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Reforming the Image of the Philosopher: The Emperor Julian in the Historia 
Ecclesiatica of Socrates of Constantinople 

 

Evan Andersson 

PhD Student in History, University of California: Santa Barbara 

 

Abstract 

In his Historia Ecclesiastica, Socrates places great emphasis on the role of the Roman Emperors in 

history and, as a result, comes to pass judgment on their actions. In contrast to his fellow Church 

historians, Socrates avoids using sectarian differences as a justification for his disapproval of the 

actions of bad emperors, particularly in his critiques of Emperor Julian. Julian's treatment in the 

Church history is unusual as Socrates spares Julian direct criticisms of his Paganism but is instead 

critical of his supposed status as a philosopher. The purpose behind doing this is ultimately to 

disqualify Julian from being considered a philosopher at all, as part of a larger battle for the Greco-

Roman intellectual tradition.  

 

Keywords: Philosophy, Historiography, Emperor Julian, Socrates of Constantinople, Imperial 

Identity, Christianity. 

 

Introduction and Historiography 

In his Historia Ecclesiastica (HE), Socrates of Constantinople charts the fortunes of the Church from 

the time of Emperor Constantine to the reign of Theodosius II in 439 CE and is a continuation of the 

first Church history written by Eusebius of Caesarea. Socrates places great emphasis on the role of 

the Roman Emperors in his history. He explains this decision stating that "since the time the Emperors 

became Christian, the affairs of the Church have depended upon them."1 As a result, Socrates comes 

to pass judgment on the actions of not just religious figures, but also of the Emperors themselves. 

Like other Church historians, Socrates praises the legacy of some Emperors, like Constantine and the 

two Theodosii, but is more critical of others, like Julian and Valens. However, unlike his 

contemporaries, Socrates avoids using his confessional differences with his subjects as a justification 

for his disapproval, particularly in his critiques of Emperor Julian. The Emperor's treatment in the 

                                                        
1 Socrates, 5.pr. My translation henceforth.  
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HE is surprising and gives a sense of ambivalence on the part of the author towards his subject. 

Socrates eschews direct criticisms of Julian's Paganism but is critical of his supposed status as a 

philosopher.  

 In this article, I will first explore how Socrates depicts the Emperor Julian by determining the 

aspects of Julian's reign and personality Socrates criticizes. Next, I will look to investigate Socrates' 

attitude towards philosophy, as well as the attitudes of those who came before him and those who 

were his contemporaries. It will be discovered that Socrates admired philosophy and the philosophers 

whom he felt to be exemplars of the pursuit. Finally, I shall turn to identify what message about 

philosophy Socrates desired to convey to his readers, and how his portrayal of Julian served this 

purpose. This will not be a study of the historical Emperor Julian, rather it will investigate the Julian 

who lives within the pages of Socrates' HE. By doing this, I will determine what Socrates' role was 

in the larger cultural contest for the Greco-Roman philosophical tradition.  

 Flavius Claudius Julianus Augustus, who reigned first as Caesar then as Augustus, from 355 

to 363,2 has received a great deal of focus in modern historiography. Most recently H.C. Teitler's The 

Last Pagan Emperor (2017) and Susanna Elm's Sons of Hellenism, Fathers of the Church (2012) 

investigate the relationship between Julian and his Christian subjects. Great biographies abound such 

as Polymnia Athanassiadi's Julian and Hellenism (1981), Glen Bowersock's Julian the Apostate 

(1978) and Robert Browning's The Emperor Julian (1975). This is, of course, neglecting those works 

outside the English language historiography. Monographs by Rosen (2006), Bringmann (2004), and 

Bidez (1930) are only the most prominent of these. 

 Socrates, on the other hand, has very little ink devoted to him. As far as full treatments go, 

there is only one: Theresa Urbainczyk's Socrates of Constantinople (1997). The lack of work on 

Socrates is particularly surprising given the vibrancy of the nested intellectual and political thought 

within the HE. Socrates is often utilized as a witness but is rarely afforded his own investigation. 

Especially in the categories of intellectual culture and religion, Socrates' philosophical affinities are 

often noted, but never scrutinized. The most researchers have investigated regarding Socrates' 

characterization of Julian is the account's veracity,3 which is certainly an important element to 

determine, but doesn't answer the question which immediately follows; why does Socrates write what 

he does about Julian? This article will endeavour to answer this question. 

  

 

"Reckless, Vainglorious, and Easily Detestable" 

                                                        
2 Amm. Marc. 15.8, 22.2, 25.3. 
3 David F. Buck, “Socrates Scholasticus on Julian the Apostate,” Byzantion 73, no. 2 (2003): 301-18. 
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The Emperor Julian was an easy target for the barbs of Church historians. He was generally reviled 

by Christians for his conversion to Paganism, hence his contumelious epithet "the Apostate."4 

Christians also looked unfavorably upon this last Pagan Emperor for the measures he took to reverse 

the growing power and influence of Christianity in government and society. Despite this, Julian is 

acknowledged by Socrates of Constantinople to have taken some laudatory actions, though the other 

Church historians of the time do not afford the man such a benign treatment.  

 Socrates notes that Julian was a clever politician. When he was Caesar in the West, Julian was 

under the watch of his military advisors, men chosen by his cousin the senior Emperor Constantius 

II. Socrates reports that, "Ever since those men took this authority, they regarded their duties rather 

lazily and as a result the barbarians became stronger. Julian allowed the generals to enjoy their 

softness and drinking, but made his troops more zealous, by offering a determined reward to 

whomever kills a barbarian."5 Once he became sole Augustus, Julian immediately "began to look for 

some way he might get on well with the masses and garner their support."6 Socrates describes the 

way in which the Emperor secured that support by improving the station of those in Constantinople 

who were open to supporting him. Though he does not explicitly praise the Emperor for this, Socrates 

tacitly recognizes that the Emperor was capable of being politically savvy.    

 Though he recognizes some good, Socrates does explicitly criticize the Emperor on a number 

of occasions. Near the end of book three of the HE, Socrates details the circumstances of Emperor 

Julian's death in Persian territory. In this passage, Socrates neatly summarizes the aspects of the 

Emperor's personality which led to his undoing: "These facts indeed did not go unnoticed, that by his 

temperament he was rendered reckless, by his erudition he was rendered vainglorious, and by his 

feigned clemency he was rendered easily detestable."7 These three vices are at the core of Socrates' 

critique of the Emperor and are present throughout the HE.  

 Socrates makes sure to impress upon his readers that Julian was excessively wrathful and 

possessed a predisposition towards conflict. Socrates notes, "while at first the Emperor Julian seemed 

pleasant to all, as time went on, he no longer appeared so."8 Socrates claims that the civil war between 

Julian and Constantius II occurred exclusively because of Julian's actions. Julian refused to yield to 

Constantius' authority, published several letters supposedly written by Constantius in conspiracy 

                                                        
4 Gregory of Nazianzus seems to have been the first to refer to Julian as an "apostate," ὁ ἀποστάτης, Gr. Naz. Or. 2.17. 
Theodoret refers variously to Julian being τὴν εἰς ἀσέβειαν, δυσσεβεῖ, and παρανόμωι ἀποστάτηι, Theodoret Hist. eccl. 
3.1, 3.8, 3.11; Mari of Chalcedon refers to Julian as ἀσεβῆ, ἄθεον, and παραβάτην, Sozomen, Hist. eccl. 5.4.  
5 Socrates, 3.1.  

6 Ibid. 
7 Socrates, 3.21, ἀλλ' οὖν ἐκεῖνά γε οὐκ ἐλάνθανεν, ὡς ἦν ὁ ἀνὴρ διὰ προθυμίαν οὐκ ἀσφαλὴς, δι' εύπαιδευσίαν 
κενόδοξος, δι' ἐπιείκειαν πεπλασμένην εὐκαταφρόνητος. 
8 Socrates, 3.11. 
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against him, and revealed his Pagan religious leanings by openly patronizing Pagan cults.9 Once 

Julian had become sole Emperor, he was inequitable in his treatment of some Christians. Unless they 

were openly hostile to the memory of Constantius II, he could not hold back his deeply personal 

hatred for Christians.10 Later, on his way to the Persian front, Julian stopped in Antioch and attempted 

to consult an Oracle. According to Socrates, Julian's attempts to gain a prophecy were inhibited by 

the presence of a martyr's tomb. In opposition to the Emperor, the Antiochene Christians actually 

brought the casket of the martyr closer, in order to confound his efforts. Socrates writes that, "The 

hidden disposition of the Emperor was made evident, for he, who had earlier professed to live a 

philosophical lifestyle, no longer held back. Because of the reproachful hymns (sung by the 

Antiochenes) he tended towards rage and was prepared to inflict upon the Christians the same things 

which they had previously suffered under Diocletian."11 Julian ordered the Praetorian Prefect to 

administer punishments and several Christians were imprisoned and one was tortured.  

 In regards to intelligence, Socrates notes that Julian was renowned for his learnedness.12 This 

renown began at a young age when the prince "was flourishing in regards to his knowledge of 

literature."13  Apparently, the prince was so clever that a rumor started going around the capital that 

"he would soon be capable of governing the empire."14 The impressive intellect of Julian is mentioned 

at several other points in the HE. Socrates notes that, after Julian had been moved to Nicomedia, 

"Julian improved himself with respect to rhetorical skill, then the philosopher Maximus established 

himself in Nicomedia... and he was in Nicomedia for no other reason but that the rumors about Julian's 

knowledge had brought him there."15  

 Julian's intellect, however, leads him into haughtiness and pride. Socrates notes that Julian 

considered himself the greatest Emperor to have ever lived, saying "being so full of vaingloriousness, 

he lampooned all the Emperors that had come before him in a work he titled Caesars."16 Later on, 

Socrates makes note of this again, "Julian, in displaying his personal disposition towards the Caesars, 

disgraced his own father by finding fault with all the Emperors who came before him, not even 

sparing the philosopher Marcus [Aurelius]."17 Socrates mentions Marcus Aurelius explicitly, perhaps 

indicating a personal affinity for the philosopher, or perhaps identifying a generally beloved Emperor, 

                                                        
9 Socrates, 3.1. 
10 Socrates, 3.11. 
11 Socrates, 3.19. 
12 Socrates, 3.1.  
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid; προκόπτοντος δὲ αὐτοῦ κατὰ τὴν ῥητορικὴν, ἐφίσταται τῆι Νικομηδειαι Μάξιμος ὁ φιλόσοφος... τότε δὲ, οὐ δι' 
ἕτερόν τι παρῆν είς τὴν Νικομήδειαν, ἀλλὰ Ἰουλιανοῦ φήμη ἦγεν αὐτόν. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Socrates, 3.23. 
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in order to make Julian's pride seem even more outrageous. In a manner totally unlike a true 

philosopher, Julian completely neglects to pay respect to his fellow philosopher. When on campaign 

in Persia, Julian considers his victory assured and is deluded by the philosopher Maximus into 

believing himself to be even greater than Alexander the Great.18 Julian's conceit eventually causes 

his downfall. Desiring to conquer the whole of Persia like the Macedonian king had done before him, 

Julian foolishly turned down a peace deal which would have ceded large tracts of Persian territory to 

the Romans and allowed him to march home with his army intact. As a result, Julian prolonged the 

war and eventually was forced into battle with the Persian forces. Socrates reports that in the midst 

of a skirmish, Julian was struck and killed with a javelin because he was not wearing any armor 

"trusting alone in the hope of his own greatness."19 

 Socrates also asserts that Julian feigned clemency. This is a reference to the manner in which 

Julian persecuted Christians. After being rebuked by Mari the bishop of Chalcedon, Julian only 

refrained from killing the man because, "he had heard that the martyrs made by Diocletian were 

revered by the Christians and he knew that many others were quite zealous for martyrdom 

themselves."20 Thus, he revenged himself by not making martyrs of anyone. Instead, he "ordered 

Christians, by means of a law, not to partake in classical education, 'in order that they not, having 

heard the language, be able to meet the dialectic of the Hellenes.'"21 Socrates points out that although 

there were no killings, this ban was still a persecution.22 Socrates considers this ban particularly 

insidious because it striped from Christians the ability to study philosophy, which he considers useful 

for "instructing in the art of reasoning."23 

 The instances of Julian's feigned clemency fit into a larger portrayal of Julian as being 

generally duplicitous. As we have seen in regard to Julian's temper, he is often described by Socrates 

has having hidden his true disposition. This is how Socrates describes Julian's religion as well. 

Constantius II grew wary of Julian after he had been taught by the Pagan philosopher Maximus, in 

whose presence Julian "tasted philosophical arguments, and immediately began both to imitate the 

religion of his teacher and was encouraged to a desire for the empire by the same."24 To hide his new 

religious views from his uncle, Julian pretended to live a monastic lifestyle and became a reader in 

                                                        
18 Socrates, 3.21.  
19 Ibid.  
20 Socrates, 3.12. 

21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Socrates, 3.16. 
24 Socrates, 3.1. 
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the church at Nicomedia, all the while still studying philosophy in secret.25 At another point, Socrates 

describes Julian's feigned Christianity as a  mask.26  

 Socrates' contemporaries, Hermias Sozomen and Theodoret the bishop of Cyrrhus, voice 

concerns about the Emperor which are similar to Socrates'. Theodoret is the most acerbic of all three 

and describes Julian "in the blackest terms, with no redeeming features."27 He claims that "because 

Julian revealed his personal impiety, the cities were filled with civil strife."28 Theodoret also connects 

Julian's desire for empire to his Paganism.29 In narrating Julian's death, the bishop of Cyrrhus mocks 

Julian, noting that neither Ares, Loxias, nor Zeus had been able to prevent his demise.30 Theodoret 

even makes Julian's last words about his religious conflict with Christianity exclaiming, "You have 

bested me, Galilean!"31 "Galilean" being a term Julian was reported to have called  Jesus on 

occasion.32  

 Like Theodoret, Sozomen notes that Julian's Paganism resulted in some inequality of 

treatment. When he first comes to the throne, Julian offers the Pagan delegations from cities the 

opportunity to ask for gifts from him, however, with the Christian representatives, "he was manifestly 

roused to hatred by them,"33 and often refused to see them. According to Sozomen, this preoccupation 

with religious identity affected his capabilities as a military man. Julian supposedly refused to send 

aid to Nisibis in the face of a Persian incursion, for the sole reason that he would not enter the city 

"unless he had learned that they had returned to Hellenism."34 Sozomen gives a third example, this 

time of how Julian was inequitable in his role as legal authority. Julian apparently favored placing 

Constantia Palaestina, a predominantly Christian city, under the control of the "exceedingly Pagan 

Gazans," even though his grandfather the Emperor Constantine had made Constantia independent.35 

 In looking at these criticisms, however, it becomes clear that Julian's Paganism is what 

Sozomen and Theodoret are criticizing. Socrates, in stark contrast to his contemporaries, does not 

make Julian's Paganism the main thrust of his criticisms. In the HE, Julian is not swayed to extreme 

action by his religious views. On the contrary, he appears to be fairly even-handed in the execution 

of existing laws. After the murder of bishop George in Alexandria by a mob of Pagans, the Emperor 

                                                        
25 Ibid. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Theresa Urbainczyk, Theodoret of Cyrrhus: The Bishop and the Holy Man (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
2002), 30-31.  
28 Theodoret, Hist. eccl. 3.3. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Theodoret, Hist. eccl. 3.20. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Socrates, 3.12; Sozomen, Hist. eccl. 5.4. 
33 Sozomen, Hist. eccl. 5.3. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Ibid. 
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"accosted the people of Alexandria in a letter."36 Though he notes that his grandfather or uncle may 

have dealt with this situation more violently due to their religion, Christianity, Julian declares that he 

would attempt to correct the behavior of the Alexandrians by exhortation instead, though he still 

condemns the act in no uncertain terms. 

 Although it is sometimes mentioned to be related to Julian's negative characteristics, Julian's 

religious outlook is merely a symptom of his vices. Rather than Paganism, the one constant in each 

of Socrates' critiques is Julian's identification as a philosopher. Socrates notes the Emperor's affinity 

for philosophy on several occasions, but to Socrates this is the most unacceptable aspect of Julian's 

legacy. The Emperor and his many devotees may think him a philosopher, but in no way does Socrates 

believe the title to suit him. The mentions of Julian's failure to live up to a philosophical lifestyle 

appear a number of times in the HE. After explaining how Julian became Emperor, Socrates declares, 

"may the audience determine if the actions which follow are those of a philosopher."37 Julian's vices 

served to disqualify him from being considered a true philosopher, for a true philosopher was not 

only one who gained insight into the nature of the world, but was made virtuous by the pursuit.38 

Socrates intentionally contrasts Julian's claim to a philosophical lifestyle with the morbid 

repercussions of his un-philosophical desire for sole rule. When discussing Julian's war with 

Constantius II, Socrates sarcastically writes, "not without the spilling of much blood could this 

philosopher's wretched goal be realized."39 When Discussing Julian's Caesars and his invectives 

against the Christians, Socrates complains that, "neither to disparage nor to mock are becoming of a 

philosopher, or an Emperor for that matter."40  

 Socrates similarly judges the philosophers who enable the kind of bad behavior Socrates sees 

in Julian. In book five, when a group of Alexandrine Pagans attack a group of Christians and murder 

many of them, Socrates notes that the mob is lead by those who "claim that they engage in 

philosophy."41 Socrates makes clear his critical opinion by his reference to the mob's leaders as 

merely those who "profess to be philosophers," not proper philosophers. When Julian patronizes men 

who were "zealous in education," Socrates refers to these men also as "those called philosophers" and 

mocks them claiming that  they "appeared splendid more on account of their robes than on account 

of their erudition."42 Socrates also notes that when there was a persecution of Christians under Julian, 

"The Hellenes overcame the Christians, and a confluence of those who called themselves 

                                                        
36 Sozomen, Hist. eccl. 5.3. 
37 Socrates, 3.1. 
38 Pierre Hadot, What is Ancient Philosophy? trans. Michael Chase (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2002), 69. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Socrates, 5.16. 
42 Socrates, 3.1. 
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philosophers occurred, and some mysteries were assembled where they inspected the entrails of pure 

young boys and girls they had sacrificed and even tasted their flesh."43 Again, not only does Socrates 

withhold actually calling these men philosophers, but he also describes the gristly "mysteries" they 

would partake in to press the point that these men are clearly not true philosophers in the tradition of 

Socrates of Athens, Plato, and Aristotle.44  

 As with Julian, the Paganism of the "philosophers" in question is not the reason for these 

criticisms, it is their actions that Socrates is targeting. When describing the murder of Hypatia of 

Alexandria, a Pagan, Socrates freely refers to the woman as a philosopher and claims she was 

murdered only on account of a false accusation.45 Socrates defends her legacy and praises her by 

claiming that she "was so advanced in her education that she exceeded all contemporary 

philosophers." Socrates notes that she was so revered both for her intelligence and her temperance 

that she was allowed to even speak to groups of exclusively men. Again, Hypatia's religious views 

are not important to Socrates, what is important is whether or not the pursuit of philosophy results in 

a more virtuous life.  

 

 

Philosophy: Christianity's Syneritha 

 In the centuries leading up to, and during, Socrates' own time, the Christian community in the 

Roman world possessed an attitude towards the concept of philosophy which George Karamanolis 

refers to as a kind of "dualism."46 Many Christian thinkers lambasted the philosophical tradition and 

its modern adherents. Writing at the turn of the third century, Tertullian considered philosophy 

dangerous and claimed that "heresies are furnished by philosophy."47 He was critical of Aristotle and 

dialectics calling it the art of "double-dealing in thought" and that it "retracts everything while having 

put forward nothing at all."48 Tatian devotes a portion of his second-century Oratio ad Graecos to 

criticize the philosophers of antiquity as gluttonous, boastful, and avaricious men who abandoned 

true wisdom for their many vices.49 Tertullian joins in Tatian's critique by writing, "Oh how 

philosophers affect the truth with hostility, mocking and hating it as they do so!"50 Tatian contrasts 

the ideas of the philosophers, which he calls "glossomania" or crazy-talk, with a real quest for 

wisdom, and calls on his readers "not to let the assemblies of the philopsophoi and those who are not 

                                                        
43 Socrates, 3.13 

44 Hadot, What is Ancient Philosophy? 69-70.   
45 Socrates, 7.15.  
46 George Karamanolis, The Philosophy of Early Christianity (Durham: Routledge, 2013), 31. 
47 Tert. De praescrit. haeret. 7.3, 
48 Tert. De praescrit. haeret. 7.6. 

49 Tatianus, Ad Gr. 3. 
50 Tert. Apol. 46. 
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philosophoi carry you all off."51 Note the clever play-on-words employed by Tatian in his critique, 

as he claims that philosophoi are not really lovers-of-wisdom as their name might suggest, but rather 

are philopsophoi, lovers-of-prattle. 

 The "dualism" of the Christian attitude appears when these same writers refer to Christianity 

itself as a philosophy. Tatian calls Christianity "our venerable philosophy."52 Even Tertullian, who 

scoffs at the notion that one could consider Christianity a "mere philosophy,"53  cannot help but refer 

to Christianity as such. In noting that the traditional schema of a philosopher, the pallium, ought to 

be worn by Christians, he exclaims "Rejoice, pallium, and exult! You are deemed worthy of a better 

philosophy once you begin to adorn a Christian!"54  

 There were others, however, who were less hostile to the notion of comparing Christianity to 

philosophy. According the Eusebius, Justin Martyr, the second century saint, spent his time teaching 

at Rome "in the schema of a philosopher."55 In his Dialogus with Typhro, Justin states that, 

"philosophy is the greatest possession of the mortal, and the most honored by God."56 Later, after 

detailing for Typhro and the reader, a conversation with a man who turned him towards Christianity, 

Justin declares that "I found [Christianity] alone to be the only solid and profitable philosophy. And 

indeed, it is because of this that I am a philosopher."57  

 The early third century theologian Origen Adamantius utilized philosophy in his theological 

works, subordinating it to scriptural exegesis. In a letter to Gregory Thaumaturgus, Origen tells his 

student that "I had desired for you to use all your natural talents with Christianity as your end. So on 

account of this, I prayed you would productively take up those elements of Greek philosophy which 

can become general lessons or introductions to Christianity, as well as those elements of geometry 

and astronomy which will be useful for an understanding of the holy scriptures."58 Origen goes on to 

call philosophy syneritha, a help-mate, for Christianity. This sort of attitude towards philosophy as a 

supplement towards religion was long held in Pagan circles, and Origen simply transplants the notion 

onto Christianity.59 However, as this letter suggests, not all aspects of Greek philosophy were seen to 

be useful for a Christian's education. One of Origen's students, perhaps Gregory Thaumaturgus 

himself, later composed a defense of his master's teachings. The panegyrist remarks that, while 

                                                        
51 Tatianus, Ad Gr. 3. 
52 Tatianus, Ad Gr. 31. 
53 Tert. Apol. 46, sed dum unicuique manifestatur ueritas nostra, interim incredulitas... non utique diuinum negotium 
existimat, sed magis philosophiae genus.   
54 Tert. Pall. 6.5. 
55 Euseb. Hist. eccl. 4.11.8 

56 Justin, Dialogus 2.1. 
57 Justin, Dialogus 8.1. 
58 Origen, Philoc. 13.1.   
59 Glenn Most, “Philosophy and Religion,” in The Cambridge Companion to Greek and Roman Philosophy, ed. David 
Sedley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 308-9.   
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Origen introduced his students to all sorts of different Greek philosophical schools, "he himself went 

with us and lead the way by holding our hand, so that on our journey, if ever we should come across 

anything unjust, unsound, and sophistic, ... he would keep us safe by outstretching his hand as one 

might pull up those who are drowning."60 Origen not only grappled with philosophical ideas, but he 

also wrote like a philosopher, employing the structure of the philosophical literary genre in his Peri 

Archon.61 So profound was Origen's inclination towards merging philosophy and theology that he is 

credited as being the founder of philosophical theology to this day.  

 Socrates of Constantinople fits neatly into the category of Christians who looked favorably 

upon philosophical study. The HE features a multitude of digressions into the nuances of 

philosophical works, proving Socrates' familiarity with a wide variety of thinkers. In book three, 

which is most concerned with these philosophical discussions, Socrates makes reference to the works 

of Aristotle, Plato, Origen, Evagrius, Irenaeus, Gregory of Nazianzus, Libanius, and the Emperor 

Julian himself.62 Beyond Socrates' familiarity with philosophy in general, the HE also demonstrates 

its author's favorable disposition towards the discipline. Socrates says that "Many of the Greek 

philosophers were not far off from a knowledge of God."63  

 Socrates' ideal philosophers appear a number of times in the HE. The author's namesake, the 

philosopher Socrates of Athens, is noted as being "koryphaiotatos philosophos," the most preeminent 

philosopher among the Greeks and "revered for his moderation, righteousness, and all his other 

virtues."64 Socrates of Constantinople highlights these characteristics as being the reasons why men 

like Plato and Xenophon regarded Socrates of Athens as "having a super-human intellect."65 To 

Socrates of Constantinople, these virtues are the natural fruits of philosophical study. Socrates of 

Constantinople even goes as far as to imagine his namesake was barely even a Pagan by claiming 

"the deities [of the Greeks], were considered by Socrates... to be false."66 Socrates of Constantinople 

not only acknowledged the widespread reverence felt towards Socrates of Athens, but also seems to 

co-opt the man and transform him into someone more palatable to his Christian readers.  

 The other philosopher who seems to have served as Socrates of Constantinople's ideal was 

Origen Adamantius. The writings and views of Origen feature heavily in the sixth book of the HE, 

though the arguments of the early third century philosopher are often appealed to in the rest of the 

history. Socrates refers to Origen variously as a man of "great reputation,"67 "learned in all manner 

                                                        
60 In Origenem or. pan. 14. 
61 Joseph Trigg, Origen (Durham: Routledge, 1998), 22.  
62 Socrates, 3.7, 3.16, 3.23. 
63 Socrates, 3.16. 
64 Socrates, 3.16, 3.23. 
65 Socrates, 3.23. 
66 Socrates, 3.16. 
67 Socrates, 4.26. 
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of wisdoms,"68 and as a teacher of "the true philosophy."69 From this deference, Glenn Chesnut 

concludes that Socrates of Constantinople was himself "a more radical Origenist than Eusebius."70 

Though Socrates' favorable disposition towards Origen is obvious, Urbainczyk soberly avers that 

there is no evidence in the text of the HE to substantiate Chesnut's claim.71 Urbainczyk's caution is 

warranted; Socrates' actual philosophical views are not clearly enunciated in the HE, merely his 

positive disposition towards certain philosophers and the general concept of a philosophical 

education. However, Urbainczyk does go too far in her criticism. Socrates' consistently defers to 

Origen in particular to explain scripture.72 Thus, while it may be a step too far to call Socrates a 

"radical Origenist," it is also important to keep his affinity for the theologian in mind.  

 Origen was recognized to be a Christian and a philosopher, but there was a great deal of 

controversy regarding the orthodoxy of Origen's writings. The Second Council of Constantinople 

anathematized Origen's writings as heretical. Thus, to save his model Christian philosopher, Socrates 

looks to disprove claims of heresy. Socrates does this in two ways, the first of which is to claim that 

Origen and his works have been used to argue against a myriad of heretical doctrines. Origen's works 

are argued to not only refute Arianism, Macedonianism and Apolinarianism, but are also mentioned 

to have been used to teach some of the most preeminent Christian thinkers of the time, such as Basil 

the Great, Gregory of Nazianzus, Eusebius of Caesarea, and Gregory Thaumaturgus.73  The other 

method Socrates employs in order to defend Origen is to malign the individuals responsible for his 

anathematization.  Socrates accuses Theophilus, the bishop who presided of the Second Council of 

Constantinople, of convincing the monks of Egypt to turn on Origen by means of sophisms, which 

Socrates claims would not be convincing "to those who possess a cultivated mind."74 Theophilus did 

the same thing to Epiphanius bishop of Cyprus, using sophisms to convince the bishop to call a synod 

for the purpose of denouncing Origen. Socrates claims the Cypriot only did so because he was 

aploïkos, "simple-minded."75 

 Thus, Socrates’ HE presents every true philosopher as generally palatable to a Christian 

readership. Those men who as Christians joined philosophy and theology together are spoken highly 

of and defended. Those philosophers who would be reviled by a Christian audience are explained not 

                                                        
68 Socrates, 2.35. 
69 Socrates, 4.27. 
70 Glenn Chesnut, The First Christian Histories: Eusebius, Socrates, Sozomen, Theodoret, and Evagrius (Paris: Éditions 
Beauchesne, 1977), 172. 
71 Theresa Urbainczyk, Socrates of Constantinople: Historian of Church and State (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan 
Press, 1997), 5. 
72 Socrates, 2.21, 2.35, 2.45, 3.7, 3.23, 4.26, 4.27, 6.13, 6.17, 7.45.  

73 Socrates, 2.46, 3.7, 4.26-27. 
74 Socrates, 6.7. 
75 Socrates, 6.10, "Epiphanius, being simple in his mind and manner because of his exceeding faithfulness..." Ἐπιφάνιος 
δὲ δι' ὑπερβάλλουσαν εὐλάβειαν ἀπλοϊκὸς ὤν τὸν τρόπον...” 
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to have been real philosophers. Those who were Pagans but were still true philosophers in Socrates' 

mind have their positive qualities highlighted and their Paganism down-played.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 Socrates’ ultimate goal in doing all of this was to advocate for Christians to engage with 

classical and modern philosophy more, and explicitly says so in book three. After discussing the 

circumstances surrounding Julian's decision to ban Christians from teaching the classics, Socrates 

very strongly condemns the act. He argues that the ban was persecution and extols the values of 

philosophy for a Christian. In doing so, Socrates not only also argues against the Pagans who might 

have supported the ban, but also against Christian detractors of philosophy who disapproved of 

mixing philosophy and Christianity.  

 This was in line with the primary theme of the HE; to denounce divisions within the Church 

and to promote unity. As he states at the prooimion of the HE's fifth book, Socrates believed that the 

fate of the State and Church were cosmically linked in a sympatheia, a fellow-feeling.76 Thus, only 

by bringing peace to the Church could the State be made secure. Indeed, Socrates states that if the 

Church had been unified he would never have even thought to write his history.77 If Christians who 

still valued philosophy were ostracized by their coreligionists, then this was just another way the 

Church was being divided, and had to be stopped. Thus, a defence of his own love of Philosophy is 

necessary to start to mend this division. To that end, Socrates of Constantinople questions the 

Paganism of Socrates of Athens, defends the orthodoxy of Origen, and extols the virtues of Hypatia, 

all to reform the image of the philosopher so that Christianity and philosophy could cohabitate with 

one another. 

 Unlike the other philosophers, however, Julian was hated by the Christians of the empire. 

Unlike figures such as Socrates of Athens, Origen, or even Hypatia, Julian was irredeemable. Thus, 

Socrates had to disentangle and expunge the perception that Julian was a philosopher at all. The 

means by which he does this are the three vices which Socrates makes mention of near the end of 

book three. Julian's wrath, vanity, and insincerity, are all presented in order to disqualify him from 

being considered a philosopher. Further expounding this point, Socrates claims that Theodosius II 

actually resembled a philosopher more than Julian did. The subsequent image he gives of Emperor 

Theodosius II was a reflection of just how Julian failed to be a real philosopher, for Theodosius 

                                                        
76 Socrates, 5.pr. 
77 Socrates, 1.18. 
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"practiced his philosophy by works."78 This was a sure contrast to Julian, who could only claim to be 

what he was not in reality. 

Socrates' desire to increase Christian knowledge of philosophy was not merely a result of his 

admiration of classical paideia, or education, as Glenn Chesnut claims.79 It is part of a larger 

phenomenon occurring at the time. Christians and Pagans were actively struggling to lay exclusive 

claim to the larger cultural heritage which they both shared.80 Susanna Elm notes this sort of struggle 

in the writings of the Emperor Julian himself and in a figure such as Gregory of Nazianzus, who both 

argued that their position, Paganism or Christianity, was in possession of the true Roman identity.81 

This struggle can be found affecting the world of Late Antique philosophy as well. Pagan and 

Christians fought for a share in the Platonic tradition.82 Pagan writers had claimed that the teachings 

of Jesus were actually derived from the written works of Plato.83 Origen claimed that Platonism was 

practiced by Moses and the prophets long before Plato had ever written.84 However, before any 

Christian conquest of the philosophical field could occur, the Emperor Julian who had recently 

dominated it, needed to be removed in order to attract Christians. Socrates hoped to strengthen the 

position of Christianity in the intellectual world with his discussions of Julian and further solidify 

Christianity as the inheritor of classical culture.   

                                                        
78 Socrates, 7.22.  
79 Chesnut, First Christian Histories, 179. 
80 Arthur Urbano, The Philosophical Life: Biography and the Crafting of Intellectual Identity in Late Antiquity 
(Washington D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2013), 9.  
81 Susanna Elm, Sons of Hellenism, Fathers of the Church: Emperor Julian, Gregory of Nazianzus, and the Vision of 
Rome (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012), 11. 
82 Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography, 2nd ed. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), 94. 
83 August. Ep. 31.8.  
84 Trigg, Origen, 59-60.  
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Abstract: 

The successful 1081 Komnenian coup against Nikephoros III Botaneiates is generally seen by modern 

historians as denoting a marked shift in the governance of the Byzantine Empire and attitudes 

towards the nature of imperial rule itself. Although previous emperors had relied upon familial 

support, Alexios I Komnenos is typically viewed as unique in creating a privileged position within 

the court hierarchy for his extended family. However, there has been a relative lack of scholarship 

examining how and why this shift in imperial governance took place, and how in practice the 

Komnenoi differed from previous dynasties. This paper will examine the existing scholarship on this 

topic, establish common historiographical themes and briefly suggest potential avenues for future 

research. 

 

Keywords: Alexios I Komnenos; historiography; Komnenian family system; imperial governance 

 

In the historiography of the Byzantine Empire, the seizure of the throne by Alexios I Komnenos in 

1081 from Nikephoros III Botaneiates is commonly seen as marking a decisive change in the 

governance of the empire and in attitudes towards the nature of imperial rule. Although by no means 

the first Byzantine emperor to rely heavily upon the support of family members (biological, marital 

and adoptive), Alexios is often viewed as unique because he elevated much of his extended family to 

a privileged position within the court hierarchy (a ‘princely nobility’) simply because of their familial 

relationship to him.1 However, there has been a relative lack of detailed scholarship examining how 

and why this ostensible shift in the nature of imperial governance took place, and how in practice the 

Komnenoi differed from previous dynasties in their use and treatment of ‘cadets’ (as, for the purposes 

of this paper, I will term an emperor’s siblings, children and other relatives). While many published 

                                                        
1 Paul Magdalino, “Forty years on: the political ideology of the Byzantine empire,” Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 
40, no. 1 (2016): 25, https://doi.org/10.1017/byz.2015.3. 
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academic works make note of this shift, such references tend to be brief, citing the same short 

bibliography. In this paper, I will survey the existing scholarship on this topic and establish its 

common historiographical themes. I will then proceed briefly to suggest potential avenues for future 

investigation of the roles and functions of Byzantine imperial cadets, and how, or indeed if, the 

dynastic practices of the Komnenoi differed from those of previous dynasties. 

The single largest contribution to modern historiography on this subject is undoubtedly Paul 

Magdalino’s The Empire of Manuel I Komnenos (1993), which devotes a chapter to the Komnenian 

‘family system’. Much of Magdalino’s later scholarship on this topic derives from this monograph, 

so it is necessary to consider his body of work in its totality. Although, as we shall see, Peter 

Frankopan has gone some way to re-evaluating Magdalino’s contributions, it is common for 

Byzantine historians to ground their arguments regarding the Komnenian period in general, and 

Komnenian politics in particular, upon Magdalino’s work. While his scholarship has been ground-

breaking, the academic community’s general acceptance of his conclusions has resulted in a lack of 

further rigorous research on the topic, leaving large gaps in our theoretical and practical 

understanding of the nature of Komnenian government.  

The Alexiad, a eulogising biography of Alexios I written by his daughter Anna Komnene, 

provides a great deal of information about the Komnenian system, and is therefore heavily cited by 

modern historians researching this topic. In addition to providing a general insight into Alexios’ 

interactions with various ‘cadets’, the Alexiad provides the most explicit extant account of Alexios’ 

creation of quasi-imperial titles for members of his extended family.2 In Book Three of the Alexiad, 

Anna writes:   

 

My father was responsible for inventing these honours. Some were compound names, 

like the example given above [sebastokrator], others were titles put to a new use. For 

names like panhypersebastos and sebastokrator and so on were made up, but the dignity 

of sebastos took on a new meaning. In the old days the epithet sebastos had been applied 

to emperors only, a distinctive title, but Alexios for the first time allowed it to be more 

widely used … Alexios, the master [epistemonarches] of the science of government, 

directed all his innovations towards the good of the empire itself, whether changes were 

effected in the allocation of duties or in the granting of titles.3 

 

                                                        
2 For examples of such interactions, see Anna Komnene, The Alexiad, trans. Peter Frankopan (London: Penguin Books, 
2009), 82, 231-32. 
3 Komnene, Alexiad, 87-88. For a similar, although less detailed, account of these additions to the court hierarchy, see 
John Zonaras, Epitome Historiarum, III, ed. Theodore Büttner-Wobst (Bonn: Weber, 1897), 731-33. 
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In Magdalino’s view, Alexios’ actions served to elevate the titleholders to a ‘distinct status at the top 

of the social and political hierarchy’.4 Indeed, for Magdalino, these titles were not just empty 

honorifics, but rather indicative of a new system in which Alexios’ family members were made 

‘partners in, rather than executives of, imperial authority’.5 These new titles form the bedrock of 

almost all modern scholarly discussions of Alexios’ governmental reforms.6 However, despite the 

importance that is commonly attributed to the above extract, little attention has thus far been given to 

a significant inconsistency found elsewhere in the Alexiad. Specifically, although Anna would have 

us believe that her father was the first emperor to extend the use of the title sebastos beyond the 

emperor himself, in Book One of the text Alexios, while megas domestikos, receives the title from 

Nikephoros III Botaneiates following the capture of the pretender Nikephoros Basilakes in roughly 

1079: ‘So much then for his successes and achievements; as reward for them all he received from the 

emperor [Botaneiates] the honourable title sebastos and was proclaimed as such by the Senate in full 

assembly.’7 

Significantly, this inconsistency is, to the best of my knowledge, noted nowhere in any 

English-language scholarship; indeed, while Lucien Stiernon, writing in French, briefly mentions it 

in his discussion of the use of the title sebastos throughout the Komnenian period, he does so only in 

passing and without critical analysis of its possible implications for modern scholarship.8 I suggest 

therefore that a historiographical preoccupation with Alexios’ new titulature, coupled with the need 

for rigorous re-examination of relevant sources such as the Alexiad, has led to certain similarities 

between Alexios’ actions and those of previous imperial dynasties being played down, including (as 

we have seen) the broadening of the usage of sebastos and the creation and bestowal of the title 

basileopator for and on Stylianos Zaoutzes and Romanos Lekapenos during the Macedonian period. 

Furthermore, to my mind the attempts of Basil I, the founder of the Macedonian dynasty, to associate 

                                                        
4 Paul Magdalino, The Empire of Manuel I Komnenos, 1143-1180 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 180-
81; cf. Paul Magdalino, “Court Society and Aristocracy,” in The Social History of Byzantium, ed. John Haldon (Oxford: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 226. 
5 Magdalino, Manuel I, 182; cf. Paul Magdalino, “Byzantine Snobbery,” in The Byzantine Aristocracy, IX to XIII 
Centuries, ed. Michael Angold (Oxford: B.A.R. International Series, 1984), 64, 68. 
6 See: Timothy E. Gregory, A History of Byzantium (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2005), 257, 265-66; Michael Angold, 
“Introduction,” in The Byzantine Aristocracy, IX to XIII Centuries, ed. Michael Angold (Oxford: B.A.R. International 
Series, 1984), 4; Michael Angold, The Byzantine Empire, 1025-1204: A Political History, 2nd edn. (Harlow: Longman, 
1997), 155-56, 243; Alexander P. Kazhdan and Ann Wharton Epstein, Change in Byzantine Culture in the Eleventh and 
Twelfth Centuries (Berkeley CA: University of California Press, 1985), 69; Paul Stephenson, “The rise of the middle 
Byzantine aristocracy and the decline of the imperial state,” in The Byzantine World, ed. Paul Stephenson (London: 
Routledge, 2010), 27, 29; Jean-Claude Cheynet, “Bureaucracy and aristocracies,” in The Oxford Handbook of Byzantine 
Studies, eds. Elizabeth Jeffreys, John Haldon and Robin Cormack (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 523; John 
Haldon, Byzantium: A History (Stroud: Tempus, 2000), 181; Paul Stephenson, “Byzantium Transformed, c. 950-1200,” 
Medieval Encounters 10 (2004): 197-200, 205-06, https://doi.org/10.1163/1570067043077788. 
7 Komnene, Alexiad, 29. 
8 Lucien Stiernon, “Notes de titulature et de prosopographie byzantines: Sebaste et Gambros,” Revue des études 
byzantines 23 (1965): 226-27, https://doi.org/10.3406/rebyz.1965.1349. 
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his sons with his rule – by crowning the elder three co-emperors and setting the youngest on the path 

to becoming Patriarch of Constantinople – also significantly resemble Alexios’ bestowal of 

hierarchical titles upon his male kinsmen.9 Magdalino devotes little space in The Empire of Manuel I 

Komnenos to comparing the actions of Alexios I and Basil I following their respective seizures of the 

throne, although he does note that whereas Alexios made strategic use of the marriages of his children 

and siblings and employed many of his male relations in various military capacities, Basil placed his 

daughters in a convent and appears to have had relatively little use for his male kinsmen.10 

The increased frequency of dynastic marriages (or, perhaps more accurately, marriages 

arranged with a strategic purpose in mind) under the Komnenoi has led to a great deal of discussion 

amongst Byzantine historians. Alexander Kazhdan and Ann Wharton Epstein note the increasing 

prevalence of foreign marriages (involving both male and female members of the extended imperial 

family) throughout the period, and argue that ‘marriage [had] become a fundamental instrument of 

Byzantine diplomacy’.11 In the tenth-century text De Administrando Imperio, Constantine VII 

Porphyrogennetos advises his son Romanos II that, 

 

… if any nation of these infidel and dishonourable tribes of the north shall ever demand 

a marriage alliance with the emperor of the Romans, and either to take his daughter to 

wife, or to give a daughter of their own to be wife to the emperor or to the emperor’s son, 

this monstrous demand of theirs also you shall rebut with these words, saying: 

‘Concerning this matter also a dread and authentic charge and ordinance of the great and 

holy Constantine [I] … [exists, stating] that never shall an emperor of the Romans ally 

himself in marriage with a nation of customs differing from and alien to those of the 

Roman order, especially with one that is infidel and unbaptized, unless it be with the 

Franks alone; for they alone were excepted by that great man, the holy Constantine …’12 

 

                                                        
9 For Basil’s sons, see: John Skylitzes, A Synopsis of Byzantine History, 811–1057: Translation and Notes, trans. John 
Wortley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 132-33, 165-66, 169, 216; The Life of Saint Basil the Younger: 
Critical Edition and Annotated Translation of the Moscow Version, trans. Denis F. Sullivan, Alice-Mary Talbot and 
Stamatina McGrath (Washington DC: Harvard University Press, 2014), 69; Vita Euthymii Patriarchae CP.: Text, 
Translation, Introduction and Commentary, trans. Patricia Karlin-Hayter (Brussels: Bibliothèque de Byzantion, 1970), 4, 
18, 20, 22, 34, 42, 48; Theophanes Continuator, Chronographiae Quae Theophanis Continuati Nomine Fertur Liber Quo 
Vita Basilii Imperatoris Amplectitur, trans. Ihor Ševčenko (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011), 131-33. 
10 Magdalino, Manuel I, 180-81. This discussion, although limited, is an expansion of Magdalino’s earlier comparison of 
the Macedonian and Komnenian founders in Paul Magdalino, “Innovations in government,” in Alexios I Komnenos: 
Papers of the second Belfast Byzantine International Colloquium, 1989, eds. Margaret Mullett and Dion Smythe (Belfast: 
Belfast Byzantine Enterprises, 1996), 147-49. 
11 Kazhdan and Epstein, Byzantine Culture, 178. 
12 Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos, De Administrando Imperio: Commentary, trans. Romilly J.H. Jenkins (London: 
Athlone Press, 1962), 71. 



Diogenes 7 (2019)         ISSN 2054-6696 

21 
 

While this claim that Constantine the Great set down a formal prohibition is fictitious, a similar 

reluctance to contract foreign marriages can be found in the Alexiad.13 Despite this unease, Ruth 

Macrides has demonstrated that the traditional Byzantine policy of avoiding foreign marriages was 

reversed under the Komnenoi in order to establish a Byzantine presence in foreign courts and so 

facilitate the strengthening and widening of Constantinople’s sphere of influence.14 Macrides further 

notes that this ‘exploitation of marriage alliances [both internal and external] … can be sharply 

contrasted with the utter lack of interest in such relationships exhibited … by Basil I’, who, as I have 

previously noted, consigned four daughters and a son to religious celibacy.15 Macrides does, however, 

also observe that Basil was ‘not averse to creating other ties of kinship’, through ritual adoption and 

baptismal sponsorship.16 

 A further trend amongst Byzantine historians has been to perceive Alexios and his immediate 

successors as having overseen a process of feudalisation within the empire, in order to materially 

benefit their extended kin network. Alexios’ granting of the tax revenues of the Kassandra peninsula 

to his brother Adrian Komnenos and his (somewhat ambiguous) grant of Thessaloniki to his brother-

in-law Nikephoros Melissenos are often cited as evidence of such claims, as is John Zonaras’ near-

contemporary testimony that Alexios had lavished upon his relatives excessive amounts of public 

funds, but sought to humble the other members of the elite class.17 Magdalino argues that Alexios 

created ‘a series of appanages’ as part of a ‘blatant privatisation of the state’.18 John Haldon has also 

argued that, under the Komnenoi, the empire was transformed into ‘a gigantic family estate, ruled 

through a network of magnates, relatives and patronage’.19 Both George Ostrogorsky and Michael 

Angold have made similar arguments.20 Such claims do not, however, make explicit the difference 

between Byzantine land grants and western European appanages, the latter typically being hereditary 

and accompanied by quasi-governmental administrative and judicial powers. On the contrary, 

Alexios’ grants (so far as the available evidence can tell us) appear to have concerned solely taxation 

revenues, with no other rights or obligations involved. There is nothing to indicate whether these 

                                                        
13 Komnene, Alexiad, 30, 35. 
14 Ruth Macrides, “Dynastic marriages and political kinship,” in Byzantine Diplomacy: Papers from the Twenty-Fourth 
Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, March 1990, eds. Jonathan Shepard and Simon Franklin (Aldershot: Variorum, 
1992), 271-72. For a more general view of Byzantine familial ties, see Ruth Macrides, “The Byzantine godfather,” 
Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 11 (1987): 139-62, https://doi.org/10.1179/030701387790203154. 
15 Macrides, “Dynastic marriages,” 272. 
16 Macrides, “Dynastic marriages,” 264, 272. 
17 Zonaras, Epitome, 767. For discussion of these grants, see Mark C. Bartusis, Land and Privilege in Byzantium: The 
Institution of Pronoia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 132-38. 
18 Magdalino, “Innovations,” 165; Paul Magdalino, “The empire of the Komnenoi (1118-1204),” in The Cambridge 
History of the Byzantine Empire, c. 500-1492, ed. Jonathan Shepard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 
613. 
19 Haldon, Byzantium: A History, 181. 
20 Angold, Political History, 23, 148-49; George Ostrogorsky, “Observations on the Aristocracy in Byzantium,” 
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 25 (1971): 10, https://doi.org/10.2307/1291302. 
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grants were hereditary or lasted only for the lifetime of the recipient. Furthermore, as both Jean-

Claude Cheynet and Mark C. Bartusis observe, in this matter Alexios I ‘should not be accused of 

innovation’ as he was merely following a precedent established during the reign of Basil II.21 It is 

important to note that Zonaras was himself a member of the non-Komnenian elite, having served as 

megas droungarios tes viglas and protasekretis, both significant positions within the imperial 

judiciary.22 Consequently, he appears to have felt that his own status had been diminished by the rise 

of the Komnenoi and their extended family. In addition, modern scholars often appear to overlook 

the fact that accusations of relatives of emperors profiteering from their positions can be found 

throughout the Middle Byzantine period.23 

Much of Magdalino’s argument regarding the monopolisation of power by the Komnenoi is 

based upon synodal precedence lists, despite the fact that – as he himself admits – they are rarely 

fully accurate and overlook those senior officials and military commanders who were routinely or 

semi-permanently absent from Constantinople on imperial business.24 Despite this significant flaw, 

Magdalino claims that they reveal a regime based upon ‘the dominance and solidarity of a large but 

tightly structured kin group’.25 He argues that whereas previous emperors had striven to remain 

distanced from factional rivalries and familial obligations, Alexios ‘assiduously cultivated partisan 

and factional ties’ in his efforts to incorporate his family into the imperial ‘constitutional order’.26 It 

is this conception of the Komnenian regime as a ‘clan enterprise’ very much removed from the 

Byzantium of the immediately preceding centuries that is now dominant in modern scholarship, 

despite not taking into account those Macedonian-era emperors who did make significant use of their 

relatives, such as Romanos I Lekapenos, Nikephoros II Phokas and Michael IV the Paphlagonian.27 

Furthermore, as Magdalino himself rather contrarily comments, the Komnenian system simply 

‘systematised … the nexus of personal ties that had always been the real basis of rank and privilege’.28 

Magdalino also asserts that despite group cohesion being in their collective best interests, once their 

control over the empire was secure, the Komnenoi began to compete amongst one another for greater 

                                                        
21 Jean-Claude Cheynet, “The Byzantine aristocracy (8th-13th centuries),” in The Byzantine Aristocracy and its Military 
Function, ed. Jean-Claude Cheynet (Aldershot: Routledge, 2006), 31; Bartusis, Land and Privilege, 136. 
22 Angeliki E. Laiou, “Imperial Marriages and Their Critics in the Eleventh Century: The Case of Skylitzes,” Dumbarton 
Oaks Papers 46 (1992): 167, https://doi.org/10.2307/1291649. 
23 See for example Skylitzes, Synopsis, 169-70, 229, 267. 
24 Magdalino, Manuel I, 184. 
25 Magdalino, Manuel I, 184-85. 
26 Magdalino, Manuel I, 186. 
27 Nikolaos Oikonomides, “Title and Income at the Byzantine Court,” in Byzantine Court Culture from 829 to 1204, ed. 
Henry Maguire (Washington DC: Harvard University Press, 1997), 210; Cheynet, “Byzantine aristocracy,” 14; John 
Haldon, “Social Elites, Wealth, and Power,” in The Social History of Byzantium, ed. John Haldon (Oxford: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2009), 189. 
28 Magdalino, Manuel I, 226-27; cf. Magdalino, “Court Society,” 229. 
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economic, political and social status.29 This tendency was further exacerbated, he writes, because over 

the course of three generations, close (if sometimes strained) sibling bonds gave way to increasingly 

antagonistic relations between more remotely connected relatives.30 Magdalino here seems to 

overlook the fact that even in the very first generation of Komnenian rule, at least one of Alexios’ 

own brothers-in-law was prepared to support his deposition: Michael Taronites, husband of Alexios 

I’s sister Maria, became involved in the conspiracy of Nikephoros Diogenes and was exiled following 

its collapse.31 Furthermore, Magdalino implies – I would suggest erroneously – that competition 

between imperial cousins, and the growth of rival factions around them, was a new development in 

this period.32 Magdalino asserts that this competition was at least partly responsible for the long-term 

disintegration of the empire as a whole.33 The Komnenian system ultimately faltered, Magdalino 

argues, because upon the death of Alexios’ grandson Manuel I in 1180 there was no longer an adult 

emperor present to restrain the feuding branches of the extended imperial family.34 As Stephenson, 

making extensive use of Magdalino’s work, comments: ‘As the sebastoi [meaning, in this context, 

the extended Komnenian family] competed for control of the centre, the periphery of the Empire 

slipped from their grasp.’35 

As I have previously mentioned, recent work by Frankopan has consciously reappraised 

Magdalino’s contributions. While largely in agreement with Magdalino’s assertions regarding the 

Komnenian system as an ultimately destabilising element within the Byzantine Empire, Frankopan’s 

longstanding argument is that Alexios’ dependence upon family members in fact reveals the 

weakness of his regime rather than its strength.36 As with Magdalino, Frankopan has carried this 

fundamental assertion across several journal articles and conference papers, which I shall consider 

collectively. Like Magdalino, Frankopan contends that the Komnenian family system developed in 

an irregular fashion – due to Alexios’ need to reward the supporters, active or tacit, of his 1081 coup 

– rather than as a deliberate attempt to base his regime upon ‘dynastic principles’.37 Frankopan 

supports this argument by noting that throughout Alexios’ reign, a number of men unrelated to him 

                                                        
29 Magdalino, Manuel I, 190. 
30 Magdalino, Manuel I, 190; cf. Magdalino, “1118-1204,” 659. 
31 Komnene, Alexiad, 250, 254. 
32 For a more in-depth discussion of the impact of familial disputes on Komnenian policy, see Paul Magdalino, “Isaac 
sebastokrator (III), John Axouch, and a case of mistaken identity,” Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies 11 (1987): 207, 
https://doi.org/10.1179/030701387790203046. 
33 Magdalino, Manuel I, 180, 182; Magdalino, “1118-1204,” 629. 
34 Paul Magdalino, “The Medieval Empire (780-1204),” in The Oxford History of Byzantium, ed. Cyril Mango (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2002), 194. 
35 Stephenson, “Byzantium Transformed,” 207. 
36 Peter Frankopan, “The imperial governors of Dyrrakhion during the reign of Alexios I Komnenos,” Byzantine and 
Modern Greek Studies 26 (2002): 103, https://doi.org/10.1179/030701302806932196. 
37 Peter Frankopan, “Kinship and the Distribution of Power in Komnenian Byzantium,” English Historical Review 122, 
no. 495 (2007): 4, https://doi.org/10.1093/ehr/cel378; Magdalino, Manuel I, 186-87. 
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held sensitive positions within the military and civil establishments, such as the megas domestikos 

Gregory Pakourianos and the megas droungarios tou ploimou Eustathios Kymineianos.38 By contrast, 

Magdalino describes a system in which the Komnenoi monopolised power to the exclusion of all 

others, where senior positions were reserved for family members only.39 Frankopan argues instead 

that what is remarkable about Alexios I’s regime is that he was able to impose his own candidates in 

positions of authority, regardless of any familial connection to him.40 Frankopan further notes that 

although many of Alexios’ relatives held positions of trust during his reign, others were apparently 

marginalised, with little mention in the contemporary historical record.41 Additionally, on a number 

of occasions Alexios chose experienced, older men (such as Nikephoros Bryennios the Elder, in 

whose blinding Alexios had been at least partly involved) for key military commands, rather than 

younger men more closely related, and thus presumably more loyal, to him (such as his sons, sons-

in-law and nephews).42 These factors directly contradict Cheynet’s assertion that, under the 

Komnenoi, ‘family relations were just as important as ability, if not more so’.43 

Frankopan further cautions against a tendency (as seen in Magdalino’s The Empire of Manuel 

I Komnenos) to view Alexios I as having had consistent, unified support from his family throughout 

his reign, pointing to a number of conspiracies involving members of his family, a flurry of factional 

disputes between different branches of Alexios’ extended family, and several primary sources 

(including the Alexiad) which note his tendency towards insularity.44 Frankopan suggests, therefore, 

that our understanding of the Komnenian family system, at least as it operated during the reign of 

Alexios I, is the result of a deliberate attempt by his successors in the twelfth century to ‘project an 

image of a united and powerful family that acted and behaved as a single entity’.45 Frankopan also 

draws attention to previous emperors, including the Macedonian-era emperor Michael IV the 

Paphlagonian, who relied heavily on family members.46 To this list could be added Romanos I 

Lekapenos, Nikephoros II Phokas and both Doukas emperors (Constantine X and Michael VII). He 

further notes that many of Alexios’ most trusted lieutenants were also related to, or had previously 

been close supporters of, several of his immediate predecessors.47 Accordingly, Frankopan contends 

                                                        
38 Frankopan, “Kinship,” 8-10. 
39 Magdalino, Manuel I, 208. 
40 Frankopan, “Kinship,” 10, 11. 
41 Frankopan, “Kinship,” 11. 
42 Frankopan, “Kinship,” 12-13. 
43 Jean-Claude Cheynet, “Official power and non-official power,” in Fifty Years of Prosopography: The Later Roman 
Empire, Byzantium and Beyond, ed. Averil Cameron (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 139. 
44 Frankopan, “Kinship,” 14, 21; cf. Magdalino, Manuel I, 191-92. 
45 Frankopan, “Kinship,” 32. 
46 Frankopan, “Kinship,” 2. 
47 Peter Frankopan, “Re-interpreting the role of the family in Comnenian Byzantium: where blood is not thicker than 
water,” in Byzantium in the Eleventh Century: Being in Between, Papers from the 45th Spring Symposium of Byzantine 
Studies, 2012, eds. Marc D. Lauxtermann and Mark Whittow (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), 186. 
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that at least some elements of Alexios’ regime had precedent in Byzantine history; this is only tacitly 

acknowledged by Magdalino.48 Frankopan argues therefore that the real change in governance under 

the Komnenoi came only after the abortive coup of Nikephoros Diogenes in the mid-1090s.49 Once 

this conspiracy was revealed, he writes, Alexios was forced to replace much of the existing civil and 

military elite, who despite their familial connections to him had plotted against him.50 There are 

several flaws in this argument, however, as Frankopan fails to take into account the fact that Alexios 

and his successors continued to rely on other, more loyal members of their extended family 

throughout the Komnenian period, such as Alexios’ brother Isaac, John Doukas (brother of the 

empress Eirene Doukaina, wife of Alexios I) and George Palaiologos (who was married to Eirene’s 

sister). On the other hand, he does argue persuasively that modern historians need to re-examine how 

they make use of the two chief primary sources for the period: Anna Komnene’s Alexiad and John 

Zonaras’ Epitome.51 Both authors had reason to portray Alexios as surrounded by a homogeneous, 

interrelated bloc of supporters: Anna to present her father as the unquestioned representative of his 

extended family; and Zonaras to showcase what he saw as the imperial family’s corrupt and nepotistic 

tendency to exclude all others from power.52 

This paper illustrates the limited nature of the secondary scholarship dealing with the 

Komnenian ‘family system’. Crucially, much of this work contains such phrases as ‘no one can 

dispute’ or ‘all scholars agree’, which are invariably followed by generalisations.53 Over the last three 

decades, a short core bibliography has developed, leading to cyclical referencing and a lack of critical 

curiosity. While broad attempts have been made to delineate a shift in Byzantine governance after 

the accession of Alexios I in 1081, little effort has been made to comprehensively analyse the differing 

approaches (if indeed it is possible to describe them as such) of the Macedonian, Doukai and 

Komnenoi emperors. Most importantly, we must move beyond superficial comparisons of the actions 

of Basil I and Alexios I upon their respective seizures of the throne; the fact that Basil did not make 

as extensive use of his male and female relatives as Alexios does not necessarily mean that this was 

the case for all Macedonian emperors. Furthermore, much of the building of familial alliances through 

marriage, which is seen as characteristic of the Komnenian dynasty’s rule, actually occurred prior to 

                                                        
48 Magdalino, Manuel I, 186-87. See also: Paul Magdalino, “Aspects of Twelfth-Century Byzantine Kaiserkritik,” 
Speculum 58, no. 2 (1983): 335-36, https://doi.org/10.2307/2848257. 
49 Frankopan, “Role of the family,” 192. 
50 Frankopan, “Role of the family,” 192. 
51 Frankopan, “Kinship,” 13; Frankopan, “Role of the family,” 184. 
52 Frankopan, “Kinship,” 13-14; Frankopan, “Role of the family,” 184; cf. Magdalino, “Kaiserkritik,” 337-38. 
53 Jean-Claude Cheynet, “The Byzantine aristocracy in the 10th-12th centuries: a review of the book by A. Kazhdan and 
S. Ronchey,” in The Byzantine Aristocracy and its Military Function, ed. Jean-Claude Cheynet (Aldershot: Routledge, 
2006), 47; Barbara Hill, Imperial Women in Byzantium 1025-1204: Power, Patronage and Ideology (Harlow: Routledge, 
1999), 58. 
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their 1081 coup. It may perhaps therefore be necessary to examine the Komnenoi’s behaviour prior 

to 1081 as though they were simply yet another ambitious aristocratic family, without factoring in, 

or viewing as inevitable, their eventual rise to power under Alexios. Additionally, all existing studies 

of the role of imperial relatives in this period take the viewpoint of the reigning emperor, rather than 

the perspective of the ‘cadets’ themselves. It may be instructive for our understanding of the changing 

roles, treatment and motivations of such men and women to consider this from a new, individualised 

perspective. 
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Abstract 

 The present article forms part of my doctoral thesis and seeks to present the latest state of research 

for the silk industry in Middle Byzantine Boeotia. There are a handful of pertinent and useful 

secondary sources on isolated districts of Boeotia. But – with the exception of “Jacoby’s Silk in 

Western Byzantium before the Fourth Crusade”1 – which was published more than twenty-five years 

ago, we lack a work that makes a concerted effort to examine the wider picture. This is the primary 

purpose of my article. Using the testimonies of important primary authors and survey/excavation 

evidence from Thebes and Kastorion, and modern studies on the health hazards of working as a silk 

reeler, I will touch on the origins of the silk industry, its magnitude, the cost of its products, and the 

living standards of its workers.  

Keywords: Silk industry, Middle Byzantine period, Boeotia, artisans 

 

What form did the economic evolution of urban settlements in Boeotia take during the Middle 

Byzantine period? 2 This question, which lies at the heart of my thesis, cannot be answered without 

investigating the role played by the silk industry, and will, accordingly, be investigated.  

 

I will begin by reviewing the textual evidence we possess of the Boeotian silk industry’s existence.  

• By ca. 1100, Italian merchants were referring to the western coast of Boeotia (shown on fig. 

2) by the surname ‘ostro.’ This word is derived from ὄστρειον and ὀστρέον, which was Greek 

for the marine snail Heraplex trunculus and its purple extract. Another Italian toponym, 

‘ostrica’, bore a close similarity to the word ‘ostria’, itself synonymous with ‘ostro.’3 

                                                        
1 David Jacoby, “Silk in Western Byzantium before the Fourth Crusade,” Byzantinische Zeitschrift 84-85 (1992): 452-
500. 
2 Which I would put between the late 8th century and 1204.  
3 Archibald Dunn, “The rise and fall of towns, loci of maritime traffic, and silk production: the problem of Thisve-
Kastorion,” Byzantine Style, Religion and Civilization, In Honour of Sir Steven Runciman (2006): 58. “Ostro,” in 
Dizionario etimologico italiano [Italian etymological dictionary], ed. Carlo Battisti and Giovanni Alessio, vol.4, 
(Florence: Barbera, 1950-1957). See also ”ὄστρειον” and “ὀστρέον,” The online Liddell-Scott-Jones Greek-English 
lexicon, last modified August 19, 2015, http://stephanus.tlg.uci.edu/lsj/#eid=1&context=lsj.  
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• The anonymous author of the 12 century Timarion, whose protagonist is initially headed for 

the fair of St. Demetrios, writes: “Later coming down from the mountain I gazed at everything 

visible, prodigiously great in woven robes and threads […] from Boeotia and the 

Peloponnese”.4 To our knowledge, Boeotia did not produce any textile other than silk during 

the Byzantine period. This strongly supports the conjecture that the robes and threads were 

made of silk.  

• One of the things the Normans raiders of 1147 did was to deport a number of Theban women 

“who had mastered the weaver’s art.” The Normans considered these captives valuable 

enough to refuse to return them in 1158, when peace was re-established between the kingdom 

of Sicily and Byzantium.5 They also ladened their ships with “gold-laced textiles.” Again, in 

the absence of non-silk possibilities, there can be little doubt that both the women and the 

textiles were connected to the silk industry.  

• According to the author of The Itinerary of Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela, the Jewish tailors in 

Thebes (which he visited ca. 1161) are “the best craftsmen in the land of the Greeks at making 

silk and purple garments.”6  

• Michael Khoniates complains in 1185 that Thebes is being taxed more lightly than Athens, 

even though it (along with Corinth) is the source of wealthy Constantinopolitans’ silk 

garments.7 It is conceivable that Michael is exaggerating Thebes’ importance, the better to 

magnify the impact of his complaint. For as long as he was archbishop of Athens, his foremost 

concern was the well-being of that town. Nevertheless, since he mentions silk, Thebes was 

evidently playing some role in the provisioning of the aforementioned wealthy 

Constantinopolitans.  

• In 1195, the Seljuk governor of Ankara, Muhyi al-Din, was ravaging Byzantine Bithynia in 

support of a pretender to the imperial throne. In return for abandoning the pretender, the 

governor demanded five hundred pounds of silver coins (to be paid immediately), three 

hundred pounds of silver coins in annual tribute, and forty vestments of silk from Thebes.8     

                                                        
4 Timarione ; testo critico, introduzione, traduzione, commentario e lessico, ed. and transl. Roberto Romano (Naples: 
University of Naples, 1974), 54-55. 
5 Niketas Khoniates, Nicetae Choniatae Historia, ed. Jean Louis Van Dieten (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1975), 76-79. 
6 Benjamin of Tudela, The Itinerary of Rabbi Benjamin of Tudela: Travels in the Middle Ages, ed. Joseph Simon (3rd 

edition),  
(Malibu: Pangloss Press, 2005), 13.               
7 Michael Khoniates, Μιχαήλ Ακομινάτου του Χωνιάτου: τα σωζόμενα, vol. 1-2, ed. Spyridon Lampros (Athens, 1880), 

83.   
8 Niketas Khoniates, Nicetae Choniatae Historia, 197.   
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• A few more sources must be accounted for. By ca. 1000, according to two Constantinopolitan 

monastic documents, the noun Kastorion referred not just to the settlement in southwestern 

Boeotia (known today as Thisvi), but also to “a kind of dye from mollusk.” And the 1074 

Typikon of Gregory Pakourianos refers to imperial overgarments as οξυκάστορος, bearing in 

mind that ὀξυς meant ‘bright colour.’9 Though these documents speak of dyeing, we should 

be careful of associating them exclusively with silk production. Certainly silk and dye were 

closely intertwined. The raw silk produced by the caterpillars of silkmoths was collected, 

spun, and woven, after which dye was applied to the fabric to produce vibrant colours. Yet 

there is some evidence, although it is slim, that in the late 12th century, dye was being applied 

to cheap fabrics, not merely silk.10 What is more, the κάστορος in οξυκάστορος might be 

referring to the town of Kastoria, rather than Kastorion. There is a great lake adjacent to 

Kastoria, which in the 12th century was an important source of marine life (including, 

potentially, dye-producing snails). 11  

 

If we accept – as I think we should – that there was an exceptionally successful Boeotian silk industry 

in the 12th century, what were the keys to its success? In the natural science domain, the main factors 

were arguably an advantageous flora and hydrogeological features. Though I have no explicit 

information dating to the Middle Ages on the above subjects, the historian Félix de Beaujour observes 

(in the late 18th century) that the southern coast of Boeotia was covered in great profusion by the 

kermes oak. Likewise, multiple 19th century travelers report low bushes of kermes oaks above 

Domvraina (slightly more than 1 km. southeast of Thisvi) and on the hill Pyrgaki (the latter situated 

in the southeastern foothills of Mount Helicon). The shrub is also described by Rackham as being 

prevalent between the cultivated fields of the Boeotian lowlands in the second half of the 20th 

century.12 Regarding hydrogeology, there is evidence that two of the three rivers which enclosed 

Medieval Thebes, the Dirki and the Ismenos (fig. 1), had properties that enhanced the quality of 

locally made textile. In the words of the poet John Tzetzes: “The Ismenus … and Dirce…gift the 

webs which are found in the Theban countryside, with translucency, shining, and much 

                                                        
9 Byzantine Monastic Foundation Documents, eds. John Thomas and Angela C. Hero (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton 

Oaks, 2002) 553 and 559, nos. 48 and 50. Ada Adler (ed.), Suidae Lexicon, vol.3 (Leipzig: Germany, Teubner, 1933), 
39.  

10 Michael Khoniates, Μιχαήλ Ακομινάτου του Χωνιάτου, 2, 136-137.  
11 Idrisi, Idrisi : la première géographie de l’Occident, eds. and transl. Annliese Nef and Henri Bresc (Paris: Flammarion, 
1999), 742.  
12 Oliver Rackham, “Observations on the Historical Ecology of Boeotia”, The Annual of the British School at Athens 78 
(1983): 307, 318, 331-332.  
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smoothness.”13 In the same vein, prior to their drying up in the mid-20th century the Dirki and Ismenos 

(for whose locations I refer to the plan of the Kadmeia, fig. 1) were known to be rich in calcium and 

magnesium – two elements which the reeling process requires in substantial quantities to deliver good 

results.14 The suitability of the natural environment would do much to explain why Thebes was still 

engaged in silk production in the 15th-16th centuries, according to six contemporary Ottoman census 

lists.15  

Readers will no doubt have noticed that all of my definite (or near-definite) references to the 

Byzantine Boeotian silk industry are confined to the 12th century. Does this mean that the industry 

only rose to prominence in the 1100s? The case for the affirmative is compelling, given the absence 

of pre-12th century evidence. We know that in 768 the Lombard Duke of Benevento presented a 

convent in Benevento with purple silk textiles “woven with the   thread of Phocis.”16 But what 

geographic area did Phocis refer to? Central Greece? Modern-day Phocis? No one can say with 

certainty, for the designation had fallen out of use by 768.17 It is true that the mid-10th century Vita 

Basilii attests to the existence of silk activity in the nearby Morea, while Constantine 

Porphyrogennetos’ treatise De Administrando speaks of “purple fishers” in the same region.18 But no 

such proof exists for Boeotia.19 Perhaps most tellingly, no mulberry trees are attested in the Cadaster 

of Thebes, a land-tax register which encompasses the land surrounding Thebes and has been dated to 

the second half of the 11th century.20 

Let us move on to the material proof we possess. A number of pertinent buildings have been 

uncovered in Thebes since the 1970s, three quarters of them dating to the late 11th-12th centuries. 

They possess features such as rock-hewn chambers, underground water pipes, fragments of tools 

found in the walls of the buildings, walls made of rubble, and large pits made of water-resistant 

plaster. In the same vein, those structures devoid of indoor plumbing were located near the Ismenos 

                                                        
13 John Tzetzes, Historiarum Variarum Chiliades, ed. Gottlieb Kiessling (2nd ed.), (Oxford: Ashmolean Museum, 1963): 

331, line 382-385. The third river that enclosed Thebes was the Khrysoroas.  
14Between 70 and 90 mg/L. Koumantakis, Ioannis E., “Hydrogeological conditions in the broader area of Thebes”, 
Bulletin of the Geological Society of Greece 15, 96-142. Rajat K. Datta and Mahesh Nanavaty, Global Silk Industry: A 
Complete Source Book (Boca Raton: Universal Publishers, 2007), 136-137.  
15 Machiel Kiel, “The rise and decline of Turkish Boeotia, 15th-19th century.” In Recent Developments in the History 
and Archaeology of Central Greece, edited by John Bintliff (Oxford, Archaeopress, 1997), 323.  
16 August Potthast, Wegweiser durch die Geschichtswerke des europischen Mittelalters bis 1500, vol. 2 (Berlin: W. 
Weber, 1896), 1481.  
17 My statement is based on negative evidence. The last mention of ‘Phocis’, prior to the 18th century, occurs during the 
reign of Trajan.   
18 In addition, the name ‘Morea’ – coined in the 9th century – is identical to the Byzantine term for the mulberry tree (ἡ 
μορέα). Chronographiae quae Theophanis Continuati nomine fertur Liber quo Vita Basilii Imperatoris amplectitur, ed. 
Ihor Ševčenko (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011), 82, Porphyrogennetos, De Administrando, 52.10-11. 
19 Dunn, The rise and fall of towns, 57.   
20  Nicolas Svoronos, “Recherches sur le cadastre byzantin et la fiscalité aux XIè et XIIè siècles: le Cadastre de Thèbes,” 
Bulletin de Correspondence Hellénique 83 (1959): 1-175.  
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and Dirki. I will cite a case study in which I was able to obtain more detail. There is a neighbourhood 

in Thebes today called Εβραίκα (which translates to ‘Jewish area’, though the area is presently devoid 

of any Jewish residents). It is northeast of the Kadmeia, where the Dirki once flowed. A little northeast 

of Εβραίκα, a 4-year rescue excavation recently revealed one or more workshops dating to Byzantine 

times.21 More than 30 wells and circular mortar-coated basins were carved into the site’s surface. The 

basins were connected by multiple canals, surrounded by rubble walls.  

The influence of water on the above sites is interesting, because production of dye solutions 

(into which silk fabric was then immersed) is extremely water-intensive. I have no 8th-13th century 

figures, but one can get a sense of how much water Thebes’ silk artisans would have required by 

looking at dye production in the 21st century. Today, it takes approximately 1892 liters of water to 

produce enough dye to cover a single sofa. That is enough liquid to fill 8.9 standard-sized bathtubs.22 

On the same subject, Thebes was endowed with an aqueduct by archbishop Kaloktenis in the late 12th 

century.23 Evidently, the amount of water supplied by rivers, aquifers, and precipitation was no longer 

sufficient to satisfy the settlement’s requirements. Unfortunately, neither the aqueduct nor the mortar-

coated basins are enough to support my argument. For, given the aridity of Boeotia’s Mediterranean 

climate, water-coated basins could easily have served a non-industrial role. That is to say, they could 

simply have been convenient structures for stocking up on water during the dry season. For now, I 

can only speak of two sites where we can make a very good case for silk and dye-making (specifically, 

multiple basins in a single room).24    

Nearly as significant as the Boeotian capital is the town of Kastorion. On the northern slope of 

Kastorion’s Lower Acropolis, a multi-year survey revealed three Middle Byzantine structures (two 

churches and a tower) and a dye extraction site. The site comprises a vast deposit of broken sea snail 

shells, measuring 65 m. x 70 m. on one axis and 30 m. on the other.25 While the shells have not been 

securely dated, they were found at the same altitude as the churches and towers. If we further bear in 

mind the Italian toponyms which were being used to refer to the western coast of Boeotia in the 12th 

century (see the bullet point at the bottom of page 2), and the fact that Kastorion is mentioned as a 

                                                        
21 Harikleia Koilakou, “Βυζαντινά εργαστήρια στη Θήβα [Byzantine workshops in Thebes], ” Τεχνολογία 4 (1991): 23-
24. 
22 In modern England. The calculation for obtaining capacity is simple: length x height x width. The result is then cubed.  
23 John Kaloktenis, Ο Μητροπολίτης Ιωάννης ο Καλοκτένης και αι Θήβαι (ΙΒ΄ μ.Χ. αιών), ed. Vasileios Delvenakiotis 
(Athens, 1970), 73.  
24  Louvi-Kizi, Aspasia. “Thebes.” In The economic evolution of Byzantium: From the seventh to the fifteenth century, 
edited by Angeliki Laiou, 631-638.  
Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 2002.  
25 Archibald Dunn, “The survey of Thisve-Kastorion (the urban site: 2006),” Bulletin of British Byzantine Studies 33 
(2007): 35-39. “The Survey of Thisve (Byzantine Kastorion and Multi-period Complex of Sites): 2007–2009,” 
Dumbarton Oaks, accessed May 5, 2016,  
https://www.doaks.org/research/support-for-research/project-grants/reports/2008-2009/dunn. 
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bishopric in the mid-late 12th century Codex Atheniensis 1371 (though not in the broadly 

contemporary Notitia Episcopatuum 13)26 there is a strong chance that contemporary Kastorion was 

home to a thriving purple dye production industry.         

Outside of Thebes and Kastorion, three erstwhile or existing communities on the Gulf of 

Corinth – Livadostro, Vathys and Porto Germeno (fig. 2) – require further fieldwork study. Since 

they lay relatively close to Kastorion they were potentially centers of sea snail fishing and dye 

extraction. And there is almost certainly more to be discovered in Thebes. Most of the Byzantine 

strata in the town lie under the densely populated modern municipality, meaning they can usually 

only be accessed through rescue excavations. Still, based on excavation and survey evidence, it would 

seem that the silk industry was, at most, a tiny branch of the regional economy. Naturally, we must 

also consider the textual sources. But they are too vague to help shed light on the silk industry’s 

magnitude. Benjamin of Tudela does state that Thebes’ Jews (which he puts at two thousand people) 

were the finest manufacturers in Greece. Yet it does not follow that the entire community earned its 

livelihood through silk, although in “Η Βυζαντινή Θήβα” [Byzantine Thebes] Savvidis reaches 

precisely that conclusion.27 

What the sources do suggest is that in the 12th century, Boeotia held an oligopoly in the silk 

industry. There were only three other substantial silk-producing centres in Byzantium that we know 

of: Athens, the Peloponnese, and Constantinople. The Bishop of Stagoi, in Thessaly, did own eighty-

five mulberry trees in the 1160s.28 Nevertheless, the mention of mulberry trees by itself does not 

constitute indisputable evidence of silk production, since these trees were also cultivated for their 

fruit. That being said, I would not go so far as to argue that the Boeotian oligopoly extended to the 

whole of the Mediterranean basin. Even if we concentrate on the regions which possessed more than 

one components of the silk industry (which include, but are not limited to, sea snail fishing, silkworm 

                                                        
26 Jean Darrouzes, Notitiae Episcopatuum ecclesiae Constantinopolitanea (Paris: Institut français d'étude. byzantines, 
1981), 298, 740. In my thesis, I contend that the presence of a bishop or an archbishop was a sign of economic 
robustness. This is because, first, a bishop needed a well-educated staff to help him carry out his numerous duties. Second, 
the episcopal basilica would have required constant upkeep, both from wear and tear and minor earthquakes. The bishop 
presence would therefore have stimulated artisanery, particularly with respect to masons, tailors, carpenters, and 
parchment-makers. All these people – plus the episcopal staff – would have needed to be fed. This would in turn have 
attracted farmers and food merchants to the town, or its vicinity. Third, the order in which bishops were listed in the 
Notitiae Episcopatuum dictated their placement in liturgical and imperial ceremonies. Clearly a bishop’s prestige and 
power varied directly with their rank in the Notitiae. As such, I believe there is a case to be made that socio-economic 
contribution was a prime consideration in the process of promoting a parish to a diocese. Elie de Rosen. “The economic 
fate of urban settlements in Rhomanian Boeotia, Thessaly, and Western Macedonia (783-1204)” (PhD Diss, University 
of Birmingham, 2018), 11.    
27 Alexes Savvidis, “Η βυζαντινή Θήβα. 996- 1204,” Historiokeogeographika 2 (1988): 33-51, 51. As an aside, Tudela’s 
figures should be treated with caution, because we not know how he arrived at them.  
28 Charles Astruc, “Un document inédit de 1163 sur l'évêché thessalien de Stagoi [an unpublished document from 1163 
on the Thessalian bishopric of Stagoi],” Bulletin de Correspondence Héllenique 83 (1959) 206-246, 214. 
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cultivation, dye extraction, reeling, and weaving), the Central Greeks would have had to contend with 

at least two Mediterranean competitors: Egypt and the kingdom of Sicily.29 

What was the Boeotian industry’s market? The testimonies of Benjamin of Tudela, John 

Tzetzes, and Michael Khoniates, and the Norman raid of 1147 strongly suggest that Boeotian 

merchandise was of first-rate quality, and affordable solely by the wealthiest strata of Byzantine 

society. This impression is reinforced by Michael Khoniates’ implication that only affluent 

Constantinopolitans purchased Theban silk, and by the episode involving Muhyi al-Din in 1195 (see 

the fifth and sixth bullets points on page 3-4). In making his demands, the Seljuk governor implicitly 

puts 40 vestments of Theban silk on the same level as five hundred pounds of silver coins. Even if 

the amount of silver paid to him was inflated by Niketas Khoniates (our only source for the affair), 

Muhyi al-Din clearly regards Theban silk as an enormously valuable commodity. The Byzantine 

government seems to have shared his feeling, since – prior to the mass Venetian arrests of 1171 – it 

had forbidden the purchase of “precious silk wares” in Thebes by anyone but the Venetians.30 We do 

not know when the Venetians obtained this privilege, but it was not included in the imperial 

chrysobulls granted to them31: they had to secure a separate license. It was also coveted by the 

Genoans. In May 1171 (scarcely two months after the Venetian arrests), the Genoan ambassador to 

Constantinople entreated Manuel I to grant to his people the silk-related rights which Venice had 

hitherto enjoyed in Thebes.32 The absence of any trace of Genoese settlements in Thebes for the period 

1171-1204 suggests that the ambassador’s endeavor was unsuccessful.33 Meanwhile, it is possible 

that the Venetians resumed purchasing sophisticated Theban silk from 1175 onwards. In that year 

they began returning to Thebes (as indicated by numerous commercial contracts). It is unclear 

whether they ever regained their privilege. If they did not, they may have resorted to purchasing 

luxury silks illegally.34  

                                                        
29 Shelomo D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish Communities of the Arab World as Portrayed in the 
Documents of the Cairo Geniza, vol. 1 (Berkeley: University of California Press 1967), 169, 172. A silk cloak discovered 
in Palermo, and dated to 1133-1134, carries an inscription which gives its place of origin as the regium ergasterium [state 
enterprise] in the royal palace of Palermo. Maurice Lombard, Les textiles dans le monde musulman du VIIe au XIIe siècle 
(=Etudes d’economie medieval III) [Textiles in the Muslim world from the 7th to the 12th century (=Studies of Medieval 
economy III)] (Paris: Mouton, 1978), 53f. 
30Codice diplomatico della repubblica di Genova dal 968 al 1190, 3 vols. (Rome: Imperiale di Sant'Angelo, Cesare, 1936-
1940), vol. 2, 115, Jacoby, Silk in Western Byzantium, 491.  
31 Urkunden zur Alteren Handels und Staatsgechichte der Republik Venedik, eds. Gottlieb Tafel and George Thomas 
(Amsterdam: Hakker. Z, 1964), 95, 113, 178, 246.   
32 Codice diplomatico, 2, 115.   
33  Codice diplomatico, 2, Caffaro, Annali Genovesi di Caffaro e de’ suoi continuoatori dal MXCIX al MCCXCIII, ed. 
Luigi Belgrano (Genoa: Tip. del R. Istituto sordo-muti, 1890-1929).   
34  This course of action would have carried grave risks, but then again so would returning to Thebes soon after the crisis 
of 1171, and without any official guarantees of protection by the imperial government. Such guarantees were not 
forthcoming until 1183. Documenti del commercio veneziano nei secoli XI-XIII, 2 vols. eds. Roberto M. della Rocca and 
Andronico Lombardo (Rome: Istituto italiano per il Medio Evo, 1940), docs. 166, 234, 239, 273-75, 308, 353, 379.  
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I do not know for certain what kind of dye was used for Theban first-rate silk. However, two 

plausible candidates are Tyrian purple and kermes dyestuff. Tyrian purple (over which the 

government held a monopoly in the 10th and the first half of the 11th century)35 was only secreted by 

Murex brandaris, and in extraordinarily small quantities.36 The Byzantines may have known cheaper 

methods of obtaining purple, such as mixing red and blue plant colorants or using other snail species. 

Such methods certainly existed in the Roman imperial period, according to recipes found in 

contemporary books and papyri. But the latter sources state that their dyes were inferior to Tyrian 

purple in terms of colour-fastness (the ability of fabrics to retain the dyes used to colour them).37 As 

for kermes, I spoke earlier of the prevalence of its arboreal source in Boeotia in the 18th and 19th 

centuries (see the first half of page 5). I will add that in the 13th-14th Morea, where kermes production 

is attested, it was time-consuming to manufacture, the growing and raising of the kermes oak required 

a vast amount of upkeep, and kermes was much sought after by Western textile  manufacturing 

centres.38 Also, an inventory of King Philip V of France’s gold and silver-coated possessions, dating 

to 1317, included a red silk fabric from Thebes.39 Lastly, the colour red in general had an imperial 

connotation in the Middle Byzantine period. It is in this light that we can see the predilection of the 

imperial family for red footwear.40 

Based on the above considerations, I believe we can make case that silk dyed in Tyrian purple 

or kermes dye were luxury products. I would further argue that these products formed a major 

percentage of the silk output in Boeotia, and were unaffordable to the great majority of Byzantines 

and foreigners. We should not exclude the possibility that lesser categories of silk were being 

manufactured. The Genoese ambassador’s aforementioned entreaty to Manuel (see footnote 30) 

                                                        
35  Though it should be noted that the monopoly did not extend to scraps and clippings of Tyrian purple fabric. Leo VI, 
Les Novelles de Léon VI le Sage, transl. and eds. Pierre Noailles and Alphonse Dain (Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 1944) 
novel 80. See also Anna Muthesius, “Silk, power, and diplomacy in Byzantium,” in Studies in Byzantine and Islamic Silk 
Weaving (London: The Pindar Press, 1995), 231-32.  
36  According to Jacoby, 12,000 snails produce 1.4 gr. of pure dye. This is sufficient to add coloured stripes to only a single 
garment. Jacoby, Silk in Western Byzantium, 455.  
37  Pliny the Elder, Naturalis Historia, transl. Horace Rackham, William H.S. Jones, and David E. Eichholz (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1949-1954), 9.61.131, The Oxyrhynchus papyri VII, eds. and transl. Bernard P. Grenfell and 
Arthur S. Hunt (London: London Egypt Exploration Society, 1898), 1051.1.15.  
38  David Jacoby, “Rural exploitation and the market economy in the Late Medieval Peloponnese,” in Viewing the Morea: 
Land and People in the Late Medieval Peloponnese, ed. Sharon Gerstel, 213-275 (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 
2013), 257-60.  
39  Nouveau recueil de comptes de l'argenterie des rois de France, ed. Louis D. d’Arcq (Paris: Librairie Renouard, 1874), 
17.  
40 On the imperial connotation of red, see Constantine Porphyrogennetos, De Ceremoniis, 21, Brigitte Pitarakis, “The 
material culture of childhood”, in Becoming Byzantine: Children and Childhood in Byzantium, eds. Arietta 
Papakonstantinou and Alice-Mary Talbot (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2009), 205, and Warren T. Woodfin, 
The Embodied Icon: Liturgical Vestments and Sacramental Power in Byzantium (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 
145.  
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spoke of “precious” silk wares in Thebes, possibly implying the existence of cheaper substitutes. But 

if lower-quality products were indeed manufactured, they have not left any traces in the historical 

records.41  

Apart from the cost of producing dye, there are several reasons as to why high-quality silk 

merchandise would have been prohibitively expensive. For one thing, it took years to properly train 

spinners, dyers and weavers, at least in 12th century Cairo.42 Then there was the law of supply and 

demand (bearing in mind the oligopoly that Boeotia held), and the fact that mulberry trees need 

intensive farming and require years to reach a state of efficiency. Nevertheless, this does not 

necessarily mean that the wages of 12th century Boeotian silk artisans were commensurate with their 

efforts and sacrifices – that the vast profits derived from the sale of luxury silk were distributed 

equally among their makers.  

The question of wages, efforts, and sacrifices, forms part of a larger topic: the status of artisans. 

I was my intention to offer fresh insights on the latter topic. However, I found the task more difficult 

than expected. As observed by Muthesius, relevant documentary evidence is in woefully short 

supply.43 While Lopez implicitly asserts that artisans were well paid as long as the government 

maintained its monopoly over high-quality silk, he fails to justify his viewpoint.44 The Book of the 

Eparch contains some information about the wages of metaxopratai (silk traders) and unskilled 

workers. It also tells us that slaves commonly worked as spinners. But it is silent with respect to the 

wages of silk artisans.45 And in any case, it would be poor scholarship to assume salaries in 10th 

century Constantinople were similar to their counterparts in 12th century Boeotia. Slightly more 

helpful is Leo VI’s (886-912) Basilika, a collection of laws which updated the 6th century Codex 

Justinianex. The Basilika, to which Muthesius draws attention in “The Byzantine Industry: Lopez 

and beyond”, stipulates heavy fines for private workshops that are caught poaching workers from 

government weaving factories.46 Evidently it was a common matter for contemporary private 

workshops to be more attractive to workers than their government counterparts. However, like the 

                                                        
41  Jacoby, Silk in Western Byzantium, 453-54.  
42  Goitein, A Mediterranean Society, 169.  
43  “The Byzantine silk industry: Lopez and beyond.” Anna Muthesius, Journal of Medieval History 19 (1993): 1-67, 15.  
44  “The silk industry was the source of prosperity for a host of middle-class craftsmen.” Robert S. Lopez, Silk Industry 
in the Byzantine Empire, Speculum 20 (1945): 1-42, 2.  
45  The Book of the Eparch, chapter 11, and Michael Kaplan, “The producing population,” in The Social History of 
Byzantium, ed. John Haldon (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009), 161-162. For the nomisma: follis exchange rate, my 
information concerns the 10th and early 11th centuries. Philip Grierson, Catalogue of the Byzantine Coins in the 
Dumbarton Oaks Collection and in the Whittemore Collection: Leo III to Nicephorus III, 717 – 1801, vol. 3 (Washington, 
D.C.: Dumbarton Oaks, 1973), 17-18.  
46  Muthesius, the Byzantine Industry, 58-59.  
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Book of the Eparch, the Basilika was enacted centuries before my period of focus, and does not seem 

to mention the locations of any workshops.  

Despite the limitations of the above primary sources, there is an appreciable amount of 

circumstantial evidence which suggests that Boeotian artisans worked in unhealthy conditions. Alum 

(potassium aluminium sulfate), a mordant used in dye-making in the modern day, is dissolved in 

water during the creation of the dye solution. Its sulfate atoms then react with water to form sulfuric 

acid.47 And since the water must be boiled, this can result in workers being exposed to acidic fumes. 

Exposure can also occur during the immersion of silk into dye. A Russian study from 1994 that 

assessed the safety of alum in indoor workplaces classified it as a moderately hazardous material.48 

It recommended that workers whose skin came into contact with alum rinse their skin thoroughly, 

and that the amount of alum dust in the air not be allowed to exceed half a milligram per cubic 

meter. And according to a 2011 report by the IJAD (International Journal of Alzheimer's Disease) 

there is increasing evidence that the aluminium atoms in alum play a role in the onset of 

Alzheimer’s.49  

To return to 12th century Boeotia, we have some reason to believe that contemporary dye-

makers made heavy use of alum. The compound was imported on a considerable scale by Byzantine 

merchants in late 12th century Upper Egypt.50 In the same vein, Michael Khoniates complains that the 

dyeing industry in Athens produced strong noxious odors.51 This grievance is highly significant, 

given that sulfuric acid fumes have the smell of rotten eggs. Boeotian workshop managers52 could 

                                                        
47  “Mordants and Natural Dyeing, The Great Debate,” Yarn Alpenglow, accessed October 29, 2016,  
https://alpenglowyarn.wordpress.com/author/alpenglowyarn/. 
48  T.D. Grekhova, E.M. Neizvestnova, L.I. Konstantinova, and L.P. Dobroliubova, “Rationale for maximum allowable 
exposure level of aluminium sulfate and its coagulants in the air of the workplace,” Meditsina truda i promyshlennaia 
ekologiia 1 (1994): 26-28.  
49 Masahiro Kawahara and Midori Kato-Negishi. “Link between Aluminum and the Pathogenesis of Alzheimer's Disease: 
The Integration of the Aluminum and Amyloid Cascade Hypotheses,” International Journal of Alzeimer’s Disease 3 
(2011).  
50  According to the contemporary historian Ibn Mammātī. Shelomo D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society: the Jewish 
Communities of the Arab world as portrayed in the Cairo Geniza, vol. 4 (Berkeley: University of California, 1983): 405, 
no.166. Note too that alum was undergoing substantial use in 12th century Egyptian and Sicilian workshops. For Sicily 
see Documenti del commercio veneziano nei secoli XI-XIII, vol.1., eds. Roberto Morozzo della Rocca and 
Andronico Lombardo (Rome: Istituto italiano per il Medio Evo, 1953): docs. 11, 345, 454, 455. For Ibn Mammati, see 
Robert B. Serjeant, Islamic Textiles: 
Material for a history up to the Mongol Conquest (2nd edition) (Beirut: Librarie du Liban, 1972), 162-63.  
51  Michael Khoniates, Μιχαήλ Ακομινάτου, 1, 53.  
52  I hesitate to call managers ‘guild-masters’. During the reign of Romanos Lekapenos (920-944), the Peloponnese’s 
purple-snail fishers were collectively exempted from their military obligations, owing to the importance of their trade. In 
other words, they were treated as a single entity. Jacoby, Silk in Western Byzantium, 457; Constantine Porphyrogennetos, 
De Administrando Imperio, trans. Romilly Jenkins and ed. Gyula Moravcisk, 2nd ed. (Washington, D.C.: Dumbarton 
Oaks, 1967), 51.10-11. But the fact that Romanos dealt with all of them at the same time does not prove that they were 
organized in guilds.  
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have mitigated the risk posed by sulfuric acidic fumes through proper ventilation, but only if they 

were aware that there might be a danger and if they were willing to suspend reeling activity from 

November to March.53  

In the future, we may be able to shed more light on the working conditions of Boeotian silk 

artisans by taking a comparative perspective. Indeed, in modern India, where silk and dye production 

methods are highly traditional, a recent survey hints that silk reelers begin to suffer from chronic 

asthma after working multiple years in their workshops. 54 But for now, my idea presents at least two 

serious and unresolvable problems. First, our knowledge of Byzantine silk and dye production 

methods is very limited, except insofar as weaving and the water-intensive nature of the industry are 

concerned.55 Second, we require additional case studies on the health of silk artisans in developing 

countries (as far as I know, there is only one published study at present).56  

 

In this article, I have made several contentions. First, that dyed silk goods manufactured in 

Boeotia were of a very high standard. On the question of magnitude there is room for debate, in part 

due to the dichotomy between literary and material information. We cannot seriously claim that silk 

was a pillar of Boeotia’s economy. But the idea that it played an appreciable role has merit. After all, 

Thebes was easily the largest urban settlement in Boeotia, although regrettably no primary source 

specifies its losses in artisans during the raid of 1147. As for Kastorion, it was contiguous to a busy 

port and a bishopric (by the 900s and the mid-late 1100s, respectively). We will most likely have a 

better idea of the true magnitude of silk manufacturing once fieldwork is conducted in the vicinity of 

Livadostro and Porto Germeno, and the Thisvi survey is followed up with an excavation. The latter 

project commenced in 2018. I am told by the Ephorate of Boeotia told that the two former ones should 

begin within ten years. Finally, it remains to be determined whether Boeotian silk artisans laboured 

                                                        
53  A workspace's temperature must be at around 15.5-21 °C during the immersion of silk into dye solutions, and between 
November and March the Boeotian lowlands’ mean temperatures do not exceed 14 °C (at least in the present day). 
“Weather statistics for Thebes, Central Greece,” Yr, accessed October 26, 2016, 
https://www.yr.no/place/Greece/Central_Greece/Thebes/statistics.html. Temperatures outside the above window tend to 
lead to 'bleeding' – where the fabric’s colour literally bleeds out of the fabric – and 'fading', where  the colour fades upon 
contact with sunlight or oxygen. I do not have any explicit proof that the Byzantines employed the dye immersion method. 
Perhaps they used low-water immersion dyeing, in which water and dye and poured over the fabric. In any case, if 21st 
century people have been unable to develop methods exempt from the restrictions mentioned above, I doubt the 
Byzantines – with their much inferior technology – could have.  
54  This condition is reportedly a result of the reelers inhaling allergens when the silkworm cocoons are boiled. Anand 
Prakash and Om Inbanatham, “Silk Reeling and health: Lifestyle and quality of life of workers,” Institute for 
Social and Economic Change 136 (2003): 11-12.  
55  Julia Galliker. “Middle Byzantine Silk in Context: Integrating the Textual and Material Evidence.” (PhD Diss., 
University of Birmingham, 2014).  
56  See footnote 54.  



Diogenes 7 (2019)         ISSN 2054-6696 

41 
 

in an environment which eroded their physical health. This much I will say, that their working 

conditions do not seem to have negatively influenced the final quality of their products. To the 

contrary: throughout the 12th century Theban-made silk remained a potent example of Byzantine 

opulence and sophistication, one whose sale was heavily restricted and that some prospective users 

were prepared to go to war to acquire.  
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Illustrations 

 

Figure 1. Plan of the Kadmeia, the citadel of Byzantine Thebes. Symeonoglou, The Topography of Thebes, map B. The 

Ismenos was located approximately 400 m. east of the Kadmeia.  
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Figure 2. Some of the Middle Byzantine settlements on/near the Western Boeotian coast. Dunn, The Survey of Thisve.  
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Supplementum 

 
 

Codex Zacynthius Project: 

Transcribing the oldest catena manuscript of the Greek New Testament 

 

Gavriil – Ioannis Boutziopoulos 

MA in Byzantine Studies, University of Birmingham 

Numerous interesting and important manuscripts are the objects of study in the domains of 

palaeography and codicology. However, some of them are not only known because of their 

palaeographical value but also for the historical or theological context that surrounds them. One of 

these codices is the Codex Zacynthius: a palimpsest written on parchment, with a long history which 

offers a unique researching interest to those who had, have, and will have the privilege to work on it. 

In this report, I will attempt to present a brief history of this manuscript and to illustrate my experience 

of participating in such an important project. 

Very little is known of the history of Codex Zacynthius. It has been suggested that the 

manuscript was originally copied around the year 700, but there are several different opinions on the 

actual year. Samuel P. Tregelles, the first scholar who examined Codex Zacynthius, dated it to the 

8th century1 while the Institut für neutestamentliche Textforschung (INTF) dated the manuscript to 

the 6th century.2 However, Professor David Parker, taking into account the handwriting, has argued 

that this manuscript is not a typical one of the 6th century and has suggested that it should be dated 

to the 7th century.3 As for the upper text, it was written during the 13th century.4  

The name of the manuscript arises from its origin, the Ionian island of Zante (Ζάκυνθος), in 

Greece. In the early 19th century, the Scottish general Colin Macaulay, “an extremely good scholar 

with literary habits” according to Thomas Macaulay,5 brought the manuscript to England. It is 

                                                        
1 Tregelles (ed.) Codex Zacynthius. Ξ. Greek Palimpsest Fragments of the Gospel of Saint Luke. (London, 1861). pp. iv. 
2 Institut für neutestamentliche Textforschung INTF. "Codex Ξ/040 (GA)". Liste Handschriften. Münster. 
http://ntvmr.uni-muenster.de/liste/?ObjID=20040 (Accessed 5 October 2018). 
3 Parker, Birdsall. The date of Codex Zacynthius (Ξ): A new proposal, The Journal of Theological Studies 55 (2004). 
pp. 130. 
4 Parker, Birdsall, The date, pp. 117 – 119. 
5 Tregelles, Codex Zacynthius, pp.  xiii – xiv. 
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noteworthy that on the flyleaf there is a note saying, “Presented by General Macaulay November 6, 

1821”. Afterwards, Codex Zacynthius was placed in the Library of the British and Foreign Bible 

Society in London and was kept there until 1985, when it was relocated to Cambridge University 

Library. In 2013 the Society, while trying to raise funds for a new establishment in North Wales, 

decided to sell some of the manuscripts and, among them, Codex Zacynthius. The University of 

Cambridge, which had the right of first refusal, purchased the manuscript in 2014 for £1.1million.6  

In 2017 the Institute for Textual Scholarship and Electronic Editing (ITSEE) in the University 

of Birmingham was awarded a £400,000 grant by the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) 

in order to fund a project to bring to life the oldest catena manuscript of the Greek New Testament.7 

It is about a two-year endeavour in collaboration with Cambridge University Library. Codex 

Zacynthius Project, led by both Professor David Parker and Professor Hugh Houghton,8 will make 

the two texts of the manuscript readable by using modern technological methods, including multi-

spectral imaging and XRF spectroscopy9 (Fig.1). 

The Manuscript     

Codex Zacynthius is a palimpsest, which means 

that it is a manuscript which contains two texts, 

one on top of the other. The lower text which is 

the reason for the manuscript’s fame, consists of 

the first half of the Gospel of Luke written in a 

majuscule script in a single column. It is 

surrounded by a marginal commentary (catena), 

with many quotations of nine church fathers, 

including Chrysostom and Eusebius of Caesarea. 

This text was scraped off and overwritten and the 

parchment leaves folded in half.10 The new text, 

the upper one, contains Lectionary 299. This is an 

Evangelistarium and it was written by minuscule hand in the 13th century.11 

                                                        
6 Cambridge University Library bids to purchase early Gospel manuscript. https://specialcollections-
blog.lib.cam.ac.uk/?p=6646 (Accessed: 15 October 2018). 
7£400k grant to bring to life the Codex Zacynthius – University of Birmingham. 
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/activity/itsee/news/2017/codex-zacynthius.aspx (Accessed: 15 October 2018). 
8 Codex Zacynthius - discovering the secrets of the oldest Greek New Testament catena manuscript. 
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/activity/itsee/projects/codex-zacynthius.aspx (Accessed: 10 October 2018). 
9£400k grant to bring to life the Codex Zacynthius – University of Birmingham. 
https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/research/activity/itsee/news/2017/codex-zacynthius.aspx (Accessed: 15 October 2018). 
10 Tregelles, Codex Zacynthius, pp. iv 
11 Parker, Birdsall, The date, pp. 117 – 119. 

 

Fig.1 The manuscript before (left picture) and after 
(right picture) multispectral imaging. 
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The long chronological gap between the writing of the two texts makes it obvious that Codex 

Zacynthius had two scribes. However, it is not clear whether the manuscript was copied in a 

scriptorium or not. In addition, there is no dedicatory or patronal note that could indicate the scribe 

nor the previous owner, or even a colophon that could provide relevant information. There is just one 

note written on the flyleaf that shows that the manuscript was still in use one year before Macaulay 

brought it to England.12 

Regarding the materials and the dimensions thereof, it consists of 176 folia (leaves) of vellum 

and one of paper (f.173r), measuring 35 cm by 28 cm, with a 16th-century goatskin binding which 

follows the maniera greca (Greek-style binding).13  

 

The Transcription 

In January 2018 Worklink, the recruiting agency of the University of Birmingham, started recruiting 

transcribers on behalf of ITSEE in order to transcribe the upper text, Lectionary 299. The applicants 

were required to have competence in New Testament Greek, experience of working with manuscripts 

and an excellent IT skillset. Afterwards, the candidates had to complete a two-week training course 

on how to use the Online Transcription Editor (OTE), the platform in which the transcribers edit and 

submit their work. The training programme for the role of transcriber was supportive and 

constructive. In the end, two new members (the author of this report and Thomas Ruston, PhD 

Candidate in Theology) were accepted and started working with ITSEE under the supervision of 

Professor Hugh Houghton and Dr Amy Myshrall.  

Two postdoctoral researchers have already started working on the transcription of both the 

lower text and its catena. Dr Panagiotis Manafis and Dr Rachel Kevern began work on this project in 

September 2018. As Dr Manafis has informed me, they will have finished the transcription of Luke 

by December and then they will start to transcribe the commentary. Their work is to create a digital 

transcription of the lower text and for this reason, they also use the OTE (Fig. 2). 

The OTE is the main tool the transcribers use. It is an extremely functional platform where 

the transcribers can use many editing options in order to convert the original text into a digital one. 

                                                        
12 Note on the flyleaf: Μνημόσυνον σεβάσματος τοῦ Ἰππέος Ἀντωνίου Κόμητος 1820. Translation (by Gavriil Ioannis 
Boutziopoulos): Memorial service for the Sir Antony the Count 1820. Codex Zacynthius, Cambridge University Library. 
[Online text publication pending]. 
13 Cambridge University Library bids to purchase early Gospel manuscript. https://specialcollections-
blog.lib.cam.ac.uk/?p=6646 (Accessed: 15 October 2018). 
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Thanks to the OTE, the transcribers can 

represent the manuscript’s text, because it 

makes it possible for them to add all the 

details needed such as Nomina Sacra, other 

abbreviations and punctuation.  

Being part of such a project has many 

advantages for students. It is important for us 

to improve our academic skills by applying 

them to the field, and in this case, our field is 

one of the rarest existing Greek manuscripts. 

Both my colleague, Thomas Ruston, and I 

have gained so much from this experience. 

As Thomas Ruston has stated, this work allowed him to practise his Koine Greek through reading 

longer passages and in the process of remembering how the grammar changes when used in context. 

As for me, after having worked on Greek manuscripts in the past, this project helped me to improve 

my palaeographical skills and excel in an old aspect of my first language.  

Apart from improving our skills, this project was crucial in understanding the academic work. 

ITSEE taught us how to cooperate in a research project with well-known academics who are more 

experienced and willing to teach and help young scholars.   
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Season 2018 
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Centre for Byzantine, Ottoman and Modern Greek Studies 

University of Birmingham 

 

Excavations in the area of the Athenian agora were conducted between the 11th of June and 3rd of 

August in four sections by the American School of Classical Studies at Athens (ASCSA), with the 

help of the 1st Ephoreia of Prehistoric and Classical Antiquities in the Stoa of Attalos in Athens and 

a team of volunteers. These four trenches are located on the Areopagus Hill and across the area where 

the Stoa of Attalos is situated, uncovering data from the Bronze and Iron Age until the Byzantine 

period. Excavating inside a modern city can be very different from an open field. The modern 

elements and sounds make their presence very strong and underline that Athens does not only have a 

rich past, which the excavators intend to unveil, but that it is a living urban centre continuing its 

course in history. Tourists were very eager to watch archaeologists work in the field and even had the 

chance to see their findings from a distance before they were put on display.  

All excavators, who volunteered, were mainly students coming from various educational 

backgrounds (undergraduate and postgraduate), but with studies focused on history and archaeology. 

The volunteers rotated in all four sections in order for all of them to have the opportunity to dig in 

each trench, while they also attended pottery washing duties, which included washing, counting and 

categorizing. This helped young excavators with little experience in ceramics to improve their 

knowledge of the different types of clay, shape and decoration and how to date them. In general, the 

duties of the excavators included sweeping, scraping and or digging depending on the trench, pottery 

washing, sieving and or water-sieving, and sorting out excavated soil. Among the findings were scrap 

metal, pottery dated from the classical period to the Byzantine, glass, coins, bones, marble, floors, 

inscriptions, etc. In the case of significant findings such as a coin, it was necessary to take points. The 

volunteers went through a training course on how to use the equipment, with guidance from the 

supervisors. 

Other training courses included short lectures given by the supervisors after the dig focusing on 

sculpture, pottery, topography and osteoarchaeology. These courses enhanced the skills of the 
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volunteers and helped them to be more efficient in the field. In addition to that, the director of the 

Agora Excavations, John McKesson Camp II, gave the volunteers a tour of the Agora focusing on 

several public monuments, explaining the history of the area and the people who socialised in it. 

Professor Camp also gave a tour of the Hephaesteion, a classical temple, which was later used as a 

Byzantine church as well as a Latin one. The monument was not open to the public at that time, and 

therefore it was an opportunity for the volunteers to enter inside the building and even take some 

pictures. 

Another significant training course was learning how to categorize the soil which was being 

excavated. Small samples were taken and compared to a list of soils (sample book) and depending on 

the texture and colour, the soil of the excavated area would be categorized under a specific type. 

Types of different soils are usually recorded along with the rest of the findings during the excavation. 

 

Overall, the Agora Excavations Programme is an excellent opportunity for students who would like 

to obtain experience in the field, which can be quite different especially when it is inside a modern 

city. All the supervisors are willing to guide the volunteers, train them and help them out if needed.     

 

For more information on the excavation programmes run by the ASCSA in Athens and Corinth follow 

the link below:   

https://www.ascsa.edu.gr/excavations/athenian-agora/about-the-excavations  
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“One’s destination is never a place, but a new way of seeing things,” says Henry Miller.  In 

June, bearing this famous quotation in mind, I made my way again to Cappadocia – the heartland of 

Anatolia. In that magnificent sunlit landscape, I stared out at endless hills of solidified lava, ash and 

tuff formed from volcanic activities approximately two and a half million years ago, together with 

thousands of years of erosion by wind, rain and other natural phenomena.  

 
Fig. 1 Peristrema Valley (Ph. Bihter Esener) 

 

As a student of Byzantine Art and Archaeology, I went to Cappadocia to be a part of an 

expedition, Cappadocia in Context, run by Koç University and led by Prof. Robert Ousterhout and 

Assoc. Prof. Tolga Uyar between June 18 - July 3, 2018. The twelve-day programme included field 

trips to monastic, residential and agrarian sites in Nevşehir, Kayseri and Aksaray. This was 
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supplemented with lectures on Byzantine Painting and Architecture in both the capital and the 

provinces, focusing on Cappadocia, as well as three group assignments.  

This well-organised summer school officially began with a dinner at our base, Cappadocia 

Estates, Sinassos, with a warm welcome and conversation to get to know the team members that came 

from all over the world. All of us had a motive to be there, and mine was to be acquainted with the 

region and the settlement patterns as well as to chase down examples of Constantinopolitan influences 

on aniconic design.  

Prof. Ousterhout kindly shared his experiences and knowledge on the region. With his 

tremendous help, we were able to comprehend the architectural features of monuments and to explore 

how to use data to put each unit in its context. Broadly, with the limited masonry and the abundant 

rock-carved architecture, Cappadocia offers variable and mighty instances of plan, such as single, 

double, three-aisled, the cruciform and the cross-in-square representing a wide scale of architectural 

forms in the region from c. 500 to the 13th-century. The Middle Byzantine Cappadocian churches 

especially are living examples of the adaptation and imitation of Byzantine masonry architecture into 

rock-carved architecture. Relatedly, the overemphasis on the architectural details and liturgical 

furnishing in rock-cut churches, such as non-functional pendentives, sanctuary  

barriers in St. Barbara and Chapels 17 and 25, the 

stepped looking synthronon as in Karabaş Kilisesi, 

Soğanlı and a single example of the ambo in 

Durmuş Kadir Kilisesi, Avcılar indicate symbolic 

meanings rather than structural needs. 

 

Cappadocia in Context 2018 not only 

focussed on Sacred Architecture and its decoration, 

but also analysed the residential and other utilitarian 

sites, giving remarkable insight into everyday life in 

Cappadocia during the Byzantine and the Post-

Byzantine Era. The exact location where the 

agricultural activities were done has yet to be 

discovered, but the intriguing pigeon and bee 

houses, especially around Çanlı Kilise, appeared to 

be sites of agricultural production. Various wineries in Erdemli, the stables in the Açık Saray 

Complex and other utilitarian facilities, such as millstones, depots and kitchens (as in Zelve) were the 

other components of production and consumption context in the region.  

Fig. 2 Durmuş Kadir Kilisesi, Avcılar (Ph. Tülay 
Yeşiltaş) 
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Fig. 3 Göreme Chapel No. 17 (Ph. Tülay Yeşiltaş) 

Moving from settlement patterns to the pictorial features, with the help of inspections in 

churches and lectures offered by Assoc. Prof. Uyar, we had a great opportunity to broaden our 

knowledge of design, style and characteristics of murals. Chronologically, two groups represent 

earlier Cappadocian painting. The first includes the sculptured cross decoration on ceilings, apses and 

walls with red painting, as seen in Zelve Churches No. 2 and 4 and Haçlı Kilise, Güllü Dere, and is 

dated to the 6th-century. The second group is characterised by painted geometric and figural designs 

together with painted crosses, such as in Hagios Stephanos, Cemil and Stylite Nicetas, Kızılçukur. 

The emphasis on the cross and the absence of human figures caused scholars to think that this style 

of decoration was a creation of the iconoclastic period; therefore, the disputed date of this group of 

paintings is either 6th to 8th or 9th-century. 
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Fig. 4 Monumental cross with painted geometric and vegetal design at Hagios Stephanos, Cemil (Ph. Tülay Yeşiltaş) 

The so-called ‘Archaic Programme’ is a visual repertoire of Christ’s life usually depicted on 

barrel-vaults and ceilings separated by bands. These chronologically arranged Christological scenes 

with a distinctive style are usually dated to the 9th or 10thcentury. A good example of this tastefully 

repeated painting programme can be viewed at the New Tokalı Kilise at Göreme, which has a special 

place in the debate of dating the frescos of the transversal nave with its style and unique material use. 

Most scholars tend to agree on a date centring on the mid-10th-century, contrary to the Germans’ 

proposition of 13th-century.  

Moving onto later imagery, the Middle Byzantine Painting repertoire of Cappadocia is well 

exemplified by the famous “Column Churches” of the mid-11th-century. These churches are adorned 

with murals almost without leaving any empty space and the narration, wide in scale, includes the 

Feast Cycle, as the representation of a liturgical calendar of the great feasts. Like the large centralised 

cross-in-square structures, these churches are painted with images arranged according to their 

religious statues within a spatial hierarchy.  

 



Diogenes 7 (2019)         ISSN 2054-6696 

60 
 

 
Fig. 5 An example of ‘Arcaic Programme’, Çavuşin, Nicephorus Phocas Church, Avanos (Ph.Tülay Yeşiltaş) 

Although the characteristics of 11th-century Byzantine paintings are profusely represented, 

there is no example in the area from the 12th-century. Subsequently, from the beginning of the 13th-

century, when Seljuk Turks dominated the region, new churches, such as those in Tatların, Erdemli, 

Mavrucan, Şahinefendi and Cemil, (which are securely dated by the inscriptions), show the continuity 

in executing Late Byzantine Painting with stylistic and iconographic influences under the Seljuk 

domain.  

I began this field survey with curiosity and excitement and was so pleased that it far exceeded 

my expectations. This intensive summer school taught me how to evaluate a particular object in 

context and gave me the opportunity to speak up and contribute to the debates. I am grateful for being 

accepted into the programme with a bursary from the Koç University Stavros Niarchos Foundation 

Center for Late Antique and Byzantine Art (GABAM) and for the chance to learn from Professors 

Ousterhout and Uyar. 
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A week in the Eternal City 

 

Alessandro Carabia 

PhD Candidate 

Centre for Byzantine, Ottoman and Modern Greek Studies 

University of Birmingham 

 

This summer, between several other activities and field work, myself and other sixteen M3C 

PhD students were accepted for the first M3C Workshop: Rome: changing physical and ideological 

landscapes of the eternal city, which was held at the British School at Rome between the 25th of June 

and the 1st of July.  

The event was organized by Professor Neil Christie (University of Leicester) and Professor 

Lara Pucci (University of Nottingham) in collaboration with the British School at Rome, with the aim 

to give to the participants an overview of the evolution of the city from Roman times to the fascist 

town under Mussolini, exploring themes such as planning, politics and power. 

Why did I return to Rome? During my career I have studied the history of Rome and I walked 

many times through its alleys, boulevards, monuments, ruins and chaotic humanity. Despite this, 

every time I come back, it seems to me that I am missing something, that I do not see everything, 

whether it is a completely new monument that I knew nothing about or a small detail in a place that 

I crossed hundreds of times without noticing it before. A friend of mine from Rome once told me 

something like this: “You can spend your entire life here and still this town will surprise you”. I 

believe he was right, as I discover a new bit of Rome every time. My research and personal interest 

in the topics discussed in the workshop drove me to apply.  

We had the good fortune to be hosted in the building of the BSR, a sort of peaceful oasis on 

the edges of the ancient Roman town, just outside the Northern end of the magnificent Villa Borghese 

park; an area rich in museums (the Etruscan and the Modern art museums) and cultural Institutes (the 

Japanese Institute of Culture and the University ‘La Sapienza’). Every day we marched  through the 

park to the metro station of piazza Flaminio or directly into the old town through the Flaminian gate, 

part of the massive Aurelian walls (built around 271-275 CE), and now known as Porta del Popolo. 

Our days were divided between long marches and working sessions at the School. Every day 

was dedicated to a different period (the city of Augustus, the Baroque period under the popes, and 

fascist Rome). Every day we walked through the city guided by Neil and Lara, exploring some of the 

most significant monuments of the period we had just examined in the morning. In this way we 
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walked in the Roman forum, we visited the Ara Pacis, the Baths of Diocletian, the churches of S. 

Andrea al Quirinale, S. Carlino alle Quattro Fontane and S. Maria della Vittoria, the Barberini Palace 

and finally the EUR quarter with its Fascist architecture. Our nights, instead, were spent in the library, 

working in groups on our assignments: exploring the history of a Roman monument.  

At the same time, we familiarized ourselves with the BSR’s facilities and activities. We visited 

some of the artists staying at the School in their ateliers and chatted with them about their work; we 

had free access to the library and archives which are an amazing and unique resource for anyone 

interested in the history of Rome and its hinterland; we got to know the staff members responsible 

for the various resources and many researchers who had received a scholarship for working for a 

period at the BSR.  

Between the many things we did, early medieval Rome was unfortunately a subject that we 

treated only partially. On the last day, a group of volunteers decided to follow the indefatigable Neil 

for a tour of some of the early medieval churches of Rome, some of them still showing pieces of 

Byzantine influence, like the small Saint Zeno chapel in the Basilica di Santa Prassede. And it came 

with a surprise. We had the unexpected good fortune to visit, thanks to the kindness of one of the 

priests, one of the hidden treasures of the city: the underground structures of the church of San 

Martino ai Monti, where we saw the oldest phases of the monument and a small archaeological 

collection.  

At the end of the week, each group presented its research to the others and we could see the 

real scale of the work we had done. We pieced together fragments of history and stories from very 

different periods, all related to the same areas of the city. We could understand how much the same 

monument, the same neighbourhood had been modified, reinterpreted, and used by different 

ideologies and agendas, or which was simply forgotten, absorbed by the daily needs of a dynamic 

city, only to be rediscovered at a certain point in history to serve the ideas and the needs of the time.   

Byzantium, even if it was not the main focus of our work, emerged in many corners. We 

walked every day through the gates which held off the Gothic warriors of king Vitiges when, in 537 

CE, they besieged the Byzantine general Belisarius and his small army; we studied the Pantheon 

which, in 608 CE, was donated by the Byzantine Emperor Phocas to Pope Boniface VI to become the 

first pagan temple in Rome to be converted into a church, only to be deprived of hits bronze roof by 

another Emperor, Constans II a few decades later; we visited Trajan’s Column which a legend wants 

us to believe had once been the residence of a stylite monk (how to blame him?); and, of course, the 

early medieval churches which still show here and there the golden mosaics inspired by the Byzantine 

art longer after the city had shifted out of the direct control of Constantinople. 
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I hope that this will become a regular event for the future PhDs candidates that will join the 

now M4C community and that maybe, one day, we could apply a similar format somewhere else… 

Istanbul?   

 

ù 
 
More information about the workshop are available here:  

https://test.vpp.midlands3cities.ac.uk/display/Introduction/2017/11/02/Midlands3Cities+workshop+

at+the+British+School+at+Rome 

  

The M3C students, Prof. Neil Christie and Dr Lara Pucci during one of the visits of the workshop 
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The Promotion of Saint Ambrogio in Rienna (Montecorvino Rovella, SA): 

Results from the Second Research Campaign 

 

Margherita Gorini 
MA in International Heritage Management  

University of Birmingham  

 

Italy is well-known for its wealth of cultural heritage and its variety of destinations. Yet the country 

still hides sites of incommensurable value and untapped potential from a tourism perspective. This 

Summer, I was introduced to one of Italy’s hidden gems by the University of Birmingham – 

Università di Salerno project: At the Crossroads of Empires: The Longobard Church of 

Sant’Ambrogio at Montecorvino Rovella (Salerno), Italy.   

During this year’s 14-day campaign, I had the pleasure to work with Dr. Daniel Reynolds and 

Dr. Andrea Mattiello as part of the promotional team for the church of St. Ambrogio to help develop 

a sustainable touristic exploitation of the monument and surrounding area. Joining the project as a 

heritage management student has been a valuable opportunity, as it has provided me with first-hand 

experience of the problematic nature of my field of study. Given the historical context of 

Sant’Ambrogio, the church was an interesting scenario for addressing questions which, until then, I 

had only attempted answering in the hypothetical context of essays and reports. How can a small and 

unknown site, with such unique features but an uncertain past, be transformed into an attraction that 

raises national and international awareness? With this in mind, our team worked with the objective 

of finalizing the interpretation strategy for St. Ambrogio. In addition to this, we sought to coordinate 

with the new local polities and improve engagement with the local community, both by recording 

opinions and future expectations for the site, and encouraging a dialogue between the scholars and 

locals.  

In terms of site interpretation, an audio tour introducing the historical context of the church 

and its most characteristic features, most notably the wall paintings and burials, was developed in 

both Italian and English during the previous research campaign. This year, it was our team’s main 

focus to make this resource accessible to all visitors; hence, we proceeded on developing the on-site 

interpretation through the use of QR codes. In recent years, this technology has become more popular 

in the museum sector, representing one of the latest trends in practice. Indeed, QR codes offer a cost-

effective and low-impact option, especially for sites with limited space as in the case of St. Ambrogio. 

We intend to have a total of twelve QR code stations distributed inside and outside the church, 
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allowing visitors to access the tour directly on their smartphones. Considering potential visitors with 

visual or hearing impairments, the tour will be available in both an audio and written format.  

The idea of sustainability linked to the tourism development of St. Ambrogio is grounded in 

the collaboration, cooperation, and partnership among local stakeholders and the key actors in the 

Crossroads of Empires project. In this regard, the dialogue with the Comune of Montecorvino Rovella 

has been important to coordinate activities between the Comune and the University of Birmingham, 

as well as to determine funding availability and the direction of future actions concerning the site. 

Our team also believes in respecting the value system of the host community, which, in turn, hopes 

to stimulate a growth-friendly attitude and a symbiotic relationship between tourism and its 

encompassing environment. In order to shorten both the perceived and actual gap between benefits 

for tourism and benefits for residents, it was very important for us to keep the locals aware and 

informed about the progress made. The engagement with local community happened at different 

levels. Our team paid particular attention to increasing the online presence of the Crossroads of 

Empires project; this included the development of a new website and providing live-updates through 

social media (Twitter: @XroadEmpires; Instagram: XroadsofEmprires; Facebook: 

@CrossroadsofEmpires).  

In addition to sharing information, we valued inputs from the local audience. In this respect, 

the team prepared a questionnaire-based survey in order to assess the awareness of the project, 

knowledge about the site, and future expectations from the local community. The survey distribution 

mostly took place during two public seminars; questionnaires were also distributed on the street, 

which allowed us to obtain insights from a wider audience. Overall, people showed enthusiasm for 

the project and willingness to participate in the survey. The help obtained from people within the 

community of Montecorvino was a crucial step towards creating a bridge between the scholars and 

locals, enabling such positive responses. Engaging with the community has also opened new doors 

in terms of promoting St. Ambrogio. Our team started the discussion about the creation of a 

documentary film about the history of Montecorvino Rovella, which will be made in collaboration 

with local academics.  

The campaign has identified promising and exciting prospects for future development. These 

involve the inclusion of St. Ambrogio into a network of cultural attractions aimed at the revaluation 

of the historic settlements of Montecorvino Rovella, Montecorvino Pugliano, and Giffoni Valle Piana. 

This would allow the sustainable exploitation of the monument and its surrounding cultural 

environment by encouraging a system of slow tourism. On these lines, the Project supported the 

inclusion of Montecorvino Rovella in the cultural route Longobard Ways across Europe and is 

currently promoting the site for its inclusion into other European initiatives such as EuroVelo7 Sun 

Route and Europa Nostra, as well as onto the UNESCO list of Italian Longobardorum. Opportunities 
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to increase the international appeal of Montecorvino Rovella are now in the works: with the town’s 

historical links with Beijing, prospects of starting a tourism exchange with China seems to be the next 

plausible and effective means to create a flourishing hub for tourism development. The Crossroads 

of Empires project has only started unleashing the potential of the region, which still hides immense 

potential from a tourism perspective.  

 

More information about the project is available here: https://crossroadsofempires.com/about/ 
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Fieldwork Report on the Study of Late Antique Pottery from Dion, Greece*

Kyriakos Fragkoulis 

PhD Candidate 

Centre for Byzantine, Ottoman and Modern Greek Studies 

University of Birmingham 

 
 

Dion is a relatively less-known heritage site in Northern Greece which preserves a vast wealth 

of particularly important historical remains. It is situated approximately 15 km south of Katerini, the 

capital of the modern-day regional unit of Pieria, which forms the southernmost part of the 

geographical area of Macedonia. It lies on the extension of the north-eastern foothills of Mount 

Olympus, the mythical residence of the Greek gods, with the once navigable river Vaphyras flowing 

along its eastern side. Dion is mostly acknowledged for having served as the religious centre of 

Macedon in the Classical and Hellenistic periods. After the Roman conquest, the city retained its 

importance due to the foundation of a colony on its site. Dion flourished during Imperial times and 

experienced high building activity, which is evident in the surviving remains. Finally, Late Antique 

Dion was the major urban settlement in the region of Pieria at that time and functioned as the seat of 

a bishopric. Excavations were carried out at Dion for the first time in 1928, continuing until today 

under the authority of the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki. Decades of large-scale fieldwork have 

resulted in the discovery of many public and private buildings and structures of different kinds, from 

defensive walls and paved streets to pagan sanctuaries, luxurious houses and Christian basilicas. Over 

the past few years, new orientations have been implemented towards the investigation of the city. 

Although targeted excavation remains a primary means to explore various aspects of life in ancient 

Dion, particular emphasis has been put on the study and conservation of the known monuments and 

artefacts, together with the promotion of the archaeological site and the dissemination of the research 

results to both the scholarly community and the general public. This attempt has engaged increased 

interdisciplinarity and led to the application of modern technologies in documentation and analysis. 

                                                        
* We are deeply grateful to the director of the Dion University Excavation, Prof. Semeli Pingiatoglou, and to all the 
excavators of the sites under investigation, Prof. (Emeritus) Aristoteles Mentzos, Korina Vasteli, and Eleni Benaki, for 
granting us permission to study this material and their invaluable help and support. We would also like to acknowledge 
the special contribution of the undergraduate students who assisted us during the summer fieldwork. 
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The study of the city’s Late Antique pottery constitutes the main subject of our doctoral 

research, which aims to use the ceramic evidence as a means of investigating the socio-economic 

profile of Dion in Late Antiquity. The material under study comes from different excavation sites, 

both intra- and extra-mural, having provided large quantities of pottery that can be considered 

representative of the ceramic finds from the entire city. 

The pottery research fieldwork was undertaken between late July and mid-September 2018. 

It was partially at the same time of the summer excavation season that this year involved the 

residential complexes inside the city. The pottery fieldwork comprised two main phases, which were 

in turn composed of an array of individual steps. Fieldwork had been preceded by a meticulous 

selection process of the exact building spaces and excavation levels from the sites under investigation, 

whose material would make up the research sample. The selection was made based on the following 

criteria relating to the pottery: stratigraphic provenance, quantity, state of preservation, and possible 

association with particular functions. Over a period of seven weeks a total of 222 crates were 

examined — reaching different stages of processing — a figure that equals approximately 70% of the 

entire sample. Phase one corresponded to the preliminary sorting and recording of the pottery material 

and involved its description and quantification per context. In order to make it possible, some contexts 

had to be reassembled since they had been broken up into multiple smaller units during excavation. 

Next, we proceeded with the recording of the functional categories present in each context and their 

proportions, the assessment of the preservation status of the pottery, and other features related to the 

formation of the context. This involved also the typological characterisation of the most directly 

identifiable pottery shapes and some initial observations on their morphological characteristics and 

fabric. While phase one was concluded by the selection of the most information-rich contexts, all 

contexts were quantified by weight. In phase two, these featured pottery assemblages were divided 

into fine and course wares that were subsequently grouped according to functional category and type. 

They were then quantified respectively by sherd count and weight, while their joining sherds were 

grouped into vessel lots. The information-rich contexts were subjected to further investigation with 

the selection of the diagnostic sherds and partially reconstructible or complete vessels that are going 

to comprise the final catalogue. These ceramics were measured and characterised in detail by form, 

fabric, surface treatment and decoration. 

The early fieldwork campaign briefly reported here has yielded some interesting preliminary 

results on the circulation of pottery in Late Antique Dion and the trade contacts of the city. The work 

so far has shown that all the assemblages dating from the late 3rd to the early 7th centuries AD are 

dominated by well-known amphora types, which were produced in large centres around the Eastern 

Mediterranean and were massively distributed across and beyond that area. By drawing on this 

extensive material, we are able to monitor the changes that occurred over time in the sources of supply 
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of imported goods. Basically, two main groups can be distinguished: the first includes the amphorae 

of the 3rd and 4th c. and the second those of the 5th and 6th c. What both groups have in common is the 

strong presence of transport vessels produced in the Aegean region, like Dressel 24 Similis and 

Kapitän II in the former case, LRA 2 and Cretan amphorae in the latter. The predominance of Aegean 

products is especially pronounced among the red-slip fine wares, since the overwhelming majority of 

them come from the northwestern coast of Asia Minor, precisely the workshops of Pergamon and 

mainly Phocaea. Particularly common in Dion during the 5th and 6th c. were also amphorae from the 

eastern provinces, like LRA 4, originating from Gaza, but, above all, the Cilician LRA 1, the most 

widespread Eastern Mediterranean amphora import in the Aegean in that period. Furthermore, the 

discovery of significant quantities of Black Sea amphorae in contexts of the 3rd-4th (mostly) and 6th 

c. is of substantial importance, bearing in mind that, according to the prevailing view, Pontic 

amphorae reached the Eastern Mediterranean only occasionally in Late Antiquity. Lastly, the 

abundance, throughout the research material, of small table amphorae that were most probably made 

in local workshops seems to demonstrate the importance of regional agricultural produce for the city’s 

economy. 

The continuation of the fieldwork, which will be resumed in the spring and summer of 2019, and the 

overall progress of our project will hopefully provide further evidence on the socioeconomic realities 

of Late Antique Dion and bring its pottery to the attention of modern research. 
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From ‘bastardised language’ to the language of daily life and multiculturalism. 
My experience in the Greko summer school (Bova Marina, Italy, 30th of August - 

5th of September 2018). 

Francisco Lopez-Santos Kornberger 

PhD Candidate 

Centre for Byzantine, Ottoman and Modern Greek Studies 

University of Birmingham 

 

Southern Italy has an extraordinary linguistic diversity, mostly as a result of several migrations in the 

Medieval and Modern periods. The Greek dialects, namely ‘Griko’ in Salento and ‘Greko’ in 

Calabria, are possibly traceable to Late-Antique migrations from Sicily, if not from Ancient Greek-

speaking communities. Greko and Modern Greek, though sharing common origins and a story of 

linguistic exchange, remain quite far away from each other linguistically speaking.  

 
Fig. 1 The Greko-speaking town of Gallicianò (Ph. F. Lopez-Santos Kornberger). 

At the beginning of April, I had the chance to visit the Greek-speaking areas in Puglia and 

Calabria myself. I met some speakers and noticed some earlier projects for promoting the Greko 

language. In Salento, a sign in several languages, Modern Greek and Griko included, greeted us as 

we entered the town of Kalimera. Inside the town we found a museum of Griko folklore, small but 

intriguing, and well-maintained by a charismatic local Grecanico. These activities seemed to achieve 
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little success in promoting the use of the language. Implicitly, many of the remaining speakers seemed 

to identify Griko with tradition, and not even a good one. For example, when I tried to communicate 

with some Grecanici using Modern Greek, I was not corrected in my misuse of a closely-related but 

not similar language; instead, the Griko apologised for not understanding my words, since their own 

language was bastardised (lingua bastardizzata), and thus useless. Viewed from that perspective, I 

understand why few locals decide to learn Greko. You are regarded by your language and culture as 

a member of the Italian community’s periphery and then, after time and effort, you end up becoming 

a periphery of the Greek community. A similar situation occurs in their use of the Romance dialect, 

which is quite different from the normative Italian. All in all, such a self-deprecating attitude to both 

Griko and to the Romance dialect possibly contributes to a collective self-depiction as members of a 

periphery that should eventually change their daily practices, devaluating some of their traditions 

while pressuring individuals to ‘move forward’. In my view, the linguistic dilemma of Griko seemed 

to lead to very real consequences in daily life, economy, and politics. 

After my return to the United Kingdom, my friend and colleague Jessica Varsallona found the 

Facebook site of a project called se mi parli vivo, roughly translatable to ‘If you speak me, I live’. 

The roots of the project are to be found in the society Jalo tu Vua, which is the cultural society of the 

town of Bova Marina, Jalo tu Vua in Greko. In recent years, the society organised week-long summer 

schools (‘the Greko week’ or to ddomadi Greko) aiming to teach the language, both to beginners and 

to advanced speakers. In one of these events, young Greko speakers met and finally decided to take 

one step forward, both in the promotion of Greko and in the social connotations of such a project. 

This project seemed, to me, different from others. On the one hand, the emphasis of the initiative 

is not necessary pan-Hellenist and tending towards homogenisation with other Greek-speaking 

communities, but focused on the Greko-speaking community within Calabria, and the ways the 

language is being used in daily life conversations. People are not encouraged to speak as Greeks or 

Italians, but to use the language as they have been using it, introducing variants and innovations when 

deemed convenient. The other half of the project, focused around the Greko concept of filoxenia, 

aims to subvert some of the ongoing narratives about Calabria, Italy and Europe in the region, by 

sharing ancient and modern stories of migration. 
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Fig. 2 Scheme of the se mi parli vivo project, from their official website (https://semiparlivivo.wordpress.com/ last time 

consulted: 13/11/2018) 

Se mi parli vivo has started a crowdfunding campaign, aiming to cover the costs of the activities. 

You can help them by donating a small amount, or by sharing any of your skills in their projects. 

Particularly in our case, as researchers specialised in searching for funding around the world, we 

could help them by providing information about potential funding institutions worldwide. In the 

meantime, different participants have started to upload all kinds of materials in or about Greko to 

their Facebook page and Youtube channel. These efforts combine with past projects such as the 

elaboration of an online Greko dictionary (downloadable as an app for smartphones called 

‘Grekopedia’) or the activities related to their summer school, to ddomadi Greko. In one of these 

activities, Dr. Justyna Olko and Dr. John Sullivan spoke about similar projects focused on other 

minority languages in Mexico and Poland. From their research they argued that linguistic diversity, 

as the issue promoted in such situations, promotes creativity in different aspects of daily life, as a 

result of having learned different linguistic approaches to specific tasks and challenges. Thus, projects 

such as se mi parli vivo would not only help to reshape centre-periphery dynamics and enrich the 

intangible heritage in the region, but also to enrich the local’s capacity to overcome new challenges. 

As for myself, I began by offering my graphic design tools in order to promote their activities 

inside and outside Calabria. I am also preparing free Memrise courses in Greko, aiming to make the 
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language learning process easier. Learning Greko is helping me to take some perspective in the 

Medieval and Modern development of Greek language. It has been fantastic to experience how the 

activities developed during the Greko week helped people from different ages to come together and 

share some ideas and traditions. 

 

Materials 

• The official site of Se mi parli vivo, available in Italian and English: 

https://semiparlivivo.wordpress.com/ 
• The site of the society Jalo tu Vua: https://www.jalotuvua.com/  
• The informative link on the Se mi parli vivo crowdfunding campaign, available in Italian, Modern 

Greek and English: https://buonacausa.org/cause/se-mi-parli-vivo  
• The RAI report on this year’s Ddomadi Greko, with English subtitles:  https://youtu.be/9AHjVAvcvMI  

 

 




