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Social Change in the Countryside of
Eleventh-Century Byzantium

Kostis Smyrlis

It was not a revolution—change being neither complete nor sudden—but the
countryside of Komnenian Byzantium was profoundly different from that of
the tenth-century empire of the Macedonians. One of the most important
transformations was the triumph of great landownership. By the end of the
eleventh century, a large proportion of the arable land belonged to the estates
of more or less powerful landowners who, in a number of ways, dominated the
peasants who lived there. At the same time, the state owned more of the
empire’s land than before, much of which was under the control of prominent
members of the ruling Komnenian family. Beside landownership, change is
also apparent in the increased prosperity and assertiveness of provincial towns
in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.

Developments within rural society have been under scrutiny since the
beginnings of modern scholarship on Byzantium, with the eleventh century
being singled out as a turning point. Considerable progress has been made,
but many questions remain unanswered. When did the large estate become
the dominant form of land exploitation and what proportion of the land was
part of large estates at the end of the eleventh century? How powerful were
Provincial landowners and did their increased wealth translate into greater
influence or autonomy? What impact did developments in the countryside
bave on the evolution of towns and their relations with the centre? What did
}t mean to be a dependent peasant and what happened to the villages turned
into estates? Probably none of these questions will ever receive a definitive
answer given the limited amount of available evidence. In what follows, I will
review the scholarship regarding these matters and offer some new insights
of my own. My focus is on landownership and state finances and on the

imPaCt which changes in these domains had on the different layers of rural
society.
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Social Change in the Countryside 63
LANDOWNERSHIP AND THE STATE

As noted, the growth of large-scale landownership was well advanced by
the eleventh century. Large agricultural units were already common in the
pinth century and their proliferation continued in the next two centuries,
probably with little interruption. Growth was achieved through the acquisition
of deserted village lands and peasant plots." If the increased importance of
large estates is not in doubt, it is not clear when they became dominant. The
tenth-century evidence is too scarce to allow for any firm conclusion.® In the
eleventh century, we can detect the existence of a dense network of estates in
certain parts of Macedonia. In 1047, for example, the estates of the monastery
of Iviron in coastal Chalkidike and the Strymon Valley neighboured, for the
most part, other, private or imperial, estates and less often the territory of a
village or a town (kastron).? A similar picture emerges from the 1073 prakti-
kon of Andronikos Doukas concerning the region of Miletus. However, in the
cadaster of Thebes, dating from the second half of the eleventh century, most
of the land was apparently divided into small to medium-sized plots which
belonged mainly to the local town and village elite.® At least to some extent this
may be attributed to the fact that the cadaster offers a more complete picture
of landownership than monastic documents, which tend to focus on large

landholdings. One should also take into account geographical variation. Large
estates are likely to have become dominant earlier and their network denser in

those regions which were most fertile and easy to access by boat.

Seventh-Twelfth Centuries’, in A.E. Laiou, ed., The Economic

1 «
J. Lefort, “The Rural Economy, .
- through the Fifteenth Century (Washington, D.C., 2002),

History of Byzantium, From the Seventh
1, 285-90. . 4

? Nicolas Oikonomides has suggested that estates dominated the countryside already in ‘h:]:
century: “The Social Structure of the Byzantine Countryside in the First Half of the Ten!
Century’, Symmeikta 10 (1996), 103-24; reprinted in iden, Social and Economic Life in Byzan-
tium, ed. E, Zachariadou (Aldershot, 2004), XV1. .

* ]. Lefort, N, Oikono(midés, and D. Papachryssanthou, eds, H. Mét’é"é]‘ (collab.), Actes
d'lviron I, des origines au milieu du XIe siécle (Paris, 1985; hereafter Iviron 1), no. 1‘;9‘/.1 -
4 4 M. Nystazopoulou-Pelekidou, ed. Bulavrwé gnapuw s povijs [ldrpov. B, dnpoaic

eiroupydv (Athens, 1980; hereafter Patmos 11), no. 50. : " e .

. N..D ;vorc(mos, “Recherches sur le cadastre byzantin et W fgcalté X 2 SiteinE‘::éi:s;i:
cadastre de Thebes), BCH 83 (195), 1-166 (text on pp. 11-19% xeBt & VRIC, 3 50y )
lorganisation intérieure, la société et I'économie de l'empire byza HEH (Lonﬂoz[:ntium}h’"’l‘ the
See the discussion of this document in P. Lemerle, The Agrarian H"W;f an;mfc Expansion in
Origins to the Twelfth Century (Galway, 1979), 193-200 and A. Harvey’ :: on p. 195, n. 1, that
the Byzantine Empire, 900-1200 (Cambridge, 1989), bk l}frgﬂll]::;fiﬁﬂ\é prisi‘lege 'of paying
the cadaster may not record estates because their owners had 0 caned from the undated

;hﬂr taxes in Constantinople. The 1andow1t1ersl’;ip 32::; ﬁat[hcemr‘e:ieoil of Athens bears signiﬁé
Toperty inventory of a—probably monastic— an strem, 1. Medvedev, an
cadaster: E. Gran 1204, REB 34

cant similarities to the situation im| lied by the Theban ! t
D, Paps Chm;:ﬂ;g; ?Fr:mmt g praktikon de la réglon & Athénes (avan
(1976), 5-44; text on pp- 30-41.
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The fact that scholarship has tended to think in g o & dichotomY
between peasants and large landowners has taken attention away from other
types of proprietors. Besides the cadaster of Thebes, monasitlc archiveg also
reveal the existence of middling Jandowners, such as those living in the little
town of Hierissos, just to the north of Mt Athos.® Although we mostly see this
type of property when it is sold or donated to monasteries, it seems that j
retained its importance throughout the eleventh century and beyond. Some 4
least of these lands were situated within the town territory (ta synorq toy
kastrou), the existence of which is revealed by Athonite documents.” Apart
from the properties of individual town dwellers, this territory also includeq
communal lands, as in the case of villages.®

There is very little evidence of more modest landowners in our sources. To
some extent this is to be expected. Monastic archives, our main source op
landownership, provide information on other proprietors usually when they
alienate their lands to the monasteries. Properties belonging to modest land-
owners have the least chances of leaving traces in this documentation because
few acts concerning acquisitions of limited importance have been preserved?
It is noteworthy, however, that in the cadaster of Thebes there are not many
landowners who may be identified as peasants.'® This does not mean that

modest landowners independent of landlords disappeared altogether. We have
an example of a village that was apparently composed of independent peasants
in early twelfth-century Crete."* Moreover, although the trend was for large
estates to grow over time, this progress could also be reversed. This happened,
apparently on a large scale, after the Seljuk conquest of Asia Minor in the late
eleventh century which forced many landowners off their properties. Local

peasants appropriated these lands and in some cases it took the original
owners decades to reclaim them.?

6 z < . .
E]itesT';l’lv'e e:th]l-lst:.ﬁfiePOF m’Jdd.lmg alzlmdlords’ in provincial towns is noted in J. Haldon, ‘Social
3 s ower’, in J. ial Hi: i i
190;1. it bellg\,{r, Haldon, ed., The Social History of Byzantium (Chichester, 2009),
. ?fgfon 1I, nos 29 (1047), L. 2.3; 30 (second half of the eleventh c.), L 12.
; Lefoxnl? 0111301 See also the disputes over properties claimed by the town dwellers as a group:
Actes dlviron 11 r‘;omld{.s. and D, Papachryssanthou, eds, V. Kravari and H. Métrévéli (collab.),
g mﬁ miliew du Xle siécle & 1204 (Paris, 1990; hereafter Iviron II), no. 34 (1062);
i ou, and N. Svoronos, eds, Actes de Lavra I, des origines a 1204 (Patis, 1970;

hereafter Lavra 1), no. _
Eeorioi? 279—8)0.110 37 (1076-7). On the communal lands of the village, see Lefort, ‘The R

* K. Smyrlis, La fort ;
(P:gis, 20063?146—?5 [{o une des grands monastéres byzantins, fin du X*—milieu du XIV® siécle

N ?ali[v%. E‘conomz'c Expansion, 75-6.
(Vienna, 18688-153)?{1;[1, gsrid;](lfflgdg Efafs"l”“mam graeca medii aevi, sacra et profana, 6 VoIs
T4 1190 (Comirings oo 160-.1.63 o P. Magdalino, The Empire of Manuel 1 Komnenos

** Smyrlis, La fortune, 169-70;
Constantinople in 1204 PP+ 1767, on the usurpations that followed the conquest of
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The state and its financial mte.zrels:s played a crucial part in the transformation
of the pattern of landownership:** first, during the tenth century, by sellin,
deserted village lands to well-off peasants and to ‘powerful’ ind’iviguals 0%
institutions coming from outside the village commune; next, from around the
turn of the eleventh century, by expanding public estates or creating new ones.
The state enlarged its properties by absorbing abandoned lands as well as
through confiscations and purchases.'* The state thus became a landowner on
a larger scale than before, clearly because it realized that the revenues from
land exploitation were greater than those from taxation. Some of these lands
the state awarded to state-controlled pious institutions in Constantinople,
thereby funding charitable activity in the capital as well as providing income
for favoured individuals. The next stage of state intervention took place after
Alexios 1 Komnenos came to power in 1081. In a series of confiscations from
the late 1080s, the state expropriated extensive lands in Europe belonging to
monasteries, churches, and laymen. The confiscations were done by applying,
in an essentially abusive way, the rule according to which a landowner should
not possess more land than the amount corresponding to their tax liability.
Alexios I apparently raised the tax rate and did not give landowners the option
of keeping their properties by paying more. These confiscations were done in
response to the loss of state land and revenue in Asia Minor. They also gave
the emperor the wherewithal to reward favoured individuals. Grants of public
lands and tax concessions were given out on an unprecedented scale, the
beneficiaries being close relatives of the emperor and individuals who had
rendered important services to the state. They were awarded the taxes and/or
ownership of important lands in Europe.”

LANDOWNERS BASED IN CONSTANTINOPLE

These changes in landownership and state finances had an impact on all
layers of society and the relations between them. The state and a numbe{ of
wealthy aristocratic households (oikoi) in Constantinople were the leading

** For what follows, see Lefort, ‘The Rural Economy’, 273, 28%;; o Oikonomi(.ies- T[l;iRogtse-gf
the Byzantine State in the Economy’, in Laiou, The Economic History o By.zanttu]?;l - Ig fortune.
" Confiscations hitting monasteries and laymen were not uncommon: Smyr s, :

171-5; J.-C. Cheynet, ‘Fortune et puissance de Faristocratie (}.{e—;ﬂ ::niidg),%e‘fﬁ%asgge'
J. Lefort, and C. Morrisson, eds, Hommes et richesses dans 'Empire by i e fvﬁlitary Function

(Paris 1991), 208-10; repr. in idem, The Byzantine Aristocracy an <
3 " -10; & 3 i S ot tier,
‘(Aldershot, 2006), no. V. %urchases by the crown or the fisc are attested in 1136: P. Gautier

Le typikon du Chri Pantocrator’, REB 32 (1974), 115, 1.21_- i
° K SmYT]i‘i: "ll:llls: g::‘stg'ﬁevolution of Alexios I Komnenos: Emmg,ﬂS:;‘: gzsaéli;d é‘:ttxl;:s; ;111nr
B. Flusin and J.-C. Cheynet, ed., Autour du Premier humanisme byzan

-610.
e Xle siécle, quarante ans aprés Paul Lemerle, TM 21.2 (2017), 593-61
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pron'IlCeS-w It is impossible to estimate the im,

ds but they were extensive and especially prom
The estates of the great oikoi of Cop

landowners in the
state-contro]led lan

fertile regions of the empire. 1h€ > stantip,
which often originated in imperial donations, were to be found in ¢, :Ple,

areas. As state property grew in the eleventh century, private indiv; Qils Ame
ecclesiastical institutions in the capital also bel}eﬁted indirectly frop, atrl}ld
greater availability of fiscal land thanks to imperial donations, There exXist ¢
few examples of fully documented fortunes. In 1083, Gregory Pakourig, 1
commander-in-chief of the army, endowed his newly founded monastery 05,
Philippoupolis with properties located in Bulgaria, Thrace, and Iviaced:ne'a r
they included twenty-three estates or villages and seven dependent mOnastela’
ies. In 1136, John II Komnenos gave the monastery of the Pantokrator g "
estates or villages and eight dependent monasteries as well as numerous ot].}’:g
important properties, all situated in regions neighbouring the Marmara apq
Aegean Seas."” Probably the main significance of the growing presence of
Constantinople-controlled estates in the countryside was that it limited the
expansion of provincial landowners and drained away much of the loca
surplus to the capital. The existence of these estates connected the provinces
with Constantinople in a number of additional ways, all implying an increased
control of the countryside by the centre. Transactions between provincials and
landowners in the capital could take place in Constantinople.*® Disputes over
lands would also reach the capital.'” The estates no doubt provided other less
visible channels of communication through the administrators (episkeptitai,
kouratores, pronoetai, or oikonomoi), both those who travelled out to the
provinces and those who lived there and formed part of rural society.”

The large grants Alexios I awarded to his close relatives transformed
the way people in many areas of the empire related to central authority.”
Although this system was devised as a way of providing financial resources,
:r:&‘irgaf‘fgaihiﬂg consequences. The beneficiaries, in particular Alexios’
o Aaﬂm fl;ztlillers-llln-latw, exercised rights only the state normally P"s‘f
these m dil\)ri s heaig ec:lmg taxes, the admu.nstrators or t.rusted mﬁlrln “:s
o e an resolv?d property disputes, established tbe i

» and apparently also seized private lands. At the same timé the

Portan(:e o
Inent j,

o em. i

v Sm;'rhlisrl.aj’zk:gep;gl ?dggd o for the twelfth c.: Manuel I, 162-9.
t] 3 - e 1

** Iviron 11, no, 40 (1071). » 83-4, ® Lavral, no. 42 (1081).

20
They most ’ i
ey most often appear in doCUments Concemi_ng the setting of the borders of Pmpertltfs

REB 26 (1968), n - Darrouzés, ‘Restes du cartulaire d H‘éra-XérochomPhj?"’
Eest.ionna.ires d)e;s 1?en§'ig;é$mdémminisuatprs of imperial eilt;ie: se:’. -G et Dz
Cécile Morrisson), 163-204, de sociale (X°-XII* siecle)’, TM 16 (2011) [= Mélang

" Cf. the discussio
. : n of : e
Fiscal Revolution of Ale .U?Ie’?e grants in Lemerle, Agrarian history, 209-14 and smyrlis “Th
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authority of fiscal officials did not extend over their properties. Although th

emperor could still intervene, much of this happened withtl)ut an gdhireci
reference to his authority.** These grants thus introduced a certain anzbi ity
between what was private and what public. This development, howevergudjd
not threaten Constantinople’s control over the empire’s territories nor ciid it
lead to regional fragmentation. It is preferable to speak rather of a multiple
central authority.” It is worth repeating here that the revolts of the late twelfth
century were not led by members of the Komnenian clan holding properties in
the provinces but for the most part by locally based powerful individuals.**

THE PROVINCIAL ELITE

What may be called the provincial elite included town and village notables as
well as wealthy monasteries founded in the countryside and in provincial
towns.2® The town elite was a diverse group including people in state service or
bearing imperial titles, as well as a more or less developed church officialdom
headed by the bishop. Villages possessed a much more rudimentary elite, one
or two priests, maybe a notary, and a few more notables who represented the
village or offered testimony in disputes.

How wealthy were provincial landowners? One of the best-documented
cases is that of the imperial dignitary Eustathios Boilas, known from the will he
made in 1059.2° Born to an affluent Cappadocian family, he migrated to settle
on the empire’s eastern frontier. He seems before long to have acquired several
pieces of land in a region that was largely deserted; some of these properties he
bought, others may have been granted to him by the state. He organized them
into distinct estates, building a house and a church on the main one. Boilas’
landed fortune was respectable but not great. Having at one point comprised
nine estates, by 1059 it had diminished to four such properties worth well over
50 pounds of gold. It is impossible to tell how common this type of landowner
was in rural Byzantium. At least in the European provinces of the empire most

2 See in particular Iviron I1, nos 43 (1085), 45 (1090-1094), 50 (1101), 52 (1104); J. Bompaire,
ed., Actes de Xéropotamou (Paris, 1964), no. 7 (1085). Caesar N‘Lkep!mros Melissenos seems
to have donated an imperial estate; but the donation was sa.ncuopec_l by the emperor:
N. Oikonomidss, ed., Actes de Docheiariou (Paris, 1984; hereafter Docffemﬂou), no. 4.

** Cf. E. Patlagean, Un Moyen Age grec. Byzance, x“-xv* siécle (Paris, 2007), 32;:;—4. o

* P. Magdalino, ‘Constantinople and the dtw ydpa in the time §fSB‘m?Xrtll~: in
N. Oikonomides, ed., Byzantium in the 12th Century: Ca.non Law, State an hoaelyB f:;s;
1991), 180-1; repr. in P. Magdalino, Studies on the History and Topography of Byzan
Constantinaple (Aldershot, 2007), no. X; and idem, Manuel I, 155. ]

2 On the provincial town elite see Magdalino, Manuel I, 150-60 and,

‘Social Elites’. ) ) . 4
P, Ijeemserle, Cing études sur le XI° sidcle byzantin (Paris, 1977), 15-63; text on pp- 20-5.

more recently, Haldon,
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landowners would have been autochthonous and woulld have resided i to
within well-populated regions.*” The docum?nta.ry evidence frara the eleventy
and twelfth centuries concerning Macedome't al'ld the south-eastern Aegean
contains some examples of noteworthy 131‘0_\"111(31‘<11 landowners.‘ Judging from
the properties they alienated to monasteries none of t‘hes.e individuals
families was very powerful.”® It does not seem to be a coincidence that most
major donations to monasteries came either from the emperor or from Private
landowners in the capital.”’

The fortune of wealthy provincials must have often resembled that of the
protopapas Nikephoros of Hierissos, probably one of the richest mey of
the town at the end of the tenth century.*® He died before 995, but the family
remained influential or wealthy for at least two more generations, Their
fortune is reasonably well documented. Before 985, Nikephoros sold to Iviron
a courtyard (aule) with ‘many excellent houses’ for seven pounds of gold. In
1001, his son, the kouboukleisios Stephanos, sold to the same monastery
additional properties for four pounds of gold: his father’s house with its six
barrels or vats in Hierissos as well as two vineyards, a large field of 100 modioi,
a prairie, a brick factory, and a mill. In 1017, Stephanos donated to his
daughter, who had become a nun, a small monastery with a vineyard and
three fields. Although it is not impossible that the family owned a consolidated
estate, it seems more likely that their fortune consisted of a number of
vineyards and large to medium-sized fields located in the region of Hierissos.
Apart from the one measuring 100 modioi, other fields of 50, 30, 20, and
several of 12 modioi are attested in their possession. They also held consider-
able town properties which served as their residence and maybe also as rental
shops.** The brick factory and mill provided additional revenue while the six
barrels/vats in Nikephoros’ house may point to the sale of wine.

Monastic landowners are much better known than lay ones, the best docu-
mented being certain Athonite establishments, A number of these monasteries

¥ Cf. MJ. Angold, ‘Archons and Dynasts: Local Aristocracies and the Cities in the Later
Byzantine Empire’, in M, Angold, ed., The Byzantine Aristocracy, IX to XIII Centuries (Oxford,
1984), 237; D, Jacoby, ‘Les états latins en Romanie: phénomeénes sociaux et économiques
(1204-1350 environ)’, in XV* Congrés international d'études byzantines, Rapports et co-rapports
(Athens, 1976), L3, 7; repr. in idem, Recherches sur Ia Méditerranée orientale du Xile au XVe
stécle—peuples, sociétés, économies (London, 1979), no. 1.
Some examples: Iviron II, no. 39 (1071): Psellos; Docheiariou, no. 3 (1112): Bourion/

Rasopoles; E, Branouse (ed.), Bulavrwa éyypaga s povis Hérpov. A, Abroxparopucd (Athens,

19?90). nos 2 and 3-(1079): Kaballoures and Skenoures,
ol The most striking example being that of the village of Radolibos given to Iviron by Kale
Souriane; in 1103, the village was inhabited by 122 peasant families: Iviron II, no. 51.
On the family of Nikephoros and their fortune: Iviron 1, 131-2. In 982, Nikephoros’ signon
::s :mong the first of those placed by 74 inhabitants of Hierissos on an act of guaranty: Iviron L
3.‘ CI:. M. Kaplan, ‘Villes et campagnes & Byzance du VI¢ au XII° siscle: aspects économiques et
sociaux;, in Citta e campagna nei secoli altomedievali (Spoleto, 2009), 518,
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PosseSSEd important landed fortunes. The prestige of Mt Athos, which enjoyed
imperial favour fro-m th-e tenth century, grew in the eleventh, especially after the
monasteries of Asia Minor entered a period of decline following the Turkish
conquest. It is doubtful whether Ay other provincial establishment would have
peen more prosperous than the leading Athonite monasteries, Lavra and Tviron.
Much of their wealth originated in imperial donations of properties that were
already monastic. Iviron may have been the richer of the two, possessing
towards the end of the eleventh century twenty-three estates in Macedonia;
they had a surface area of more than 100,000 modioi and included more than
200 dependent peasants (paroikoi).”* This was a great fortune that few laymen
of the provinces could have matched.

The provincial elite was expanding its landownership from the ninth
century and most clearly in the tenth. Indeed, these were the people a.nd
institutions primarily targeted by the legislation of the Macedonians trying
to curb land acquisitions by the ‘powerful’. By the eleventh century, it seems
that there were areas where expansion could only proceed at the expense of
other more or less affluent landowners, most peasant land having already been
absorbed by landowners’ estates. We can see this process in l:he' parts of
Macedonia documented by the Athonite archives. While disputes w1t.h village
communes or peasants subside as we move forward in time, fights with o.ther
landowners, bishoprics, monasteries, or town dwellers as a group continue
unabated.?® There is little doubt, however, that the greatest competition came
from the state itself, which possessed superior financial and legal means. Its
increased interest in the land, from around the turn of the eleventh century,
must have limited considerably the room for expansion of all other land-
owners, The confiscations under Alexios I certainly affected rural landowners
more than anything had previously. The monastery of Iviron lost almost half
its fortune.** ‘

The paucity of information coming from the twelfth century makesthn
difficult to follow the evolution of the rural elite’s landov?‘nershlp. Even tf[
usually well-documented fortune of the Athonites remains in the shadou.r urilfi .
the second half of the thirteenth century when the documents‘ sh?r‘mli1 a lsiﬁrilted
cant degree of continuity in the property of several monasteries. 1he

e paroikoi
* On the properties of Lavra and Iviron, see Smyrlis, La fortune, 47—3;2;:&%? :h cgmpeted
of Iviron, see Iviron II, 33. The monastery of Vatopedi, which dm;lnge been much less wealthy,
with Iviron for the second rank in Mt Athos after Lavra, seems to ;-Yd C. Giros, eds, Actes de
owning five estates in 1080: J. Bompaire, J. Lefort, V. Kravar, :
Vatopédi 1, des origines a 1329 (Paris, 2001),9, 12 o onomidas, ed, Actes de
* Disputes with peasants o villages: Iviron L, no. 9 ( at landowners or towns: Iviron I,
Dionysiou (Paris, 1968), no. 1 (1056). Disputes with Omelro%ge) 40 (1071); J. Lefort, ed., Actes
nos 10 (996), 27 (1042); Iviron 11, nos 31 (1056), 34 (1062)
dEsphigménou (Paris, 1973), no. 4 (1078).
* Iviron 1, 27-31.
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ence we have on laymen indicates that landownership o
of importance to town dwellers. Significantly, the imperial privile 1Nued :
to towns in the thirteenth century primarily concern the inhg, bgi:s awlard
and its exemption from taxes; in some cases, commercial privile antg’ |
included.”® 8ES are g,
Of course, landownership was not the unique source of the proyinc
wealth. The growth of the Byzantine economy in the eleventh c;}Cla] elite'y
based not only on the expansion of agricultural production buftltu
manufacture and trade, both of which were largely based in 315'0 on
towns. The most interesting aspect of this is that significant new Pfonn?ial
centres emerged in towns such as Thebes and Corinth, bringing infl‘()duct?on
Constantinople’s monopoly. Equally important is the appearance OfQH?stlon
range finished products of which the consumers would be the 0 o
vincial elite.’® No doubt, wealthy locals were the main forcegliz;?ng pro-
beneﬁcaifries from, the expansion of manufacture and trade seen Ind, and
pla.ces. Additional income came from the increasingly valuabl in some
erties they exploited directly or rented. These = urban prop-
alternati ! . economic activities offered an
b EITIAIYE 10 lz.mdo‘mmhlp as a means of enrichment, all the more so
az‘t:zgsrinter:; 01';31 € XPZIHS ion was growing harder. Certainly, the increased
twelfth cznwﬂ}:so-vm cial towns noted by scholarship for the eleventh and
limits set by the Eg‘;ﬁﬂ;;t:} ‘(\Jqothnsttzet?iite,f o PI'OSpexl'it),r. Within the
lands, the assertiveness of provincial tn ople over the empire’s productive
twelfth century. It is from 31 ovincial towns became more pronounced in the
the award of imperial rivills Cem“ry' t_hatszve have the first clear evidence of
ﬂlmeentl’x-centm—}r riv-i? eges to cities.’® The apparently more extensive
process of e:rnanciplz:tioneg;5 s are_beﬁt understood as a further step in the long
provincial towns from Constantinople.

evid

THE PEASANTRY

By the end of

depended onoprzget EIIevemh century, a large proportion of the peasatt

Cam—— a:: ¢ landowners, either because they were their tenants 0f
ge or taxes had been conceded to them by the state. All thes

3
On these privile
Mélanges offerts 4 Heﬁesﬁ 5 l?atlagean, ‘Les immunités des Thessaloniciens’, in Edoxle
gh"YSObu]]s» of Cities and thn;fﬂe-r (Paris, 1998), 11, 591-601; D. Kyritses ‘Tl;e “Comm0?
29-43, ¢ Notion of Property in Late Byzz:nﬁ{lmmymr;teikta 13 (1999).
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LY Trisson, The Byzg 4 , ch, 4.
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peasants were now called paroikoi, a term no longer reserved for the landless
tenants.** Many peasants, perhaps the majority, remained directly subjected t

the fisc and thus independent from private lords. Their numbers kjloweve:
were constantly diminishing as the concession of peasants to priv;,te beneﬁ:
ciaries continued and accelerated with the expansion of the pronoia in the
twelfth century. The scholarship of the last decades has tried to present a more
nuanced image of the condition of the paroikos than the traditional pessimistic
one. With regard to tenants, in particular, it has been pointed out that one
should distinguish between their juridical and their economic situation.
A tenant with a pair of oxen would be better off than a landowning peasant
with one or no ox.** It has also been argued that, although a tenant peasant’s
rent was normally twice as high as a landowning peasant’s tax for the same
amount of land, tax-exempt landlords may have offered reduced rates in order
to attract settlers; at the same time, paroikoi would have been protected
from the exactions of tax officials."" According to a somewhat less optimistic

although tenants had to part with a greater portion of their surplus
sion of the economy and the increased
slated into better living standards for

view,
than landowning peasants, the expan
demand for agricultural produce tran:

them as well.*?
Even if it is no longer possible to equate uncritically the condition of the
look the fact that landlords

paroikos with impoverishment, it is hard to over
tended to exploit their dependent peasants economically. And one should not
underestimate the significance of the social and legal inferiority of paroikoi vis-
A-vis independent peasants. Landlords of the eleventh and twelfth centuries

sometimes found paroikoi worthy of compassion and care, condemning
abusive increases in rent or excessive labour services (angareiai), statements
which suggest that such behaviour was not uncommon.® The solicitude of
emperor Alexios I for the oppression of the paroikoi by their landlords
probably reflects the concerns of society at large.** Tax officials could act
arbitrarily and exact heavy taxes, but it was landlords or more often their local

3 Lefort, “The Rural Economy’, 238. i

“ M. Kaplan, Les hommes et la terre  Byzance du VIe au Xle siécle. Propriété et exploitation
du sol (Paris, 1992), 271-2.

41N Oikonomides, “H “ITeipa” mepi mapolicen’,
1986), I, 232-6; repr. in idem, Byzantium from
(Hampshire, 1992), no. XIIL; idem, Fiscalité et exemp
19?26), 214-16; Lefort, ‘The Rural Economy’, 237-8. R

Laiou and Morrisson, The Byzantine Economy, 19578, /007 = S

P Gautier,lrga di:ta)ds de M{zhel Attaliate’, REB 39 (1981), 77, IL. gy delkgsn
du monastére de la Kosmosotira prés d’Aenos (1152)’, IRAIK 13 (1_908)’, 56, 1L 92-1199;2 35
.34-59, 1. 5. Cf. P, Gautier, ‘Le typikon du sébaste Grégoire Pakourianos', REB 42 (1984), 35,
1I. 248-56 and 99, 1. 1331-6. .

“ A chrysobull of 1086 confirming the donation of a village to Leo K(;p:;]alas oy
asking the Jandlord to take good care of the paroikoi and not to eEge B50
Lavra 1, no. 48, 1I, 23-4. See also below the case of the paroikos Lazaros.

in Agiépepa ordv Nixo Zfopivo (Rethymno,
the Ninth Century to the Fourth Crusade
tion fiscale & Byzance (IXe-XIe s.) (Athens,

contains a clause
the village:




Kostis Smyrlis

72 N
onstantly present exercising extensive gy

being a dependent peasant, the parojk;, Ovey
the pEas@ts- T;{izgatﬁ;ict ofg Ochrid as a yoke that at least onea:b;s d'}scri
by archbishop P g’m principle, paroikoi could not leave thej, ;mk"‘ ]
keen to throw I(;n “ owmers would petition the emperor who woulg andloyge
esmt_j‘ f:::::me to them the paroikoi who had settled elsewhere s 1: :ﬁer hig
gﬁﬁ;p:rial estates this principle was no doubt scrupulously enforceq, "\;Ifh
their estates, landlords seem to ha"‘f e f.ible 9 mc_nve their tenanty aroy d
as they pleased, resettling whole villages :;f this .smt.ed their needs Th
could assign them any task they w.anted. Paroikoi were expected tg f,
their lords.* Certain landlords punished or expelled paroikoi for Crimes ”
disobedience.”* This evidence does not mean that paroikoi could not hav(:r
their cases heard by state or ecclesiastical courts (see below the cage oef
Lazaros). It does indicate, nevertheless, that powerful landlords often exerciseq
informal authority over their dependent peasants. Besides taxation and justice,
Jandlords sometimes replaced the state also with regard to the defence of the
country. From the late eleventh century we see landlords constructing or
owning castles or towers in their estates where the peasants would take
refuge at times of danger.*" At least in eleventh-century Macedonia private
fortifications seem to have been relatively rare becoming more common in the
following centuries.*?

Given the prevalence of landowners’ estates in the countryside, given the
economic and legal domination of the lords over their paroikoi, and accepting
that the rural population was growing, it is at first sight surprising that, instead
of declining, the status of paroikoi seems to have improved from the eleventh
century. According to a judge in Constantinople, tenants who had rented land

intendants who were € .

45 P‘ 0] i

. Mgauger, ed, Théophylacte &’Achrida, Lettres (Thessalonike, 1986), 485.

o " 1, no. 33 (1061); Lavra I, no. 64 (1162).

" Gea?;ieKri;Tfsotin’, 52,11 20-1; 72, IL. 10-13
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for more than thirty years could not be expelled from it.** We see this principle
applied in the late twelfth century on an estate of the monastery of Pantokrator
near Smyrna.>* Moreover, whereas in the eleventh and twelfth centuries
the number of days of angareiai paroikoi had to offer seems to have been
determined by the landlord, by the thirteenth century state officials recorded
the peasants’ labour service obligations—something which may have limited
arbitrary action on the part of landlords.**

One reason why the condition of paroikoi did not sink to a low level was
economic. To some extent, competition between landlords trying to attract
or maintain the workforce on their estates meant that their demands or
oppression could not become too heavy. In practice, it would often have been
difficult to stop paroikoi from fleeing and there must have been significant
peasant mobility. The way private landowners tried to counter this mobility,
by applying to the emperor for enforcement, shows the limits of their power.
The other reason has to do with the persistence of a relatively strong state
that set rules and guaranteed the validity of the law. A court decision defined
the conditions of tenancy and, later, the fisc started recording the days of
angareiai owed by paroikoi. Certainly a vast distance separated landlords
from their paroikoi in social terms. De facto, lords enjoyed great authority
over their peasants, judging and punishing them, or treating them in de-
meaning ways. But in spite of these serious reductions in status, paroikoi
were still considered free and legally competent persons. In this sense, the
fact that the majority of the rural population became dependent peasants
probably contributed to improving the status of the paroikos® In the
eleventh century and later, paroikoi, indistinguishable from independent
peasants, offer testimony in disputes, witness acts, and place their signatures
or signa at the end of documents, next to those of town notables or members
of the high aristocracy.®’

A remarkable paroikos of the late eleventh or early twelfth century appar-
ently understood and made full use of the state’s power in order to oppose his
landlord and improve his lot. ‘Bulgarian’ Lazaros was a paroikos of the
archbishopric of Ochrid who longed for freedom and distinction according
to his landlord, Theophylact, our only source on the affair, Although much of
it is obscure, it seems that Lazaros assisted fiscal officials by revealing the
archbishop’s tax evasion in a village he had recently acquired from the fisc
by virtue of an exchange. According to Theophylact, Lazaros received clothes

** 1. and P, Zepos, eds, Jus Graecoromanum (Athens, 1931), IV, 15.2-3 and discussion in
Oikonomides, “H “Ieipa” mept mapolkwy’, 238-9.
** Miklosich and Miiller, Acta, IV, 184-5 (1196). _
j: gkunomides, Fiscalité, 106, n. 117; Mi]d%sich and {\gi;ller, Acta, IV, 182
. Laiou and Morrisson, The Byzantine Economy, 1U/. ) o,
% Iviron 11, nos 35 (1062); 40 (1071)}: 43 (1085); Wilson and Darrouzés, ‘Hiéra-Xérochoraphion’,
no. 4; Pattnos 11, no, 53 (1089).
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that were ‘nobler [eleutheriotera] and cleaner than his state’ and o,
gratifications from the fiscal folCIalS; bemsy ha\ie also hoped to aCquire tﬁr
village. The conflict became serious, Lazaros proving a redoubtable °PPOnene
of the prelate. No doubt thanks to the backing of the officials, Lazargg wat
received by Alexios I himself, before whom he accused Theophylact o Pty s
his house in revenge for his supporting the fisc against his landlord, LaZarng.
claim is said to have moved Alexios to sympathy for the peasant, The last o
hear is that a tax collector was apparently planning to send Lazaros 5 semwe
time to the emperor with a delegation of ‘rebel’ villagers to demangq tr111d
restitution of the village to the fisc.*® Although this case may be exggpﬁonaf
it does reveal the limits of landlord power and shows that paroikoi, individu:
ally or collectively, could resist their landlord by appealing to the imperig|
administration and justice.

The fact that the village commune retained some of its competences evep
after the transformation of villages into private estates helped make paroiko;
less vulnerable. As has been rightly noted, the loss of the fiscal function of the
village caused by this transformation did not destroy the communal organ-
ization of the peasants.*® In some important ways little was different in villages
inhabited by paroikoi from communes of independent peasants. Village not-
ables continued to represent the commune as a whole, playing a significant
role in dispute settlements.*® In documents of the late eleventh and twelfth
century, we see paroikoi acting in the same way as independent peasants had

done earlier: on their own initiative they lay claim to properties belonging to
great landowners.®!

CONCLUSION

Estates controlled by the state and private landowners dominated the coun-
tryside by the end of the eleventh century, although there must have been

58 M 5 5 d
il toot;teoict::sﬁ:::g?gx comes from Gautier, Théophylacte, nos 96, 98; no. 129 seems to
discussd in . Havey evasion made against Theophylact. The case of Lazaros is 450
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u A;;an fm,m't:lmaz; of. Lefort, “The Rural Economy’, 279—2
(1089),200-1 (Grumap i on O Villgers accompanying Lazaros, see also: Patmas Ib 1% %
Yepor1es), 192 (mpoarciny, e s 7o Il 10, 51 (1103), 1. 89 (dbudmuoror re wal ebvmiNTEY
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I 85-95; Wilson gad oo I 1076147, 53 (1089), 55 (1097-1109); Iviron 11, no. 51 (1103
arrouzes, Hiéra-Xérochoraphion’, no, 9 (1 157;- ,
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significant geographical variation that cannot be fully understood. There

certainly f:ontinued to fzxjst plenty of small and medium-sized plots:, which

were not incorporated into estates. Besides the land belonging to great land-

owners, land was also owned by less powerful individuals, ranging from well-

off town inhabitants to modest peasants. Wealthy town dwellers probably

controlled much of the land surrounding their towns. The increased interest

of the state in the land during the eleventh century limited the room for

expansion of provincial landowners, probably more effectively than the tenth-

century legislation had done. With few exceptions, these landowners do not

appear to have been able to match the powerful lay and ecclesiastical oikoi of
the capital in wealth. Towns throughout the empire prospered in the eleventh

century thanks to the expansion of the agrarian economy and, in some places,
thanks to the growth of manufacture and trade. Nevertheless, the importance
of manufacture and trade was nowhere such that it would have permitted the
emergence of a truly powerful elite capable of challenging central authority.
Wealth in Byzantium still primarily came from the land that was tightly
controlled by Constantinople. This did not change under the Komnenoi
when large estates were awarded to the emperor’s close relatives. In economic
as well as legal and social terms, peasants depending on landlords were often
worse off than free peasants. Landlords replaced the state to a certain extent
within their lands. They collected the taxes, exercised judicial authority, and
sometimes they even ensured the defence of a locality. Nevertheless, the fiscal
and political interests of the state severely limited the power of landlords.
Many landowners were not very wealthy and even those who were powerful
did not possess boundless rights over their lands. Tax exemptions were
controlled by state officials and were revocable. Confiscation was not rare.
The limited power of the landlords, the pervading force of central authority
and the persistence of a legal tradition guaranteed by the state restricted the
degradation in status of paroikoi.”*

“ submitted for publication in 2012 and last revised in 2015. Two
studie'Is'h gezil:ie:;n‘tﬂctlﬁa&t:rrm society aPPeafed too late to be taken into consideration hge-.
R. Estangiii Gomez, ‘Richesses et propriété paysannes A 1_3yzance (XIe-XIVe s;f:]e) 3 “:.;}?t e-
louis, S. Métivier, and P. Pages, eds, Le saint, le moine et le paysan. M ngesM K: ?;Le
byzantine offerts & Michel Kaplan (Paris, 2016), 171-212; R. Estangui Gomez an ol Prp P
‘La société rurale au Xle sitcle: une réévaluation’, in Flusin and Cheynet, Autour du Prem
humanisme byzantin, 531-60.
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