Was Constantine VI ‘Lassoed’
at Markellai?

Denis Sullivan

annikios (d. 846)! present descriptions of the battle of

Markellai? that involve an interesting factual discrepancy,
both with each other and with the account in Theophanes’
Chronicle. The earlier version, written shortly after the saint’s
death by the monk Peter of the Agauroi monastery on Mt
Olympus in Bithynia, relates that Ioannikios saved the life of
Constantine VI during the battle (5). The revised version, by
the monk Sabas of the St Zacharias monastery at the foot of
Olympus, says that the saint saved not the emperor but an
anonymous grandee (€vo 16te 1OV peyiotdvov) and that the
emperor honored him for his bravery (6). In his persuasive
article on the relation between the two vitae, Cyril Mango
strongly supports (against Sabas) Peter’s credentials as a witness:
he had met Ioannikios personally, derived much of his
information from his superior Eustratios, Ioannikios’ closest
companion and right-hand man for a good fifty years, and he
may have had a memoir or set of notes composed by Eu-
stratios; but Mango suggests that Sabas in this instance “took
care to tone down Peter’s exaggerated statement that Ioannikios

T HE TWO PRE-METAPHRASTIC VERSIONS of the Life of St Io-

' BHG 935-36: ed. P. J. van den Gheyn, Acta Sanctorum, Nov. 11/1 (1894)
332-435. References to the text are by chapter number.

? A xdotpov on the Byzantine-Bulgarian border of uncertain location, but
identified as Hisarlik near Karnobad in Bulgaria by I. Dujtev, “Markellai-
Marcellae: un toponyme Latin méconnu,” Medioevo Bizantino-Slavo 111
(Rome 1971) 57-62. For alternative views on the orlgm of the name see V.
Besevliev, “Ein verkannter thrakischer Ortsname,” [zvestija na Institut za
Bulgarskz ezik 16 (1968) 75ff; G. Taverdet, “Au sujet du toponyme ‘Marcellai-
Marcellae’,” RevEtSEEUr 7 (1969) 397ff. For discussions of the battle (20 July
792) in the sources, including the two versions of the Life of loannikios, see P.
Speck, Kaiser Konstantin VI (Munich 1978) 244f, 665f; V. Besevllev Die
protobulgarische Periode der bulgarischen Geschichte (Amsterdam 1981) 231f.
Both scholars mention the lassoing of the emperor only in a footnote.
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saved the emperor’s life on the battlefield.”3 I believe that this
suggestion might be reformulated to indicate a possible source
that Peter (or Eustratios) used for his ‘exaggeration’, as
Theophanes’ description of the battle* does not mention the
emperor’s capture, only his flight to the city after losing a
number of prominent men as well as baggage, money, horses,
and the imperial pavillion and household.
The text of the passage in Peter’s version (5) is as follows:

"Ev 8¢ 10ig ypdvorg éxeivorg kwveltan pev mpog noAepov ko’
NUAV yprotiavdv 1o 1dv OVvvev EBvog, fiyouv 1@V Bov-
Yyopov. 'Aviikiveltal 8¢ kat’ aOTdv Kol 0 T0Te OKNRTOVYLOG
kol evoeBéortatog Bacihevg Kwvortaviivog tovvopa, vidg
yeyovog tfig poakapiotatng koi 0pfodd&ov Pacidicong
Eipnvne. Kai 81 apgotépav napata&apévo)v év 10m® npOG-
ocyopeuopsvco Mapxe?»koug, m)yxpouoemg 1€ ps*cou";u aVTHV
ysvapsvng, nrnbiivar pav Kot Tag apapu(xg npcov Kol
v@ta tolg Exfpoig Sodvar 10 T@v xproTiavdv @dlov, kai, Tdv
&xOpdv onicw indrexdéviov xai TtV cEodpiv sionp(xt-
topévov, @g kol odTov 118N 1oV Bacihéa LIS TIvog pnyavn-
potog swxioBivia vro yelpag GAdvia FhkecOar xal xpo-
telcBar VO @V doePdv éxeivov. Todto Beacduevog O
yevvouétatog éxsivog Toavvikiog, (MAw te Belo Ktvneeig
Ko, TPOPNTIKAG elmely, nepthooapevog Buvocpw 82’; Vyovg, €v-
Gapowg etg psoov aLTdV eloerndnoe kol mv nayLGa
ékeivv v elne kol daefoAknv texvouvpylav 1® Elper td-
yroto Srotéuvav tov pev Baciiéa napaddéag Siécwoev.’

3 C. Mango, “The Two Lives of St. Ioannikios and the Bulgarnans in C.
Mango and O. Pritsak, edd., Okeanos: Essays Presented to Ihor Sevienko on
his Sixtieth Birthday (= —Harvard Ukrainian Studies VI [Cambridge (Mass.)
1984]) 401 n.22.

* Theoph. Chron. 1 467f: ’Eravépyetar 8¢ @uyag év 1§ mdAer moAhovg dmo-
Barav.... Exfipav 8¢ xai 10 100Ad0v, ypApatd te xal inrovg xai thv xdptnv
petd ndong ¢ Paciiucig brovpyiag.

> “In those times the nation of Huns, that is Bulgarians, moved to war
against us Christians. And in response there moved against them the sceptered
and most pious emperor named Constantine, the son of the most blessed and
orthodox empress Irene. And when both <armies> were drawn up at a place
called Markellai, there was a clash between them, and the Christians were
defeated on account of our sins and turned their backs to the enemy; the
enemy was pursuing from behind and exacting severe casualties, so that even
the emperor himself, after being lassoed by some device, was captured,
dragged off and held by those impious men. Having seen this, that most noble
Ioannikios, impelled by divine zeal and, to speak with the prophet [Ps. 17 (18):
32], girded with power from on high, courageously leapt into their midst and
with a sword severing that snare (which I would call a diabolical contrivance)
most quickly, miraculously saved the emperor.”
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One prominent aspect of this description is Peter’s fascination
with the method by which the emperor is captured, i.e., lassoed
(coxioBévta). Peter describes the lasso as “some kind of
device” (twvog unxownuonog), a “snare” (nowt&x), and a “diabol-
ical contrivance” (droforukhy texvovpyiav ). In Sabas® version
the method receives considerably less elaboration, and the
reference to the lasso is less specific: the grandee is said to be
VRO uMyoviig Tvog LHavimdoug Kataoxegéwa, and the saint
frees him payoipg toxd dtaxdyag thv punxavnv avtdv. The
verb ocwxilewv (coxilewv, cok[k]evewv) and the noun odxog
(c6xo0c, 60kx0G, cwkdpm) are quite rare, attested through the
ninth century only in Olympiodorus once,® in Malalas four
times (in two episodes with noun and verb in each),? twice in
Theophanes (I 217f, noun and verb in one episode derived
from Malalas 18.170), and once in George Hamartolus (derived
from Malalas).'® The relevant sections of Theophanes” descrip-
tion of a Bulgarian incursion into Thrace (538/539) are worth
quoting in detail (I 217f):

¢ For a discussion of the use of the lasso by various tribes see J. O.
Maenchen-Helfen, The World of the Huns (Berkeley 1973) 2391. For similar
incidents but with a different term for lasso, see Jos. BJ 7.250, an attack of the
Alani in 72-73 against the Armenian king Tiridates I: Bpdxov yap adT®
nepPorav tig ndppwbev Epeddev émondoev, el pn 1@ Elper Dattov éxeivog
Tov 1dvov kdyog E¥ebn draguyeiv; and, with a different outcome, Sozom. Hist.
Eccl. 7.26.8 Bidez, where a Hun tries to lasso a bishop (Bpdxov mapacxevdoag
.. avaoymv v de&uay dxovrilewv én’ adtdv 10 oxowviov fueAdev ), but his arm
is suddenly paralyzed.

7 For later illustrations of demons using lassos see ]. R. Martin, The
Hlustrations of the Heavenly Ladder of Jobhn Climacus (Princeton 1954).

8 R. C. Blockley, The Fragmentary Classicising Historians of the Later
Roman Empire (Liverpool 1981-83) II 182, fr. 18, which describes the capture
by the Goth Adaulphus of Sarus: céxxoig (var. lect. ocdxxoig) é{dypnoav.
Blockley, following C. D. Gordon (The Age of Attila: Fifth-Century
Byzantium and the Barbarians [Ann Arbor 1960] 198 n.9), favors the reading

“with lassos” over “with sacks” on logical grounds.

® Malalas 14.68f, a description of a single combat in 422 between Areobin-
dus, a Gothic comes foederatomm and a Persian: 6 8¢ ApsonSog sBaotaQe
xal o(mcap'qv xatd 10 Fothwkdv #Bog ... odxkevoev adTOV, Kol KaTEVEYKOY
£x 109 Tnmov Eogale; 18.170, an incursion of “Huns” into Thrace in 538/539: ot
‘Popaiov otpatnyol Sé&mcav vato xol katadidEavieg ot Obvvor £odkev-
oav gevyovrag 1ovg £€dpyovg ‘Popaiov. xal 6 pév Fodidag droondoog 10
id1ov Eipog Exowe oV obxov xai ¢€gidnoev.

Y PG CX 744A, following Malalas 14.68f: 6 8¢ ['6t00g ... Eodxioev adtov
katd 10 FotBikdv £Bo¢, kol todtov &x 100 Tmmov xatayaybdv, avTika
avellev.



290 WAS CONSTANTINE VI ‘LASSOED’?

Tobte 1@ €£ter gxivnoav oi BodvAyupor, dvo piiyeg peta
nAnBovg BovAydpov xail Spodyyov, eig thv Zxvbiov xal
Mvuciav, otpatmAdtov dvtog i Mvoiag 'lovotivov kal tig
Em)eiag Baovdapiov, ot Tveg é?;eleévreg Katd T®dv BouvA-
Yapav cuvaBakov no)»sp.ov Kol aoq>ayn Ioum:wog 0 oTpUTH-
?\w:ng AV 20 nokeum Kol eysvem avt’ avtod Kovotavtivog
0 dﬁ»mpsvnon Kol 'nleov ot Bou?woapm Ewg TdV pepdv thig
8pakng. Kol e&nkﬂe xot’ avT@vV O otpa‘cnlamg Kovetov-
TIVOG ... KOL €V T® VROOTPEPEWV owtong },LET(Z xopdG mmv-
moav avToig &Arot BovAyapot, xal &g amd xOmov Ovieg ol
otpatnAdtal Jédwkav avtoig vata, kol katediongav av-
T0Lg ot BovAyapor kol £gdxigav avtovg gevyoviag, Kaev-
o’cavﬁvov Kol TOV ’Axoi)p xail F'odidlav, kol O pev F(bﬁl?\.ag
HETOL TOD napocunptou avtod koyag 1oV gdkov e&eidnoev, 0 8¢
Kovotavtivog cbv 1® "Axobp cvvednebnoov {dvteg.

The main differences in the version of Malalas are that the
Bulgarians are called Huns (xata t@dv Obvvev), Constantine is
called Kmvotavuokog 6 ®lwpevriov, and the form for “las-
soed” is éo0kevoav.

Aspects of the phrasing in Peter’s version of Markellai and
Theophanes’ description of the Bulgarian incursion of 538/539
are suspiciously similar, even allowing for the llmlted physical
realities to be described. “Bulgarians move to war,” a “Constan-
tine” leads the Roman forces, the Romans “turn their backs” at
Markellai as they do in Thrace, the Bulgarians (Huns) “pursue,”
in each case a Constantine is “lassoec%,” and in each case the
lasso is cut to escape. In Theophanes® description of the events
of 538/39, however, “Constantine, son of Florentios” is lassoed
along with Akoum and Godilas, and Godilas subsequently frees
himself. But in the hagiographer Peter’s description of Markellai
in 792, it is the emperor Constantine VI alone who is lassoed,
and it is St Ioanikkios who courageously saves him. Given the
lack of evidence for the lassoing of Constantine VI in
Theophanes’ account of Markellai, the deliberate revision by
Sabas, the dependence on Malalas of the only other attested
ninth-century references to the lasso, and modern scholars’
skepticism about the event (directly by Mango and tacitly by
Speck and Besevliev in relegating it to footnotes), I suggest that
the exaggeration of the part played by Ioannikios at Markellai
has a precedent in chronography and that Peter (or Eustratios),
who clearly plays up the exotic nature of the device, has
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adapted an incident in Theophanes’ Chronicle!! to turn his saint
into a hero.

The adaptation may also be connected with another aspect of
Peter’s version, his open and virulent hostlhty to the Stoudite

monks, whom he calls e.g. 1& dxdprota Kucua‘ca T TOV
movnpod nAdopata (57), and 1@v pvcopwtdtev Ztovdirdv
(70). Peter’s hostility stems in large part from Stoudite
opposition to the patriarch Methodios” moderate approach to
the Iconoclasts following the restoration of icons in 843; Peter
presents loannikios as strongly supporting Methodios. Another
source of Peter’s hostility 1s found in his description (36) of
Ioannikios’ friendly reception of Joseph of Kathara, the priest
who performed the second marriage of Constantine VI, who
had divorced his first wife. In the resulting Moechian con-
troversy the Stoudites, who considered the second marriage
uncanonical, led the rigorist opposition to Constantine VI and
the accomodatmg patriarch Tarasios, an opposition that con-
tinued in subsequent years when the deposed Joseph was
rehabilitated by the patriarch Nikephoros I.12 As Mango notes
(supra n.3: 395 with n.9), hostility to the Stoudites is completely
absent in the version by Sabas, who also camouflages the
identity of Joseph of Kathara by not giving his full title. Peter’s
adaptation from Theophanes, then, may be seen as another
aspect of his anti-Stoudite rhetoric, falsely presenting Ioannikios
as saving the life of the emperor whose second marriage three
years later in 795 would create this major division between the
rigorist Stoudite monks and the emperors, patriarchs, and other
members of the clergy.
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11 Tt might be noted that Peter specifically mentions (37) the visit of
Ioannikios to the tomb of Theophanes and his monastery, Megas Agros. On
the use of chronicles in hagiography see A. Kazhdan and A. M. Talbot,
“Hagiography,” OxDictByz 11 897.

2 For a summary of the history of the controversy, with bibliography, see
OxDictByz 11 1388f.



