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WRITER AND OCCASION

IN TWELFTH-CENTURY BYZANTIUM

In twelfth-century Constantinople, writers worked on commission
for the imperial family or aristocratic patrons. Texts were occasioned
by specific events, representing a link both between writer and patron
and between literary imagination and empirical reality. This is a
study of how one such writer, Constantine Manasses, achieved that
aim. Manasses depicted and praised the present by drawing from the
rich sources of the Graeco-Roman and Biblical tradition, thus earn-
ing commissions from wealthy ‘friends’ during a career that spanned
more than three decades. While the occasional literature of writers
like Manasses has sometimes been seen as ‘empty rhetoric’, devoid of
literary ambition, this study assumes that writing on command
privileges originality and encourages the challenging of conventions.
A society like twelfth-century Byzantium, in which occasional writing
was central, called for a strong and individual authorial presence,
since voice was the primary instrument for a successful career.

  is Professor of Greek and Byzantine Studies at
Uppsala University and currently Director of the Swedish Research
Institute in Istanbul. Her most recent publications include Raconter
Byzance: la littérature au XIIe siècle () and, edited with Adam J.
Goldwyn, Reading the Late Byzantine Romance: A Handbook
(Cambridge, ). Nilsson is a member of the Royal Swedish
Academy of Letters, History and Antiquities.
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A Note on Texts and Translations

Many of the texts by Constantine Manasses cited in this book have not
previously been translated into English. Many of them were also edited
more than a century ago and accordingly appear in old and sometimes
unreliable editions. It was my decision to go ahead nevertheless with what
I had at my disposal and not do any manuscript studies for this mono-
graph, which means that I cite the available editions even when I find them
problematic (in which case I comment on that in the notes). My transla-
tion is an attempt to follow the Greek without producing unreadable
English and although each translation is an interpretation and thus always
open for discussion, I hope the reader will find them useful.
I also decided to use English titles for all works cited here instead of the

traditional mixture of Greek and Latin. Accordingly, I speak of, for
example, the Verse chronicle and the Origins of Oppian rather than of the
Synopsis Chronike and the Vita Oppiani. I hope this will not be confusing
for the reader. A complete list of works, indicating editions and trans-
lations (in the case they occur), is to be found at the beginning of the
bibliographical section.
My hope is that the material presented here will encourage other

scholars to engage in new editions, translations and studies of Manasses’
literary output.
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Jahrhunderts, ed. E. Trapp et al. (Vienna –)
MEG Medioevo greco
ODB The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium,  vols., ed. A. P.

Kazdan (Oxford and New York )
PG Patrologia Graeca, ed. J.-P. Migne (Paris –)
REB Revue des études byzantines
RSBN Rivista di studi bizantini e neoellenici
VizVrem Vizantiiskii Vremennik
WSt Wiener Studien
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