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BYZANTINE CAVALRYMAN
c. 900-1204

Assorted middle Byzantine
era mace heads found in the
Balkans. All are represented to
a common scale. The material
of the majority of surviving
examples are iron, but there
are rare bronze ones too.
Besides the shapes shown
here, there are multi-spiked
globular examples
corroborating pictures

in manuscripts. These

were evidently fitted

with wooden shafts.

INTRODUCTION

Consult a dictionary and under ‘Byzantine’ you will find it described as an
adjective meaning something like ‘complex, inflexible or underhand’. What
should we make, therefore, of the suggestion that there was such a thing as
the ‘Byzantine Empire’. The answer to that lies in where and by whom the
term originated. It first appears in print in 1557 from the pen of a German,
Hieronymus Wolf. In the tenth century Germany had looked to Byzantium
(medieval Greek Vyzantion) as a paradigm of power and opulence seeking
patronage and royal marriages from the City of Vyzantion. In the twelfth
century their ambitions became much more grandiose, and led to formation of
what they called the ‘Holy Roman Empire’ claiming the inheritance of the glory
days of Old Rome. To take an inheritance, however, the ancestor must be dead,
and the survival of the Roman Empire in the East was somewhat problematic.
At first, the ideological expedient was to claim that with the schism between
the Roman and Orthodox churches and supposed decadence, the Roman
Empire was morally dead, despite its semblance of sometimes robust life. Wolf’s
expedient went further, by attempting to deny the empire’s existence stripping
it of its very name. He could only do that from his place after the final fall, for
during its life, its people held to their true Roman heritage with all due tenacity,
as some Greek speakers have done into modern times. From as early as the
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first century AD the empire’s residents called it ‘Romania’. The adjectives for
that were Rémaikos and Romidos, and to this day, descendants of the
Greek-speaking population which had continued in Ionia, the portion of
Anatolia bordering the Aegean Sea, who were expelled by the Turks in the early
twentieth century, still call themselves ‘Romiosi’. So what is ‘Byzantine’?
Properly used, it should refer to anything pertaining to the City of Vyzantion,
and that is the manner in which it will be used in this volume.

Historical background

The sack of the city of Rome in the fifth century happened largely because
Old Rome and the western provinces had increasingly become seen as no
longer at the core of the political and economic life of the empire since
Constantine I designated an ancient Greek city in Thrace as the new capital
in 330 AD, and renamed it the City of Constantine (Konstantinopolis).. The
rulers of the Roman Empire were never content to wave the West goodbye.
Roman forces fought to recover and hold Italy for the empire with varying
degrees of success right through to the late twelfth century. The most
determined and successful effort to recover imperial territory was under
Justinian I (528-65). From the late sixth century to the end of the ninth
century the concerns of the rulers were rather more pressing and closer to
home. After Justinian, the ancient rivalry with Persia dominated military
matters until it was conclusively settled with the destruction of the Sassanian
Empire by Emperor Herakleios in 629. Along the way one of the most
important monuments of Roman military literature was created around
602, the Strategikon, sometimes attributed to the emperor and successful
general Maurikios. The Stratégikon was to remain influential right through
the middle Byzantine period. The rejoicing was short lived, however, as a new
wave of northern barbarians culminated in the Avars besieging the capital
itself in 628. The fourth-century walls were more than enough to deter them,
although the residents of Konstantinopolis themselves were of the opinion
that the Virgin Mary, whose likeness had been paraded about the walls,
deserved the credit. At about the same time a much more serious threat arose
in the East with the advent of Islam. These newly proselytized Warriors of
God conquered the southern and eastern provinces in a remarkably short
time. It is commonly accepted that resistance in these areas was undermined
by widespread disaffection prompted by religious policies emanating from
Constantinople, which had tried to impose centralized Orthodoxy on a region
that had very diverse traditions of Christianity, as well as substantial enclaves
of older religions. Muslim successes led to them mounting repeated sieges of
the city between 668 and 677. Again, the walls of Theodosios were more
than equal to the task, but could not have remained so indefinitely against

A far-from-comprehensive
sample of sword fittings
shown in pictorial sources.

1: tenth century (ivory triptych,
Hermitage). 2-5: early eleventh
century (Menologion of Basil Il).
6: later eleventh century
(Dafné Monastery, Chios).
Blade forms include pillow
section (4) and fullered with
grooves ranging from narrow
(1), medium (6) to broad
(2,3,5).(2) and (3) have
sleeves which encircle

the mouth of the scabbard
when sheathed. Other
eleventh-century pictures

also show what may be

either a tassel or lanyard
attached to the pommel (6)

or at the join between grip
and pommel.



The wide plains of central
Anatolia were excellent
terrain for cavalry operations,
as may be seen in this picture.
The building in the distance

is Sari Han, a lightly fortified
caravansarai built by the Seljuk
Turks following the example
of the way stations maintained
to serve the imperial post.
(Author's photograph)

continuing assaults. This prospect was forestalled by the schism in Islam and
ensuing civil war that created the division between Sunni and Shi’a, and ended
the first Muslim expansion into Anatolia.

No sooner had stable borders been established with Islam than the empire
was racked internally by an argument over whether the use of religious icons
constituted idolatry. The seriousness with which Eastern Orthodoxy of the
time took such religious debates, and the fact that the emperor had a crucial
role at the centre of the church, meant that for a century the empire was
violently divided against itself, body and soul. At the end of the ninth century
the issue was resolved in favour of icons, and a period of stability and
restoration ensued under the Macedonian emperors.

Emperor Leo VI reformed the legal system. More significantly for our
interest, he revived the study of military science at the highest levels. It is
evident, despite the disruptions of the preceding century, that the development
of new military techniques and adaptation to new circumstances had
continued. Leo’s contribution was to have these recorded and codified for
the first time since the Stratégikon. Leo’s Taktika preserves those portions of
the Strategikon that were till relevant, and adds the new developments,
including the first mention of lamellar armour. Leo was succeeded by his son,
Kénstantinos VII ‘Born in the Purple’ (Porphyrogennétos). Constantine
Porphyrogennétos continued his father’s literary activities, but on the military
side his contribution is confined to a manual on imperial participation in
military expeditions, which tells us much about the imperial encampment
and arrangements, but nothing about ordinary soldiery.

The third quarter of the tenth century was an erratic period for imperial
administration, but an important one for this study. Two generals who
had proved themselves under Constantine VII undertook to write military
manuals. The more significant of these was Nikéforos Fokas, who had a
short period on the imperial throne between 963 and 969. His manual,
A Composition on Warfare, (more commonly known by a modern Latin title,




Praecepta Militaria) also shows a combination of continuities with and
revisions of what has gone before, which tell us much of both his knowledge
and his pragmatic experience. The Taktika of the second of these later tenth-
century generals, Nikéforos Ouranos, owes a great deal to the Composition
on Warfare, but also shows the benefit of Quranos’ campaign experience.

Throughout late antiquity and the earlier Middle Ages the primary
cultural influences on the empire came from the east, especially from Persia,
despite the wars, and the destruction of the Sassanian Empire, and despite
Iran’s incorporation into the new Muslim caliphate. The extent of these
influences cannot be underestimated, taking in religion, diverse aspects of
everyday life, especially clothing, and also military matters.

In 975 Basil II took the imperial throne. Basil was a man with austere
personal habits, who ruled with consistency and firmness. Over the course of
50 years on the Golden Throne he stabilized imperial administration and
campaigned effectively to expand the empire’s borders to the greatest extent
they had achieved since the seventh century. Basil was not an innovator by
any means. His contribution was to consolidate, and to implement more
consistently policies and practices developed or codified in the earlier tenth
century. Basil was unfortunately followed by a series of much less effective
rulers who ultimately squandered all of his gains and more. Initially events
were merely mixed. Large areas of Sicily were wrested from Muslim control,
and the Armenian homeland was brought back under imperial sovereignty.
In contrast, territory in Italy, recovered for the Roman Empire by Justinian’s
campaigns, was gradually whittled away by encroachments of the Normans,
who went on to take the newly recovered Sicilian possessions, and then
turned their greedy eyes towards Greece. There were similar gradual losses in
the East, including Antiokheia (modern Antioch) and Armenian Kilikia. The
lowest point was the “Terrible Day’, the disastrous defeat at the battle of
Manzikert, which resulted in the loss of the majority of Anatolia to the Seljuk
Turks in 1071. Shattering as the defeat at Manzikert was, the empire might
still have held its core territories but for almost a decade of civil wars in which
rivals contended for the throne.

Art and archaeology have
provided ample evidence

for arrowheads of this era.

A sample is reproduced

here. (1) and (2) were used
for hunting terrestrial game
and other soft targets, while
(3) was used for shooting birds
on the wing. The conical pile
(4), heavy diamond section

(5 and 6) and triangular heads
(7) are those with the most
military utility. For mounted
use, arrows were carried in a
full-length cylindrical quiver
with the points upwards.
(Author’s photograph)



The civil wars were eventually won in 1081 by another competent general,
Alexios Komnénos, and only just in time, as the Normans set their sights on
richer pickings in the Balkans. The civil wars had left the empire impoverished
and its army in disarray. Nor were the divisions in the aristocracy really
eliminated, yet Alexios was able to fend off the Normans and consolidate his
power — and, again, only just in time as the armies of the crusade arrived on
the borders of the empire. Happily, Alexios proved up to the challenge,
moving them on towards Syria, and on the way making good use of them to
recover Nikaia for the empire, and extracting a pledge that they would return
another recent loss, the city of Antioch, to the control of Constantinople.
Until 1118 Alexios continued his work to stabilize the empire both militarily
and organizationally.

Alexios’ two successors both proved also to be reasonably effective rulers
and competent military commanders. Building upon the stability created
by his father, I6annés (John) II set out to recover lost ground, especially
to the East. He regained control of Kilikia, and forced the multi-ethnic,
Frankish-ruled Principality of Antioch to honour its pledge of allegiance to
Konstantinopolis. Ioannés also seems to have reformed the life of the court,
and we can only speculate about how much more he might have achieved
had he not died prematurely of septicaemia from an accidental arrow wound.

Manuelos Komnénos set out to carry on the good work of his predecessors,
but had somewhat mixed results. His early attempt to continue advances in the
East by attacking the Seljuk sultanate based in Ikonion (Konya) failed, and
there were renewed problems with Western armies travelling East to join
the Crusades. After this, Manuelos turned his attention to the West and the
recovery of territory in Italy. This achieved Roman control of Bari and
much of Apulia by 1156, but unfortunately political incompetence by the
expeditionary force’s commander, which alienated allies, meant that these
gains were short lived. Activities in the northern Balkans proved to be rather
more successful, culminating in a major victory over the Hungarians at Semlin
in 1167. Manuelos is said to have introduced western practices to the army,
especially to the cavalry.

The political situation of the empire became increasingly difficult as the
twelfth century advanced. Assorted western entities were growing in power.
These included the ‘Holy Roman Empire’ and the maritime Italian city-states.
The growth of the Italian cities — Pisa, Genoa and especially Constantinople’s
old colony, Venice — was particularly problematical, for they steadily nibbled
away the empire’s greatest source of wealth — trade, especially in high value
exotic goods such as silk and spices. The emperors tried to use time-honoured
military/diplomatic tactics of playing one off against the other. Unfortunately
the only way this could be done was by the granting of trade concessions,
which only had the result of further reducing Roman revenues from trade
and customs duties. Late in his reign Manuelos tried another direction,
stripping various Italians of their trading rights and expelling them from the
city. This proved in the long term to be even more counterproductive, leading
the Italians to redouble their efforts and scheming to strip away Roman trade
and possessions in the Balkans. The ultimate expression of this was Venice’s
hijack of the Fourth Crusade to sack Zara and then Constantinople in 1204.

The empire’s tendency to look to the East for its models of cultural
sophistication had declined in the late eleventh century. The cultural and
intellectual vigour that had characterized the Arab realm in the early centuries
of the Islamic era had faded, and al-Islamiyya had much less novelty to offer.



The rise of the West and the great movements of crusade and trade meant that
some of the need for novelty began to be satisfied from that direction as the
twelfth century progressed, although the majority of cultural transmission
was still from Romania to the West.

The last 20 years leading up to the Fourth Crusade was a tragic period.
The dynasty of the Komnénoi petered out with two emperors who only lasted
three years each, and achieved nothing beneficial. The rulers of the Angelos
family who followed fared little better, as the political elite of the empire was
riven with dissension about how to deal with the western powers and threats.
In the Roman Empire such dissension was never merely a matter of debate,
but of coups, counter-coups and spontaneous civil and military unrest. Thus
the elite of the empire proved incapable of forestalling the machinations of the
Venetians, nor of resisting effectively once the armies of the Fourth Crusade
had been diverted against the Queen of Cities.

The military background

The fully professional armies of early Rome were long gone by the beginning
of the middle Byzantine era. There were still professional units based in the
capital and major cities, but now the majority of any major expeditionary
army was composed of part-time troops whose families held agricultural land
in exchange for military service, further augmented by temporary levies and
mercenaries.

The Roman army in the earlier period had been the infantry. Cavalry had
been the province of foreign auxiliaries to begin with, and even when better
established had only very specific and limited roles. Towards the end of Late
Antiquity the empire faced new threats, and the army confronted unfamiliar
military methods. Primary amongst these was the increased use of cavalry
amongst Rome’s enemies, and not just any cavalry, but heavily armoured
horsemen riding armoured horses equipped with stirrups. The army lost no
time in fully matching these eastern cavalry techniques. The Roman adoption
of the stirrup in the later sixth century dramatically changed the balance of

A large garrison fortress
guarding the north end of
the Bosphoros, probably built
in the Komnenian era. Its large
size in part shows the greater
economic strength of the
empire in this period, but

the expanse of its interior
also suggests it may have
been a major base for

cavalry operations.

(Author’s photograph)



effectiveness in the forces, making the cavalry the pre-eminent offensive arm
in the open battlefield. Even before this, the Romans had been fielding more
heavily armoured horsemen riding armoured horses, as is shown by the
lamellar horse’s chest-piece from Dura Europos. In the wake of this, the
infantry in the field became more of a moving fortress that often served to
provide a solid base for the swifter striking of the mounted arm. It also made
an essential focus for enemy action, for, of course, Roman cavalry was no
less amorphous and capable of evading countermeasures than that of any
other nation. In principle, the infantry retained the same capacity for offensive
action it had always had, but the situations in which that offensive capability
could be applied were fewer than they had been. Along with such cavalry
methods, the Romans also enthusiastically adopted eastern archery
techniques, to such a degree that the author of the Stratégikon could speak
of the thumb draw, devised originally by the nomadic horse-tribes for
mounted use, as being the ‘Roman draw’, in contrast to the three-fingered
draw of the Persians. From this time, as much was expected of Roman horse
archers as of those of the nomads.

The recovery from the so-called ‘Dark Age’, which began in the eighth
century, led the Roman army to re-acquaint itself with two ancient, oriental
forms of armour — scale and lamellar. Both are made of plates of solid
material, which may be metal, horn or leather and which may be of very
similar size, shape and form. The consistent difference between them in our
period is that scales were fastened to a single substrate, a garment of cloth or
leather and overlapped downward, while lamellae were first fastened together
in rows and then tied together, normally overlapping upwards. Like mail,
these armour pieces with their numerous, but modestly sized identical
components had the advantage of being amenable to small-scale production
units. Unlike mail, they both offered much higher levels of protection. The
manuals of the beginning of the tenth century do not make much distinction
between infantry and cavalry armour, but the status of the cavalry as the elite
arm meant that they had first claim on these superior forms of defence, and
this is explicitly acknowledged in the later tenth-century manuals. The
combination of lightness, flexibility and relative cheapness of lamellar made
of hide allowed the Roman army to embrace the practice of armouring
the horses. This made for another leap in the cavalry’s effectiveness, as they

THE PRESS OF BATTLE

The success of any army on campaign hinges upon the effective coordination of its various
component parts. In the case of the Roman army of the middle Byzantine era this meant not

only coordinating cavalry with infantry, but ensuring that the specialized components of

each of these arms worked well together. The speed of the cavalry arm and the fluidity of its
engagements made this all the more critical. The medium weight unit called kourséres had a
particularly diverse and important role in this respect. Kourséres had to be well enough equipped
to be capable of engaging in direct hand-to-hand combat with opposing cavalry and smaller, less
ordered groups of infantry, and yet had to be light and agile to operate flexibly over considerable
distances and diverse terrain. Hence, mail was the most common armour for such troops, with
scale as an alternative. When functioning as defensores, as shown in this plate at right, it was their
job to cover the retreat of other units as they returned to base. Here they ride out to repel enemy
horsemen pursuing lightly armoured archers, who are returning to cover behind an infantry block
in order to restock their ammunition. The openings in an infantry formation, like the gates in a
fortified camp, were choke points where things could go seriously awry, with units coming and
going simultaneously. Pragmatically, it seems likely that troops would keep to the right when
passing in such situations.
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The standard form of the
middle-Byzantine military
banner. The body represented
the meros or tourma and
carried some simple, often
geometric emblem. The tails
were then colour-coded for
each subunit. The two outer
tails probably represented
the droungos, and then the
tails between (sometimes

as many as five in especially
large armies) bore a unique
combination of colours for
each ‘banner’ (vandon).
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were able to commit themselves to attacking more solid enemy formations
and more sustained close-quarters combat with greater confidence than
before. The eleventh and twelfth centuries were a period of economic growth,
and evidence suggests that this meant that across the period the army had a
tendency to be somewhat better equipped than hitherto. Of course war is
a voracious beast, and there are notable exceptions to this tendency, as in
1081 when Alexios Komnénos was obliged to requisition civilian clothing to
make fake surcoats in order to conceal his troops’ lack of real armour. The
Fourth Crusade, the consequential Latin occupation of Konstantinopolis
lasting almost 60 years and the permanent impoverishment of the empire
radically interrupted the culture of the army as much as any area of life. As
one illustration, lamellar was never again seen amongst the equipment of the
Roman Army.

Force structure and ranks

The tagma or stratos was any expeditionary force. Its size was determined by
the nature of the campaign traded off against the economic and logistical
constraints on the manpower that could be raised. It was commanded by
a strategos or general. The subdivisions of the cavalry seem all to have
been done by threes. Thus a tagma was divided into three tourmai or mere, each
commanded, unsurprisingly, by a tourmarkhés or merarkhos. Each tourma was
split into three droungoi or moirai, led by a droungarios or moirarkhos. Below
him were three komeétes (counts), each commanding a ‘banner’ (vandon) which
in the cavalry was also called allagion. The size of equestrian units could vary
much more than that of the foot soldiers. The basic allagion was 50-strong, and
this was apparently considered normal, but some, notably the imperial and
Thracian allagia, could number up to 400. At the basic level, then, the units
were built on allagia of 50, a droungos of 150, a tourma of 450 and the tagma
of 1,350. As the larger allagia were, it seems, uncommon, the upper limit was
probably much less than the 10,800 that such multiplications would suggest.
Nikéforos Fokas stated that 5,000 cavalry and the aid of God were all a general
needed. The equestrian battle line was conventionally much like the infantry
block, being 100 men wide and five lines deep, and subdivided with the same
sequence of junior officers — kentarkhoi (the old centurion), pentakontarkhoi
(commander of 50), dekarkhboi (leader of 10) and pentarkhoi (head of five).
These officers seem to have been apointed ad hoc, although presumably the
kentarkbos and pentarkhos of each line of battle were the kometes of the two
allagia that made up that line. Maintaining time-honoured practice, the primary
functional unit of the cavalry expeditionary army was the unit of two troopers
plus groom/servant who shared a tent.




Permanent organizational divisions

Officer Stratégos Merarkhes / Taxiarkhés / Komes
Tourmarkhés Droungarnos
. ~ P 4 P
Unit Stratos Meros / Taxiarkhia / Allagion /
Toumma Droungos Vandon
Numbers >1350 >450 >150 50/320/350/400
Temporary battlefield divisions
: Kentarkhos / ;
Officer R Ll y Pentakosiarkhos ~ Dekarkhos Pentarkhos
Unit Kentarkhia | — ksggﬁf; ia | — | Dekarkhia | — | Pentarkhia
Numbers 100 50 10 5

The general staff had a full range of functionary ranks. Mandatéres
carried the orders down the chain of command. Minséres or minsouratéres
were surveyors who went ahead of the marching army to lay out the camp.
There were also banner bearers (vandoforoi) and trumpeters (voukinatores).
Training was supervised by drill-masters called kampidoktores, who carried
a distinctive baton called the kampidiktorion.

CHRONOLOGY

Mid-sixth The adoption of the stirrup commences the process whereby
century the cavalry becomes established as the premier offensive segment
of the Roman army. The Strategikon of Maurikios/Urbikios
(c. 602) embodies the completion of this process.

628 Avars besiege Constantinople.

633-50 Loss of Roman possessions in Syria and Egypt.

668-77 Repeated Muslim sieges of Constantinople.

886-912 Leon VI (‘Leo the Wise’/Sophos).

c. 895 Composition of the Taktika of Leon.

913-59 Konstantinos VII (‘Born in the purple’/Porphyrogennétos).

Konstantinos VII presided over a veritable imperial
publishing industry, including a detailed treatise on
imperial military expeditions and an inventory of the
materiel of the Cyprus expedition.

939 A large expedition is launched with the aim of taking Cyprus
back from the Muslims. It is unsuccessful.

c. 950 Likely date for the composition of the Sylloge Taktikon.

A summary of the force
structure of a cavalry army
of this period. The upper
structure is the permanent
organizational structure,
while the lower is the system
for a battlefield array.
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959-63

963-69

969-76

976-1025

999-1007

1014

1020s

1025-28

1028-34
1034-41

1038-43

1042

1042-54

1045

1052

1055-56
1056-57
1057-59
1059-67

1070s

Reign of Romanos II.

Reign of Nikéforos II Fokas. The Composition on Warfare
(Praecepta Militaria) appears to have been written while
Nikeéforos was emperor.

Reign of Ioannés I Tzimiskes.

Reign of Basil II (later called ‘the Bulgar-slayer’/Bulgaroktonos),
sole emperor.

Nikéforos Ouranos serves as governor of the province of
Antiokheia (Antioch) in Syria. His Taktika was composed
during this period.

Basil crushes the forces of the Bulgarian kingdom at the battle
of Kleidon. Bulgaria never again poses any serious threat to
the empire.

First Norman incursions into Roman territory in southern Italy.

Reign of Konstantinos VIII (‘Born in the
purple’/Porphyrogennétos).

Reign of Romanos III Argyros.
Mikhailos IV (‘the Paphlagonian’/Paphlagonos).

Eastern Sicily recovered from Muslim control. Shortly
afterwards it is lost again to Norman encroachment.

Z06¢é (‘Born in the purple’/Porphyrogenneta).

Reign of Konstantinos IX (‘the Duellist’/Monomakhos).
How this emperor got his nickname is a mystery, for he
had no particular martial talent.

Armenian heartland re-incorporated into the empire.

Edessa and surrounding region re-incorporated into
the empire.

Reign of Theodoéra (‘Born in the purple’/Porphyrogenneta).
Reign of Mikhailos VI Bringas.

Reign of Isaakios I Komnénos.

Reign of Konstantinos X Doukas.

Norman expansion begins to encroach on Roman territory
in the Balkans.
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1067-71 Reign of Romanos IV Diogenés. The Roman Empire around the

middle of the eleventh century
- at its greatest extent during

1071 Roman army severely defeated by the Seljuk Turks at Manzikert the Middle Ages.

due to divisions in command. Romanos IV Diogenés captured
and killed shortly after. This defeat resulted in the permanent
loss of most of the empire’s Anatolian territory. Normans
capture Bari, the last Roman outpost in Italy.

1071-78 Reign of Mikhailos VII Doukas. Mikhailos VII attempted to
curb Norman incursions by diplomatic methods, particularly
by a marriage alliance.

1078-81 Reign of Nikéforos III Botaneiatés. During Botaneiatés’ reign the
Normans resume their encroachments onto the Greek islands.

1081-1118 Reign of Alexios I Komnénos. Alexios triumphed after a period
of civil war that severely damaged the army, and led to a
dramatic increase in the use of foreign mercenaries in preference
to regular Roman troops.

1081 An army led by Alexios I is defeated by Normans
at Dyrrakhion.
1098 The armies of the First Crusade arrive at Constantinople.

Alexios hastens them across the Bosforos into Anatolia and
sends them to recapture Nikaia from the Turks. Roman forces
pre-empt the storming of the city by the crusaders by taking the
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Nikaian surrender directly. This causes considerable resentment
amongst the westerners, and is used as a pretext for repudiating
agreements they had made, notably to return Antiokheia to the
control of Konstantinopolis.

1118-43 Reign of loannés Il Komnénos. I6annés sets out to continue
the work of stabilization and reconquest begun by his father.
He is noted for his equestrian skill.

1138 Ioannes II leads a large army to the East, re-asserting
Vyzantion’s suzerainty over Armenian Kilikia and the
crusader principality of Antioch. During this expedition
nobles of the Constantinopolitan court compete against
those of Antioch in the first recorded tournament in
the East.

1143 John dies of septicaemia resulting from a wound from his
own arrows whilst out hunting during a campaign.

1143-80 Reign of Manuelos I Komnénos. Manuelos continues his
father’s generally effective campaigning in both the East and
West, and is credited with westernizing the military methods
used by the army, particularly encouraging western equipment
for the cavalry. Manuelos enters into an alliance with the
German ‘Holy Roman Empire’ against the Hohenstaufen
kingdom of Sicily and Italy.

1147 Launching of the Second Crusade.

1148 Normans begin to permanently occupy territory on the
Greek mainland.

1153-56 Imperial troops attempt to regain control of southern Italy.
Initially successful, the campaign ends with defeat at Brindisi.

1156 Kilikian Armenians under T oros rebel against imperial rule.

1158 Manuelos brings rebellious Kilikia back under the control
of Konstantinopolis.

1159 In the wake of the end of the rebellion in Kilikia, Reynald
de Chatillon, Prince of Antiokheia, makes submission to
the emperor, who enters the city in triumph.

1176 Turks inflict a severe defeat on the Roman army
at Myriokefalon. This ends attempts to recover
the Anatolian losses of the battle of Manzikert.

1180-83 Reign of Alexios IT Komnénos.

1182 Some Western residents of Konstantinopolis are massacred
in a riot that may have imperial backing.



1182-85 Reign of Andronikos I Komnénos. He tries to reform the
bureaucracy and reduce the influence of the great families and
of westerners. His repressive measures alienate the aristocracy
and then the populace, leading to his overthrow.

1184 Andronikos makes an alliance with Sala’ad-din, which
would have partitioned the Levant between the empire
and the Ayyubid sultanate.

1185-95 First reign of Isaakios II Angelos. Isaakios and his son Alexios
III have no ability for, nor inclination towards, administration,
and preside over a regime of excess and dissolution which
further weakens the empire.

1195-1203 Reign of Alexios III Angelos. Friction and violence between
the natives and western residents within the empire increase.

1203-04 Second reign of Isaakios II (his co-emperor is Alexios V).
Isaakios Il is reinstated by western intervention, but the
demands of the foreigners offend the populace, who reject these
rulers and elevate the anti-western Alexios Mourtzouphlos.

1204 Reign of Alexios V Mourtzouphlos. The empire is now too
weak to make any serious resistance to western forces and
falls to the hijacked Fourth Crusade in August.

RECRUITMENT

The Roman army of the middle Byzantine era necessarily drew upon a wide
diversity in sources of manpower. For the cavalry arm, while this observation
was true ethnically, the class composition was inevitably more restricted.
Certain considerations mentioned in the manuals are timeless. Only the best
physical specimens were to be preferred, and none older than 40 years of age.
Recruits ought also, as far as could be determined, to be of good character
and honest.

At the beginning of the tenth century the thematic forces that made up
the bulk of the army were drawn from a pool of families who held strateia,
that is, who owed military service in connection with tenure of land. While
some infantry was probably derived from this source, it was overwhelmingly
true for the cavalry. Fundamentally, this was because a cavalryman was
expected to bring equestrian skills and experience to his term of service, and
to maintain those skills between campaigns by his own means. He therefore
had to maintain a mount, something which always required a significant
agricultural surplus, as well as using time spared from labour on the land.
Strateia service was hereditary, passing from one individual to another within
a family. Such men were recorded on the adnoumia, or muster rolls,
maintained by the provincial commander. In addition to age or infirmity,
serious crimes were cause for the registered man to be struck off the roll. In
such a case, his obligation would be transferred, in the first instance to
another suitable member of his (extended) family, or if no such person was
available, it would be commuted to a monetary payment, or temporarily or




permanently assigned elsewhere. Similarly, the strateia would be reassigned
where such a family died out. Where possible, an empty strateia would be
transferred to a stratiotic household who had gained members who could
discharge the service. Otherwise, it would be assigned to another capable
local family, either voluntarily or by imposition. Another option exercised
from the capital was to resettle areas where there was a quantity of stratiotic
lands in need of tenancy. Such settlers could be drawn from other areas within
the empire, a policy that was sometimes used to alleviate overpopulation,
and at others to forestall potential dissension. Resettlement was repeatedly
imposed upon segments of the Armenian population for this reason. Other
settlers were immigrants to the empire, such as the Arab tribe called Banu
Habib who were taken in by Constantine VII, and Saxon families who
fled to the empire after the Norman conquest of England. Remarkably, one
last category of settler given stratiotic lands comprised prisoners of war;
presumably their obligations were to be discharged in some manner that
would not compromise operational security. Various authorities stipulated
the value of land sufficient for a strateia. Nikéforos Il decreed a minimum of
an estate worth 16 pounds of gold, or 1,152 nomismata, in order to maintain
one of his heavy katafraktoi. The current estimate is that such a property
would have been worked by something in the vicinity of 30 families. The
lighter types of horsemen were expected to have lands worth no less than
about half that, and so tenants of 15 or so families. In addition to providing
mounts, money and supplies, such estates must also have offered a pool of
experienced manpower which might be drawn upon for support roles such
as grooms, horse-doctors or baggage-beast handlers. In addition to cases of
incapacity, as noted above, there was an increasing tendency through the later
tenth and eleventh centuries for strateia obligations to be commuted into a
cash equivalent; this was added to military tax revenues to fund more reliable
tagmatic units or to hire mercenaries.

The sources of recruits for the standing tagmatic units were equally various.
Just as in many another societies right up to today, military service must have
been an attractive option for males who found themselves short of prospects.
Even then, such men must have come from a more affluent social background,
one that had afforded early equestrian experience, although perhaps
exceptional determination and talent would have served the advancement
of some from less privileged sectors of society. In the countryside, tagmatic
recruitment was not so much a matter of the ‘younger son syndrome’ seen in
the West, since inheritance of land within the empire was partitive rather than
singly by primogeniture, so it must have been more a matter of choice on one
hand, or dire necessity in some cases where partitive inheritance would render
a farm too small to be viable. Tagmatic forces were also composed to some
degree of foreign troops. It is not entirely appropriate to characterize these as
‘mercenaries’, since at this time such foreigners were incorporated into the
Roman army’s established structure and methods, rather than forming their
own units, and undertook longer-term service. A better modern comparison
might be the Gurkhas in the British Army, since the foreigners serving in the
imperial army likewise often came from places with a long-standing and
quasi-colonial relationship with Constantinople. Examples of this include,
again, the Armenians, and also Georgians, Bulgarians and southern Rus’.

Just which of the three arms of the cavalry (archers, koursores or katafrakto)
a rider joined would depend, all other things being equal, upon what gear the
man brought with him to the muster. The other prime factor was, of course, his



skills and aptitudes. It must be presumed that intelligent officers would rate this
more highly than gear when assigning troops, using official supply to remedy
equipment deficiencies for men who showed particular courage and ability for
the hand-to-hand combat roles. Men would also be assigned, and transferred
while on campaign, in order to achieve an optimum balance of forces.

Soldiery was not all the army needed, of course. There was also the
support staff — muleteers, wagoneers, doctors for man and horse, and each
pair of ‘spear companions’ had a man to serve as servant and groom. With
many of these men requiring less specific skill or experience, the net could be
cast much wider. For thematic expeditions, such ancillary manpower would
have been levied from amongst the local population. Often, particularly for
the cavalry, these functions must have been filled by youths or boys from
stratiotic households who were too young to take up full military duties, or
those who could be spared from tenant families, as has been noted.

CONDITIONS OF SERVICE

The Roman forces of this era, both cavalry and infantry, were divided into
two broad categories — part time and full time. The part-time troops consisted
of men who belonged to families that held military lands, or strateia, and
therefore were obliged to keep in regular training, acquire and maintain some
or all of their own equipment, and muster at the first call-up. Full-time troops
were those standing units maintained primarily in the capital, and smaller
units based in large provincial administrative centres.

Men discharging strateia obligations, or strateioumenoi, were expected to
maintain their skills by training between campaigns. The local stratégos had
the responsibility of supervising the ongoing training of troops on the muster
lists, so presumably from time to time he would assemble the enrolled troops
to revise their drills and assess their skills. Strateioumenoi were also required
to serve for longer periods and farther afield than the infantry levies once a
campaign was launched. At earlier stages, or when the
expeditionary force was campaigning nearby, the estate
bearing the strateia was expected to furnish some
supplies for the man discharging the service and his
mount. Thereafter, and farther afield, the troops were
sustained by forage and requisitioned supplies. Roman
armies of this era did not normally campaign over winter,
so the strateioumenoi enjoyed a standard demobilization
of at least three months for the low season.

Troops recruited from a given locality were grouped
together in common units. This was in part to ensure
that they had things in common to bind them together
through the privations of service, and partly to reduce
the potential for infiltration by spies and saboteurs.
The cavalry equivalent of the infantry kontouvernion
was a pair of cavalrymen who shared a tent and
assistance of a servant/groom, an arrangement called
‘spear companions’. When they came from the same
village the troopers may well have already made an
alliance prior to call-up and brought a familiar servant
with them.

While officers sometimes had
the benefit of campbeds, the
common soldier presumably
laid his bedding out on the
ground in the manner of these
pilgrims in the courtyard of

a shrine. The motif of three
unequal stripes is typical

of such domestic textiles.
Ordinary soldiers’ bedding
must have been very similar.
(Monastery of Dionysiou,
Mount Athos)
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Full-time troops formed the defensive garrisons of major towns, and a larger
force was stationed in the capital. As well as being on hand in preparation for
sudden attacks, an important role for these garrison forces must have been
to form a nucleus of well-trained and drilled troops to pass on a standard
of performance to the strateioumenoi and levies once they were mobilized.
As professional soldiery with no other means of support, they were maintained
by the state, although if they served elsewhere they might well have brought
equipment of their own, and in any case would be sure to upgrade their
gear whenever they were able, even if they had been initially equipped at
state expense.

Unlike the early imperial era when a set period of service was expected, in
this period the term of service seems to have been very pragmatic for both
full-time soldiers and strateioumenoi. Men served as long as they were fit for
duty, and sometimes even longer by accident, for the manuals mention the
need to review the muster rolls from time to time in order to weed out men
who were no longer in a position to serve, as well as to add new recruits.

All troops received some payment for their service in addition to their
maintenance. There seems to have been a common tendency for pay for
long-term enrolled troops to be very irregular, as witnessed by outbreaks of
unrest when pay was not forthcoming, and Constantine VII’s attempt to set
it on a four-year cycle. On special occasions, however, pay could be much
more regular and frequent. The expedition to Crete in 949 paid one (gold)
nomisma per month for four months to each ordinary soldier, apparently
without distinction between cavalry and infantry, while the cavalry from
Thrace and Macedonia got two nomismata.

Discipline was, of course, an essential element of military service, and
all the manuals have substantial sections dealing with military laws and
penalties. All the offences we would expect are noted: ignoring officers and
orders, disobeying orders, and desertion and betrayal to the enemy of plans
or cities and fortresses. To these are added the theft, loss or unauthorized
disposal of equipment and livestock, neglect of equipment, the theft of public
money such as taxes and military levies, and claiming allowances dishonestly.

MEDICAL SERVICES

With a great reservoir of ancient experience to draw on, the Roman army from the tenth century
onwards had medical services that were as well organized as the other aspects of its activities.
The knowledge that rescue and care were available is a major factor in encouraging troops to
more confident endeavours, and steadying them if the tide of battle begins to turn adversely.
Yet the mobility of the cavalry arm made the provision of such services both easier and more
difficult than for the infantry. Where the battle was conducted with primarily cavalry forces,

or with a linear infantry front rather than in a square, the field hospital was to be located two
kilometres or more behind the front. The less severely wounded horsemen who were still
mounted could make their own way to treatment stations, thus easing the burden on the
medical corps, but when a cavalryman was unhorsed he was likely to be farther from the field
hospital. Hence, the daipotatoi, or ambulance men, were supplied with their own mounts for

the recovery of fallen horsemen.

The manuals mention that the saddles of these horses were to be fitted with an additional stirrup
on the near (left) side to allow the daipotatos to mount once he had the wounded man seated.
They were also to carry a flask of water to help revive casualties. The field hospitals had, of course,
a full staff of doctors and orderlies to tend the men, and presumably also some horse doctors to
treat wounded mounts. Doubtless, the difficulty of replacing losses with appropriately trained
horses while on campaign meant that they were the beneficiaries of care close to that which

the troopers received.
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The universal and time-honoured penalty of death was imposed for
desertion and treachery. Mutilation, such as the cutting off of nose or ears,
were used for serious offenses, while scourging was the basic penalty for
many lesser transgressions. This punishment was normally administered by
the immediate superior officer of the offender. In certain cases a trooper’s
immediate superior would also be punished for his fault, such as if a man
neglected his arms and armour whilst on leave. The actual quantity of lashes
for any offence seems to have been left to custom, or the preferences of the
officers concerned. Leo advises against excessive harshness as being likely to
contribute to loss of morale and unrest in the ranks. Fines were also imposed
for transgressions whose effects were financial. Thus, for example, a man
who dishonestly claimed an allowance, such as for mobile service while the
army was in winter quarters, was required to pay back twice the amount he
had falsely gained.

On the positive side, a man who was honest and competent could look
forward to earning promotion, sometimes to quite eminent rank, wherever he
may have started. It should be noted, though, that good family connections
did ease a man’s path into the upper officer class, although this must have
been a much more prevalent paradigm in the cavalry, simply by virtue of its
being the more glamorous and expensive arm.

After service

The sources are largely silent about what became of surviving soldiers after
they left service, but some conclusions can be drawn from peripheral
evidence. As noted above, the holders of strateia were liable to be called up
from their farms for as long as they were physically capable of discharging
their duty. Thereafter, they simply stayed at home while a younger or fitter
member of the family took on the duty or it was commuted to cash. The
circumstances of demobilized tagmatic soldiers was much more diverse. The
lack of any set period of service meant that a man might leave the army whilst
still in his prime. Men were also, of course, invalided out of the service. Those
who left in good health or not wholly disabled must have gone into any of the
range of civilian labour roles that they were capable of performing. In the
early empire 45 years was the age at which a man became a senex, an old
man, and marked the point at which he was discharged from the army if he
had not yet completed the standard term. Since 40 was the maximum
enlistment age recorded in the period of this study, it seems likely that 45 was
still the retirement point. Another continuity is that retired tagmatic troops
still enjoying good health and having no other ties were settled on vacant
military lands, in the hope that they might establish families that would
broaden the army’s pool of manpower. Men who were discharged as invalids
for whatever reason necessarily turned to public or private charity. Religious
institutions were the primary agencies for such support, and monasteries must
have been the refuge for many disabled or infirm elderly soldiers.

BELIEF AND BELONGING

The sense of identity that was embraced by the citizens of the Eastern Roman
Empire can be hard for a modern Western person to understand. It was
intimately bound up with religion, yet with an intensity that even medieval
Westerners found hard to comprehend. For one thing, the common man of



Romania felt fully entitled to hold and express opinions on issues of doctrine
and theology, in contrast to the Western Christian church’s paradigm, where
such matters were thrashed out by silk-clad old men behind closed doors
and then revealed to a grateful but acquiescent laity. The theologians of
the Orthodox church did not particularly approve of popular involvement
in theological disputation. The outcome of some church councils was as much
determined by cudgels in back alleys as by elevated debate and negotiation in
marble halls, and the fourth-century theologian, Gregory of Nyssa, remarked
with disgust that a trip to the market or bathhouse could lead to a lecture on
some obscure theological topic from such lowly fellows as the bread seller or
bathhouse attendant.

The compact made with the god of Christianity by Emperor Constantine
at the battle of Milvian Bridge (‘In this sign you will conquer’) resonated
throughout society, and right through the army. Yet the idea that with
Constantine’s bargain the Roman Empire became the vessel through which
Christianity would be most perfectly expressed ultimately acted more to the
army’s cost than to its advantage. On one hand, there was the idea that if
it were the ‘chosen realm’ then God would defend it, provided its citizens
were suitably pious, perhaps even without the need for terrestrial armies.
This was good for the cults of military saints and the Holy Virgin, but not
necessarily good for army recruitment. The concept of ‘proper piety’ was
also not entirely helpful. The habit of soldiers of assuaging the stress of
wartime service with drinking, gambling and fornication runs across cultural
boundaries, and presented a constant problem within Orthodox religious
parameters. Furthermore, Orthodox Christianity has never had anything
like the concept of ‘holy war’ that was contrived by the Church of Rome to
justify crusading and the military-religious orders. One result of this was
that homicide remained a sin, even when the victims were non-Christian
enemies of church and state. Hence, soldiers in the later Roman army spent
much of their campaigning time on penance, however token, for having
committed murder. Such penance obviously could not be so exacting as to
impair the men’s functioning, so it must have been similar to the milder
monastic practices of xerofagia and hydroposia, that is, meals without meat
and days without wine. Thus, being a soldier in the Eastern Roman Empire
must sometimes have entailed being in a somewhat ideologically conflicting
twilight zone, neither fully accepted by society, nor wholly supported by the
church. This feeling would be assuaged by the fact that the daily life of
the army was punctuated by religious rites designed to ensure that the troops
were aware of their important role in God’s appointed empire, and would
not die in a state of sin.

One of the most important foci for personal spirituality in eastern
Christianity has always been warrior-saints, most notably Démétrios, George
and the two Theodores. Their cults must have had particular resonance for
serving soldiers, despite the fact that most of them were martyred for refusing
to fight (on behalf of pagan emperors). Warrior-saints are the subject of the
most commonly surviving type of less expensive icon, those carved of
soapstone, where they are depicted with a degree of contemporary realism
that is quite unlike other forms of religious art. This suggests that their
devotees felt a degree of affinity with them that was shared with the more
remote figures of Jesus or Mary. Warrior-saints are also often found depicted
on small, cast bronze crucifixes that survive in some quantity. Such cheap
talismanic jewellery must have been a common accessory across the army.
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The picture is further complicated by the divergent lifestyles of the tagmatic
and thematic armies. The part-time soldiering of the provincial forces must
have left them with a direct sense of community — they could see that it was the
homes of their families and neighbours they were defending. The nature of the
tagmata would necessarily have broken this element down, as recruits left their
communities across Romania for the detached microcosm of barracks life in
and around Constantinople and major cities. The sense of detachment from
the urban civilian community can only have been enhanced by the fact that it
fell to units of the army to suppress outbreaks of civil unrest in the capital and
major cities. Such rioting was nowhere near as severe nor as brutally repressed
in the middle Byzantine period than it had been earlier in the empire, yet still
they were sometimes required to slaughter fellow citizens and fellow Christians,
who might even have been their neighbours or relatives.

So where did the Roman soldier of the tenth to twelfth centuries find a
sense of belonging? Sometimes it undoubtedly lay in shared loyalty to the
emperor, at least when he had distinguished himself as a successful military
commander — but many were ephemeral and did not do so. Ultimately, for the
tagmatic armies especially, the sense of belonging must have fallen upon the
institution of the army itself.

TRAINING

As noted elsewhere, the great bulk of the manpower for the empire’s cavalry
came from families discharging strateia, and commonly supplying both man
and mount, with some quantity of gear and supplies. One consequence of this
was that men usually arrived, even on their first mobilization, already having the
essential equestrian skills, and probably some basic martial training as well.
Despite all the changes in technology, the equestrian training precepts of the
Hellenistic author Xenophon had remained unchallenged, and, indeed, largely
continue to apply today. Xenophon declared that ‘nothing serves to make
so good a seat as the grip of a bare thigh on a sweaty flank.” The ancient Greek
and Persian riding style involved sitting well forward with the legs turned out

TRAINING

Cavalry recruits were almost always drawn either from families owing cavalry strateia, that is to say,
an obligation of military service, or from the more affluent sector of society. Hence, they normally
arrived with a basic competency in riding and some equestrian skills transferable to military use
from activities like hunting and sports such as the javelin game and tzikanion, a very popular ball
game very much like modern polocrosse. Yet, those skills would need to be polished and extended
to refine them for optimum military utility. Coordinated riding in large groups would be a new skill
requiring careful drilling. In archery, for example, the Parthian shot (shooting backwards while riding
at speed) was an essential military skill, but of much less use in civilian equestrian activities, and so
would need extra practice. Similarly, a recruit, however skilled, would need to acclimatize himself to
executing all manoeuvres and actions with the extra encumbrance of armour and spare weaponry.
Here on the left, a kampidoktor, or drill master, conducts an assessment of the archery skill of a
recruit, by having him execute the standard exercise of shooting at a shaft, with a notarios (secretary)
standing in attendance to record any comments. The archer is clad in basic light battlefield kit, while
the kampidoktor himself wears a dress epilérikion (surcoat) and carries his kampidiktorion or staff
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