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Abstract

Zoe Woodrow
Imperial Ideology in Middle Byzantine Court Culture: the Evidence of Constantine

Porphyrogenitus’s De Ceremoniis.
Submitted to the University of Durham in 2001 for the degree of PhD.

The subject of the thesis is the Byzantine Book of Ceremonies, produced during the reign
of the Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus (945-963). Through an examination of
the prescriptions for imperial ceremonies contained in the first 83 chapters of Book I of
the document, it seeks to explore the way in which the Byzantine political authorities of
the tenth century endeavoured to preserve state ceremonial. It argues that these rituals,
divorced from the context of historical events and the constraints of performance, offer a

unique insight into the preoccupations of the Middle Byzantine administration.

Dividing the ceremonies into three distinguishable groups — religious ceremonies,
‘imperial rites of passage’ and court promotions, and the entertainments of the
Hippodrome — it focuses on the articulation of imperial ideology through the public
presentation of the Emperor, the ritual consolidation of the contemporary court structure
and the relationship of the imperial authorities to external agents, of which that with the

Patriarch is of particular interest.

It attempts to show the way in which the ritual life of the Emperor and the palace, as it is
presented in the treatise, reveals the concerns of the tenth-century Byzantine
administration, particularly its desire to strengthen the authority of the Emperor and to
regulate the conduct of the court. In so doing, it demonstrates that the prescriptive
chapters of Book I of the De Ceremoniis present a consistent image of imperial ideology,
one that serves to underpin the political system by exhalting the Emperor and drawing to
him a number of symbols of imperial legitimacy and by establishing him, unmistakably at
the head of the political establishment.
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INTRODUCTION

That the court centred at the Great Palace in medieval Constantinople was the setting of
highly regulated state rituals is testified in a wide variety of sources.’ Visitors to the
Byzantine capital regularly focussed on the ceremonies they witnessed in their reports, in
which their impressions of the civilisation they encountered often converge in the relation
of a particular imperial or liturgical rite.? Pictorial art and artefacts provide compelling
evidence for the splendour of such events and indicate that, when they wished to portray
the Emperors visually, Byzantine artists habitually drew their modes of representation
from types familiar from their public appearances.’ Our understanding of the decorative
images in secular and church buildings can frequently be enhanced through reference to
imperial ceremonies, which appear to have fundamentally influenced their content and
arrangement.” In like manner, the topography of the city and the palace and the
disposition of religious and imperial objects therein were designed, at least in part, to

facilitate and enhance the ceremonies in which the Emperors resident there took part.’

Byzantine literature concerning imperial ceremonies provides a wealth of information
and falls into two principal categories. The first is drawn primarily from narrative sources

and is comprised of descriptions of particular events as they were performed on specific

! For a general discussion of the source material see Michael McCormick, “Analyzing Imperial
Ceremonies,” JOB 35 (1985), 1-20.

2 The most famous example is Liudprand of Cremona, whose descriptions of the ceremonies he witnessed
on his visits to Constantinople provide a colourful picture of the impression such events could have on
those from without the Empire: Liudprand of Cremona, De Legatione Constantinopolitana, cc. 9-10, and
his Antapodosis, book VI, cc. 5-10, ed., J. Becker, Monumenta Germaniae Historica, Script. rerum
Germanicarum (Hanover and Leipzig, 1915).

® This is not to suggest that Byzantine artists simply copied scenes from actual ceremonial performances.
On the limitations of pictorial evidence for the history of ceremony see McCormick, “Analyzing Imperial
Ceremonies,” 9-10.

4 See, for example, Henry Maguire, “The Mosaics of the Nea Moni: An Imperial Reading,” DOP 46
(1992), 205-214.

On the topography of Constantinople see R. Janin, Constantinople Byzantine (Paris, 1950); J. Ebersoit,
Constantinople (Paris, 1951); R. Guilland, Etudes de Topographie de Constantinople Byzantine (Berlin and
Amsterdam, 1969); A. Vogt, “Notes de topographie byzantine,” EQ xxxvii (1940), 78-90. On the Great
Palace see, for example, Bury, “The Great Palace,” Byz. xxi (1912), 210-225; Ebersolt, Le Grand Palais de
- Constantinople et Le Livre des Cérémonies (Paris, 1910). Works on particular structures will be noted
when they appear, although Cyril Mango, The Brazen House: A Study of the Vestibule of the Imperial
Palace of Constantinople (Copenhagen, 1959) is of particular interest. For an interesting discussion of the
disposition of holy relics in the palace see Ioli Kalavrezou, “Helping Hands for the Empire: Imperial
Ceremonies and the Cult of Relics at the Byzantine Court,” in Maguire, Court Culture, 53-79.




occasions. The second is contained in documents designed for use by the organisers of
imperial ritual and is made up of information of a rather different character, by nature
prescriptive and presented in an ahistorical manner. Of this second category, the tenth-
century treatise, known as the De Ceremoniis or Book of Ceremonies.® preserved in a
twelfth or early thirteenth-century manuscript in the university library at Leipzig,” is an
indispensable source. Amongst a variety of documents, it contains numerous
prescriptions for the conduct of imperial ceremonies to be observed on both religious and
secular occasions. It is these that are the subject of the present study. In general terms, its
purpose is to examine the way in which the ritual behaviour of the Emperor and his court,
as it is presented in the ceremonial book, was stage-managed to underpin the political
system, to express and strengthen imperial ideology through the formulation of a strictly
regulated image of the Emperor and his relations with both earthly and heavenly agents.
From the specific arena of imperial ceremony, one of a multiplicity of methods by which
the Byzantine authorities sought to regulate the public perception of the Emperor, this
thesis will, therefore, expand into an examination of more general issues about the
formulation of imperial ideology in the period in which the ceremonial book was

compiled.

The possibility of tracing developments in the political realities and theories of the
Empire through state ritual is testified in a number of studies.® These have tended to focus
on particular types of ceremony, for example imperial triumphs and accessions, and on
descriptions from traditional narrative sources, panegyrics and pictorial evidence. They
have demonstrated the variable nature of imperial ritual; successfully proving that the
impression of ceremonial rigidity that has characterised much thought on the subject is
not supported in the evidence. In fact, the organisers of imperial ceremonies selected
from the means available to them the symbolic gestures that were most pertinent to
contemporary circumstances, so that by isolating those features of a specific performance

that differ from previous stagings of an event one exposes evidence that can be used to

6
De Cer.
7 Cyril Mango and Thor Sev&enko, “A New Manuscript of the De Ceremoniis,” DOP 14 (1960), 247,



explore developments in the society in which it took place. This concentration on
ceremonial evolution as an indicator of political, social and ideological change is justified
by a belief that imperial ceremonies both reflected contemporary realities and contributed
to their formulation and has established imperial ritual as a fertile ground for the

exploration of late Roman and Byzantine society.

Such explorations have most notably contributed to our understanding of the transition
from the world of late antiquity to early medieval Byzantium and have shown that the
highly ceremonial character of medieval Constantinople can be seen, at least in part, as
the ultimate manifestation and formalisation of trends that emerged over a long period of
ritual development. The Book of Ceremonies belongs to the period when the transition
from late antiquity to Byzantium can be said to have been completed. A thorough
examination of the ceremonies it contains should make a substantial contribution to our
understanding of the society in which it was produced. Yet this important and wide-
ranging document has received little in the way of sustained analysis.” The possible
reasons for this apparent neglect will help to clarify the merits and objectives of the
present examination, though it is worth beginning with a brief account of the contents of
the treatise as it is preserved in the Leipzig manuscript and the use for which its author

intended it.

The document is preserved in two parts, or “books”. Each is introduced by a preface in
which the author presents his subject and reveals his motivation for the project. The
preface to Book I states that the work is that of the Emperor Constantine VII
Porphyrogenitus (913-959). This attribution and the imperial origins of the document are
confirmed within the text. Its author begins with an apology for his undertaking. He
observes that, although others might not consider his work important, “this work is very

¥ See, in particular, Sabine MacCormack, Art and Ceremony in Late Antiquity (California, 1990) and
Michael McCormick, Efernal Victory: Triumphal Rulership in Late Antiquity, Byzantium and the Early
Medieval West (Paris, 1990).

® For a discussion of the structure of the Leipzig manuscript see J. B. Bury, “The Ceremonial Book of
Constantine Porphyrogennetos,” £EHR 22 (1907), 209-227. Averil Cameron, “The Construction of Court
Ritual: the Byzantine Book of Ceremonies,” in D. Cannadine and S. R. F. Price, eds., Rituals of Royalty:
Power and Ceremonial in Traditional Societies (Cambridge, 1987), 106-136, is a useful introduction, but
draws only general conclusions.



dear to us and worthy of our effort, and is closer to us than any other thing, since as a
result of this praiseworthy order the imperial power is exposed as more majestic and awe-
inspiring and for that reason is honoured both by foreigners and our own subj ects.”'" He
goes on to warn against the dangers of allowing the ceremonies to fall into disuse,
likening the disorder that would follow for the Empire to that which would result if a
human body were carelessly put together. In so doing he develops a theory of ceremony
in which the correct observance of impenal ritual becomes an essential feature of good
government, maintaining a fundamental harmony between the human and divine spheres

of activity by reflecting a divinely established cosmic order:

To avoid this [disorder] and so that we may not appear to disgrace the majesty of Empire through
disorderly conduct, we have thought it necessary to gather together from many quarters the
ceremonies invented by men of old, or reported by eyewitnesses, or seen by us and established in
our own times and to set them out in the present work in a form that might be easily understood, to
preserve for our successors the tradition of inherited customs that have come to be neglected.
Culling, as it were, a bunch of flowers from the meadows, we may present it to the imperial
splendour as an incomparable ornament. We may place in the middle of our palace something in
the nature of a clear and polished mirror, which will show to the eye all that is proper to the
imperial power and to the institute of the senate, so that we may make it possible for the reigns of
authority to be managed with order and dignity... Hereby may the imperial power be exercised
with due rhythm and order (puBudc and tdyis) and display the harmonious movement imposed
by the Creator on the universe so that [the Empire] may appear more majestic to our subjects and,
therefore, more acceptable and admirable in their eyes.

These opening remarks raise a number of interesting points. Firstly, they firmly establish
the Book of Ceremonies as an official document of the tenth century. It was
commissioned by the Emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus, who took a personal interest
in its compilation and it is universally accepted that the Emperor himself penned the
preface. Bury notes the distinction made between Tap’ UGV adTOV £0d6n and év Nuiv
évnoynOn and judges it “a pretty clear discrimination of the reign of Romanus I, when
Constantine was a subordinate basileus, from his own reign as basileus autokrator,”" so
it is likely that he began his research during his early reign, when the ambitions of
Romanus Lecapenus prevented him from taking the reigns of power, and continued it

after 944 when he finally assumed sole rule.

' De Cer., 1, Reiske, 34; Vogt, I, 1.
! Ibid., Reiske, 4-5; Vogt, I, 2.



The imperial origins of the document, then, are confirmed in its preface, which reveals
the importance Constantine VII invested in the correct observance of state ceremonies.
He justifies his work through reference to a number of benefits that would come from it.
Here he displays a highly sophisticated appreciation of imperial ritual. For, beyond the,
perhaps obvious, intention of impressing foreigner and subject alike with splendid
displays of imperial power, he draws a direct correlation between the management of
ceremonies and the government of Empire. The correct observance of imperial
ceremonies is understood not as an addition to or distraction from the business of

government, but as an integral feature of it.

Central to his thesis is the notion of order (taxis),” necessary for effective rulership and
maintained through ceremonies, which are described as a mirror, capable, as it were, of
reflecting back at their participants and audience a permanently pleasing image. He
expands on this notion in two ways. Firstly, with reference to the public perception of the
imperial power, he concludes that the ceremonies will inspire not only the awe of his
subjects but also their affection. Secondly, with reference to the imperial authorities
themselves, the ceremonies will ensure that their conduct works in harmony with a

universal order established by God.

Constantine VII, therefore, embarks on his treatise with an assertion of the significance of
the ceremonies he has gathered therein for the establishment of good government. It is
worth highlighting that he was by education and inclination a scholar and an antiquarian
and that the Book of Ceremonies was just one of a number of works commissioned by
him."* We might expect, then, that his academic interests, fostered during the years of his
minority and subsequent forced leisure, might in themselves have given rise to his
compilation. However, his other works, as well as the introduction to the ceremonial
book, testify to the importance he placed on research into all areas of imperial
government and administration for their practical lessons: “Constantine Porphyrogenitus

'2 Bury, “Ceremonial Book,” 211.
3 On the notion of taxis see Henry Maguire, “Images of the Court,” in Helen C. Evans and William D.
Wixom, eds., The Glory of Byzantium: Art and Culture of the Middle Byzantine Era (New York, 1997).



may have been academic-minded for an Emperor, but, thanks to his being an Emperor, he
was practical minded for a scholar.”’’ In the first chapter of the De Administrando
Imperio, a work dedicated to his son, Romanus, in which are gathered together
documents primarily concerned with foreign relations as a guide to rulership, Constantine

expounds the particular necessity of education for those who wield political power:

Hear now, my son, those things of which I think you should not be ignorant and be wise that you
may attain to government. For I maintain that while learning is a good thing for all the rest as well,
who are subjects, yet it is especially so for you, who are bound to take thought for the safety of all
and to steer and guide the laden ship of the world."®

The Book of Ceremonies forms part of an ongoing project that Constantine VII set
himself, to bequeath to his successors the fruits of his learning; and he evidently intended
that his codification should be put to practical use by future administrations. It is worth
highlighting from the start that Constantine VII's Book of Ceremonies does not only take
its place as one of the literary works of that Emperor. Both it and they form part of a
wider movement, commonly refered to as the "Macedonian Renaissance"'”. It will be
argued, below, that the production and content of the De Ceremoniis should be seen in
the context of political, administrative and psychological changes that had taken place at
Byzantium from its near-fatal decline in the seventh and eighth centuries to its
reemergence and expansion under the Macedonian Dynasty, to which Constantine
belonged. It must also be seen in the context of the cultural "renaissance” that coincided
with that revival, which involved "a conscious effort to recapture learning that had been

in eclipse."'®

In its literary aspect, the "Macedonian Renaissance" is characterised by a proliferation of
compilations, in which contemporary information is, often uneasily, combined with that

gathered from ancient sources. This is certainly true of the Book of Ceremonies and also

4 On Constantine VII’s literary activities see Arnold Toynbee, Constantine Porphyrogenitus and His
World (London, 1973), 575-599.

" Ibid., 581.

16 Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De Administrando Imperio, ed. Gy. Moravcsik and trans. R. J. H. Jenkins,
(Budapest, 1949), 49.

17 On which the standard text is Paul Lemerle, Le Premier Humanisme Byzantin (Paris, 1985).

18 Cameron, “The construction of court ritual”, 128.



of Constantine VII's other works, of which the De Thematibus'® and De Administrando
are equally representative examples. Of other writings, one might note the Synaxarion of
Constantinople,” a collection of saints' Lives, arranged according to the calendar of
saints' days. Within this collection, whose earliest sections date from the end of the reign
of Constantine VII*! but which was continued for many years subsequently, information
is gathered from hagiographical accounts and is reworked in contemporary Greek,
condensed and presented in standard format. As a compilation and in its use of
contemporary Greek, the Book of Ceremonies has much in common with the Synaxarion.
However, it is also true that the Synaxarion involves a literary reworking in a way that
the De Ceremoniis does not, Constantine making it clear that the use of simple, easily
understood writing is designed to make the rituals more readily comprehensible to those

who will organise their production.

In its format, therefore, the Book of Ceremonies is an example of the kind of literature
that flourished at the time. We have seen that Constantine VII saw in the ceremonies an
essential feature of impeﬁal government, one that he asserts, if correctly followed, will
impress people from beyond the Empire, inspire the affection of those within it and allow
the imperial authorities to participate in a divinely established cosmic order. Yet he goes
beyond these assertions and claims for his codification another justification; namely, the

revival of tradition.

We should not take too seriously Constantine’s claim that ceremonies had come to be
overlooked in the years before the compilation of his book. Whilst it is impossible to
determine with any degree of certainty how often and with what regularity imperial
ceremonies were performed at any period of Byzantine history, it is unlikely that they
would have fallen into disuse for any lengthy period. Particularly from the sixth century,
which appears to have been a time of considerable intensification in the area of imperial

ritual at Constantinople, ceremonies played an important part in the life of the

' Constantine Porphyrogenitus, De thematibus, ed. A. Pertusi, Studi e testi, 160 (Vatican City, 1952).
2 Synaxarium ecclesiae Constantinopolitanae. Propylaeum ad ActaSS Novembris, ed. H. Delehaye

(Brussels, 1902)



Emperors.”? Even during the darkest years of the seventh and eighth centuries they appear
to have been maintained.”” On one hand, Constantine’s lamentation for the neglect of
ceremony might be written off as a literary device. However, that he saw in the field of
imperial ritual an activity that established continuity with the past is enormously
significant. He lived in a period when we have said that the transition from late antique to
Byzantine culture had been completed and yet, although we shall see that many features
of the society that emerged from that process of transition were markedly different from
what had gone before, the notion of innovation would remain anathema to the authorities

stationed at Constantinople, always careful to present a picture of traditional uniformity.

There is nothing in the preface to Book I of the De Ceremoniis to indicate that it was
envisaged as a two-part work.”* It, therefore, seems that Book II was begun at a later date
to complement the original manuscript and complete the codification. The preface to
Book II reveals itself to be written by the same hand as its predecessor and indicates that
it was intended as a continuation of the original compilation, though here, whereas the
first book had contained ceremonies gathered from written sources, will be preserved
those rituals handed down orally (talg pviualg dtacwtdueva kal mapd TOV

npeafuTépwv dxoroUBwE Tolg VEOTEPOLS ToPATEUTOUEVD). >

To sum up briefly: the document known as the Byzantine Book of Ceremonies was drawn
up in the tenth century; it takes its place as one of a number of works commissioned by
the Emperor Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus on the government and administration of
the Empire; it was conceived of by its imperial author as a codification of impenal ritual,
gathered from written and unwritten sources, to serve as a guide for future
administrations, to ensure the preservation and continuation of traditional practice and the

orderly conduct of imperial power, of which the ceremonies are presented as an essential

21 See Thor Sevienko, "Re-reading Constantine Porphyrogenitus” in Byzantine Diplomacy: papers from the
24" Spring Symposium of Byzantine Studies (Cambridge, 1990) ed. J. Sheppard and S. Franklin.

%2 See below, 27-28.

B Averil Cameron and Judith Herrin, eds., Constantinople in the Eighth Century: the Parastaseis Syntomoi
Chronikai (Leiden, 1984), 170, 209-10 and 212.

24 Bury, “Ceremonial Book,” 210.

 Tbid.



part, both reflecting an image of good government to the Empire and beyond and
displaying harmony with the order established by the divine Architect of the cosmos.

However, when we turn from the two prefaces to examine the document itself, we find
that, in fact, the content of the Leipzig manuscript is far less orderly or consistent than its
introductions suggest it was intended to be. Book II is particularly diverse in its subject
matter and shows little sign of organisation. Although we have seen that it was intended
to form a continuation of Book I, according to Bury only cc. 1-25 can reasonably be
regarded as a part of Constantine VII’s original compilation.”® The rest is a miscellany. It
includes material of purely antiquarian and historical interest (cc. 26-39) as well as much
which is irrelevant or only loosely connected to the subject of the work, as it is defined in
Constantine’s prefaces. The latter categories make up the larger part of this second book
and cannot be judged to have been designed for inclusion in the treatise. Amongst those
sections that are in some way pertinent to the ceremonies are cc. 52 and 53, which
contain the ninth-century Kletorologion of Philotheus” and c. 43, which records
acclamations delivered by the army at imperial triumphs. However, although these and
other chapters bear a relation to the subject matter of the treatise, they do not fit easily
into the orderly arrangement claimed for it in the preface. It should further be noted that
Constantine’s claim that this second book would record the ceremonies preserved in oral
testimony is not supported by the documents contained within it, which appear to have

been copied from written sources.

The number of documents that finds a place in Book II and the lack of any clear structure
imposed on them suggest that the manuscript was augmented over a number of years,
files being added without consideration of their place in the overall scheme of the project.
Toynbee likens it to a file in a department of state “in having been always open for the
addition of new material.”*® Nonetheless, the ceremonial prescriptions of cc. 1-25 and the

historical examples of cc. 26-39 mirror the arrangement of Book I and suggest that this

26 .
Tbid., 216.

¥ Klet. 3. B. Bury, The Imperial Administrative System in the Ninth Century (London, 1911), 130-179

contains an edition of the text.

28 Toynbee, Constantine Porphyrogenitus and His World, 601.



first portion' of Book II may represent a completion of the work. Of the wealth of material
added later, only two chapters date from after the reign of Constantine Porphyrogenitus,”
suggesting that additions were made to it throughout his reign, but their diversity and

confusion make it highly unlikely that they were ever expected to be incorporated into the

treatise.

Conversely, Book I displays a more orderly arrangement. As it has come down to us, it
contains 83 chapters,*® Constantine VII’s preface and three documents about ceremonial
observed when the Emperor joined his army on active military service: T& Bacgthikd
10Eeldio.®! This last, which Reiske appended to Book I of his edition of the Book of
Ceremonies, but which in fact prefaces the main body of the text in the Leipzig
manuscript, like much of Book 1II, is not considered to have formed part of Constantine
VII’s plan.** Chapters 84 (93)-95 (104) contain historical examples of particular
ceremonies attributed to the sixth-century magister officiorum, Peter the Patrician.*
Although they were probably included in the original manuscript to provide an appendix
to Book 1, like Book II cc. 26-39 they “are of purely antiquarian interest... [and are] an
accretion, lying outside the homogeneous unity of the book,”** whilst cc. 96 and 97 are

later additions to the text.>’

Cc. 1-92 (83) contain information of a rather different character. Within them are found

numerous prescriptions specifying the behaviour of the Emperors and their entourage that

2 Bury, “Ceremonial Book,” 218/219.
3% At c. 11 the numbering of the chapters jumps, without explanation, to 20, see below, 41. I have followed

Vogt in identifying each chapter according to its number in the Leipzig manuscript followed, in
parenthesis, by its position in the order of surviving chapters. For example, the final chapter is designated
as c. 92 (83).

3¢ focthikd TAEEISLA: De Cer., I, Reiske, 444-508; John Haldon, Constantine Porphyrogenitus
Three Treatises on Imperial Military Expeditions (Vienna, 1990) contains an edition of the texts with
English translations and commentary.

32 See Haldon, op. cit., 35; Bury, “Ceremonial Book,” 438-439; Vogt, 1, Commentaire, xviii-xix.

33 Bury, “Ceremonial Book,” 212-213.

* bid., 213.

¥ 1bid., 211-212. Both cc. 96 (87) and 97 (88) appear to have been added to the text during the reign of
Nicephorus I Phocas. C. 96 (87) describes his proclamation (&vayopetoeL) and refers to him as “d
£00ePg kal PrAdypLotog Bacihetg Nuknddpos”, De Cer., 1, Reiske, 434. This, Bury has pointed out,
dates the chapter to the reign of Nicephorus I (co-emperor 963-969) and therefore after the original
compilation of the Book of Ceremonies. Likewise c. 97 (88) must be dated after the reign of Constantine
VII as it describes the promotion of a proedros, an office first instituted in the reign of Nicephorus IL.

10



should be followed on a variety of ceremonial occasions. These fall into two distinct
groups. The first 37 chapters describe the involvement of the imperial cortege in religious
ceremonies. It begins with a general protocol for the procession of the Emperor from the
Great Palace to Hagia Sophia for the celebration of the liturgy on the major feast days of
the liturgical calendar.*® The remaining chapters give details of the specific behaviour
proper to particular religious feasts. Both the major festivals, to which many chapters are
dedicated, expanding on the information contained in chapter one, and more minor ones,
such as certain saints’ days, are represented. Although there is evidence that the order of
feasts has been corrupted in the Leipzig manuscript,”’ these chapters provide a
comprehensive account of imperial participation in the religious celebrations of
Constantinople. Their sheer number bears witness to the extensive involvement of the
imperial court in the devotional life of the capital, attending services both at the cathedral
and at many other churches in the city and also marking a number of occasions with
ceremonies within the Great Palace itself (see TABLE 3). We should expect to find within
them, therefore, much that can illuminate our understanding of the way in which the
political establishment - for the De Ceremoniis is exclusively concerned with the
behaviour of the Emperor and his court and generally passes over those parts of the
rituals for which the ecclesiastical authorities were responsible - integrated its own

ceremonial into that of the Church.

After the religious ceremonies, cc. 47 (38)-82 (73) describe secular ceremonies. Here are
found protocols pertaining to a wide variety of occasions. It includes prescriptions for
those events for which one would anticipate ceremonial activity, for example imperial
coronation, marriage and death, and also for more regularly occurring moments, such as
receptions in the Great Palace along with several protocols to be followed on the
promotion of individuals to office and dignity within the court. In addition, the ritual
surrounding the Emperor’s attendance at the Hippodrome races in the great arena at
Constantinople is given. In general terms, one can see that these secular ceremonies - by

which one should understand those observed on occasions other than devotional feasts,

38 De Cer., 1, 1, Reiske, 5-35; Vogt, 1, 3-28.
37 See below, 41-44.

11



for they each contain religious elements - encompass two types. Firstly, we have those
that describe the conference of status, of which imperial coronation is the ultimate,
though, with the ceremonies surrounding court promotion, we should expect to find
crucial evidence about the dissemination of authority through the system. Secondly, the
many celebratory occasions in which the Emperor comes together with the dignitaries of
the court within the palace or processes to the Hippodrome to join with the people of

Constantinople at the races.

The final chapters, 83 (72)-92 (83), do not constitute a separate order of ceremonies, but a
variety of information pertinent to different occasions, which can be used to supplement

that found elsewhere in the document.

It has already become clear that the first 83 chapters of the Book of Ceremonies contain a
wealth of ceremonial descriptions. Although there is evidence, especially in the order of
the religious ceremonies, that the arrangement of the chapters may have been altered in
the Leipzig manuscript and at numerous points a clear reading of their contents is
hampered both by the use of a highly specialised language and discontinuities and
confusions within the text, this portion of the manuscript does display something of the
ordered structure that Constantine VII clearly intended for his codification. Each
ceremony is presented without reference to dates or the identity of individual office
holders and participants in a standard formula: “Oca 8¢l mapaduAdtiev. They are, in
other words, offered as timeless rites, divorced from a historical context. It is these first
83 chapters, evidently designed to fulfil the objectives set out in the preface to the Book
of Ceremonies, to provide a guide for the organisation of state ceremonies in tenth-
century Constantinople and a model for their conduct thereafter, that are the subject of

this study.

A cursory examination of cc. 1-92 (83) of the De Ceremoniis has revealed the variety of
ceremonial prescriptions Constantine VII Porphyrogenitus incorporated into his treatise.
The number of prescriptions and the diversity of ceremonial occasions represented within

them in themselves point to the importance of the document. However, it has been
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suggested, above, that they have not received the attention that they seem to warrant.
That the ceremonial book is an invaluable document for understanding the Middle
Byzantine court is often stated but has rarely led to an attempt to thoroughly examine its
contents. Court culture is a subject that has received a great deal of attention in recent
scholarship, especially in the period in which the Book of Ceremonies was compiled, at
the beginning of what has been described as “the golden age of Byzantine court life.”®
Given the current interest in matters associated with the Byzantine court, it is surprising
to find that the prescriptive descriptions of Book of Ceremonies, so obviously pertinent to
the subject, have received relatively little attention. There is no modern edition of the text
and no English translation. Nor has there been any recent attempt to examine this portion

of the document as a composite unit or to describe the information contained therein.

The reason behind this apparent neglect is undoubtedly connected with the haphazard
arrangement of the treatise as a whole and the often repetitive nature of the contents of
these prescriptive chapters. Amold Toynbee - who typifies a dismissive attitude to
imperial ceremonies, which he describes as “useless and silly” when not “positively

ludicrous”,* with which few would now concur - wrote of the De Ceremoniis:

The set of formulae. .. are repeated so remorselessly that the reiteration produces a hypnotic effect
on the reader. How much more potent must have been the effect on the actors, and, above all,
on...the Emperor himself. Unless this nonsense happened to be congenial to an Emperor’s
temperament, he was bound to be irked by it, and, if he had any incompatible personal bent, he
was bound to repine and - in an extreme case of uncongeniality - bound to revolt.*°
However, although it is certainly true that the Book of Ceremonies is far from an
engaging read and the repetition that characterises many of its chapters is off-putting, this
aspect of the document cannot, especially given the heightened sensitivity of recent

scholars to the subject of imperial ritual, account for the lack of attention paid to it.

To explain this, one must look beyond the obvious difficulties of the text to the nature of
the information it contains. For, where recent scholars have highlighted the fluid nature

38 Maguire, Court Culture, vii.
3 Toynbee, Constantine Porphyrogenitus and His World, 190-191
40 1y

Ibid., 2.
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of Byzantine imperial ceremonial and the potential for extensive variation within the
apparently rigid framework of ceremonial prescriptions, the Book of Ceremonies fosters -
and is designed to foster - the opposite impression. Within its pages the ceremonies are
recorded divorced from historical contexts, any references to the identity of their
participants has been removed, no dates are given and so the protocols do not fall easily
into a framework of narrative history. Scholars are able to point forward to the Book of
Ceremonies to highlight the intensification of certain ritual developments into the Middle
Byzantine period. However, because of the ahistorical presentation of the ceremonies,
many of which show signs that they were drawn up from an amalgamation of different
sources, they cannot be fully integrated into examinations of the development of

ceremonial types in the way in which narrative descriptions can.

Constantine VII expressly drew his information from a variety of sources from different
periods of Byzantine history and he deliberately attempted to disguise the changing
nature of ceremonial, the reality of which has been a particular concern in studies of late
Roman and Byzantine ritual. Despite the relative clarity of the first 83 chapters of the
Book of Ceremonies, therefore, the information they contain is of a particular kind, one
that precludes them from being absorbed into a f:lear exposition of the development of
any single ceremony, but which obviously is important in the formulation of an
understanding of Byzantine public life at the time of its compilation. 1t is, therefore, not
immediately obvious in what manner the information presented in this portion of
Constantine VII’s treatise should be handled and it is evident that it requires a rather

different approach than the ceremonies found in traditional narrative sources.

Because the protocols were put together, in part, from written records of actual
ceremonial performances, it is possible, from clues within the various descriptions, to
attempt to assign them dates. In this way, one might be able to bypass the problems
associated with the ceremonies as they appear within the treatise by reintegrating them
into a historical framework. Many scholars have adopted this approach. For example,
Vogt, in his commentary on Book I of the Book of Ceremonies devotes a great deal of

time to suggesting particular administrations for the ceremonies, using, for example, the
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titles of office they contain and the number of Emperors specified. However, as Vogt
himself admits, such attempts are “aussi tentantes que séduisantes, en vérité, mais
singuliérement périlleuses et, peut-&tre bien, passablement décevantes.”' No completely
satisfactory conclusions have emerged from this approach, for a number of reasons.
Firstly, the vast majority of chapters seem to have been drawn up from numerous sources,
emanating from different administrations. They frequently switch, for example, without
warning or explanation, from describing the involvement of a single Emperor to that of
more than one. Such inconsistencies demonstrate that Constantine VII has not been
entirely successful in stripping the ceremonies of their associations with particular past
performances. Nonetheless, the Book of Ceremonies is not a history. To begin to try to
extract from the document the exact, or even approximate, dates of the ceremonies
Constantine used to create his descriptions, although interesting with regard to his
possible sources, is to embark on a difficult, if not impossible task. Moreover, it is one
that fails to appreciate the true significance of the treatise. For the ceremonies gathered
together within its pages were expressly intended to provide a guide for contemporary
and future practice and, although Constantine VII can in many cases be judged to have
failed to render them timeless, they are, nonetheless, primarily interesting for what light
they shed on the concerns of the tenth-century administration for the ceremonies that took

place at the Constantinopolitan court.

An alternative approach, therefore, might be to take the document as a simple record of
the ceremonies as they were conducted in the tenth century. They were compiled for
contemporary use and, therefore, invite the reader to view them as a straightforward
delineation of the ceremonial life of the Middle Byzantine court. However, the quantity
of ceremonies brings into doubt whether every one would have been observed in a single
administration. Some make specific reference to change, for example the chapter on the
ceremony for the Feast of Orthodoxy contains two protocols, one observed in former
times, one more recent.*? Other ceremonies reveal themselves to be extracted from earlier

rites and cannot have been performed, as they appear, in the tenth century. For example,

! Vogt, I, Commentaire, 1-2.
2 De Cer.. 1, 37 (28), Reiske, 156-160; Vogt, I, 145-148.
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the receptions that are described as taking place in the courtyards, or phialae, of the
factions, which had been destroyed during the reign of Leo VI.** Constantine himself, in
his preface to Book I, claims that the ceremonies had come to be neglected. Although the
veracity of this claim is questionable, it indicates that the ceremonies were not invested
with a uniform degree of importance under different regimes. Moreover, that Constantine
had to examine ancient documents to compile his treatise is a strong indication that the
ceremonies recorded there are not direct reflections of contemporary practice. It is clear
that the Book of Ceremonies is not a simple codification. Constantine’s endeavour to
present an impression of immutable rites is not successful. The very attempt to fix the
protocols points to their inherent fluidity and reveals the treatise to be more than a guide,

or a straightforward descriptive work.

If there are questions around how far the Book of Ceremonies can be regarded as an
account of the ceremonies as they were in fact observed, that Constantine genuinely
intended his treatise to provide a practical guide for the organisers of imperial ritual is
certain. He stated as much in his preface and added that, to the end that they may be
easily understood, the ceremonies will be presented in clear, unaffected language.* The
standard formula under which each prescription occurs and the removal of any references
to particular participants reinforce the impression that Constantine’s intention that the
ceremonies should be reproduced is genuine. Whether or not they were ever reproduced,
the types of behaviour they describe must be regarded as appropriate to the imperial court
in Constantine’s day. Although it would be a mistake to interpret the descriptions
contained in the Book of Ceremonies as an unadulterated record of imperial ceremonial,
therefore, one should not be tempted to dismiss them as a source for the way in which
ceremonies in fact took place. Whilst always being aware that Constantine VII’s treatise
is not primarily descriptive, that it has a polemical aspect that should not be overlooked,
he neither invented the itineraries in a vacuum, nor presented behaviour that would have

been unfamiliar to those who consulted it.

“ For example, De Cer., I, 73 (64), Reiske, 284-293; Vogt, II, 94-104. The destruction of the phialae under
Basil I is described in Theoph. Cont., V, 90, 336.
“ De Cer., 1, Reiske, 5; Vogt, 1, 2.
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One of the principal difficulties encountered in any analysis of Byzantine cultural history,
including the history of ceremony, is the determination of the Byzantine elite to present
its ideology and political system as an unchanging entity. This is demonstrably counter to
the facts of the Empire’s history, in the realm of ceremony as much as any other aspect of
Byzantine civilisation. The judgement on Byzantium as an essentially stagnant, derivative
culture has long been dismissed.*> However, it is one that the Book of Ceremonies
appears fully to endorse. By gathering together his ceremonies Constantine was engaged
in more than a descriptive, practical enterprise; he was attempting to fix the ceremonies
into immutable patterns. It has been suggested, above, that he was far from successful in
removing the historical references from the rituals. However, the polemical dimension of

the treatise should not be ignored.

The Book of Ceremonies presents a picture of a permanently fixed, enduring Byzantine
ritual that can be revived for the tenth century and preserved thereafter. The ceremonies it
contains are of a very different character from the descriptions of particular occasions
that are found in narrative sources. This presents particular difficulties of analysis but it
also offers a unique opportunity to examine the idealised vision of the Byzantine
authorities for the ritual behaviour of the court, in which its internal and external
relations, ideology and politics are revealed in a form that is certainly not divorced from
the realities of government and ceremony, but in which the extensive possibilities for
deviation from carefully arranged patterns of behaviour - which inevitably arise when
real people and circumstances impose themselves on a model transferred from the
theoretical framework of written prescription to the unpredictable arena of performance -

are constrained.

Where descriptions from narrative sources tend to note the unusual features of specific
performances,* in the first 83 chapters of the De Ceremoniis we are presented with an
attempt to minimise the opportunity for variation by recording a clear delineation of each

ceremony. It is impossible to judge the degree to which the treatise succeeded in

5 On the debate over the nature of Byzantine culture and a short bibliography see Cameron, “The
construction of court ritual”, 106-110.
% McCormick, “Analyzing Imperial Ceremonies,” 7-8.
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