TUDOR DINU

THE CHRONOLOGY OF PATRIARCH NIKEPHOROS’
SHORT HISTORY

The Short History of patriarch Nikephoros répresents a very interesting work
from a lot of points of view. First of all, it constitutes together with the Chronicle of
Theophanes the only source that enables us to reconstruct the history of the
Byzantine Dark Centuries. It also attracts our attention by its ambiguous status, since
it presents elements that characterize both the genders of history and chronicle. On
one side, it describes the events from a limited period of time, comprised between the
death of emperor Maurikios and the wedding of Leon the IV-th with Irene the
Athenian (602-769). Nikephoros probably aimed to continue the narration of the
Byzantine history from where it had been left by Theophylactos Simmocates, that is
at the usurpation of the power by Phocas. On the other side, the narration of the
events is very concise, similar to that from the chronicles. Nikephoros presents
enough presages, portents or strange meteorological phenomena, but this is not a
decisive argument, because such facts are often to be found in classicizing histories.
He offers some information about the religious controversies of the period, but the
part held by the theological questions could even be considered small for a man who
dedicated his entire life to the church. At the same time, Nikephoros does not imitate
any classical writer, but his style, transparent and clear, is also not very close to the
popular tone of most chronicles. An important element, which would permit us to
rank the Short History in one of the above categories of history or chronicle, is
represented by the chronology used by its author.

The only element of absolute chronology to be found in the Short History is
the indiction, but this is not constantly used during the whole work of Nikephoros.
The future patriarch seems not to be interested in creating a unitary chronological
system for his work. He confines himself to adopt the chronological hints present
in his sources, fact that creates an evident discontinuity between the parts of his
history. This is quite obvious if we take into account that he mentions for the first
time an indiction at the end of the eighteenth chapter, when he relates the return of
the Holy Cross to Jerusalem. All the preceding events, including landmarks such as
the overthrow of Phocas, the ascension on the throne of Heracleios or his
campaigns against the Persians are not dated in an absolute manner.

Someone could argue that the dating of the events by Nikephoros could
respond to their relative importance in his opinion. A simple enumeration of the
facts dated by means of the indiction proves undoubtedly the opposite. In chapter
26 is presented the death of the patriarch Sergios and the ascension of the new
supreme hierarch, Pyrrhos, in chapter 32, the ordainment of another patriarch of

StICI XXX VII-XXXIX, 2001-2003, Bucuresti, p. 251-254

www.cimec.ro



252 Tudor Dinu 2

Constantinople, Paulos and in chapter 58 the coronation of Constantine the V-th by
his father Leon. No other crowning is dated which such accuracy and more are the
patriarchs whose ascension (Anastasios, chap. 62, Constantine chap. 72), replacement
(Constantine, cap. 84) or death (Anastasios, chap. 72) is not exactly situated in time.

No other mention of an indiction is to be found till the last part of the Short
History, where the use of this chronological landmark becomes general, at least
from chapter 83 onwards'. Most probably, Nikephoros draws now his inspiration
from another source, which pays more attention to chronology. Almost every event
is now dated, regardless of its importance. The author tells us the years when a lot
of very different facts, of unequal relevance, occurred: the conclusion of the peace
with the Bulgarians (77), a failed Arab attack against Sicily (78), the campaign of
Constantine the V-th in Bulgaria in order to overthrow Umaros (79), the
persecutions against monks and high iconodule officials (83), the restoration of the
aqueduct built by emperor Valentinianus (85), the birth of another son of
Constantine, Anthimos, the renovation of some churches, the redemption of
prisoners from the Slavic tribes (86), the coronation of Eudokia, the emperor's
wife, and of his sons (87), the wedding of Leon with Irene and Irene’s coronation
(88). In the final part of the Short History not only the chronology becomes more
rigorous, but also the number of facts presented per period of time increases’.

In addition, the mentioning of the month besides that of the indiction is here
more frequent than in the other parts of the work. We come across it in chapter 83
(Tov AlyovoTov pfjva ThHs TeTdpms LvSikTibvos), 84, 87 and 88 (Oy86m 8¢
LwSikTiom [...] Tw AexepuPpiw unui), while in all the rest of the Short History only
two similar cases are detectable (chapters 32, 58). In this last chapter we find the
" most precise date from all the work of Nikephros, that of the crowning of
Constantine the V-th (mépmtn kal €ikdd Tod MapTiov pnvds, Ths TPl
WiikTLOvos, T cwmplew Tod XpLoTod dvacTdoel).

Besides the indiction no other element of absolute chronology that is usual in
chronicles is employed by Nikephoros. In his work are to be found as dating means
neither the years which have passed since the Genesis or since the birth of Christ, nor
those of the emperor's reign or patriarch's pastorate, the Olympiads or the consulates.
This way, most of the events presented by Nikephoros are devoid of dating, fact that
renders more laborious the task of the historians eager to situate them exactly in time.
To the imperfections of the chronological system used by the patriarch we should
add, although this does not regard the purpose of our present paper the great number
of erroneous datings that have been pointed out by the researchers.

If the absolute chronology of the Short History is not at all satisfying, still,
Nikephoros creates a system of relative time hints able to content a reader without
scientific concerns. The year of the event is mentioned some times not in an
absolute manner, but with regard to another event, which, for the most times, is not

! We find dating by means of the indiction in the chapters 78, 79, 83, 84, 85, 86, 87, 88.
% To the years 741-762 from the reign of Constantine are dedicated the chapters 64 to 88.
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exactly dated. For example, in chapter 65 the sending of Artabazos’ son Niketas as
commander of the Armeniakon army and the crowning of Nikephoros are placed in
the next year (T® 8¢ &Ens émyevopévw éwnavt®). Looking back, we find that
the previous year was that of the death of emperor Leon III after twenty-four years
of reign, event that is not dated in an absolute manner.

Unlike other historians which, adopting the method of Thucydides, use the
seasons as chronological hints in strict correlation with the years, Nikephoros
resorts sometimes to seasons by themselves. The unsuccessful Arab siege of
Nicaea (chapter 61) is said to have taken place in the next summer
(7®d & émyevopévw Bépei), but what does next mean for Nikephoros? The year
that followed to the rebellion of the inhabitants of Greece and the Cycladic islands
against the iconoclastic measures taken by emperor Leon. Those were determined
by the eruption of the volcano from Santorini, considered by the emperor as a sign
of the divine wrath for the veneration of the icons. In accordance to Nikephoros
this eruption occurred those years (katd ToUs xpbévous ékeivous) that is
relatively simultaneous to the third indiction mentioned previously in chapter 58.
All this retrospective research still does not allow the reader to find out the exact
year of the Arab attack of Nicaea. The same happens in the case of the hard frost
described in chapter 74 and situated vaguely during the autumn (wpaq [...]
¢dOLvoTwpov).

On other occasions, Nikephoros mentions the month, without specifying the
year. For example, in chapter 56 the withdrawal of the Arab troops that were
besieging Constantinople is dated in the 15-th of the next month of August
(wevTekalBekdTn 8¢ ToD émelolbvTos unuos AtyoloTov), but neither from the
previous or following chapters the reader can infer the year of this happening.
Also, in chapter 45 where is described the revenge expedition sent by Justinian the
II-nd against the inhabitants of Cherson, Nikephoros informs us only that the
shipwreck of the fleet headed by patrician Stephan took place in October (unvos
OkTwBplov évioTapévou). No other date, which should permit us to locate the
event, is offered.

More frequently, Nikephoros specifies the duration of a certain event, but is
not interested in the moment when it began or ended. It is the case of the emperors’
reigns, whose length is almost always mentioned after the death or the abdication
of the sovereign. We come across only few exceptions: the rule of Heraklonas, the
first reign of Justinianus the II-nd (chapter 40) and that of Anastasios the II-nd
(chapter 51). Despite the lack of absolute time specifications this practice creates
an approximate chronological background, which helps the reader orientate
throughout the Byzantine history. The same role is played by the indication of the
duration of some other events, like the fight between Anastasios and Theodosios
(chapter 51, ém punol Te €€ Ta Ths pdxms Sifipkece), the second Arab siege
of Constantinople (chapter 54, TpLokaiSekapnviaiov xpévov év TN wpooedpiq
SiavioavTes) or the plague which ravaged Constantinople in 747-748 (chapter 67,
TapéTelve & Ta Ths Opaloews péxpLs EvtavTod).
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Besides the elements of strict chronology, Nikephoros uses a lot of relative
temporal determinations, which allow him to construct a clear and varied narration.
For example, the passing by of a short period of time is indicated by at least nine
different expressions (OAiyov 8¢ xpovov SumeboavTos, 3, dAiyou napwxnlcé‘ros'

xpovov 35, Bpaxvv 8La'rpubas: xpdvov, 64, HeTa xpévov ob 1TO)\UV 67, ol ToAUs 8¢
xpovog év péow, 20, ob mOAU 8¢ TO ev péow, 66, ol peTa molv, 16,19,

(et ol moAl, 73, 83, 84, peT oAiyov, 71). And the number of lexical variants
increases much, if we take into consideration all the ways in which Nikephoros
expresses the lapse of time (xpbvos 8¢ BiipxeTo, 4, xpbros dé TLS TAPWXETO,
9, xpbvou 8¢ ikavod SieNBbvTog, 25, xpdvou &’ peTakly mapeldbvTos, 63, x
povov 8¢ Tvos BLpxmkdTos, 72 etc.). A similar richness may be observed in the
case of the means of conveying simultaneity (TnukadTa, 69, év TolTolS,
2, 8, 17, &b ols, 8, kab fv, 12, TolTw T xpovw, 24, 55, év 8¢ T® peTtak
0, 41, o 8¢ ToUTOV TOV YXpbYOV, 68, UMO B¢ TOV alTov kawpdv, 18, 22, 86).
All these devices which contribute undoubtedly to create a pleasant narration, do
not compensate however the chronological shortcomings of the Short History.

In conclusion, patriarch Nikephoros doesn't even try to create a chronological
system for his work. The few absolute time data spread along the Short History are
based on the indiction and due to an uncritical taking over from different sources.
From this point of view the Short History shouldn't be ranked among the chronicles,
because even the poorest works of this type are more concerned about chronology. In
exchange, Nikephoros is content with few relative chronological criteria, which may
have pleased the modest reader of his time, but transform the work from an authentic
history into a simple, unpretentious narration of historical facts.

Faculty of Foreign Languages
University of Bucharest

www.cimec.ro



	Scan-130617-0054_2R
	Scan-130617-0055_1L
	Scan-130617-0055_2R
	Scan-130617-0056_1L

