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Summary :

A Byzantine general who was praised for his victories over the Turcomanic tribesin Asia Minor during the years 1293-1295. After
afailed attempt to usurp the throne in 1295, he was blinded, and his name briefly disappears from historical sources. Though blind

and of an old age, during the third and fourth decade of the 14t century he commanded successfully the Byzantine army in the
battles for Philadelphia and for Lesvos.

Other Names

Alexios Doukas

Date and Place of Birth
c. 1270

Main Role

military officer

1. Life

Alexios was the most prominent member of the Philanthropenos family, which appeared in Byzantium in the middle of the 13th
century and was related to many other notable families. He took the surname of his mother, to honour his uncle, the excellent genera
Alexios Doukas Philanthropenos. Alexios Philanthropenos was the second son of the Michael Tarchaneiotes and of a
female descendant of the family of the Philanthropenas, whose name is unknown. The existing sources do not allow to determine
when exactly Alexios Philanthropenos was born. However, al evidence concerning his life and career taken into consideration, we

are allowed to assume that he was born around 1270.1 He was married to Theodora Akropolitissa, daughter of Constantine
Akropalitis and granddaughter of the historian and politician George Akropalitis.

2. A young general

The career of Alexios Philanthropenos was rather unusual and full of sudden changes. In short, all main facts of his life could be
divided into two main chronological periods: the beginnings of the last decade of the 13th century and the third and fourth decades of
the 14t century.

Alexios Philanthropenos's field of action was mainly the western Asia Minor, which in late 13" and early 14t century was still under
Byzantine rule, and where the Byzantine army had to engage into an uncertain struggle against the Ottomans. The emperor
Andronikos |1 Palaiologos (1282-1328) had resided in that particular region from 1290 until 1293;2 by his presence and by
strengthening the fortifications, he sought to encourage the Byzantine population, who was gradually abandoning that region of Asia
Minor seeking refuge in the European provinces, discouraged by the constant enemy raids. On his departure in 1293, he left the
young and capable general Alexios Philanthropenos, after having granted him the title of the of the theme of Thrakesion as
well asthetitle of 2 arather high office (according to the pseudo-K odinos catalogue, it ranked 15t among of the titles of
the court).* With the authorization of the supreme commander of the army of the East, Alexios had to fight against the Ottomans, who
had recently started plundering the valley of the river Maiandros area. Cavalry from Crete served as Philanthropenos's shock troops.

The hopes of not only the emperor and his court but also of the Byzantine population was placed on the young general. Shortly after,
news of great victories of the Byzantine army began to arrive from the valley of Maiandros. Such success deeply impressed the
Ottomans, and Alexios Philanthropenos became the terror of theirs. Maximos Planoudes notes that in those days one needed more
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money to buy a sheep than to buy aMuslim prisoner.5 Inspired by the victories of Philanthropenos, the poet Manuel Philes devoted
one of his poems to praise the general’ s achievements.® The military victories of the Byzantines forced the Ottomans to enter a treaty
with the Byzantines. Since Philanthropenos proposed a fair settlement, the Turks recognized the supreme authority of the Byzantine
emperor. Moreover, a battalion of Turkmen would serve trustfully in the Byzantine army. That was the peak of the rapid career of
Alexios Philanthropenos.

3. Thefailed attempt of usurpation

“There is atime of war and atime of peace”, wrote Maximos Planoudes to his young friend. “Y ou shone in both of them”.” These
were times —it was in 1295- when praises and recognition arrived from all sides and there was no personality more famous in the
empire than Alexios Philanthropenos. Then came the abrupt and tragic fall.

In the autumn of 1295, a rumour that spread accross the empire had it that Alexios Philanthropenos revolted against the emperor
Andronikos |1 Palaiologos (1282-1328). The conditions under which this revolt had broken out remain partly obscure. The
discontent of the rest of the provinces of Asia Minor concerning the policy of the government of Constantinople should well have
played an important role in this movement. Supported by his soldiers as well as by the local population, who was possessed by a
certain local patriotism, Alexios Philanthropenos gained rather easily full control of the regions that had been his jurisdiction. In that
region the name of the emperor was not mentioned anymore, as reported by George Pachymeres, “unless as a joke”.8 Some of the

monasteries (“many in number and the biggest ones”, notes Pachymereﬁ)9 would commemorate the name of the young general
instead of the name of the emperor in the mass. This information might also suggest that the pinkernes also enjoyed, to a certain
degree, the support of the arseniatai.

The young usurper could count on the appreciation, if not on the open support, of the population not only of Asia Minor but even of
the rest of the Empire too. Andronikos |1 had every reason to be afraid. However, the lack of decisiveness of the young general
prevailed, giving the emperor the time to react. Andronikos |1 played a double diplomatic game. Through an emissary the emperor
offered the insurgent the title of and his forgiveness, while at the same time he was preparing to get rid of this dangerous
adversary once and for all.

On Christmas of 1295 the young general Alexios Philantropenos was arrested and binded by the soldiers of Andronikos 1
Palaiologos. A contemporary account compiled among the so-called Short Chronicles, briefly informs us that "in the year 6805 from

the creation of the world the pinkernes was blinded" .19 Due to his physical disability, that would be the point where his career would
have been expected to end.

4. The achievements of the blind old man
4.1. Philadelphia

During the next thirty years, no mention of Alexios Philanthropenos can be traced in historical sources. In 1323, however, the
patriarch Isaiah (1323-1332), who had just risen to his throne, advised Andronikos I to send the blind and almost forgotten general

to Asia Minor. During the third decade of the 14th century the position of Byzantium in this region was much worse than in 1295. The
city of Philadelphia was already for along period under siege by the Ottomans and everything pointed to disaster. In this desperate
situation Andronikos Il Palaiologos (1282-1328) resorted to rather desperate measures. Accepting the patriarch’s advice, he sent
Alexios Philanthropenos to the area.

This awkward mission had an impressively successful outcome. The glorious general saved the Byzantine city of Lydia without money
and without enough army, thanks to the authority he still preserved and to the fact that amongst the Ottomans he had become a
legendary figure. The hearing of Alexios' name was enough for his foes to abandon the siege of Philadelphia. Nikephoros Gregoras,
for whom this achievement of Philanthropenos was equal to a miracle, reports the later prosperity of the city. “One of
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wheat cost one drachma in maximum®. In 1324 Alexios Philanthropenos resumed command of the city, a position which he held
until 1327.

4.2. L esvos

But neither this was the end of the glorious general’s career. Meanwhile Andronikos || Palaiologos had been forced to abdicate his
throne after along civil war and in 1328 the power was taken by his grandson, Andronikos I11 (1328-1341). His rise to the throne
was accompanied by the rise of a new generation of Byzantine aristocrats lead by John Kantakouzenos, the future emperor
(1347/1354-1355), a generation which was nevertheless able to appreciate the authority and the abilities of Philanthropenos, though
the former had achieved his greatest victories when the young emperor and Kantakouzenos were not even born (1293-1295).
Andronikos |11 Palaiologos turned to the old general after the reconquest of the island of Lesvos. When Lesvos was captured by
Domenico Cattaneo, the Genoese lord of Phokaia of AsiaMinor, afleet was sent from Constantinople, which in winter 1336, after a
long siege, captured the island except of its main fortress, Mytilene. Then Andronikos I11 sent Alexios Philanthropenos, aready in an
advanced age, to the island, as the commander who would accomplish the task.

Once again the blind old man was to fulfil the expectations of the emperor in full terms and by capturing the city of Mytilene turned the
campaign of the Aegean into ared triumph for the Byzantine army. There is no doubt that in these victories, in Philadelphia during the

third and at Lesbos during the fourth decade of the 14" ¢, took great satisfaction this marvellous general, who was called by his
contemporaries “Belissarius of the Palaiologean era’.}2

The latest information on Alexios Philanthropenos relates to the reconquest of Mytilene and the title of the ruler of Lesvos that he was
offered subsequently. Some letters of Nikephoros Gregoras to Alexios, from the fifth decade of the 14t century, have also been

preserved.3 The date of his death remains uncertain, though, and it is possible that he did not survive to see the outbreak of the new
civil war, in 1341.
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Glossary :

caesar
In the Roman Empire the title of Caesar was given to the Emperor. From the reign of Diocletian (284-305) on thistitle was conferred on the young co-
emperor. Thiswas a so the highest title on the hierarchy of the Byzantine court. In the 8th c. the title of Caesar was usually given to the successor of
thethrone. In the late 11th c. this office was downgraded and from the 14th c. on it was mainly conferred on foreign princes.

doukas (lat. dux)

Antiquity: Roman military commander who, in some provinces, combined military and civil functions.
Buzantium: a higher 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.

medimnos
A unit of capacity in Antiquity and Byzantium, used especially for grain and cereals.
pinkernes
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[also pikernes or epikernes, possibly from the Latin pincerna, a word deriving from the greek verb epikerannymi, meaning to
mix (wine)]). Cup-bearer of the palace. Official at the personal service of the emperor. In the Late Byzantine years, the

pinkernes was a very honorary title, while in the 14t century it was awarded to very important figures, such as Alexios
Philanthropenos.

protovestiarios

(and protovestiarites) Honorific title given to high-ranking officials and future emperors during this period. The protovestiarios was
originally responsible for the imperial wardrobe, but in the Sth-11th centuries the holders of the title could command an army or conduct
negotiations with foreign states.
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Quotations
Alexios Philanthropenos gains the Ottomans' respect in Asia Minor

£€do&e Tolvuv v OAly T X0Ovw péyag yYevéoOat kato tag paxag v Tovorwv 6 PAavBownnvig, kabdmeg VAN émttuxovoa
GAOE loxved: NV YaQ Kol PrtAodweoTtatogs O v kKat AAAWS KOVwVIKOV TO 100G Tolg VT ATOV TAQEXOLLEVOS® O 1) KQATIOTOV
£POdLOV TOIG 0TEATIYODOLV 1 VIKAG KAl TQOTALAL...

Kal dlwkopevol pév EkelBev mapa twv LkvOwv ot Tovgkot, avateemopevol d' EvtedBev maa ToL TykéQVT, TV KOuPOTEéQaY €&
&vAyKNG ol MAglOVE TOV OLOEOVVTWV ERADILOV Kai dua Yuvalél Te Kal Tékvolg NUTOUOAOLY TEOG TOV TILYKEQVTV, OV TOOODTOV
dedIOTES TOVG KATA VATWYV KEUEVOULS ExO00VG, G00V ol Tiotv (UyELv EAKOpEVOL TALS TOD Tty kéQVN de&loeat kal PLAodwIALs: g
€V Poaxel LEYAANV KAK TOVTWV YevETHaL HOIOAY TG TOVTOL OTOATQ.

Bekker, I. — Schopen, L. (ertp.), Nicephori Gregorae historiae Byzantinae, I (CSHB, Bonn 1829), 196.
Philanthropenos is persuaded to revolt again Andronikos |1

Emel ye UV NKNKOELTAV Kal aDTOL T TEQL ToL mrykéQvn PLOvotlopeva, GOQTOV elCAYOVTL AOYLOUDV XAAETTWV G TNV Kapdlov
TAVOQOG, OV WG TV T TOD TIRAYHATOS ATy YEAAOVTES, AAA” OloV €K Huiag dNHIOLEYOLVTEG EAéDavTa, kKal €L TOUTOLS TtelBeLy
ETUXELQOVOL TAXLOTA TIROG ATOOTAC AV XWENOAL, TV TaBelv & MO PEax£0g 0l dLOTLXELS TMEMOVORTLV AvOQEG EKELVOL, TOVG TTEQL
OV Z1oatnyomovAov Aéyw kat tov IToodpuvgoyévvntov. (E) Tavta meog tagaxnV €EL0TQOL TOV &vOQX KAL (OOTIEQ €IS HLETALXULOV
b€QovaL AoYLoUOV AUPLBOAWY, EkaTéQWOEeV AAAA €T RAAOLS CLUX VA EMAVTAOVVTWV T TOU TOLODOE KAVDWVOG KUUATA... RAAX peTa
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TOAAAG TOV AOYLOUDV TAG TAAAIOTOAG VIKWOLY OL Ta NG Amootaoiag VTOTIOEEVOL KAl OLWTV €L TOD 0TEATOD TNG TV
Baodikwv oOvopdtwy evPNUiaG O TLYKEQVTG TTQOOTATTEL TX TQWTA.

Bekker, I. — Schopen, L. (erti.), Nicephori Gregorae historiae Byzantinae, I (CSHB, Bonn 1829), 197-198.

Maximus Planudes on Alexios Philanthropenos's valour

..ol o0 01 ye ur) ma’ €kelvolg éx keloBat Haxng katQoLg katl elervng, ws Nvika pév v PovAwvTaL MOAgpELY, NViKa O av avtolg
BéAtiov elvar dokr) omévdeoBat. AAA& 0OG 0 KALQOG E0TW kal APPOTEQWV T HAAAOV BaTéQov HdVoL TOD TtoAepely. dNAoV d¢ OTL katl

TOU VIKAV (KAl TOUTO YXQ el 0OV),0TovIAG OE TAG €K BagPaowV 1iKloTa TAVTWY Ttooieodat.

Leone, P.AM. (ertp.), Maximi monachi Planoudis epistulae (Hakker 1991), epistle no. 78, 23-29

Chronological Table
1293-1295: Alexios Philanthropenos governor in Asia Minor

1295: Unsuccessful attempt of Alexios to usurp power

1324 - ¢. 1327: Alexios becomes commander of Philadelphia

1335-1336/7: Alexios becomes governor in Lesvos



