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The article focuses on a particular passage in Theophanes Continuatus which relates
an oath imposed by Constantine VII just before his death on his minister Joseph
Bringas to guard his son and heir Romanos I1. The discussion reviews the debates
around the redaction of the Book VI where this passage appears, the political context
of Romanos II'’s reign as it is presented in the Book VI and compares this passage with
the representation of oaths in a selection of historiographic sources from the 10" and
11" centuries. Through these considerations, it is proposed first that this passage poses
anomalies that call into question the legal nature of this oath, and second that the
inclusion of the reference to an oath may have had a particular legitimizing function,
not for the emperor, but rather for his ministers and Bringas in particular. This could
indicate the presence of political tensions prevalent under Romanos 1l which could
have opposed Bringas to other groups in the immediate political entourage, perhaps
those that lost their positions with the change of regime.

The number of contemporary historiographic sources covering the period 948—
963, corresponding roughly to the decade and a half of the emperor Constantine
VII’s sole rule and that of his son Romanos I, is very limited, and is largely
made up of a small number of texts that are closely associated with each other.!
Other sources covering this period date from much later, and themselves rely on
older unidentified sources that present a politically diverging outlook on many

1 These sources include namely a series of texts associated with the two traditions of the
Chronicle of the Logothete, the Vaticanus gr. 163, and the Book VI of the Bonn edition for
the text known as Theophanes Continuatus, which is an 11" century compilation of three
texts collected in the Vaticanus gr. 167 manuscript. Book VI appears to be a combination of
two texts covering the years 886-948 and 944-961 taking as model respectively the B and
A traditions of the Logothete Chronicle; and Pseudo-Symeon, a version of the Logothete
Chronicle partially dependent on other sources, that is preserved in the Parisinus gr. 1712.
Theophanes Continuatus, loannes Cameniata, Symeon Magister, Georgius Monachus,
1. Bekker (ed.), Bonn 1838. S. WAHLGREN, The Chronicle of the Logothete, Cambridge 2019,
4. L. NEVILLE, Guide to Byzantine Historical Writing, Cambridge 2018, 103—104. For the
problems surrounding the Chronicle and its relationship with Theophanes Continuatus see
A. MarkoprouLos, Les témoignages du Vaticanus gr. 163 pour la période entre 945-963,
Zouuercra 4, 1981, 87-115. Idem, H ypovoypagio tov Pevdooouedv koi o1 mnyég g, lo-
annina 1978, 182-185. S. WaHLGREN, Symeon the Logothete and Theophanes continuatus,
JOB 69,2019, 323-333.
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accounts.” For this reason, our understanding of the administrative history of
this period, and Romanos II’s government in particular, is quite fragmentary.
To try to shed some light on the political situation at this time, this discussion
wishes to bring attention to the representation of a specific political figure, the
eminent statesman Joseph Bringas, in one of these contemporary texts, the
Theophanes Continuatus Book VI, within the framework of our understanding
that this text was aimed at being a type of public official or authorized history
of the Macedonian dynasty, and was a legitimizing tool for its sponsors.?

The focus is specifically on the depiction of Bringas’s formal relationship
with the government of Constantine VII and that of his son in a particular pas-
sage, by questioning the nature of an oath the elder emperor is famously said
to have imposed at the very end of his reign on this person. Joseph Bringas was
a high-level state official who at the time held the offices of caxeildpiog and
opovyyapiog as well as the titles of warpixioc and mpourdoirog, and who had
quickly risen to prominence during the period of Constantine’s sole reign.* The
text mentions that on his deathbed, the emperor made Bringas take an oath to
be the protector of Romanos II. The issue is to understand what type of oath
is being alluded to here, through a discussion of the representation and impli-
cations of this event. The interest of it derives from the fact that the narrative
implies the emperor was handing over some type of responsibility to Joseph
regarding his son, either an assurance of fealty and trust, or a dispensation of
authority of some kind. The passage itself is the following:*

€mel yop Ntrdto 6 eofepog facireds mapa Thg vooov Kol al mepl tod (v EAmideg
TPOEXMPOVY, OVK TV GTIC TOV TOPPUPOYEVVITOV T) BTOAOPVPETO Kol AmeddVPETO
TOV KOAOV GvOaKTO, TOV YADKVV, TOV EDTPOGNVI], TOV EDTPOGITOV, TOV YOANVOV, Kol
66015 GALOIC yp1| OVOLOGT KOAEGOL TOV GvOpa TPOG 0DG TM TOOm GuVIEdETAL. EMEL 08
T TELEVTOIO TVEDV DpdTto O Toppupoyévvntoc Kmvotavtivog, Popavov tov viov

2 These later sources consist principally of Skylitzes, Zonaras, and Manasses. loannes Skyli-
tzae Synopsis historion, 1. Thurn (ed.), Berlin — New York 1973. John Skylitzes, A Synopsis
of Byzantine History 811-1057, J. Wortley (ed.), Cambridge 2010. Epitomae Historiarum,
T. Biittner-Wobst — M. Pinder (eds.), Bonn 1897. Constantini Manassis Breviarum Historiae
Metricum, 1. Bekker (ed.), Bonn 1837. For a more recent edition see Constantini Manassis
Breviarum Chronicum, (CFHB, 36), O. Lampsidis (ed.), Athens 1996.

3 J. M. FeatHERsTONE, Theophanes Continuatus VI and the De Ceremoniis, BZ 104/1, 2011,
115-122. Idem, Basil the Nothos as Compiler: the De Cerimoniis and Theophanes Con-
tinuatus, in: J. Signes Codoner — I. Peréz Martin (eds.), The Transmission of Byzantine
Texts between Textual Criticism and Quellenforschung, Turnhout 2014, 353-372. Idem,
Theophanes Continuatus: A History for the Palace, in: P. Odorico (ed.), La face cachée
de la littérature byzantine. Le texte en tant que message immédiat, (Dossiers Byzantins,
11), Paris 2012, 123-135. P. MaGpaLiNo, Knowledge in Authority and Authorised History:
The Imperial Intellectual Program of Leo VI and Constantine VII, in: P. Armstrong (ed.),
Authority in Byzantium, Ashgate 2013, 200.

4 Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 445.12.

5 Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 466.51. The translation is taken from D. SULLIVAN,
The Rise and Fall of Nikephoros Il Phokas: five contemporary texts in annotated translations,
Leiden 2018, 55.
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avTod avtokpdTopa Paciién Emoincey, Tapadovs kol Opkacas Toone matpikiov
Kol TPodGLTOV TOD SLoPLAGENL oD TOV Tf) O TOD EVTpE)EiQ KOl TUKVMOGEL KOl Yo
1010070 RV 6 GVIiP, TUKVOC Kol OpOOC Kod TGTOC Kol TPOC T TOMTUKE SIOTKALLOTOL
aetod Ty OTEPOG, €iG 0 TO AmpocmTOANTTOV Kol EV0EPTG Kol dikaiog, MG TOL0DTOV
gtrepov un yvopilesbat.

For when the fearful emperor was overcome by the disease and hopes for his life
departed, there was no one who did not loudly bewail and bitterly lament the Por-
phyrogennetos, the good ruler, the sweet, the gentle, the accessible, the mild, and
by whatever other names the man must be called, by those to whom he is linked
by affection. When the Porphyrogennetos Constantine was seen breathing his last,
he made his son Romanos sovereign emperor, entrusting him to, and putting under
oath Joseph, the patrikios and praipositos, to guard him with his skill and sagacity.
For such was the man, sagacious and upright, and faithful and quicker than an eagle
in public administration. He was pious and just without respect for persons, such
that no one else was so well regarded.

Since Joseph was promoted to mopoxoywuevos at some point shortly after and
was de-facto in control of state affairs during the reign of Romanos 11, as well as
in the interim period after the latter’s death, the second of the two options tends
to be assumed. For this reason, this event is pointed at as evidence of a policy
change at the end of Constantine VII’s reign regarding the administrative dis-
positions of his ministers, in particular his head minister and confidant Basil
Lekapenos.® If one or the other case were true, however, because of the public
and legal nature of such an oath-taking event, we would expect a particular
process of oath-taking to have taken place; yet no such details are referred
to by the text. To see whether this omission might have been simply due to
the redactor’s general ambivalence to such detail or to some other reason, it
might be useful to consider how the representation of this oath-taking event
relates to the nature of the text, to the political context in which the text itself
was produced, and to how oaths in general tended to be represented in middle
Byzantine sources.

6  W. G. BRokAAR, Basil Lacapenus, in: W. F. Bakker — A. F. van Gemert — W. J. Aerts (eds.),
Studia Byzantina et Neohellenica Neerlandica, Leiden 1972, 216-217. A. MARKOPOULOS,
Joseph Bringas: Prosopographical Problems and Ideological Trends, in: Idem, History and
Literature of Byzantium in the 9"—10" Centuries, (Variorum Collected Studies), Ashgate
2004, 8, n. 33 (=Toone Bpiyyog. [Ipocomoypapikd tpoPfAnpota Kot ideoroytkd pedpora,
Xoupeixta 4). C. Mazzucchi, Dagli Anni di Basilio Parakimomenos, Aevum 52, 1978,
305-306. B. BLysIpou, Apiotoxportiés oxoyéveies ko eCovaia (9o¢ — 100 aacdvog): Epevves
AV 010, OLOOOYIKE, OTAOLO, OVTILETOTLONG THS APUEVO-TIOPACYOVIKNG KOl THG KOTTOOOKIKNG
apiotokpariag, Thessaloniki 2001, 111-114 and 128-130. C. ANGELIDI, Basile Lacapéne:
deux ou trois choses que je sais de lui, in: Ch. Gastgeber — Ch. Messis — D. Muresan —
F. Ronconi (eds.), Pour I’amour de Byzance: Hommage a Paolo Odorico, Frankfurt am
Main 2013, 15. I. Curistou, Avtokpazopik eCovaia kai molitikn mpaxtiky. O poiog tov
rapadvvaotevoviog oty fulavuviy doiknon (téAn Sov- apyés 11ov aucdva), Athens 2008,
227-252. The emperor’s preference for Bringas has consequently been attributed to conflicts
between aristocratic factions. See n. 23 below.
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The sponsorship of Theophanes Continuatus VI

Scholarship on the structure of the Theophanes Continuatus VI suggests the
presence of different textual layers, each of which appears to reflect the per-
spectives of the various people involved in its creation over time. Indeed, the
text includes praise for individuals that were opposed politically, including
Constantine VII Porphyrogennetos and Romanos I Lekapenos, but also par-
ticularly Basil Lekapenos and Joseph Bringas himself. These contradictory
elements have complicated the identification of the text’s authorship, leading
to the possibility that a succession of authors or sponsors were involved in its
production.’” It seems probable that Basil, after becoming zwapaxoiuwuevos to
Constantine VII perhaps in 946 or 947, had been involved at some later point
in the sponsorship of the Continuation project’s organization alongside certain
other works produced in the circle of the emperor, in particular De Ceremoniis.
He would have overseen sections including positive depictions of his person,
and may therefore be responsible for some of the material at the end of Book
V1.2 This material has been indicated as suggesting he oversaw the project after
coming back into favor and power during the reign of Nikephoros II, during
which period these texts would have taken their final forms; he might have also
been involved in the production of the original dossiers that later became De
Ceremoniis and Theophanes Continuatus.’ In between, however, Book VI pre-

7  For the ongoing discussion on the authorship of this text: Chronographiae quae Theophanis
Continuati nomine fertur Libri I-1V, J. M. Featherstone — J. Signes Codofier (eds.), Berlin
2015, 17-19. J. M. FeaTHERSTONE, A History for the Palace, op. cit., 133—135. Idem, Basil
the Nothos, op. cit., 355. Kazhdan and Hunger had proposed Theodore Daphnopates as
the author of Book VI: A. P. Kazupan, Iz istorii vizantijskoj chronografii x v.1, O sostave
tak nazyvaemoj ‘Chroniki prodolz’atelja Feofana’, V'V 19, 1961, 89-96. H. HUNGER, Die
hochsprachliche profane Literatur der Byzantiner: Philosophie, Rhetorik, Epistolographie,
Geschichtsschreibung, Geographie, vol. 1, Munich 1978, 343. This claim has been disputed
by A. MarkorouLos, Théodore Daphnopatés et la Continuation de Théophane, JOB 35, 1985,
17-82. 1t is also disputed by the editors of Daphnopates’s letters, Théodore Daphnopatés:
Correspondance, J. Darrouzes — L. G. Westerink (eds.), Paris 1978, 8-10. CH. MEsss,
Les Eunuques a Byzance, (Dossiers byzantins, 14), Paris 2014, 259-261. Idem, Les voix
littéraires des eunuques : Genre et identité du soi a Byzance, DOP 70, 2016, 204. ANGELIDI,
Basile Lacapéne, op. cit., 24, contests the idea that Basil Lekapenos was involved in the
creation of Theophanes Continuatus. WAHLGREN, Symeon the Logothete and Theophanes
continuatus, op. cit., 333, both highlights the multiplicity of authors and recommends caution
in attributing identities to authors without further philological inquiry.

8  BRokaAAR, Basil Lacapenus, op. cit., 208-209. ANGELIDI, Basile Lacapéne, op. cit., 14. Theo-
phanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 472.4; 442.9; 461.11-12.

9  FEATHERSTONE, A History for the Palace, op. cit., 134-135. Idem, Basil the Nothos, op. cit.,
355. Theophanis Continuati, Featherstone — Codoiier (eds.), op. cit., 17-19, n. 53 and n.
58, that highlight the haste of the editors who seem to have been careless in combining
politically contradictory texts. ANGELIDI, Basile Lacapéne, op. cit., 24.
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sents intermittent sections that were included by someone favorable to Bringas,
perhaps Bringas himself, that present this figure as well as the government of
Romanos II in a favorable light.!°

As with most of the other works sponsored by Constantine VII, including
the two other parts of the Theophanes Continuatus, this text was intended to be
circulated publicly and to offer an authorized history by painting a public image
of the Macedonian dynasty, up to and including the most recent emperors and
their administrations. As such the work should be understood as having a public
and propagandistic nature."" But the preoccupation it displays for the political
representation of subordinates, which allows the tracing of the text’s spon-
sorship history, shows at the same time how this motivation of legitimization
would have necessarily spilled beyond the figures of the emperors themselves
to the representation of the people in their entourage. As such it would have
particularly impacted the portrayal of those who were involved in its creation,
including Basil and Bringas, who indeed are both presented in positive terms
apparently to this end.'? In this regard, the portrayal of these figures within the
imperial entourage, including the attribution of Bringas’s state responsibilities
to an oath given to the previous emperor, needs to be considered within the
context of the political atmosphere that was prevalent during the production
period of this last part of the work, while keeping in mind that the figures were
themselves likely heavily involved in the creation of the images of them that
have survived.

Theophanes Continuatus VI and the political atmosphere under
Romanos IT

The short reign of Romanos II is usually eclipsed by the eventful long rule of
his father and by the turbulent period that followed his own death, giving the
impression that the period was relatively uneventful at least with regard to do-
mestic politics, in contrast to the great campaigns taking place abroad, a rarity
for the period.”® This might however have something to do with the limited
state and perspective of the sources, that in some cases tend to overemphasize
the state of internal political security at the time, as there are indications that

10 Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 445.12; 466.51; 469.1.17-470.1; 475.9.1-17,
479.13; 480.16. MEssts, Les Eunuques a Byzance, op. cit., 260.

11 FeaTtHERSTONE, A History for the Palace, op. cit., 126.

12 A. MarkorouLos, Sur les deux versions de la Chronographie de Syméon Logothéte, BZ 76,
1983, 284.

13 A.Kazupan, Romanos II, in: A. Kazhdan — A.-M. Talbot (eds.), OBD III, 1806—1807. Idem,
Theophano, 2064-2065. A. KALDELLIS, Streams of Gold, Rivers of Blood: The Rise and Fall
of Byzantium 955 AD to the First Crusade, Oxford 2017, 32-40. W. TREADGOLD, A History
of the Byzantine State and Society, Standford 1997, 493-500. P. LEMERLE, The Agrarian
History of Byzantium: from the origins to the twelfth century; sources and problems, Galway
1979, 98-100, 126—-128. G. OsTROGORSKY, History of the Byzantine State, New Brunswick
1957, 283-284.
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certain turbulences occurred upon the coming to full power of Romanos II after
the death of his father in 959. These included shake-ups in the administrative
structure, the imprisoning of many of the women of the imperial family in
amonastery, and an attempted plot for the throne by certain aristocratic groups.
And though our understanding of these events is piecemeal, their treatment by
the sources, both in what is said and not said, draws attention.

The administrative changes Romanos undertook upon his accession have
generally been described as part of regular administrative procedures. The co-
ming to power of a new emperor was undoubtedly always marked by efforts to
secure their position, including the appointment of new ministers to key positi-
ons in the government, which was in this case apparently conducted under the
influence of Bringas.'* In fact Byzantine historians, and especially the redactors
of Theophanes Continuatus, seem to have been very preoccupied with noting
the appointments and major changes made at the start of a new reign. But when
they happened, peaceful periods of transition, particularly from father to son as
in this case, did not generally see drastic administrative changes, this probably
because the client-networks in place in the administrative structure tended to
remain similar under the new government; in these cases the sources tend to
mention individual noteworthy appointments and do not suggest far-reaching
changes."” In contrast, Romanos’s advent was marked not only by a change
of key ministers, but by a very broad replacement of palace personnel. This
included dismissing immediately the xoirwvitar and his father’s men, repla-
cing them with others, at least some of whom had not been in favor under the
previous administration. In fact only a single key official is marked out by the
text as having endured from the previous government, the elderly statesman
Theodore Daphnopates.'® It has furthermore been observed that at least some
of the normally habitual appointments might have been made through some
fear of attack against the throne; one passage remarks to this effect that the
ueyog erauperdpyns John was appointed to protect the imperial person from

14 Synopsis historion, Thurn (ed.), op. cit., 248-249. Skylitzes, Wortley (ed.), op. cit., 239-240.

15 Compare the examples in Skylitzes of the transition from the administration of Basil I to
Leo VI or from Theophilos to Michael III. These can be compared with the transition from
Basil II to Constantine VIII, where the latter seems to have made extensive changes in the
government. Synopsis historion, Thurn (ed.), op. cit., 171-172, 81-82, 870-871. Skylitzes,
Wortley (ed.), op. cit., 165-166, 82-83, 349-350. Although not much is known about
Constantine’s role under Basil II, Holmes suggests he did not have much influence on his
brother or his government. C. HoLmes, Basil Il and the Governance of Empire (976-1025),
Oxford 2005, 523-524.

16 A possible role played by this individual will be discussed further on. It is worth observing
that among the personnel that is marked out as being ousted, the xoizwvito: were responsible
for the imperial bedchamber and might have had as their chief the zaparxoiuduevos himself
according to N. OIKONOMIDES, Listes de préséances Byzantines des [Xe et Xe siécles, Paris
1972, 305.
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“suspicious individuals”.'” These points, relatively trivial on their own terms,
become suggestive when considered alongside this text’s attempts through
justifying language to present in a favorable light the government’s bearing
during a couple events that occurred over the course of the following three years.

One such noteworthy point is the way the confinement of the imperial wo-
men is described. Shortly after his ascent, Romanos tried to enclose his mother
and his sisters in a monastery, which Skylitzes attributes to the instigation of
the empress Anastasia-Theophano.'® And while his sisters were tonsured, this
latter source strongly highlights the opposition of his mother, whom the emperor
was in the end unable to imprison, supposedly because he was afraid of her
curses, though Theophanes Continuatus glosses over this. The Continuation
instead diminishes the degree of the hostility to this decision and does not
attribute a reason or source for it. This text also notes that the emperor ordered
the women be given the same food they were provided with in the palace,
which contradicts the statement in Skylitzes to the effect that strict monastic
rules including vegetarianism were imposed on them, which they were quick
to abandon after his death. There is clearly evident an effort to tame the pre-
sentation of this confinement, which comes through other traditions as having
been much stricter. This itself incites caution in dealing with the passage about
the personnel dismissals, since it also employs mild language highlighting the
regularity of the procedures. In this regard it is also worth noting that the passage
describing their confinement uses a language that is very similar to that used
in the emperor’s death-bed scene where the oath is mentioned, a point which
will be returned to below.

The same comments can be made for the treatment of threats against the
throne. A coup is said to have been averted in the month of March of Roma-
nos’s third year, its leader a person named Basil Peteinos.!* The Continuation
is somewhat inconsistent about the details of Basil Peteinos’s life and is very
curt in referring to his accusation of rebellion, glossing over the identities of
the conspirators and the manner of their dispatching. We know however from
another source that the conspirators were arrested and tortured at the hands of the

17  Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 470.1. Pseudo-Symeon, Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 757.
PmbZ, #23090. SuLLIvAN, The Rise and Fall, op. cit., 61 n. 191. Romanos also rehabilitated
at least one man who had been forcibly tonsured under Constantine VII, a certain John who
was then put in the ranks of the xorrwvitar, whom Wortley thinks may have been appointed
émi 100 kort@vog. Skylitzes, Wortley (ed.), op. cit., 240, n. 3.

18 Skylitzes is notoriously hostile towards Theophano, so these accusations may be as suspi-
cious as the allegation that the empress killed her husband, or that she was the daughter of
a publican. Synopsis historion, Thurn (ed.), op. cit., 252. Skylitzes, Wortley (ed.), op. cit.,
243. Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 471.3-472. MarkorouLos, Les Témoignages,
op. cit., 97. Pseudo-Symeon, Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 188.

19 Theophanes Continuatus says in the second year; it has been remarked that this must be an
error. PmbZ, #23090.
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ropaxouwuevog himself.?* Basil Peteinos had been uéyag éraiperapyns under
Constantine VII and a close confidant of the emperor. Note that Peteinos, who
was able to instigate Stephanos Lekapenos to move with his brother against
their father Romanos I, and was also apparently a confidant of the Patriarch
Theophylactos, another member of the Lekapenid clan, therefore seems to have
had close ties with the Lekapenid circles.?' But at the same time, the position
of Peteinos appears comparable to that of Basil Lekapenos, in that he had close
relations with this family but was strictly loyal to the Macedonians.

In this regard it is worth noting that Skylitzes records in the same breath
another figure, Romanos Saronites, who feared that the same fate as Peteinos
and his associates might befall him, so that he quickly fled to a monastery. This
Saronites was also closely related to the Lekapenids, as he was the brother-in-
law of Romanos I, and Skylitzes mentions that his fear of arrest was not because
of guilt but because his elevated status “attracted envy and suspicion”. Whether
this language is related to the bias of Skylitzes’s sources or a real indication of
calumnious adversaries, it must nevertheless be noted that Peteinos’s associa-
tes were quietly forgiven and he returned from exile.”? Whatever the situation,
these snippets from the Book VI witness the prevalence of an environment
of incertitude and suspicion in the palace and imperial entourage at this time,
which implicated perceived threats from Lekapenid circles, but which the text
seems to want to downplay.?

It is therefore in this environment of distrust and suspicion that the produc-
tion of the Book VI should be placed, including the reference to Bringas’s oath
given upon the instigation of the previous emperor. Since this reference to an
oath appears in one of the passages that are praising him, and was therefore
probably included under Bringas’s own supervision, it should be evaluated
through the same ideological lens as other similar passages. Before considering
the passage, it is worth noting how it compares with other representations of
oaths appearing in historiographic texts from the 10" and 11" centuries.

20 Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 479.14. Synopsis historion, Thurn (ed.), op. cit.,
250-251. Skylitzes, Wortley (ed.), op. cit., 241-242. The coup is not attributed to an attempt
to reinstate Stephanos Lekapenos, but to place Basil himself on the throne.

21 Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 435.16-21; 436.9-19; 438.11-13. A. Vogr, Vie de
Saint Luc le Stylite, AnBoll 27, 1909, 35, ch. 20.9-12. BLYSIDOU, Apiotokpatikég otkoyéveles
ko1 eéovoia, op. cit., 126, 128-30.

22 Synopsis historion, Thurn (ed.), op. cit., 251. Peteinos himself apparently went mad and
died in exile. Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 479, and 759.

23 The mysterious death of the exiled emperor Stephanos in 963 should perhaps also be con-
sidered in the light of this suspicious attitude towards the Lekapenids. Synopsis historion,
Thurn (ed.), op. cit., 255. Some commentators have discussed the coup in the context of
a rivalry between the family of the Phokades and a rival faction including the Skleroi, Ar-
gyroi, and Balantioi families playing out under Constantine VII and Romanos II, ANGELIDI,
Basile Lacapéne, op. cit., 15. BLysipou, Apiotokpatikés owoyéveies kou eéovoia, op. cit.,
110, 130-131, 180.
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The representation of legal oaths in middle Byzantine
historiographic sources

This section offers a general overview of oath-taking acts in middle Byzantium,
focusing on the ways oath-taking was commonly represented in historiographic
sources of the period. The purpose is to highlight certain irregularities in the
way the Bringas oath is portrayed through a comparison with a selection of
authors from the 10™ and 11™ centuries.

Despite being unencouraged by both religious and secular authorities due
to their going counter to the teachings of the New Testament, the employment
of oaths was as common in Byzantium as it was ancient, sothatimperial autho-
rities had to accommodate their use in legal contexts despite being aware of
their questionable religiosity.”* They were also taken very seriously, whether
they were abided by or not, with oaths holding something akin to a contractual
value and significant political import. Therefore, insofar as they concerned pu-
blic persons, whether in the confirmation of office or in diplomatic interactions,
oaths were treated as solemn and formal acts, particularly those concerning
fealty to the emperor or the delegation of authority.

Medieval Roman customs around oath-taking do not seem to have been
as strict as their antique counterparts, though much of the same framework
appears to have endured from antiquity in modified form.” Nevertheless, the
regularity through which certain elements occur both in narrative sources and
in surviving legal documents suggest that oath-taking in all its varieties gene-

24 The main basis for this is the prohibition in the Gospel of Matthew at Matt. 5:33-37. J.-C.
CHEYNET, Foi et conjuration a Byzance, in: M. F. Auzépy — G. Saint-Guilland (eds.), Oralité
et lien social au Moyen Age (Occident, Byzance, Islam): parole donnée, foi jurée, serment,
Paris 2008, 267-268. For an example of such accommodation in legislature see the Novel
XCVII of Leo VI: Das Eparchenbuch Leons des Weisen, J. Koder (ed.), Vienna 1991, 74.
Justinian’s Corpus Iuris Civilis, upon which the Macedonian legislation largely depended,
testifies to the Christianization of the process by ordering oaths be taken on the Gospels.
0. Derours, Eglise et serment a Byzance, in: Oralité et lien social au Moyen Age, op. cit.,
224 n. 59. J. P. MEIER, Did the historical Jesus prohibit all oaths? Part 1, Journal for the
Study of the Historical Jesus 5, 2007, 175-205.

25 A general study dedicated specifically to Byzantine political and judicial oath-taking has
not yet been undertaken. For the evolution of oath-taking in the late antique and medieval
periods: P. Propu, I/ sacremento del potere. Il giuramento politico nella storia costituzionale
dell’Occidente, Bologna 1992, 27-104. Seminari di storia e di diritto 1I. Studi sul giura-
mento nel mondo antico, A. Calore (ed.), Milan 1998. A. Sommersten — J. Fletcher (eds.),
Horkos: the oath in Greek society, Exeter 2007. C. PazperNIK, ‘The Trembling of Cain’:
religious power and institutional culture in Justinianic oath-taking, in: A. Cain — N. Lenski
(eds.), The power of religion in Late Antiquity, Farnham 2009, 143—154. S. Espers, ‘Faithful
Believers’: oaths of allegiance in post-Roman societies as evidence for eastern and western
‘visions of community’, in: W. Pohl — C. Gantner — R. Payne (eds.), Visions of community
in the post-Roman world. The West, Byzantium and the Islamic world, 3001100, Farnham
2012, 357-374. M. BILDSTEIN, Swearing by the Book: Oaths and the rise of scripture in the
Roman Empire, ASDIWAL. Revue genevoise d’anthropologie et d’histoire des religions 12,
2017, 53-72.
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rally followed certain procedures to assure their validity and to try to hold the
involved individuals to particular obligations, particularly when appearing in
legal or political contexts.?® This appears to have been the case for oaths taken
in the judicial process between private parties, but was particularly true for oaths
given to the emperor such as oaths of fealty; this was even the case for those
given by the emperor.”” High profile oaths of this sort bearing legal importance
appear to have often been certified by a type of written diploma that could be
filed in the imperial palace.” One of the principal acts of the oath-taking process
was its confirmation, frequently through the use of formal expressions, by wit-
nesses. A Byzantine peculiarity to this was that from an early date, in addition
to the presence of people, such witnesses would be of a supernatural order.
This involved the invocation of God or the Mother of God, something that is
reflected in the surviving formulas of a later period, but also ordinarily included
as witness a supernatural object such as a fragment of the Cross, the Gospels,
relics, or icons, with icons being the most common and characteristic element
of'this sort.” Finally, such oaths need to be considered as a type of performative
practice appearing in political and social circumstances affecting the status of
the actors. Oath-taking very frequently appears alongside acts and decisions
bearing significant social consequences, whether it be marriage, promotions,
friendship-bonds, establishing a client relationship etc... As such, they did not

26 CHEYNET, Foi et conjuration, op. cit., 269-270. M. Wuk, The uses of oaths in early Byzantine
imperial politics, BZ 116/3,2023, 1041-1042. Practical problems involved in keeping an oath
effective are discussed in P. GouNaRrIDIS, “Opkog kai Apopiopog ota Pulavtva dtkaotipia,
Byzantina Symmeikta 7,1987,41-57, as well as in H. SaraDI, Cursing in Byzantine notarial
acts, a form of warranty, Byzantina 17, 1994, 441-533.

27 WUk, The uses of oaths, op. cit., 1038—1039. N. Svoronos, Le serment de fidelité a I’empe-
reur byzantin et sa signification constitutionelle, REB 9, 1951, 116-129, especially 123. It
is arguable whether the imperial will could constitutionally override an oath, since in actual
practice the situation seems to have largely depended on circumstance. It appears that the
only permissible way to annul an oath was to receive a dispensation from the Patriarch, and
there are examples of emperors asking for such dispensation and not receiving any. Such
is the case of the emperor Constantine X who requested unsuccessfully that Patriarch John
Xiphilinos would annul the oaths he had made regarding the rebel Nikoulitzas Delphinas.
Ch. RouecHE, Kekaumenos, Consilia et Narrationes, https://ancientwisdoms.ac.uk/library/
kekaumenos-consilia-et-narrationes (retrieved January 10, 2024), 72.13. CHEYNET, Foi et
Conjuration, op. cit., 270.

28 Two indications for this are highlighted by Svoronos, Le serment de fidélité a I’empereur,
op. cit., 108. See Constantini Porphyrogeniti Imperatoris De Ceremoniis Aulae Byzantinae,
(CSHB, 15), I. Reisk (ed.), Bonn 1829, 416. See also Niketae Choniatae Historia, (CSHB,
35), I. Bekker (ed.), Bonn 1835, 297. Surviving evidence is more frequent from the Comne-
nian period onward, and most frequent for the Paleologan period.

29 N. OxonomiDES, Le serment de I’impératrice Eudocie (1067): une épisode de 1’histoire
dynastique de Byzance, REB 21, 1963, 112—114. A. ADpASHINSKAYA, Icons as Guarantors
and Judges in Byzantine Oath-Taking Rituals, Izkustvovedski cheteniia 1, 2022, 51-66.
CHEYNET, Foi et conjuration, op. cit., 270.
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often occur in a void on their own but in particular transformative contexts.*
The legal nature of oaths, their varieties and characterizations, evolved over
the centuries, the late 11" c. being an important benchmark in their evolution
as there developed more extensive contacts with western forms of oaths.?!
What concerns this discussion however is less the social act itself than
trends in their representation in major historiographical sources, to see how
references to them compare with the passage considered above. The portrayal
of oaths evidently varied as much as did the sources, relative to the interests
and type of the narrative.*? This discussion has not distinguished between dif-
ferent varieties of oath, of which the oath of fealty to the emperor was only
one, though of great political significance; this is because narrative sources
do not appear to present any particular distinction in regard to the portrayal of
oaths of fealty. However, tendencies do appear in the representation of oaths
in a general political or legal context, that distinguishes them from oaths that
did not have, or were not perceived as having, political or legal importance.*
If we look at the example of Psellos, we notice that the references to oaths
taken in a political or diplomatic context tend to mention either the witnesses

30 Wuk, The uses of oaths in early Byzantine imperial politics, op. cit., 1060 and 1072. For
studies on the role of oaths in a wider social context, including forging friendship-bonds
(adelphopoiesis) and clientship, marriage, and adoption, see CHEYNET, Foi et conjuration,
op. cit., 268 n. 12 and n. 13, that includes a relevant bibliography, including other works
from the same publication.

31 J. H. Pryor, The oaths of the leaders of the First Crusade to the Emperor Alexius I Comne-
nus: fealty, homage — wiotic, dovAeia, Parergon 2, 1984, 111-141. A. E. Laiou, The empe-
ror’s word: chrysobulls, oaths and synallagmatic relations in Byzantium (11"—12% ¢.), in:
C. Morrisson — R. Dorin (eds.), Women, family and society in Byzantium, Farnham 2011,
354. R. RocHETTE, Empereurs et serment sous les Paléologues, in: Oralité et lien social au
Moyen Age, op. cit., 157-167. S. Kyriakinis, The Use of Oaths in the Conspiracies and
Revolts against Andronikos II Palaiologos (1282-1328), JOB 71, 2022, 269-284.

32 This overview is based on a selection of major historiographical sources from the 10" and
11" centuries, chosen to not be produced beyond roughly 100 years of Theophanes Con-
tinuatus’s compilation: The Chronicle of the Logothete, Leo the Deacon, John Skylitzes,
Michael Attaleiates, and Michael Psellos: Symeonis Magistri et Logothetae Chronicon,
S. Wahlgren (ed.), Berlin et al. 2006. Leonis diaconi Caloénsis historiae libri decem,
K. B. Hase (ed.), Bonn 1828. The History of Leo the Deacon: Byzantine military expansion
in the tenth century, A. M. Talbot — D. F. Sullivan (eds.), Dumbarton Oaks 2005. Michaelis
Attaliatae Historia, E. T. Tsolakis (ed.), Athens 2011. See also The History. Michael Atta-
leiates, A. Kaldellis — D. Krallis (eds.), Dumbarton Oaks 2012, which reproduces the same
Greek text found in Miguel Ataliates, Historia, 1. Perez Martin (ed.), Madrid 2002. Michel
Psellos. Chronographie ou histoire d’'un siécle de Byzance (976—1077), 2 vol., E. Renauld
(ed.), Paris 1928.

33 By “legal oath” is meant in this discussion oaths made by public persons for political pur-
poses within a conventional legal framework, and therefore assuming the value of a formal
political contract. The expression “political oath” has not been used to avoid confusion with
the dprog moditikog of a later period that held a more specific meaning. L. Levi, Cinque
Lettere Inedite di Emanuele Moscopulo, Studi italiani di filologia classica 10, 1902, 65. The
expression has been adopted following the use of “serment juridique” for oaths in a public
and political context by OkoNoMIDES, Le serment de I’impératrice Eudocie, op. cit., 112.
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or sacred objects in the presence of which the oath was made or refer to the
existence of a certifying document of some sort. Most of the cases referred to
by Psellos are oaths of fealty to the emperor, such as when Romanos I1I asks
Michael to confirm his fealty to him, or when oaths are given to the emperor
Michael VI; in these cases relics are mentioned, and some of these oaths are
presented in the text in a similar manner.* This differs from the large number
of references in this text to oath-taking events that are of a personal nature,
such as those taken between private individuals.

This tendency appears as largely exemplary of what is encountered in narra-
tive sources elsewhere, from the following as well as the preceding century.*
To take another example, in Attaleiates, while their representation in general
varies with regard to the accompanying attributes, in political or diplomatic
contexts oaths are generally accompanied by at least one reference to what
could be called these substantiating details of oath taking, whether to highlight
its solemnity in general or the process. These types of oaths, especially those of
fealty, could include references to sacred objects or divinity, such as the oath of
Michael V to Zoe on the relic of St. John the Baptist, or even other contractual
elements such as honors or documents. Examples include the exchange of
honors invoked in the oath of fealty of Rouselios, or the written documents
offered by a relative of Nikephoros Bryennios to the inhabitants of Radeistos
to join the rebel, which Attaleiates himself criticizes vehemently.*® In both
these authors, mentioning procedural details in their entirety is rare, but not
mentioning at least one of them is rarer; in these latter cases the individuals
involved are generally anonymous.

Leo the Deacon, in describing the oath of fealty to the emperors taken by
Nikephoros II upon his ascent, does not refer to relics — though they probably
were involved —, but does mention documentation, including a testament of the
late emperor that the general maintains his position if he remains faithful to the
throne. The presence of witnesses to the oath, that is the patriarch Polyeuktos

34  Psellos, Renauld (ed.), op. cit., I 47 and II 103; see also I 112. These can be contrasted
with oaths of either a personal nature or between private individuals, for example Psellos,
idem, II 54 or II 66, that vary widely and do not refer to witnesses, objects or documents.
Cf. Psellos, idem, II 126 where in painting a negative caricature portrait of the Patzinaks,
the author highlights that they do not abide by oaths even if they are done over victims
(kaza t@v Gouarewv). Compare with the similar sentiments about the Vlach caricature in
Kekaumenos, Roueché (ed.), op. cit., I 74-75, that the Vlach violates easily the most solemn
oaths (dprovg gpikwdeotarovg) and should not be trusted even if he swears by God.

35 Another example from a later period is Zonaras, whose references change according to the
period and so probably the source material. The period from the middle of the 11% century
onwards sees an increase in the regularity of references to documentation accompanying
oaths for particular occasions. Cf. Epitome Historiarum, Biittner-Wobst — Pinder (eds.), op.
cit., 663, 681, 686, 687. In contrast, this author does not present any significant pattern in
such detail for preceding periods; for example, he fails to mention anything for the legal
oath of fealty of Romanos I to Constantine (Epitomae Historiarum, idem, 468).

36 Michaelis Attaliatae, Tsolakis (ed.), op. cit., 89 and 188-189.
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and the senate, is also highlighted. The same goes for the diatribe of Nikephoros
against Joseph where, referring to oaths of fealty to the throne, there is also
a reference to written documents accompanying the treaty.’” Bardas Skleros,
offering terms to the rebel Phokas during the civil war, mentions promotions,
and Phokas is mentioned entreating his deserting partisans by invoking the
witness of God to their oaths.*

The same observation can be made for references to oaths in Skylitzes
covering the period from Constantine VII’s sole rule onward.* Of the twenty
such passages that appear from this section until the end, seven, so almost
half, mention neither documentation, relics, honors, witnesses nor invoke the
solemnity of the oath. In these cases, the oath is either not a legal oath but
swearing in a private context, either the individuals are anonymous, or they
are being presented in a negative light. For example, Nikephoros II swears to
Bringas in private that he will take monastic vows; the oaths of fealty of the
Roman and foreign officers to the rebel Komnenos are of this sort, as is the
oath of Niketas Duke of Antioch offering amnesty to the Antiocheans, or the
oaths made among Pechenegs.*

Note that in these authors, the amount of detail accompanying a reference
to an oath is proportionate to the proximity to the author in that they were
either present, party to the oath, or the oath involved individuals favored by
them. Where Psellos mentions all these details in full, they are in the mouth
of the emperor Michael VI, relative to oaths of assurance supposedly to be
granted to Isaac Komnenos; Psellos himself was party to the embassy to Isaac
for negotiations and would have been present. The same is the case for Attale-
iates, who mentions due oath-taking procedures with foreigners — in this case
Pecheneg troops —, where he was himself tasked by the emperor with assuring
it; the emperor Nikephoros II is the heroic central figure of Leo the Deacon’s
narrative.*! Even Kekaumenos, though not a work of history, is typical in this
sense. In his exemplum on the capture of Demetrias, the Bulgarian general
Lytoboes secures the local inhabitants by oath, and no further details are added.
In this case, Lytoboes is presented in unfavorable terms both as a foil to the
Romans and as a negative example for the dangers of carelessness, placing this
individual at a distance from the author; the locals are anonymous. In contrast,
Kekaumenos includes all the procedural details, including ikons, promotions,

37 Leo Diaconus, Hase (ed.), op. cit., 32-33, and 42. The History, Talbot — Sullivan (eds.), op.
cit., 85-86, and 93.

38 Leo Diaconus, Hase (ed.), op. cit., 120. The History, Talbot — Sullivan (eds.), op. cit., 168.

39 Synopsis historion, Thurn (ed.), op. cit., 294. Skylitzes, Wortley (ed.), op. cit., 281.

40 Respectively Skylitzes, Wortley (ed.), op. cit., 245, 457, and 372 and 440. Compare these
and the other three instances without any detail in Skylitzes, idem, 306, 441, 345, with those
that do: 281,307,318, 335,371,372,391, 320,436, 453, 454, and 462. Compare Epitomae
historiarum, Biittner-Wobst — Pinder (eds.), op. cit., 494.

41 Psellos, Renauld (ed.), op. cit., 103. Michaelis Attaliatae, Tsolakis (ed.), op. cit., 122-123,
compare with the oath to Botaneiates at 221 to which Attaleiates is partisan.
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documentation and more when talking about the oaths of amnesty sent by the
emperor Constantine X to Nikoulitzas Delphinas, a rebel who was related to
the author and with whom he sympathizes.*?

The narratives thus seem to discriminate between oaths relating to public
affairs that were significant to the author for some reason, and those that were
not, regardless of what could be called the legal weight of the oath. The referen-
ces to oath-taking throughout Theophanes Continuatus itself follow this pattern,
as do the other texts that parallel it. When they appear, legal oaths in political
or diplomatic contexts are accompanied regularly by references to such sub-
stantiation in one form or another as well, whether they were eventually abided
by or not. In this source most involve fealty to the emperor. For example the
emperor Michael I asks for notes (yeipoypagpo) from the members of the senate
to assure their loyalty to the future empress and her progeny after death, which
we learn later were oaths with accompanying written documents (£xeivav ye tdv
UiV eipnuévev éxeioe yeipoypapay kol Gprwv molldv).* Upon arriving at the
palace, Romanos I famously swore to protect the young emperor Constantine,
with due mention of his taking the oath publicly on the holy cross.** Even the
much older (perhaps even earliest) references to oath-taking, particularly for
assurances of fidelity to the emperor, follow this format, with due reference to
such validation, such as the oaths taken by the senate upon the instigation of
the emperor Leo IV to assure their loyalty to his son, Constantine IV, which is
done on a relic (gi¢ o tiuia kai {womora dla) and is certified with a written
document (éroinoav &yypapa).®

Such examples can be multiplied. In these instances, there is frequently
reference to a written document, a witness, or a spiritual witness, in proportion
to the importance of the oath in the narrative. The more central the oath to the
narrative, the more likely it is to encounter a reference to the solemnity or the
due process of the oath.

Is there an argument here to the effect that legal oaths were always repre-
sented in a manner reflecting their procedural qualities? Probably not, and in
any case the wide range and varying interests of the narratives that provide
these passages would have to be taken into account. Moreover, despite their
public nature some of these oaths arguably held some type of constitutional
value while others may not have, and therefore they cannot all be compared
regarding their legal content as to whether they did or not. Of course, not all

42 Kekaumenos, Roueché (ed.), op. cit., I1 28; 1T 84; IV 71.14.

43 Theophanes, Featherstone — Codofier (eds.), op. cit., 116, 126.

44 Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 394, another example appears at 389.

45 Svoronos, Le serment de fidélité a I’empereur, op. cit., 109. Theophanis Chronographia,
C. de Boor (ed.), Leipzig 1883, 449. WaHLGREN, The Chronicle, op. cit., 148.
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references to oaths necessarily allude to the presence of certifying documents,
relics, witnesses, or their solemnity; but such laconic passages very frequently
tend to present situations and persons at a certain distance from the author.*

Therefore, even though individual examples to the contrary might be
encountered, these examples illustrate a tendency regarding the likelihood
of mentioning such procedural elements, a tendency to which Theophanes
Continuatus also belongs. If the author was sympathetic to the person taking
the oath or if that person was themselves, they appear to have been much more
likely to refer at least to written certification or some type of sacred witness
such as ikons, and often both; if the author was not sympathetic, then these are
less likely to be emphasized. Alternatively, passages portraying oath-takers in
a very negative light, for example conspirators that the author was criticizing,
could also highlight some procedural aspect of the oath. In this case it seems
less likely to encounter references to paperwork than to the solemnity of the
oath, so that often relics are invoked or the wrath of God. For example, Attale-
iates, criticizing the plotting of the relative of Bryennios in Raidestos, invokes
the solemn relics on which the conspirators had sworn fealty to the emperor.*’

In the end, it might perhaps be maintained instead that in a society that gave
such great value to the written word, authors, especially those of politically
motivated histories such as those discussed here, would have striven when
they could to include in writing, procedural aspects of an oath in order to re-
flect in their work the gravity of the act being undertaken, either in a positive
or negative manner. The absence of such details would suggest a disinterest
on their part in this regard, or a relatively greater distance between the event
and author in time, space, or politics. In the authors selected for this overview,
what is uncommon is the representation in a context relating to contemporary
events of a favored figure whose oath is highlighted without there being any
references to at least one procedural aspect of the oath; this is even rarer if it
involved the author themselves or their sponsors.

The oath passage in context

In sum, several factors come into play when reading this passage: first, the
individual represented was probably involved in the redaction and so invested
in the image portrayed; secondly, the text suggests a fragile political environ-

46 For example, Psellos does not mention the details of Phokas’s oath to Basil II upon his
defeat, though paperwork and relics were almost certainly involved since this was a matter
of public peace and, as remarked by CHEYNET, Foi et conjuration, op. cit., 271: “tout les
serments engageant la paix publique étaient pretés sur des reliques ou des icones, méme si
les chroniqueurs ne 1’attestent que pour les serments rompus, soulignant ainsi 1’énormité
du crime.” But Psellos tends to favour Basil in his account, so that this passage fits the pat-
tern; this is also the case for the figure of Nestor in Attaleiates, who swears oaths with the
Patzinaks, and is presented unfavorably by Attaleiates; Michaelis Attilatae, Tsolakis (ed.),
op. cit., 159.

47 Michaelis Attaliatae, Tsolakis (ed.), op. cit., 188—189.
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ment riddled with suspicion, yet wishes to downplay this; finally, authors of the
period tended to either provide procedural details or refer to the solemnity of
oaths in their narratives, so as to highlight their importance. As such, if the oath
was supposed to have some political or legal importance, then its depiction is
anomalous in its economy. With these points in mind, returning to the passage
from Theophanes Continuatus VI, we see that it is interesting in what it com-
municates, what it seems to communicate, but most of all in what it does not.

The oath-taking event itself appears in some of those traditions deriving
from or parallel to Theophanes Continuatus VI but not all; it is also not referred
to in the other later texts that likely depended on contemporary sources with
diverging political views. These other sources also do not make any references
to responsibilities deriving from Constantine VII.* The former, though they all
utilize an almost identical language, do not reflect any formalities of expres-
sion, instead presenting the interaction in a very casual manner. Presumably
other people were present at the occasion, and these sources suggest that both
Basil Lekapenos, who held the office of waparoiuduevog at that time, and the
empresses themselves were present when the oath was taken. However, these
people are not claimed as witnesses but in contrast are treated very dismissively;
the lamenting of the imperial women is described in a denigrating manner that
echoes the expressions used later in the section describing their confinement to
a monastery. In fact, this echoing of language parallels a similar phenomenon
in other locations of Book VI, where passages from the earlier part of the reign
of Constantine VII seem to have been copied out almost verbatim into that of
Romanos II. Shevchenko suggested that this indicates a separate, less literarily
adept hand was responsible for these sections in the last part of the book.*
Messis observes furthermore that in this stylized scene, as the “vain lamenta-
tion” is also meant to include Basil Lekapenos, who was present alongside the
imperial women, this makes it unlikely that Basil himself was responsible for
the redaction of at least this part of the text as Featherstone maintains.™ If so,
the parallels in these lamentation passages would suggest the same redactor
responsible for the entry on Romanos II also had a hand in completing the entry
on Constantine, including the death-bed scene.

48 The passage appears in the Vaticanus gr. 163, but not in Pseudo-Symeon. References to
oaths or responsibilities do not appear in Skylitzes, Manasses, or Zonaras. MARKOPOULOS,
Le témoignage, op. cit., 96.

49 1. SHEVCHENKO, Re-Reading Constantine Porphyrogenitus, in: J. Shepard — F. Simon (eds.),
Byzantine Diplomacy, Cambridge 1992, 169 n. 6. SuLLIVAN, The Rise and Fall, op. cit., 63
n. 197.

50 Messts, Les voix littéraires, op. cit., 204, and n. 62. FEATHERSTONE, Theophanes Continuatus
VI and De Ceremoniis, op. cit., 166, expresses uncertainties about whether this expression
is supposed to be taken positively or negatively. Compare Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.),
op. cit., respectively 467 and 471: nAéov 00dev @EEANCAV 1| KOPOIG Kol KEVOIG dGKPLGL
kotamldvovteg and TALOV 00OEV dPEANGAV T KOPOTG Kol Kevoig dakpuat, where in context
the second use is very clearly meant negatively.
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The passage latches on to a public occasion presented as a set piece — the
close imperial entourage surrounding the emperor’s death-bed — but does not
take advantage of the rhetorical opportunities such an occasion would provide.
Instead, the passage presents the encounter in a discreet manner, allowing for
the possibility that the encounter occurred separately. The association with the
death-bed scene thus insinuates that there were witnesses to the oath given by
Bringas and that it was part of this public event, without in fact clearly stating
this. This is curious because the passage also lacks any of the other procedural
elements usually encountered in references to oaths, especially to oaths of fealty
as this presents itself to be.

If this passage was genuinely included by or on behalf of Bringas as it
appears to have been, with the purpose of highlighting both the solidity and
legitimacy of his influence within the administrative hierarchy, references to
procedural aspects like those discussed above would be expected. However,
references to a document, to the taking of the oath on a relic, or the emphasizing
of the gravity of the oath by referring to God or the saints etc. as witnesses, or
at least some allusions to a particular public as a witness, are all observed in the
other cases mentioned above, yet are all absent here. This information would
have already been part of the formal dispensation of duty or fealty implied by
the situation and mentioning it would have been of special political interest to
the redactor. Nevertheless, their absence cannot be attributed to a disinterest on
the part of the redactor. It is evident that these lines were included for the pur-
pose of portraying the minister positively and substantiating his public image,
since the reason why the emperor chose to make Bringas swear this oath is
highlighted in the same breath — this was because of his aptitude and skillfulness
—, joining a list of such passages embellishing the person of Bringas. In fact,
whole episodes, such as the narrative about the grain crisis in Constantinople
that Bringas averts at the last moment, appear to have been included for this
sole purpose. Such passages suggest that the redactor was intent on including
as many details as possible that would affirm the position of his person as well
as the weight of such an oath of fealty.”' But if this was the case, why then were
no further procedural details included?

This question gains further significance when it is noted that there is also
no change evident in the social status of Bringas when he takes the oath, even
though oaths tend to accompany such transformations as observed above. In
fact the existence of such a transformation tends to be assumed by tacitly attri-
buting the promotion of Bringas to the position of zopaxoiuwuevogs as being an
initiative of Constantine VII that was ultimately accomplished by his son, on
the combined evidence of the quick succession of previous promotions Bringas
had earned in the civil service, and this very passage.’> The emperor appears

51 Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 479.13.
52 MarkoprouLos, Prosopographical Problems, op. cit., 8. BRokaAr, Basil Lacapenus, op. cit.,
216. PmbZ #20925. H. G. BEck, Der byzantinische Ministerprésident, BZ 48, 1955, 328-329.
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as doing a type of volte-face after having favored Basil Lekapenos during the
entirety of his life, and the situation is described as Basil mysteriously losing the
emperor’s approval immediately before his death, with Bringas readily at hand
to fill in the position.™ Yet the sources, both of the pro and anti Bringas variety,
unanimously state that it was Romanos II and not his father who appointed him
to such a prominent position, and this without reference to any prior decisions
by the old emperor about this. Actually Romanos appears to have promoted
him to wapoxowpevog only sometime later, first making him zapadovacredwv
and npdrog tij¢ ovyrAiTov, a position that Basil Lekapenos also held.>* There
is furthermore no clear reason why Basil would have earned the emperor’s
disapproval immediately before his death, and it seems evident that the once
and future wopaxoumuevos honored the deceased emperor’s memory, taking
charge of the latter’s burial offices before his disappearance from the limelight
under his son.** As mentioned previously, explanations offered for the change
in Basil mwaparxowwuevoss place at court suggest that this was instigated out
of a lingering fear of Lekapenid threats to the throne, either stemming from the
emperor’s personal anxieties, or from those of rival families in his entourage.
Indeed, the Patriarch Polyeuktos had warned Constantine at one point against
Basil and Helen.’ However, in the end the emperor was dissuaded from these
suspicions, having taken a stance against the Patriarch, while it should also
be noted that both these individuals, despite being part of the Lekapenid clan,
generally sided with the Macedonians in the episodic struggles for control. This
assumption for example ignores both the fact that the empress Helen conspired
with Constantine in the coup to depose her brothers in 944, and that Basil ten-
ded to cooperate closely with both her and Constantine.’” It is also problematic
considering the high military commands entrusted to the wapaxoumuevos in
the very late 950’s, possibly even the year before the emperor’s death.”® It is
therefore difficult to claim that the wapaxoiumuevoc might have posed a threat
or suddenly become unreliable for this reason at the end of Constantine’s reign.

These considerations lend support to the idea that this allusion to an oath
should perhaps be treated with delicacy, and some attention be given to why it
was included. The passage does not actually say that any formal dispensation
of authority was made, nor in fact that any type of legal oath was taken. But it
does imply that some responsibility was imposed on Joseph Bringas, that it was
solemnly sworn in one way or another, and that it was not he who sought the
responsibility but the emperor himself who imposed it on him. These elements

53 V. LAURENT, O péyog Poiovhog: A I’occasion du parakimoméne Basile Lécapéne, Enetypic
Eraipeioc Bulovuivav Zrovdwv 23, 1953, 197. FEATHERSTONE, Basil the Nothos, op. cit.,
355. MarkorouLos, Prosopographical Problems, op. cit., 8-9.

54  Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 4691. 19.

55 Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 467.53-468.

56 Skylitzes, Wortley (ed.), op. cit., 235-236. BRokaAR, Basil Lacapenus, op. cit., 214.

57 Skylitzes, Wortley (ed.), op. cit., 227-229 and 237; 227-230 and 237-238.

58 Theophanes Cont., Bekker (ed.), op. cit., 461.
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are significant. While appearing as a curious version of the typically Byzanti-
ne custom, both literary and actual, of denying power except under duress, at
the same time attributing an oath as a dying emperor’s final will would have
made such a claim strong ground for legitimacy in the face of a courtly pub-
lic. And the stylized nature of its inclusion in the narrative, which describes
the unfolding of the emperor’s dying moments as a single and public event
in state, could masterfully gloss over any ambiguity over the specifics of the
act, rendering the claim for the large part incontestable, at least within a legal
framework, by implicating a personal relationship between Bringas and the
previous emperor that did not depend on any documentation. This could mean
that the historical oath may not have had the importance the text attributes to
it; there is even the slight possibility that no oath ever took place, and that this
was a calculated historiographical construct. It does seem likely that had the
claims to legitimacy deriving from Constantine VII the text insinuates rested
on a more legally solid basis, such a momentous event would have been set out
differently and in more detail. But the question then becomes why, if Bringas
held supreme power over the mechanisms of state at the time, there was felt
a need to include such a detail.

A likely answer would be that he did have authority and imperial patronage
but lacked popularity and support even among the powerful elements close to
the throne, who would have then constituted potential rivals. We do not know
much about the Bringas family besides that it hailed from Paphlagonia, although
they seem to have had some type of lasting influence at least until the 11" cen-
tury, since of the two other known members one is an emperor.*’ Nevertheless
he seems to have relied largely on service contacts and the patronage of the
emperor, and it is remarkable how quickly he lost support in the confrontation
with Nikephoros, including that of the empress, during which time he had to
shop around for allies that in the end he did not find. If this were the case, this
passage would have been included, at a time when the young emperor was still
alive, alongside the other meliorative ones not just as an effort to better the

59 This would be Michael VI Stratiotikos; MarkorouLos, Prosopographical problems, op. cit.,
7. P. SCHREINER, Die byzantinischen Kleinchroniken vol. I, Vienna 1975, 160. A. KazpHAN,
Social 'nyj sostav gospodstvujuscego klassa Vizantii XI-XII, Moscow 1974, 99, 105, 108,
n. 121. We also know of a certain Constantine Bringas, coumovog, K. M. KONSTANTINOPOU-
Los, Bolavtioxa polvopoofoviia (Zvidoyy ‘Avactaciov K. I1. Zrouovin), Athens 1930, 345,
n. 553B. For the Paphlagonian connection see Leo Diaconus, Hase (ed.), op. cit., 40.3. See
also P. MaGpaLmNo, Paphlagonians in high society, in: S. Lampsakis (ed.), Byzantine Asia
Minor (6"—12" cent.), Athens 1998, 141-150. CH. MEssis, Régions, politique et rhétorique
dans la premiere moitié du 10e siecle: Le cas des Paphlagoniens, REB 73/1, 2015, 107-112
and 121-122. A. TivotiN, Eunuci paflagonieni in Constantinopol (secolele X—XI), Studii si
materiale de istorie medie 29, 2011, 65-66. The problem with attributing Bringas to parti-
cular political factions, particularly before the death of Romanos 11, is that the documentary
basis for such attributions is generally very circumstantial and tentative, a problem to which
this discussion is not immune. BLysipou, Apiotokpatinés owcoyéveleg kar eéovoia, op. cit.,
110-111.
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image of a Bringas who was already enjoying a stable and powerful position
under the new emperor, but to commandeer the legitimizing function of the
authorized history with the purpose of strengthening the pedigree and solidity of
the mopokopmpevog’s own authority in an environment where it was unpopular
and his position open to threats. This would have bolstered semi-formally the
basis of his influence on the young emperor that seems to have been contenti-
ous with other groups at court, particularly among groups fallen out of favor,
including Basil Lekapenos.

These considerations hint at the possibility that during the reign of Roma-
nos II, the political atmosphere in the palace halls were far more turbulent than
the official history would lead us to believe. And it is plausible that the quiet
suspicion detectable in Theophanes Continuatus VI might not have been entirely
imaginary. It is far from improbable that Basil Lekapenos was uncomfortable
with his loss of position, and that during this time he attempted through both
direct and indirect maneuvers to regain his position and influence at court. In
this regard the parallels in profile between the disfavored zaparxouwuevos and
the elements accused of plotting or ousted from the palace under the auspices
of Bringas are curious, though difficult to investigate in further detail due to
a lack of evidence. But there is another tantalizing testimony that could be
added to this picture.

Theodore Daphnopates was noted earlier as one of the very few high-le-
vel officials to maintain favor under the new government. Incidentally, there
survives a communication supposedly between Romanos Il and Theodore
Daphnopates regarding a dream of the emperor, which Daphnopates interprets
as signifying that the emperor should rehabilitate a high level dignitary fallen
out of favor.®” The editors argued that this may have been a reference to the city
érapyog Sissinios, and dismissed the idea that it referred to the zopaxowuevog
simply on the grounds that no change occurred in the situation of Bringas under
Romanos. However, the Sissinios interpretation has since come to be conside-
red problematic, and other perspectives have been put forward, including that
this letter might have been forged, so that its production should be placed in
the troubled period after Romanos’s death in 963.°' According to Odorico, its
purpose could have then been to argue in favor of the placement in power of
some figure, perhaps Nikephoros Phokas or Stephanos Lekapenos, or even “un
autre membre de ce clan” (of the Lekapenids).®* The dream apparently concerns

60 Théodore Daphnopates: Correspondance, Darrouzes — Westerink (eds.), op. cit., 154-169.

61 Théodore Daphnopatés: Correspondance, Darrouzes — Westerink, (eds.), op. cit., 19-20.
PmbZ #27694.

62 P. Oporico, Oneirokritika: critique des réves ou critique par les réves?, in: idem (ed.), La
face cachée de la littérature byzantine. Le texte en tant que message immédiat, Paris 2012,
21-22. Certain scholars do not agree with this interpretation and explain it as relating in
some other way to Daphnopates’s own career, such as G. T. CaLAFoNOs, Dream narratives
in the Continuation of Theophanes, in: C. Angelidi — G. T. Calafonos (eds.), Dreaming in
Byzantium and Beyond, Ashgate 2014, 114-115.
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the rehabilitation of a powerful dignitary fallen from favor, who had initially
taken care of the temple and its treasures (6 ZpdTEPOV EmiUElOUEVOS TOD VO.OD KOl
700 v ot Onoovpod). Since in the traditional dream symbolism the temple
signified not just the state but the emperor’s person as well, and the individual
precious stones the virtues, this imagery might be taken to refer to one who
had taken care not just of the state in the sense of an office, but who had taken
care of the emperor’s person and through that the state.®* Since Basil had for
a long time not only been a dignitary with supreme power but also Romanos’s
teacher (uéyag paioviog) and so entrusted with the cultivation of his virtues,
within the framework of the argument favored here, there does not seem to
be any apparent reason why Basil Lekapenos could not be the man mentioned
in this letter, whether the document is placed during Romanos II’s rule or as
a politically motivated forgery during the Regency period after his death.*

Conclusions

This review of the evidence has tried to offer a perspective on the state of pa-
lace affairs under Romanos II, by highlighting the historiographical anomalous
nature of the passage on the oath supposedly taken by Bringas, and how it
compares with what we know of the period. This perspective hesitantly suggests
that perhaps Constantine did not have a change of disposition towards his high
ministers at the end of his life, and did not become hostile to Basil, but instead
that Bringas wrested Basil’s eminent position at court from him after the acce-
ssion of Romanos, in a manner whose details are lost, in a context where Basil
still held great popularity and perhaps influence left over from the previous
administration. As a result, Bringas would have feared retaliation both through
formal channels and by force from among the circles that had lost favor under
his patron, likely at Bringas’s own instigation. The inclusion of this detail about
an oath in the narrative of Theophanes Continuatus VI, whatever the nature
of the truth it reflected and if it did in fact happen at all, would have played
a crucial role in the establishment of this legitimizing public narrative in favor
of Bringas, to the effect that he had been the previous emperor’s choice and
not Basil. The great outburst of turmoil in the spring and summer of 963 during
which Basil quickly maneuvered into a supreme position in the administration
at the expense of Bringas and by cooperating with Nikephoros II, a position
which he famously maintained for decades to come with an iron fist, does

63 Oporico, Oneirocritikon, op. cit., 14-15. Achmetis Oneirokritikon, F. Drexl (ed.), Leipzig
1925, 103, 222, and 200.

64 Laurent, O péyog Paiovrog, op. cit., 196—-197. Brokaar, Basil Lacapenus, op. cit., 213,
who observes that péyag ffaioviog should here be considered an office and not a title, as had
initially been suggested by Laurent. B. Caseau, Basile Lécapéne, Syméon Stylite et I’Italie:
un reliquaire byzantin donné aux Camaldules, in: Mélanges offerts a Elisabeth Crouzet
Pavan, Garnier 2022, 2.
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suggest that Basil harbored an enmity towards Bringas, and that there were
simmering tensions in the palace entourage during the previous years that the
sudden and unexpected power vacuum brought to a head.
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