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Blame Homer, 
Because of the hidden depths of his ideas 

− Tzetzes, Allegories of the Iliad, p. 379 (645.648)
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	 Preface

For the English quotations of Anna Komnene’s Alexiad I have used Sewter’s 
translation, since I did not want to mix all three translations (Dawes’, Sew-
ter’s and Frankopan’s). Where I thought that a more literal translation was 
needed, I have made my additions in parentheses. For the transliteration of 
the names and places, I have chosen to stick to the Greek version, where I 
needed also to alter all the names of Sewter’s translation, who uses Latinized 
version of names. For some names that are already widely accepted I have 
used those versions, and not the Greek version, such as Constantine and 
not Konstantinos, George and not Georgios, John and not Ioannes.

With regard to the other sources that are used, I have either used some 
available English translations, or I have provided my own translations, for 
which I take full responsibility.

Readers will notice the repetition of several passages from the Alexiad, 
but that was due to the necessity to analyse some of the most important 
literary aspects of Anna’s work, from various angles. Also, I felt a need to 
highlight some words, phrases or sentences, which I consider to be crucial 
for the argument.





	 Introduction: Behind the narrative 
poetics of Anna Komnene’s Alexiad

The Alexiad of Anna Komnene is a masterpiece of Byzantine historiography, 
which the f irst Komnenian princess wrote over the course of almost twenty 
years in the middle of the twelfth century (ca. 1138-ca. 1153).1 Its central nar-
rative theme presents a history of the reign of Alexios I Komnenos (1081-1118), 
the founder of the Komnenian dynasty. In its stylistic features, the Alexiad 
belongs to the literary vogue set half a century before by the writings of 
Michael Psellos.2 However, the structure, stylistic register, and rhetorical 
virtuosity of Anna’s narrative position her literary endeavour within the 
rich and blooming Hellenism of the Komnenian epoch, that engendered 
new modes of literary expression by reviving and adapting long forgotten 
ones and adding new flavours to the composite blend of twelfth-century 
culture.3 Komnenian culture was marked by a resurgent interest in rhetoric 
and Homer, and we see an increasing production of rhetorical treatises by 
court intellectuals, an interest in theory and grammar, in profane, worldly 
matters, in irony, criticism, and ridicule.4 Trajectories of cultural trends 
in the Komnenian epoch were a direct consequence of the fundamental 
political changes that occurred in Byzantine society with the ascent of the 
Komnenian dynasty. The profound changes that affected the social structure 
and political constitution of the Byzantine Empire starting with the ascent 
of Alexios, were visible in the next two generations of Komnenian rulers, 
and inevitably left some powerful families dissatisf ied with the sudden 
eclipse of their influence.5 In an epoch of such profound and substantial 
transformations, literature was both a leading medium for the expression 
of political tensions and a means by which the dominant political discourse 

1	 The composition of the Alexiad was a process that lasted more than ten years. It is widely 
accepted that Anna set out to write her history after her husband’s death, which is a thesis that 
derives from her own testimony in the Prologue. This dating is coupled with the dating of John 
II’s Syrian campaign, which was conducted in 1138. On the other hand, conventional wisdom has 
it that Anna wrote until her death, for which J. Darouzzes proposed between 1153. or 1155., the 
years in which George Tornikes, her eulogist was hypomnēmatographos – See Tornikes, Éloge, 
p. 220, n.1, and Browning, 1990, p. 397.
2	 On the close connection between this two works, and the literary trends of the Komnenian 
epoch in general see Kaldellis, 2008, p. 225-228; Papaioannou, 2013, p. 253-259.
3	 Kaldellis, 2008, p. 225-317.
4	 Ibid; Magdalino, 1993, p. 355 et sq. 
5	 Magdalino, 1993, p. 185-187.
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was perpetuated. In this changed environment, the f irst-born daughter 
of the emperor Alexios set out to compose the story of his martial deeds.

Since the f irst English translation of the Alexiad by Elizabeth Dawes in 
1928, and the following f irst scholarly monograph on the Alexiad of Anna 
Komnene by Georgina Buckler in 1929, academic interest in the study of 
this work remained steady. Anna Komnene’s history was always deemed 
exotic and controversial, due to the gender of its author, the alternative 
history of the First Crusade that it offers, and to the place and role that Anna 
Komnene herself occupied within the Komnenian family. Firstly, the Alexiad 
is considered a highly valuable source for the reconstruction of Alexios’ reign, 
being the only sustained narrative dedicated solely to this emperor’s rule. 
Thus, the Alexiad was an inexhaustible source for both Byzantinists and 
medievalists in their pursuit of a better understanding of the First Crusade. 
Secondly, the Alexiad is immensely valuable as a source that comes from the 
pen of Alexios’ f irst and oldest offspring, providing us with information about 
the family structure and power relations within the composite Komnenian 
oikos at the onset of their rule. It is a rich narrative landscape of Komnenian 
warfare, internal and international politics, diplomacy, Byzantine-Norman 
wars, church politics, the Byzantine aristocratic mindset and much more. 
Thirdly, if we move to the f ield of linguistics, the Alexiad opens a door for 
scholars of language, style, structures, rhetorical f igures and narrative 
tropes. One of the f irst Byzantinists to focus specif ically on literariness of 
the Alexiad was Jakov Ljubarskij who also, not coincidentally, continued 
his studies in Byzantine literature on the work of Michael Psellos and his 
Chronographia. Some of the themes recurrent in the f ield of Byzantine 
literature that Ljubarskij opened for discussion with regard to these two 
histories were mimesis, authorial intrusions in text, subjective and personal 
narration, building of the narrative, dramatis personae, context, dialectic 
approach to characters, sculptural style, portrayal of characters, moral 
qualities and psychology.6

Anna’s history, by this point, has been subjected to case-studies which 
have shown that the Alexiad speaks through the cultural logic and political 
context of the mid-twelfth century, and that its subtext is permeated with 
veiled criticism of the emperor Manuel I Komnenos (1143-1180), her nephew.7 
Nevertheless, Anna’s criticism of Manuel also contains some blatant accusa-
tions against his father, Emperor John II Komnenos (1118-1143). As Reinsch has 

6	 Ljubarskij, 1965; Ljubarskij, 1976; Ljubarskij, 1978; Ljubarskij, 1992; Ljubarskij, 1993; and esp. 
Ljubarskij, 2000.
7	 Thomas, 1991, p. 269-312; Magdalino, 2000, 15-45; Stephenson, 2003, 41-54.
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shown, the manuscripts of the Alexiad have undergone major interventions 
because of their politically sensitive semantic value. As opposed to open 
accusations, Anna’s silences were also considered an idiosyncrasy of her 
literary style, used to discredit political opponents.8

Anna’s writing has also been examined in relation to her husband’s his-
tory, Nikephoros Brynneios and his Material for History, which was an issue 
triggered by James Howard-Johnston in his long article on the questionable 
authorship of Anna’s Alexiad. Howard-Johnston’s assumption that Anna 
acted as an editor of Bryennios text, by putting in order the material her 
husband had already provided, was convincingly rebutted in the articles 
by Ruth Macrides and Dieter Reinsch. In addition, other papers from the 
same volume dedicated to the life and work of Anna Komnene all show the 
originality of Anna’s text, revealing specif ic authorial practices that could 
have resulted only from Anna’s pen.9 However, the investigation of the 
peculiar relationship between the spouses’ histories did not come to its end 
in this volume. Vlada Stanković made a signif icant breakthrough in several 
of his articles in which he dealt with important literary aspects of both 
Bryennios’ and Anna’s histories.10 Stanković attributed the discrepancies 
between spouses’ histories in their presentations of events and characters 
to the different political perspectives of the two authors and the contrasting 
f inal aims of their histories.11

Leonora Neville has also offered a somewhat different picture of the 
mutual relationship between the spouses’ histories, arguing that, to a certain 
extent, the Alexiad could be interpreted as an answer and corrective action 
to Bryennios’ history, mainly in those parts that concern the characterization 
of the emperor Alexios I Komnenos.12 Neville offered an insightful approach 
toward both histories, delineating them as histories that perpetuated a 
different cultural logic in presenting the leading character.

The question which arises at the very beginning of this book, is why we 
need a third study of the Alexiad in the span of only four years (Buckley, 
2014; Neville, 2016). In fact, the appearance of these monographs provided 
a strong stimulus to continue, since the approach I have chosen to apply in 
my reading of the Alexiad has not been exhausted yet. Penelope Buckley’s 
interpretation of the Alexiad was the f irst of the two recent studies to be 

8	 see Leib 1958; Stanković, 2006.
9	 Gouma-Peterson (ed.), 2000.
10	 Stanković, 2007; Stanković, 2010; Stanković, 2011.
11	 Stanković, 2007, passim.
12	 Neville, 2012, p. 182-193.
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published, and it gives us a grandiloquent reader’s experience of the Alexiad 
that mostly concentrates on purely literary aspects of Komnene’s history and 
on the artistic impression that Anna’s work leaves on its audience. Buckley 
does not, however, address the reasons why Anna constructed her narrative 
in such a way and why her characters were presented in that particular 
fashion from the perspective of the historical context of that period. Buckley 
does not speculate on the rationale behind the Alexiad, and in that sense 
I offer a different reading of Komnene’s work, focusing on the motivation 
behind Anna’s literary endeavour and the political agenda of her history. 
Leonora Neville, who was particularly active in recent years on the topic of 
Anna’s gender discourse and her position as a woman writer in the masculine 
world of Byzantine historiography, published another industrious study of 
the Alexiad in 2016. Neville has opened her inquiry about the Alexiad in her 
book on Bryennios’ Material for History, which was a starting point for an 
argument further expanded in several articles and f inally scrutinized in a 
single monograph. Neville’s approach has been distinctive for its focus on the 
gendered aspects of Anna Komnene’s history, and for her doubts that Anna 
participated in the conspiracy against John II Komnenos. Thus, she set out 
to mitigate Anna’s unjustif ied portrayal in modern scholarship as a ‘power-
hungry conspirator’, inspecting that appraisal of Komnene as an outcome 
of a scholarly gender bias, starting with Edward Gibbon and repeated ever 
since.13 Gender aspects of the Alexiad should never be disregarded, and I 
f ind Neville’s approach precious for the vindication of the uniqueness of the 
Alexiad in that respect. However, I have doubts about Neville’s assessment 
of Anna’s political activity and disavowal of Anna’s negative disposition 
toward her brother John II. Neville has proposed to overturn Anna’s alleged 
conspiracy against her brother John II in the light of the new reading of 
the histories of both Zonaras and Choniates, with a different appraisal of 
their gendered discourse. However, in this analysis, I would take issue with 
the selection of the material from the Alexiad presented in the study, and 
with the conclusions drawn about Anna Komnene’s silences.14 Conversely, 
Anna’s omissions make a case for her argumentum ex silencio, which will 
be discussed at length in the present study.

13	 For the most recent discussion about the gendered bias of the modern scholarship see 
Neville, 2016, p. 170-171.
14	 Neville, 2016, p. 141-142; It is already clear that Anna’s silences were intentional, and that in 
her case, as Stathakopoulos observed correctly ‘the pen was mightier than the sword’, through 
condemnation of him to ‘deafening and awkward silence’ – Stathakopoulos, 2016, p. 1.
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Even though Neville contends that the primary source for Anna’s con-
spiracy and hostility toward her brother is the highly problematic history of 
Niketas Choniates, I will argue that it is precisely the Alexiad, which furnishes 
the information in support of Anna’s political ambition, and her negative 
disposition toward her brother. I will read the Alexiad against the historical 
events of the fourth and fifth decades of the twelfth century, which were the 
two most turbulent decades for the Komnenian dynasty, a period in which 
John II Komnenos was determined to bring to fulf ilment the idea about the 
hereditary throne that solely benefited his direct male descendants.15 Some 
might argue that such political concept had always been present in Byzantine 
political thought and that it was already perpetuated by the members of the 
Macedonian dynasty. However, such a detailed program as was envisaged 
by Alexios I to keep the throne solely in the hands of his direct descendants 
had become, in the time of John II, part of imperial politics and propaganda 
promulgated through both discursive media and visual culture.16 We have 
all been lulled by the uniform picture of the omnipotent Komnenian oikos, 
which had established a composite family rule, discarding the complexity 
of power relations among the aristocratic houses of the late 11th century.17 
While Paul Magdalino dwelled on this particular subject in his pathbreaking 
study on Manuel I Komnenos, his estimates of the aristocratic tensions 
inside and outside the Komnenian oikos have not been pursued afterwards 
by scholars. The especially problematic relations between the Komnenoi 
and the Doukai have only been subjected to thorough analysis in a study 
by Vlada Stanković about the evolution of the Komnenian oikos, that was, 
and still is, unfortunately, unapproachable to non-Slavic readership.18 As 
was clearly outlined by Magdalino and further substantiated in Stanković’s 
study, through analysis of the ample discursive material of the Komnenian 
epoch, the Komnenoi and the Doukai seem to have been at odds for the 
greatest period of their joint family life.19 Although many aristocratic houses 

15	 This approach has been applied in the volume of collected essays Anna Comnene and her 
Times, and also in the study of the Komnenian family by Stanković, 2006.
16	 Stanković, 2006.
17	 See Kazhdan-Epstein 1985, p. 56-120; Cheynet, 1990; Magdalino, 1993.
18	 Stanković, 2006.
19	 Stanković proposed arguably that Eirene Doukaina had formed a secluded circle inside the 
Komnenian oikos, and that her intentions were to preserve the imperial legacy of the Doukai. 
Stanković actually built on Magdalino’s correct estimate of the power relations between these 
two aristocratic houses, and very similar political thread was observed by Neville in her study of 
Bryennios’ history where she stated that he gives us the ‘politically apologetic portrayal of Caesar 
John’, which was a part of the general positive presentation of the members of the Doukai family 
in Bryennios’ history: Neville, 2012, p. 50-53. And even more important is Neville’s hypothesis 
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were absorbed into the Komnenian family structure, there were also those, 
such as the Doukai, Gabrades, and Taronites that did not acquiesce to the 
ambitious family program of the Komnenian dynasty.20 I push this thesis 
further in my analysis of the Alexiad, taking as a starting premise the idea 
that the Alexiad was a history that emerged from the side of the Doukai and 
engendered an alternative political discourse in which the Doukai were the 
rightful holders of the imperial legacy. In that alternative discourse, Anna 
was considered an heir-apparent.

After the publication of the Byzantine Republic by Anthony Kaldellis, a 
theory about Byzantine Roman identity has again come to the fore in our 
understanding of Byzantine social relations and the political implications of 
the imperial rule.21 The craving for the reestablishment of the ancient Roman 
political values was recognized in the world chronicle of John Zonaras who 
criticized Alexios for appropriating the empire for himself, acting as despotes 
instead of oikonomos, and cancelling the res publica through promulgation 
of the empire as the res privata of his family.22 Although Zonaras’ voice was 
probably the voice of the senate, it def initely records a strong reaction to 
a sudden change that took place in the constitution with the ascent of the 
Komnenian dynasty.23 The imperial throne was never considered a vested 
hereditary right, and it could not been claimed as property of one family, 
although there were numerable challenges to this ‘constitutional clause’ 
throughout Byzantine millennial history.24 In that sense, Anna voiced 
the view of a powerful aristocratic family, that of her mother, that was at 
loggerheads with the political logic of Alexios’ appropriation of the throne 
solely for his male successors.25 Zonaras’ republican ideas were expedient 
for Anna’s political philosophy – the most meritorious individual should 

on the existence of a history written by caesar John Doukas, a ‘pro-Doukas text’ from which 
Bryennios had extracted important sections for his narrative in order ‘to make John Doukas look 
good’: Neville, 2012, p. 49-59; and also Neville, 2008. These all amounted to the political discourse 
of the secluded circle around Eirene Doukaina that was highly biased in favour of the Doukai. 
20	 Magdalino, 1993, p. 181 et sq. 
21	 Kaldellis, 2015; for the earlier discussion about Byzantine Roman identity see Beck, 1978.
22	 For the discussion see Magdalino, 1983.
23	 See Magdalino, 1983.
24	 Although Byzantium never had a written constitution as such, nevertheless, Hans Georg 
Beck discussed precisely the topic of the Byzantine constitution with regard to its republican 
traditions. See Beck, 1978.
25	 According to Magdalino, ‘Anna exaggerated the Doukai’s family contribution’ – Magdalino, 
1993, p. 202 – which could have been understood clearly in terms of Eirene Doukaina’s policy 
who put the interests of the family into which she was born before those of the family in which 
she was married: Magdalino, 1993, p. 201.
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be granted the imperial scepter. Behind that she actually vouched for the 
supremacy of the other imperial oikos, that of her mother. In doing so, Anna 
had to also provide an answer to Zonaras’ history. This accounts for those 
parts where her narrative is at odds with Zonaras’ argument, specif ically 
in the image she constructs and the role she attributes to Alexios’ women, 
Anna Dalassene and Eirene Doukaina.

My exposition so far has weaved together some of the most important 
tenets of the analysis that will be conducted in the course of this book. 
Nevertheless, I must do justice to the title of my book and present the 
rationale behind such choices. Structure and features of the Alexiad mainly 
refer to the ancient concept of the rules of poetics, which will be in the focus 
of my research. With regard to this, we must go back to Aristotle and the 
exordium of his Poetics:

Let us here deal with Poetry, its essence and its several species, with the 
characteristic function of each species and the way in which plots must 
be constructed if the poem is to be a success; and also with the number 
and character of the constituent parts of a poem, and similarly with all 
other matters proper to this same inquiry; and let us, as nature directs, 
begin f irst with f irst principles.26

While thinking about the generic structure of the Alexiad, I was unable 
to discern where the tragedy and epic give way to history and where the 
rules of rhetoric yield to the rules of history. It occured to me that these 
generic fluctuations were necessary for Anna Komnene to tell a particular 
story. Some ends could have been attained only through carefuly chosen 
genres – epic poetry and tragedy were ‘metrical representations of heroic 
action’27 and the tragedy was ‘a representation of an action that is whole 
and complete and of a certain magnitude, since a thing may be a whole and 
yet have no magnitude.’28 Epic differed from tragedy only ‘in the length of 
composition and in metre’, and was more advantageous than tragedy since 
‘several parts can be portrayed as being enacted at the same time’, which 
added to its richness and variety.29

My aim is to discuss in which way Anna presented her ‘poem in prose’ 
so that it would ‘be a success’. Tragedy and epic poetry were essentially 

26	 Aristotle, Poetics, 1447a.
27	 Aristotle, Poetics, 1449b.
28	 Aristotle, Poetics, 1450b.
29	 Aristotle, Poetics, 1459b.
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arts of ‘representing life in action’, two principle genres that aroused fear 
and pity in spectators.30 On the other hand, evocation of pathos among the 
audience was at the core of the art of persuasion. Furthermore, rhetoric was 
a cornerstone of any literary endeavour since it thought basic elements of 
the discourse structure.

To understand the poetic background of the Alexiad, I need to tackle the 
issue of the Byzantine art of historical writing, which is the main topic of 
the f irst chapter. With an inevitable recourse to Graeco-Roman historical, 
philosophical and rhetorical tradition, I aim to underpin crucial concepts 
of this evasive topic, and balance them with Anna’s reflections on the art 
of history, its rules, its nature and its laws. Anna’s perception of history, the 
ideas that lie beneath her theoretical deliberations present the main aspect 
of my interest before plunging into deeper analysis of the plot, structure 
and characters of the Alexiad. The inquiry about the idiosyncratic style of 
Anna’s Alexiad will be squared with Michael Psellos’ observations on the 
proper literary style and his genuine concept of history since Psellos was 
arguably the most influential literary role model for Anna Komnene. His 
intellectual legacy provided Anna with a stimulating textual and stylistic 
landscape for embedding a personal political agenda into the narrative of 
the allegedly objective historical truth. Finally, the f irst chapter concludes 
with the thesis that Komnene’s Alexiad was part of the ongoing political 
debate, in which she was making huge amends to the family of her mother, 
and in some places was directly confronting Zonaras’ story.

An in-depth study of the Alexiad inevitably calls for an analysis of the 
leading character of the history, Alexios I, and of the leading narrative, the 
Byzantine-Norman war. These are the starting points for understanding 
the author’s reasons and motives for constructing a highly idiosyncratic 
narrative. This analytical trajectory should also lead to the assessment of 
what could have been the possible impact of this kind of narrative presenta-
tion on the audience. As it has already been stressed, Anna was indeed 
creating an image of the ideal ruler, by crafting a composite patchwork 
of the Odyssean warrior and Eusebian ruler.31 I intend to show how Anna 
crafted an image of her ruler through the rules of the imperial enkomion, 
and how she answered some of the allegations against Alexios I, mainly by 
John the Oxite who wrote an overt critique of the emperor and his family 

30	 Aristotle, Poetics, 1453b.
31	 For the Constantinian image of Alexios, see Buckley, 2014, 261-263; and for the Odyssean 
like character see Macrides, 2000, p. 68-69; Neville, 2012, p. 189-90; Buckley, 2014, p. 143; Neville, 
2016, p. 147.
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rule. In another section, which I have dedicated to the analysis of Alexios’ 
war with the Normans, I have chosen to discuss its Homeric background. 
The reason for this was to assess why such particular imagery was employed 
by the authoress, in what manner, and what could have been the impact 
of the Homeric imagery regarding the perception of the Alexiad in the 12th 
century Constantinople. For although, as Aristotle exclaims, Homer deserves 
praise for many things, he had also ‘taught the others the proper way of 
telling lies, that is, by using a fallacy’, and he ‘conceals the absurdity by 
the charm of all his other merits.’32 The idea of Homer as a versatile rhetor 
and skilful stylistic trickster was not coincidentally embedded in Tzetzes 
exegesis of the Iliad. The 12th century was the epoch of profound interest 
in both Aristotle and Homer, and Anna intricately culled both to achieve 
her literary success.

The third large section of the book focuses on Anna’s self-presentation and 
gives us a glimpse into various authorial practices that she used for purposes 
of positioning herself both within and against the Komnenian oikos. Anna’s 
lament and the staged tragedy will be analysed with reference both to the 
authorial practice of delivering an inoffensive self-praise under the guise 
of ill fortune and to the rhetorical practice of arousing the emotions of the 
audience for attaining unanimous consent.

The last two large sections will be dedicated to Anna’s portrayals of the 
leading protagonists of her life story. I have, therefore, intentionally divided 
them into two family groups, those of the Doukai and the Komnenoi. My 
intention here was to show how Anna distorted some events, changed 
focus, or gave agency to specif ic members of these groups that were person-
ally important for her political ambition. Through an analysis of Anna’s 
characterisation and presentation of events, the turn of plot, or the applied 
imagery I have tried to present the multitude of possibilities that Byzantine 
authors used to embedd political messages into their narratives.

As a concluding remark, it would be appropriate to say a word about the 
methodology I have applied for investigating the narrative poetics of the 
Alexiad. My primary goal has been to pursue the politics of Anna’s text 
through the images of family and power relations, the cultural logic of 
Homeric discourse and political codes of vocabulary register during the mid 
Komnenian century. In that sense, it was crucial to deconstruct the complex 
architecture of the text, to understand its foundations, its scaffolding, and its 
inner and outer appearance. I have tried to give an answer as to the meaning 
of this text for Anna herself and for its wider contemporary readership, 

32	 Aristotle, Poetics, 1460a-b.
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thinking of the time in which Anna’s message could be apprehended when 
it started to circulate, and of the possible impact of this literary endeavor in 
the political context of the mid 12th century. The tools I used were mostly 
intertextual analyses between Anna Komnene’s Alexiad and other preceding 
or contemporary literary works that were not strictly limited to the genre 
of history. My aim has been to pursue the main elements of the dominant 
discourse of the mid Komnenian epoch in order to understand the tenets 
of the alternative political discourse. Apart from intertextuality, I found 
highly valuable tools in the rhetorical manuals, which provided me with 
the means to read Byzantine sources and to decipher the codes of ethical 
and esthetical values of the period in question. Finally, the tools provided 
in the feminist narratology for understanding and hearing the female voice 
in the literature have been fruitful for further investigation on the topic of 
Anna’s gendered discourse.

Byzantine texts are unique for their composite architecture. The impres-
sion that they leave on their beholders varies a lot and even nowadays, as 
the studies of Alexiad clearly show, the impression we get might be different 
or even mutually exclusive. However, that does not betoken good or bad 
readings; it just means that we have grasped different layers of the text. 
Since 2000 we have achieved much. I hope that this study will prove an 
insightful supplement to the understanding of the complexity and literary 
richness of Anna Komnene’s Alexiad.
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