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Summary :

After therebellion of September 12th 1185 in Constantinople, which signalled the fall of the Komnenian dynasty and caused the death of
Andronicus| and his son Manuel |1, the later's underage sons Manuel, Alexius and David found refuge in their relative Thamar, queen of Georgia.
With her help, the two brothers captured the south coast of the Black Sea and founded the Trebizond Empirein April 1204.

Date
1204

Geographical Location
Trebizond, south coast of the Black Sea

1. Historical framework

After the death of Manuel | Komnenos (1143-1180) his twelve year old son, Alexios |1, ascended to the Byzantine imperia throne,
his regent being Maria of Antioch, whose attitude towards the Latin was rather favourable. But since the lawful emperor was still
underage, a nephew of the dead emperor and a favourite of Maria, the Alexios Komnenos, assumed power. The
didlike of many members of the Komnenoi family towards the Latins, who were favoured by this new status quo in the administration
of the state, led to the overturning of the government in May 1182, following arebellion that broke out in the capital. The
protosebastos Alexios was blinded, and the cousin of Manuel, Andronikos | Komnenos, governor of the Pontos up to then, seized
power. Andronikos (1182-1185), being an enemy of the aristocracy and having opposed to the pro-western policy of his
predecessor Manuel |, had raised great expectationsto all those wishing to overturn the pro-Latin regency. Soon, however, his
administration became a regime of terror.

Andronikos anti-Latin attitude contributed in raising the tension between the West and the Byzantine Empire, while his anti-
aristocratic policy militarily weakened the state, as the landed aristocracy was the main source of its military strength. All these elicited
intense popular resentment, which also spread to members of the Komnenoi dynasty. In August 24, 1185 the Normans of Sicily
captured Thessalonica meeting almost no resistance; then a part of the Norman army moved towards Serres and another one made
its way towards Constantinople. Upon the Byzantine capital a gloomy atmosphere was hanging. The administration’s terrifying
measures and the fear of a Norman capture of Constantinople were the two main factors that led to the outbreak. On September
12th 1185 arebellion broke out, and the last of the Komnenos dynasty, Andronikos I, met aviolent death at the hands of the
infuriated mob of Constantinople.

Andronikos was succeeded in the throne by Isaac |1 Angelos (1185-1195). Isaac was worried about the threat represented by the
son of the deceased emperor, the popular rightful heir Manuel Komnenos, and had him blinded. However, Manuel
Komnenos was so serioudly injured in the process that he soon died. The sons of Manuel were till underage at the time. Alexios,
bornin 1182, was only three years old. David was a bit younger, but he had certainly been born sometime before 1185. Under the
menace of |saac Angelos, who was bent on exterminating the grand- children of Andronikos, the two brothers were taken to Iberian
(Lazican) Colchis.! Exactly how the two infants managed to escape the heavily guarded Constantinople remains a mystery. If their
mother was a Georgian princess, which is considered possible, it was prbably her that helped them escape. The only thing certain is
that Alexios and David left Constantinople by sea— possibly on one of the ships prepared by Andronikos to fight the Normans — and
found refuge in their relative Thamar,? the Georgian princess of Iberia. After the death of David (1178), her husband and ruler of
Georgia, Thamar (1184-1212) shared power with her father George. She became sole ruler in 1184.

2. Thamar’s stance

In 1204, the year Constantinople was captured by the Latins, Alexios was 22 years old and David, the younger one, was around 20
or 21.3 It seems unlikely that the two brothers had by then aspired to capture of the imperial throne, or to establish a new empire.
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Thamar, however, was hostile towards the Angelos dynasty, because they had ousted the Komnenoi, afamily to which she was
related. This hostility was openly expressed on the occasion of an incident occurred in Constantinople, at some point before July of
1203. In her customary way, the Georgian princess offered to monks from the Black Mountain (near Antioch), from Cyprus and
from the Mount Athos large sums of money. On their way back from Georgia, the monks' itinerary necessarily passed through
Constantinople. Having been informed of the monks' arrival, Alexios |11 Angelos seized the gifts. Enraged, Thamar decided to take
revenge by organizing a campaign against Trebizond. At start, she did not intend to found a new empire; she only sought vengeance
for Alexios I11’s hostile act, in the general context of her expansive policy. The area of Trebizond was easy prey for Thamar, while
the loss would be grave and damaging for the Angeloi.

3. The capture of the city of Trebizond and the foundation of the Empire of Trebizond

Thamar probably judged that the right time to strike was the period following the first capture of Constantinople by the Crusaders, in
July 18th 1203. That was a moment when the capital had received a blow and Thamar could take advantage of the political instability
and the Byzantine incapability of a military response: Alexios |11 was dethroned and his blind brother, Isaac |1, had become emperor
again. In the brothers Alexios and David she found the idea instruments to fulfil her plans. Thus the two brothers emerged in the
scene of the military operations against Trebizond; imbued by Thamar’s political ideals, they followed her external policy plans. And
0, in April of 1204 Alexios Komnenos peacefully captured the capital of the theme of Chaldia, the city of Trebizond; the two
brothers captured subsequently the south shore of the Black Sea. David took up residence in Paphlagonia, in the western section of
the captured territory, making Heraclea® his capital. Alexios, now master of the fortresses of Tripolis, Cerasous, lasonion and
Mesochaldia, and in control of an area extending from the river Phasis to the river Thermodon (Terme), settles down in the eastern
part, making Trebizond his capital.> The route Alexios army followed until Trebizond remains a matter for speculation. It is unlikely
that the army was transported over water, sincein Thamar’s period Georgia did not possess any suitable portsin the Black Sea.
There was the port of the river Poti (Phasis) in Mingrelia, but it is unlikely that the royal force embarked from Poti. Moreover, the
chronicles of the time do not make the slightest mention to a naval expedition. On the contrary, they note the names of the places
captured by Alexios in geographical order; Lazicawas reportedly the first to fal, followed by Trebizond, which indicates that the
troops arrived in Trebizond through Lazica. We do know that the journey from Thlisi to Trebizond lasted eight days, but we do not
know the itinerary. A famous route leading to Trebizond passed through Karin and Theodosiopolis (Erzurum).® A folk song may

prove illuminating on thisissue; in it Thamar appears as saying: “I Thamar, captured Erzurum and placed Isfahan under tribute”.” This
particular quote indicates that the historical fact of the Georgian onward march towards Arzen (Erzurum), which led to the foundation

of the Trebizond Empire, must have survived in the collective memory of the people.® Thus we come to the conclusion that Alexios'
army crossed Lazica through Erzurum, following a south to north direction, reaching Trebizond from the south. The imperial domain
during the first years of the Empire's existence spread from the Sangarios region to Nicomedia. After David’s defeat by Theodore |
Laskaris (1204-1222) at Heraclea, its territory was limited up to Sinope. But boundaries kept shrinking further. After his defeat at
Heraclea,® David withdrew to his estates in Paphlagoniaand shortly before his death he was tonsured a monk, taking on the name
Daniel. After the elimination of David, Alexios' territory was constricted to the region between the river Phasis and the city of
Themiscyra (Carsaba), including some citiesin Crimea and Perateia, the area around Cherson. Alexios was left the sole Komnenos
ruler in the Pontos and emerged as the founder of the Empire of Trebizond and of the dynasty of the Grand Komnenoi.

4. Attitude of the local population

The bloodless capture of Trebizond by the brothers Alexios and David was not a coincidence, nor was it merely a felicitous event for
the first of the Grand Komnenoi: it can be attributed to very specific factors. The then or of Trebizond, Nikephoros
Palaiologos, quickly defected to Alexios, as he did not possess the military vigour of the Komnenoi, in spite of the fact that he
militarily controlled the area of the Trebizond and the theme of Chaldia. The inhabitants of this area, seeing as defining changes took
place throughout the whole region and fearing the Latins on their west and the various Turcoman tribes on the east, coalesced around
Alexios, hailing him as the rightful heir to the Byzantine Empire. The name of the Komnenoi aone, which enjoyed respect and
recognition throughout Asia Minor, was enough to inspire confidence and security in the minds of the people. We should aso
underline the fact that before 1204, Alexios' grandfather, Andronikos I Komnenos, had served as commander of the Pontos area for
two years before ascending to the imperial throne. He had even organised a campaign to capture Constantinople there, aiming at
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seizing the throne. The name of the Komnenoi was well-known and dear to the inhabitants of the Pontos, and Alexios took advantage
of this affection. 1% The geographical and strategic position, as well as the financial importance of the Pontos, together with the strong
Byzantine element among the region’s population, were defining factors for the surviva and consolidation of his state. The identity of
interests between Alexios and the inhabitants of Trebizond resulted into the latter willingly submitting to Alexios' rule (with the sole
exception of Amisos [Samsun]) and to their peaceful coexistence.

5. Connection between the capture of Trebizond and thefall of Constantinople

The empire of the Grand Komnenoi is founded in early April 1204. The Latin Empire is established in Constantinople on April 13th,
1204. If we assumed that the capture of Trebizond took place after the establishment of the Latin Empire, we would have to accept
that the news of the capture of Constantinople reached Georgiain only afew days, and a few days later a campaign was organized;
this was impossible at the time from arealistic point of view. It appears that the capture of Trebizond was planned independently of
thefind fall of the Byzantine capital to the Crusadersin April of 1204, and it was probably connected with the first capture of
Constantinople on July 18th, 1203.11 It has been argued that the emergence of the Empire of Trebizond was not a movement of
byzantine resistance following the fall of Constantinople to the Latinsin 1204, but a product of the centrifugal tendencies that existed

in Constantinople during the time of the Angelos rule.2 Moreover, it seems that the state of Trebizond had already come into

existence when the Byzantine capital fell to the Crusaders.’3 In all likelihood the decision to capture Trebizond was taken after the
appropriation of Thamar’s gifts and the opportune for the Georgian queen first capture of Constantinople by the Latins, both events
taking place in July of 1203. The period of time until April of 1204, when Alexios captures Trebizond, is considered enough to plan
and carry out such a campaign.

6. The idea to recapture Constantinople

It seems that the first emperor of Trebizond cultivated the idea to recapture Constantinople after 1204, having himself adopted the
inherent ideology of the states that were created after the conquest of Constantinople by the Latins. Centrifugal tendencies existed in
the province of Trebizond already from the 11th century. Theodore Gabras regained Trebizond from the Seljuk Turks (¢.1075); he
then organized and became the indipendent ruler of the whole region up to Coloneia and Paipert until his death (1098). Apparently,
the expansive aspirations of this independent Pontic state after the fall of Constantinople in 1204, flourished in atraditionally
secessionist environment thus inspiring Alexios the ambition to recapture Constantinople, since he was the rightful heir to its throne.

7. Theimperial title of the Grand Komnenoi

In the 13th century and up to the time of Manuel | Grand Komnenos (1238-1263), the emperors of Trebizond had appropriated the
title «faithful Basileus (king) and Emperor of the Romans». However, after the recapture of Constantinople in 1261, the first
Palaeologos emperor, Michael VI, expressed his discontent at the use of this title by the Trapezuntine kings, by sending several
envoys requesting of John |1 (1280-1285) to cease using the imperial emblems. He also offered his third daughter, Eudokia, as a
bride to John, on the understanding that John would remove the scarlet shoes from his royal attire —these were the imperial insignia
par excellence— and would accept to be demoted, taking on the title of . Indeed, in 1282 John Il was married to Eudokiain
Constantinople. He did not receive the title of despotes, however, which indicates that Michagl V11 probably made a concession on
that point. The new title of the emperor of Trebizond was «Faithful to Lord Christ Basileus and Emperor of all the East, 1beria and
Perateia». Thistitle first occursin legisiative texts in the signature on a issued by Alexios |11 Grand Komnenos (1349-
1390) in March of 1364 and regarding the Venetians. Thistitleisinserted in treaties only later, in the 14th century, while it also
appears on the chrysobull of Alexios |11 pertaining to the foundation of the monastery of Dionysios on Mt Athos, in September of
1374. Thetitle of the emperors of Trebizond also describes the extent of their dominion: «of all East» is an overstatement, for Iberia,
the region southeast of the Black Sea, was already |ost to the empire (possibly during the reign of Andronikos 1), while the «provinces
overseas» or «the region overseas», i.e. the Crimean possessions of Cherson and Gotthia, where independent of Trebizond already
by the 14th century. Therefore, the addition «of the Iberians» (emperor of the Iberians) is most likely an alusion to the family relations
and the traditional friendship that connected the imperial dynasties of Georgia and Trebizond. It is also areminder of the fact that,
after 1334, a part of Lazica belonged to the Empire of Trebizond, and we should consider this year as terminus post quem for the
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mention of Iberiain the imperid title. The phrase «of Perateia» denotes the empire’s possessions on the Crimean peninsula. Just like
the terms «Perateian land» or «Pera», it indicates the coastal areas found on «the opposite shore». The term «Perateia» was
preserved in the title of the Trapezuntine emperors until the end (1461), notwithstanding the presence of the Mongols and the
Genovese, who weakened the link between these possessions and the capital, Trebizond. Lastly, the imperial emblem of Trebizond
was the single-head eagle, adopted after September of 1282, after John's marriage to Eudocia.

8. Thedistinctive name of «Grand Komnenoi»

The Komnenoi of Trebizond, from the time of the first emperor, Alexios |, to the last one, David, were hailed as «Grand Komnenoi».
According to Michael Panaretos this title, which was also known in the West, was not only applied to the emperor, but also to his
spouse and their offspring. The origins of this epithet are unknown. One could argue thistitle is indicative of the political ideology of
the Grand Komnenoi, according to which the Empire of Trebizond constituted a continuation of the Byzantine imperia tradition in the
empire’s former eastern possessions. At the same time, the epithet «Grand» next to the name of each Komnenos Trapezuntine
emperor brings to mind the imperial grandeur of Constantinople, acting, at the same time, as areminder of the ousted family’s
legitimate claim to the throne of Constantinople.

1. Onthe exact time of the two brothers’ escape there are many views. See Baciligp, A.A., «<H i8pvon tg Avtokpatopiag g Tpamelovvrac» (reprint),
Hovtioka 1, opmovkng, |.T. (trans.) (A8nve 1947), pp. 16-20.

2. Hovaperoc, Mo, Xpovucov, Aauyidng, O. (ed.), «Muyanh tov Hoavapétov nepi tov Meydhov Kopvnvavs, Apyeiov Hévrov 22 (1958), p. 61.3;
Nicetae Choniatae, Historia, Dieten |. van (ed.) (CFHB 11, 1975), pp. 224.34. An earlier view, that Thamar was Manuel's sister, is considered impossible
by modern scholars, yet there is no certainty on the kind or the degree of thisrelation. See Aapyidng, O., «Ilepi v idpvotv Tov kpdtovg TV MeydAmv
Kopvnvovs», Apyeiov Movrov 31 (1971-1972), pp. 4-9; Janssens, E., Trebizonde en Col chide (Bruxelles 1969), pp. 65-66.

3. A major issue for students of the history of the Great Komnenoi isthe lack of sufficient textual evidence. The only source on the Trebizond Empire,
the chronicle of Michael Panaretus, a Georgian chronicler in the court of the Great Komnenoi, is rather scant on information concerning the years up to
1280, but it doestreat in some detail the empire’srelations with the various Turkic tribes during that same period.

4. Nicetae Choniatae, Historia, Dieten . van (ed.) (CFHB 11, 1975), pp. 638.69-639.72.
5. Nicetae Choniatae, Historia, Dieten . van (ed.) (CFHB 11, 1975), pp. 639.72-73.

6. “Arzen er Roum”, which means area or fortress of the Romans. This name was given to the city from the 11th century already; it isidentified with
the Calicala of the Arab writers.

7. Baciheo, A.A., H idpvon e Avroxparopiog e Tpamelobvrog (reprint), Hovriaxd 1, Ilapmovkng, LT. (trans) (A0qva 1947), p. 31.
8. Bacihiegp, A.A., H idpvon e Avtoxparopiac e Tpamelobvrac (reprint), ITovriaxd 1, lapmovkng, LT. (trans) (A0Mva 1947), p. 31.
9. Nicetae Choniatae, Historia, Dieten I. van (ed.) (CFHB 11, 1975), pp. 626.68-71.

10. On the popular image of the Comneni see Bnocapiov, Eykduiov eic Tpanelodvra, Adumpog, T. (ed.), «Bnocopinvog Eykdpiov eig Tpanelodvia»,
NE 13 (1916), pp. 183.35-184.11. On the fame of the Comneni among modern Greeks see Avdpeadng, X.I'., «ITavayidtng Matapdykac. Evag
Anopovnuévog momtc-npodéevog oty Tpanelovvta (1865-1868)», Apyeiov ITovrov 47 (1996-1997), pp. 41-90.

11. vasiliev, A.A., “Thefoundation of the Empire of Trebizond 1204-1222", Speculum 11 (1936), p. 19.
12. Ahrweiler-T'hokotln, E., Iotopia EAAnviot Efvove @' (ABiva 1980), p. 326.

13. Nicol, D.M., The Last Centuries of Byzantium (London 1972), Kopvnvog, E. (trans.), Ot tedevtaior aicves tov Bolavtiov, 1261-1453 (ABfHva
1996), p. 30.
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Glossary :
chrysobull

(gold seal) Imperial document of the Byzantine state which was so named because it bore the gold seal of the emperor.
despotes

Title introduced in the 12th century. In administrative hierarchy, the office of despotes was under the emperor and the co-

emperor. From the 14th century onwards, the title was given to the governors of the Byzantine Peloponnese.

doukas (lat. dux)
Antiquity: Roman military commander who, in some provinces, combined military and civil functions.
Buzantium: ahigher military officer. From the second half of the 10th c. the title indicates the military comander of alarger district. After the 12th c.,
doukes were called the governors of small themes.

praefectus urbi (prefect of the city)

(later referred to as the eparch of the city) Administrator and virtual governor of Constantinople in the Early/Middle Byzantine Era. He was
responsible for the surveillance and the harmonius life of the Capital. One of his responsibilities was to control the commercial and
manufacturing activities of Constantinople. After 1204, however, the office began to diminish, while from the 14th century, his
responsibilities were assumed by two officers, the so-called kephalatikeuontai of the capital.

protosebastos

High-ranking title usually bestowed upon close relatives of the emperor. Thetitle wasintroduced by Alexios| Komnenos. In the 12th century it was
awarded to close associates of the emperor and to members of aristocratic families, such as the Palaiol ogos, Tarchaneiotes, Raoul and Metochites
families.

sebastokrator

Honorary title of the Byzantine court. The office was established in 1081 by Alexios | Komnenos for his elder brother |saac, equivalent to the one of
regent

Sources
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Quotations
Michael Panaretos

«HAOev 6 péyac Kopvnvog, 6 k0o AAEEI0¢ ££eABwv pév &k ¢ evdaipovoc Kwvotavtivounodews, ékotoatevoag de €€ Tpnolac,
omovdn kal HoxOw TNE TEOC TaTEOC Belag avToL Oduap, Kal agéAafe v ToameCovvta unvi AmoiAiw, ivdkTiwvog L', étoug
cPip’, Etwv v kf».

IMavagetog, MixomA, Xpovikov, Aappidng, O. (ed.), «MixanA tov Iavagétov mepl twv MeyaAwv Kopvnvwv», Apxeiov ITovtov 22
(1958), pp. 61.1-5

Bessarion

A. «AAéE10G pEv ye kalnuiv. O mpo@Tog Mg YNNG tavtnol Bacidevoag, Kol TovTo d1) 10 YAVKD TavTwVv Ovoua Kol UiV, wg ToD TG
Baolelag ovopatog, obTw dN kal TAVTWV kKatne&e kaAwv. OOTog olwvog pév rExev Avdgovikov To0 Kopvnvoo, faocidevoavtog
pev kot avtod tov Popaiwy, 10 8 oikelov dvadégovtog Yévog oL kai 0 mowtog AAEEL0G, péyag d& Kopvnvog kekAnpévog, ovdev
NTTOV Kol Tolg £0yoLs v Héyag, ov HAAAoV ovopatog 1) g Twv Kopvnvav dpetnc avtog te KANQOVOHOG YEVOLLEVOS Kol TOUG €€
£aUTOD TOLOVTOLG ETEQOVG ULV avadnvag, ayaboug é€ ayabav kai é€ aplotwv dploToug, mavtag PaciAtkols, TAVTAG TQ YéVeL
ovupatvovag, mAvTag EKEVOu TOL XaQAKTHEOG Kal TG opoiag eikdvag, maviag aAAAovg éoiCovtag, AAAAovg apAAwEVOLG
60TIG avTOg POATEL TAElW KATWEBWKWS AyabX Kal peTadwoeL TOlg DO Xelpa».

B. «T1v T& YotQ TOALV 1)ULV OV HLKQOIG 0001G EMNUENTAV, AVT AQXOMEVIE AQXOVOAV KATAOTTAVTES Kal AVTL TOD dOVAgVELV £TEQOUG
TOAAOVG AAAOLG DOVADTATAY, OXNHA TE UNTEOTOAEWS TIEOG T KUKAW TAVTA Kal TV cumaocayv, Aaluknv oxovoav, to te

U koov évvopou Baotdelag Emotacia kat mANOeL kal MAOVTE KAl T kKatd TOAEHOLS avdoeia Kat Yevvatotntt BEATIOV avTO
£QUTOL ATELQYATAVTO KAL QO YAYOV €1G ETDOTLV».

Bnooaoiwv, Eykauiov eic TpaneCovvta, Adpmoog, L. (ed.), «Bnooagiwvog eykwuiov eig ToameCovvta», Néoc EAAnvouviuwv 13 (1916),
pp. 183.35-184.11 (A), 184.11-17 (B)

Panaghiotis Matarangas
«Omov dpattovoa €v TUNA TG PAoIAKNG XAaVdOG 1) HeYAAT €000vioOn yevea tov Kopvnvav katl €é0tnotiev év pnéow tng
ayolag katoydog tov EAANVITHOV ToD TIdvTov Th)g UnTeds Tov 0pPaviov» [...] «ZeBacOnt’ EAAvwv moA kat mowtebovoav

aoxaiav émov Eomnoav TV Gatwv TOV Gavov ot Kopvnvoir.

Avdoeddng, XTI, Ilavayiwtng Matapdykas. Evag Anopovnuévog omtrg-npo&evog otnv ToameCovvta (1865-1868)», Apxeiov
Iovtov 47 (1996-1997), pp. 41-90.



