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MILITARY TACTICS AND LITERARY 
STRATEGIES: STRATAGEMS, WAR WRITING, 

AND THE DATING OF JOHN SKYLITZES’ 
SYNOPSIS HISTORION 

Georgios Chatzelis

Abstract
This paper focuses on the study of three stratagems recorded in the Synopsis 
Historion of John Skylitzes, which are otherwise absent from any other 
independent Byzantine and foreign source. The discussion sheds light on war 
writing in the Synopsis: it examines its sources for military events, its reception 
of military trickery, and discusses how the latter two can result into a synthesis 
of the conflicting views on the dating, purpose, and methodology of the work. 
The paper argues that John Skylitzes drew on stratagems of antiquity to enhance 
the image and the legacy of aristocratic families which were central to the ruling 
regime at the time of the composition of the work, and envisages the Synopsis as 
an earlier history, dating to c. 1059–1067. 

Keywords: Synopsis Historion, John Skylitzes, John Scylitzes, Byzantium, 
Byzantine history, Byzantine historiography, war writing, stratagems, Polyaenus, 
Sylloge Tacticorum, Corpus Perditum, military history, military manuals

John Skylitzes’ Synopsis Historion is one of our major sources for the period 
between c. 811–1057. Despite its significance, the Synopsis has not been 
the centre of many detailed and extensive studies.1 Recent decades have 
witnessed a renewed interest in the Synopsis with the works of Jonathan 
Shepard, Catherine Holmes and Eirini-Sophia Kiapidou being the most 
influential.2 Although these contributions have shed significant light on 
the Synopsis and its author, there is still no clear scholarly consensus 
on various aspects of the work, including the date of its composition, its 
sources for military events, and its author’s methods and agendas.3
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The most widely accepted thesis on the Synopsis is that it was compiled 
during the reign of Alexios I Komnenos (1081–1118). It was partly based 
on lost promotional sources, probably biased historical narratives or 
biographies of prominent generals (e.g., of Bardas Skleros and Katakalon 
Kekaumenos), and their material was partly tampered by John Skylitzes, 
who, influenced by the political and military milieu at the time of Alexios 
I, aimed at demonstrating that the well-being of the military aristocracy and 
their loyalty to the imperial authority were central to the prosperity of the 
state.4 The alternative view sees the Synopsis as an earlier work, dating c. 
1059–1070. It casts doubt on whether its sources are indeed promotional 
accounts, perceiving them as possible oral sources and well-informed but 
more or less neutral historical narratives. The objective record of events 
without particular political sympathies is envisaged as the main goal of 
the author, coupled with the underlining of virtues of certain generals and 
emperors (e.g. benevolence, justice, bravery, prudence, loyalty, martial 
and tactical prowess), irrespective of political affiliation, which John 
Skylitzes considered beneficial for the troubled times in which he wrote.5

The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the problem of the sources 
of the Synopsis, and to discuss how this issue can result into a synthesis 
of the conflicting views about the dating, purpose and methodology of 
the work. I will focus primarily on three stratagems recorded by Skylitzes, 
which are otherwise absent from any other independent Byzantine and 
foreign source. The first two ruses were reported to have taken place during 
the first rebellion of Bardas Skleros against Basil II (976–1025), between 
976–979, and the third during the reign of Michael IV (1034–1041). 

Before we investigate Skylitzes’ account of these events, it is worth 
looking at our earliest source for the same operations, the 10th-century 
history of Leo the Deacon. For the battle at Lapara, we read that Bardas 
Skleros 

laid waste Asia for four years, ravaging the countryside with fire and 
destroying cities, cruelly defeating and slaughtering in a pitched battle 
the Roman forces that were deployed against him. [One army] was led 
by the patrikios and stratopedarches Peter, when battle broke out on the 
plain of Lapara […] at which time even the patrikios Peter himself was hit 
by a spear and knocked from his horse, and breathed his last right in the 
line of battle […].6 
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Leo the Deacon’s description of the siege of Nikaia is similarly vague 
and brief. We are informed that “Skleros was puffed up and elated at these 
victories and considered himself irresistible and invincible. Thereupon, 
he forced Nicaea and Abydos and Attaleia to surrender, and subdued all 
Roman territory in Asia”.7 

Skylitzes’ version of the above engagements, though later than that 
of Leo the Deacon, is far more detailed. For the battle at Lapara, John 
Skylitzes recorded that Peter the stratopedarches and Bardas Skleros had 
camped opposite one another, when the rebel “outmanoeuvred his enemy 
by preparing a great amount of food as though he were going to give a 
banquet for his army”. Peter ordered his army to feast too, “thinking that he 
[Skleros] would not instigate a battle that day”. Skylitzes then reports that 
“when Skleros became aware of this (he had his troops already prepared 
for battle), the trumpet suddenly sounded the attack and he fell on the 
enemy soldiers as they feasted.” The imperial forces initially withstood 
Skleros’ assault, but were soon dispersed or killed.8 

 Similarly, the siege of Nikaia is narrated in much more detail, mainly 
from the perspective of the besieged. We are informed of the defender’s 
name, Manuel Erotikos, and we are given an account which suggests that 
the siege was by far a more daunting task for Skleros than Leo the Deacon 
presented it to be. We read that Manuel repelled Skleros’ attempts to take 
the city by storm, bravely withstanding the rebel’s “assault, repelling the 
ladders from the walls and burning the siege-engines with Greek fire.” 
Skleros was compelled to settle for a long siege in the hopes that he would 
starve the garrison out. When the city’s supplies were almost over, Skylitzes 
has it that, out of desperation, Manuel attempted to deceive Skleros with a 
trick. “He had the granaries of Nicaea filled with sand in secret and then 
a little grain was spread over the sand […]. Then he summoned some of 
the enemy they had taken prisoner, showed them the granaries and sent 
them back with orders to report to Skleros that there was enough food 
for two years.” The prisoners were also to disclose that Manuel was only 
reluctantly siding with the emperor, and that he was willing to surrender 
the city if the garrison and the population were allowed to leave with 
their weapons and moveable property. Skleros agreed and only after he 
had occupied Nikaia, he realized he was outwitted.9 

 The third stratagem occurred during the reign of emperor Michael IV, 
and more specifically in 1038 when the Arabs attempted to capture the city 
of Edessa by trickery. John Skylitzes is the only source to mention both the 
following stratagem and the siege of Edessa that year altogether. We are 
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informed that “twelve Arab chieftains with five hundred horses and five 
hundred camels carrying a thousand chests containing a thousand heavy-
armed troops” arrived at Edessa. The Arabs reported to its commander, 
protospatharios Barasbatzes the Iberian, that 

they were on their way to the emperor, bearing gifts, but their aim was to 
bring the chests into the city, let the soldiers out by night and take Edessa. 
The commander received the chieftains graciously and feasted them, but 
he ordered the horsemen and baggage to remain outside [the city]. […] 
A poor Armenian […] heard one of the men in a chest […]. The beggar, 
who understood the Saracen language, ran off and reported this to the 
commander.

Barasbatzes excused himself from dinner, broke open the chests and 
defeated the concealed soldiers with the help of his garrison. He then 
returned to slay the chieftains, except for one, whom he mutilated and 
ordered to return to his country to report what took place.10

My thesis is that all three stratagems constitute an invention of Skylitzes 
which served both literary and political purposes. All three ruses share 
some common characteristics. Firstly, they constitute quite unique and 
extraordinary cases of military trickery and are otherwise unrecorded in 
Byzantine and foreign historical narratives. For example, it is difficult 
to explain why Leo the Deacon, a probable protégé of Basil II, failed 
to mention the heroic resistance of the loyalist Manuel Erotikos, since 
relevant military bulletins and oral accounts would have surely reached 
the capital, where Leo most probably resided at that time.11 Secondly, 
they come up as independent interpolated detailed war stories within 
Skylitzes’ otherwise telescopic and brief coverage of military operations. 
Thirdly, they seem to have been copied from identical stratagems featured 
in histories, military manuals and compilation literature, and finally, they 
are recorded to have been undertaken by individuals whose families were 
on good grounds with the Komnenoi.12

In light of the above, it will be worth exploring which sources inspired 
Skylitzes’ stratagems. Five potential extant sources feature stories of military 
trickery similar to those in the Synopsis: the Histories of Herodotus (c. 
430 BC), the Stratagems of Polyaenus (c. 160/1), the 3rd-century Lives of 
Eminent Philosophers by Diogenes Laertius, the Byzantine versions of 
Polyaenus, such as the Hypotheseis (c. 850), the Strategemata Ambrosiana 
(c. 946–959) and the Parecbolae (late 10th–early 11th century), as well as 
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the Sylloge Tacticorum, a military manual which included a section on 
stratagems (c. 930–944). 

The ruse of Bardas Skleros features in Herodotus, Polyaenus, its 
Byzantine versions (Hypotheseis, Strategemata Ambrosiana, Parecbolae) 
and in the Sylloge Tactocorum as a stratagem of the Spartan king 
Cleomenes I (c. 520–490 BC), employed against the Argives at the Battle 
of Sepeia (c. 494 BC).13 None of the wording of the above texts resembles 
that of Skylitzes so closely in order to be proposed as a direct source. This 
seems to denote that Skylitzes either reworked extensively the vocabulary 
of an extant source or drew the stratagem from a non-extant one. A possible 
source might have been the pro-Skleros account identified by Holmes.14 
The closest extant version seems to be that of the Strategemata and the 
Hypotheseis which reads:

In a war between the Lacedaemonians and the Argives, the two armies were 
encamped facing each other. Cleomenes, the king of the Lacedaemonians, 
noticed that every command in his army was betrayed to the enemy, who 
acted accordingly. When he ordered his men to arms, the enemy armed 
also […] when he ordered his men to rest, they did likewise. Therefore, 
he gave out secret instructions that, whenever he next gave public orders 
to take a meal, his troops should arm for battle. His public orders were 
as usual transmitted to the unsuspecting Argives; and when Cleomenes 
advanced in arms to attack them, they were easily overwhelmed, being 
unarmed and unprepared to oppose him.15

The stratagem of Manuel Erotikos features as a ruse of Mygdonius 
(an obscure figure of antiquity), Bias of Priene (fl. 6th century BC), one 
the seven sages of Ancient Greece, and of an anonymous, in Polyaenus, 
Diogenes Laertius, and in the Byzantine versions of Polyaenus respectively 
(Hypotheseis and Strategemata Ambrosiana). Nonetheless, in all of the 
above accounts the protagonist not only sprinkled a layer of wheat on 
top of the sand, but also fattened some mules as further proof of his city’s 
abundance of supplies.16 John Skylitzes’ version is closer to that of the 
Sylloge Tacticorum which omitted the part about the fattened animal, 
but attributed the whole stratagem to Merops, an obscure and unknown 
individual, either a figure of Greek mythology or the Sassanian king 
Shapur I (240–270).17 According to the version of the Sylloge: 

Since Merops was besieged in the city of Antigonea and was short of 
supplies, he filled two of the largest silos with sand at night, and sprinkled 
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grain on top. When the enemy envoys arrived, he received them and 
placing them next to the mouth of the silo, he said ‘Do not be deceived 
into thinking that we have a shortage of supplies, because as you see, 
we have food which can last for a very long time. In any case, if it seems 
good [to you], make a truce and withdraw peacefully’. When the envoys 
saw that, they immediately proceeded with the truce and most readily 
lifted the siege.18 

Barasbatzes’ ruse with the chests also finds an identical parallel in the 
Sylloge. It is attributed to the same obscure figure of Merops and reads:

While the same man was investing a Syrian city for a long time with 
no results, he lifted the siege, pretending that he made a truce with the 
emperor in Rome and announcing that he would send envoys with gifts 
shortly. Therefore, he concealed two hundred heavily armed men in an 
equal number of wooden baskets, loading them onto one hundred camels. 
He commanded the aforementioned envoys to camp in front of the walls 
of the city, which had been under siege shortly before, and to cajole its 
commander with every kind of reasoning and luxurious gifts to receive into 
the city the presents that were being sent to the emperor, in order to keep 
them safe. Afterwards Merops himself approached with his army and, at 
any rate, when this happened he became the master of the city because 
the heavily armed soldiers in the baskets emerged at around midnight and 
joyfully let Merops in together with all his army by lighting huge signal-fires 
on the towers and smashing the gates without any trouble.19 

While the stratagem of the Sylloge is very similar in content to that of 
the Synopsis, the wording is not so identical to warrant Skylitzes’ direct 
copying from it. The historian may have had the passages of the Sylloge 
reworked before he interpolated them into the Synopsis, but it is more 
probable that he relied on a common non-extant source.

Although there are good grounds to suggest that a pro-Skleros source 
was indeed employed by John Skylitzes, I do not think that this constituted 
the source of any of these stratagems. Bardas Skleros’ ruse may seem in 
line with the agenda of a promotional biography, but it is hard to imagine 
that such an account would have mentioned Manuel’s outwitting of 
Bardas Skleros, let alone the stratagem at Edessa, whose chronological 
scope exceeded Bardas Skleros’ life. Similarly, I do not believe that these 
stratagems were part of the now lost histories possibly available to Skylitzes 
either (by Theodore of Sebastea, Demetrios of Cyzicus and John the Monk). 
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Although the content of lost sources can only be assumed, Skylitzes’ 
ruses were attributed to individuals who were active both before and 
after c.1025/8 which entails that they would have appeared in more than 
one of these non-extant histories.20 This seems unlikely though, given the 
uniqueness of such stratagems in Byzantine historiography. Alternatively, 
the evidence seems to suggest that Skylitzes copied the three ruses from 
a lost source which was common both to him and to the author of the 
Sylloge. This explains why all three stratagems in the Synopsis feature in the 
Sylloge as well, but with different wording. Most probably, Skylitzes drew 
on the Corpus Perditum, a lost 9th- or early 10th-century military manual 
which included an extensive section on various types of stratagems.21

We have stablished so far that Skylitzes’ stratagems were most 
probably inspired by ruses of antiquity found in the Corpus Pertidum 
and were interpolated in the Synopsis as independent war anecdotes. 
Consequently, these anecdotes must have had a message to convey, they 
must have served some kind of purpose or purposes in Skylitzes’ historical 
narrative.22 Previous scholarship has demonstrated Skylitzes’ significant 
interest in several military men, mostly from second-rate families, and his 
promotional representation of them, largely through entertaining anecdotes 
which showcased their leadership, daring, military and tactical skill. The 
most obvious examples are Anemas, Anthes Alyates, Nikephoros Xiphias, 
Eustathios Daphnomeles, George Maniakes, Basil Theodorokanos and 
Katakalon Kekaumenos. The current consensus is that several of these 
anecdotes originated from promotional sources which Skylitzes included 
because they promoted his agenda and/or concerned families which were 
prominent in the reign of Alexios I, some of them in cooperation with 
the regime.23

From my point of view, Skylitzes intended to grant a more special place 
to Skleros, Erotikos and Barasbatzes, because, instead of attributing to them 
some conventional anecdote of military trickery to highlight their skills, 
he chose quite unique and distinguishable ruses from the authoritative 
classical tradition. Primarily, we can perceive this classical mimesis as a 
conscious choice on Skylitzes’ part to convey political and military ideals 
to his fellow educated readers in a subtle way. The audience of Byzantine 
historical narratives was trained to recognize allusions to Greek literature 
and simultaneously to draw parallels between the past and present.24 In 
this line of reasoning, Bardas Skleros featured as a second Cleomenes I 
on account of his military skill. The latter was among the most famous 
and successful Spartan generals and, interestingly enough, when he had 
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his co-king Demaratus (515–491 BC) overthrown, he was pardoned by 
the Spartans. This allusion may have built upon the pro-Skleros source 
which probably deemed Bardas Skleros as worthy of reconciliation with 
the regime of Basil II.25 Likewise, the failed defender of Nikaia, Manuel 
Erotikos, emerged as a wise and shrewd commander equal in wisdom 
to Bias of Priene or to the legendary figure of Merops, both well known 
to imperial and aristocratic circles.26 Finally, Barasbatzes’ prudency to 
only admit the Arab chieftains inside the walls of Edessa placed him to 
a better place than the anonymous commander in Syria who fell for the 
ruse of Merops/Sapur I (as per the Sylloge), and featured him so good a 
commander who could potentially resist even the ancient Merops/Sapur I 
himself, and by extension the easterners, Arabs and Turks.

On a second level, these unusual stories of military trickery coupled 
with allusions to the classical tradition and political innuendos, probably 
produced a significant entertaining effect for Skylitzes’ readership/audience 
some of whom might have been members of the aforementioned families. 
It could be that Skylitzes took advantage of a lack of detailed information 
pertaining to these operations, perhaps due to their insignificant scale 
or anticlimactic engagements, so as to embellish them with fascinating 
accounts of military trickery. This entertainment, however, does not seem 
to have come at the cost of the kernel of truth behind the events. After 
all, Bardas Skleros had indeed prevailed at Lapara and Nikaia, and while 
a siege of Edessa is not otherwise recorded in 1038, there were a series 
of them, including one in 1036. The Arab attack of Edessa in 1038 might 
have originally been a skirmish of a short or an easily repelled attempt.27 

The image of Skylitzes which emerges from our discussion is 
incompatible with the viewpoint that envisaged him as a detached 
compiler whose aim was the production of a balanced, unbiased 
account.28 Instead, Skylitzes treated Skleros, Erotikos and Barasbatzes 
in a promotional way and actively enhanced their reputation and skills. 
Somehow, these individuals were relevant to Skylitzes’ agenda. Perhaps 
Skylitzes perceived his historical material with the political lenses of the 
period in which he was writing, and his aim might have been to introduce 
these stratagems so as to rewrite and reclaim the past of three aristocratic 
families which were central to the imperial regime of his time.

The context of the reign of Alexios I fits well with our observations. 
Skylitzes might have preserved the promotional anecdotes of Anemas, 
Alyates, Xiphias, Maniakes, Theodorokanos and Kekaumenos because 
they were in partial cooperation with Alexios I’s regime. For instance, from 
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the time of Alexios I we know of: a Nicholas Anemas (possibly doux of 
Skopje); an anonymous Alyates (commander of Glabinitza), and depending 
on the dating of the seals, perhaps an Alyates patrikios and a Pothos 
Alyates protoproedros and katepano; perhaps an Eustathios (primikerios 
and koitonites), Constantine (protoproedros) and Anonymous (proedros) 
Xiphias; a Constantine (sebastos), George (protospatharios), and Joseph 
(tourmarches ton Moglenon) Maniakes; perhaps a Tzotzikios (kouropalates 
and doux), Taronites (nobellisimos), and George (protokouropalates) 
Theodorokanos; and, finally, a Michael Kekaumenos, a military man who 
was entrusted with the defence of Sardis, Philadelphia, Avlona, Hierikho 
and Kanina, and the command of the Byzantine rear-guard in one of 
Alexios I’s expeditions.29

If our line of reasoning holds true though, we expect to find Erotikos, 
Skleros and Barasbatzes holding far more esteemed positions in Alexios 
I’s regime. Indeed, Manuel Erotikos was actually a Komnenos, and a 
forefather of Alexios I, which very much explains Skylitzes’ promotional 
treatment of him. In the Synopsis, Manuel was called a man distinguished 
by birth, virtue and courage, and, from the obscure and failed defender 
of Nikaia, he was reinvented to a stout guardian who, with his cleverness 
and skill, successfully repelled Skleros’ assaults and then outwitted 
him with his stratagem, managing to save all of the city’s garrison and 
citizens, and to minimize Skleros’ victory. It is indicative how the image 
of Manuel Erotikos was progressively boosted by historians who wrote in 
the Komnenian period. The husband of Alexios I’s daughter, Nikephoros 
Bryennios, referred to Manuel as the “scion of the family of the Komnenoi, 
who was appointed as an envoy to conclude conventions and agreements 
between Basil (II) […] and the famous Bardas Skleros […] and endeavored 
to reconnect the dislocated parts of the Roman Empire.” No other 
surviving source, however, corroborates Nikephoros Bryennios’ account 
that Manuel Erotikos assumed such extensive responsibilities. Skylitzes is 
equally sympathetic of Nikephoros Komnenos. His plotting with Giorgi 
I of Iberia (1014–1027) against Constantine VIII (1025–1028) is passed 
in silence, and the episode is presented as a misunderstanding greatly 
aggravated by the emperor’s childish and irrational character.30 

Similarly, the Skleroi held prominent dignities and offices in the 
regime of Alexios I. Michael and John Skleros were probably appointed 
strategos of Peloponnesus and doux of Bodena and Sthlanitza, while 
Nikolas, Michael and Andronikos Skleros held judicial posts (krites, 
megas droungarios), participated in synods, were placed as chief ministers 
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(logothetes tou dromou) and were awarded the dignities of kouropalates 
and protoproedros. In fact, Andronikos Skleros, received by Alexios I, the 
greatest dignity ever bestowed to a member of the Skleros family, that of 
sebastos which was usually reserved only for members of the imperial 
family. Instead of featuring Bardas Skleros as a lesser figure to Bardas 
Phokas, betrayed by his closest associates (including his son), Skylitzes 
glorified the family’s legacy. He underlined Bardas Skleros’ disposition 
and tactics against the Rus (971), paid heed to the bravery of his brother, 
Constantine Skleros, and attributed to Bardas the stratagem at Lapara, 
promoting him as a shrewd general equal to the ancients and deserving 
of his reconciliation with the imperial family.31

The Barasbatzai, though less prominent a family, were most probably 
awarded imperial dignities by Alexios I, a known example being 
the protobestes Tornikios Barasbatzes. The Georgian families of the 
Barasbatzai, Tchordvaneli and the Bagratids were all related by kinship and 
were on good grounds with the Komnenoi. Irene of Alania, the cousin of 
empress Maria of Alania, was married to Isaakios Komnenos, the brother 
of Alexios I. What is more, David IV (1089–1125), of the same dynasty, 
was awarded by Alexios I the prestigious rank of panypersebastos, which 
was just below that of kaisar and closely reserved for members of the 
imperial family.32 

With the prosopographical pieces matching, one could rest the case 
here. Skylitzes recorded the deeds of bravery and tactical prudence of 
Anemas, Alyates, Xiphias, Maniakes, Theodorokanos and Kekaumenos 
because they were in a way favoured by the regime of Alexios I, awarded 
with dignities and offices, while for Erotikos, Skleros and Barasbatzes, 
whose families were the same as Alexios I’s or part of his innermost circle, 
he reserved anecdotes which alluded to the authoritative classical tradition. 
Nevertheless, there are some inconsistences with this line of thought. The 
Synopsis is quite sympathetic to the qualities, deeds and services of the 
military aristocracy, and Skylitzes’ stratagems are essentially interpolated 
examples of idealized military conduct. Yet, the promotion of the military 
skills of the Skleroi, Komnenoi and Barasbatzai in the political context 
of Alexios I made better sense only for the ruling family which held the 
most significant and high-ranking military posts. The same cannot be said 
for the Skleroi and the Barasbatzai whose most prominent members were 
not employed in the army anymore.33

Instead, envisaging Skylitzes as a protégé of both Katakalon 
Kekaumenos and Isaac Komnenos, and his Synopsis as a work written in 
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a time of military crisis, dynastic fluidity and uncertainty, between 1057–
1067, can resolve most inconsistencies and better highlight Skylitzes’ 
agenda. The promotion of the military skills of Komnenos, Skleros and 
Barasbatzes made more sense in the 1050s and 1060s, when spending 
for the army was reduced and military offices declined in importance, 
but the most prominent members of these families still pursued military 
careers.34 Skylitzes, who backed the claims of the military aristocracy 
affected by these reforms, seems to have employed Constantine IX 
(1042–1055), Theodora (1055–1056) and Michael VI (1056–1057) as 
scapegoats. The historian openly blamed Constantine IX for instigating the 
empire’s military downfall, and criticized him for extravagant spending 
and for the disbanding of the Iberian army. Theodora and Michael VI 
were scolded for being vengeful, prodigal, and for dismissing the most 
prominent Byzantine generals from their offices, arrogantly and unfairly, 
thus compelling them to rebellion.35 

Skylitzes’ point behind his anecdotes of military trickery and valor 
might have been that, in the light of Turkish threat, the empire needed 
to employ and support emperors and commanders who were exemplary 
military figures and had the legacy, reputation and means to guarantee 
imperial prosperity (military and financial). The leading figures of Isaac’s 
coup seem to have made the cut.36 To make our case, we can begin by 
examining how Skylitzes’ authoritative stratagems of antiquity got the 
message across. The forefather of Isaac Komnenos was reinvented to a 
stout and shrewd defender, attributed with the employment of the same 
ruses as distinguished figures of antiquity. Then came Nikephoros and Isaac 
Komnenos, and we read a story of a family of great military commanders 
mostly side-lined due to envy. Nikephoros prevailed against the enemy 
but was unfairly punished by the emperor, and the story is repeated with 
Isaac’s illicit dismissal, followed by his rebellion.37 

Likewise, Skylitzes’ stratagems promoted the military legacy of yet 
another leading family of the coup, the Skleroi. This seems in line with 
Romanos Skleros’ career which needed political and military justification. 
Though Romanos was a senior commander bearing the dignity of 
proedros, much like Isaac Komnenos, he had been unwillingly dismissed 
by Theodora. Then he rebelled along with Isaac and was appointed 
commander of the right wing during the battle of Hades, only to fail at 
his task and to endanger the divisions of Isaac and Katakalon.38 After the 
rebellion, Romanos Skleros was probably promoted to stratopedarches of 
the East and doux of Antioch, and it seems that Constantine X appointed 
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him domestikos ton scholon of the West and doux ton Anatolikon.39 To 
enhance the prestige of the family, Skylitzes recorded most of the Skleroi 
in good light, he mentioned the brave deeds of Constantine Skleros, and 
featured Bardas Skleros as a second Cleomenes, a successful and shrewd 
general who was rightfully reconciled with public authorities. One 
wonders whether the Skleros-Cleomenes association, aimed by extension 
to justify Romanos Skleros’ participation in Isaac’s coup too. 

Skylitzes’ glorification of the military skills of Barasbatzes sits better with 
the extensive employment of the family and that of their close relatives, 
the Tzourbanelai (Tchordvaneli), as military officers in c. 1000–1069. 
From the latter period we know of Tornikios Barasbatzes as well as John, 
Simbatios and Apocharpes Tzourbaneles, all protospatharioi and strategoi. 
Another individual, Constantine Tzourbaneles probably held the dignity 
of protoanthypatos and was either strategos of Belegradon and/or (doux) 
of Bulgaria, possibly in the reign of Constantine X.40 While Byzantine 
historians do not mention the Barasbatzai and the Tzourbanelai in the 
context of Isaac Komnenos’ rebellion, it is probable that they backed it 
on two grounds. Firstly, they traditionally sided with families allied to the 
Komnenoi. George Barasbatzes was accused of supporting Constantine 
Diogenes’ conspiracy (1029) against Romanos III Argyros (1028–1034), 
together with Samuel, Theognostos and Michael Bourtzes. Both the 
Diogenai and the Bourtzai remained close associates of the Komnenoi 
for decades. It is also worth noting that Michael Bourtzes was the same 
person who rebelled with Isaac Komnenos against Michael VI and was 
thus promoted to strategos ton Anatolikon.41 Secondly, Isaac Komnenos 
served as katepano of Iberia so this appointment could have facilitated his 
strengthening of ties with some Georgian aristocratic families.42 In addition, 
both Isaac Komnenos and Constantine X worked closely with the other 
relatives of the Barasbatzai and the Tchordvaneli, the Bagratids. Between 
1057–1067 Byzantine-Georgian relations were once again amicable 
and both polities were fighting against the common enemy, the Turks. In 
1057 Bagrat IV (1027–1072) called himself “king of the Apchazians and 
nobelissimos of the entire East”, which can denote that Isaac Komnenos 
had ratified his predecessors’ decision to award the dignity of nobelissimos, 
second highest after that of the emperor, to a Georgian king. Constantine 
X went a step further, awarding Bagrat IV the title of sebastos which, up 
to that point, had been reserved for the emperor, the empress and the 
patriarch. In addition, Bagrat IV’s daughter, Maria of Alania, was betrothed 
to Constantine X’s co-emperor, Michael Doukas, the future Michael VII 
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(1071–1078), further establishing Byzantium’s alliance with the Georgian 
kingdom.43 Finally, both Byzantine and Georgian sources reveal imperial 
benevolence towards the Ibiron monastery, mostly ran by the Barasbatzai 
and the Tchordvaneli. A Georgian manuscript which contained the canons 
of the sixth and seventh ecumenical councils was updated to include 
prayers for various emperors among which was Isaac Komnenos. God was 
requested to grant him “many days and years of reign” and to “make him 
victorious over his Turkish enemies”. What is more, the Vita of George 
the Hagiorite and the documents of the Ibiron corroborate Constantine 
X’s sponsorship and protection of the Ibiron.44

Evidence from Byzantine prosopography dating from c. 1057–1067 
suggests that the promotional anecdotes of Alyates, Daphnomeles, 
Maniakes, Theodorokanos and Kekaumenos were relevant to Skylitzes 
milieu because these families were part of the extended network of Isaac 
I and Constantine X, and in co-operation with their regimes. In fact, the 
aforementioned families mostly held military offices in this period. For 
instance, there was a patrikios Leo Alyates serving as strategos of Cherson 
and Sougdeia under Isaac Komnenos (1059). We also know of Theodore/
Leo Alyates hetairiarches of the third who was in service around that time, 
while a Theodore Alyates was a senior military commander and a friend 
of Romanos IV Diogenes (1068–1071), whose family was intermarried 
with the Komnenoi.45 Along with the Barasbatzai and the Bourtzai, 
an Eusthathios Daphnomeles participated in Constantine Diogenes’ 
conspiracy (1029), and was probably on good grounds with the Komnenoi 
too. We can also note that Alexander (vestarches and strategos) and George 
Maniakes, (patrikios and katepano of Vaspurakan), probably held their 
military offices in the period under consideration.46 Last but not least, we 
know that Nikephoros (patrikios and strategos), George (protospatharios 
of the Chrysotriklinos and strategos), Ashot, Chatatourios (patrikios and 
katepano of Edessa), and Constantine Theodorokanos were also active 
around this period, serving in the imperial armies.47 Similarly, in contrast 
to Leo the Deacon, Skylitzes might have chosen to follow a favorable 
account of John Kourkouas’ deeds at the siege of Dorostolon (971) because 
some members of the family held the dignities of hypatos, patrikios and 
magistros around c. 1040–1070. While we can perhaps envisage a military 
career for them, their seals do not mention an office, and clear evidence 
of Kourkouai holding military offices only reappears after 1080.48

To avoid being criticized as a biased slanderer or panegyrist, Skylitzes 
seems to have adopted a balanced approach when he wrote about modern 



80

NEC Yearbook 2024-2025

figures. It was probably a deliberate literary strategy of the historian to cast 
his contemporaries in more modest light than their forefathers. Compared 
to Bardas and Constantine Skleros, Romanos Skleros’ representation is 
more down to earth. Similarly, the portraits of Manuel and Nikephoros 
Komnenos were quite embellished, while Isaac’s role in the rebellion was 
toned down in favor of Kekaumenos’. The pattern repeats itself with the 
Doukai. On the one hand, Skylitzes mentioned the Doukai among Isaac’s 
prominent supporters, but without further elaboration on their role in the 
rebellion. Yet, he either distorted his sources or chose to follow a non-
extant (pro-Doukas?) source to present the battle of Katasyrtae (917) as a 
Byzantine victory, and in fact one indebted to Nikolas Doukas’ bravery.49

The fact that Skylitzes employed the same strategy with regard to all the 
major actors of the revolt, but the exploits of the Doukai were highlighted 
the least, implies that though Skylitzes was originally pro-Komnenos, and 
pro-Keukaumenos, he settled to a write a history which kept most of the 
leading figures of the coup happy, namely a history which ended with 
the year 1057, with Kekaumenos, the Doukai and the Komnenoi still in 
cooperation. Thus Skylitzes probably begun to compile his Synopsis in the 
reign of Isaac Komnenos, but completed it in the reign of Constantine X, 
taking care to convey his pro-Komnenos stance in a more subtle way. 

Nonetheless, Skylitzes real sympathies are better represented in his 
later work, the Epitome (Συνέχεια), written in the reign of Alexios I, where 
the historian featured Constantine X negatively, and Isaac Komnenos in 
positive light, struggling to re-empower the empire.50 One could even 
argue that Skylitzes’ extensive use of the pro-Kekaumenos source(s), and 
his focus on Kekaumenos, rather than on Isaac, allowed the historian to 
criticize Constantine X for the side-lining of his ex-collaborators more 
safely and indirectly, without implicating the Komnenoi and featuring as 
their fervent supporter.51

The political milieu of the period justifies this approach. Political 
balances remained fluid in the reign of Constantine X. Isaac Komnenos 
and Michael VI were still alive for some time, and even though some 
of the Komnenoi were allegedly honored by Constantine X for the 
sake of their older cooperation in the coup against Michael VI, none of 
them seems to have held any office. Even if we dismiss Constantine X’s 
benevolence toward the Komnenoi as pro-Doukas propaganda though, 
the later reconciliation of the Doukai with the Komnenoi, during the 
reign of Michael VII, cannot have occurred out of the blue. Skylitzes thus 
wrote in a political environment where the Komnenoi were mostly cut off 
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from important offices, but were still a threat to the Doukai as they never 
stopped enjoying the esteem and support of other aristocratic families, to 
the point that Michael VII thought it proficient to marry his wife’s cousin 
to Isaakios Komnenos (Isaac Komnenos I’s nephew) and to appoint him 
domestikos ton scholon of the East and doux of Antioch. It is indicative that 
well into the reign of Constantine X and Michael VII the rebellion of Isaac 
Komnenos was remembered as a cause almost collectively embraced, and 
as a partly justified act which aimed to remedy the improper side-lining 
of the military aristocracy in political matters and in the distribution of 
high dignities and honors. Michael Psellos, in his funeral oration for the 
patriarchs Michael Keroullarios and Constantine Leichoudes, described 
Isaac Komnenos as a competent military leader and emperor. Isaac was 
steadfast, famous and marvelous. His military commands (even before 
he became emperor) “brought honour to both his fatherland and his 
village”. He was held in high regard by “Higher Powers” and was easily 
comparable “to the most important emperors of the past”.52 The fluid 
political balance of the 1060s and the peculiar relationship between the 
Komnenoi and the Doukai, sheds light on Skylitzes’ decision to stop his 
history in 1057, when Kekaumenos, Isaac Komnenos and the Doukai were 
still in cooperation. Instead, the milieu of Alexios I does not convincingly 
resolve Skylitzes’ decision to include the reign of Isaac Komnenos in his 
Epitome but not in his Synopsis.

Last but not least, as already noted by other scholars, dating the 
completion of the Synopsis in the reign of Constantine X solves other 
discrepancies too. Firstly, by placing the work before Psellos’ Chronographia 
and Attaleiates’ Historia, one envisages the Synopsis as an earlier history 
than the latter two. This can convincingly explain why Skylitzes neither 
mentioned Michael Attaleiates in his preface, nor employed his Historia 
and Psellos’ Chronographia as a source in the Synopsis, but did so in the 
Epitome. Accordingly, Skylitzes’ citing of Psellos’ historical narrative in 
the preface of the Synopsis can be perceived as a reference to Historia 
Syntomos, which better fits its characterization as a very brief account 
of succession of emperors. Finally, since the earliest extant manuscript 
of the Synopsis dates from the 12th century, the dignities and offices of 
Skylitzes (kouropalates and megas drougarios of the Vigla) as they appear 
in the title of his history may well reflect the stage of Skylitzes’ career in 
the reign of Alexios I, rather than in the 1060s, when the Synopsis seems 
to have been completed.53
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métaphraser: Fonctions et techniques de la réécriture dans le monde byzantin 
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