
HEROES AND ROMANS IN
TWELFTH-CENTURY BYZANTIUM

Nikephoros Bryennios’s history of the Byzantine Empire in the 1070s
is a story of civil war and aristocratic rebellion in the midst of the
Turkish conquest of Anatolia. Commonly remembered as the passive
and unambitious husband of princess Anna Komnene (author of the
Alexiad), Bryennios is revealed as a skilled author whose history
draws on cultural memories of classical Roman honor and proper
masculinity to evaluate the politicians of the 1070s and, by impli-
cation, exhort his twelfth-century contemporaries to honorable
behavior. Bryennios’s story valorizes the memory of his grandfather
and other honorable, but failed, generals of the eleventh century while
subtly portraying the victorious Alexios Komnenos as un-Roman.
This reading of the Material for History sheds new light on twelfth-
century Byzantine culture and politics, especially the contested acces-
sion of John Komnenos, the relationship between Bryennios’s history
and the Alexiad, and the function of cultural memories of Roman
honor in Byzantium.
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Note on citations

Citations of classical sources follow the standard system of abbreviations in
the Oxford Classical Dictionary. I have cited Byzantine sources according
to section divisions that have been used by the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae.
Often this is a page number in a particular edition. In some cases it is
a book and chapter in the medieval text. The TLG seems to present the
best chance Byzantinists have to develop a uniform system of citing our
sources because the internet is more widely available than print editions
of the texts. In the case of Nikephoros Bryennios, the references are to
the section and line numbers used in the TLG, not to the page numbers
of Gautier’s edition. Appendix 1 shows the correspondences between TLG
and Gautier’s line numbering, enabling those with access to either edition
to find the relevant passages. Citations to Attaleiates use the page numbers
of the Bonn edition (used by the TLG), which are noted in the margins
of the 2002 Madrid edition. Greek names are transliterated following the
usage of the Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium. For the transliteration of
Turkish names I have tried to use the form most readily found in current
scholarship.
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Eastern Roman Emperors Revolts/Counter Emperors (Select)
1057–1059 Isaac Komnenos
1059–1067 Constantine X Doukas
1067 Eudokia (Constantine’s

widow)
1068–1071 Romanos Diogenes

(Eudokia’s second
husband)

1071–1078 Michael VII Doukas
(Eudokia’s son)

Romanos Diogenes October
1071–August 1072
Roussel de Bailleul 1072–1073 or
1073–1074
John Doukas (with Roussel) 1073
or 1074
Nikephoros Bryennios November
1077–late spring 1078
Nikephoros Botaneiates October
1077–early spring 1078

1078–1081 Nikephoros III
Botaneiates

Nikephoros Basilakes summer 1078
Konstantios Doukas (Michael VII’s
brother) spring 1079
Nikephoros Melissenos fall
1080–April 1081
Alexios Komnenos February–April
1081

1081–1118 Alexios I Komnenos
1118–1143 John Komnenos
1143–1180 Manuel Komnenos
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Note on Nikephoros and Bryennios

Two gentlemen named Nikephoros Bryennios figure dominantly in this
book. One led an unsuccessful bid to become emperor in 1077. His revolt is
described in detail in the history written by his grandson and namesake. For
the sake of clarity in the following I have tried to call the twelfth-century
author “Nikephoros” and the eleventh-century usurper “Bryennios” or
“Nikephoros Bryennios the Elder.” This is my usage and not that of our
source material.
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