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NikorLaos L. KOSTOURAKIS

LITERARY REPRESENTATIONS OF DESCENT AND SOCIAL MOBILITY:
THE CASE OF THE LAKAPENOT*

The tenth century witnessed drastic developments in Byzantine history
writing, as narrative historiography was gradually overshadowed by the new
genre of historical biography. Its main novelty lies in ordering the material
not in a linear timeline but around a certain individual, the history’s
protagonist, whose deeds are exalted’. Though far from certain, historical
biography might have originated in the court milieu as Genesios and
Theophanes Continuatus seem to have taken the earliest steps towards that
direction® This did not prevent the Asia Minor military aristocracy, which
emerged as a dominant political group in the tenth century, from taking
advantage of the same tool in order to consolidate and expand its influence’,

* This article originates from a chapter of my M.A. thesis, Otxoyeveiaxés otoaTnyix€S
xatr moltixy oto Buldvrio tov @ awdva (802-913), written at the National and
Kapodistrian University of Athens under the supervision of Associate Professor Katerina
Nikolaou. I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers of the journal for their useful
comments and suggestions.

1. A. MarkorouLos, Byzantine history writing at the end of the first millennium, in:
Byzantium in the year 1000 [The Medieval Mediterranean, 45], ed. P. MaGpaLiNo, Leiden -
Boston 2003, 183-197, esp. 184-186 and. n. 10 for further bibliography. See also A. NEMETH,
The Excerpta Constantiniana and the Byzantine Appropriation of the Past, Cambridge
2018, 145-151.

2. A. MARrRkoPOULOS, From narrative historiography to historical biography. New trends
in Byzantine historical writing in the 10th-11th centuries, BZ 102 (2009), 697-715, here
699-703.

3. L. AnprioLro, Aristocracy and Literary Production in the 10th Century, in: The
Author in Middle Byzantine Literature [Byzantinisches Archiv, 28], ed. A. PizzonE, Boston
- Berlin 2014, 119-138, here 130-131.
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30 NIKOLAOS L. KOSTOURAKIS

Conforming to Pseudo-Menander’s advice, extolling the hero’s noble descent
became an integral part of his encomium® Basil the Macedonian (867-886),
whose humble birth was elaborately embellished by his son and grandson,
offers the most thoroughly studied case of such a literary process® and, at
the same time, a salient example of social mobility in Byzantium. Recent
research has reasonably doubted traditional beliefs about the extent of
social climbing since the rarity of family names and the relative silence of
the sources on the prosopographical details of this period tend to give a
misleading impression regarding the continuity of social élites®.

Further evidence on these two intrinsically related issues, textual
representation of descent and social mobility as a factual reality, can
be found apparently by taking a closer look at the rise of the Lakapenos
family. Romanos I (920-944) is usually considered to be of humble origin,
the son of a soldier peasant’. However, some scholars have questioned this
well-established view based on two facts: a) Theophylaktos Abastaktos,
Romanos’ father, received a T0wog BaotAixoc® from Basil I in 871; b) there
was an in-law relation with the future Domestic of the Schools Adralestos,

4. MarkoprouLos, History writing, 187.

5. See Gy. Moravcsik, Sagen und Legenden iiber Kaiser Basileios 1., DOP 15 (1961),
59-126 (repr. in: IpEM, Studia Byzantina, Amsterdam 1967, 147-220), whose study remains
classic. See also Ch. Sertipani, Continuité des élites a Byzance durant les siécles obscurs: les
princes caucasiens et lempire du Vle au [Xe siécle, Paris 2006, 246-254.

6. Cl. LubwiG, Social Mobility in Byzantium? Family Ties in the Middle Byzantine
Period, in: Approaches to the Byzantine Family [Birmingham Byzantine and Ottoman
Studies, 14], ed. L. BRUBAKER - Sh. TOUGHER, Farnham 2013, 233-245, esp. 238; J. HALDON,
Social Elites, Wealth and Power, in: The Social History of Byzantium, ed. J. F. HALDON,
Oxford 2009, 168-211, esp. 179.

7. A. Karpeius, Romanland. Ethnicity and Empire in Byzantium, Cambridge -
Massachusetts - London 2019, 174; R. J. H. JENKINS, Byzantium: The Imperial Centuries AD
610-107 1, London 1966, 234; P. CHARANIS, The Armenians in the Byzantine Empire, BSI
22 (1961), 196-240, here 219 (repr. in: Ipem, Studies on the Demography of the Byzantine
Empire, London 1972, n. V); S. RunciMAN, The Emperor Romanus Lecapenus and His Reign:
A Study of Tenth-Century Byzantium, Cambridge 1929, 63; N. G. Garsoian, The problem of
Armenian Integration into the Byzantine Empire, in: Studies on the internal diaspora of the
Byzantine Empire, ed. H. AHRWEILER - A. E. Laiou, Washington 1998, 53-124, here 66; ODB,
vol. 3, lemma Romanos I Lekapenos (A. KAZHDAN).

8. On the term’s disputed interpretation see below pp. 31-32.
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LITERARY REPRESENTATIONS OF DESCENT 31

contracted probably close to that date. According to this interpretation,
the Lakapenoi either belonged to the Asia Minor élite before the imperial
reward or rose to prominence because of it’. At the same time, the primary
sources referring explicitly to the family’s social background provide
seemingly contradictory accounts. Two texts, Liutprand’s Antapodosis and
Constantine VII Porphyrogenitos’ De Administrando Imperio [hereafter
DAI], agree on the family’s obscure background, the former presenting it
in a rather positive way and the latter being the fiercest y0yo¢ against the
Lakapenoi. The fourteenth-century Life of Saint Euphrosyne the Younger
suggests an aristocratic origin, while Symeon Magister’s narrative includes
only the story introducing Theophylaktos Abastaktos without any specific
remarks on the family’s social status. Before examining the varying origin
and intentions of these testimonies, we should like to address the actual
status of the family until its rise to power in 919. Even though the evidence
available is occasionally fragmentary or vague, an attempt to define the
social origins of the Lakapenoi should take into account the careers of every
known family member up to 919 and the in-law bond with Adralestos.

In 871 Theophylaktos Abastaktos saved Basil I from almost certain
capture during a battle against the Paulicians. The emperor wished to
reward the man who rescued him but could not find him at first. After many
soldiers approached the emperor claiming to be his saviour, Basil finally met
Theophylaktos, to whom he wanted to bestow a Tiui. However, Abastaktos
refused the i) and asked for a tomog Baocirinoc’. The emperor fulfilled

9. Reallexikon der Byzantinistik, ed. P. WirTH, Amsterdam 1969, Vol. 1, 1-2; N.
LeipHoLM, Elite Byzantine Kinship, ca. 950-1204. Blood, Reputation and the Genos, Leeds
2019, 139-140; E. PaTLAGEAN, Un Moyen Age grec. Byzance IXe-X Ve siécle, Paris 2007, 114.
See below n. 15, 16 and 33.

10. Symeonis Magistri et Logothetae Chronicon [CFHB, 44/1], ed. St. WAHLGREN, Berlin
- New York 2006 [hereafter Symeon Magister, Chronicon], 262>-263%: év 6¢ tf) TotavTy
Quyfl 100 PaoctAéws Ocopulaxtos 6 APdotaxtos, 6 matho Pouavot 100 uetd taTA
Paoidevoavrog, diEowoe TOV PactAéa ot utxOv VIO TOV AYoonvdv xOATOUUEVOY
ov émilntijoac 6 PaotAels uetd TavTa xal VoV xal yvweioas (ToAlol yao Ereyov 1@
Baoilel, 8L éyd giut), 6 S& TV TNV AQEIC TOTOV PATIALXOV NTHOATO, O XAl TETUXNHEY.
Cf. Georgius Monachus Continuatus, Knigy vremen’nyja i Obraznyja Gedrgija mniha.
Khronika Georgiya Amartola v drewnem slavyanorusskom perevode Tekst, issledovaniye
i slovar, ed. V. M. IstRIN, St. Petersburg 1922 [hereafter Georgius Monachus Continuatus],
19%.
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32 NIKOLAOS L. KOSTOURAKIS

his request and modern research appears to be divided regarding the nature
of the reward. While it has been argued that it consisted of a place in the
imperial guard or, more generally, imperial service!, it is almost certain that
Theophylaktos rejected the prospect of serving the emperor and preferred
settling in an estate donated by him'% The fact that Tiuf indicates titles or
offices and 1omoc is a word used to describe land in imperial documents!®
excludes the possibility of an alternative interpretation!®,

The next question to be raised involves defining the social status of
Theophylaktos Abastaktos, before and after the incident of 871. The father of
Romanos has been described as a noble patrician'®, while identification with a
namesake general of the Armeniacs, active in 866-867, has been proposed!®.
Nonetheless, a detail included in the story mentioned above might imply that
Abastaktos was not a distinguished officer before 8§71; the man who saved
Basil was neither known to him nor prominent enough to be recognised
easily, as his identity remained elusive for a certain period of time. One could
also extract an argumentum ex silentio, as Symeon Magister would not have
failed to mention his title or office if he had any. This narration, found in the

11. RuncmaN, Romanus, 63; PmbZ, n. 28180.

12. KaLpELLIS, Romanland, 175; H. GREGOIRE, Le Lieu de naissance de Romain Lécapéne
et de Digenis Acritas, Byz. 8 (1933), 572-574; ODB, vol. 2, lemma Lekapenos (A. KAZHDAN).

13. N. Svoronos, Les novelles des empereurs Macédoniens concernant la terre et les
stratiotes, Athens 1994, 176% N. O1koNoMIDES, Les listes de préséance byzantines des I Xe et
Xe siécles. Introduction, texte et commentaire [CNRS], Paris 1972, 281.

14. Tt is quite plausible that the land ceded was situated in Lakape. See GREGOIRE,
Le Lieu, 572-574; F. HiLb - M. RestLE, TIB 2, Kappadokien (Kappadokia, Charsianon,
Sebasteia und Lykandos) [Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften],
Vienna 1981, 85; V. Vryssipou et al, H Mixpod Acia twv Ogudtwv. ‘Egevves ndvm otnv
YEOYOQQPLXY QUOLOYVOULQ ®0L TEOO®ITOYyoapia tTwv fvlaviiviv Oeudtwv s Mixods
Aotac (70¢-110¢ ai.) [IBE/EIE, Egevvntint Bihio6vxn, 5], Athens 1998, 127, 273. See
also n. 29.

15. SerTIPANL, Continuité des élites, 210, 285.

16. M. W. HErRLONG, Kinship and Social Mobility in Byzantium, 717-959, Washington
1986 (Unpublished PhD thesis), 146, suggests at the same time an identification with the
homonymous watoixio¢ mentioned in the Miracles of the Pege Monastery, who seems to have
lived in the tenth century. See St. EFtTHYmiADIS, Le monasteére de la Source a Constantinople et
ses deux recueils de miracles. Entre hagiographie et patriographie, REB 64-65 (2006-2007),
283-309, here 293 and n. 35; PmbZ, n. 28204. See below n. 26.
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LITERARY REPRESENTATIONS OF DESCENT 33

pro-Lakapenid cycle of the Logothete, associates the father of the usurper
Romanos with the founder of the Macedonian Dynasty, whom he served
faithfully'”. Nonetheless, the incident’s obvious political connotations do not
constitute sufficient grounds for doubt regarding its historical validity's. Tt
seems that in a time when mere soldiers such as Phokas managed to rise
to prominence thanks to imperial intervention', Abastaktos opted not
to seize the opportunity. On the contrary, the acquisition of land estates,
perhaps considerable, coupled with Basil’s favour, might have conferred the
family some local influence in Eastern Asia Minor, where Theophylaktos
could have continued to serve as an officer. This episode, if not considered
fictitious, probably indicates that his family neither joined the court élite,
nor can be considered undistinguished henceforth, while its relation to the
Asia Minor aristocracy is not illuminated.

According to epigraphic evidence, one more person bore the family
name Abastaktos during this period?’. Stephanos, Spovyydotog in the
Cibyrrhaeot theme, is known to have rebuilt the walls of Attaleia in 909/910.
The inscription’s acrostic reads AYASXTAKT and reveals his belonging to
the family, which apparently had a significant presence in the Byzantine

17. On the political views of the Logothete see A. KazHpan, A History of Byzantine
Literature (850-1000) [Research Series, 4], ed. Ch. ANGeLIDI, Athens 2006, 162-167. St.
WAHLGREN (The Chronicle of the Logothete. Translated with introduction, commentary and
indices [Translated Texts for Byzantinists, 7], Liverpool 2019, 197, n. 2), observes that this
story falls into the broader pro-Lakapenid propaganda to be found in this part of Symeon’s
text.

18. According to a similar narration, Constantine the Armenian took care to prevent
Basil’s injury during a fight with a Bulgarian wrestler. See Iosephi Genesii regum libri
quattuor [CFHB, 14], ed. A. LESMULLER-WERNER - I. THURN, Berlin - New York 1978, 78'%-23;
Chronographiae quae Theophanis Continuati nomine fertur Liber quo Vita Basilii Imperatoris
amplectitur [CFHB, 42], ed. I. SEvcenko, Berlin 2011 [hereafter Life of Basil], 48*-50%

19. J.-Cl. CHEYNET, Les Phocas, Appendice in: G. DAGRON - H. MIHAESCU, Le traité sur la
guérilla de lempereur Nicéphore Phocas, Paris 1986, 319-361, here 320-322 (repr. in: IDEM,
La société byzantine. L'apport des sceaux [Bilans de recherche, 3], Paris 2008, n. 17).

20. An epigraph found in Crete referring to a certain loannes Abastaktos should be
dated in the seventh or eighth century, meaning that any connection to the ninth-century
family would be highly unlikely. See PmbZ, n. 2800; A. C. Banpy, The Greek Christian
Inscriptions of Crete [Xoiotwaviral ‘Emypagat thg EAMGSog, 10], Athens 1970, n. 58, pp.
85-86.
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34 NIKOLAOS L. KOSTOURAKIS

administration by that time?\. The future emperor’s carcer in the navy is
well-documented, since he appears in Greek sources as otoaTnY0s 2duov
in 910 and becomes Spovyydpiog of the imperial fleet under Alexander
(912-913)%%. However, the earliest mention of Romanos’ cursus honorum
comes from Liutprand of Cremona, according to whom he used to be a
mowtoxdoafoc (i.e. commander of a vessel). Nevertheless, the remark on
his family’s naval tradition as e [Romanos] came from one of those lowly
families that took pay from the emperor for naval battles seem to be more
interesting®. It appears that this detail, which does not refer exclusively
to Romanos, has not been related to Stephanos’ career and illustrates
Liutprand’s sufficient knowledge regarding the family’s activities.

A question that arises naturally after examining the careers of these
three officers concerns the use of the names Abastaktos and Lakapenos
in primary sources?. Alexander Kazhdan addressed the issue briefly and
precisely by observing that the family name Lakapenos is ascribed to
Romanos and his offspring for the first time in the late eleventh century
by Skylitzes and that most texts describe him as Romanos the Elder. This
evidence seems sufficient to support his argument that the name was given to
the lineage a posteriori®®. While his father, Theophylaktos, the Spovyydoiog

21. A. RuoBy, Byzantinische Epigramme auf Stein nebst Addenda zu den Binden
1 und 2 (Byzantinische Epigramme in inschriftlicher Uberlieferung, hrsgg. von Wolfram
Horandner, Andreas Rhoby und Anneliese Paul, Band 3, Teil 1und 2) [Verdffentlichungen
zur Byzanzforschung, 35], Vienna 2014, n. TR 24, pp. 556-559. See also L. ANDRIOLLO,
Constantinople et les provinces d’Asie Mineure, IXe-Xle si¢cle. Administration impériale,
sociétés locales et role de Paristocratie [CNRS, Monographies 52], Louvain - Paris - Bristol
2016, 294; PmbZ, n. 27242.

22. JENKINS, Imperial Centuries, 234; PmbZ, n. 26833.

23. Liudprandi Cremonensis Opera Omnia [Corpus Christianorum Continuatio
Mediaevalis, 156], ed. P. Cuiesa, Turnhout 1998 [hereafter Liutprandus Cremonensis,
Antapodosis], T7**%". Erat autem ex mediocribus ipsis qui navali pugna stipendia ab
imperatore acceperant. We follow the translation by P. Souatrini (transl.), The Complete
Works of Liudprand of Cremona [Medieval Texts in Translation], Washington D.C. 2007,
120.

24. For a recent and comprehensive research on family names during the middle
byzantine era see ANDRIOLLO, Constantinople et les provinces, 355-371.

25. A. Kazupan, The Formation of Byzantine Family Names in the Ninth and Tenth
Centuries, BSI 58 (1997), 90-109, here 90.
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LITERARY REPRESENTATIONS OF DESCENT 35

Stephanos, and another Theophylaktos, probably a contemporary of his?,
bore the name Abastaktos, Romanos is generally considered not to have
used it?, so the sources calling him Abastaktos simply attribute his father’s
name to him, as was customary. The earliest text describing him as Romanos
Abastaktos is the rendition of the Logothete’s chronicle, perhaps written
in 963-969 and known as Redaction B?. Psellos’ testimony, who also calls
him Abastaktos in the middle of the eleventh century, might be of more
interest. The Short History is the first text to associate the family with the
village of Lakape® and, at the same time, notes that the man [Theophylaktos
Abastaktos] was, unquestionably, very strong of body, but disturbed of
mind and dangerous when angry®®. This commentary, found in what seems
to be a history textbook?!, could be considered a moralistic interpretation
of the sobriquet Abastaktos (i.e. the Unbearable), providing a good reason
to Romanos to dissociate himself from an adversely perceived family
name. The suggestion that the name Lakapenos was used by the imperial
branch of the family and became dynastic is based on the observation that
only members of that line bear it¥ Yet, textual analysis evinces that the

26. The watpixioc Theophylaktos, who is mentioned as Abastaktos in the Miracles of
the Pege Monastery (PmbZ, n. 28204), could be identical to the udyiotpoc whose daughter
married an Armenian prince (PmbZ, n. 28196) or the matoixtoc who participated in the
arrestment of Theodoros, Constantine VII’s tutor (PmbZ, n. 28194). See De sacris aedibus
deque miraculis Deipare ad Fontem, in: AASS Novembris 111, 1910, 878-889, here 887.

27. E. PaTLAGEAN, Les débuts d’une aristocratie byzantine et le témoignage de
I'historiographie: systeme des noms et liens de parenté aux 1Xe-Xe siecles, in: The Byzantine
Aristocracy, I1X to XIII Centuries, ed. M. ANGoLD, Oxford 1984, 23-43, here 30.

28. Georgius Monachus Continuatus, 48. St. WAHLGREN, Symeon the Logothete and
Theophanes Continuatus, JOB 69 (2019), 323-333; A. MarkorouLOs, Le témoignage du
Vaticanus gr. 163 pour la période entre 945-963, Svuucixta 3 (1979), 83-119, here 88-89.

29. Michaelis Pselli Historia Syntomos [CFHB, 30], ed. and transl. W. J. Agrts, Berlin
1990 [hereafter Michael Psellos, Short History], 92°7%, On the imperial monastery founded
by Romanos in Lakape and attested in a novel of Nikephoros Phokas see J.-Cl. CHEYNET,
Le monastére impérial de Lekape, in: OAoxotivov. Studies in Byzantine Numismatics and
Sigillography in Memory of Petros Protonotarios, Athens 2013, 173-178, here 177-178.

30. Michael Psellos, Short History, 8877, We follow the editor’s translation.

31. K. Snipes, A Newly Discovered History of the Roman Emperors by Michael Psellos,
JOB 32/3 (1982), 52-61, here 55-56.

32.J.-Cl. CHEYNET, Laristocratie byzantine (VIIle - X1lle siecle), Journal des Savants, no.
2 (2000), 281-322, here 287 (= repr. and English transl. in: IpeM, The Byzantine Aristocracy
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36 NIKOLAOS L. KOSTOURAKIS

name was not created at the time of Romanos, since it appears only in
later sources, which might have used it in order to distinguish the imperial
family from lesser branches. In fact, the first reference to Lakape as the
family’s birthplace dates back to the eleventh century, some decades before
the surname Lakapenos emerges.

As mentioned earlier, an in-law relation to the general Adralestos has
been put forth as a crucial argument for the family’s aristocratic status®. Our
goal is to ascertain what this bond can reveal about the social origins of the
Lakapenoi by displaying all the data available. Adralestos is introduced in
historiographic sources as the first general to be appointed Domestic of the
Schools by Romanos I. Apparently, he had died by 921, when Pothos Argyros
assumed the post®. A hagiographic text, the Life of St. Michael Maleinos®,
reports in a detailed genealogy of the Saint’s family that Adralestos
the orpoatnAdrtns Avatoliic amdons was his maternal grandfather and
that one of his grandmothers was a blood relative of Romanos*. The
identification of this woman with the wife of Adralestos and not that of
Eustathios, his paternal grandfather, is generally accepted?®’. Even though

and its Military Function, Aldershot 2006, n. I); ANpRIOLLO, Constantinople et les provinces,
358, n. 134.

33. PmbZ, n. 20343.

34. Symeon Magister, Chronicon, 315", Theophanes Continuatus, Ioannes
Cameniata, Symeon Magister, Georgius Monachus [CSHB], ed. I. BEkkEr, Bonn 1838
[hereafter Theophanes Continuatus], 400",

35. S. MEeTivier [Michel Maléinos, un saint des Phocas?, TM 21/1 (2017) (=Mélanges
offerts a Jean-Claude Cheynet), 451-458, esp. 455-457], suggests that the Life of Michael
Maleinos did not serve the interests of the Phokades, as it is widely believed, but those of the
Maleinoi. Their close ties to the Phokades apparently did not deter them from aligning to
their in-law relative, Romanos Lakapenos, during his reign.

36. L. PetiT (ed.) Vie et office de saint Michel Maléinos, suivis d’un traité ascétique
de Basile Maléinos [hereafter Life of Michael Maleinos], ROC 7 (1902), 543-603, here
55077-551% 1oV mpoO¢ maTEOS UEV aVTH mdmmov, EVoTdOLov éxeivoy, TOV év matoixiols
UEYQ ®TNOAUEVOY GVOU Ol €V OTQATNYIALS TEQLPAVADS OLATOEPaVTA, TOOS O UNTOOS
avbic ASodAeotov, 1OV Ti) avTi nEv 1MV matoixinv GEiq teTiunuévov, otoatnidiny 88
TS AvatoAfs amdong Sid tO TiS Gvopelas xal QOOVHOEwS UTeQPAALOY yeVOuevoV®; i) Tic
Nyvonoe v éx PactAixot aiuatos YEYEVNUEYNY UAUUNY QUT®; TM UEYIOTO YXO PACLAET
Pouavd diépeoe mpos ovyyeveray. On the term uduun, which in a different context could
denote mother, see PmbZ, n. 20343, as well as LSJ° and LBG, s.v.

37. PmbZ, n. 20343; V. N. VLYSSIDOU, AQLOTOXQUTIXES 01x0YEVELES nat eSovaia (9og-
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LITERARY REPRESENTATIONS OF DESCENT 37

Adralestos’ long career, who appears to be active from the 870s up to 921,
has led to the estimation that the Saint’s grandfather and the Domestic of
the Schools are not the same person®, the identity is plausible¥. In fact, the
appointment of Adralestos as Domestic of the Schools by Romanos early in
his reign strengthens the possibility that the two men were related, as the
emperor conferred this post to his most trusted relatives*’. Thus, it can be
deduced that Theophylaktos Abastaktos married a close relative of his to
Adralestos and Anastaso, the Saint’s mother, was the couple’s daughter.
Adralestos is the first known member of an aristocratic family that would be
close to the Phokas faction a century later*’. Whether he was himself a scion
of the rising Asia Minor aristocracy, which already comprised families such
as the Doukai or the Argyroi, or a homo novus is impossible to tell as there
is no evidence pertaining to it*.

The marriage under question is suggested to denote that the Lakapenoi
belonged to the Eastern Asia Minor local élite before 871, based on the
following reasoning. According to his Life, Michael-Manuel was born in
894, after a long period of infertility for his parents®. If the Saint was
born approximately 10 years after the union, and his mother, Anastaso*,

100¢g at.): Epevves mAvw 0Ta S1adoYIXd OTASLA AVTIUETDTLONS TS QOUEVO-TIAPALYOVIXNS
xour e xammadoxixis aototoxpatias, Thessaloniki 2001, 87 and n. 175; PATLAGEAN,
Moyen Age, 115.

38. PmbZ, n. 20115.

39. METIVIER, Michel Maléinos, 455-456 and n. 32.

40. J.-Cl. CHEYNET, Les Maleinoi, in: J.-Cl. CHEYNET, La société byzantine, 511-524,
here 512. Vryssibou, Owxoyéveies, 87-88, sees the appeasement of the Phokades as a possible
incentive behind the appointment, as the general was related to them as well.

41. J.-Cl. CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations a Byzance (963-1210) [Byzantina
Sorbonensia, 9], Paris 1990, 227-228.

42. The first mentioned member of a family is not necessarily the first to belong to the
élite. See F. WINKELMANN, Quellenstudien zur herrschenden Klasse von Byzanz im 8. und 9.
Jahrhundert, Berlin 1987, 166; CHEYNET, Aristocratie, 287.

43. See L. PeriT, Vie et office de saint Michel Maléinos (as in n. 36), 543-603, here 587.

44. J.-Cl. CHEYNET [La patricienne a ceinture: une femme de qualité, in: Au cloitre et
dans le monde: femmes, hommes et sociétés (IXe-X Ve siecle). Mélanges en 'honneur de
Paulette L’Hermite-Leclercq, ed. P. HENRIET - A.-M. LEGRAS, Paris 2000, 179-187 (repr. in:
IpeM, La société byzantine, 163-173, here 165-166)] identifies Anastaso with the namesake
Cwoti matoixia mentioned in the Life of Basil the Younger. See The Life of Saint Basil the
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got married at the age of 18 (ca. 884)%, that would entail she was born ca.
866 and establish a dating for her parents’ marriage in the early 860s.
Moreover, if Adralestos is considered a prominent officer during that time,
it can be argued that his wife, Theophylaktos’ relative, could not but belong
to the same social milieu*. Yet, both the chronology of the marriage and
Adralestos’ social status appear to be tenuous. The birth of Saints after
the prolonged infertility of their pious parents, who are usually redeemed
by a miraculous intervention, is undoubtedly a hagiographic tomoc®.
Furthermore, Eudokimos and Anastaso had at least two more children after
the birth of Michael, something that can hardly imply any fertility issues®.
Therefore, the calculation of a considerable gap between the marriage of
Michael’s parents and his birth, a necessary argument for a chronology
before 871, should be abandoned. If Anastaso gave birth to her first child
before the age of 22, a case that seems realistic, her parents could have been
married slightly after 871. Nonetheless, this assumption by no means erases
the possibility of an earlier marriage.

The re-examination of the question highlighted certain flaws in the
suggestion that the family belonged to the Asia Minor aristocracy already
in the 860s because of the marriage. Nonetheless, even if we consider that
the Lakapenoi were undistinguished before 871, as argued above, the union’s
uncertain dating leaves two different interpretations open. On the one hand,

Younger: Critical Edition and Annotated Translation of the Moscow Version. D. F. SULLIVAN,
A.-M. TaLBor, S. McGraTH [Dumbarton Oaks Studies, 45], Washington 2014, 120%3,

45. On the legal age of marriage in Byzantium, which was 12 for women and 14 for
men, see Ph. KoukouLes, Bulavtivav Biog xai moAitiouos, v. 4, Athens 1951, 76-78; K.
NikoLaou, H yvvaixa otn uéon pviavtivy exoxi. Kowwvixd mooTuma %ot xaOnueoIvos
Piloc ota ayioroyixd xeiueva [IBE/EIE, Movoypagieg 6], Athens 2016, 85-86. See also
HEerroNG, Kinship, 14-15.

46. These calculations made by A. E. Laiou (The General and the Saint: Michael
Maleinos and Nikephoros Phokas, in: EYWYXIA. Mélanges offerts a Hélene Ahrweiler
[Byzantina Sorbonensia, 16], ed. M. BALARD et al., Paris 1998, 399-412, here 403 and n. 23),
refer to Eudokimos, but they seem to have been applied to Anastaso as well. See above n. 33.
See also HErRLONG, Kinship, 163.

47. PmbZ, n. 20343.

48. Th. PratscH, Der hagiographische Topos. Griechische Heiligenviten in mittel-
byzantinischer Zeit [Millennium Studien, 6], Berlin - New York 2005, 72-75.

49. Life of Michael Maleinos, 551%3-5523,
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Adralestos might have been a common soldier who married a relative of his
equally obscure comrade before 871, in an act that had no socio-political
incentives or impact at that time. On the other hand, Adralestos could be
either a rising officer or a member of the Asia Minor élite, who decided
to forge a bond with a relatively wealthy officer, bestowed with imperial
favour. Both cases are possible, but the latter seems to fit quite well with the
particular social conditions of the third quarter of the ninth century. The
proposal that the Domestic of the Schools Christophoros, who succeeded in
capturing Tephriki in 872%, was Romanos’ father-in-law, thus proving the
family’s social distinction in the last third of the ninth century®’, shall not be
discussed in detail as its doubtful nature has already been demonstrated™.
The strategies employed by literary sources in representing social
descent should primarily be correlated to the political loyalties and goals
of the milieu they expressed®, still in some cases they might betray what
the actual origins of the people in question were. The communis opinio
that Romanos was the son of an Armenian peasant is largely based on the
testimonies of Constantine VII (945-959) and Liutprand of Cremona, as
the Lombard Bishop refers to his humble birth on three different occasions
in his Antapodosis®. There is good reason to believe that he composed
this work during the reign of Constantine, based on both oral tradition

50. On the military operations against the Paulicians and their chronology see P.
LeMmERLE, L’histoire des Pauliciens d’Asie Mineure d’apres les sources grecques, TM 5 (1973),
1-144, here 96-103.

51. O. KRESTEN - A. MULLER, Legitimationsprinzip und kaiserlicher Urkundentitel in
Byzanz in der ersten Hilfte des 10. Jahrhunderts [Verlag der Osterreichischen Akademie
der Wissenschaften], Vienna 1995, 49, n. 149 and pp. 84-85. See also SErTIPANI, Continuité
des élites, 280 and n. 1, who argues that Christophoros was at the same time son-in-law of
Basil I and father-in-law to Romanos, thus proposing that the future emperor owed much to
his tie with a granddaughter of Basil.

52. PmbZ, n. 21258.

53. Rhetorical manipulation could be used freely in order to sketch inaccurate social
profiles since there were no legally defined classes in medieval Byzantium. See E. Racia,
Social Group Profiles in Byzantium: Some Considerations on Byzantine Perceptions about
Social Class Distinctions, ByzSym 26 (2016), 309-372, esp. 365-367.

54. Liutprandus Cremonensis, Antapodosis, 77%*%% Imperante Leone, Constantini
huius genitore, Pouavog imperator iste, quamquam wtoxos, ab omnibus tamen yonowog
habebatur, 7943440, §5391-5%3,
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and written sources, which have not been preserved®. The Antapodosis
depicts Romanos Lakapenos in a rather good light as his naval prowess
is extolled, while a legend concerning his victorious confrontation with a
lion is also detailed’®. Seemingly, Romanos’ only fault was his intention to
disinherit the lawful heir, Constantine VII*”. Under these conditions, it can
be argued that Liutprand had a glorifying biography of Romanos at his
disposal, perhaps commissioned by the eunuch Basil Nothos. The natural
son of Romanos wished to defend his family’s interests while respecting the
dynastic legitimacy and hence decided to promote a narration favourable
both to his father and the reigning emperor>®,

The Life of St. Euphrosyne the Younger, written in the fourteenth century
by Nikephoros Kallistos Xanthopoulos®, is the only source referring to an
aristocratic birth of Romanos, as he is said to be 70 1€ yévog 0Ux donuog®.

55. A. M. SmaLL, Constantinopolitan connections: Liudprand of Cremona and
Byzantium, in: From Constantinople to the frontier [The Medieval Mediterranean, 106],
ed. N. S. M. MartHEOU et al,, Leiden - Boston 2016, 84-97, esp. 85-87. On the credibility of
Liutprand’s testimony see KRESTEN - MULLER, Legitimationsprinzip, 7-8 and n. 13.

56. Liutprandus Cremonensis, Antapodosis, 77°%7-79%5, 8147+42 G, PrinziNG (Histo-
riography, Epic and Textual Transmission of Imperial Values: Liudprand’s Antapodosis and
Digenes Akrites, in: Reading in the Byzantine Empire and Beyond, ed. T. SHawcross - 1.
Totn, Cambridge 2018, 336-350, here 346-348), makes an interesting connection between
this narration and the epic of Digenes Akrites.

57. Liutprandus Cremonensis, Antapodosis, 86>°%,

58. SmaLL, Liudprand of Cremona, 94; PrinziNG, Liudprand’s Antapodosis, 345-346.
See also ODB, vol. 2, lemma Liutprand of Cremona (M. McCormick). On Basil’s interest in
history writing see J. M. FEATHERSTONE, Basileios Nothos as Compiler: the De Cerimoniis and
Theophanes Continuatus, in: Textual Transmission in Byzantium: between Textual Criticism
and Quellenforschung, ed. J. SIGNEs CODORER - 1. PEREZ MARTIN, Turnhout 2014, 353-372.

59. The work of Nikephoros, who composed seven more Lives, constitutes an example
of the Palaeologan trend to rewrite Lives of Saints who lived in the past centuries. See St.
ErTHYMIADIS, The Ashgate Research Companion to Byzantine Hagiography. Volume 1:
Periods and Places, Farnham 2011, 176-179.

60. Nikephoros Kallistos Xanthopoulos, Vita Euphrosynae Iunioris (BHG 627), in:
AASS Novembris 111, 1910, 861-877 [hereafter Life of Euphrosyne the Younger], here 873:
A€wv 8¢ 6 0OQOTATOS UET OV TOAU, T@V Tiis {wiic ETMV dtaueTondEVTWY, TO T *OATOS
xat v Eony arewmwv E§ avOpodmwy yivetar xal 0 adeApos avTol ALESavOpOs Emifaivel
OV OUNTTOWV GAAL %Ol 0DTOC ML unol Séxa mEOS T0Ic TOLOL TV BactAeioy StprNHOS
&V TovQaic xai afootntt, Tov fiov éSiotatatl. Tod 6& maidog To0 Aéovtosc Kwvotavtivou
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In all probability, Nikephoros composed this Life based on an unpreserved
work of the tenth century. The existence of such a prototype seems likely,
even though Euphrosyne herself might have been a fictive person, as a series
of historical details, which could not have been invented by the author, are
mentioned®. Among those, two are more intriguing as Romanos is said
to a) become dpovyydprog of the fleet under Leo VI (886-912), while it is
generally accepted that this happened during Alexander’s reign; b) rise to
the throne directly after Alexander’s death® These obvious errors appear to
have no historical importance, but crosschecking the evidence provided by
Liutprand might prove otherwise.

»outdf) véov amoleiplévtog, Exeidn dvooa mapeival Tjj aoxii €0el ixavov tag Nviag tis
Pouaiov nyeuovias Stayeipioovta, moAL®V Tf] POVAJ] mOOS TOTTO O1) XOLVOUEVWY, EE
anaviov 61 Pouavos ta mowteia Aaufdvet, 10 1€ YEVos 00x EONUOS @V, HOTEQ EQPNUEY,
TP TE UaxO@D YHOQ TOAANY €iANQMmS gumeloiay xal Tals ovyvais otoatnyiais 8t aidots
1) PovAf] Pouaiowv xabeotnras The phrase ovx donuog/ayevig literally means “not
undistinguished”, yet parallels suggest that this litotes generally indicates aristocratic birth.
See Life of Athanasios Athonites, Sancti Athanasii Athonitae vita prima auctore Athanasio
Monacho (BHG 187), in: Vitae duae antiquae Sancti Athanasii Athonitae [CCSG, 9], ed.
J. NoreT, Leuven 1982, 1-124, here 5%% Life of Macarios, S. Macarii monasterii Pelecetes
hegumeni acta graeca (BHG 1003), AnBoll 16 (1897), 140-163, here 14325,

61. I. Rocuow, Die Vita der Euphrosyne der Jiingeren, das spéteste Beispiel des Motivs
der weiblichen Transvestitentums (Monachoparthenia) in der byzantinischen Hagiographie,
in: Mir Aleksandra Kazhdana, K 80-letiju co dnia roZdenija, ed. A. A. CHEKALOVA, St.
Petersburg 2003, 259-271, esp. 270-271. J. O. Rosenovist, Die byzantinische Literatur. Vom
6. Jahrhundert bis zum Fall Konstantinopels 1453, Berlin - New York 2007, 165, doubts the
historicity of the Vita. See also P. Oporico, Les miroirs des princes a Byzance. Une lecture
horizontale, in: “L’éducation au gouvernement et a la vie”. La tradition des “Reégles de vie”
de I’ Antiquité au Moyen-Age, ed. P. Oporico, Paris 2009, 223-246, here 241-245, esp. n. 40.

62. Romanos is introduced as dpovyydotog during the extensive coverage of Leo’s
contacts with the Saint, in a part of the Life that has been considered a speculum principis.
See K. BourpARA, Le modele du bon souverain a I'époque de Léon VI le Sage et la vie de
Sainte Euphrosyne, in: EYWYXIA. Mélanges offerts a Hélene Ahrweiler, 109-117. Life of
Euphrosyne the Younger, 873: "Hv 8¢ ti¢c »at’ éxeivo xapo®[under the reign of Leo VI| t@v év
GEduaot Stamperdvimv meoLpavig Gvijo, Spovyydotoc T GEilwua, To0 TAOTUOV 0TOAOY
mavtoc éEnyovuevoc, -usya 88 totto maod Pouaiowc fovletal sival gic meonpdvelay-
Pwuavog dvoua t@ avopi. See above n. 22.
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In fact, these two exact mistakes can be found in the Antapodosis®, and
this circumstance should not be considered coincidental. On the contrary,
this observation might reveal an until now unnoticed relation between the
two texts; both Antapodosis and the lost Life of St. Euphrosyne the Younger
draw from a common pro-Lakapenid tradition, which had already taken
shape in the middle of the tenth century. Despite that, the two traditions are
not identical, as they do not agree on the social descent of the Lakapenoi.
This is the only evidence available to support the argument, since there
seems to be no further common ground between the two texts. Nonetheless,
the question remains even if our assumption is incorrect: Why did two
sources with convergent views choose to represent their hero’s origins in
contradictory ways? Starting with Liutprand’s testimony, one should take
notice of the fact that his source, or sources, is/are referring consistently to his
humble birth, which is revealed emphatically on three separate occasions®.
To understand the insistence - which has to be purposeful - in making of
Romanos a peasant (wtwyoc) who managed to claim the throne exclusively
thanks to his virtues (yorowog), we should look at the ways pro-Macedonian
literature legitimised Basil’s rise to power. The first reference to his fictitious
descendance from the Arsacids is made in Basil’s funeral oration, delivered
by Leo VI in 888%. About ten years earlier, a different strategy was chosen to
serve the same cause in a laudatory poem written perhaps by Photios: Basil’s
undistinguished birth is celebrated as he is paralleled to David, the shepherd
who was anointed King®. It has been suggested convincingly that during
Basil’s lifetime accepting and legitimizing his humble origins by invoking

63. Liutprandus Cremonensis, Antapodosis, 79>%% Unde factum est ut, tam pro
caeteris quamaque pro praeclaro praesenti hoc facinore, non multo post a Leone imperatore
tanto donaretur honore, oxwg mwavio T& wAola in manibus suis essent eiusque iussionibus
oboedirent, 5377 Leone atque Alexandro imperatoribus augustis hominem exeuntibus,
Romanos, ut latius dicturi sumus, cum Constantino, qui nunc usque superest, Leonis
imperatoris filio, Constantinopolitanum regebat imperium, 80*-814%, KRESTEN - MULLER,
Legitimationsprinzip, 52-53, have illustrated that some of Liutprand’s chronologies follow a
coronation of Romanos in 913, and not 920.

64. See above n. 54.

65. A. Vocr - 1. HAUSHERR (eds.), Oraison funébre de Basile I par son fils Léon VI le
Sage, [Orientalia Christiana, 77], Rome 1932), 5-79, here 44%*%,

66. A. MarkorouLos (ed.), An Anonymous Laudatory Poem in Honor of Basil I, DOP
46 (1992), 225-232, here 2307*%,
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the Bible was preferred to forging a legendary lineage because the truth was
widely known®’. Half a century later, his ancestry was further embellished
by adding Constantine I and Alexander the Macedonian as his forebears®.

Is this evidence enough to consider Basil’s case as a model for the sources
used by Liutprand and referring to Romanos? One of the three passages
mentioning his undistinguished background notes that even though never
did he dream ... that he would hold the royal scepter, he eventually became
emperor because [ The Lord] lifts up the poor from the dunghill, so that he may
sit with the princes and hold the throne of glory®. The use of Hannah’s Prayer
to explain and justify Romanos’ ascendance might be the only surviving
fragment indicating that the emperor’s milieu integrated elements from the
pro-Macedonian Davidic tradition” into its pro-Lakapenid propaganda’.
The two other references to Romanos’ background complete the picture of a
capable and benevolent ruler as he is characterised yonowuog in the former
and kind-hearted in the latter’>. Nonetheless, concluding that the rise of the
Lakapenoi was due exclusively to Romanos’ political prowess, as Liutprand’s
sources would wish their readers to believe, would be unperceptive. Given
that the family had a noticeable and growing influence after 871, one could
argue that the emperor’s supporters at court found it awkward to exalt his
lineage, as it was inferior to established aristocratic families, especially
the Phokades”™. Unfortunately, Liutprand’s testimony is indirect and
fragmentary as he preserves certain sources and traditions that are now lost,
meaning that there can be no definite conclusions regarding their nature,

67. MarkopouLos, History writing, 187.

68. Life of Basil, 18>>77.

69. Liutprandus Cremonensis, Antapodosis, 857, 1Sm 2: 7-8. See SQUATRINI,
Liudprand of Cremona, 128.

70. See P. MaGpALINO, Observations on the Nea Ekklesia of BasilI, JOB 37 (1987), 51-64,
here 58 (repr. in: Ipem, Studies on the History and Topography of Byzantine Constantinople,
Aldershot 2006, n. V).

71. Attributing the citing of Hannah’s Prayer to Liutprand’s own plume does not seem
plausible, since the other two references to Romanos’ humble origins are also accompanied
by positive remarks.

72. Liutprandus Cremonensis, Antapodosis, 77%%384 79438440,

73. On the rivalry between Romanos and the Domestic Leo Phokas, which ended with
the latter’s blinding, see CHEYNET, Les Phocas, 296-297.
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purposes, and literary strategies’. In spite of that, the assumptions made
above try to deal with the evident contradiction that in a society where
noble birth was openly praised’” an unwavering pro-Lakapenid tradition,
which included other fictive elements in its narration, opted to downplay
rather than embellish Romanos’ origins.

The Life of St. Euphrosyne the Youngerappears to derive from a different
milieu and to serve other goals as it represents the emperor’s descent in
a divergent manner. Rochow’s suggestion that the original Life had been
commissioned by the aristocratic family of Agelastos is plausible since the
Saint was a member of it herself, her paternal uncle being described as an
Agelastos’. The historical context seems to reinforce this possibility as Leo
Agelastos, a mowtoomraldoiog active in the Peloponnese, was expelled by
Bardas Platypodis, the otoatnyoc of the theme. This event, related to the
unrest in the region about 923-92577, has been understood as a struggle
between the pro-Lakapenid Bardas Platypodis and the pro-Macedonian Leo
Agelastos’. Consequently, the family might have sought to strengthen its
delicate position by commissioning a hagiographic text favourable to the
reigning emperor”. This chronology cannot be certain since we are dealing
with a text whose existence has been questioned. However, the arguments
already made and the fact that the depiction of Romanos is overtly positive
indicate that such a text actually existed and that it should be dated under
his reign.

At this point, we should turn to some details that might provide further
insight into the Life under discussion. Saint Euphrosyne prophesized and
thus legitimised Romanos’ rise to the throne during the reign of Leo VI, yet
she warned him not to think of something else [i.e. conspire against Leo],

74. On this point see PRiNzING, Liudprand’s Antapodosis, 336-337.

75. See CHEYNET, Aristocratie, 292-298.

76. Rocnow, Euphrosyne, 270-271. See Life of Euphrosyne the Younger, 863.

77. See 1. ANaGNOsTAKIS, ‘From Tempe to Sparta’ Power and Contestation prior to the
Latin Conquest of 1204, in: Byzantium, 1180-1204: ‘The Sad Quarter of a Century’? [IBE/
EIE, Atefvi Zvundoia, 22], ed. A. Simpson, Athens 2015, 135-157, here 138-141.

78. Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De administrando imperio [CFHB, 1], ed. and transl.
Gy. Moravcsik - R. J. H. Jenkins, Washington 19677 [hereafter DAI], 2345%%. See PmbZ, n.
24413.

79. RocHow, Euphrosyne, 270.
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because you will regret it afterwards®. The same Saint contributed decisively
to the birth of Constantine VII, Leo’s longed-for son, while Romanos’
conflict with his mother, Zoe Karbonopsina, is artfully concealed by
placing his ascent right after Alexander’s death®. These remarks show that
the Agelastoi continued to respect the dynastic legitimacy while flattering
the Lakapenids. In fact, Leo Agelastos reappears in literary sources as
otoatnyosof the Armeniacs in 945/946, under Constantine VII®2 Returning
to the representation of the family’s origins, one observes that the Life’s
writer pays particular attention to the importance of social distinction. The
wealth of the Agelastoi is consistently exalted®, while they are said to be
of imperial stock (Baoidetov yévoc)®, thus being presented as one of the
most influential families in the empire. This approach to the issue of social
prominence leaves no alternative than to praise the Lakapenoi. The fact that
in the text of Nikephoros Xanthopoulos the phrase @omep Epnuev® is used
when referring to Romanos’ birth, without any prior mention, may evince
that the lost Life contained a more complete record of his ancestry.

The third source referring specifically to the background of Romanos
is, unlike the two already examined, staunchly anti-Lakapenid. In DAI, a
work that regardless of its authorship manifests Constantine VII’s political
views®®, the Porphyrogenitos unleashes a philippic against his father-
in-law, who is described as a common, illiterate fellow... nor was he of

80. Life of Euphrosyne the Younger, 873.

81. Life of Euphrosyne the Younger, 870. See Rocrow, Euphrosyne, 262-263.

82. Theophanes Continuatus, 443'%2,

83. Life of Euphrosyne the Younger, 862: matéoec 6&¢ avti ayaboi xai é§ ayabav,
TAOTTOV UEV TEMDTOV dPOOVOV %Al GXEVWTOV EMIELXDS TAOUTHOAVIES, THV EVOERELAY,
ovx EAatTtov O€ TIVOS EVEYXRAUEVOL TOV €V Tf] TaATEIOL XAV TM OEVTEQW TOUTW, GO0S €V
XOVOP nal Goyvow #al 10ic Stayovools éo0fuacty, 863: Auélel xal d¢ ye TOOOHHOV RV
TAUTNY EVOREVOOGUEVOL YOUVOD TE TOALD KOl AOYUO® TAUTNY EPOSLATAVTES SLATOVTLOV
1) Kovotavtivov éyxabiot@ot xal ti) TV AYEAGOTOV 0ixiq QEQOVTES ExOLOOAOTL.

84. Life of Euphrosyne the Younger, 866: ratio 6& xal ufjtno avtis xal 1 XatQ YEVOg
Gdmaoa meoLpdveta — gic faocilelov yio Yévoc Thv 10T YEvous BAAoTNV 7V Gvagpéoovoa.

85. See above n. 60.

86. Pr. KomatiNa, Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De Administrando Imperio and the
Byzantine Historiography of the mid-10th Century, ZRVI 56 (2019), 39-68; I. ANAGNOSTAKIS,
Ovxn elow éua to yoduuarto. Iotopia »al wotopies otov TTopgpuooyévvnrto, Svuuetxta 13
(1999), 97-140; NemEeTH, Excerpta, 34-35.
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imperial and noble stock®. Apparently, Constantine offers insight into the
alternative perception of humble origins during the tenth century by laying
his emphasis on the negative aspects of social obscurity such as illiteracy or
arrogant and despotic actions. The yoyoc of Romanos should be understood
more in a dynastic and political context rather than as a personal grudge.
Constantine launched a campaign to “restore” the Macedonian dynasty
after the Lakapenid usurpation® and, at the same time, expressed an
alternative approach on matters of external policy®. This testimony seems
to be the least illuminating of the three, as its polemic character dictates
strictly the textual means to be used when referring to the background of
the Lakapenoi®.

One is, at first, surprised by the fact that the source par excellence on
Romanos’ reign, the chronicle of Symeon Magister, makes no allusion to
his social status®’. A possible way to interpret its silence is by relating it to
the characteristics of traditional annalistic chronography, as the particular
interest in noble birth is among the literary novelties of the tenth century®
In fact, one of the most considerable differences between the chronicle and
the sixth book of Theophanes Continuatus, which is largely based on it, is

87. DAI, 72'*15% O niois Pouavog, 6 facidevs, ididtng xal &yoduuatos dvOpwmoc
v xal oUte 1@V Avwbev év PBaotleiols TeOpauuévos, ovite TV TaEN*0AoVONROTOV EE
Goxfs ToUs Powuaixovs é0iouovs, olite amo yévous Paoctdeiov xal evyevots We follow
JENKINS’ translation.

88. P. MacpaLINno, Knowledge in Authority and Authorised History: the Imperial
Intellectual Programme of Leo VI and Constantine VII, in: Authority in Byzantium [Centre for
Hellenic Studies, Publications 14], ed. P. ARMSTRONG, London - New York 2013, 187-209. See
also Pr. Prasap, Splendour, Vigour and Legitimacy. The prefaces of the Book of Cerimonies
(De Cerimoniis) and Byzantine imperial theory, in: The Emperor in the Byzantine World:
Papers from the Forty-Seventh Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies, ed. Sh. TOUGHER,
London - New York 2019, 235-247.

89. T. K. Lounchis, Kwvotavtivov Z Iopguooyévvntov, De administrando imperio
(ITpog 1OV iS1ov vidv Pouavov). Mia uédodoc avdyvwong, Athens 20182 45-49.

90. See HERLONG, Kinship, 147.

91. I. CHRrESTOU, Avtoxpatopixi eSovoia xai moltixy moaxtixy. O EOAog TOU
rapadvvaotevoviog otn PBvlavriviy Stoixnon (téAn Sov-apyés 11ov aidva), Athens
2008, 209-210, observes that the pro-Lakapenid Symeon makes no attempt to embellish his
hero’s origins. See also SETTIPANI, Continuité des élites, 280-281.

92. See M arkorouLos, History writing, 187-190.
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the addition in the latter of a series of genealogical details, praising families
such as the Kourkouai or the Argyroi®. Before proceeding to the conclusions,
we should like to make a short note on the family’s ethnic background,
as Anthony Kaldellis in his recent Romanland succeeded in dispelling the
long-standing myth of its certain Armenian origin®. One could add to his
argumentation the fact that not a single member of the family bears an
Armenian name, such as Bardas®.

The analysis made above suggests that the rise of the Lakapenoi to
power should be understood as a gradual process rather than as a parvenu’s
personal achievement. The only evidence pertaining to the family’s social
status before 871 derives from the incident involving Theophylaktos
Abastaktos and Basil I since the lack of further information about the in-law
bond with Adralestos renders it unusable in this respect. Romanos’ father
is introduced as a soldier who saved Basil during a battle, in a story that
creates a bond between the Macedonians and the Lakapenoi. However, the
pro-Lakapenid Symeon Magister does not refer to any title or office held by
Theophylaktos and adds that he actually refused to receive one (thv tiunyv
G@eic). On the contrary, he was granted imperial lands by the emperor, who
was indebted to him. Therefore, this incident seems to have conferred to an
until then undistinguished family both economic influence and imperial
favour. No other family members are recorded in the sources for the next
forty years as two senior naval officers, Romanos and Stephanos Abastaktos,
appear around 910. The prolonged silence of the sources does not allow
us to monitor the family’s socio-political activities during this period, yet
assuming that it did not have any would be unsubstantial. What can be said
is that the family had established its presence in the navy by the beginning
of the tenth century, and thus belonged to the empire’s bureaucratic €lite.

The direct references of three sources to the origins of the Lakapenoi
contribute to sketching their social profile before 919; however, what
appears to be more interesting is understanding the textual reconstructions
of descent in political context. At first, one notices two contradictions: a)

93. Kazupan, A History of Byzantine Literature, 166-167.

94, KaLDELLIS, Romanland, 174-176.

95. KaLpELLs, Romanland, 181-183, uses this argument for the Emperors Maurice and
Herakleios but not in the case of Romanos.
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the sources favourable to the family, Liutprand of Cremona and the Life
of Euphrosyne the Younger, do not agree on Romanos’ background as the
former calls him 7Twyos and the latter ovx donuog; b) Liutprand agrees
with the openly hostile Constantine VII on his humble birth. Contextualising
the two pro-Lakapenid texts is a rather demanding challenge, as neither
constitutes a “direct” source, Liutprand reproducing lost Greek sources
and traditions and the Life of Euphrosyne being a fourteenth-century work,
perhaps abbreviating a tenth-century initial text. These two sources seem to
derive from different political environments and to serve divergent agendas,
even though they might share a common tradition based on the fact that
they repeat two historical errors. The Life of Euphrosyne predominantly
serves the interests of the Agelastoi, its possible commissioners, as they are
shown to belong to the upper echelons of the aristocracy. At the same time,
the pro-Macedonian family pronounces its respect to dynastic legitimacy
and tries to reconcile with Romanos Lakapenos, the reigning emperor,
by flattering him. In a text where the importance of social prominence
is evident, Romanos’ birth is described as aristocratic, thus reflecting
the family’s social ascendance after 871. Liutprand of Cremona, and his
relatives before him, were active at court, and therefore, it is plausible to
assume that the material reproduced in the Antapodosis was circulated in
this particular milieu. Apparently, these traditions, which included even a
confrontation of Romanos with a lion -a strong sign of their propagandistic
character- preferred to depict their hero as a homo novus, who owed
everything to his resourcefulness rather than as a scion of the élite. The odd
thing is that, instead of magnifying, such an approach conceals the family’s
relative distinction after 871. To provide an explanation, we suggested
looking towards two directions: a) pro-Macedonian literature had recently
deployed a similar strategy in order to legitimise the ascension of the
undistinguished Basil I, who is represented as the New David. Seemingly,
the partisans of Romanos found a tested model, incorporating elements of
the Davidic tradition into their narration as a passage of the Antapodosis
implies; b) the rivalry with the most prominent aristocratic family, the
Phokades, rendered the investment in noble descent unproductive as this
was their area of advantage. In the third text, Constantine VII's DAI a
more “snobbish” approach towards undistinguished birth is put forth out of
political calculation.
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So, what can the case of the Lakapenoi tell about the reality and the
perception of social mobility in ninth- and tenth-century Byzantium? An
obscure family managed to gradually integrate into the Empire’s ruling
class, giving the chance to a potent naval officer to claim the throne half a
century later. Thus, social climbing was possible, yet members of established
families appear to be better equipped in the political arena than their
parvenus forebears®. There seems to be no single or fixed attitude towards
the phenomenon, as humble birth could be either accepted and praised or
slandered, depending on the political conditions. Nonetheless, the very fact
that low origins had “to be accepted”® brings to the surface a social reality
where being born into the ruling class was most auspicious.

96. As CHEYNET, Les Phocas, 290-291, notes the actual rise of the Phokades was due to
Nikephoros Phokas the Elder and not his father.
97. See Life of Basil, 19,
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AOTOTEXNIKES ANATIAPASTASEIS THY KATATQIrHS KAI
KomenNika KINHTIKOTHTA. H TTEPINTOSH TON AAKAITHNQN

O Pouavég A" Aaxoamnvog mopadoolaxd BOemoeltol  TOTEWVHS
noTAYWYNS. 20té00, 1 dweed evog TOToV foctiixot and tov Baoilelo
A" otov matépa tov, Oso@Uhaxto APdotaxto, xoL M €§ ayywoteiog
ovyyévelo ue tov oteatnyo Adpdieoto €yxel odnynoeL oe avabedonon
™G EMKQATOVOOS ATOYNS OYETIXG UE TNV XOLVOVIXY XOTAYOYN TOV
Aoxamnvayv. Tavtdyeova, oL TNYES TOV AvopEQOVTIUL PNTA OTO THTNU
naadidovy amoxAivovoeg exdoyés. 210 madv dbpo eEetdletal, agpevac,
1 xowvmvix 0€om T onoyEvelag uéoa amd TNV dAoN TWV UEADV TNG ROL,
QPETEQOV, ETLYELQE(TAL EQUNVEID TV OTQATNYLRMDV UE TIS OTTOIES OL TNYES
OVOTAQLOTOUV TNV XOTOYMYN TV Acxamnvdyv, ue wdoitepn €ugpoom
ot OATIRG %(VNTEA TOVUC %ol TV TEOOAMYN TOU QULVOUEVOV TNG
1OLVOVIXNS ®vnTroTNTOC TTpoTEIVETAL GTL M OLROYEVELD NTAV ALONUN KL
Toe N otadoxry dvoddoc g emétpeye 0tov Pouave vo opeteplotel Tov
000v0, ®aBMS ®at GTL SVO PLAOAARATNVIXES TNYES, LOAOVOTL EVOEYETOL VO
AVOTOQAYOVY ROVEC TAEAJGOELS, dLOPWVOUV MC TEOS TNV RATAYM YT TOV
Pouavotd AMoym tng d1opoeTIRNS TOOEAEVONC RO L OTOYEVONS TOVC.
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