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Abstract: This paper investigates the birth date of Byzantine Emperor Manuel I Komnenos, ana-
lyzing conflicting accounts of historical sources. The sources provide two primary narratives: the
eulogies of Theodore Prodromos and Michael Italikos, which align Manuel's birth with his father
John II Komnenos’ ascension in 1118, and the account of John Kinnamos, who suggests a birth
year around 1122, based on Manuel's age during the Battle of Neokaisareia. This analysis is fur-
ther enriched by examining the feast days of several saints named Stephen, as referenced by Pro -
dromos. The paper seeks to reconcile these divergent perspectives, exploring the implications of
each for our understanding of Manuel's life and reign. The study underscores the challenges in
Byzantine historiography, where historical facts intertwine with literary motifs.
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Introduction

The Byzantine Empire was a nexus of medieval and classical civilizations.
Among its rulers, Emperor Manuel I Komnenos (1143-1180) stands out for his
efforts to reinstate Byzantine dominance in the Mediterranean. However, the
exact date of his birth remains a matter of speculation due to conflicting ac-
counts from primary sources like Michael Italikos, Theodore Prodromos, and
John Kinnamos. This paper aims to clarify the uncertainty surrounding
Manuel’s birth date, which is pivotal for understanding his reign and its histori-
cal significance. By examining these sources, particularly Kinnamos' less-ex-
plored account, alongside the more commonly cited eulogies, this study seeks
to determine the most probable date of birth for Manuel 1. The paper will offer
a comparative analysis of these primary sources against the backdrop of sec-
ondary literature, shedding light on the complexities of historical factuality and
literary topoi in Byzantine literature.
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Analysis of the Sources

In John Kinnamos' account, the only reference to Emperor Manuel I Komnenos'
age is found in his description of the Battle of Neokaisareia in 1140. Kinnamos
refers to Manuel as being "not yet eighteen".! This implies a birth year of 1122
or later, suggesting a younger age than other sources claim. Kinnamos, known
for his detailed chronicles, may have had reasons to present Manuel as younger,
possibly to emphasize his early military prowess.” Furthermore, considering
that the classical tradition used inclusive reckoning for age calculation —
whereby a person of 17 would be regarded as 18 — it could be plausible to pro-
pose the year 1123 as a ferminus post quem (if we accept Kinnamos' data for
Manuel's age). This assertion is supported by Kinnamos' final comment on the
reign of John II Komnenos, which gives a reign of 25 years and 8 months. This
duration is consistent with the inclusive reckoning system, which runs from 15
August 1118 to 8 April 11432

Turning to another significant source, Michael Italikos offers a different per-
spective. Italikos, in his basilikos logos dedicated to the young emperor Manuel
I Komnenos, describes Manuel as having the epithet "born in purple", like
Achilles' "child of Thetis" which refers to an imperial birthright.* This also sug-
gests that he was the only one of his brothers to be born in the purple after John
IT Komnenos’s accession on 15 August 1118, and a line later Italikos draws a
parallel with his father, John II Komnenos, who was also born in purple.”’ At a
later point in the sermon®he speaks of the birth of Manuel, which took place on
the same day as the beginning of his father's reign.’

Similarly, Theodore Prodromos provides an intriguing account in a poem
written to Manuel in versus politicus, linking Manuel's birth to the feast day of
a certain Saint Stephen, symbolically connecting imperial and religious ele-
ments.® He describes Manuel as a rose "blossoming from the empress," possibly

1 tr. Brand 1976, p.26 v.3

2 &l oxtoKaideka obnw yeyovag £ Aikolg £avtov mapafdiiey kKvdvvolg toiud. Kinn.
p.21v.23-24

3 €9’ dloig Tévte Kai glkootv éviavtolg kai unoiv énta Popaiov dpéac. Kinnam. p.29 v.1-2;
for inclusive reckoning of time in antiquity cf. Treadgold 2020 passim, Bowersock 1971 p. 75

4 apa yap tig Hopevpag ipnke tOKov kol oOTiKO 68 TEPUPAVESTOTO KOTECT|LAVEY, DOTEP O
oV Ti|g ®£T180¢ eimav TOV AyilAéa EdMAmaosey; Gautier 1972, p.278 v.14-16

5 20 1€ yap Epug amd Tiic mepurdoTov Iopevpag kai 6 gdcag Ekeiev dE£u, domep oipat
QLAATTOVGONG THiG TOYNG TA THS dtadoyTig ToD Yévoug dkawvotounto. Gautier 1972, p.278 v.17-19

6 Gautier 1972, p.279 v.7-17

7 xai 7 ti|g Pactheiog dpyn apyn yiveran kol tiig o1\ €ig TOvV Biov mapddov 1€ Kol GVETAGEMG.
Apo. te yap O motip oot Koi Pacthedg aveldvvuto v Tod Kpatovg apymv Kol ol Tig YaoTtépog
€€eppfyvuco. Gautier 1972, p.279 v.10-11

8 'Ev émonue yevvnBeic Nuépa otepavitov / Avopog 0ctopdptupos kai vikntod Xtepdavov, /
Kot oteponedpog yéyovag opod kol otepavitng: Miller 1881, p.760 v.114—-116
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on a feast day, and later "taking the double crown of rule and victory".” The
connection of Manuel's birth to the feast day of a significant religious figure
aligns with the Komnenian dynasty's efforts to legitimize their rule through as-
sociations with orthodoxy and could bolster the sacred nature of the emperor’s
authority.

Discussion

The scholarly debate surrounding the birth date of Emperor Manuel I Kom-
nenos has been shaped significantly by Konstantinos Varzos,'® who, following
Gautier," cites Theodore Prodromos and Michael Italikos as proof that Manuel
was born on 28 November 1118. This date has since been adopted by all the lit-
erature, including in Paul Magdalino's monograph on Manuel I Komnenos'? or
the Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium."” However, despite their in-depth exami-
nation, Varzos and Gautier completely overlook Kinnamos’ narrative and don’t
refute it, which (if Manuel did indeed have his 18th birthday in 1140) would
put his birth at some time around 1122.

However, the date of birth, which is occasionally inferred in earlier scholar-
ship, is derived from Kinnamos' narrative. For example, Victor Langlois, in his
commentary to his translation of the Chronicle of Michael the Great, supports
Kinnamos' chronology by attributing an age of 58 to Manuel at the time of his
death in 1180."

Susanne de Jongh, in her 1937 dissertation, leans towards Kinnamos' date,
yet she does not consider the accounts of Prodromos or Italikos.'” This selective
engagement with sources raises questions about the comprehensive analysis of
historical data.

Furthermore, de Jongh identifies an additional excerpt within Kinnamos'
work, which mentions Manuel's age. Specifically, Kinnamos recounts that "at
sixteen, he [Manuel] often made barbarians captive by his own hands" (Brand

9 Kai yap tiig mavnydpemng 1@ 1ot TEAoLUEVNG / Tod™ OTEPAVITOL HAKOPOG KOl VIKNTOD
Ete@dvov, / ‘Qg podov and kdrvkog Bractdvelg Tig deomoivng, / Kai kat’ adtnv v teketiv tod
oTEPOVOLOL TAAY / Aapfdvelg 10 Suadnpa Tig avtokpatopiog, / Kai cvv avti) OV 6Tépovov 1oV
ano t@v tpomaimv. / 'EE dtov yap 0 Paoidedg AréEog dméntn, / "Extote 6 KeEKpATNKOG Kod THig
apyfs €néPng, / Kai otépog €ilngag durhodv tod kpdtovg kai Tijg vikng. Miller 1881, p.760
v.120-128

10 Varzos 1984, 205, n.13

11 Gautier 1972, 278, n.13; Gautier 1969, 258-260.

12 Magdalino 2002, 244.

13 Manuel I Komnenos. in: ODB, 2005.

14 "Manuel mourut en 1180, 4gé de 58 ans. Nicétas fixe la date de sa mort au 24 septembre
(Nic., VII, 7). Il avait régné 37 ans et demi." Langlois 1868, 345, n.2

15 De Jongh 1937 p.67, n.2; cf. Varzos 1984, 412, n.3
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81)." This narrative situates itself during the 1149 reclamation of Kerkyra from
Roger II of Sicily, ostensibly to illustrate Manuel's valor, bordering on temerity.
However, the term "barbarians" remains ambiguous regarding the specific ad-
versaries involved, and given that Emperor John II had conducted numerous
military campaigns during the 1130s, this reference proves inconclusive for de-
termining Manuel's exact birth year.

Gautier excludes the protomartyr Saint Stephen and identifies the feast as
that of Saint Stephen the Younger (28 November), without mentioning other
saints.'” Adding to this complexity, the Synaxarion of Constantinople provides
an invaluable liturgical perspective, cataloging over thirty feast days associated
with various figures named Stephen.'® The term 6clopdptug used by Prodromos
is particularly enlightening, directing our attention to specific monastic or ec-
clesiastical figures. Nevertheless, in the Synaxarion the term 0clopdptug is not
associated with any Saint Stephen; instead, the term 6c10¢ frequently pairs with
matnp, including instances involving martyred saints.

To further elucidate the liturgical context to which Prodromos refers, the ta-
ble below offers a comprehensive listing of the feast days for saints named
Stephen, as recorded in the Synaxarion of Constantinople. This table addition-
ally includes saints who are commemorated alongside others with whom they
shared martyrdom—a detail that Prodromos would likely have mentioned.
However, for the sake of completeness, their inclusion was deemed necessary.
Feast days specific to martyred saints and related terms are highlighted in bold
when no other saints are named. Emphasis in bold is not applied to the Pro-
tomartyr Saint Stephen, who, despite having multiple commemorations beyond
his principal feast on 27 December, is excluded by Gautier. Prodromos would
likely have specifically noted him had he been discussing the protomartyr; nev-
ertheless, he is included here to ensure a comprehensive account. The first col-
umn specifies the date of the feast, bracketed numbers indicate the saints' posi-
tion on that day in the Synaxarion, and the Greek text describes the feast as it
appears in the edition published by Delehaye:

3 Sep (5) [pviun t0d 66iov TaTPOS MUAV Kol OpoAOYNTOD XTEQPAVOL, TYOLUEVOL
Tpryieioc.

7 Sep (3) | @0Anorg 00 dyiov igpopdpTupog Xtepdvov ndno Poung.

16 apélel kol €kkaideko EviovtdV mOAAAKIG EvOg yepoiv oikeiog Cwypeiag mopioyeto
BapPdpovc. Kinn. p.99 v.20-21.

17 “Il résulte de ce passage que l'autocrator est né le jour de la féte de I'hosiomartyr Etienne, qui
ne peut étre dans le calendrier byzantin qu'Etienne le Jeune (28 novembre) et non pas Etienne le
protomartyr (27 décembre) et qu'il a, par une coincidence mystérieuse, été couronné a la méme date.
Autrement dit, il est né un 28 novembre et a été couronné un 28 novembre.” Gautier 1969, 259.

18 Delehaye 1902, 1165-66
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16 Sep [(5) | davauvnoig Ttiig evpécewg Tod Aewydvov Tod dylov <AmOGTOAOL> Koi
TPOTOUAPTLPOG ZTEPEVOV.

28 Oct | (8) | pviun t0d Ociov matpdg NUOY Ztepdvov T0d Zafaitov dveylod Twdvvov tod
AapooknvoD.

29 Oct | (3) | pviun @V ayiov anootéAmv Kol poptopov Iétpov kol [Taviov, Todvvov Tod
mpodpduov kol Pamtiorod, Lteedvov 10D mpwrTopdptupos, BopvaPfo tod
amootorov, Toone 100 matpidpyov kol Kiemna, Tpogipov, Aopupédovtog,
Kooud, Aapiavod, Bdoong kai tfjg cuvodiog avtdv.

19 Nov [ (6) | pvnun t@v ayiov arnootodwv Ilétpov kol [Maviov, Etepdvov kai Takdpov
adeleod Tod Kupiov.

22 Nov | (3) | @0Anoig tdv ayiov poptopov Mdapkov kai Zte@dvov.

28 Nov | (1) | ABAnois 10D d6iov TaTPoOS UMDV ZTEQAVOL TOD VEOL.

9 Dec (2) | pviun 10b Ociov TaTPOG NUMV EteEdvov TOD VEOAaUTODS, ToD &v Td ayi®
AvTing KeWEvou.

11 Dec | (5) | (uMun ...) T0d @yiov papropog Lrepdvov év Kovotavtiovaic.

27 Dec | (1) |’"ABAno1g T0D Gyiov GTOGTOAOL Kol TPMTOUAPTLPOG Kol ApyLdLokOVoy ETe@dvov,
£VOG TV EMTA SLAKOV@V.

28 Dec | (3) | pviun tod Ociov matpog HUdV Kol Bavpatovpyod Lteedvov.

8 Jan (5) | pvnun 100 Ayiov TPOTOUAPTVPOG XTEPAVOV.

14 Jan (2) |pviun tod Ociov TaTPOG MUAV Ete@dvov TOD KTiGOVTOG TNV HOVIV TOD
XNvoraKKov.

26 Feb | (3) | pviun tod 0Giov ZTte@dvov, ToD GUGTNCAUEVOL TO Yrpokopeiov TdV Appotiov
xoi Tod Zdypatoc.

26 Mar | (4) | pvnun tod 66iov TaTpdg UMV Ztepdvou fyovpévov Tpryleiog tod oporoyntod.

26 Mar | (6) | (pvAun ...) Tod 0ciov TaTpog NUAV Xte@dvov T0d EvAvitov.

31 Mar |(6) | (80o1g ...) T0D 66iov Ztedvov Tod Hovpatovpyod.

18 May |(3) | pvaun Ztepdvov motpidpyov Kovotavtivoumorems, adelpod ypnuaticovtog
Aéovtog 10D Pactiémc.

24 May |(2) |@0Anoig t@v ayiwv tod Xpiotod poptopev Meketiov 100 oTpatnidTov Kol
Todvvov kol Etepdvov kopuntov Kol tod mAbovg TV oLV avTolg
HOPTUPNGAVTOV HVpinV MoV S10KoGimv OKT® oLV yuvalEl Kol TEKVOLS.

27 May | (6) | (uvAun ...) Tod €v ayiolg repdvov matplapyov Keovotavtvoundlemc.

7 Jun (2) | pvun @V ocimv matépov MUV AvOipov mpecPutépov kol LTEPAVOL TAOV
Xmovdaiwv, mAnciov tdv Propevtiov.

5 Jul (6) | (@0 nors ...) T0D dyiov paptvpog Eteedvov tod gig 10 Priyiov KaiaPpiog
KEWEVOD Kol TOV GVV a0TH AYiV HOpTUPIGAVTIOV.

18 Jul (6) | pyfun 0D €v ayloig matpog NUAV L1epdvov moTpiipyov Kovotavivovnorewd,

100 €& Apooeiog petatebévros.
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2 Aug (1) | 'H dvorcopudn tod tytiov Aenydvov tod ayiov Kol £vodE0L TPOTOUAPTLPOG Kol
ApyLKOVOL ZTEPAVOV.

2 Aug (2) | @0Anors 10U dyiov igpopdpTvpog Xte@dvov nana Popng kol tdv oLV avTd.

13 Aug | (3) | pviun @V Ociov Tatépmv MUV Zepyiov Koi Xte@dvov i tov MdAov.

In the list presented, the term &oclog is frequently encountered, alongside
iepopdptug and dylog pnaptug, which suggests that the feast referenced by Pro-
dromos may also pertain to other commemorations such as Saint Stephen the
Confessor of Triglia (3 September and 26 March), Pope Hieromartyr Stephen I
(7 September), Saint Stephen of Constantiae (11 December), or Saint Stephen
of Rhegion (5 July). It is noteworthy that the term vikntrg is exclusively em-
ployed in the Synaxarion on the feast of Saint Vincent, as an explanation of the
name Vincentius."

However, it warrants mention that a lexical proximity search within the The-
saurus Linguae Graecae for the terms 0clopdptog and Xtépavog predominantly
retrieves references to Xtépavog 0 véog. Significantly, the third novel of
Manuel I Komnenos himself refers to St. Stephen the Younger as 6ctopdptoc.”
This evidence substantiates that 28 November 1118 is the most probable, albeit
not the sole, birthdate for the emperor, assuming the accounts of Prodromos
and Italikos are accepted as factual.

John Kinnamos, as per his own admission,”’ maintained a close personal re-
lationship with Emperor Manuel I Komnenos, making it highly plausible that
he was well-informed about the emperor's exact date of birth. This detail is par-
ticularly significant considering Manuel's documented interest in astrology, a
field where precise birth dates hold considerable importance.”” Given that the
birthdays of emperors were usually celebrated with public ceremonies at court,
it stands to reason that Kinnamos would have been privy to the exact date of the
emperor's birth by virtue of his presence.” Consequently, Kinnamos' depiction
of Manuel as younger than other accounts suggest may not be a mere oversight
but a deliberate narrative choice. This hypothesis gains further credence when
considering the historical context: Alexander the Great was 18 years old during
his first notable military accomplishment at the Battle of Chaironeia. Kin-
namos' narrative seems to intentionally draw parallels between Manuel and
Alexander, possibly to enhance the emperor's stature by likening him to the

19 Bwévtiov yap ot Popoiot tov vikntiv Aéyovot. Delehaye 1902, 414.

20 ‘H o 100 Nogufpiov, ditt 10 t00¢ Bavpoatovpyods Avapydpovg Kooudv koi Aopiovov
€optalecbar. 1 M, S0 10 TV ovvaév @V Acopdtov teleicBat kai M kn’, St TO TOV
octopdaptupa tépavov Tov véov mavnyvpilecat. Macrides 1984, 152.

21 cf. Kinnam. p.290 v.22 — p.291 v.3

22 cf. N. Chon. Hi. p.95 v.22 — p.96 v.6

23 For imperial birthdays see the 10th century De ceremoniis Book 1, chapter 61 (= Vogt
1939, 86-87.)
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renowned Macedonian ruler. This comparison is explicitly made in a passage
where Kinnamos lauds Alexander's bravery in a manner akin to his depiction of
Manuel, suggesting a deliberate rhetorical strategy to elevate Manuel's image.**
This interpretation is supported by Tollius Cornelius' commentary in his editio
princeps, where he remarks on the similarity of Kinnamos' account to the writ-
ings of Curtius Rufus, known for his works on Alexander.”

The tendency to draw parallels between Emperor Manuel I Komnenos and
Alexander the Great may reflect a broader imperial cultural policy aimed at en-
hancing Manuel's stature, since Kinnamos is not the only one to draw parallels
between Manuel and Alexander. This comparison is further reinforced in
Theodore Prodromos’ poem, where he juxtaposes Manuel with historical and
mythical figures, including Alexander, Heracles, and King David, using vibrant
imagery to elevate Manuel's achievements.*

The codex Plut.70.37, a 12"-century manuscript, housed in the Biblioteca
Medicea Laurenziana in Florence, is another significant source that merits at-
tention. This codex contains Pseudo-Callisthenes' Historia Alexandri Magni
and notably commences with an account of Alexander the Great's achievements
at the age of 18.” Given the age of the manuscript, it is possible that Kinnamos
read it and was influenced by it.

Furthermore, it is noteworthy that when describing the events in
Neokaisareia, Niketas Choniates, who often echoes Kinnamos,*® does not men-
tion the age of Manuel, whom he also describes extensively in later books. This
omission becomes even more intriguing considering Choniates does recount the

24 obxovv 006¢ TV AAeEdvopov TOAaY Emavelv £xm, OmdTE L) GOV THYN TO KOTO TOV Gvopa
Se&etaloyut, €l pnTig 3166 Tt kad HAwkig veotrog. Kinnam. p.52 v.2 — p.52 v.4

25 ,,Huc facit Q. Curtii Rufi de Alexandro elogium: fatendum est, cum plurimum virtuti debu-
erit, plus debuisse fortunae; quam solus omnium mortalium in potestatem habuit.” Tollius 1652,
333.

26 Axpdlov fv AléEavdpoc, GAL’ Etpeye Aopeiov, / AvOeic kai o tOv foviov, GALY
GOVATAVOV TpETELl;, / Tov duvoTov O KpaTadg, TOV maAdOV O véog.; v144—149 Kai mdior tov
AMEEavdpov Tic katomAfiEan 08wV / TIpodg [époag eimev £xatdv Eva kod povoy ey, / « A gig
Kol HOVOG HAYELPOG KPLovg (IAIpLG kTeivel, » / O Pacihedg avtédheEev 6 Makedav ékeivog: / AAAL
Kol 60 Topd TOAGY dxnroag Tocadta / Xikiovg &l édimEag, ob eroag dALd mpaac. Miller
1881, p.760 v.106-108; ‘Enta cotpdmor tod [lepodv duvactov tod Aapeiov, / Ebpdvteg tov
AXéEavdpov ecovta mpog taig dxOaig / Tod motapod tod Ipavikod tod katd v Tpmdda, / Atd
TG TpO™G TPOooPorfic NrtdvTon ovuPfordvieg, / Tod cod 8¢ kpdtovg @evYoVLGL HAKPOV
apyroatpdmor / ToAhol kol mOAvdVvapor Kotd v mpdTnv pdynv. / Tomog €oti KoAOVHEVOS
Iocog év Kihkiq, / “Omov kol wpiv éoknvaocey 0 péyag avtokpatmp, / Kai ticav Edovimcato
mv yopav t@v Kikikov: / Exel Aapgiov Etpeyev 6 Makeddvov dvag, / X 8¢ mopa ta tpdbupa
kol t@v [lepodv t0g moreg / Kai 100 covAtdvov tag avrag €mném v avAaiov, / Kol
KOTOKPATOG TOV 0Tpatov antod Katetpondom. Miller 1881, p.760 v.171-183

27 mepi OKT® kol Oéka yeyovmg Etdv cf. https://pinakes.irht.cnrs.fr/notices/cote/16602/ and
https://archive.ph/NT9yI (accessed: 15:53 29/12/2023)

28 cf. Nikolopulos 2014
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physical punishment received by Manuel's father, Emperor John II, within the
imperial tent — an incident that Kinnamos chooses to omit. Such divergences
in their accounts lend support to the notion that Kinnamos' specific reference to
Manuel being 18 years old at the time may be more of a rhetorical topos rather
than an accurate historical record.

Although the authenticity of eulogies is often viewed with skepticism due to
their inherently laudatory nature, it is noteworthy that in this instance, both eu-
logies converge on the same date. However, given the contextual and stylistic
nuances of these sources, Kinnamos' portrayal of Manuel's age as 18 could it-
self be a historical topos, employed for its symbolic resonance rather than its
factual accuracy.

Conclusion

The investigation into Emperor Manuel I Komnenos' birth date transcends a
simple determination of a chronological fact, unfolding into an intricate explo-
ration of historical narratives, cultural influences, and interpretive biases. Con-
sidering the available sources, a birth date between 1118 and 1119 emerges as
the more probable scenario, even if it cannot be established with absolute cer-
tainty to the exact day, as previous literature has done. However, it should not
be forgotten that the sources are contradictory on this point, and the court histo-
rian of Emperor Manuel I Komnenos, John Kinnamos, points to a later date of
birth. In both cases Manuel remains porphyrogennetos, i.e. born in purple,
which also had political significance in the Komnenos-dynasty.
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