopoc vad, @ katd v Paciieov dvtt €otiav, avédnkev. (Leo 1V,10). For the role of
sacred object see loli Kalavrezou, “Helping Hands for the Empire: Imperial Ceremonies and the Cult of
Relics,” Byzantine Court Culture from 829 till 1204, ed. Henry Maguire (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton
Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1997), 53-80.

1% Markopoulos, “Constantine in Macedonian historiography,” 169.
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emperor surrounded by sacred images - holy icons of the theandric image of Christ and
the Mother of God and John the Baptist, making “his usual prayer to God and devoted
himself to study of the Holy Scriptures. When the need for sleep came upon him, he lay
down on the floor, upon the leopardskin and scarlet felt cloth...”'%*

The emphasis on the sacred war and the importance of defending Christendom
may be explained by the eschatological tension towards the end of the first millennium

19 Leo himself was no stranger to that

as the time of the Second Coming of Christ.
notion and discussed in the opening of the first book that “many people believe that life
is now undergoing a transformation, and that the expected Second Coming of the Savior

1% He also showed his affection for extraordinary

and God is near, at the very gates.
events — an earthquake that is described as premonition of God against human acts
contrary to divine ordinance and “draining the cup of God’s untempered wrath” (tfig
0pyNg 100 Oeod gkmiodoa O motprov dkpatov) (Leo 1V,9); a storm compared to the
flood described in Genesis [IV,9]; an eclipse of the sun that had its precedent during at
the time of the Passion of the Lord [IV,11]; the birth of Siamese twins [X,3]; a comet
foretelling “bitter revolts, and invasions of foreign peoples, and civil wars, and
migration from cities and the countryside, famines and plagues and terrible earthquakes,

55105

indeed almost total destruction of the Roman empire. In this apocalyptic atmosphere

the presence of a warrior at the helm of the empire must have been felt as some relief. If

"% See Eusebius of Caesarea, Life of Constantine, tr. Averil Cameron and Stuard George Hall (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1999), 80-1.

12 Tag cuviBelg edyog avémepns @ Oed, kai i pelétn tdV Oeiov ypopdy Steoyorolsv. £mel 8¢ OV
Vrvov 1 OGIG AmnTEL... o’ TO TOPIAAEIOV BEPPOC Kol TOV KOKKOPapT] TIAOV, € £80(POVG JLAVETAVETO
(Leo V,0).

1% On millenarianism and apocalyticism around the year 1000 in Byzantium see Paul Magdalino “The
Year 1000 in Byzantium,” Byzantium in the year 1000, ed. Paul Magdalino, 233-270.

1% 6 moALoic doketv, dAhoiwoty Gptt Tov Blov Aafeiv, Kol TV Tpocdokmuévy Sevtépay KaTdBacty Tod
Yotipog Kol @god ent B0pong Eyyilew. (Leo, 1,1)

195 gmootaciog 88 yahendg, £0vdv Te EmSPopds, Koi EUPUAIONG GTAUGELS, Kai HETAVACTAGES TOAEMV Ko
AOP®V, MUOVS Kol AOOVG, Kol PPIKOOELS GEIGHOVG, kKol Tavoredpiav oxedov tig Popaikiig Emkpateiog
(Leo, X,6)
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one pushes this idea further, Leo might have sought to depict the basileus the last king
to stand in the way of the Antichrist.
Conclusions

The portrait of Nikephoros in Leo the Deacon’s work includes several notions.
First, as the comparison with Skylitzes’ Synopsis demonstrated, the main subject of the
History is the military life of the basileus and not his “civil” activities, with a well-
defined pro-Nikephoros reinterpretation of the critics against him. The fact that Leo
neglected the importance of imperial court ceremonial as mean of providing legitimacy
(in opposition to the account from De Cerimoniis), hinted towards the important role
military glory (86&a) and manliness (Gvdpein) played in the narrative. By the constant
ascertainment of these two virtues Nikephoros is presented not as usurper of the
imperial throne but as possessor of something that is befitting his qualities. Leo was the
first to reintroduce military virtue as part of the ideal image of the basileus.
Continuation of this trend can be traced in following eleventh and twelfth century in the
works of Digenes Akrites and Kekaumenos, and also implicitly in Anna Komnene’s
Alexiad.'® The origin and reasons for this kind of representation as ruler-warrior can

be sought both in the classical epic tradition and in the concept of fighting a sacred war.

1% On the qualities in which honour consist as presented by Digenes Akrites and Kekaumenos, see the
above cited Paul Magdalino, “Homour among Romaioi.”
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Chapter 3
John Tzimiskes and making the image of a murderer

In the previous chapter, by analyzing and comparing the History of Leo the
Deacon with other sources, I made an attempt to outline the qualities with which the
author credited his hero — Nikephoros — in order to present him as honourable basileus.
Looking closely at the peculiarities of these virtues, it has become clear that the main
argument for the legitimacy and rightfulness of the newly elected emperor was seen in
his military activity, glory and bravery. Similar pattern also appears in the remaining
five books of the history devoted to the reign of John I Tzimiskes (r. 969-976). The
focus of this chapter, however, will be on elements which distinguish the two narratives
from each other and, respectively, the two modes of constructing imperial honour.

A murderer on the throne

The general impression when reading Leo’s History is one of an account treating
the two emperors in almost an equally positive manner. However one must keep in
mind the difficulty the author must have faced in this task. For if Skylitzes is criticized
for his almost schizophrenic description of Nikephoros Phokas,'”” the same must be
said for Leo’s report presenting John first as the murderer of the highly exalted emperor
Nikephoros, and later praising the very same villain. The problem arose from the fact
that the author was using a pro-Phokades source (panegyric or family records) for the

1% The principle of

first part of his work, and a pro-Tzimiskes one for the second part.
the composition had to be changed in respect to the different circumstances around

John’s ascension to power. A basic structural analysis will shed more light on this

principle.

7 Holmes, Basil II, 94-5, explaining this schizophrenic analysis with the employment of two
contradictory sources.
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In order to be perceived as a real hero, every hero needs to oppose an anti-hero.
This is the case that is presented in the books devoted to Nikephoros, for he was the
main protagonist acting against a clearly defined antagonist — the wicked eunuch Joseph
Bringas. But, if one reads Leo’s accounts of the events taking place in December 969,
by killing Nikephoros, John deprived Byzantium of one of its most glorious emperors,
endowed with extraordinary courage, physical strength, modesty, justice, magnanimity
in affairs of state, and who had great experience in warfare. What is even more
unfortunate, if it were not for this “malicious fortune” (Baokavog thyn) in which John
played a quite significant role, “the Roman empire would have obtained greater glory
than ever before” (ueyiotmv @v 1 Popaiov nyepovio kol olav odk GAlote gdkAelov
amnvéykoato) (Leo V,8). Even if “in reality” Nikephoros was not so highly appreciated
by his contemporaries and his subjects, in the “reality” of the text the narrator had
presented the murdered ruler as a hero, and thus had to figure out a way to present the
murderer as the “new” hero in the remaining part of his work. The fact that John
Tzimiskes personally plotted and took part in the assassination did not leave any option
for the personal confrontation between the two characters to be concealed, a
confrontation that marked the beginning of John’s reign as sinful.

Therefore, opening the next five books of the History, Leo the Deacon started
afresh with an impersonal absolute genitive stating the fact that Nikephoros was
murdered (tod avtokpdtropog Nuknedpov... avorpedéviog) and thus, conceiling the
agent of the murder. In contrast, the act of usurpation (if one can employ this term) is
expressed with an elegant phrase which evokes the image of the empire as chariot, and
of John as pulling its reins (tag g Pactreiog Nviag Todvvng... dYmolmvvutat). Even in

Leo’s version, however, he could not slide over this delicate issue and had some

1% Rosemary Morris argued that a sign for the use of panegyric is a description of John Tzimiskes that
Leo the Deacon reproduced in his work (Morris, “Succession and Usurpation,” 209). On the discussion
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difficulties satisfying the demands of Patriarch Polyeuktos, in order to receive the right
to be blessed by him and, more important, to be crowned in the proper way on the ambo
of the church. This passage is introduced in the History with a gentle remark on the
holiness and the “fervent spirit” ({éwv t@® mvevpatt) of the old man, perhaps hinting ats
the stubbornness of his character. Furthermore, the demands of the patriarch are called
eaow (talks, propositions, statements) and the whole controversy between the two is
described as guidance of a senior towards one newly embarked upon matters of state. In
comparison, Skylitzes’ text is much more dramatic, as Polyeuktos openly accused John
that his hands were bloody and refused him entry into the church. In his defense, the
latter transferred the guilt for the murder to the Empress Theophano and two of his
other fellows and immediately (e00éwc) obeyed the patriarch’s ultimatum to banish the
first and punish the second, and in addition, to abolish Nikephoros’ decree, which was
against the church’s interest (Skyl.Jh.2).

Another important element of Leo’s narrative is the episode describing the
ascension to power. In the case of Nikephoros, the author considered the emperor’s
entry in Constantinople as a starting point for his legitimate imperial power (an episode
after his acclamation by the army and before his crowning). In the case of John,
however, this moment marked the actual taking of power, for one reads that “after he
thus gained sufficient security for himself and his government, and purged the state of
every suspicious element, he spent his time in the palace. He was in his forty-fifth year
when he assumed the imperial rule” (Leo VI,2).'” Only after making this explicit
statement, supported by a detailed description reminiscent of a panegyric and praising

John’s physical appearance and military virtue, Leo went on discussing the problematic

about the different sources Leo used see above, p. 25
109 « 3\ 3 5 ~ 3 7 . ~ N ~ , 5 ; v \ e ~

% ixaviv odv €viedfev dopdielay £avtd TE Kol Toig Tpdypacty EmBpapedoac, ko dmay o Hrontov Tig
moMteiag dvorapog, &v toig Bacideiog SiétpiPe. ITéuntov Kol TE6GUPUKOGTOV £T0¢ TV AT Tiig NAtkiag,

Ote tiig Pactreiov EnéPn apyiis. (Leo VI, 2).
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negotiations with Polyeuktos. Thus, the author clearly presents his hero’s personal
qualities as more important for legitimate wielding of the imperial power than the mere
acts of unction and coronation by the patriarch.

This notion of civil, or better to say military, acclamation versus ecclesiastical
approbation is connected with the genre or type of work and the audience addressed. An
example contrary to Leo’s idea of the meaning of the act of anointing can be traced in
the Canones of Theodore Balsamon from the twelfth century. For him, the unction
performed by the patriarch before the coronation cleanses the future emperor from the
sins he has committed before his acclamation.''® A different interpretation of the
ceremony corresponds inasmuch with the time gap as with the different intention of the
two texts, for, Theodore Balsamon was writing about canon law and practices and Leo
was arguing for the superiority of military virtue over ceremony.

This suggestion can further be confirmed by the phrase the author uses saying
that the procedure of ascending the ambo, being blessed by the patriarch and crowned
was “customary” (gi0iotan) for those who had newly embarked upon rule. There is no
mention of cleansing from the murder, which is reasonable since in Leo’s version the
only one accusing John is the rebel, Bardas Phokas,111 who, later in book seven, calls
the emperor “impious and accursed John, who has killed a sleeping lion, the emperor”
(0 dvooiog kol marapvaiog Todvvng ... TOV HEV aDTOKPATOPA ... KOIUOUEVOV AEOVTIQ

kteivag dvniedc) (Leo VILS).

"% Theodore Balsamon, Canones, in MPG, CXXXVII, 1156: énsi 10 ypiopa 100 dyiov Pomtioportog té
mpd TodTO GpoptiuaTe dmaleipel, ol kai 6o Gv MG, TavTeg Kai T ypioua Tig Pacireiog OV TPO
TaUTNG YeYovoTo eovov mapd tob T yuokii éEntenyev. For a further discussion on the role of unction as
presented in byzantine sources see Dagron, Emperor and Priest, 265-276, and Donald M. Nicol,
“Kaisersalbung: The Unction of Emperors in Late Byzantine Coronation Ritual,” Studies in Late
Byzantine History and Prosopography (Variourum: London, 1986), [ 37-52.

"' Bardas Phokas was the son of Leo Phokas and the nephew of Nikephoros Phokas. When he turned to
rebellion Tzimiskes sent against him Bardas Skleros, brother of Tzimiskes’ first wife, Maria Skleraina
(Leo VII).
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Nevertheless this passage, coming from a letter sent from the nephew of
Nikephoros to Bardas Skleros, is a sign that there were people (probably mainly the
Phokades) questioning John’s right to hold the throne. Though the guilt of the murder
was distributed among the empress and her accessaries, it was Leo’s task to present the
new basileus as equal to the former one, if not even better.

An invisible Kaiserkritik

The historian accomplished this task by inserting into the narrative a series of
“selling points,” as Rosemary Morris reasonably calls them, which probably derived
from the pro-Tzimiskes propaganda Leo used as sources.''? It is worth examining these
passages in correspondence to the Kaiserkritik of Nikephoros that is never mentioned
explicitly by Leo, but is implicitly included in this imperial image-making rivalry.

In first place, John was presented as an astonishing general, surpassing everyone
in everything: from leaping to throwing the javelin, and shooting a bow. Even more
significant is Leo’s account on his bravery in the battlefield. The image of the hero who
often went ahead of the army fearlessly “attacking single-handed an entire enemy
contingent” (&g OAnV dvtitaiov eaAayyo ovk dmedetia povog opudv) and afterwards
returned “with great speed” (dmtepmdt® Tayel) unscathed, evokes in the mind of the
reader the image of the invincible Achilles, swift on foot (m6dag wxvg AyAleds), who
was so often represented by Homer in the very same fashion — fighting alone in the
vanguard of the army. Apart from the pure soldierly virtues that were “becoming the

113 s
”"” these qualities were also presented

commonplace of imperial portrayal at this time,
as necessary for the construction of imperial honour and could fit into the genre of

mirror of princes.

"2 Morris, “Succession and Usurpation,” 208-9.
' Tbidem, 209.
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According to the History one of the first things that John did after his coronation
was to divide ancestral property (ktfjowv dvékobev) that was in excess (mpocodoav).
This mention was intended to hint first at John’s glorious family (Aapmpotérov yévoug),
and second at his generosity and charity. Leo stated that the basileus granted part of this
money to the hospital for lepers. Moreover, a clear proof for his magnanimity and
compassion is proved by the fact that he visited the incumbents there, distributing gold
to them and “treated as best he could their ulcerated limbs, which were ravaged by the

»114 He increased

disease, even though he was an aesthete of quite delicate sensibilities.
the stipends for the nobles and the senate because of his “generous and kindly spirit”
(protipm kol eriayddm yvoun kivovpevog) (Leo VLS).

The thing missing from this eulogy is a comparison to Nikephoros, who was
heavily criticized for these matters, which were stated by Skylitzes and omitted by Leo,
as discussed in the previous chapter. Thus the method of compiling and composing the
History comes to light. For when one reads that John was generous and concerned
about his subjects, one is easily inclined to draw a parallel and continue the phrase
saying that, on the contrary, the previous emperor, Nikephoros, was a miser trying to
earn money through people’s suffering. In the same way passages describing John
averting famine in the city (Leo VI,8) can be connected to those from Skylitzes relating
that Nikephoros and Leo Phokas sold food at double prices (Skyl.Nik.20). During the
revolt of Bardas Phokas the emperor is said to have tried to avoid bloodshed (1peig
Toryopodv EueuiMo aipatt pdvor v yijv eviafovueda) (Leo VIL3) governing his
subjects in a “gracious disposition and equitable manner” (fjovg edpeveiq Kol TpodT®V

ypnotomty) always “gentle and reasonable” (mpoonvig te kai €mewng) (Leo VIL9),

whereas his predecessor was accused of instigating a bloody accident in the

14 To flkopéva kai tf voo@ Kotelpyacpéva Tovtov péAn ovk drnéiov Bepamedety Katd o VOV, Koitot
afpotatoc v kai Aoy EUAOKAAOG.
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Hippodrome on purpose (Skyl.Nik.19). Finally, contrary to Nikephoros’ legislation
against the funding of monasteries, John ordered the church of Christ the Savior at the
Brazen Gate, which he thought was too narrow, to be “rebuilt from the foundations in a
more splendid and sacred fashion” (g 10 peyoaieldtepov kai evayéotepov €k PaBpwv
toVToVv oikodopelv) (Leo VIIL1).

Perhaps this is how the pro-Tzimiskes source which Leo used sounded. Leo,
however, could not afford to blacken the glorious image of Nikephoros which he had
built with such attention to every detail in the previous books. Therefore he had to
expurgate these passages of critique, but their ghostly shadow can still be traced
between the lines.

Helping hands for legitimacy

As Dagron stated in Emperor and Priest, “when a fortunate usurper ended a
dynasty or when a new man was entrusted with the empire, he looked for or was
obliged to make a marriage into the fallen imperial family or one of those which

»!5 This principle of junction between royal blood and the election of a

preceded it.
charismatic leader was put into practice in the case of John Tzimiskes. In order to
obtain ecclesiastical sanction, he was forced to separate himself from Theophano, the
source of his power. Probably on the advice of Basil Lekapenos, who was acting once
more as parakoimomenos in the palace, he married Theodora, the daughter of
Constantine VII. This episode is placed at the end of book seven, after Leo has retold at
full length the tribulations around Bardas Phokas’ revolt and the first part of the
campaign against the Rus. Furthermore, the stress is put on Theodora’s qualities''

rather than on the fact that the usurper had now become a legitimate member of the

ruling dynasty. On the contrary, in his account of the same event, Skylitzes, stated that

"5 Dagron, Emperor and Priest, 40.
1% See above p.15-16.
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with this action John provoked great joy among the citizens, for he kept the imperial
power within the dynasty.''’ Leo also stated that people were overcome with
tremendous rejoicing, but for a different reason — namely, the emperor was treating
them kindly and providing them with entertainment in the Hippodrome. Thus, even if
Skylitzes' report consists of only two sentences, it reflects the political act of integrating
into the ruling dynasty through marriage with a porphyrogenneta, whereas Leo’s
account again focuses on the figure of the basileus. Theodora is presented as a good
choice for John not because of her royal blood, but her virtues. Thus, the reader is led to
the conclusion that his qualities were sufficient for his legitimacy.
Ecclesiastical taming and heavenly help

Nikephoros, as is known from Skylitzes, entertained a difficult relationship with
the church. Leo mentioned this fact briefly in book six as part of the patriarch’s
demands of John, namely, to return “to the synod the powers that by decree Nikephoros
had improperly revoked.”'"™ John also faced problems at the beginning of his reign
because Polyeuktos refused to allow him entry into the church. It was not, however, the
patriarch who had this alternative absolute power of the emperor, but the accumulation
of memories and the ceremonial, which were a mechanism for evoking the past and

"9 As was mentioned above, Leo presented this episode as appendix

fixing the present.
to an already signed contract, the official introduction of the ruler to his subjects. Soon
afterwards John had an opportunity to regain his supremacy over the church by
appointing the new patriarch. Leo emphasized this moment very well, stating that the

emperor “was eager” (omovdn £Eeyéveto 1@ avTokpdTopt) to appoint his own candidate

(Leo VI,6). Leo supported his hero’s rights by inserting the only non-military speech in

"7 Kai tavt T mpaet peybhog ebppave todg moritac, GG T Tig Bociheiog KpaTog TEPIPUAGTIOV T
vévet. (Skyl.Jh.8.)

18 Koi mpocétt oV topov 1§ 6uvode mposamotion, dv O Nikepopog mapd o gikdg évedyueoey. (Leo
VL4).
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the History. The emperor, speaking to the clergy and the senate, delivered one of the
clearest expressions of Byzantine political and religious thought. In summary, he stated:
there is one Authority above — God — and two here on earth — the priesthood and the
imperial rule; it is God who promotes the patriarch, and so the emperor himself is
raising the one chosen by God to the ecclesiastical throne. In contrast, Skylitzes never
mentioned such imperial interference in ecclesiastical matters, but briefly notes that
Polyeuktos died 35 days after the inauguration and a new patriarch — the monk Basil
Skamandrenos — was elected.'*® Without engaging an estimation of which one of the
two accounts represents the “real” course of events, it is worth pointing out the effort
which Leo made to demonstrate his hero “taming” the ecclesiastical authority.

On the other hand, John Tzimiskes’ military success was ascribed to divine
favor towards the emperor. Leo made this very clear. At the beginning of book eight he
describes the emperor leading a procession to the church of Christ the Savior to ask for
God’s help in the march that he planned against the Rus’. Leo pin-pointed his piety by
stating that he ordered the small church to be rebuilt. Furthermore, John made two more
prayerful processions, to Hagia Sophia and to the church of the Mother of God, where
he asked to “be granted an angel to go before the army and make straight the road”
(Gyyelov 1e avT® doBfjvar £EaTnNoaIEVOS, TPOTOPEVOUEVOV TOD GTPATOD, KOl THV 000V
katevBOvovta). As a clear manifestation of the legitimacy of the emperor his prayer
was fulfilled, for a divine personage was sent to the battle field later on (Leo IX,9-10).
The scene, which is found also in Skylitzes (Skyl.Jh.17), describes a virgin dedicated to
God who saw in her dream the Mother of God calling Theodore the martyr and sending

him to help John. The divine personage then appeared on the battle field leading the

"' Dagron, Emperor and Priest, 113.
20 ¢t tprdicova 88 ko TévTe povag RUEPOC HeTd THY dvaydpuoty kai 6 TToAvevktog EmpBlodg Kotélos
v {onv. kol Tpoyepiletor vt avtod matpiipyns Baociielog povayog 6 Zxapavopnvog (Skyl.Jh.3)
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Romans to fight fiercely. Thus, the atmosphere of supernatural support was granted on
account of the ruler’s humility.

Furthermore, Leo presented his hero’s humility in the triumphal procession after
defeating the Rus at the end of book nine. John is said to have refused to mount a
chariot, but placed an icon brought as booty from the campaign on the chariot’s golden
throne. The procession is remarkable as it is described in great detail — the emperor
riding behind the chariot, crowned with the diadem and holding the imperial regalia, led
the procession throughout the city and donated the captured crown of the Mysians as
gift to God (Leo IX.12). The procession was probably deliberately staged in this novel

"2 T doubt, though, that the novelty was the reason why

fashion by the court officials.
Leo paid so much attention to this particular ceremony. Rather, the cause was his
intention to present John as pious ruler and underline his humility in this spectacular
way. Confirmation for this suggestion can be found in another passage, where the
emperor again manifested his righteousness by further adorning the church of Christ the
Savior, the one that he had rebuilt from the foundations with a very precious sacred icon
(Leo X,4).

Leo constructed the image of John Tzimiskes by ascribing to him, on the one
hand, qualities similar to those of Nikephoros (mainly military virtues), and on the other
underlining his Christian piety. Thus, his legitimacy is due not to the blessing of the

patriarch, nor to the royal blood of his bride Theodora, but to the virtuous personality of

a ruler supported by God.

2 Michael McCormick, Eternal Victory. Triumphal Rulership in Late Antiquity, Byzantium and the
Early Medieval West, (Cambridge: CUP, 1990), 173.
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Conclusions

As it was mentioned in the introduction of this study, the History of Leo the
Deacon has been considered as an important, but rather biased source for the reigns of
Nikephoros II Phokas and John I Tzimiskes. Thus the general conclusion so far has
been that modern historians dealing with this period first have to remove the veil of
Leo’s personal (mis)interpretations and preferably to juxtapose the information which
he provided with other sources. On the contrary, this research demonstrated that Leo’s
text and more particularly this biased way in which he described the two emperors
provides a key for understanding the social background of the events taking place in the
tenth and eleventh centuries.

Analyzing the main characteristics of the History in respect to classical or
earlier Byzantine works that the author was quoting, making allusion to, imitating, or
mentioning explicitly in his text, it has become clear that the work was intended to an
audience with taste toward military writings. Thus John Haldon came up with the
conclusion that Leo was writing for a provincial military élite following a “new attitude
toward the representation of warfare in the literature of the period”.'*> On the basis of
his study of the speeches in the History and their fictitious character, Lars Hoffmann
proposed that the text was intended to serve as a military manual, offering a collection
of examples for behaving as ideal general and emperor in the form of historical
novel.'*

This suggestion can now be further corroborated by the analysis made in the
chapters on Nikephoros II Phokas and John I Tzimiskes revealing the focus on military

matters and the image of the emperor as the perfect warrior. As such Leo presented his

'22 John Haldon, Warfare, 244.
123 1 ars Hoffmann, “Geschichtsschreibung oder Rhetorik?,” 136-7.

58



CEU eTD Collection

two heroes. The central motif of the narrative is that of assignation of honour depending
on one’s merits and deprivation of honour in spite of them. Thus the reader is first
introduced to the qualities of the protagonists. Both of them were acting according to
the military code of honour — leading their armies wisely, achieving victories against
the enemies and being honored with triumphs. The turning point and thus the inception
of the action is when they felt their pride being hurt — Joseph Bardas refused
Nikephoros access in the city and deprived him from his office, and Nikephoros later,
already emperor, banished John Tzimiskes from the capital and from the army. The
very lack of justification for these deprivations of social status in turn justified their
respective defensive actions and, furthermore, their strife for the purple.

The fact that Leo served neither Nikephoros’, nor John’s interests when
presenting them, leads to the conclusion that the implied reader was not connected to
the Phokades or Tzimiskes’ Armenian family. I am inclined to believe that the author’s
intension was to provoke his audience’s compassion for the committed atimia towards
the generals. Thus it is even more reasonable to look beyond the veil of the narrative in
search for traces of struggle over military offices and accordingly influence taking place
in the tenth and eleventh centuries. The correspondence is obvious, as in this period
emperors were trying to diminish the role of noble families leading the army and often
appointed eunuchs as generals considering them to be the perfect servants, guarding the
interest of the emperor.'** The repercussions of this strive between court officers and
professional commanders is clearly presented in several passages in the text, when Leo
stated that a certain general was successful though he was eunuch (Leo IV,7) or openly

criticized eunuchs as being inexperienced and effeminate (Leo 1,2).

124 See Kathryn M. Ringrose, The Perfect Servant (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 163-
183.
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The negative attitude towards court life and administrative procedures in
general is implicitly stated throughout the narrative by the briefly mentioning and
diminishing significance of court ceremonials. Leo described ceremonies as part of a
protocol which can only detain or caused problems to the emperor. Even the description
of the crowning and unction by the patriarch is lacking solemnity.

The History is really one of novel fashion, understanding “novel” in both
meanings of the word. Its novelty is a product of the vividness of the narrative, supplied
with reports on speeches, letters and private conversation — elements that were more or
less forgotten in the chronicles from the earlier periods. The work, as suggested by
Hoffmann, can be regarded as historical novel, a pleasant reading, a story about and for
the military élite. It not only has the character of a military manual, but also of a charter
of principles, glorifying the idea of a professional military class and underlining its
superiority over court officials in term of honour and dignity. Placing this idea into the
context of tenth-, eleventh- and twelfth-century changes in the administration and
influence on the governance of the empire, one can see in the image of Nikephoros and
John the representatives of the high military elite trying to oppose the traditional/court
power. This confrontation between the erudite palace type of ruler and the military one
can be traced also in the work of Liudprand. Though he was serving his and Otto’s I
interest when writing the Legatio,'* it is of importance that he noticed the difference,
and reported the critiques of Nikephoros’ own court officials. Their opinion of the
emperor that he is “tayOyelp man, that is, one eager for combat; he avoids the palace
like the plague, and he is called by us almost a lover of rivalry and an argumentative

fellow” is in clear opposition to that of Leo and his audience.'*®

12 See Henry Mayr-Harting, “Liudprand of Cremona’s Account of His Legation to Constantinople (968)
and the Ottonian Imperial Strategy,” The English Historical Review 116 (2001): 539-556.

126 Ljudprand, The Complete Works of Liudprand of Cremona, tr. Paolo Squatriti (Washington, DC: The
Catholic University of America Press, 2007), 273.
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Thus this thesis has answered the question that was posed at the beginning,
namely to detect the presumed audience and their code of honour presented in the text.
This is only a case study of examining a Byzantine text with the help of modern literary
theories. It is definitely not the first one using this approach, as it has models within the
ongoing discussion on Byzantine literature, placing studies of Byzantine historiography
writings somewhere between traditional Quellenforschung and literary criticism. (And
here I must mention two particular scholars, namely Margaret Mullett and Ingela
Nilsson, whose studies have influenced this thesis and changed the way I read Leo the
Deacon’s History.)127 For thanks to their ideas of applying modern literary theories to
Byzantine studies, historical writings are now reevaluated as literary communication
between an author and an audience. The analysis of Leo’s History has reconfirmed this
indivisibility and coherence between text and milieu, that are hidden behind the veil of
rhetoric. The text as shown above revealed not only the factual data of who did what
during the reign of Nikephoros and John, but also the understanding and perception of
these data within the social group, which Leo addressed.

Going one step further, one may try to reconstruct a literary and social
discourse taking place in this period, analyzing Leo’s text in parallel to earlier or later
military manuals such as the Tactica of Leo VI (r. 886-912), the tenth-century Sylloge
Tacticorum and the so-called Three Treatises on Imperial Military Expeditions
commissioned in the court of Constantine VII (r. 945-959), and most importantly the
two manuals attributed to Nikephoros II Phokas (r. 963-969) himself — the De
velitatione bellica and the Praecepta militaria, or the chronologically somewhat later
Strategikon of Kekaumenos. This comparative study should be based not so much on

the principles and strategy of warfare, but on the analysis of interaction between author

127 Nilsson, “To Narrate the Past”; Nilsson, Scott, “New History of Byzantine Literature”; Mullett, “New
Literary History.”
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and reader, looking at the way of addressing and treating the topic, and the mode of
narration. This is how one may trace the characteristics of works accomplished at the
court and others being a product of ex-court professional soldiers.

On another level the fictional elements of Leo’s History taken into account
together with the general character of the work standing between history and historical
novel, allow the text to be examined in relation to the forthcoming chivalry literature
represented by the epic romance Digenes Akritas or Anna Komnene’s famous Alexiad.

It is, thus, important to consider Leo’s History as part both of the synchronic
social interaction between different circles in tenth-century Byzantium and the swiftly

flowing diachronic course of Byzantine literature.
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