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T

he first study dedicated to the well-known Byzantine princess and
historian Anna Komnene since 1929 must surely be welcome to
scholars from a wide array of fields, not least those of Byzantine,
medieval, and royal studies. Academics and lay historians alike will
know the conventional story of Anna’s political ambition, failed bid for
power, and forced monastic seclusion. Indeed, this narrative is taken for
granted and seldom questioned, for surely her constant lamentations and
bitter commentaries in her famous account of her father Alexios I (1081–
1118)—the Alexiad—prove this interpretation. Leonora Neville, however, is
unsatisfied with this understanding, and in this intriguing monograph she has
provided a convincing argument for an alternative reading of Anna Komnene.
In a study of emotional language in twelfth-century literary culture, Neville
argues that “Anna performed misery and anguish in her book in a plea to
make her writing more acceptable” (141). After establishing her case for this
interpretation, Neville furthermore explores the twelfth-century sources for
Anna’s life, seeks to debunk several false assumptions underlying her political
ambitions, and, finally, traces how her “performance” was interpreted by
scholars of the eighteenth to twentieth centuries in developing the accepted
narrative of Anna’s life.
Neville’s first task is to interpret how being a medieval Byzantine
woman affected Anna’s approach to writing. Anna’s foremost challenge in
writing her history is in navigating the dichotomy between medieval Byzantine
cultural expectations for a historian (inherently a male profession), and the
appropriate role of a woman in society. Anna must prove that she is a
“normal” woman in her text, which equates to both modesty and
emotionalism. On the other hand, she has to prove that she is an honest and
capable historian, demonstrated by controlling her emotion in a “masculine”
fashion. While Anna typically follows a recognised masculine tone in her
narrative, she sporadically breaks with historical practice to “speak” with a
recognizably feminine voice. This usually takes the form of a mourning
woman, designed to spark pity and sympathy amongst her audience, as is true
to her rhetorical training.
Another challenge that Anna faces—one that is ultimately
unresolved—is demonstrating her filial devotion to her father, while also
convincing her audience that she is an honest and impartial historian. Anna
also must demonstrate her eyewitness experience to historical events in order
to be considered a worthy historian in Byzantine culture. Clearly, this would
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have been contrary to her womanly modesty, as would interviewing men who
did experience the events first hand. To overcome this nearly impossible
limitation, Anna quoted verbatim many texts and provided attribution. This
strategy was atypical amongst Byzantine historians, but either provided
authority to her subject, or absolved her from passing judgement.
The second part of the book explores the sources for Anna Komnene’s
life and traces the development of the modern narrative. Besides the snippets
gleaned from her own work, the main twelfth-century sources for Anna’s life
are the rather ambiguous history of John Zonaras (c.1150), George Tornikes’
sympathetic funeral oration (1155), and the famous account of Niketas
Choniates (c.1200/1214). Most sources are rather neutral as to Anna’s
political ambition, generally praising her character and intellectual reputation.
The primary dissenting voice is that of Niketas Choniates, whose history of
twelfth-century Byzantium to the Fourth Crusade has long been known to
Western audiences. Neville tackles Choniates, contextualizing his raison d’être
in presenting the Komnene dynasty as a dysfunctional, corrupt, and
“unnatural” family effectively causing the disintegration of the Byzantine
Empire. As Neville states, Choniates’ “lurid depiction of Anna needs to be
assessed in light of his rhetorical and historical goals” (101). In addition to
Zonaras and Choniates, Neville also explores the genre of Byzantine court
oratory, particularly Tornikes. Although we might initially dismiss them as
flatterers, for their flattery to be effective (and thus secure future
commissions), it had to highlight aspects that were pleasing to their patron,
and not point out flaws. Thus, we can glean reinforcement for Anna’s
reputation as an intellectual and for her devotion to her parents and husband,
Nikephoros Bryennios.
Neville next seeks to debunk several points of accepted “common
knowledge” regarding Anna Komnene, particularly her forced monastic
imprisonment, and her hatred of her brother John. The belief that Anna was
imprisoned in a monastery for her political ambitions has provided circular
support for the accusation that she led the palace coup d’etât. On the
contrary, argues Neville, Anna’s monastic association provided her with a
shield against accusations of sexual impropriety and effectively allowed her
greater freedom to follow her intellectual pursuits. While Anna’s sister,
Eudokia, was a nun at the Kecharitomene Monastery, Anna’s apartments were
only within the “boundary circuit” and not part of the monastery proper.
Regarding Anna’s feelings towards her brother John, the accepted
interpretation of her malevolence has provided a framework for reading the
Alexiad, leading the reader to interpret Anna’s emotionalism as having
political dimensions, and necessarily demonstrating ill-intent towards John.
However, if we accept Neville’s case that Anna’s intent in her mournful,
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emotional passages was actually to make her writing more acceptable to her
readers, then it is fair to assert that we have no real way of knowing the
sincerity of Anna’s emotional statements. Thus, aside from Choniates, there is
no evidence to support a malevolent position towards John.
In the final chapter, Neville conducts something of a literary-historical
investigation into the modern development of the narrative of Anna
Komnene’s life as it has come down to us today. Overall, she considers some
eleven works, beginning with Charles du Fresne du Cage in 1680, and
concluding with Georgina Buckler in 1929. The modern interpretation of
Anna was first truly formulated in the late eighteenth century by Charles
Lebeau and Edward Gibbon, who synthesized the accounts of Zonaras and
Choniates, and decidedly tilted the framework to one of ambition and
revenge. Emil Oster (1868) and Ferdinand Chalandon (1900/1912) added
further elements, while the most influential modern source for Anna
Komnene is the biography by Charles Diehl (1906), importantly adopted by
Alexander Vasiliev (1928) and George Ostrogorski (1940), whose textbooks
were “the gateway to Byzantine Studies throughout the twentieth century”
(170). Henceforth, Anna Komnene’s failed conspiracy and forced monastic
retirement became fact, and later scholars accepted the word of Vasiliev and
Ostrogorski.
Neville’s interpretation of the Alexiad clearly benefits from many
sincepublished texts and studies, as well as different cultural assumptions. As
she notes, “I expect Byzantine writers to express truth through the
arrangement, design, and expression of the story, as well as what is said on the
surface of the text” (171), because this is how she understands their
historiographical tradition to work. Modern cultural assumptions must be
shelved when reading a twelfth-century Byzantine history, as Neville amply
demonstrates. Anna Komnene is a convincing study of the challenges faced
by Anna as she wrote the Alexiad, as well as how she has been interpreted
down to the present. It is an enjoyable read, and is sure to challenge the
traditional narrative as it has come down to us. As Tornikes concludes, Anna
Komnene is like a phoenix, difficult to typecast, and truly unique in her age.
K. S. PARKER
Royal Holloway, University of London
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