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This short paper seeks to offer an explanation for the now proven prosperity of twelfth 
century Byzantium by demonstrating that its roots lay in the implementation of developing 
economic theories by both the imperial government and the aristocracy, and that this change led 
to greater prosperity for all segments of society in the period.1 Traditional interpretations have 
labelled this period as one where Byzantium and its economy became increasingly ‘feudalised’, 
and that this feudalisation was characterised by the increased dominance of major landholdings 
in the countryside, and the subsumption of guilds to aristocratic and ecclesiastical interests in 
the cities in particular.2 As well as re-examining this interpretation, it will also argue that the 
changes in this period could well have been orchestrated: that within Byzantine intellectual 
writings, widely read by many elites, was contained the economic theories that underpinned 
these changes, so that contemporaries could well have understood exactly what was occurring 
and pursued it. I will first describe this theoretical background in economics that was propagated 
in the twelfth century, before outlining how this knowledge appears to have been applied for the 
economic welfare of all parties. This study will exclude discussion of the influence of foreign 
merchants and traders on the Byzantine economy in order to keep its tight focus, though their 

1 A version of this paper was first given at the Noblesse Oblige? Barons and the Public Good in the 
Middle Ages conference at the University of East Anglia on the 3rd April 2019, I would like to thank the 
organisers and attendees for their support and questions.

2 N. Oikonomides, Hommes d’affaires grecs et latins à Constantinople, XIIIe-XVe siècles (Montreal, 
1979), pp. 108-15; G. Ostrogorsky, Quelques problèmes d’histoire de la paysanerie byzantine (Brussels, 
1956), p. 68; E. Francès, “L’État et les métiers à Byzance” Byzantinoslavica 23, Vol. 2 (1962), pp. 231-
249; L. Maksimović, “Charakter der sozial-wirtschaftlichen Struktur der spätbyzantinischen Stadt 13.-15. 
Jhd.,” JÖB 31.1 (1981), pp. 162-64; A. Harvey, Economic Expansion of the Byzantine Empire, 900-1200 
(Cambridge, 2002), 244-68; G. Dagron, “The Urban Economy, Seventh-Twelfth Centuries,” The Economic 
History of Byzantium: from the Seventh through the Fifteenth Century, (Washington D.C., 2002), p. 418.
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influence was significant and will be addressed in a future study, for which this is a working 
paper.

Much of the general background for this evidence can be found in Laiou’s magisterial 
studies on the Byzantine economy. She noted that from the tenth to the twelfth centuries, the 
fundamentals of economic theory were all to be found in various different texts.3 To give an 
overview of her comprehensive research, just after the year 1000, Symeon the New Theologian 
described the practices of good merchants as those who, in pursuing profits, run risks, work 
diligently, pay attention to market conditions, and then reinvest profits to turn money to further 
productive uses.4 From this basis, the towering eleventh century intellectuals Psellos and 
Attaleiates appear to be acutely aware in their writings of the effects of sudden price rises, 
with the latter specifically outlining how when the price of grain, an inelastic commodity, rose, 
it exercised an upward pull on all prices and a demand for higher wages and salaries.5 By the 
early- to mid-twelfth century, Michael of Ephesus and an anonymous jurist investigated and 
theorised regarding the formation of prices and wages as a function of supply and demand, and 
it is these two that are of particular note for this paper.

Though we do not know a great deal about Michael of Ephesus, we do know that he was 
part of the theatron, or literary salon, organised by Princess Anna Komnene, which included 
not only her husband the Kaisar Nikephoros Bryennios, one of Emperor Alexios and his 
successor John’s most senior generals, but also a large number of nobles, clerics and literati 
of Constantinople who were often then sent out to govern the provinces. Thus his readership 
would at the least have consisted of both the highest level, as well as comparatively lowly 
elites.6 To give two examples of the lower stratum, these literati included rhetors such as 
Michael Italikos, who served as ambassador to Rome and Bishop of Philippopolis in addition 
to various bureaucratic roles in the capital, and Theodore Prodromos who was a long serving 
member of the theatron and yet also composed begging poems when he was out of work.7 

3 A. Laiou and C. Morrisson, The Byzantine Economy, (Cambridge, 2007), pp. 160-164. For a general 
overview see A. Laiou, “Economic Thought and Ideology,” in The Economic History of Byzantium Vol. III 
Laiou, ed., (Washington D.C, 2002), pp. 1123-44.

4 Ibid. 161; A. Laiou, “Händler und Kaufleute auf dem Jahrmarkt” in Fest und Alltag in Byzanz, G. 
Prinzing and D. Simon (eds.), (Munich, 1990), pp. 53-70.

5 Michael Attaleiates, Historia, ed. I Bekker (Bonn, 1856), pp. 202-204; Laiou and Morrisson, 
Byzantine Economy, p. 136, n.144, p. 162; G. Bratianu, “Une expérience d’économie dirigée: le monopole 
du blé à Byzance au XI siècle” Byzantion 9 (1934), pp. 643-62, especially pp. 651-652.

6 Tornikes’ funeral oration to Anna emphasises how she and Nikephoros made their house “a home 
of the Muses,” Georges et Dèmetrios Tornikès, Lettres et Discours, ed. J. Darrouzès (Paris, 1970), p. 
267, pp. 283-93; Nikephoros Bryennios, Nicéphore Bryennios Histoire, tr. P. Gautier (Brussels. 1975), 
pp. 340-55; P. Tannery, “Théodore Prodrome sur le grand et le petit”, Annuaire des Études Grecques 
21 (1887), pp. 104-19; M. Mullett, “Aristocracy and Patronage in the Literary Circles of Comnenian 
Constantinople” in The Byzantine Aristocracy from IX to XIII Centuries, M. Angold (ed.) Oxford, 1984), 
pp. 173-201; P. Magdalino, Empire of Manuel I Komnenos 1143-1180, (Cambridge, 1993), p. 194, 332, 
335-6; A. Kaldellis, “Classical Scholarship in Twelfth-Century Byzantium,” in C. Barber and D. Jenkins, 
eds., Medieval Greek Commentaries on the Nicomachean Ethics (Leiden, 2009), pp. 1-43.

7 Italikos’ career is tracked in his letters, whereby he begins in the emperor’s service as an envoy to 
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Thus, Michael’s readership would have involved those we would perhaps call a middle class – 
those hopeful to be managers and administrators on behalf of the aristocratic elite – as well as 
those elites themselves. Michael’s theories would, therefore, have been broadly dispersed across 
the empire in this period, geographically and socio-economically. At the theatron, Michael wrote 
many commentaries on Aristotle, as indeed did the major court rhetor and theatron attendees 
Theodore Prodromos and Bishop Eustratios of Nicaea, while Anna herself references her own 
knowledge of Aristotle in her Alexiad, but in one particular one on the fifth chapter of Aristotle’s 
Nicomachean Ethics, Michael pushes his analysis much further than Aristotle regarding money 
as a measure of value.8

To give an overview, Aristotle’s common measure of value was chreia [use, need, lack 
of something] and money was a substitute for this concept. Michael, developing this, saw 
chreia as subject to change, with money measuring the effects of those changes. This being so, 
he theorised that money did not have intrinsic value, but one that was established by human 
convention and was a commodity in itself, subject to supply and demand. Furthermore, he 
used Aristotle’s concept of corrective justice as a model for the imperial government being the 
guarantor of private contracts, developing the idea of the government merely being an overseer 
attempting to ensure just exchanges.9 Thus, as well as developing the idea of money as capital 
centuries before Adam Smith, he outlined what appears to be the basis of modern contract law. 

As a side note here, his commentaries appear to have been included in James of Venice’s 

Rome in 1126, and then was appointed didaskalos of the doctors, “διδάσκαλος ἰατρῶν” in 1130, before 
being promoted from didaskalos of the Psalms to didaskalos of the epistles of Paul in c. 1136. He was 
successful in his appeal for help from the Megas Domestikos John Axouch as another letter from 1137 
expresses Italikos’ gratitude to Axouch, and then Italikos was installed in 1142 as didaskalos of the Gospels 
by Patriarch Leon Stypes, before finally being made bishop of Philippopolis. Michael Italikos, Michel 
Italikos lettres et discours, ed. P. Gautier (Paris, 1972), specifically: “AU BASILEUS,” pp. 173-175, “Τῷ 
ἀκτουαρίῳ, pp. 209-210, “Διδασκαλία ἣν ἔπνευσεν ὅτε ἐσφραγίσθη διδάσκαλος τῶν εὐαγγελίων, κατὰ 
τὴν εἰκοστὴν πέμπτην τοῦ δεκεμβρίου μηνός, κατ᾽αὐτὴν τὴν ̈ εορτὴν τῆς Χριστοῦ γεννήσεως,pp. 124-125; 
Πρὸς τὸν μέγαν δομέστικον, Διδασκαλία ἥν ἔπνευσεν ὅτε ἐσφραγίσθη διδάσκαλος τῶν εὐαγγελίων,” pp. 
221-224, 118-125, respectively. On Prodromos’ career, see E. Jeffreys, Four Byzantine Novels (Liverpool, 
2012), p. 6, regarding the begging poems of the ‘poor Prodromos’, usually identified as the same Prodromos, 
see: R. Beaton, “The Rhetoric of Poverty: The Lives and Opinions of Theodore Prodromos “BMGS 11 
(1987), pp.1-28; M. Alexiou, ‘The Poverty of Écriture and the Craft of Writing: Towards a Reappraisal of 
the Prodromic Poems’, BMGS 10 (1986), pp. 32-5; eadem, “Ploys of Performance: Games and Play in the 
Ptochoprodromic Poems” DOP 53 (1999), pp. 105-9; M. Kulhánková, ”Vaganten in Byzanz, Prodromoi 
im Westen. Parallellektüre von byzantinischer und lateinischer Betteldichtung des 12. Jahrhunderts” 
Byzantinoslavica 68, (2010), pp. 241-256.

8 J. Cramer, “Xenedemus,” Anecdota graeca e codd. manuscriptis bibliothecarum Oxoniensum (vol. 
3, Oxford, 1836), pp. 204-15; A.C. Lloyd, “The Aristotelianism of Eustratius of Nicaea”, in Aristoteles, 
Werk und Werkung, J. Wiesner (ed.), vol. 2 (Berlin, 1987), pp. 341-51; H.P.F. Mercken, “The Greek 
Commentators on Aristotle’s Ethics,” in R. Sorabji, (ed.), Aristotle Transformed: the Ancient Commentators 
and their Influence (London: 1990), pp. 407-43; Anna Komnene, Annae Comnenae Alexias, ed. D.R. 
Reinsch and A Kambylis (Berlin, 2001), 5.8.3; Laiou and Morrisson, The Byzantine Economy, pp. 162-
163; A. Laiou, “Koinonike dikaiosyne: to synallattesthai kai to euemerein sto Vyzantio” Praktika tes 
Akademias Athenon 74 (1999), pp. 118-124.

9 Ibid.
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Latin translations of Aristotle.10 James made Aristotle’s Organon available in Latin for the 
first time in a millennium, crucial for the development of what was then called the New 
Logic, and I would argue it is significant that these translations were picked up in Venice in 
particular, considering these ideas of Michael of Ephesus. It further appears that James lived 
in Constantinople for some years, though naturally claiming a Byzantine origin for Venice’s 
later commercial advances entirely due to these translations would deserve a separate paper if I 
wished to follow that argument fully.

Returning to the theme, this conceptual framework was also advanced, seemingly 
independently, by the aforementioned anonymous jurist, who wrote a commentary on the 
Basilics in c.1140, and further argued that interest on loans was the profit of the money lent, 
thus also conceiving of money as capital.11 Equally Zonaras, and after him Balsamon, in their 
renowned commentaries on canon law, discuss associations founded by clerics to navigate 
around canonical restrictions on interest, which are eerily reminiscent of modern tax avoidance 
schemes.12

Though Laiou is correct to note that none of these ideas constituted any grand social theory 
that accepted the pursuit of profit, and that calling it some sort of ‘Byzantine capitalism’ would 
still be wrong, it should be recognised that the theoretical framework existed among Byzantine 
intellectuals that both the imperial government, and individual nobles and merchants, could 
knowingly pursue what we would consider rational economic policies and practices for the 
betterment of the empire’s economy and their own personal wealth.13 They had to know how to 
invest money in order to derive future profits, together with understanding the risks and rewards 
that economic actions such as this could bring.

Having thus established that a broad cross-section of elites had this level of economic 
knowledge, what did they do with it?

Hendy, in his still authoritative study on the Byzantine economy, argues that the aristocracy 
hoarded rather than invested wealth, aimed at self-sufficiency rather than surplus and tended to 
spend their profits on the “conspicuous consumption” of luxuries.14 This picture does, however, 
deserve some modification in the light of more recent evidence. Since Hendy’s study was 

10 See: L. Minio-Paluello, Opuscula - The Latin Aristotle (Amsterdam, 1972); D. Lindberg, “The 
Transmission of Greek and Arabic Learning to the West” in Science in the Middle Ages, (Chicago, 1978), 
pp. 52-90; B. Dod, “Aristoteles Latinus” in The Cambridge History of Later Medieval Philosophy, N. 
Kretzmann, A. Kenny and J. Pinborg (eds.), (Cambridge, 1982), pp. 45-79.

11 Laiou and Morrisson, Byzantine Economy, p. 163; A. Laiou, “Nummus parit nummos: l’usurier, le 
jurist et le philosophe à Byzance,” in Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres, Comptes rendus (Paris, 
1999), pp. 590-592.

12 A. Laiou, “God and Mammon: Credit, Trade, Profit and the Canonists,” N. Oikonomides (ed.), To 
Vyzantio kata ton 120 aiona (Athens, 1991), pp. 261-300; Laiou and Morrisson, Byzantine Economy, pp. 
141, 162.

13 Laiou and Morrisson, Byzantine Economy, p. 163. 
14 M. F. Hendy, Studies in the Byzantine Monetary Economy c.300-1450 (Cambridge, 2008), pp. 561-

602; idem, The Economy, Fiscal Administration and Coinage of Byzantium, (Northampton, 1989), no. III, 
pp. 24-7; Magdalino, Empire of Manuel, pp. 143-148.
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produced in 1985, research on monastic typika and the Athonite archives in particular have 
demonstrated that though the elites did publicly disdain the idea of commerce and its goals, 
there are signs of investment and growth in rural regions whence elites gained most of their 
wealth. More particularly, far from Byzantium in the twelfth century being in a state of terminal 
decline, and despite any potential political issues, the economy appears to have been booming. 

The major change from the eleventh century is that Anatolia’s new status as a contested, 
frontier zone, meant that more of the empire’s population, resources and centres of consumption 
re-centred on the Balkans, and to a lesser extent the Anatolian coast and Aegean islands. Though 
this process can be seen and evidenced as a deliberate policy in the case of Alexios’ relocation of 
Christians from Anatolia as part of his Philomelion campaign in 1116-17, the physical expansion 
of cities and the increase in material culture can be followed in the archaeology, and its causes 
elucidated from there.15 

Starting with the imperial capital of Constantinople, in the twelfth century it appears 
once again to have covered its entire sixth-century site for the first time in centuries, with the 
population reaching 400,000 to half a million by rough estimates.16 Similarly Thessalonike as 
the second city of the empire had a population of perhaps 150,000, though there is less data on 
this site than for Corinth, Athens, Thebes, Sardis, Pergamon, Kherson, Preslav and Turnovo, 
which have all been the subject of case studies in the Economic History of Byzantium.17 In fact 
the footprints of all these cities expand in this period, with new churches constructed and an 
expanded ceramics industry in particular reflected in material culture finds. Accounting for this 
growth by tracking those involved in commerce, and assessing the influence of tradespeople, 
is obscured on account of the only major source of evidence on Byzantine commerce being the 
tenth-century, Constantinople based Book of the Eparch.18 However, the regulations of the Book 
of the Eparch are cited in sources across the twelfth century, in addition to other references to 
tradesmen (perhaps analogous to western ‘guildsmen’), both in Constantinople and in the great 
cities located in modern Greece at least. Thus, our picture of city tradesmen is limited but not 

15 Anna Komnene, Alexias, 15.6, pp. 476-9; J. Birkenmeier, The Development of the Komnenian Army 
1081-1204 (Leiden, 2003), pp. 78-80.

16 P. Magdalino, “Medieval Constantinople: Built Environment and Urban Development” Economic 
History of Byzantium Vol. II, p. 535; Dagron, “The Urban Economy”, p. 395; Laiou and Morrisson, The 
Byzantine Economy, 130.

17 Turnovo is of particular note as this city shows signs of intense growth from the 1120s onwards, 
in what was likely a direct response to John having made the region secure in the wake of the nomadic 
defeat at the battle of Berrhoia, see K. Dochev, “Turnovo, sixth-fourteenth centuries,” Economic History 
of Byzantium, Vol. II, p. 674. Laiou and Morrisson, The Byzantine Economy, 130-1; Dagron, “Urban 
Economy” pp. 539-54; Case Study Chapters, Economic History of Byzantium Vol. II, pp. 615-678. Harvey, 
Economic Expansion, pp. 198-243; C. Bouras, “Aspects of the Byzantine City, Eighth-Fifteenth Centuries” 
Economic History of Byzantium, Vol. II, p. 501.

18 For trades as represented in the Book of the Eparch, see: Das Eparchenbuch Leons des Weisen J. 
Koder (ed.), (Vienna, 1991); Dagron, “The Urban Economy”, pp. 432-61; G. Maniatis, “The Domain of 
the Private Guilds in the Byzantine Economy, Tenth to Fifteen Centuries” DOP 55 (2001), pp. 339-69.
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completely obscure.19 There are some references to Roman merchants abroad, and in Egypt in 
particular, though Laiou does note that the Cairo Geniza archives switch from using the term 
Rumi to using the term Ifranj for all Christian merchants in the twelfth century, perhaps implying 
a sea change in the numbers of Romans vs. Latins trading in Cairo.20 Despite this, Benjamin 
of Tudela mentions Roman merchants in Alexandria in the 1170s as well as Barcelona and 
Montpellier on the other side of the Mediterranean.21 There is additional evidence of Byzantine 
merchants in the Levant, perhaps acting as middlemen transporting spices from Cairo and 
Alexandria to the Crusader States, in addition to products produced in the empire such as silk, 
furniture and Cretan cheese.22 Equally Rus sources mention Roman merchants that may have 
reached Novgorod. This being so, it is clear that imperial merchants could certainly embark on 
ambitious voyages in search of profit, just as the Italians did.23 Beyond these, we also know of 
a few merchants by name, one being a certain Mavrix, who lent Alexios I money early in his 
career.24 Similarly there was a famous “money changer,” κολλυβιστής, named Kalomodios who 
lent to the aristocracy having first made a fortune from short and long distance trade in the late 
twelfth century.25 Choniates relates that these noblemen debtors sought to capture Kalomodios 

19 The major study on this subject is Maniatis’ “Private Guilds in the Byzantine Economy,” with 
sections on regional guilds on pp. 351-7, and for guilds throughout the twelfth century see p. 357, n. 91.

20 The Geniza archives mention Rumi cheese as being a specific import, which is noted by Al-Idrisi as 
being exported from Crete. This cheese was supposedly so popular that the al-Andalusi scholar al-Ṭurṭūshī 
wrote a polemic against the jubn al-Rūm, as being Roman-made it was not halal, highlighting the economic 
importance of the trade in many studies. Also of note is mention in the archives of silk brocades and various 
pieces of furniture of rumi make. See: S. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society. The Jewish Communities of 
the Arab World as Portrayed in the Documents of the Cairo Geniza, vol. 4: Daily Life (Berkeley, CA, 
1983), pp. 251-2, 299-303, 322-25; al-Ṭurṭūshī, Risālah fī taḥrīm al-jubn al-rumī : wa kitab tahrīm al-
ghinā’ wa-l-samā’, ed. al-Majīd Turkī (Beirut, 1997); La geographie d’Edrisi, 2:296; Orderic Vitalis, The 
Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis, ed. M. Chibnall, (Oxford, 1978), 5.X.23; D. Jacoby, “Byzantine 
Crete in the Navigation and Trade Networks of Venice and Genoa,” Oriente e occidente tra medioevo ed 
età moderna, Studi in onore di Geo Pistarino, ed. L. Balletto (Genoa, 1997), pp. 517-40; J. Pahlitzsch, 
“The Melkites in Fatimid Egypt and Syria 1021-1171,” Medieval Encounters 21 (2015), pp. 502-3; D. 
Jacoby, “Byzantine Trade with Egypt from the mid-tenth century to the Fourth Crusade,” Thesaurismata 
30 (2000), pp. 25-77; A. Muthesius, “Essential Processes, Looms, and Technical Aspects of the Production 
of Silk Textiles,” Economic History of Byzantium, Vol. I, p. 166; A. Laiou, “Exchange and Trade, Seventh-
Twelfth Centuries” Economic History of Byzantium, Vol. II, pp. 748-50.

21 Benjamin of Tudela, The itinerary of Benjamin of Tudela: critical text, translation and commentary, 
M. N. Adler (London, 1907), pp. 31, 32, 156-7; Laiou, “Exchange and Trade,” p. 750.

22 A. Laiou, “Byzantine Traders and Seafarers,” in The Greeks and the Sea, S. Vryonis (ed.) (New 
Rochelle, N.Y., 1993), pp. 81-2; Laiou, “Exchange and Trade,” p. 749.

23 G. Litavrin, A. Kazhdan and Z. Udaltsova, “Ekonomicheskie I politicheskie otnosheniya drevnei 
Rusi I Vizantja v XI-pervoi polovine XIII v.,” Proceedings of the Thirteenth International Congress of 
Byzantine Studies (London, 1967), p. 73. Laiou, “Exchange and Trade,” p. 751.Laiou and Morrisson, 
Byzantine Economy, p. 140. For more on Byzantine international trade, see: A. Laiou, “Byzantine Trade 
with Christians and Muslims and the Crusades,” The Crusades from the Perspective of Byzantium and the 
Muslim World, A. Laiou and R. Mottahedeh, eds, (Washington D.C. 2001), pp. 157. A. Laiou, “Byzantine 
Traders,” pp. 79-96. 

24 Nikephoros Bryennios, Histoire, pp. 197-9; Hendy, Studies, p. 241; Laiou, “Exchange and Trade,” 
p. 750.

25 Niketas Choniates, Nicetae Choniatae Historia, J. L. van Dieten (ed.) (Berlin, 1975), pp. 483-4; 
Dagron, “Urban Economy”, p. 438; Laiou, “Exchange and Trade”, pp. 750-1. A specific example of the 
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and seize his money, but he was saved by a riot, as tradespeople gathered to demand the patriarch 
intervene with the emperor to secure Kalomodios’ release, implying that the trading classes 
could and did stand up to the city aristocracy.

This incident belies the early theory that the twelfth century ‘feudalisation’ of the Byzantine 
economy led to these trades associations (Byzantine equivalents to western guilds), becoming 
subsumed by aristocratic and ecclesiastical interests.26 There is no evidence that the earlier 
attested Byzantine ‘guilds’ disappeared in this period, as mentioned above, and equally because 
the existence of ecclesiastical and aristocratic interest in trade did not necessarily disadvantage 
the merchants. In fact Dagron has identified the principal social divide in twelfth century 
Byzantine trade as being between the lesser tradesmen and the more powerful ones.27 Prodromos 
and Tzetzes looked down on petty shopkeepers while praising the virtues of the rich and socially 
successful artisans in their letters, and an undated novel of Alexios goes so far as to limit the 
rights of merchants who had become “senators in the swearing of oaths in their homes rather 
than in front of a tribunal, as was a nobleman’s privilege.28 This novel actually groups merchants 
who had become senators with senators who had become involved in commerce, while the 
aforementioned Mavrix and Kalomodios seem to have treated nobles as equals, and by the reign 
of Alexios III Angelos some merchants were even made sebastoi.29 Balsamon’s commentary on 
the canons in the late twelfth century indeed goes so far as to prohibit clergy from investing in 
trade in addition to canonical prohibitions against engaging in it, while Kaplan’s study reveals 
that monks were very much involved in trade through their large estates, and in particular in 
the provisioning of Constantinople itself with foodstuffs.30 The overall picture presented to 

continuing role of the position of the Eparch itself in the twelfth century is attested by a letter of Tzetzes 
where he mentions how consumers complained to the Eparch about fishermen making too much profit on 
mackerel, according to the rules set down in the Book of the Eparch, see Tzetzes, ed. P. L. Leone, Ioannes 
Tzetzes, Epistulae (Leipzig, 1972), letter 57, pp. 81-2; E. Papagianni, “Μοναχοί καί μαύρη αγορά στό 12ο 
αιώνα. Παρατηρήσεις σε προβλήματα τού Επαρχικού Βιβλίου,” Byzantiaka 8 (1988), pp. 59-76; Dagron, 
“Urban Economy,” p. 459.

26 See. n. 2. 
27 Dagron demonstrates that aristocratic and ecclesiastical trade operated exactly the same as guild 

trader, with only small differences in fiscal status that would not necessarily have given them a huge 
advantage: Dagron, “Urban Economy”, pp. 426-9. See Maniatis, “Private Guilds in the Byzantine 
Economy,” passim.

28 Zepos, Jus vol. I, pp. 645-46; F. Dölger, Regesten der Kaiserurkunden des oströmischen Reiches, 
Vol. 1.2 Regesten von 1025-1204 (Munich, 1925), no. 1091; P. Lemerle, Cinq études sur le XIe siècle 
byzantin (Le Mode byzantine publié sous la direction de Paul Lemerle) (Paris, 1977), pp. 291-92; Dagron, 
“Urban Economy,” p. 416.

29 Choniates, Historia, pp. 483-84, 523-24; Dagron, “Urban Economy,” p. 417.
30 C.f. E. Papagianni, “Ἐπιτρεπόμνες καὶ ἀπαγορευμένες ἐνασχολήσεις τοῦ Βυζαντινοῦ κλήρου,” 

Δ´Πανελλήνιο Ἱστορικὸ Συνέδριο, Πρακτικά (Thessalonike, 1983), pp. 147-66; Laiou, “God and 
Mammon,” p. 285; idem, “Exchange and Trade”, Economic History, p. 753; M. Kaplan, “Monks and 
Trade in Byzantium from the Tenth to the Twelfth Century,” in Trade in Byzantium, P. Magdalino and 
N. Necipoğlu (eds.), (Istanbul, 2016), pp. 55-64, he cites Magdalino on Constantinople’s food supply, 
who notes that monasteries also owned skalai, [warehouses] in the suburbs of Constantinople and that 
merchants paid fees to use them: P. Magdalino, “The Grain Supply of Constantinople, Ninth-Twelfth 
Centuries,” Constantinople and its Hinterland, ed. Mango and Dagron, pp. 35-47; idem, Constantinople 
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us is therefore a dynamic one, with ‘guild’ tradesmen competing with their aristocratic and 
ecclesiastical competitors in a socially diverse economic system that in itself must have aided 
economic growth in this period as so many sectors of society were involved in the economic 
life of the empire.31 Harvey’s argument that the comparative lack of dramatic conflict between 
the landowning elite and the townsmen, so common in the medieval west, meant that the latter 
were wholly dominated by the former is not necessarily true: the evidence could just as easily 
point towards a system that worked well, as the state, major landowners and tradesmen usually 
enjoyed cordial relations with the incidents above being rare exceptions.32 This is not to claim 
it was any sort of utopia: as mentioned above, being a lesser tradesman certainly seems to have 
been less than ideal, but at least the blurred edges between nobles who acted like merchants and 
merchants who acted like nobles appear to have resulted in less conflict than the west.

Though these archaeological case studies and references to city tradesmen represent a 
far from complete picture of the empire’s cities, it is supplemented by sources such as the 
descriptions in al-Idrisi and Benjamin of Tudela’s mid-twelfth century travels, wherein Muslim 
and Jewish travellers both remark on the pronounced urbanisation of the western provinces of 
the empire, and in the former case, the islands of the Aegean and Cyprus too.33 Cities were also 
the home of the great markets and fairs that were the principal sites for all forms of economic 
exchange. Though Constantinople hosted the greatest permanent market for which we have the 
most information, there are several descriptions of twelfth century fairs.34 The most famous is 
the fair of St. Demetrios portrayed in the contemporary satire of the Timarion, which paints a 
vivid picture of merchants coming from as far away as Portugal to trade in textiles and livestock 
in particular.35 Likewise, we have accounts of major fairs in cities like Chonai, that served 
both Turks from Ikonion and all the littoral imperial provinces, while there were smaller fairs 
in Epiros and Athens, right down to villages in Thrace, which if representative for one region 
implies they were common throughout the empire.36 With these markets providing a medium 
for commercial exchange, and the diverse social groups involved in trade, the growth and 

médiévale. Études sur l’évolution des structures urbaines (Paris, 1996), pp. 79-84, 89-90.
31 Regarding the commercial interests of aristocratic and ecclesiastical ‘oikoi’, see Dagron, “Urban 

Economy,” pp. 426-9.
32 Harvey, Economic Expansion, p. 261.
33 al-Idrisi, La géographie d’Idrisi, P. Jaubert (tr.) (Paris, 1836), Vol. II, pp. 121-32, 286-303; Benjamin 

of Tudela, pp. 46-50; Laiou, “Exchange and Trade,” pp. 747-8; Laiou, The Byzantine Economy, p. 131.
34 On the market of Constantinople see: Michael Psellos, Oratoria minora, A. R. Littlewood (ed.), 

(Leipzig, 1985), nos. 13 and 14, pp. 48-57; Attaleiates, pp. 12-13; Laiou, “Exchange and Trade”, p. 754.
35 Pseudo-Luciano, Timarione, ed. R. Romano (Naples, 1974), pp. 53-55; A. Laiou, “Η Θεσσαλονίκη, 

η ενδοχώρα της καί ο οικομικός της χώρος στήν εποχή τών Παλαιολόγων,” Βυζαντινὴ Μακεδονία, 324-
1430 (Thessalonike, 1995), pp. 183-94; Dagron, “Urban Economy,” p. 402; Laiou, “Exchange and Trade,” 
p. 756.

36 Laiou, “Händler und Kaufleute”; S. Lambros, Μιχαὴλ Ἀκομινάτου τοῦ Χωνιάτου τὰ σωζόμενα, 
Vol. I, (Athens, 1879), p. 56; G. Rhalles and M. Potles, Σύνταγμα τω̃ν θείων καὶ ἱερω̃ν κανόνων, Vol. II, 
(Athens, 1852), p. 483; Εὐθυμίου τοῦ Μαλάκη τὰ σῳζόμενα, Vol. I, K. Bones (ed.) (Athens, 1937), p. 72; 
Magdalino, Empire of Manuel, p. 158; Laiou, “Exchange and Trade,” pp. 753-4.
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prosperity of the cities of this period can be easily explained, though Magdalino points out that 
this was just as much in spite of the imperial government as because of it.37 Though prohibitions 
on ecclesiastical involvement in trade, and Alexios’ novel restricting senatorial privileges to 
merchants are evidence that such things were occurring, there were of course rules attempting to 
stop such developments. Still, Hendy’s characterisation of an aristocracy focused upon pleasure 
and self-sufficiency, alongside Oikonomides’ contention that elites “restrained the economy in 
this period, does not seem to hold entirely true in rural areas either, whence elites owned most 
of their lands, and thus wealth, in this period.38

There has traditionally been far less evidence coming from the countryside compared to the 
cities in Byzantium. Using monastic sources and new archaeology, however, it appears that the 
rural economy grew similarly in this period, with later evidence in particular pointing towards 
demographic growth in the countryside as well as the cities.39 To give an overview through some 
examples: there was sufficient agricultural surplus in foodstuffs for the empire to export cereals 
in the twelfth century; Fatimid sources get very heated worrying about whether Roman cheese 
was halal, as apparently it was the “must-have” food item in mid-twelfth century Egypt; whilst 
the export ban on wood without imperial license and the use of guards for forests on imperial 
estates suggests a flourishing industry in timber, fuel and charcoal, in addition to hunting to which 
Emperor John Komnenos in particular was devoted, together with his inner circle; on the latter, 
this could be an increasingly stage managed industry in middle Byzantium, employing a many 
people in the upkeep of the game park and its animals as well as for the ceremony and spectacle 
of the hunt itself.40 Contrastingly, the loss of Anatolia in the eleventh century had deprived the 
empire of its principal stock raising lands, both herd animals and militarily essential horses, 
demonstrated by frequent references to the importance of the emperor capturing herd animals on 
his campaigns in the court rhetorical texts, and the dangers inherent in having a lack of cavalry 
for campaigns leading to damaging losses such as occurred near Neakaisareia in 1139.41 As 
John’s reign progressed, however, this situation improved, as with the restoration of lands such 
as Paphlagonia, known for its pastures, and flocks, John slowly rebuilt the empire’s pastoral 

37 Magdalino, Empire of Manuel, p. 147.
38 N. Oikonomides, “The Role of the Byzantine State in the Economy”, Economic History of 

Byzantium Vol. III, p. 973.
39 See: Harvey, Economic Expansion, pp. 35-79, 244-5.
40 A. Kazhdan, “Two Notes on Byzantine Demography of the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries,” ByzF 

8 (1982), p. 120; J. Lefort, “The Rural Economy, Seventh-Twelfth Centuries” in Economic History of 
Byzantium, Vol. I, pp. 253, 261-262; A. Dunn, “The exploitation and control of woodland and scrubland 
in the Byzantine world” BMGS 16, (1992), pp. 235-98; On John and hunting, there includes the fact that 
plotters tried to assassinate him at the imperial hunting grounds of Philopation in 1119, and that he did 
finally die from an infected arrow wound to his hand whilst hunting in Cilicia in 1143, see: Choniates, 
Historia, pp. 10, 40; on hunting in general, see A.R. Littlewood, “Gardens of the Palaces,” in Byzantine 
Court Culture from 829-1204, H. Maguire (ed.) (Washington D.C., 1997), pp. 35-8; N. Ševčenko, “Wild 
Animals in the Byzantine Park,” in Byzantine Garden Culture, A.R. Littlewood, H. Maguire and J. 
Wolschke-Bulmahn (eds.) (Washington D.C., 2002), pp. 69-75; See n. 20 above for cheese references. 

41 Choniates, Historia, p. 35; Prodromos, XIX, lines 92-111; “Rural Economy” pp. 263-5.
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base, such that by Manuel’s reign Turkish nomads even rented winter grazing land in the empire, 
and uncultivated lands in the Balkans were given over to herd animals.42 The Lavra and Iviron 
monastic tax documents provide unique sources on the make-up of rural people in Macedonia 
over the Byzantine period, and they evidence an increase in peasants (defined broadly as rural 
people of low socio-economic status, sometimes called paroikoi in the texts though terminology 
is another source of debate) bearing artisan surnames, from less than 4% in the eleventh century 
to 8-10% in the early thirteenth.43 These include cobblers, blacksmiths, tailors, weavers, potters, 
lumberjacks, fishermen and millers, with half the villages containing at least one craftsmen and 
the possibility of family shops, though the importance of cities as craft production centres was 
still paramount. A crucial feature here is that the owners of these properties, whether aristocratic 
or ecclesiastic, dwelled in the cities but owned property in multiple areas. An example here 
is the eclectic list of properties endowed by the imperial family to the Pantokrator monastic 
estates, including everything from fishing villages to mills to the proceeds of specific market 
transactions in specific markets. This demonstrates not only the diverse variety of holdings and 
means of production in the countryside, and that a major Constantinopolitan monastery had 
property all around the empire, but also that the broader members of the Komnenoi clan who 
owned these estates before they were endowed operated the same way.44 Spreading holdings 
among diverse regions and industries is of course sound economic practice, as the troubles of 
one would not put the finances of the whole monastery or aristocratic house at risk. It is apparent 
that the way this system worked was for the owners, again either aristocratic, ecclesiastical or 
indeed imperial, to delegate the running of their various domanial possessions to local estate 
managers.45 This is stated explicitly by Choniates in relation to how Manuel financed his army, 
and is reflected in sources such as monastic archives, typika, and indeed the document of the 
1204 division of the empire among the Latins, the Partitio Romaniae.46

To give an example of how this operated on the ground, we have a letter from the 
Constantinopolitan court rhetor and later bishop of Philippopolis, Michael Italikos, to Eirene 
Doukaina, the dowager Empress, regarding how ill-educated estate managers made poor 
philosophers, and that they only knew how to maximize profit, which reading it from our 

42 Magdalino, Empire of Manuel, p. 265.
43 Actes de Lavra. Première partie: Des origines à 1204, Archives de l’AthosV, P. Lemerle, A. Guillou 
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Lefort, N. Oikonomides, D. Papachryssanthou, H. Metreveli and V. Kravari (eds.), (Paris, 1985), nos. 
30, 51; J-C Cheynet, “L’Anthroponymie Aristocratique à Byzance,” in L’Anthroponymie Document de 
L’Histoire Sociale des Mondes Méditerranéens Médiévaux, M. Bourin, J-M. Martin and Francois Menant 
(eds.), (Paris, 1996), pp. 267-94; “Fragment d’un praktikon de la region d’Athènes (avant 1204),” ed. E. 
Garnstrem, I. Medvedev, and D. Papachryssanthou, REB 34 (1976), pp. 5-44; Lefort, “Rural Economy,” 
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44 “Le Typikon du Christ Sauveur Pantocrator, ed. and tr. P. Gautier, RÉB 32 (1974), pp. 115-25.
45 Magdalino, Empire of Manuel, 160-1; Lefort, “The Rural Economy” pp. 290, 293-5.
46 These sources are analysed in the works of Hendy, Studies, pp. 85-90; Harvey, Economic expansion, 

passim; Hendy, Economy, no. III; Magdalino, Empire of Manuel, pp. 160-71. The Partitio Romaniae text 
can be found in: A. Carile, “Partitio terrarum imperii Romanie,” Studi Veneziani 7 (1965), pp. 217-22.
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perspective seems like exactly what you would want from an estate manager. 47 Reinforcing this 
letter, we are fortunate to have one set of actual accounts from the first decade of the twelfth 
century that sets out the dues paid by each paroikos to the local estate, and then how much of 
that was sent to the Iviron monastery who owned the estate.48 

Now, as mentioned earlier, more traditional interpretations from Ostrogorky onwards 
claimed that this system represents a ‘feudalisation’ of Byzantium, whereby free peasants 
became serfs enthralled to their powerful landowners, in a process that mirrors traditional 
interpretations of the change in the army in the same period, whereby plucky citizen soldiers 
were replaced by foreign mercenaries. However, just as reinterpretations of the army have seen 
that this did in fact represent a professionalisation of the imperial armed forces in another debate 
too wide-ranging to go in to here, so too we see that there is no evidence that the paroikoi were 
bound to the land and significantly there are no examples of slave or indentured labour from 
this century. Indeed ‘pre-feudalisation’ Byzantium appears to have a much higher percentage 
of “slave labourers”, and most significantly we have evidence of village elites negotiating with 
estate managers, leading to mutual improvement in their finances and lifestyle.49 

To be specific, the Iviron monastic documents refer to the “first of the village” or Proestos, 
who were likely a representative elite rather than a council, and this elite had in previous 
centuries organised association agreements for ploughing, irrigation, and collective herding by 
salaried herdsmen.50 Incidentally, the Greek does not necessarily translate to only ‘first men of the 
village’ here, as the sources also list wives, widows, mothers and daughters of paroikoi as being 
among such groups.51 Reading these sources together we can see in Italikos’ letter that an estate 
manager was given considerable latitude to invest in improvements as well as organisation, and 
only major cash outlays had to be confirmed with the owner.52 Such improvements were indeed 
done, with building work such as a mill being built under Hegoumenos Paul of Iviron at the end 
of the twelfth century.53 This is the clearest example of investment according to the theoretical 
practices outlined above, and from the diverse list of holdings present in the monastic typika we 
must assume that it was typical of the period.

Now, Magdalino has posited that the estate system led to these middle managers exploiting 
the distance between the cities and the countryside, and particularly Constantinople and the 
further provinces, in order to take money from both the state and the workers.54 Lefort, however, 

47 Italikos, Lettres et discours, p. 95; Lefort, “Rural Economy,” p. 295.
48 Iviron, Vol. II, no. 233; Lefort, “The Rural Economy,” pp. 295-6.
49 For Feudalisation, see Ostrogorsky, Quelques problèmes, p. 68; Iviron Vol. III, no. 55 b; Iviron, 

Vol. II, no. 51; Lefort, “Rural Economy,” pp. 236-42, 280; idem, “Anthroponymie et société villageoise 
(X-XIVe siècle),” Hommes et richesses dans l’Empire byzantine, Vol. II, (Paris, 1991), pp. 225-38. Harvey, 
Economic Expansion, passim but esp. p. 266 Magdalino, Empire of Manuel, p. 161.

50 Ibid; esp. Lefort, “Rural Economy,” p. 280.
51 Iviron Vol. II, no. 233
52 Italikos, Lettres and Discours, p. 95
53 Iviron 2, 10-11; Rural Economy, p. 299.
54 Magdalino, Empire of Manuel, p. 170-1.
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contends that the need for estate managers to keep accounts would naturally limit fraud, while 
having rich owners would grant increased investment for development, while still allowing for 
local expertise from managers and villagers to apply that investment.55 Though I would not 
say that just because you present accounts fraud is limited, particularly in our modern world 
of financial crashes, I would take Lefort’s point further by saying that sigillographic finds 
demonstrate that nobles did tour their properties, and again from the Iviron documents we have 
from 1111 the story of a member of the Komnenoi clan inspecting all of the monastic properties 
and concluding that they owed extra taxes due to more land being cultivated than previously.56 
The emperor originally sided with his official, but upon hearing representation from the monks 
and his wife he allowed them to pay what they had previously paid as a special gift from the 
emperor. 

This whole incident (and I can certainly provide other examples) demonstrates that though 
there was the potential for the estate managers to corruptly gain wealth, both the owners and 
the imperial government did keep an eye on their holdings, whilst the paroikoi themselves 
could and did represent themselves to the owners directly when necessary. Specifically, John’s 
first act as emperor was to adjudicate between three stratiotai (again a controversial term in 
this period that I am going to translate as a higher level of landowner below aristocracy) and 
the Lavra Monastery over provision for the former’s paroikoi.57 Though this incident could be 
interpreted as the emperor adopting the tropal role of being the defender of the weaker lower 
classes against the unscrupulous upper classes, examining the incident in detail we see that the 
case had originally been brought before the provincial Doux, who had then asked the Emperor’s 
advice due to the complex nature of the case, as essentially the monastery was allowing the 
paroikoi to cultivate land for their own benefit, but not to live there. This being so the case has 
the stratiotai looking out for both their interests and that of the paroikoi, while the monastery 
was equally looking out for itself, and both parties were trying to attain a legal resolution that 
would benefit all parties, which the emperor managed by giving the paroikoi lands to live on 
nearby directly from the imperial fisc, while they still cultivated the monastic lands.

This evidence leads to the conclusion that Byzantine economic growth in the twelfth century 
was due to increasing vertical integration. The increased connectivity between landowners and 
locals, cities and countryside, and indeed the autokrator down to the paroikos, linked all stages 

55 Lefort, Rural Economy, p. 291.
56 Sigillographic evidence is uneven across the empire due to some complete corpus’ having been 
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of production and consumption more efficiently than previously, including bringing products 
to international markets, an aspect also sadly beyond the scope of this paper, aside from the 
compulsory mention of the incredible popularity of Byzantine cheese in this period. Lefort has 
made some revenue calculations based on some of these case studies, whereby he establishes 
that the state made up to 23% of the value of production in taxes, with roughly 14% going to 
the farmer and 9% to the estate owner after tax, leading to reasonable growth for all parties.58 

This growth not only derived from the high degree of organisation and connectivity involved 
in the economy, but also from the increased amount of security that imperial campaigning gave 
to the provinces, which was the sine qua non for any economic success in this period and should 
not be forgotten.59 Indeed, I would also add that the imperial program of fortification building 
is likely to have further stimulated the growth of villages and industries to support first the 
builders and then garrisons, additionally developing the rural economy in these regions, and this 
is mentioned in Choniates’ History explicitly.60

This being so, arguments that elites “restrained” the Byzantine economy does not provide 
a complete picture, as the growth of these diverse, interconnected estates in the twelfth century 
allowed for greater development of resources extraction and infrastructure, as well as increasing 
the links between places of production and markets, the countryside and city. In short, if the 
elites were indeed trying to restrain the economy, then a great deal was accomplished despite 
that, and in fact there is plenty of evidence to suggest that they in fact encouraged it. The so-
called ‘feudalisation’ of the Byzantine economy in the twelfth century connected regions and 
people better than previously, and combined with developing economic theory this led to both 
greater capital available for investment, better connection to markets for goods, and the know-
how to understand this and to profit from it. This situation was to change in the latter decades 
of the twelfth century as internal and external pressures mounted upon Byzantium, thus the 
old arguments are not to be wholly rejected as they still hold water for this more troubled 
period, but at least for the mid-twelfth century the conflicts between provincial magnates 
and the central government was not yet so antithetical. This study in no way pretends to be 
comprehensive, as foreign traders and more examples of different industries should certainly be 
involved in a wider study, and the transition moment when the economic and political situation 
did start to decline must also be worked on further. What this preliminary study does provide 

58 Lefort, “Rural Economy”, pp. 304-5. 
59 Magdalino, Empire of Manuel, p. 141; Lefort, “Rural Economy,” p. 310.
60 Choniates describes Manuel’s fortification of threatened Anatolian cities as the act “most beneficial 
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C. Franchi, and M. Di Rodi (Oxford, 2014), pp. 222-3. For John’s fortification plan in general, see M. 
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is a provisional explanation for the comparative political, social and economic prosperity, and 
the changed social structures it arose from, during twelfth-century Byzantium, which must have 
been a necessary underpinning for what is sometimes called the ‘Komnenian Restoration’: a 
concept that will also be examined further in my upcoming research.
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