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Summary :

The aristocracy of Constantinople formed for the largest part of the Byzantine history the upper strata of the society of the capital, aswell as of the Byzantine aristocracy. Its
dependency on the emperor made the aristocracy to form close ties with theimperial court in the capital; and it was perhaps only towards the end of the 12 century that this situation
changed.

Date
4th_15M century

Geographical Location

Constantinople

1. Someintroductory remarks on the term " Byzantine aristocracy”

The meaning of the term “aristocracy” at Byzantium is very obscure, being used by the contemporariesin order to define the social group just below the emperor; the

ambiguity of the term, however, has often led to the depiction of the specific group in many different ways.1 "Aristocracy” designates the supremacy of the most
excellent, but how these are defined at Byzantium? We often conclude to the somehow circular argument that those in possession of the power, are the best, the most

proper to exercise it. Thus, however, the meaning of “aristocracy” at Byzantium is often interrelated with the meaning of «ruling class».2 The problem lies on the fact
that at Byzantium the noble lineage — that permits the bequeath of the socia status from generation to generation —, athough aways enjoyed a high esteem, did not
stand as an obstacle to the constant renewa of the Byzantine “aristocracy”. The possibility of moving upwards or downwards in social hierarchy was an

unquestionable reality.3 This was due highly to the fact that Constantinople was open to people with capabilities, who by faithfully serving the emperor were receiving
in exchange revenues and a place in court hierarchy. Thus at Byzantium, besides noble birth, education and the skills were resources able to open the way towards
the ruling class. Consequently, as Hans-Georg Beck has observed, it is proper to name this class as “the aristocracy”, as long as we bear in mind that it is a term with

many meanings and we do not possess a better one.*

The Constantinopolitan aristocracy naturally formed the highest strata not only of the capital city, but also of the Byzantine aristocracy in generdl. In every state, where
the power of a dignitary was depended on arelation as close as possible with the imperial environment, living in the capital offered clear advantages. Asa
consequence, the Byzantine aristocracy was closely tied (even was assimilated) to the imperial court.?

2. The“senatorial aristocracy” during the early Byzantine period

During the early Byzantine period, the class of the senators possessed the highest place of the social hierarchy of Byzantium, as they did in the Roman society. The
senate of Constantinople was founded by Constantine the Great (324-337)% and was mainly populated by members of the Roman senate who followed the emperor
as far as the new capital; to these the imperia officias of the three highest classes - illustres (=illustrious), spectabiles (=prominent ones) and clarissimi (=the most
excellent) were added.At the beginning, the new senate was believed to be inferior to the Roman one. During the reign of Constantius |1 (337-361), however, the
senate of New Rome became equal to the Roman one, the number of its members was increased (by the end of the 4™ century it reached 2.000 members),” and a
senatorial class was legally etablished and consolidated in the East.®

The senators were mainly landowners,? since the possession of land-property was an essential criterion for the admission to the senate. 1% Nevertheless, most of the
senators lived in their estates in the country, and the active part of senate was constituted by the few illustres, mainly the highest civil dignitaries on active service with

the city of Constantinople as their permanent residence. 11

Thus, the senate of Constantinople was composed mainly of the highest court dignitaries and the highest civil officials and was filled with those appointed by the
emperor himself. The senate was, however, exposed to the arbitrary will of the emperor. For example, after a change on the throne, the new emperor usualy
appointed in high offices those that had already helped him ascend the throne; therefore, dismissal's of the highest state functionaries from their duties as soon as their

emperor was dead or dethroned, was a repeated phenomenon.2

To sum up, during the early Byzantine period the senate of Constantinople formed a class with few members, depended to a degree on the will of the emperor, a fact
that explains the continuous renewal of the early Byzantine aristocracy. Conseguently, few families were kept to the highest offices for more than three generations. 13

From the 7t century onwards the Arab conquerors, in combination with the barbarian invasions in the Balkans, seems to have eliminated the leading families of the
previous period. In addition, the emperors Phocas (602-610) and — especially — Justinian 11 (685-695, 705-711) persecuted the members of the highest class of their
days, by confiscating their properties or by going even further and exterminating them. The senatorial aristocracy was in decline, because of the heavy blows inflicted

upon its members, 14 although the institution of the senate was not wiped out.

3. Theformation of a new aristocracy
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The lack of evidence does not allow any clear and absolute distinction between the families established under Herakleios (610-641) and the new Byzantine
aristocracy that probably began to form under the saurians (717-802). This aristocracy was reinforced during the next centuries, but until the 11t century it was

under the control of the imperial authority, stripping its province-residing members of any autonomy. Already by the 9t century this aristocracy had obtained many of
the attributes that would characterize it until the end of the Empire. It possessed large estates and its wealth was increasing due to tax-exemption and the annual

wages (roga) that the dignitaries and the owners of honorary titles received.2>During the 9 and 10" century the highest civil functionaries of Constantinople
congtituted the ruling class of the Empire and formed the senate. The titles possessed by them were not hereditary, but they had been granted by the emperor, and in
certain cases were bought off.16

According to Alexander Kazhdan, social mobility upwards remained a characteristic element of the Byzantine society up until the 11t century.1” The sense of nobility
with alegal content did not exist and the movement within the socia hierarchy from beneath upwards or vice-versawas totally possible. The lower aristocracy was
mainly composed of the provincia landowners of middle income level; imperia aristocracy was the higher one, receiving the court titles and partaking to the exercise
of the state power.18

During the 11t century, the highest aristocracy was divided into two basic groups, military or civil.® The first group, the military aristocracy of landowners, was
composed of families that possessed |arge estates and held the most important military offices, whereas they also fulfilled administrative functions in the imperial
apparatus. These families were mainly originating from Asia Minor and the Balkans.2® In spite of the similarities with the barons of the Western Europe, this group did
not possess any autonomy: its members were imperial functionaries who could be liable to dismissal, confiscation of their property and exile. Thus, the Byzantine
aristocracy was closely connected to Constantinople and to the imperial court,? and it was perhaps only in the late 121 century that a substantial stratum of
provincial aristocracy was formed, which, although not at the immediate service of the emperor, was receiving the highest imperial titles.22

The second group, the bureaucratic aristocracy, was formed by the aristocratic families at imperia service, who held their dignities from generation to generation.
These dignitaries were mainly head of the secretariats, judges and tax collectors; that means al these that exercised the civil services (juridical and fiscal) of the state
apparatus. The families that formed the functionary aristocracy were originating mainly from Constantinople, mainland Greece, the islands of the Aegean Sea and the
maritime cities of Asia Minor. Within the bureaucratic aristocracy were included persons with exceptional education, orators, jurists and theologians, who manned the

highest clergy, the bishops of the provinces and the deacons of Hagia Sophia surrounding the patriarch.23

In the middle of the 11t century the upright mobility wasin full operation and the participation of urban elements (mainly of Constantinople) in the administration of
the empire was encouraged.?* Many foreigners and merchants of Constantinople entered that way into the classes of the senators.?>

In the 11" century the civil and military aristocracy were not separated by any unbridgesble gap.2® Nevertheless, the situation within the aristocracy was transformed
from the end of that century due to the ascent of Alexios | Komnenos (1081-1118) to the power: the highest military aristocracy was distinguished as the dominant
class of the Empire, forming awide aliance of powerful families (Komnenoi, Doukal, Palaiologoi, Melissenoi and others) connected to each other with inter-

marriages.Z’ These families shaped akind of clan around the Komnenoi dynasty, by monopolizing the highest military and administrative dignities.?® From the
beginnings of the 12th century the old titles were replaced by new ones (based on the title of ), bestowed by the criterion of the descent of relationship and
accentuated the family relationship with the emperor.2° These changes emphasize the radical alteration under which the nature of the Byzantine hierarchy was: the
highest dignities of the court were exclusively bestowed to the members of the wider imperial family.3? The faction of the Komnenoi constituted a group with special
position within the hierarchy, placed beyond and above the senate.3 Thus, the ties of blood were of primordial importance for defining the highest aristocracy.3?

4. The Palaiologan period

During the 13" and 14 century the main elements of the Komnenian system were preserved. The alliance of the families that had created the faction of the
Komnenoi kept its role as the aristocracy par excellence, no mater if there was another dynasty that had ascended on the throne.33 The highest places of the
Palaiologan aristocracy were occupied by a small group of families, rich enough and active in governing, connected to each other with intermarriages;3* they were
essentially ruling the provinces, especially there where they had economic power, creating thus centers of power outside the capital .3

Itis of special importance that in the 14™ century and especially in the 15t century the aristocracy of Constantinople was occupied with commerce, due to the loss
of its lands because of the Ottoman expansion. It displayed, thus, a different financial behavior just before the Fall of Constantinople, compared to the previous

centuries, and a remarkable adaptability. 3
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Lwlopevdg, ExkAnotaotikn Totopia, 11.3.6, A.-]. Festugiére - J. Bidez, Sozomene, Histoire ecclésiastique, livres I-II (Sources chrétiennes 306, Paris 1983), pp. 238-240.
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The archbishop f Thessalonica Eustathios in his funerary oration to Nikephoros Komnenos places the noble descent of the deceased first in the list of his virtues
(1206 a.)

... 00 TO HEV YEVOC TV AVOTATW KAL MEWTWYV TG eVYEVEING MYV ATEQQEEV, 0 D& AdYOS AT’ 0VEAVOD Kal évOeog, TO ¢ 100G OTOIOV AV KATAKQOTHTELEV O TWV
BeloTdtwV etV 06puabog, Toig d¢ ékToc EuPAéPat Oéag GElog, W el kal ALOG AVOQWTIVIV TAKOLV HETETKEVAOTO.

EvotaBioc ®@cooaloviing, Movwdia eic Tov aefactov kai éni Twv defjoewv kvpov Niknpopov tov Kouvnvov, tov ékyovov Tod kaioapos kvpod Nikngopov tov Bpvevviov, ed. E.
Kurtz, “Evstafija Fessalonikijskogo i Konstantina Manassi monodii na kon¢inu Nikifora Komnina”, Vizantijskij Vremennik 17 (1910), p. 301.404-408.

The functionary and historian George Akropolites disapproves of Theodore II Laskaris (1254-1258) granting high administrative offices to the insignificant and of
no noble descent family of Mouzalon

Oltwot Yooy tabta mavta katagtioag 6 factAevg tov EAAonovtov diamegaiwbeic et v Adppakov v oknviy émnée, kakeloe Tovg avTob 0pPLriolg
teTiuniet kal adpaot. kat tov pév MovlaAwva Te@ytov Tov 0mtéQ mAvVTag AAAOLE TOUTE PLAOVHEVOV, BVTA LEYAV DOHETTIKOV, TTOWTOOEBATTOV TE KAl
TWTORETTIAQLOV KAl HEYAV OTQATOTEDAQXNV TETIUNKE, TOV D& AVTOD AdeAGOV AVOQOVIKOV, TOWTORECTIAQITNY OVIA, HEYAV DOUEOTIKOV KATWVOUATE, TOV OE
AyyeAov Twdavvny, péyav MOIUUIKIQLOV TEAODVTA, TETIUNKE TOWTOOTOATOQN, AVIQAQLA UNDEVOS T} TOLWV OBOADV dElx, mTadxic avateOoaupéva kat kKopuBaAwv
péAeoi te kat Ropaot, TEOG oG T ONEWoV eDOTOXWS &V ametdevoe: ‘Pebotal T doXNOTAL TE XOQOTLTNOLV &QLOTOL, ...

T'ecbpytoc AxgomoAitng, Xpovikn ovyypadn, ed. A. Heisenberg, Georgii Acropolitae opera I (Leipzig 1903, re-print P. Wirth, Stuttgart 1978) p. 124.1-13



