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Introduction 

My doctoral dissertation deals with the Byzantine second-tier élite in the ‘long’ twelfth 

century. The chronological frame of the observation, the ‘long’ twelfth century is limited by 

political dates and events: 1081, the ascension of the Komnenian dynasty, and 1204, the 

fourth crusade. The investigation sometimes surpasses these chronological confines due to 

family histories, some sources (especially the sigillary material) and social history in general. 

My study relies considerably on Alexander Kazhdan’s works who first assumed that a sec-

ond-tier élite (or ‘aristocracy’ in his terminology) developed in the Komnenian period. De-

spite Kazhdan’s efforts, modern Byzantinists have not come to a real agreement on the nature 

and structure of the Byzantine élite. Furthermore, the theories of the Russian historian need 

reconsideration at some points. Therefore, this study pays great attention to the definition of 

the second-tier élite and the correlations between this stratum and other social elements such 

as civil bureaucracy, military élite or provincial élite. Scholars have dealt with this stratum 

itself as a whole in relation with other (sometimes broader) topics. Kazhdan dealt with the 

phenomenon of second-tier ‘aristocracy’ as a part of the history of Byzantine aristocracy 

from the tenth to twelfth centuries too. It is worth mentioning the monograph by Paul Mag-

dalino about the reign of Manuel I, which pays much attention to this social group. For a 

better exploration into the topic, my thesis deals with several specific questions that arise in 

regard to the second-tier élite. These are the tendencies for the positions of the families, 

family politics, individual strategies to maintain social rank, the relation between the leading 

élite and the second-tier élite and the expression of authority. The analysis approaches these 

different problems from five aspects that we can consider the levels of observation. These 

are (1) the Komnenian political system and the structure of élite, (2) the family histories from 

the second-tier élite throughout the whole period, (3) the career of individuals in the stratum, 

(4) individual affairs in the provinces and (5) the attitude of the social group towards office- 

and titleholding. The thesis seeks to provide a wide view on the second-tier élite that may 

give a better understanding of this stratum. 

Due to the complexity of the main topic and the research, the dissertation applies several 

methods. The analysis of the Komnenian government relies on political history, while the 

observation on the position of the second-tier élite uses prosopographical methods also. Pros-

opographical examination plays a key role in chapters 3–5. Chapter 6 relies on the qualitative 

analysis of Byzantine letters. It is worth noting that chapters 3–6 begin with case studies on 
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relevant topics (families, individuals, affairs and letter collections) and each of these sections 

concludes with a comparative investigation. 

There is a great variety of source materials for the investigation on the second-tier élite. 

The historical works written by Byzantines in or about the ‘long’ twelfth century provide us 

with little information about the stratum. More important sources are the official documents, 

although this source material is highly fragmentary. Since the lay archives were completely 

devastated in Byzantium, one can only find documents in the archives or chartularies of 

distinct monastic centres such as Athos, Patmos, Chios, Latros or Crete with few exceptions. 

These collections are rich in different types of official documents, imperial chrysobulls, 

other imperial charters, decrees, tribunal documents, petitions, praktika, cadastres, sales con-

tracts, testaments etc. Byzantine lead seals are very important sources of the investigation 

on the second-tier élite too. Several bullae are linked to the original documents, but the vast 

majority of the known items are separately preserved in different public or private collections 

throughout the world. The analysis also pays close attention to the epistolography of the 

social group. The observation on Byzantine letters seeks for both prosopographical data and 

information about the attitude of the intellectuals. The twelfth century was a period of serious 

change in Byzantine hagiography due to the rise of hagiographic orations and the decline of 

traditional biographic works on saints. Still, this source material provides some important 

information for the study on the second-tier élite. The dissertation also uses orations and 

poetry for prosopographical analysis and, in a less extent, observation on political views. 

The Komnenian political system and the élite 

Before the detailed investigation on the second-tier élite, an analysis and description of 

the Komnenian political system, the imperial kin and the position of the lower stratum of 

élite is necessary. The chapter is divided into two sections. The first part studies several 

characteristics and the development of the Komnenian political system. The second sub-

chapter deals with the confines of the second-tier élite. This part provides a more detailed 

analysis on the question of distinguishing the two strata and the effects of social changes on 

this division. 

The general nature of the Komnenian politics is still open to debate. The pre-eminence 

of military affairs in the period is commonplace among the scholars. However, the im-

portance of imperial kinship in the government and in social rank has raised several ques-

tions among the scholars. Kazhdan and Magdalino stressed that the reign of Alexios I (1081–

1118) resulted in a new political culture and system, the government of the extended imperial 
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family. Recently, Frankopan argues that Alexios in fact did not prefer his relatives in the key 

positions of the administration. Frankopan’s argument is supported by evidence especially 

from the second half of Alexios’ emperorship. The reign of Manuel I (1143–1180) definitely 

shows the characteristics of extended family government. However, the situation is more 

ambiguous under John II (1118–1143), since the evidence is more fragmental regarding this 

specific problem. 

In my dissertation, I argue that John II’s rule was the period when the extended family 

government appeared. The regime of John II was usually considered as the continuation of 

Alexios I’s politics with an even higher focus on military matters. Still, in my opinion, the 

succession of the imperial throne was a key point, which determined John’s new attitude 

towards the élite. He had a relatively large kinsfolk due to the extensive marriage policy of 

the Komnenoi and the Doukai in the preceding decades. Despite Alexios I’s attempt to de-

crease the influence of the imperial kin in the administration, his successor had to deal with 

his relatives’ authority gained from their kinship with the emperors. Several well-known 

elements of John II’s politics, the extraordinary interest in military affairs, i.e. a strong su-

pervision of the army, and the extension of the imperial ‘clan’ with new families by marriage 

could derive from his issues with his kinsfolk. John II’s politics caused that the extended 

imperial family gradually developed into a separate social stratum, the Komnenian first-tier 

élite. The imperial kin’s position changed more or less under the reigns of the following 

emperors, Manuel I (1143–1180), Andronikos I (1183–1185), Isaac II (1185–1195, 1203–

1204) and Alexios III (1195–1203), due to the different politics of these rulers. However, 

the social and political dominance of the Komnenian leading élite was not questioned seri-

ously, except the rule of Andronikos I. 

Thereafter, the observation deals with the question of stability within the imperial fam-

ily. Here the analysis focuses on the relations between the Doukai and the Komnenoi under 

Alexios I. Although these years preceded the development of the extended family govern-

ment, the connection of the two houses was the foundation of the Komnenian regime. The 

study of this situation reveals the general problems and vulnerability of the imperial dynasty 

that partly predicted the later problems of the period. The issue of the Doukai should be 

divided into two parts according to the two branches of the family that played a considerable 

role in the politics of the new Komnenian regime: Constantine X’s imperial line, Constantine 

Doukas and his mother, Mary of Alania, and John Doukas’ descendants, Michael, John and 

Irene, the wife of Alexios I. The problem caused by the imperial branch of the Doukai was 

solved by the early death of Constantine Doukas. The other branch apparently remained 
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loyal to Alexios I in the first half of his reign. However, the disappearance of Michael and 

John Doukas from the sources during the second half of the emperor’s rule is a curious prob-

lem. In my analysis, I assume that this situation was probably related to the so-called Anemas 

conspiracy. Some evidence indicates several connections between the conspirators and the 

Doukai, especially John and Empress Irene. Although there is no evidence of active involve-

ment by any member of the family in the conspiracy. Nevertheless, the strong ties between 

the family and the conspirators probably weakened John Doukas’ position in the court. 

After the characteristics of the political system, the dissertation treats the position of the 

second-tier élite. The situation of the stratum requires a detailed discussion on the definition 

of this social group. Byzantinists have noticed for many decades that in the Komnenian pe-

riod, there was a highly privileged circle of families and individuals whose political position 

was dependent on their kinship with the reigning emperor and the dynasty. Kazhdan and 

Magdalino argue that the imperial kin monopolized the upper levels of the government. His-

torians, however, were never certain about the completeness of this monopoly, and the pros-

opographical evidence assured this carefulness. Thus, the question is where the border 

should be drawn between the leading circle and the inferior part of the élite. 

The changes in the leading élite resulted in a transformation of the second-tier élite. In 

fact, it is beneficial to distinguish an old and a Komnenian second-tier élite. Before the de-

velopment of the extended family government, the factor of vertical classification was 

mainly determined by political and administrative position. Alexios I ruled over the older 

élite. The main transition in the situation of the second-tier élite probably happened during 

the reign of John II as the extended family government evolved. The conditions of the lower 

élite did not change significantly under Manuel I. However, the disappearance of titleholding 

among the lower bureaucrats and the simplification of representation on the lead seals of this 

social group clearly demonstrate the social tendencies. The turbulent years after Manuel’s 

death, definitely affected the second-tier élite too, particularly since Andronikos I and Isaac 

II attempted to weaken the positions of the extended imperial family on different scales. 

Nevertheless, this stratum was also involved in the growing corruption that reduced the ef-

fectivity of the state. 

The division of the Byzantine élite into a narrow leading élite and a second-tier élite 

including the rest of the ruling stratum means that the latter was a heterogeneous social 

group. The heterogeneity of the second-tier élite increased, when the old leading élite of high 

officials transformed into the narrower circle of imperial kin, the Komnenian first-tier élite. 

From that moment, the second-tier élite included the high-ranking military officials who did 
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not belong to the imperial extended family, the civil bureaucracy, the prelates, the officials 

of the patriarchate, and the provincial élite. The bottom limit of second-tier élite (both in its 

old and Komnenian forms) separated the social group from the middle stratum of the mer-

chants, the artisans and the professional intellectuals. 

Families throughout the period (1081-1204) 

A long history of families indicates the possibilities of the second-tier élite and the po-

litical and social tendencies of the twelfth century. Furthermore, the analysis of the career of 

whole families may reveal the different strategies for maintaining the social position of the 

family in a pressing and turbulent environment. This chapter focuses on the career of five 

families: the Akropolitai, the Aristenoi, the Pantechnai, the Pepagomenoi, and the Tessara-

kontapecheis. These houses were selected according to the fact that their history can be 

traced for the majority of the period. Another criterion of selection is their moderate position 

in the administration at the beginning of the Komnenian period. The reason for this criterion 

is that the possibilities of the families who were below the leading élite in the beginning of 

the era, have apparently attracted less attention from the scholars than the houses, which 

declined from a higher status under the Komnenoi. 

Thus, the selected families came from different backgrounds. The Akropolitai were old 

representatives of the Constantinopolitan élite as their surname and the evidence of its exist-

ence in the tenth century demonstrate. The name of the Aristenoi appeared in the early elev-

enth century. They probably had provincial origins. The Pantechnai seemingly emerged into 

the élite shortly before the ascension of the Komnenian dynasty to the throne. Therefore, this 

is the only family, whose history was mainly related to the new imperial house. The 

Pepagomenoi, similarly to the Aristenoi, appear in sources from the early eleventh century. 

However, there is no clue of their provincial connections in the sources. The Tessara-

kontapecheis had the most illustrious history among the selected families before the twelfth 

century. The Tessarakontapecheis originated from the Greek mainland, and belonged to the 

leading élite in the late eighth and early nine centuries. Some evidence suggests that their 

old reputation had some remnants in the Komnenian period. 

The analysis of the five families reveals some valuable information about the longer 

effects of changes in the political system on the second-tier élite in the long twelfth century. 

Magdalino suggested a permanent decline of the ‘second-class aristocracy’ in the terms of 

social and economic conditions throughout the twelfth century. The history of the five se-

lected families suggests a different tendency. These houses were able to increase their 
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influence in the administration at different times during the period. The comparison between 

them and other families studied by other scholars, Anzades, Basilakai, Kastamonitai, Opoi, 

Skleroi and Xeroi, strengthen the probability of the lack of general decline. Nevertheless, 

decline definitely occurred in the case of several houses in the second-tier élite. 

The stability of political and social position is also a significant problem that the family 

histories reveal. The members of the Komnenian second-tier élite could occasionally reach 

important positions in the government. However, the families of the stratum maintained 

those high positions only for one generation. This instability occurred at the high levels of 

the administration, the families of the second-tier élite appear stable in moderate positions. 

The evidence of intermarriages between the houses of the second-tier élite is fragmental. 

The analysis of the five selected families does not provide clear information about this topic. 

Therefore, my short observation of this specific problem pays attention to individual cases 

such as e. g. the marriage of Anna Skleraina and Elias Bourtzes, George Skylitzes and Anna 

Eugeneiotissa or the marital alliance between the Hephaistoi and the Tornikai. The examples 

indicate that marriages were usually proposed between the members of families with similar 

background with few exceptions. Among the five families only the Pantechnai show signs 

of close connection with two houses, the Hephaistoi and the Tornikai. 

The source material does not give an opportunity for the extensive and complete gene-

alogical analysis of families in the second-tier élite. Despite our knowledge of numerous 

representatives of the five families, we do not have any information about the exact relations 

between the members, except John and Michael Pantechnes, a father and a son. Without 

evidence of exact kinship, only the repetition and combination of first names in a given 

family can provide some clues. According to these proofs, the second-tier élite probably had 

relatively big families in a generation. The more members could increase the number of links 

with other houses. Connections were seemingly more important for the families of this stra-

tum than the unity of the patrimony. However, the evidence also implies that only one branch 

of a family could maintain its status in the élite for a longer period. 

The analysis reveals how the families of the old and the Komnenian second-tier élite 

flourished in the changing political and social circumstances of the long twelfth century. 

Both stability and instability characterised the stratum in its different aspects. Instability es-

pecially occurred at the top of this social group. Unfortunately, the investigation on the fam-

ilies gives fragmental evidence of family politics in the stratum. 
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Individual careers in the second-tier élite 

After the study of the families, the investigation turns to the individual level. The chapter 

focuses on the careers of three individuals, John Melidones, Constantine Choirosphaktes and 

John Belissariotes. Melidones and Choirosphaktes represent the early Komnenian period, 

while Belissariotes’ career flourished in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries. There-

fore, this chapter provides more information about the old second-tier élite. Another differ-

ence is the social rank of these individuals. Melidones held moderate offices throughout his 

life, and he was the ‘man of Caesar Nikephoros Melissenos’ according to a document. 

Choirosphaktes and Belissariotes reached some of the highest civil offices, and they were 

called the servants of the concurrent emperors. Thus, Choirosphaktes was somewhere on the 

border between the leading élite and the second-tier élite of his time. 

The comparative analysis at the end of the chapter deals with two main topics. Since the 

three individuals selected for detailed observation were called ‘men’ (anthropoi) or ‘serv-

ants’ (douloi, oikeioi) of more prominent individuals or the ruler, the last subchapter pays 

considerable attention to the nature of the semi-official titles of dependence. The investiga-

tion confirms the existence of the unambiguous tendency that the ‘men’ of the emperors 

reached higher administrative positions than those of the leading élite. These semi-official 

titles were only held temporarily for specific purposes, and their effect on the further career 

of the individual is more dubious. The majority of the examples implies that individuals 

remained at the same social level after holding a rank of dependence. These semi-official 

titles were the manifestations of the given officials’ membership in the retinue of their ‘mas-

ters’. However, the evidence shows a potential instability of such personal ties, and it makes 

the picture more complex. The analysis also demonstrates the benefits of membership in the 

retinues of rulers or more prominent officials for the subordinates, but there were also neg-

ative remarks by several intellectuals of the second-tier élite on the dependent status. 

The careers of the selected individuals, together with those of other officials, imply 

higher instability or rather insecurity regarding political and social position. Not surprisingly, 

the ideal career meant gradual emergence in ranks, but even the successful officials were not 

able to fulfil such requirement. Evidence suggests that bureaucrats remained without admin-

istrative positions for certain time in their life. However, it is obscure how significant the 

consequences and effects of such breaks were. 
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Lands and landowners: Distinct cases from the local élites of the provinces 

The analysis of land affairs reveals numerous aspects of the second-tier élite. This part 

of my dissertation deals with cases that were related to the local élites of the provinces who 

lived in interesting and complex conditions in the long twelfth century. The chapter focuses 

on four affairs: the patrimony of the Kephalades, Eudokia’s dowry, the patrimony of the 

Bourtzai on Chalkidike, and the land dispute of Latros. Three of these are from the early 

decades of the time of the old second-tier élite. It is not a simple task to keep the cohesion 

of this chapter. Fortunately, there are several subjects, which build connections between 

these separated events. 

One of the common topics of research is the marginalisation of the family or a branch 

of it. This negative phenomenon appears in the cases of those Bourtzai who resided in Thes-

salonike, and the Kephalades who probably lived in the provinces too. In the case of the 

Bourtzai at Thessalonike, the marginalisation becomes clear in his inferior position com-

pared to the other branches of the family, which were able to maintain stronger connections 

to Constantinople. A similar tendency appears in the differences between two generations of 

the Kephalades. A series of documents indicates that the sons of Leo Kephalas, a competent 

officer and a favourite of Alexios I, were unable to maintain the reputation of the family 

built by their father. The marginalisation might have correlated with the provincial residence 

of the branches in question. 

The case of Eudokia, who sold a part of her dotal property to Docheiariou monastery, 

demonstrates the representation of power. Eudokia used the sales contract and related pro-

cess to represent her power and influence in the local élite. A very similar attempt was made 

by Michael Doukas, a member of the Komnenian leading élite, who investigated the dispute 

of the Monastery of Saint Paul on Latros with a local landlord over an estate. These examples 

show a similarity between the two strata in regard to attitude towards authority and self-

representation. 

The dispute between the Monastery of Saint Paul and local landlords, the Karantenoi, 

on an orchard at Mesinguma in Asia Minor testifies that the second-tier élite was also able 

to defend its interests even against an imperial monastery for a considerable time. However, 

the affair happened during the final decades of the period, when the Komnenian political 

system started to decline, and the control of the imperial government became weaker espe-

cially in the provinces. It is a question how much the ability of the Karantenoi was related 

to the crisis of the empire. Nevertheless, the impotence of the administration to resolve this 
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specific issue despite the repeated decrees that supported the monastery is still striking. 

There are some clues about possible connections of the Karantenoi that helped them to pro-

tect their properties. 

The value of office- and titleholding in the letters of the second-tier élite 

The observation turns to the attitude of the second-tier élite towards office- and title-

holding. Official positions and dignities played an important role in this bureaucratic social 

group. The observation focuses on one type of source material, the Byzantine epistolog-

raphy. The chapter concentrates on the collections of four intellectuals: Theophylact of 

Ochrid, Michael Italikos, George Tornikes and Michael Choniates. All the selected writers 

pay little attention to the topic of titleholding in their letters. It is well-known by Byzantinists 

that the significance of court titles considerably decreased in the second-tier élite throughout 

the twelfth century. However, the way the authors ignore the discussion on titleholding tells 

more about the nature of this source material than about the political and social changes. The 

observation of the four intellectuals’ attitude to officeholding provides more ambiguous but 

interesting information. Numerous aspects of officeholding appears in the letters, albeit one 

can find differences between the writers regarding the selection of their topics. Theophylact 

of Ochrid stresses the relation between morality and administrative duties. Michael Choni-

ates pays more attention to the opposition between intellectuality and office holding. The 

collections of Michael Italikos and George Tornikes do not give sufficient evidence for the 

observation of their preferences. However, these intellectuals share common interests too. 

To reconstruct the attitude of the authors to officeholding is not a simple task. Theophylact 

and Choniates seemingly deem officeholding inferior to morality or intellectuality. Never-

theless, these two preferences appear to be rhetorical hyperboles. From another viewpoint, 

officeholding as the necessary distress is the most common idea among the selected intel-

lectuals. 

A comparison with other authors and genres provides interesting additions to our inves-

tigation. A study by Kazhdan on Gregory Antiochos’ career and literary activity demon-

strates a contradiction between Antiochos’ represented admiration of intellectuality and his 

deeds, aimed for success in the administration. Several analyses of the Byzantine epic, Di-

genis Akritas and a treatise by a certain Kekaumenos, the Strategikon, have revealed that 

these works promote the ideal of a landlord independent from the service of the emperor. 

Thus, they show the ambivalent attitude of the Byzantine élite towards officeholding as well. 

These works confirm the results of the thorough investigation into the letters. 
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Conclusion 

The dissertation demonstrates that there were two periods of Byzantine second-tier élite 

during the ‘long’ twelfth century: first the continuity of the old second-tier élite and later the 

development of the Komnenian second-tier élite. During this period the distinction between 

the leading élite and the second-tier élite shifted from the pure difference in administrative 

positions to the importance of imperial kinship. The transformation took place probably dur-

ing the reign of John II Komnenos. The analysis of family histories demonstrates that there 

was a considerable instability at the top of the second-tier élite, but at least one branch of a 

family was able to maintain a stable rank on a moderate level in the stratum. The investiga-

tion of the individual level suggests that there was more social pressure on the members of 

the second-tier élite, since the effects of personal relations on political and social positions 

are more evident. The provincial affairs show the complexity of the power of the regional 

élites and their relations to Constantinople. The complexity of provincial life is represented 

by the danger of marginalisation and the opportunities of local control. Probably, social pres-

sure is the element that affected the ambivalent attitude of the stratum towards office- and 

titleholding. The transformation of the old second-tier élite into the Komnenian one appar-

ently resulted in little change regarding the burden on the stratum. 
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