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Summary :

All existing information about the Byzantine poet “ Ptochoprodromos” or “poor Prodromos’ comes exclusively from four of his poemsthat survived
in 12th-C. literary tradition. The ptochoprodromic poems, asthey are called, are the first samples of Byzantine folk satire, atypical literary genre of
the cosmopolitan society of komnenian Constantinople. The poet, who calls himself Ptochoprodromos, makes creative use of the tradition of satire
and of the rhetorical technique of ethopoeia, contributing to the development of allegorical satirein the 13th century and later. Asfar asthe
author’sidentity is concerned, the poems are traditionally attributed to Theodore Prodromos.

Other Names

Date and Place of Birth
Unknown; 12th century

Main Role

Scholar, poet

1. Introduction

All existing information about the Byzantine poet Ptochoprodromos comes exclusively from his work, which constitutes a unique case
in Byzantine literature. The literary tradition of the Byzantine times has left us four begging poems that appear to have many common
aspects and are attributed in the manuscripts to a poet with the pseudonym “Ptochoprodromos’. They are the so-called
ptochoprodromic poems; examples of 12th-C. of secular poetry, written in the vernacular in order to win the favor and generosity of
eminent people, but with an obviously mocking, satirical and even self-sarcastic style. Married life, the poverty of scholars and
monagtic life are satirized in the four poems. Both the identity of the author and the analysis of the poems in the context of the study of

secular poetry, pose questions that have not been definitively answered yet.!
2. The poet’s portrait

Reading Ptochoprodromos’ poems, we get the following idea about his life. He was a common man, coming from a poor family, a
fact that posed many obstaclesin hislife. He did not learn an art or atrade, but encouraged by his father, he devoted himself to
studying from ayoung age, a thing that he regretted when he was older, as he was not able to make a leaving by writing verses. He
was married, with children and had family problems because of his humble descent, his economic state in general and hiswife’s
character. He lived during the middle and the second half of the 12th century in Constantinople and had the ability and the courage to
address his poems directly to the emperor. We also learn that at a young age he was a monk and asked for the help of the emperor
himself because of the priors’ unjust behavior toward him.

Such information appears in fragments in the four poems, which can in no way be considered as some kind of biographic entries.
Therefore, and eventhough the author probably does draw from his personal experience when writing the poems, the figure of

Ptochoprodromos is rather a literary disguise than ared person.2
3. The manuscript tradition and the research

The text of the poems has survived in different order and in some cases with interventions, alterations and abridgementsin seven
manuscripts of the Byzantine times (14th-15th c.) and two subsequent ones (late 15th and 16th c.). The ptochoprodromic poems
have been the subject of studies by various researchers. A number of different editions and trandations —in French (Hesseling and

Pernot, 1910)3, Italian (Gazya, 1972)*, Spanish (Egea, 1984)°, and partly in English (Alexiou, 1986)° and German (Eideneir, 1991)
’_ shows that these poems attracted the interest of the researchers, who have particularly insisted on the two poems that mock
monastic life and the life of a scholar and poet.
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4. The issue of the ptochoprodromic poems

Theissue of the authorship of the prochoprodromic poems stimulated a discussion that has not yet concluded.® In the beginning, the
publishers, taking into account the title of the first poem and some sporadic mentions in the manuscript tradition, associated the
authorship of the poems to the famous scholar and prolific author of the first half of the 12th century, Theodore Prodromos, who has
left us many essays and works in the scholarly language of the komnenian court, but works in the vernacular too. However, after G.

Hatzidakis® claimed, in 1892, that there were two different authors under the name Prodromos, various theories began to be
suggested about the four poems. Decline of the attribution of the prochoprodromic poems to Theodore Prodromos was generally

based upon their lack of homogeneity, and mostly on linguistic arguments. But such arguments were considered insufficient.1% They
were opposed with the assumption that Prodromos could have written the ptochoprodromic poems, following a prominent in the

komnenian court trend.** The passages in scholarly language in the poems were considered evidence of Theodore Prodromos being
their author, even though they don’t present the same writing abilities. Another opinion that has been phrased is that the four poems

were the work of a subsequent poet that imitated Theodore Prodromos. 12

Lately, the discussion over the identifying Ptochoprodromos with an eponymous and specific known author has slackened among
researchers. The examination of the issue turns to vernacular literature and its tradition, that was established by a series of anonymous

works and collections, such as Spaneas, Poulol ogos,lSAsma tou Armouri etc. This approach was supported by Eideneier, in the
context of his publication, study and commentation of the poems.1* On the other hand, modern research focuses on the receiver of

the work and on the fact that this poetry was probably addressed to the people of the Court, maybe even the emperor himself. Thus,
the ptochoprodromic poems constitute yet another indication of the trends in secular poetry of the komnenian times.

5. Dating

The dating of the poems is based on the factual examination of various pieces of evidence in the poems and the literary analysis of the
language. Manuel | Komnenos (1143-1180) is mentioned as the recipient of the third and fourth poem; on the other hand, there are
mentions of coins commonly known as manoel ata (mean. “coins of Manuel"), , , which numismatic research places
between 1163-1204. Accordingly, the writing of the poems is dated in the second half of the 12th century, or the late 12th century,
which also explains the use of Turkish words, such as tsaroukia, because of the increased interaction between the Turkish and the

Greek element in the Byzantine territory and even in Constantinople during that period.15

6. The poems

6.1. Thefirst poem (the poor husband): “ .tothe Emperor Mavroiannes [John I1]”

Thefirst poem survives only in one manuscript (cod. Paris.gr.396), dating back to the late 13th or early 14th century.1® The poem is
titled “From Prodromos, kyros-Theodoros, to the Emperor Mavroiannes” and, according to Beck, is dedicated to John |1
Komnenos (1118-1143). It consists of 274 verses, “political” according to the poet, and it is a rather lively and amusing narration of
his “sore tribulations caused by awarring wife” because of his poverty. The poet declares how much he fears her with the words: “I
fear her mouth, | fear her rage/I fear her threats and her distaste”. “Kyros Prodromos’ "intention is to thank the emperor for his great
benefactions to him, and also to recount the grievous condition heisin and ask for economic support in order to be spared the
nagging of his shrewish wife and the humiliations to which she subjects him, so that the one who wishes the best for the emperor

won't be lost prematurely.
6.2. The second poem (the poor father): “ .tothe Sebastokrator”
The second poem is the shortest of the four. It is written in the same codex, under the inscription “From the same to the

Sebastokrator”. In another codex of the 14th c., preserved in Jerusalem (Hieros. Sabait. 415), the poem survives under the title
“From the same”, and is written after the fourth poem, which is about monastic life and is titled “Verses of grammatikos kyros
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Theodoros Ptochoprodromos’. In the second poem, the “poor” author attempts to please his “despot”, the sebastokrator in 117
verses, using “political metriasmata and politographias’ (=political metres/jests and political writings/citizen affairs), aspiring to his
benefaction, in order to be rescued from the extreme poverty heisin. The poet notes that his name “Ptochoprodromos’, should not
deceive his despot. Because, even though his name is Prodromos, he does not eat greens and grasshoppers, but he likes tasty meals,
like “greasy lamb meat”. But the poet only has his poverty to offer to his starving intimates, so they end up eating their clothes and
then hallucinate stars and green wheels “and the worst of it all, they look like they are drunk, and bewitched and crazy.”

6.3. Thethird poem (the scholar): “ .tothe emperor lord Manuel Komnenos’ —the poverty of a scholar

Thethird poem is the famous satire of a scholar’s poverty. The text consists of 291 verses and has survived in a number of
manuscripts of the 14th century (Paris.gr. Suppl. 1034, Paris.gr. 396, Monac.gr. 525), the 15th century (Paris.Coidlin 382, Paris.gr.
1310, Constantionop. Serail 35) and the 16th century (Adrianop.1237 = Athen. Museum Benaki 44). In the oldest surviving
manuscript, Paris.gr. Suppl.1034, of the 1364, the poem is titled: “Ptochoprodromos to the emperor lord Manuel Komnenos, the
Purple-born” meaning it is a poem dedicated to Manuel | Komnenos (1143-1180). The poet-narrator appears as a poor scholar,
who remembers his youth, when his father used to advise him to study in order to prosper, “Ever since | was alad, my father used to
tell me, / 'Get an education, boy, and there'll be no-one like you.” But now that he compares his poverty and hunger to the life of his
neighbors who are manual workers, craftsmen and other wage-earners, he curses letters with the statement “I spit on grammar and |
say with tears,/ 'Christ, down with letters, and with whoever wants them!”. The situation described is painful, wherever the poet looks
for some “bread to eat”, in the four corners of his cell, he only finds “many texts many papers.” He even wonders in everyday
language how many poems he has to write “how many verses should | weave,/ how much should | write and say, how much should |
spout forth,” in order to find a cure for his hunger. Toward the end he concludes that he is already in the three hells of starvation, cold
and darkness. In his conclusion, the last 18 verses, the poet addresses a plea for help to the emperor, the “komnenoblaston apo
porphyras rodon” (=rose of purple, "born in the purple” and "of the Komnenos lineage”), in a scholarly archaic language.

6.4. The fourth poem (the unfortunate monk): “ .to Manuel the Purple-born, the Komnenos” - satire of a Byzantine
monastery

The fourth poem is a satire of the life in a Byzantine monastery. The text survivesin eight manuscripts, in full with alterations and in
fragments, which shows the sensation it created. This poem is also dedicated to Manuel | Komnenos. In Paris.gr. Suppl.1034 of
1364, the title is: “Other verses of Hilarion, the monk Ptochoprodromos, to the most revered emperor lord Manuel the Purple-born
and Komnenos.” The mention of the name Hilarion in this codex is probably a result of misinterpretation, asit is not mentioned in
other manuscripts where, on the contrary, Theodore Prodromos, or just Prodromos is mentioned. In 665 verses of fifteen syllables,
the narrator, a young monk, “illiterate” and “dressed in rags’, describes to the emperor how things are inside the monastery, his
suffering and the greed of his priors, afather and son that illegally and excessively rule over the entire surrounding area. The many
kinds of punishments imposed to the unfortunate monk without substantial reason are described in a satirical way. He emphasizes on
the difference of living standards between priors and monks, describes how the former eat fish and let the latter eat a horrible slop,
and generally how “they greedily collect coing/ and catechize us on avarice.” He describes very lively the luxury and privileges
enjoyed by “them”, while he points out that for “us” there is suffering, mistreatment and hunger. As he has no one else to turn to, the
monk turns to the emperor, asking him only a small piece of bread.

6.5. Other poems

At one time, some other smaller poems were also attributed to Ptochoprodromos. They are seven love poems from a codex of the

14th century, which, as subsequent research proved, are not related to the author of the ptochoprodromic poem:s.17 Five poemsin a
codex of the National Library of St Mark'sin Venice (ar. X1 22), in which the poet addresses to Manuel | Komnenos and asks of

him to be offered hospitality by “brotherhood” of the monastery of St. George of Mangana in Constantinople, '8 were also attributed

to Ptochoprodromos for some time. As it was later proven, these last ones were part of a collection of 12 poems that also dated

from the 12th century and its author, who is also referred to as Prodromos, is conventionaly called “Manganei os’.1°
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6.6. Special characteristics of the poems (ver sg, style and language)

Ptochoprodromos’ poems are written in the so-called political verse, meaning an iambic meter in fifteen syllables, based on the metric
tone. With Ptochoprodromos and since the 12th century, the expression of satirical poetry in rythmotonic meters (fifteen syllables)
becomes more widespread. Other begging or pleading poems, in which known and unknown beggar poets ask favors from emperors
or other influential personalities of their time (Michael Glykas, John Tzetzis), are written in political verse.

Another basic characteristic of the ptochoprodromic poemsis their mixed language. The scholarly language used in the prologue, the
epilogue and wherever the poet turns to the receiver to submit his plea for benefaction. The vernacular, which is not affected by a
particular dialect, but is used as acommon literary language, is used in the parts where the narrator describes his misfortunes due to
his poverty. The poet consciously associates and compares the issue of material poverty to the simplicity of the vernacular. On the
other hand, the satirical style is more highlighted by the dark tones and the exaggerations of the description, while lyrical elements are

also being used. 2
7. Evaluation

The ptochoprodromic poems are the first poems representing Byzantine vernacular satire. As Beck felicitoudly notes, this literary form
isatypica product of the cosmopolitan society that begins expressing itself. And also, judging and criticizing, we would say. Behind
his inclination to make fun of the shortcomings and improve his living standards, the anonymous poet proceeds to offer criticism. On
the other hand, he addresses his receiver with ceremonial formality: “to the most revered emperor lord Manuel the Purple-born”. The
fact that the third and especialy the fourth poem, in which the satire is even harsher, have survived in most of the manuscripts cannot
be considered random. Ptochoprodromos’ daring to complain about clergy misconduct directly to the emperor, in a sophisticated,
poetic and bold way, does not convince us that we deal with the writing of a poor monk. It is possible that the author was not one “of
the glorious’, but it appears that he was raised in an environment that gave him the opportunity to get a good education, while he kept

in touch with the scholars of Constantinople and was at ease with criticizing the cl ergy.21

These poems should also be evaluated as very important material in the study of the Byzantines' everyday life —diet, habits, clothing
etc. P. Koukoule's study on the monastic life (1955), in which Prodromos or Ptochoprodromos was served as the main source, 22
remains worthy of mention. Lately, M. Alexiou studied the information about games that are mentioned in the first three poems.23

Ultimately, the ptochoprodromic poems should also be examined as alandmark in the evolution of secular literature. This small group
presented a creative use of the tradition of satire and the rhetorical form of acting, but also set the foundations for the development of
alegorical satire in the 13th century and later, where socia and political satire is attempted through narrations about animals (Auynoic

Toudi1oppaotos twv Tetpamoddwv Za')wv,2421)va§dpzov 700 Tyunuévoo I'adépov EtC.). %
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Glossary :
histamenon or stamenon

Mean. "the standard coin”, also known as trachy. A concave coin of silver-and-copper mixture (billon) and later on of copper. It was introduced by
Alexios| Komnenosin 1092. Itsinitail value was 1/48 of the hyperpyron.

tetarteron

Initially a slightly lighter coin of gold, introduced by Nikephoros II (963-969). From 1092 onwards it was a flat, copper coin of little
value (also known as tarteron).

Quotations

Ptochoprodromos complains about the abbot's luxurious banquets, as opposed to the poor food provided to simple monks like
himself. From poem IV (poem |11 in the Hesseling-Pernot edition):
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Tetodda kal magaokevnv Engodayovotv 6AwG:
ixOUv yap ovk é00lovowy, aval, moows év TovTolg,
elun Ywpitow, aotakovs kal aAndva mayovoua, [275]
Kkal kapafBidag ekleoTas, TNYAVOL Kapwitoag
Kal Aaxavitow kat paknv peta ooteedouvditoln,
Kal Jeta . ... déomota, KAl KTéVia kal cwAnvag,
kal papatitov dAeotov Kol 0QUCLY 1E TO pHéALY,
daocoAa EEodpOaApLota, EAaltoag kal xapiorv, [280]
Kal Twowva avyotagaxa dix v avoeiav,
unAitowx te kat poivikag, loxadag, kaguditox,
Kat otapditoag XTIk, Kat ATo TO dx KITQOU.

., V& xwvevoovowy €k ¢ Enoodayiag,
KQAOLV YAUKDV YaVITIKOV, KAL KQNTIKOV KAl oauov, [285]
tva xupotg EkBaAwotv €k thg yAvkomooiag,
nNuag d¢ mpoTBéaot Kuapovg BeBoeyUévoug,
Hpueic d¢ vov ¢00ilopev kaaBoAov 10 aytolovuy,
KL OKOTIEL TOV OVOUATOG at0TOV TV ToLKAlay:
KAKKAPLY €VL dIWTOV, WOEL LETOWV TECTAQWY,
Kal éwg Avw ot payetgot YepiCovot to Hdwo,
Kal mOE €£AMTOVOL TTOAD KT ToD Kakkafiov,
KAl PAAAOVOL KQOU UL KAV elko0L KOAévTag, [295]
Kat tote PAETE, déomota, KAATV prAoTipiav:
elg KANow yap pantiCoviat T1oLadog e aylac,
OotAleL YXQ TOEIS TO EAXIOV O HAYELQOG ATEOW,
Kal BaAAetcal OQvuBoLvAa Tiva mEOg puowdiay
Kal OV CwpoV EkxéeL TOV EMavw TV Ywpiowv, [300]
Kol 9dOVV Hag Kal TEWYOHEV Kat Aéyetatl ayloloUpLy.

Eideneier, Hans, Ptochoprodromos: Einfiihrung, kritische Ausgabe, deutsche Ubersetzung, Glossar (Kéln: Romiosini 1991).

[Translation:

On Wednesdays and Fridays they keep a strict fast: they don't even eat any fish on those days, my lord, but only a bit of bread, and
lobsters and nice crabs and stewed crayfish, pan-fried prawns and a few greens and lentils with their oysters and mussels, and
clams and razor-shells, your worship, along with the rest: nice broad beans, rice with honey, sprouted black-eyed peas, olives and
caviar, and botargo in season to keep them from starvation, sweet little apples and dates, dried figs and green walnuts, and Chios
raisins, and some lemon conserve. Of course, they complete their fast-day meal with sweet Ganitic wine, and Cretan, and Samian, to
throw off the evil humours with a drink of sweet wine. Meanwhile they put before us well-soaked dry beans, and quench our thirst
with cumin-water, obedient to the Rule and the precepts of the Fathers. What we eat is nothing but 'holy soup'; notice the clever
name. The cooks take a two-handled cauldron, about four gallons, and fill it up with water, and light a good fire underneath, and toss
in about twenry onions ... The chef gives it three splashes of oil and tosses in some twigs of savory for flavouring, and pours this soup
over our pieces of bread, and gives it to us to eat, and it's called 'holy soup'.

Transl. by A. Dalby, Tastes of Byzantium (New York 2003), p. 94.]
An evaluation of the ptochoprodromic poems in the context of Byzantine vernacular literature and its place in the Komnenian court

What conclusions can be drawn? Byzantinists have been all too ready to treat our poems as "non-sens in disenables," simply because
they arcin “mixed-up Greek.” They have also been reluctant to accept that vernacular texts, from the twelfth century on, can and
should be created with the same degree of seriousness as texts in the style. Textual emendations and conflation of different
manuscripts have been arbitrary. Yet, if Theodore Prodromos was the author of our four poems, as a mounting body of evidence
suggests, the twelfth century provides the literary, cultural, and linguistic starting point for "modern" Greek, at the same time as
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texts were rediscovered, edited, and performed. The twelfth century, as Michael Hendy, Alan Harvey, and Magdalino have
shown from socioeconomic and cultural perspectives, was not one of decline, rather one of bewildering yet productive social
diversification. Prodromos in the four vernacular poems spells out a timely if complex message for imperial rulers: they must pay
serious attention to games and play in low-style language or else they will fall, as did indeed Constantinople to the Latins in 1204.
Such is the wealth and specificity of detail afforded by the four poems here that we may be certain that they were not composed after
that date, although they may have been revised by later scribes.
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