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DioNYsI0S STATHAKOPOULOS

THE NICAEAN EMPERORS AND THE ARISTOCRACY™

The Empire of Nicaea (1205-1261) was one of the main Byzantine polities
in exile after the sack of Constantinople in 1204. It was a new political
formation but manned entirely by members or offspring of the previous
political establishment, whether they came from the provincial elites of
Anatolia, or were part of the high Komnenian aristocracy who sought
refuge in Nicaea from the European territories and Constantinople. Once
a leader emerged and the polity was consolidated, when a court and an
administration were established, so did the familiar power dynamics
between emperors and the aristocracy, the dialectics between a centralized
monarchy and a set of powerful individuals and families who expected a
privileged share in power and its trappings®. In principle, there was nothing

* This text was commissioned several years ago by Pagona Papadopoulou and Alicia
Simpson for a volume on the Empire of Nicaea that unfortunately has not been published.
I would like to thank them both very much for their initial invitation and add particular
thanks to Alicia Simpson for many helpful comments on a previous draft. Finally, I would
like to express my gratitude to both Ekaterini Mitsiou and Vincent Puech for making their
important unpublished PhD dissertations available to me.

1. The key works are M. ANGoLD, A Byzantine Government in Exile: Government and
Society under the Laskarids of Nicaea (1204-1261), Oxford 1975; J. S. LaNGDON, John
1II Ducas Vatatzes’ Byzantine Imperium in Anatolian exile 1222-54, unpublished doctoral
dissertation, UCLA 1979; D. Kvritses, The Byzantine Aristocracy in the Thirteenth and
Early Fourteenth Centuries, unpublished doctoral dissertation, Harvard University 1997;
V. PuecH, L’ aristocratie et le pouvoir a Byzance au XlIlle siecle (1204-1310), unpublished
doctoral thesis, Université de Versailles-Saint-Quentin-en-Yvelines, 2 vols, 2000; E. MiTsiou,
Untersuchungen zu Wirtschaft und Ideologie im Nizinischen Reich; unpublished doctoral
thesis, Universitit Wien, 2006; D. ANGELov, Imperial Ideology and Political Thought
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220 DIONYSIOS STATHAKOPOULOS

new about this. However, the state of Nicaea can act as a useful case study
in the evolution of the struggle between emperors and the aristocracy as
well as into how the Byzantine elites adapted to new political and material
circumstances for two reasons: because it had a limited lifespan and because
the Byzantines returned to Constantinople under a leader from a different
ruling family, thus signalling a break in the political organization. In this
clearly delineated period, therefore, a set of questions can be explored: Did
the watershed events of 1204 change the aristocracy in a significant way
- its composition and extent of properties, its relationship to the imperial
court and authority, or its access to power? In short, is the most productive
way to frame the question one of continuity or break? Does the relationship
between emperors and the aristocracy in Nicaea represent a continuation
of the social dynamics of the preceding period, or is it characterized by a
different set of principles? If there is difference, what caused it and how was
it expressed?

The relationship between the aristocracy and imperial authority in
Nicaea cannot be separated from the period that preceded 1204 and, to an
extent, from the Palaiologan dominance after 1258. Furthermore, as the
discussion below will demonstrate, the three emperors who ruled during the
Nicaean period until 1258 adopted quite different approaches towards the
aristocracy; as such it is misleading to think of a ‘Nicaean’ imperial policy
towards its elites. Rather, one should examine how these three emperors
adapted the inherited and dominant ideology and practices of dealing with
the aristocracy to suit their conceptions of power and authority to the extent
that conditions that were often outside their control allowed it. Similarly,
neither can one sensibly talk of a unified and coherent aristocratic policy
towards these emperors as the aristocracy never formed itself into a group
pursuing common political goals® Again, we are looking at individuals and,
to a certain degree, families, who pursued their own interests in their desire

in Byzantium, 1202-1330, Cambridge 2007; IpEM, The Byzantine Hellene: The Life of
Emperor Theodore Laskaris and Byzantium in the Thirteenth Century, Cambridge 2019;
A. JovaNovi¢, Michael Palaiologos and the Publics of the Byzantine Empire in Exile,
c. 1223-1259, Cham 2022.

2. On the limits of aristocratic power within the Byzantine political system see E.
Raaia, Social Group Profiles in Byzantium: Some Considerations on Byzantine Perceptions
about Social Class Distinctions, ByzSym 26 (2016), 309-372 and especially 349-371.
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THE NICAEAN EMPERORS AND THE ARISTOCRACY 221

to retain and augment their privileged position, at times by contracting
opportunistic alliances (and often shifting them) with each other and/or the
emperors who ruled them.

Defining the Aristocracy

To study the aristocracy, it is obviously important to first define it, but this is
more difficult than it may appear. Numerous scholars have tried to produce
working definitions of what constituted this group in the absence of a clear
and stable statement from the Byzantines themselves. While it is self-evident,
for example, that the imperial families (the Komnenoi, Doukai, Angeloi and
later the Palaiologoi) belonged to the aristocracy, the proliferation of their
progeny since the late eleventh century and the marriages they contracted
created a much larger pool. This represented the highest echelon of this
social group, depending on the degree of proximity to the reigning imperial
dynasty. Increasingly, its members came to be recognized for their noble
birth (eugeneia)®. As Angeliki Laiou was the first to explicitly point out,
the Byzantine aristocracy did not constitute a nobility, ‘a hereditary caste,
whose rights and privileges are safeguarded by law™. And yet, as Magdalino
has remarked, those descended from the imperial and leading families (see
below) formed a (noble) class apart and their exalted status was noted by
contemporaries>,

It seems that identifying a member of the aristocracy may have been
clearer to their contemporaries in Byzantium than it is to us. To overcome this
obstacle, Kyritses opted to disregard what he sees as ‘subjective’ information
(the way an individual is presented in the sources as, e.g., prominent or
noble) and instead focused on official designations (titles, offices and
honorific epithets, such as kyr)®. This definition becomes more valid for
the period in question given that offices and titles at court were merged

3. For a survey on this issue see N. LEipHOLM, Elite Byzantine Kinship, ca. 950-1204,
Leeds 2019, 12-19, 50.

4. A. Laiou, The Byzantine Aristocracy in the Palaiologan Period: A Story of Arrested
Development, Viator 4 (1973), 131-151, here 132.

5. P. MacpaLiNo, Court Society and Aristocracy, in: A Social History of Byzantium, ed.
J. HaLpon, Oxford 2009, 229-230.

6. KYRITSES, Byzantine Aristocracy, 7-15.
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222 DIONYSIOS STATHAKOPOULOS

into a single hierarchy during the Nicaean period’. While such a working
definition will not retrieve all aristocrats from the source material, it has
the advantage of offering a solid reference point. Puech adopted a similar
approach but included the higher echelons of the ecclesiastical hierarchy in
his sample®,

What becomes obvious even from this very short outline of the
question is that it is difficult to generalize, and that any effort to define and
characterize the aristocracy as a whole cannot do justice to the complexities
of the system. This is bound to change with the publication of a growing
number of prosopographical studies devoted to specific families as well as
a general prosopography of the Empire of Nicea that is being prepared’,
but at present a more cautious approach would be prudent. As such, I have
decided to focus chiefly on the highest echelons of the aristocracy: those who
were descended from imperial families through blood and marriage and
who occupied the highest offices in the civil and military administration.
As a group they are highly visible in our source material and their political
actions are easier to track. In doing so, I am following the information
provided by the sources.

In a much quoted passage, George Pachymeres presents what seems like
a snapshot of this exalted group in the Nicaean Empire as they gathered
to debate the regency of the young heir John IV in 1258: Tzamantouroi/
Laskarides, Tornikioi, Strategopouloi, Raoul, Palaiologoi, Batatzai,
Philai, Kavallarioi, Nestongoi, Kamytzai, Aprenoi, Angeloi, Livadarioi,
Tarchaneiotai, Philanthropenoi, Kantakouzenoi - those ‘welded together by
the golden chain of noble birth’'’. Angold and Magdalino add the Raoul,
Branades, Petraliphai and Synadenoi'!, and one must, obviously, count the

7. ANGoLD, A Byzantine Government in Exile, 63-64, see also 67-68 for a similar, if not
quite as explicit, approach to defining the aristocracy.

8. PUECH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 1 23-24.

9. See https://www.oeaw.ac.at/imafo/veranstaltungen/detail/bridging-the-gap-the-
prosopography-of-a-fragmented-world-13th-cent.

10. Kai Soou éAAot oic 1) ueyaloyeviic ool xal yovoi) ovyxexpdtnto, George
Pachymeres, Relations historiques, 1-11, ed. A. FAILLER, tr. by V. Laurent [CFHB 24/1-2],
Paris 1984; III-IV ed. and tr. by A. FAILLER, [CFHB 24/2], Paris 1999), 1 21, 93

11. ANGoLp, A Byzantine Government in Exile, 69; MacpaLINo, Court Society and
Aristocracy, 230.
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THE NICAEAN EMPERORS AND THE ARISTOCRACY 223

imperial families of the Komnenoi and the Doukai, even if the proliferation
of their members requires ad hoc decisions on the inclusion of each individual
in the discussion that follows.

The Komnenian Arrangement and Its Legacy

Since the social and political landscape and its key players at Nicaea did
not begin ex nihilo, it is important to briefly outline the political and
social framework in which they operated. At the heart of the nexus of
relationships between the emperors and the aristocracy lies what we may
call the Komnenian arrangement, initiated by Alexios I Komnenos (1081-
1118) and continued by his son John II (1118-1143) and grandson Manuel I
(1143-1180)"2. Having secured power through a bloody coup, Alexios
followed a policy of alliance with major aristocratic families (the Doukai, the
family of his empress being the first and most important). As his brothers
and other close relatives were entrusted with high offices, exalted titles and
significant landed properties and as his children and other close relatives
were married with scions of aristocratic families a network of the highest,
imperial aristocracy gradually emerged. As Peter Frankopan, however,
has shown Alexios did also appoint to some of the highest positions in the
military men who were not imperial Kin, but were chosen for their skills and
loyalty!3,

The aim of the system, which proved quite successful until Manuel
I’s death in 1180, was to make clear to the aristocracy that it was more
beneficial for them to join the imperial family than oppose it'%. As
Magdalino has clearly shown, the system worked as long as the emperors

12. For an overview see P. MacpaLINO, The Empire of Manuel I Komnenos, 1143-
1180, Cambridge 1993, 180-217; Ipem, Innovations in Government, in: Alexios I Komnenos,
ed. M MuLLETT - D. SMYTHE [Belfast Byzantine Texts and Translations 4/1], Belfast, 1996, 146-
166; J.-C. CHEYNET, Laristocratie byzantine (VIIIe-XIlle siecle), Journal des savants (2000)
281-322; tr. The Byzantine Aristocracy (8th-13th centuries), in: The Byzantine Aristocracy
and Its Military Function, Aldershot 2006, 1-43, here 41-42). Magdalino and Cheynet show
that some of the features of Alexios’s approach had already begun to emerge from the late
Macedonian period onwards.

13. P. Frankoran, Kinship and the Distribution of Power in Komnenian Byzantium,
English Historical Review 122 (2007) 1-34.

14. MaGpaLINO, Manuel Komnenos, 187.
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224 DIONYSIOS STATHAKOPOULOS

governing the empire could persuasively and actively demonstrate they were
also heads of the (by then) extended Komnenian network of power and
control the aristocracy with a steady hand'’. The ‘sad quarter of a century’
that followed Manuel’s death, however, showed that the arrangement had
reached an impasse. In what followed, and in our case must be seen as the
immediate background to the formation of the Nicacan Empire, rulers had
to negotiate the legacy of this arrangement, to accept, reject, and adapt to a
set of difficult circumstances'®.

The short reign of Andronikos I Komnenos (1183-1185) saw changes
at the top, as the emperor removed and killed all those who were closer to
the succession than himself (merely a cousin of Manuel I) as well as any
potential aristocratic rivals'”. However, he did not break with the spirit
of the Komnenian arrangement, as he entrusted major offices to his kin
and distributed grants to his allies'®, He was supported by members of the
Palaiologoi, the Branades, and the Mavrozomai. He was opposed by other
members of the high aristocracy, such as, for example, John Komnenos
Batatzes in Philadelphia®.

When Isaac II Angelos usurped the throne in 1185, he had Andronikos
and his sons killed or mutilated, mirroring in a way his predecessor’s
policy. Since the direct male line of succession of the Komnenoi had been
extinguished by Andronikos, there were now numerous aristocrats with an
equally valid pedigree. Isaac II was a great-grandson of Alexios I through a
daughter, but others had stronger claims, being descended through the male
line. The result was a feeling that the imperial throne could be won by anyone
with a strong claim rather than being passed on in clear succession within
one branch of the Komnenoi, as had happened until Manuel I’s reign?’. Isaac
relied on his kin, the Angeloi, and sought the support of families that had
opposed the previous regime of Andronikos (such as the Kontostephanoi,

15. MacpaLiNo, Empire of the Komnenoi, 659.

16. On this period see Byzantium 1180-1204: The Sad Quarter of a Century? ed. A.
SmvpsoN [Institute of Historical Research. International Symposium 22], Athens 2015.

17. The best evaluation in J.-C. CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations a Byzance (963~
1210) [Byzantina Sorbonensia 9], Paris 1996, 429-434.

18. CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations, 431-432.

19. See LANGDON, John III Ducas Vatatzes, 31-33.

20. MaGpaLINO, Empire of the Komnenoi, 661.

BYZANTINA SYMMEIKTA 33 (2023), 219-246



THE NICAEAN EMPERORS AND THE ARISTOCRACY 225

Doukai-Kamateroi, Kantakouzenoi, and Komnenoi-Batatzai) by securing
marriage alliances, and, one must also assume, by making substantial grants
of land?%. His reign was nevertheless plagued by rebellions?.

Isaac II was ultimately removed by a coup led by his brother Alexios
III and supported by the Palaiologoi, Branades, Kantakouzenoi, Raoul
and Petraliphai; to these should be added the Kamateroi (the family of
Alexios’ wife, Euphrosyne) as well as the Laskarides*. Some of these (like
the Palaiologoi and the Branades) had supported Andronikos, so one
could observe here a sense of retribution towards Isaac’s regime*’. Niketas
Choniates writes that Alexios gave lavish grants to his supporters®. The
families at the heart of Alexios III’s regime had strong links to Thrace and
Macedonia and could perhaps stand as representatives of the European (as
opposed to the Anatolian) aristocracy?. Since Alexios III did not have any
sons there was fierce competition for the hand of his daughters. Two had
already been married under Isaac II to Andronikos Kontostephanos and
Isaac Komnenos Batatzes respectively but were widowed. In 1199/1200 they
were joined in second marriages: Eirene to Alexios Palaiologos (who had
to divorce his wife in order to remarry) and Anna to Theodore Laskaris.
Before his death in 1203 therefore Alexios Palaiologos, who had been given
the very high title of despot, was the heir apparent of Alexios III. Theodore
Laskaris assumed this position thereafter. Due to the preservation of
documentary evidence (a chrysobull to the Venetians dated to 1198 and
the Partitio Romaniae of 1204%*7) we are much better informed about the

21. CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations, 434-436; evidence on the grants dates mostly
from the period of Alexios III, but one cannot exclude that some of them were made under
Isaac II; see below for further discussion.

22. CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations, 437-440.

23. CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations, 440

24. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 1 29.

25. Nicetae Choniatae Historia, ed. by J. L. van DIETEN, 2 vols [CFHB 11/1-2], Berlin
- New York 1975; 1 459-460; see P. MaGpALINO, Money and the Aristocracy, 1180-1204, in:
Byzantium, 1180-1204, 195-204.

26. PUecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 1 28.

27. On how this document can be used to gauge property grants, see N. OIKONOMIDES,
La décomposition de I'empire byzantin a la veille de 1204 et les origines de I'empire de Nicée:
a propos de la Partitio Romaniae, in: Actes du XVe Congrées International des Etudes
Byzantines: Rapports, Athens 1976, 3-28.
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226 DIONYSIOS STATHAKOPOULOS

substantial grants made by Alexios III to his empress, his daughters and
their husbands, and other members of his court?,

What this brief overview makes clear is that even if after 1180 the
individuals and the family branches of the Komnenoi at the top changed,
the Komnenian arrangement stood firm as a framework to structure the
relationship between the emperors and the aristocracy.

THE NICAEAN EMPERORS AND THE ARISTOCRACY

Theodore I Laskaris (1205-1222)

As a product and beneficiary of this system, Theodore I Laskaris was bound
to adhere to it. Very little is known about Theodore and his family before
1204%. On an early seal he calls himself Theodore Komnenos Laskaris
protovestiarites and sebastos; a seal of his brother, Constantine Komnenos
Laskaris, also survives®. Theodore may have acquired the name Komnenos
through his marriage to Alexios III’s daughter Anna, but the same cannot
have been the case for Constantine. This suggests a matrilineal connection
to the imperial clan®. Another indication for a Komnenian connection of
Theodore independent of his marriage are the names of two of his brothers,
Isaac and Alexios, both prominently and frequently used by the Komnenoi®.
The seals of the two brothers also include another important hint: they carry
an image of St George Diasoreites, which suggest a link to Pyrgion in Lydia
and thus indicate a connection to Anatolia®, to which Theodore would flee
in late 1203.

28. M. C. Bartusis, Land and Privilege in Byzantium: The Institution of Pronoia,
Cambridge 2012, 168-169.

29. See the overview in E. GIARENIS, H ovy®00tnon xat 1 dpaiwon tns Avtoxpatooiag
s Nixarag: O avtoxpdtopas Oeddmwpoc A Kouvnvos Adoxapis|[Ivotitovto Bulaviivdy
Eopgvvdv. Movoypagieg 12], Athens 2008, 29-46.

30. A.-K. WasiLiou, ‘O dywog Tedpyrog 6 Awacopitng auf Siegeln. Ein Beitrag zur
Frithgeschichte der Laskariden, BZ 90 (1997), 416-424.

31. CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations, 444.

32. E. PATLAGEAN, Un Moyen Age Grec: Byzance, 1X*- XV siécle, Paris 2007, 297.

33. WassiLiou, I'edoylog 6 Awacopitng, 418-420; PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11
310-311 and Ipem, The Aristocracy and the Empire of Nicaea, in: Identities and Allegiances
in the Eastern Mediterranean after 1204, ed. J. HERrRIN and G. SaNT-GuiLLAIN, Farnham
2011, 70.
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THE NICAEAN EMPERORS AND THE ARISTOCRACY 227

Theodore was arrested after Alexios IV was installed on the throne
(August 1203), but managed to escape to Anatolia at some point before
January 1204, and initially tried to bring the areas around Nicaea and
Prousa under his control®. Since we possess very little information on
Theodore’s past, we can only make educated guesses regarding his standing
and alliances in the region. Since Alexios III had chosen him as a potential,
if not likely, successor, we can assume that Theodore would be at the top of
the scions of the aristocratic families that constituted that emperor’s inner
circle. It is therefore not surprising to see that members of these families
would gradually congregate to his court in Nicaea and would be granted
high office (see below).

In order to assemble his polity in Anatolia Theodore had to work from
the start with a delicate balance. His establishment in the area was not
unopposed and the historian George Akropolites explains that initially
Theodore had attempted to rule in place of his father-in-law Alexios III
(who had escaped to Macedonia)®. There were two major groups of
aristocrats that Theodore had to deal with. On the one hand, there was
a local aristocracy with estates and clients in Anatolia*. In some cases,
there had been rebellions against imperial power underway well before the
conquest of Constantinople and thus Theodore had to find ways to either
put them down or seek accommodation with their leaders. In the region of
Philadelphia, Theodore Mangaphas (who had earlier led a rebellion against
Isaac ITand in the aftermath of the Fourth Crusade re-established his position
in the region) most probably ceded control of his power to Theodore in
1205 or 1206, or Theodore defeated him?’. The case of Manuel Mavrozomes

34. Georgii Acropolitae Opera, v. 1, ed. A. HEISENBERG - P. WIRTH, Leipzig 1978, 10; tr.;
R. Macripes, George Akropolites, The History: Introduction, Translation and Commentary,
Oxford 2007, 118; see GIARENIS, Svyxp0tnomn, 46-47.

35. Akropolites, Opera, 10; OrkoNomIDES, La décomposition, 22-28.

36. On such people see CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations, 457-458.

37. A. G. K. Savwipgs, Buiavtivd otaotaotixd xal aQUTOVOULOTIXA XIVIUATA OTA
Awdexdavnoa xoi otn Mixod Aocia 1189-c. 1240 u.X., Athens 1987, 173-190, esp. 178-
179 with n. 36 thinks that Mangaphas, who had fled to the Seljuq court, was handed back
to Theodore who imprisoned him with reference to Choniates 401. This episode, however,
refers to the period before 1204, see CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations, 454-455. There is
evidence that individuals with the family name Mangaphas owned property in and around
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228 DIONYSIOS STATHAKOPOULOS

(a grandson of Manuel I through an illegitimate daughter, no less*) in the
region of Phrygia was more complicated: he enjoyed Seljuq support as one
of his daughters had married the sultan Kay-Khusraw I (1192-1196, 1205-
1211); although Theodore I defeated him in battle, he granted him two cities,
Laodikeia and Chonai as well as the valley of the Meander in late 1205/early
1206, Similarly, Sabbas Asidenos, who was based at Priene/Sampson and
controlled the Meander valley from 1204 to 1206, reached an agreement
with Theodore I in late 1205/early 1206 and recognized his authority - he
was later joined in marriage to a member of the Phokas family (which in
their turn were related by marriage to Theodore*’) and was granted the title
of sebastokrator®..

On the other hand, as Theodore’s power grew and especially after
securing the election of a patriarch in Nicaea (Michael Autoreianos,
whose family was linked to the Kamateroi, Alexios III’s empress’ family*?),
many of the leading aristocratic families from Europe flocked to him*.
These prominent refugees had to be accommodated as well. They were
socially much superior to the local aristocrats in terms of their blood and
marriage networks, and some of them at least will have owned significant

Philadelphia in the 1240s which would mean that Theodore Mangaphas’ fall did not spell out
the social demise of his kin, see J.-C. CHEYNET, Philadelphie, un quart de si¢cle de dissidence,
1182-1206, in: Philadelphie et autres études, ed. H. AHRWEILER [Byzantina Sorbonensia 4],
Paris 1984, 45, 50-51.

38. S. METIVIER, Byzantium in question in 13th-century Seljuk Anatolia, in: Liquid
& Multiple: Individuals & Identities in the Thirteenth-Century Aegean, eds. G. SAINT-
GuiLLAIN - D. StatHAKOPOULOS [College de France - CNRS, Centre de Recherche d’Histoire et
Civilisation de Byzance. Monographies 35], Paris 2012, 236-237, 255-257.

39. Sawipes, Buvlavnivd otaotaotixd xair autovoulotixd xwvijuata, 233-245;
CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations, 469; E. Racia, H xotAdda tov xdtw Maidvépouv ca 600-
1300: T'ewyoagia xat Iotopia [BuCaviwvd Kelueva wor Mehéteg 51], Thessaloniki 2009,
263-265; S. METIVIER, Les Maurozdmai, Byzance et le sultanat de Ram. Note sur le sceau de
Jean Comnéne Maurozomes, REB 67 (2009), 197-207.

40. See Racia, H xotAdda tov xdtw Maitdvépou, 143-144.

41. Sawipes, Buvlavtivd otaotaotixd xair autovoulotixd xwvijuata, 246-251;
CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations, 466-469.

42. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 314-315.

43. KYRITSES, Byzantine Aristocracy, 287. It should be noted here that several of these
aristocrats had stronger claims to the throne in terms of their ancestry than he did.
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THE NICAEAN EMPERORS AND THE ARISTOCRACY 229

estates in Anatolia, especially along the coastal areas*. Others -possibly
the majority of the high Constantinopolitan aristocracy- may have been
facing a shortage of funds, since we can assume they did not have (full)
control of their European estates as a result of conquests and incursions
(by the Crusaders, the Bulgarians or the state of Epiros)®. Given the
complex situation, Theodore I was successful in establishing himself, first
as representative of his father-in-law and later, after Alexios III had been
captured by Boniface of Montferrat in late 1204/early 1205, in having
himself acclaimed emperor in 1205 or 1206. He was crowned much later,
in 12074, He continued in the vein of the Komnenian arrangement by
placing his close kin to key positions (for example, three of his brothers
are attested with the title of sebastokrator while his brother Constantine
held the title of despot*’) as well as accommodating himself with the local
aristocracy as outlined above*. When it comes to marriage alliances, two
of Theodore’s daughters were married to foreigners: Maria was married to
the future Béla IV of Hungary (1254-1258) and Eudokia was eventually
married to the prominent Latin baron Anselm of Cahieu, after her father
had unsuccessfully attempted to have her wed Robert of Courtenay, the
Latin Emperor of Constantinople (1221-1228). Theodore’s eldest daughter
Eirene was first married to Andronikos Palaiologos, who was made despot
and became the heir apparent; when he died, Eirene was married to John
[IIT] Doukas Batatzes®.

Theodore’s initial preference for the Palaiologoi is easily understandable.
A powerful family since at least the twelfth century, one of its members had

44. MAGDALINO, Manuel Komnenos, 166; PUEcH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 348-350
(on the evidence from John IIT’s reign). The case of the Batatzai, for example, can stand as an
example. Although originally from Thrace, they had acquired a base at the Thrakesion theme
by the second half of the twelfth century. Cf. LanGpoN, John III Ducas Vatatzes, 42-43. See
the next section on John III for more discussion.

45. KYRITSES, Byzantine Aristocracy, 181.

46. CHEYNET, Pouvoir et contestations, 470; on the dates of Theodore’s acclamation
and coronation see P. GouNaripis, ‘H yoovohoyia tiig dvaydpevong »al ThHg otéyng tod
Be0ddpov A" 100 Aaordoews, Symmeikta 6 (1985), 59-71.

47. MAcrIDES, George Akropolites, 167-168 with n. 1; see also ANGELov, Byzantine
Hellene, 29-30.

48. ANGoLD, A Byzantine Government in Exile, 62-63.

49. GIARENIS, Jvyxp0Ttnomn, 52-53.
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already come very close to inheriting the throne through marriage (Alexios
Palaiologos, see above). Their power base was in the West and Theodore may
have needed their support to ensure loyalties in that area®’. The choice of
John Doukas Batatzes may indicate Theodore’s need to secure the support
of the Thrakesion theme, over which the family wielded considerable power,
given the prominence that this region attained in his reign and that of his
successor’’, Overall, however, I must agree with Kyritses who observed that
Theodore did not manage (whether by choice or not) to recreate the type
of matrimonial network that had been characteristic of Komnenian rule.
Nevertheless, Theodore did form under adverse circumstances a network
of alliances that was quite close to that of his father-in-law*. He was
proclaimed emperor by a council of notables, who, though unnamed, will
have comprised of those who were given high office in his reign and who
included most families of what Pachymeres later termed the ‘golden chain’*,
Moreover, his adherence to the Komnenian tradition is reflected in the way
his rule was portrayed in court rhetoric, which provides a clear image of an
imperial ideology of continuity and renewal despite the watershed of the
Latin conquest®. Theodore I did not experience any major dissent towards
his rule; furthermore, his establishment in Anatolia was only possible with
the collaboration of the major aristocratic families of the former empire.

John III Doukas Batatzes (1222-1254)

At Theodore I's death power passed to John III. Theodore’s sons Nicholas
and John had died before their father, while an unnamed son by his
second wife Philippa from Cilician Armenia, was never included in the
succession - he may have died before his father as well or may have been
disinherited®®. John inherited the throne as the only surviving son-in-law,

50. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 323.

51. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 326.

52. KYRITSES, Byzantine Aristocracy, 219.

53. KYRITSES, Byzantine Aristocracy, 289; PATLAGEAN, Un Moyen Age Grec, 308.

54. See PUECH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 320-321.

55. R. Macripes From the Komnenoi to the Palaiologoi: Imperial Models in Decline
and Exile, in: New Constantines: The Rhythm of Imperial Renewal in Byzantium, 4th-13th
centuries, ed. P MacGpaLINO, Aldershot 1994, 280; ANGELoV, Imperial Ideology, 106.

56. ANGELOV, Byzantine Hellene, 32; GIARENIS, Zvyxootnon, 53-57.
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but he encountered opposition both at the start and end of his reign. John
Doukas Batatzes (who only referred to himself as Doukas) descended from
a family whose members had occupied high office since the eleventh century
with a particular focus in Thrace (Adrianople and Rhaidestos), where we
can assume they owned estates and had their power base®’. A scion of the
family, Theodore Batatzes, married Eudokia, a daughter of John II and
was invested with high command under Manuel I°® His son, Theodore
Komnenos Batatzes was active in Anatolia, in the Thrakesion theme, in the
late 1170s; from there he had opposed Andronikos I*¥. It is not exactly clear
who John III’s father was, but consensus has it that it was Basil Batatzes,
who became doux of Thrakesion under Isaac II and was married to a niece
of the emperor®. John IIT was therefore someone with a strong enough,
though not overtly imperial, pedigree.

The first challenge to his rule came in 1222 from the brothers of
Theodore I, who allied themselves with the Latins of Constantinople in order
to oust him. The two prominent rebels, Alexios and Isaac, were defeated and
blinded®. A little later, in 1224-1225, another conspiracy against John’s
throne was uncovered, this time led by Andronikos Nestongos, the emperor’s
cousin; this was thwarted as well, and Andronikos was banished to Magnesia,
while his brother Isaac was blinded and had his hand cut off®%. A generation
later, a number of Nestongoi appear with high titles during the reign of
Theodore II which corroborates Puech’s suggestion that John III must have
associated them closely with his government in Anatolia despite the uprising
and the punishment of its instigators®. Other aristocrats embroiled in the
conspiracy of 1224-1225 included a Synadenos and a Tarchaneiotes. Puech
sees the two uprisings as connected and ties them to Theodore I’s policy
towards the Latin Empire of Constantinople: the emperor had contracted

57. LANGDON, John III Ducas Vatatzes, 23-27.

58. LANGDON, John III Ducas Vatatzes, 27-28.

59. LANGDON, John III Ducas Vatatzes, 31-32.

60. LANGDON, John III Ducas Vatatzes, 35-39.

61. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 340-341.

62. J.-C. CHEYNET, Les Nestongoi, un exemple d’assimilation réussie, in: La société
byzantine. L’apport des sceaux [Bilans de recherche 3], vol. II, Paris 2008, 606-607.

63. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 338 and 1 155-156 for the genealogy of the
family.
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his third marriage with Maria, the sister of the future emperor Robert de
Courtenay and tried to arrange the marriage of his daughter Eudokia with
Robert, suggesting that he was pursuing a détente with Constantinople
rather than military confrontation. There was dissent in Nicaea about this
policy and Langdon sees John III’s elevation as the victory of an anti-Latin
faction in the aristocracy, which would explain the first uprising by the
Laskaris brothers who saw Theodore I’s policy abandoned®. Macrides on
the other hand, saw the uprising of the Laskarides as an explicit challenge to
John’s accession to the throne, while more recently Giarenis interpreted both
conspiracies as attempts to restore the ‘true’ Laskarid dynasty®. Regarding
the Nestongos conspiracy, according to Langdon, it was the reaction of
Thrakesian aristocrats against John’s plans for the expansion of Nicaean
power into Europe that would potentially deprive the area of armies to
defend it against Turkish incursions®. These early rebellions show that less
than a generation after the establishment of the Empire of Nicaea, its elites
harboured personal ambitions and different notions about its policies, and
had clear interests to pursue that often opposed those of the emperor.

John implemented significant changes in the direction of rule: he moved
his capital to Nymphaion, in the Thrakesion, and abandoned Theodore’s
policy of détente with the Latin Empire. This was made clear by his successful
early campaigns against the Latins following the Laskaris rebellion in which
he managed to dislodge the Latins from all but very few parts of Anatolia®’.
Two figures that would play a crucial part in the final days of the Empire a
generation later made their appearance at the court of John III in the late
1230s: the future Michael VIII Palaiologos (ruler 1259-1282) writes that he

64. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 339-341; LANGDON, John III Ducas Vatatzes,
60-64

65. MAcrIDES, George Akropolites, 160, 165-167, E. Giarenis, H “dvvaotelo twv
Aaondpewv”™: Anémelpeg ot axvodoslg, Bulavriaxd 23 (2003), 220-223. 1t is important
to note here that John III Batatzes had been chosen as emperor over Theodore’s underage
son (by his second wife Philippa) or his brothers, two of whom, Isaac and Alexios, led the
rebellion of 1224-1225 against him, while Manuel and Michael had gone into exile at the
time of his succession. Following Komnenian precedent, at least three of Theodore’s brothers
had been granted the title of sebastokrator.

66. LANGDON, John III Ducas Vatatzes, 76.

67. LANGDON, John III Ducas Vatatzes, 60-66, 72-74.
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was raised at the palace until he assumed a military role around 1242/43%,
while his future victims, George Mouzalon and his brother Andronikos were
installed as pages (paidopouloi) of John’s heir, Theodore IT at approximately
the same time®.

John’s reign saw a major expansion of the Nicaean territory especially
in Europe. Through a number of campaigns from the mid-1230s until
his death in 1254 he secured the largest parts of Macedonia and Thrace
(to the detriment of Epiros and the Bulgarian Empire) and managed to
surround the Latin Empire on all sides. The most remarkable feature of
these campaigns regarding the aristocracy is that John clearly employed
aristocrats with ancient links to these areas and placed a number of them
as governors of these newly conquered cities and regions. For example, in
his early campaign against Adrianople (1225) John sent John Kammytzes, a
cousin of Isaac II and Alexios III, who had been a rival of the Branades, the
family that had been given the control of the city by the Latins™. More clearly,
in his campaign against Thessalonike in 1242 John was accompanied by
members of the Tornikes, Palaiologoi, Raoul, Tarchaneiotes, Kontostephanoi
and Petraliphai”, while Andronikos Palaiologos and his son Michael
were assigned as governors of the cities of Thessalonike and Serres and
Melnilk respectively’. Such measures suggest that John III needed to use
the authority that aristocrats with connections to Europe enjoyed in these
regions to cement the Nicaean establishment in them, but possibly also, that

68. Typikon Kellibara = H. GREGOIRE, Imperatoris Michaelis Palaeologi de vita sua,
Byz. 29-30 (1959-1960), 451; see Kellibara I: Typikon of Michael VIII Palaiologos for the
Monastery of St. Demetrios of the Palaiologoi-Kellibara in Constantinople, tr. G. DENNIS, in
Byzantine Monastic Foundation Documents, 5 vols, ed. J. P. THoMAS = A. CONSTANTINIDES
HEero, [Dumbarton Oaks Studies 35], Washington DC 2001, 1243. Michael was actually a
Diplopalaiogos since both his parents came from the same clan, see PUEcH, L’aristocratie et
le pouvoir, 1 234 for the genealogy; it should be noted that his mother Theodora Angelina
Palaiologina was the granddaughter of Alexios III.

69. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 1 151.

70. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 351-52.

71. PATLAGEAN, Un Moyen Age Grec, 268, 309 observed that the men in charge of this
campaign stemmed from the same families as those that had signed a synodal document
under Isaac IT in 1191 suggesting continuity.

72. PuecH, The Aristocracy and the Empire of Nicaea, 74.
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these prominent men may have tried to direct his thrust towards Europe in
the first place’.

It soon became clear that some of them may have been pursuing their
own agendas, as revealed by the conspiracy of Michael Palaiologos in 1246.
According to Pachymeres Michael had been engaged in a secret pact of
alliance with Epiros that centred around a marriage between himself and
the daughter of Michael II Doukas Angelos. Although this had come to light
earlier, it was only in 1253, after a successful campaign against Epiros led
by Nikephoros Tarchaneiotes as well as Michael Palaiologos and Alexios
Strategopoulos that John III moved against Michael™. After spending a
considerable time in prison Michael was eventually released after swearing
oaths of loyalty in 1254, a short time before John’s death. He was married to
Theodora, a granddaughter of John’s brother Isaac (despite having previously
been promised the hand of John’s granddaughter Eirene), conferred the title
of great constable as well as the governance of Bithynia’.

This marriage alliance between the Batatzai and Michael Palaiologos
may well have been John’s plan for a peaceful resolution of what was by then
a clear antagonism that was beginning to get out of hand: Michael was too
powerful or popular to dispose of completely, but he was to be removed
from any contact with Macedonia, his family’s power base’®. By comparison
with the Komnenian emperors we must agree with Kyritses”” who thought
that John III was not able to build a similar network of alliances, but that
was, not least. a result of biology: John only had two brothers and one son.
His brother Isaac Doukas was given the title of sebastokrator, reflecting
Komnenian practice since Alexios I. Isaac’s son John Doukas was married

73. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 372, 544.

74. Pachymeres, Relations historiques, 1 7. According to Akropolites, Opera, vol. 1,
eds. HEISENBERG -WIRTH, § 50, 92-100, Michael was compelled to prove his innocence by
undergoing ordeal by fire, but he managed to avoid going through with it. R. MACRIDES,
On Whose Authority? Trial by Ordeal in Byzantium, in: Authority in Byzantium, ed. P.
ARMSTRONG, Farnham 2013, 42, shows that this was probably a narrative device by
Akropolites to praise Michael, rather than an actual event.

75. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 371.

76. PUECH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 377.

77. KYRITSES, Byzantine Aristocracy, 220.
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to Eudokia Angelina and a daughter married Constantine Strategopoulos’.
John’s daughter Theodora was married to Michael Palaiologos. Another
(unnamed) brother of John IIT had a daughter who married Alexios Raoul”.
John IIl’s only child and heir, Theodore II, was married to Helena Asen
of Bulgaria sealing the alliance between the two states in 1235%. John
also arranged the marriage of his granddaughter Maria with Nikephoros
Angelos of Epiros®.

The families that John III rewarded with high office included the
Tornikes, Palaiologoi, Tarchaneiotai, Raoul and Strategopouloi, some of
which were allied to his own family through marriages. But as the case
of Michael Palaiologos has shown, this was at times an uneasy alliance.
Nevertheless, as Kyritses has observed the high Byzantine aristocracy of the
last centuries of Byzantium was formed in John’s reign, that is the specific
branches of the families that were to dominate Byzantium in its last two
hundred years all first came into prominence in this period®’.

Furthermore, John III made significant grants of land to the high
aristocracy, to his family, and to the patriarchate®, although the extant
source material does not allow us to chart the fortunes of any of these
properties in time*. And yet, the possibility of attracting such grants and
establishing themselves in areas such as the Thrakesion that were not only
fertile, but also relatively safe, would have been a crucial factor in rallying
the high aristocracy around John IIT%,

If we assume that John III made the best out of the circumstances that
were in his control regarding the construction of aristocratic networks and
the positioning of kin in important positions as well as rewarding them with
land and privilege, he was nevertheless aware that his efforts appeared to be

78. D. Poremis, The Doukai: A Contribution to Byzantine Prosopography, London
1968, no. 73, 109.

79. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 1 218-219.

80. LaNGDON, John III Ducas Vatatzes, 181.

81. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 367-368.

82. KYRITSES, Byzantine Aristocracy, 291.

83. Mitsiou, Wirtschaft und Ideologie, 89-93.

84. See the general comments on aristocratic fortunes in: KYRITSES, Byzantine
Aristocracy, 209-210.

85. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 351.
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wanting when compared to the Komnenian paradigm. This would explain
the shift of ideological tone expressed in rhetoric at his court which praised
not an ‘abstract virtue of nobility’, but the emperor’s lack of preferential
treatment of his own family and friends as a token of his justice®®.

Theodore II Laskaris (1254-1258)

Theodore’s short reign represents the most radical break with the Komnenian
arrangement. This is made clear not only by his direct actions which will be
discussed below, but also by the tumultuous events after his death and the
clear reversal to as pure a form of the Komnenian tradition as possible by
the new dynasty of the Palaiologoi who succeeded him.

Theodore’s ascension to the throne was unopposed since he was John
II’s only son. From the start he showed his desire to break with some of the
key aspects of his father’s reign: he used the name Laskaris as his official
designation and brought back a focus on Nicaea and Bithynia in his regime,
as opposed to John III’s emphasis on Nymphaion and the Thrakesion®”. He
also favoured families that were loyal to the dynasty and had ties to this
area®®, Furthermore, in what Angelov interpreted as ‘a snub at aristocrats
with military tradition running in their families’® he gave high office to
trusted men such as Manuel Laskaris (most probably, a brother of his
grandfather Theodore I), to Constantine Margarites and the two Mouzalon
brothers, Andronikos and George. These new appointees angered the high
aristocracy. Akropolites is particularly scathing on Margarites whom he
calls an ‘a peasant born of peasants, reared on barley and bran and knowing
only how to grunt™®.

In 1255 Alexios Strategopoulos and Constantine Tornikes were
sent as commanders of the Nicaean troops to face a Bulgarian attack
in Macedonia. However, they did not engage in any battles and made a
disaster of the expedition. Theodore II wrote scathing remarks on his two

86. ANGELOV, Imperial Ideology, 106-107.

87. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 381-382.

88. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 383.

89. ANGELOV, Byzantine Hellene, 152.

90. Avépa Grypoixov xai EE Ayooixwv yeYeVNUEVOY, WA LN XAl TITUQOLS AVATEOQOUUEVOY
xai Aapvyyilewv uovov gidota, Akropolites, Opera, 60.
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commanders in a letter to George Mouzalon®!. Towards the end of the same
year Theodore made sweeping changes at his court which suggest that the
events in Macedonia had not been unconnected: a number of aristocrats
were demoted from their office: Alexios Raoul (whose office was given to
Andronikos Mouzalon), Constantine Tornikes, Nikephoros Alyates, George
Zagarommates; others were imprisoned as well (Alexios Strategopoulos)
and some were blinded (Constantine Strategopoulos, Theodore Philes, the
governor of Thessalonike who had succeeded Andronikos Palaiologos) -
all aristocrats with links to the European provinces of Nicaea®’. Others,
who remain unnamed, were also affected. Manuel Laskaris, Margarites, and
the Mouzalon brothers George, Andronikos and Theodore Mouzalon were
given higher offices. The Mouzalones are presented by Pachymeres as not
being of noble descent (0vx evyeveiac uév uetéyovras 10 rapodmrav®) while
Akropolites records that after their murder in 1258 they were declared
‘loathsome little men, worthless specimens of humanity®. Puech has
shown that the family had reached the level of just below that of the high
aristocracy in the Komnenian period and attributes Pachymeres’ comment
on their lack of eugeneia as meaning they did not have imperial blood®.
While such men owed their social ascent entirely to imperial favour, it is
wrong to assume that it was unprecedented for such individuals without
any direct links to the dynasty, whether by blood or marriage, to be invested
with high office. Even in the exalted Komnenian period, the case of John
Axouch makes this clear: a young Turkish boy who was captured at Nicaea
in 1097, made a page and companion of John (II) Komnenos, and enjoyed
a distinguished career under both his childhood companion John as well as
under his heir Manuel I (whose securing of the throne he helped achieve)®.

91. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 11 374.

92. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 1 75.

93. Pachymeres, Relations historiques, 1 8, 41.

94. Avdpapiois Boedvpois xal GvOpwmioxois ovtidavoig, Akropolites, Opera, 75,
156; MAcCrIDES, George Akropolites, 339

95. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 1 151-152. Jovanovic¢, Michael Palaiologos, 123-
124, suggests that since they had been chosen as pages for Theodore II in his childhood, they
cannot have been lowborn.

96. See Prosopography of the Byzantine World http://pbw2016.kdLkcl.ac.uk/person/
Ioannes/293/ with sources and literature.
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Axouch’s case is not dissimilar to the Mouzalones as childhood companions
and confidants of Theodore II. It can be assumed that the shakeup of the
court was accompanied by extensive confiscations®” and perhaps lands were
granted to the new favourites.

Michael Palaiologos® was warned that the emperor would soon have
him arrested (or worse), and in 1256 he fled from Bithynia, where he had
been assigned by John III, to the Seljugs. Meanwhile his uncle and namesake
had also been demoted. After a year as military commander in the service
of the sultan, Michael decided to ask Theodore II’s pardon and be allowed
to return in 1257. This was granted, Michael returned, was given the office
of grand constable and sent to Durrachion. A little later, however, Michael
was arrested once more. The pretext was the behaviour of his sister, Maria
Tarchaneiotissa, who was accused of sorcery in relation to the marriage
of her daughter and was physically tortured to extract a confession.
Pachymeres records that Theodore II feared that Michael would be moved to
sedition when hearing what had happened to his sister”. However, Theodore
freed Michael and demanded of him as well as everyone at court to swear
to protect his son and heir John IV. This occurred shortly before his death
and while severely ill, so his condition and the knowledge of his imminent
death probably played a part in this decision. According to the terms of his
testament he had placed George Mouzalon as regent!%.

A few days after Theodore’s death in 1258, the question of succession
proved messy, since his heir was a young boy. In these crucial days the
aristocrats of the Empire of Nicaea gathered together - this was the instance
when Pachymeres mentioned the ‘golden chain’. Many held a grudge against
the deceased emperor. Some bore on their bodies the signs of Theodore II’s
punishments against them, but most felt rage about the various humiliations
inflicted upon them - the demotions, the physical punishments, the forced

97. ANGELoV, Imperial Ideology, 210.

98. It should be pointed out that Michael and Theodore were second cousins as great-
grandsons of Alexios III through his two daughters. Cf. LANGDON, John III Ducas Vatatzes,
38-39.

99. Pachymeres, Relations historiques, 1 12, 57. Other (unnamed) individuals were
subjected to the ordeal by hot iron to dispel the emperor’s accusations of sorcery against him
and one assumes that some of them may have been members of the high aristocracy.

100. Akropolites, Opera, 75, 154.
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marriages and confiscations, and the promotions of men who they saw as
commoners, men who lacked eugeneia. Although it is difficult to discern
the exact circumstances -and especially what had transpired in the
background- there was a bloody coup that resulted in the brutal murder of
the regent George Mouzalon as well as his brothers. Although Pachymeres
and Akropolites diverge in many points in their description of the events,
they both stress the aristocracy’s anger towards the Mouzalones while
Pachymeres insinuates that Michael Palaiologos, as megas konostavlos and
thus commander of the Latin mercenaries, encouraged, or at least did not
hold back the soldiers that killed the Mouzalones'®.. Following the murders,
the assembled aristocrats vied for power in a bid to win the office of regent
for the young heir. Michael Palaiologos established himself as the dominant
figure of authority in Nicaea. The rest is (Palaiologan) history.

From the discussion above it is clear that Theodore II pursued a policy
of breaking with the Komnenian arrangement, adopting a much more
confrontational and aggressive attitude towards the aristocracy. Theodore
had no brothers to place in important positions. Furthermore, he married his
elder daughters to foreign men who included the Bulgarian tsar Constantine
Tich and two Latin lords - there were no sons-in-law to be employed at
court!® He also personally arranged for the marriages of some of his closest
officials: George Mouzalon was married to Theodora Kantakouzene (a
niece of Michael Palaiologos) and his brother Andronikos to a daughter of
Alexios Raoul. The marriage between Theodora Tarchaneiotissa, Michael
Palaiologos’ niece, which had had such a devastating effect on the relations
between the two men, had also been contracted by Theodore!®. The emperor
seems to have made a number of such matches, determined to mix the blood
pool of the high aristocracy and to disrupt the matrimonial alliances of
the Palaiologoi, which by then encompassed more or less all the families

101. Pachymeres, Relations historiques, 1 18.

102. See Table 3 in MacripEs, George Akropolites, for the genealogy of the Laskarides.
The two daughters were married to the Latin lords after their father’s death: MACRIDES,
George Akropolites, 338, n. 12.

103. At first Theodore had her marry a certain Balanidiotes, supposedly of low birth,
but a man of the emperor’s trust, then he broke off the engagement and had her marry Basil
Kaballarios, a man of noble lineage. See PACHYMERES, Relations historiques, 1 12.
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of the high aristocracy!*

. Of the people he promoted to high office the
Mouzalon brothers had grown up with him as pages in the palace; he also
gave members of the Laskaris and the Nestongos families high posts. These
were close kin and supporters of his grandfather, Theodore 1'%,

Searching for the reasons why Theodore II chose to follow a different
policy than his predecessors, various theories have been proposed.
Pachymeres suggested that the main reason had been Theodore’s aim to
appoint the best, most capable and talented men for each task, regardless
of their background, but that he also wanted to suppress the pride of
those close to him!'%, Modern scholars have looked for clues in Theodore’s
biography: his temperament, soured by chronic illness and the fact that he
had grown up apart from the younger aristocrats of his generation (like
Michael Palaiologos) who were sent to campaign in the West while he was
kept in Anatolia (as the precious only son and heir)!””. The first point has
now been completely disproved by Angelov who has shown very clearly that
Theodore did not suffer from epilepsy (as is very commonly repeated in
modern scholarship), nor was he chronically ill'%, Angold suggested that
Theodore’s attitude may have been in imitation of Frederick II’s policies
towards his own elites!?.

A more plausible way to understand Theodore’s policies towards
the aristocracy comes from his own writings. A prolific author and one
of the few emperors to have left a substantial literary record, he provided
important indications for his actions in his texts. This was already picked
up in earlier scholarship by Angold and Kyritses!!’, but made very clear in

104. Pachymeres, Relations historiques, 1 12; see ANGELOV, Imperial Ideology, 211.
Macripes, From the Komnenoi to the Palaiologoi, 282 observed that such a mixing would
have been unthinkable under, e.g., Manuel I, who prevented any such unions. Cf. MAGDALINO,
Manuel Komnenos, 210-211.

105. PuecH, L’aristocratie et le pouvoir, 1 77.

106. Pachymeres, Relations historiques, 1 8.

107. KYRITSES, Byzantine Aristocracy, 294.

108. ANGELOV, Byzantine Hellene, 381-389.
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Angelov’s masterful studies of his texts!!, Theodore considered kinship and
lineage as categories contrary to the good governance of a state; instead he
promoted friendship -if on unequal terms- as the proper tie between ruler
and ruled; the latter should place their friendship with their master above
all ties of blood, or as Theodore put it: TOAADV xal UEYAA®YV COQXIXDV
OUYYEVOVY 1) TV AAnOwvadv Sovdwv dydan dmeovixd (The love of true
friends surpasses that of many and great blood relatives)!''? Furthermore,
he contrasted what he saw as natural nobility (which could characterize
even a farmer) with the nobility of blood that was conferred within the
small pool of the high aristocracy. Nobility as a moral virtue of the soul was
therefore far higher than an aristocratic pedigree, and in his mind someone
like George Mouzalon was a true noble. Angelov is right to point out that
in expressing this new framework Theodore was breaking new ground in
Byzantine political thought!'!®, Theodore was not moved by a general anti-
aristocratic ethos in itself, but his opposition to the enshrined privilege
of this group was political''®. Instead, Theodore hoped to substitute -or
supplement !>~ the networks of aristocratic kinship with those created by
himself as networks of clients (termed friends) who would offer their loyalty,
devotion, and services to the emperor in exchange for the many privileges
that he could reward them with!S,

He did his best to implement these ideas on the ground, but he did so
with utter disregard to the sensibilities of the high aristocracy who saw
their privileged status, their families, property, and bodies under attack''’.
This was bound to create a violent backlash and it is remarkable that
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112. To George Mouzalon (Tractatus ad Georgium Muzalonem), ed. A. TARTAGLIA,
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Theodore did not seem to anticipate it. And yet it is important to note that
the aristocratic response only became serious after Theodore’s death. The
various conspiracies that both John III and Theodore II himself had faced
cannot have been as grave since they managed to deal with them as quickly
and efficiently as they did. The aristocrats were either not powerful enough or
unwilling to violently topple a reigning emperor - perhaps the painful lessons
of the decades after Manuel I’s death were still alive in people’s minds'',
Furthermore, it is also important to stress that the aristocracy never united
as a body to demand more specific constitutional powers for themselves as
a collective!''’, Instead what we can see are powerful individuals who are
lobbying for themselves or their close kin. Nowhere is this made clearer than
in the speeches that Pachymeres puts in the mouths of George Mouzalon
and Michael Palaiologos in the troubled days between Theodore’s death and
Palaiologos’ ascent to power. George Mouzalon, the regent, but undoubtedly
speaking from a position of weakness, acknowledged Theodore’s heavy-
handed actions towards the magnates but absolved himself and his brothers
of any responsibility in the matter. In this speech he constantly debased
himself and exalted the magnates in front of him and repeatedly offered
to back down from what in fact were Theodore’s wishes regarding the
succession. In his response, Michael Palaiologos, the clearest representative
of the ‘golden chain’, pragmatically emphasized that the imperial decision
was binding for all (after all, they had taken oaths to uphold his wishes) and
that power rests with Mouzalon, as per Theodore’s orders and the office he
had granted him. He urges Mouzalon: ‘Command therefore, take care of the
emperor, take care also of the affairs and the government of the Romans,
and we will follow you obediently: indeed, we shall not all command and we
cannot all give orders, for polyarchy is anarchy’ '%.
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The Ascent of Michael Palaiologos (1258-1261)

After the murder of the Mouzalones Michael Palaiologos gradually secured
power, first as regent (epitropos) and megas doux, then as despor and
finally as (co-)emperor'?'. One of the earliest attested instances of his self-
designation comes from the inscription on a silk peplos that was given as
a gift to Genoa in the early 1260s on which Michael is named as ‘the most
high emperor of the Greeks Lord Michael Doukas Angelos Komnenos
Palaiologos.”'?* This is a clear statement trumpeting Michael’s eugeneia,
being the offspring of three imperial lineages. It would be difficult not to
compare his pedigree (he was the fourth great-grandson of Alexios I though
the female line, namely his daughter Eirene) with the much less exalted one of
his three Nicaean predecessors, something that even Pachymeres (although
inimical to him) could not fail to record when he mentions his ancient
nobility!?’. Michael quickly took steps to consolidate his power. Here, I will
only look at the first few years of his long reign, which is sufficient for the
point I am trying to make. The remaining members of Theodore II’s close
associates were removed and Michael set about to establish his own circle.
Michael’s brother John (PLP 21487) was first made megas domestikos, later
sevastokrator and then despot, while another brother, Constantine (PLP
21498) was made kaisar and then sevastokrator. Furthermore, these two
brothers were married to a daughter of Constantine Tornikes, and a daughter
of a Branas respectively - both families of the ‘golden chain’. Nikephoros
Tarchaneiotes, the husband of Michael’s sister Martha (PLP 21389) was
made megas domestikos. Angelos (PLP 179), brother of Michael’s mother-
in-law, was made megas primmikerios. Aristocrats who had suffered under
Theodore II were rehabilitated and promoted. Constantine Tornikes was
made sevastokrator; Alexios Strategopoulos (PLP 26894) was made kaisar;
John Komnenos Doukas Angelos Petraliphes Raoul (PLP 24125), son of the
demoted protovestiarios Alexios (24110) was given his father’s title and was
married to the widow of George Mouzalon and Michael Palaiologos’ niece,

121. Pachymeres, Relations historiques, megas doux (1 23); despot (1 27), basileus (11 3).

122. C. J. HuLspALE, Byzantine Art and Diplomacy in an Age of Decline, Cambridge
2014, 31-65, esp. 43-45, on the dating of the textile and 65-66 on the inscription naming
Michael.

123. Pachymeres, Relations historiques, 1 22.

BYZANTINA SYMMEIKTA 33 (2023), 219-246



244 DIONYSIOS STATHAKOPOULOS

Theodora; Alexios Philes (PLP 29809), son of the blinded Theodore, was
made megas domestikos and was married to Maria, sister of Theodora. In
another move that would signal Michael’s reversal of Theodore II’s actions,
he had his niece Theodora Tarchaneiotissa (PLP 27510) divorce Basil
Kaballarios and marry her originally intended groom Balanidiotes (see
above) who was also promoted to megas stratopedarches'.

The group that Michael placed at the top of government is exceptionally
tightly knit and makes very clear that high office was reserved only for the
close relatives of the emperor. There was perhaps a new rigidness to the
hierarchy as is corroborated by an undated novel of Michael VIII in which
the degree of kinship with the emperor seems to have ‘high “constitutional”
value’ and is structured in three groups: the imperial brothers, the emperor’s
kin by blood or marriage and finally the kin of these relatives'?. Through
his own marriage and those of his siblings Michael was related to the
Doukas, Komnenoi, Batatzai, Tornikes, Branas, Tarchaneiotes, Angelos,
Kantakouzenos, Raoul and Philes - families that constituted the largest part
of the ‘golden chain’.

Conclusions

Examining the dynamic relationship between the emperors and the
aristocracy in Nicaea it is tempting to look at events in reverse chronology
starting with the triumph of the high aristocracy. Events then make sense
in a specific, teleological way, but this clouds the much more complex
reality. My reading suggests that each of the three emperors followed a
more or less coherent policy towards the elites. This was shaped, no doubt,
by the particular biography of each emperor, but also by their attempts
to manoeuvre the complicated political landscape with the hand that each
had been dealt. The Komnenian arrangement was the unspoken yardstick.
Theodore I and John III certainly followed its principles. They both tried
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to create a network of matrimonial alliances with important aristocratic
families and bolstered their regime, as much as biology allowed them to,
with their close kin. The rise of the Palaiologoi - who had been chosen as
heirs by being married to elder daughters of emperors in two occasions
(under Alexios III and Theodore I) in a way paralleled the emergence and
consolidation of Nicaea. It is telling that John III although clearly aware
of the danger to his power that Michael Palaiologos posed was unable to
do away with him. Theodore II’s reign does represent a break, but his new,
heavy-handed approach towards the aristocracy was so short lived that it is
impossible to know whether it actually had a chance of functioning. In the
long-term, it is highly doubtful. Attempting to transform a power dynamic
between emperors and the aristocracy that had been in use for over two
centuries according to his own political philosophy had little chance of being
willingly accepted by the aristocracy. During his reign he was powerful
enough to enforce it, but its spectacular dismantling a mere days after his
death shows that there was no viable alternative to the old system, or at
least none that the high aristocracy was prepared to accept. It is perhaps
best to view the ascent of Michael Palaiologos not simply as the failure of
Theodore II’s innovations, but —-perhaps more importantly- as the success of
a model that provided a structure to this power dynamic, uneasy and often
requiring corrective manoeuvres as it may have been. Michael Palaiologos
was able to gather support from the families of the ‘golden chain’ because he
successfully represented being the head of a kinship-network that would lead
the aristocracy and provide them with their share in power and privilege
that they considered as their birth right.
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O1 AYTOKPATOPES THS NIKAIAS KAI H APISTOKPATIA

To 6pBp0 avtd eEeTdlel T) OTAON ROL TIC EVEQYELES TV ALUTORQATOQMYV
g Nizaoag (1204-1258) anévavtl otnv aplotorpatic. [Tpoxewévou va
a&oloynBel mdg 0 raBévag and TOvg AVTOREATOEES TEOOTAONTE Vo
Stayelplotel ™ dvvapxy Tmv oxéoemv eEovolag LeTaEV TV Nyeudvoy
%Ol TOV EAMT TOVE, 0T0 GO0 aVOAIETAL CLOY XA TO ROWVWOVIXO VIESPABO
TOV %G0e AVTORQATOQ, OL EMLAOYES TOV 0T OTEAEXWON TMV RVQLOTEQWYV
aElmudtwy alld nat oL o%EoElg Tov dtatneovoe ue avtove. To oyfua Tov
®ro0LepONKe 0td Tov AMEEL0 A” OVUQPWVE, WE TO OTTO(0 1) LVTOXQATOQLXN
OLXROYEVELOL ONULOVQYNOE CUUUOLYIES HOLL ETTLYOUUIES UE OQLOUEVOUCS LEYAAOVS
0QLOTOXQATIXOVS 0IXOVS OYNUATICOVTOC W0l VITEQ-CLOLOTORQUTIO. OTNY
omoio oL Nyeudveg mapaymeovoay vnid afiduata rot Tithove, ueydeg
eXTAOES YNg %o GAla mpoviuia, amotéheoe 10 w€tpo ovyxplong Ot
avtoxpdtopec t™c Nirnowog eite axolovOnoav avtd to oxHue 600 Lo
ToTd Tovg enéTeenmay oL meQLoTdoelg (Beddmpoc A, Imdvvne IV) elte
TEOOTAONOCY VO TOV OOV VEX TTVON ROl TEQLEXOUEVO KAT EXOVO TOVS
(©e6dwpoc BY). H avatoomi TmV ®aVOTOULDY OV eTEPEQE O TEAEVTOOC
Alyo uetd tov 0avatd tov €0e1Ee GTL 1 apLoToREATIO dEV NTOY OLaLTEDELUE VY
va deytel adhayéc mov Ba puelwvav to ®Vpog e, dmwe delyver n dvodog
™NC Lo €EEYOVOOC OLROYEVELOS AVAUETH TOVS, AVTHS TV TTaAaloAdymy.
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