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CHRISTOPHER LIVANOS

Justice, Equality and Dirt in the Poems of
Christopher of Mytilene

In Change in Byzantine Culture in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries,
Alexander Kazhdan and Ann Wharton Epstein have observed that
Christopher of Mytilene (¢. 1000 — ¢. 1050) was a poet ‘extremely sen-
sitive to the inequities of the existing social order.” Their work has
shown that the eleventh century was a time of social change, when
certain groups of people rapidly attained higher standing in the social
hierarchy. Ascension to higher social rank is almost always the privi-
lege of a fortunate few, and every period of social change and per-
ceived progress will produce not only successful social climbers but
also curmudgeons who make it their job to point out the injustices
that remain. In several of his poems, Christopher of Mytilene adopts
the role of the social gadfly in pointing out that, even in the rapidly
developing society of eleventh-century Constantinople, most of the
poor remain poor and many of the prosperous elites are insufferable
snobs. Christopher himself had a relatively successful career as a gov-
ernment official, but he wrote about the social changes of his times
from the perspective of a cynical observer who sympathized with the
masses of humanity left behind as certain segments of society at-
tained positions of privilege previously unavailable to them.

A concise yet broad introduction to Christopher’s life and work is
found in an article by Nicolas Oikonomides entitled ‘Life and Society
in Eleventh Century Constantinople,” which focuses entirely on this
single poet. As Oikonomides’ comprehensive-sounding title suggests,
Christopher’s 145 surviving epigrams and fragments deal with a vast
range of subject matter pertinent to life in his native city. This article

A P. Kazupax and A. W. EpstiiN, Change in Byzantine Culture in the Eleventh
and Twelfth Centuries. Berkeley 1985, 210.

2 N. OikonomipEs, Life and Society in Eleventh Century Constantinople. Siidost-
Forschungen 49 (1990) 1-14.
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will be dealing mostly with his cynical, embittered side. The biting,
satirical wit apparent throughout his epigrams is usually directed at
life’s injustices. ‘Christophoros... tries to comfort the sick,” Oikono-
mides tells us, ‘questioning the competence of doctors he does not hold
in high esteem (p. 3),” though we might add that the poet’s point seems
more to injure the doctor than to help the patient. Having acknowl-
edged the caustic quality of Christopher’s verse, Oikonomides goes on
to write:

But on the other hand his poems concerning pleasant things are by
far more numerous. He writes about fruit or sweets or perfumes, or
wine, or utensils or even luxurious decorated textiles (K 28, 42, 43, 45,
87, 88, 94, 99, 105, 110, 115, 117). He glorifies the relaxing pleasures
of the bath (K 53). He sings the praises of the opposite sex: a certain
FHudocia, ‘The most beautiful of all women.™

Since little has yet been written on his poems, I have cited the above
passage from Oikonomides so as to avoid painting a misleading por-
trait of our poet. He wrote about pretty things: they just will not
figure in this paper.

1 will examine a longer epigram by Christopher on social inequality,
and then turn to two shorter poems in which Christopher continues to
discuss justice and equality and also brings up the related theme of
dirt. He seldom writes of social inequities without also writing of dirt.
As he equates fear of mixing with the lower classes with fear of
physical contagion, he emerges in his more significant works as a pro-
phetic yet ironically self-effacing voice frustrated by the imposition of
purity codes onto a Christian society which ought to be based on ap-
ostolic equality.

The theoretical focus of this article will be work on purity and
defilement by Mikhail Bakhtin and Mary Douglas.* Bakhtin’s work on
Rabelais is famous for its discussion of scatology, carnivalesque hu-
mor, comic violence, and utopian egalitarianism — all of which are
important topics in Christopher’s work. Margaret Alexiou’s use of
Bakhtin in her work on twelfth-century Byzantine literature has
helped elucidate how satire, vernacular borrowings, and abusive lan-
guage serve not only to degrade their targets but also to regenerate

3 O1mkoNoMIDES, 3. The numbers refer to the poems’ sequence in the standard edition
of Christopher’s poems, ed E. Kurtz, Die Gedichte des Christophoros Mytilenaios.
Leipzig 1904.

+ (Cf. infra, n. 18 and 31.



Justice, Equality and Dirt in the Poems of Christopher of Mytilene 51

society.” Engagement with Bakhtin in the study of eleventh-century
literature can help us appreciate Christopher’s importance as a fore-
runner to twelfth-century developments. The Russian theorist’s divi-
sion of the carnivelesque into three forms, spectacle, parodic composi-
tion, and Billingsgate or abusive language provides a useful approach
to discussing Christopher’s place in the history of humorous literature
in the Byzantine Empire. His poems are an important witness to the
existence of carnivalesque spectacle and while vernacular insults do
not appear in his work, his use of language that simultaneously de-
bases and regenerates places him in an important relationship to those
twelfth-century texts which Alexiou has analyzed. Parody, strictly
speaking, is likewise absent from Christopher’s oeuvre. However, par-
ody is the literary equivalent of comic spectacles such as those he
represented in verse. The parody and the spectacle in which paupers
portray men of great estate are both humorous representations of
serious subjects, and therefore Christopher’s verses on parodic specta-
cle are an older relation to parody per se as it appeared in later Byz-
antine literature.

My engagement with the work of Douglas and Freud is an effort
to build upon the theoretical framework provided by Alexiou’s appli-
cation of Bakhtin to Byzantine literature. Bakhtin deals extensively
with the carnivalesque as an alleged tool for subverting social orders,
but he seldom touches upon questions of how social orders are struc-
tured and maintained. Douglas helps explain the use of purity codes
in the ordering of society, although she has been criticized for not
adequately accounting for the disgust caused by exposure to the im-
pure. Such disgust, as it is felt by the ‘upwardly mobile’ toward the
poor, is a significant theme in Christopher’s poetry, particularly in the
case of several snobbish characters who fit Freud’s description of the
anal personality — ‘obstinate, orderly, and parsimonious.” Alexiou’s
application of Bakhtin to twelfth-century texts has greatly enhanced
our understanding of the scatological references in Byzantine litera-
ture, but Freud’s studies on the connection between money and excre-
ment provide insights beyond those we gain from a Bakhtinian read-
ing. The final section of this article will discuss psychoanalysis, ad-
dressing Freud as well as Martha C. Nussbaum’s attempts to use

> M. ArLexiou, After Antiquity: Greek Language, Myth, and Metaphor. Ithaca and
London 2002, 96-148, especially 97.
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psychoanalytic theories of disgust to improve upon Douglas’ under-
standing of purity codes.

Christopher’s poems express an attitude toward the social changes
of his times that corroborates Paul Magdalino’s assessment:

“The legislation issued by Romanos I, Constantine VII, and Basil
II to prevent the purchase of peasant landholdings by the ‘powerful’
has traditionally been seen as a brave but failed attempt to save the
state from the creeping tide of feudalism. I would prefer to see it as
the beginning of the development whereby the state itself joined in
the process of feudalism... What cannot be doubted is that this legis-
lation added a new and permanent strand to the nexus of ties between
finance and justice, because it defined landownership according to fis-
cal categories, and discriminated in favor of the category of landown-
ers that the fisc could most easily exploit.”*

Christopher was not a political analyst and did not arrive at any-
thing like the complexity of Magdalino’s economic analysis, but his
poems show an acute sympathy for those who felt the sting of forces
such as Magdalino describes. His observation that people were being
divided into categories and discriminated against prompted the com-
position of a poem addressed to Christ, numbered 13 in Kurtz’s edi-
tion, in which the speaker complains of the insurmountable gap be-
tween rich and poor.” The speaker laments that no matter what up-
heaval God might bring about to shake up the existing order of things,
the rich would stay rich and the poor would stay poor:

Aixono Tadto, ONUoveYE wov Adye,

TIAOV UV givar dvtag dvOpmmovg Eva

7ol oV TOV 00ToV, AAAG ®al pvow wiav,

TelElv 0¢ g dvicov avTolg TOV Piov;

Noai vai otdow T mdvto Tavimg ovx £yeL,

Evalhaynv TV TQAYUATWV, TMOS %Ol TOTE;

Kév yao denon ovotoadévra Tov Piov

nOnhovg EAittewv Ponyndis dtagiog,

&v uev yhiowg mhovaiolg i puoiolg

" P. MaagpariNo, Justice and Finance in the Byzantine State, Ninth to Twelfth
Centuries, in: Law and Society in Byzantium, Ninth to Twelfth Centuries, ed. A.
Latou and D. Sivox. Washington D.C 1994, 93-115, here 108.

O1koNOoMIDES 2: ‘It has long been remarked that in the Grottaferrata manuscript
the poems are arranged in chronological order.” The same sequence is followed in
Kurtz’s edition, in which this epigram is number 13.
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elc duoTvyNoag oVYRATELOL TOTS %ATO"

&v & ad mévnow dOAiolc Tolopviolg

TQETG EVTEAYOTOL %Al YivovTal TV GV.
Td tod dwaiov trouar THAw, Adye,

%ol tadto TEOg 08 GOEyyoual TOV deomdTnV:
oV &AM dvdoyov naxgobuudmv, mg £6og,
%Ol TOV EUOV AROVE VOV YOYYUOUGTOV.

M) TOV ugv a0Tog ovn EMAaoag XeQOl 0oV,
TovTtov 0¢ mAdotNg dAhog; “H Tl hentéov;
Ovx oya TV oMV TAVTES €l0L dARTVAWV;
AM Ol ugv adTdV 00% AVAyRAlmV LOVOV
RATOTEQUPWOLY, AAAGL %ol TOAMD TAEOV

%Ol TOTG TEQLTTOLS EVIQUPWOL ToT Blov,

ot ¢ YAlyovtaL %xal HovoPAOUOL TEUPOUG

N wGrhov elmelv nal Teametng Yuylwv.
Airaie, moU dinaua TadTo TUYYAVEL;

“Ewg mtdte 0TN0EL0g NUTV TNV ®TIOWV;
SVO0E00V VTNV 1] RATARAVOOV TAMV:
undeic xPwtot devtépac avdic THyOL,

un N®é tig yévorto xat mahy véog:
OlYOLVTO TTAVTEG, AELPAVOV LT LELVATO.

El 8, g vméoyov, naxdduue XQLoté wov,
TV Yijv €00001g 00 ratoxAilewy Béhels,
%0l YOO GUALTTELC — OLdA — TAC DITOOYECELS,
JAthavto yewl off fakmv éx TV dvw

TV TAOOV DTG OVYAATACTQEYOV ATIOLV,
UYVUG TTOAOV Y] ®al T TAVTO OVUGVQMV
oUtw yaQ Gv Yévolto Tavimv 10otng.”

Is this just, Creator, Word of God,

That though all men are from a single clay;,
One nature and one common heap of dust,
They get unequal pay somehow from life?
Yes, yes, in every way all things lack stasis,
But how and when do they exchange affairs?
So what if you implore life to revolve,

The disks of Bacchic disarray to spin?

For all the myriad thousands of the rich

53

Kurrz 8-9. Translations from Christopher’s verse quoted in this article are my

own.
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Bad luck would join just one to those below.

In turn, for all the countless struggling poor,

Three would do well and join a higher rank.

O Word, I melt with zeal for what is just,

And therefore, master, I cry out to you.
Magnanimous one, bear with me; it is your way:.
Now listen to these grumblings of mine.

Perhaps you made some men with your own hands,
While Someone else made others? What should be said?
Is everybody not your fingers” work?

In any case, some laugh in opulence

And mock the needs their luxuries surpass,
Iixulting in the excesses of life

As others strive for bits of broken bread —

Crumbs off the table-tops, in other words.

Where is it, Just One, that such things are just?
How long will you save creation for our sake?
Shake it apart, or flood it clean again,

But make sure no one gets a second ark.

Do not let some new Noah come this time.

Let everybody vanish with no trace.

If, as you promised, my magnanimous Christ,

You do not wish to flood your earth again,

(I know, of course, you keep your promises),

Then cast down lofty Atlas with your hand,

Turn all creation upside down with him,
Kneading, confounding, and mixing all heaven and Earth.
That would bring equality to all.?

It is difficult to assign this poem to any established literary genre.
It has elements of the prosopopoicia or ‘personification,” a term the
Byzantines used for anything written from the point of view of a
character other than the author. Particularly toward the beginning,
the speaker seems to assume the role of a prophet calling down the
wrath of God; but whatever prophetic quality the opening invective
against economic injustice might contain is undermined by the word

? In translating Christopher’s poetry into English, I have consulted the Italian
translations by Carmelo Crimi in Christophoros ho Mytilenaios, Canzoniere. ed. C.
Crivmi and R. Anastasi. Catania 1983, and the translations in R. CANTARELLA,
Poeti Bizantini, a cura di K. Coxca. vol. 11. Milan 1992, 682-697.
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goggysma in line 16. Lampe’s 4 Patristic Greek Lexicon gives ‘murmur’
and ‘grumble’ as the first two definitions of goggyzo, neither of which
seems an appropriate tone for prophetic speech.'"” This shift in tone
makes the poem one of Christopher’s most subtle and appealing, as
the wit that savaged the world in a series of sometimes gratingly ma-
licious epigrams, is here turned inward. The would-be prophet slyly
calls himself a whiner in one of several tonal shifts that divide the
poem into distinct sections. The juxtaposition of these sections — the
prophetic opening, the religious doubt, the grumblings, and the clever
‘solution” to the world’s problems — makes us see each section in an
ironic light. The opening verses are in the style of an Old Testament
prophet, full of righteous indignation and the implication that the
speaker holds the right to call down the wrath of God on a sinful world.
According to Oikonomides (p. 7), ‘Church activities are constantly
present in Christophoros’ poems; but it is their social rather than spir-
itual functions that seem to dominate. The poet was not a particu-
larly devout person.” Oikonomides is right to point out the importance
of social concerns in Christopher’s work, but perhaps too eager to
make biographical conclusions. Especially in this poem, the religious
and the social are linked. Social injustice and inequality are an affront
to the just God who made all men equal.

The murmurings (goggysmata) of the social discontent are then
subverted at the end of the poem by a biting irony; passivity turns to
passive aggression. As the prophetic utterances of the opening give
way to passive murmurings in the middle of the poem, the murmurings
in turn give way to a more assertive wit in the closing lines; but this
is not to say that the righteous indignation at the beginning and the
impotent frustration in the middle are thoroughly invalidated. The
tense coexistence of prophetic indignation, powerless frustration, both
tempered by an overarching irony, make this poem one of Christo-
pher’s most emotionally complex works.

Oikonomides, curiously. has called this poem, ‘a youthful cry of
protest of no consequence,” and gone on to comment:

“In spite of the fact that the objections towards the rich had not
disappeared (K134), Christophoros, who in the meantime had also
made a good career, turned towards philanthropy and lauded the ad-

1 G.W.H. Lawnri, A Patristic Greek Lexicon. Oxford 1961, 321. I thank Wolfram
Horandner for pointing out that the verb goggyzo is used in Exodus 17.3 of the
people’s murmurings against Moses for bringing them out of Egypt.
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vantages of the hospitals that not only cured diseases but also — and
above all — cured the effects of poverty (K130). Moreover, his rebellion
was conceived within the framework of pure orthodoxy: it did not
deviate towards heresy nor did it contest any fundamentals of Byz-
antine society. hese limitations meant that, although the economic and
social aspects of social inequity were perceived and expressed, and an
ideological framework was being sought, no realistic solution was pro-
posed.”!!

I believe Oikonomides overreaches in positing a link between the
thematic development of Christopher’s poetry and what little we know
of his life. Such arguments can be dangerously circular, since most
of what we ‘know’” about Christopher’s life is extrapolated from his
poems. Fundamentally, I agree with Oikonomides’ interpretation of
Christopher as a poet of sound Orthodoxy. though the poet at times
seems to test Orthodoxy’s limits, as when he suggests to the almighty
that he use a loophole in his own Holy Writ. The sentiment behind
these closing verses can best be understood as an example of the Byz-
antine religious concept of parrhesia, or freedom of speech before God.
Oikonomides is correct that the poem contains nothing blasphemous.
However, it does contain a striking boldness. For the Byzantines, the
intimacy of the believer’s relationship with God gives him or her the
right to speak candidly with the supreme being, as one would to a
family member.

One of the most significant and illustrative examples of parrhesia
— the concept as well as the word — occurs in the ‘Lament of Mary at
the Cross’ by Romanos the Melode (6th cent.), when Mary chastises
Jesus for telling her to accept the inevitability of his death.'” Before
being persuaded by Christ’s message, Mary tries to convince her son
not to accept death on behalf of mankind. Thus, the greatest saint is
permitted to tell God not to perform his greatest miracle. The boldness
with which Mary questions her Son’s judgment is reminiscent of Chris-
topher’s implied suggestion that the Noachide covenant was a mistake,
yet Christopher’s seemingly flippant remark that God should find a
loophole in his covenant is no more outrageous (perhaps it is more
outrageous in tone, but not in doctrine) than Mary’s attempt as por-
trayed by Romanos to talk Christ out of going through with his own

1 O1koNoMIDES 14,
12 Sancti Romani Melodi Cantica: Cantica Genuina, ed. P. Maas and C.A. TRYPANIS.
Oxford 1963, 142-149.
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crucifixion and the subsequent redemption of mankind. Romanos’
‘Lament of Mary at Cross’ ends with a direct address by the speaker
to Christ
OV TTAQETYES T OEUVT]
TOQENOLAY ®QALEWV GOU
“O viog nai Bedg wov.” 3

You granted the pious woman
the parrhesia to cry out to you
‘O my son and my God.’

It was thus the intimacy of Mary’s relationship with Christ that
allowed her earlier in the poem to exclaim:
T 00V TOéXELC. TénvOV; Ut Emelyov mEOC odaynv:
un dLijc Tov Odvatov.'

Where are you running, child? Hurry not to the slaughter.
Be not in love with Death.

In these lines, Romanos strikingly shows the significance of par-
rhesia in traditional Byzantine culture. Neither Mary’s near-perfection
nor Christ’s majesty prevents the holy virgin from speaking her mind
in a spirit of candor. Most significantly, since she is the most perfect
human being other than her Son, there is no hint in the text that her
words are blasphemous or deserving in any way of castigation.'” She
doubts the usefulness of Christ’s mission, and tells him not to go
through with it in a tone verging on that of a concerned mother rep-
rimanding a wayward child engaged in dangerous activities. Through-
out the poem, Christ explains his mission to Mary and finally con-
vinces her to accept it.

Christopher of Mytilene and Romanos both show that, while par-
rhesia does not allow one to break a divine commandment, it allows
one to express his or her unhappiness with it. Saints have to obey God,
but they do not have to deny their human feelings. ‘Parrhesia,” in a

¥ Ibid, 149.

" Ibid, 145.

' Whether or not she is ‘without sin’ is another question. If we define sin, hamartia,
in the etymological sense of ‘missing the mark,” she is quite sinful. She misses the
mark completely. There is no suggestion, however, that her missing the mark
makes her worthy of any blame. Many scholars believe that Byzantine notions of
sin do not involve guilt in the judicial sense. For more on the topic see T. WARE,
The Orthodox Church, 2" edition. New York and London 1993, 224-225.
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secular context, can also refer to the right of an advisor to speak
openly to the emperor,' and Christopher again seems to express this
concept as he steps into an advisorial role and urges God to find a way
to cast down the proud, shake up the world order, and bring equality
to mankind without violating his own sacred promises. The poet seems
to speak as a courtier suggesting to the emperor how he might deal
harshly with troublesome subjects yet still find a way to maintain his
reputation for justice.

Religious parrhesia is taken to the extreme when the speaker even
asks if there might be some truth to the un-Christian idea that differ-
ent classes of people were made by different gods in a passage remi-
niscent of the dualistic theology of the Bogomils, whose teaching —
that one god created good and another created evil — was apparently
gaining ground in Constantinople in Christopher’s lifetime.'” Oikono-
mides calls it ‘far-fetched” (p. 14 n. 45) to interpret this passage as a
dualist departure from the right faith. I agree, but I also wish to em-
phasize that we cannot simply dismiss the suggestion of dualism.
Christopher does in fact suggest the possibility of dualism; but only
as a frustrated Orthodox Christian troubled by doubt, not as a con-
vinced dualist preaching his own dogma. Exclaiming, “What should be
said?’ Christopher leaves the question unanswered, and his frustration
at the world's inequalities prompts him to ask God to send a second
flood to wipe out creation one more time, but this time not to let a
second Noah escape. In keeping with the spirit of this poem which
candidly admits religious doubt yet always falls just short of blas-
phemy, the speaker soon recognizes that his suggestion contradicts
God's promise.

The poem’s concluding plea for power structures to be subverted
and order to be overthrown expresses the sort of Utopianism Mikhail
Bakhtin saw in the Western medieval carnival:

!0 Elizabeth M. Jrrrreys defines parrhesia: * Literally, ‘freedom of speech.” In a
secular context this came to mean (from the 4™ C. onward) the license allowed a
privileged official or orator to offer cautious advice or reproof to an emperor, and
so, by extension, the right to have access to the emperor. In a religious context the
term comes to mean a confidence in dealing with God and men that is drawn from
faith and a righteous life, and that belongs to particular saints.” ODB, vol. 111,
1591.

" It has been argued that dualism expanded notably in urban areas in the eleventh
century. See E. WERNER, Geschichte des mittelalterlichen Dualismus: neue Fakten
und alte Konzeptionen. Zeitschrift fiir Geschichtswissenschaft 23 (1975) 538-551,
542,
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“The suspension of all hierarchical precedence during carnival time
was of particular significance. Rank was especially evident during of-
ficial feasts; everyone was expected to appear in the full regalia of his
calling, rank, and merits and to take the place corresponding to his
position. It was a consecration of inequality. On the contrary, all were
considered equal during the carnival. Here, in the town square, a spe-
cial form of free and familiar contact reigned among people who were
usually divided by the barriers of caste, property, profession, and age.
The hierarchical background and the extreme corporative and caste
divisions of the medieval world were exceptionally strong. Therefore
such free, familiar contacts were deeply felt and formed an essential
element of the carnival spirit. People were, so to speak, reborn for new,
purely human relations. These truly human relations were not only a
fruit of imagination or abstract thought; they were experienced. The
utopian ideal and the realistic merged in this carnival experience,
unique of its kind. This temporary suspension, both ideal and real, of
hierarchical rank created during carnival time a special type of com-
munication impossible in everyday life’. '

Modern discussions of the carnivalesque have led to the formation
of two scholarly camps, one agreeing with Bakhtin that Carnival sub-
verts all social orders, and the other arguing that the temporary and
controlled expression of subversive feeling during the Carnival ulti-
mately serves to maintain the status quo. Carnival can be seen either
as subversion or as containment of subversion. Christopher’s epigram
stands in jaded agreement with the latter viewpoint. While social
equality may have seemed a coming reality in Bakhtin’s revolutionary
times, it could be no more than a prayer for Christopher of Mytilene.
For Bakhtin, it is an article of faith with Rabelais as its prophet.
Oikonomides asserts that Christopher’s poetry is full of social dissat-
isfaction but lacking social or religious radicalism. It has been argued
that Bakhtin projected his own revolutionary agenda onto Rabelais
and the medieval carnival tradition in general. In an admiring yet
critical study of Bakhtin, Richard Berrong describes the context in
which the Russian theorist worked,

“While the ‘folk” began to figure as an important element in social-
ist realism, and Soviet iconography in general (CH 310), certain as-
pects of folk culture most certainly did not. ‘In 1932-34, when guide-

' M. BaknriN, Rabelais and His World, translated by Héléne Iswolsky. Bloomington
1985, 10.
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lines for socialist realism were being formulated, official spokesmen
cautioned writers against the literary practice of showing sex and the
bodily functions, which was euphemistically called ‘naturalism’ or
‘zoologism.” In consequence, explicit sex relations were virtually taboo
in Stalinist novels.” Stalinist society was marked by an ever-increasing
puritanism and idealization, an ‘emphasis on transcending the physi-
cal body’ (CH 312).7"

Against this backdrop, Bakhtin was creating a vision of a carnival
which, in Michael Holquist’s words, ‘is revolution itself... not [to] be
confused with mere holiday.” As Holquist interprets Bakhtin, ‘The
sanction for carnival derives ultimately not from a calendar prescribed
by church or state, but from a force that preexists priests and kings
and to whose superior power they are actually deferring when they
appear to be licensing carnival.”®

There was no true ‘carnival,” strictly defined in Byzantium, since
Lent was preceded by moderate fasting rather than festive indulgence,
but the Byzantines had other celebrations which can be termed ‘car-
nivalesque.” Bakhtin divided the carnival into three categories: ritual
spectacle, comic verbal compositions, and Billingsgate or abusive lan-
guage.”! The first of these is depicted in Christopher’s work. The latter
two developed in Byzantine literature shortly after his time, and his
poetry contains significant antecedents to them. Christopher provides
one of our more significant literary sources of information on the
Byzantine carnivalesque spectacle in a poem, now surviving only in
fragmentary form, describing a procession on the feast of Sts. Marki-
anos and Martyrios in which, ‘even the poor wear royal purple,” and a
fool masquerades as the emperor.** Such imagery and language are
reminiscent of the ‘suspension of hierarchical precedence’ Bakhtin
describes. For Christopher, the masses have little hope for anything
more than a ‘mere holiday,” although the holiday in honor of Sts.
Markianos and Martyrios seems to provide them considerable solace.
Students of festivities and their social importance find much of inter-
est in Christopher’s oeuvre, both those poems commemorating spe-

" R. BErroNG, Rabelais and Bakhtin: Popular Culture in Gargantua and Pantag-
ruel. Lincoln 1986, 106. ‘CH’ designates Berrong’s citations from C. CLARK and M.
Horquist, Mikhail Bakhtin. Cambridge 1984.

# Prologue by HoLquist in BaknTiN, Rabelais and His World xviii.

21 BAKHTIN, Rabelais and his World 15-17.

# Kurrz 91-98.
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cific feasts and those which are “festive” in the broader sense that they
deal with carnivalesque themes.

By “comic verbal composition,” Bakhtin is referring especially to
light-hearted parodies of the liturgy. The genre was as common in
Byzantium as it was in the West, but Christopher does not seem to
have been able to broach the subject without moving to Bakhtin’s
third category of abusive language, as we find in K114, on a corrupt
monk named Andreas who has amassed a horde of dubious ‘holy’ rel-
ics. The language of this epigram is harsh and condemning, its sarcasm
biting in contrast to whimsical tone of the parodies found in later
Byzantine literature, such as fourteenth- or fifteenth-century “The
Akolouthia of the Beardless Man,” and “The Synaxarion of the Hon-
orable Ass.”? Christopher’s epigram on the swindler Andreas is satire
rather than parody, but religious parody certainly existed in early
Byzantine culture. Procopios relates that Theodora had eunuchs mock
supplicants coming to her court using phrases derived from the liturgy.
In a case like this it is difficult to maintain a distinction between the
first and second of Bakhtin’s divisions of the carnivalesque, the spec-
tacle and the written travesty. The latter is largely a literary represen-
tation of the former. Part of what Procopios says he finds so scandal-
ous about the matter is that Theodora behaves in the imperial court,
“as if she were on stage in the theatre.”** Such travesties are attested
in writing, but only from much later periods. It is difficult to determine
if the later texts simply had better chances of withstanding the rav-
ages of time or if, in later centuries, the genre became more socially
acceptable and hence more likely to find its way onto the written page.
We can, however, conclude that our earlier written sources for ecclesi-
astical satire and parody indicate a caustic, mocking intent unlike the
light-heartedness of parodies from the fourteenth and fifteenth cen-
turies.

Only the greatest prude could have found “The Akolouthia of the
Beardless Man,” or “The Synaxarion of the Honored Ass” blasphe-

# Kd. H. EIDENEIER, Spanos: Kine byzantinische Satire in der Form einer Parodie.
Berlin-New York 1977. Ed. W. WAGNER, ZvvaEdoov tod tunuévou yaddoov, in:
Carmina Graeca Medii Aevi. Leipzig 1874, 112-123. The ZvvaEdoiov tod Tunuévov
yaddgov also appears in La satira bizantina dei secoli XI-XI, ed. R. Romano.
Torino 1999, 621-50. Romaxo, 179-195 also includes Christopher of Mytilene’s
satirical invective against the corrupt monk Andrew with an Italian translation.

# Procopius, Anecdota 15.24 (ed. with English translation by H.B. DEwiNa, The Loeb
Classical Library, vol. 290. Cambridge 1935, 183).
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mous or offensive. The tone of both pieces is mirthful. In the sixth
century, Procopios portrays the travesty staged by Theodora as both
sacrilegious and relentlessly cruel. In the eleventh century, Christo-
pher attacked the monk Andreas with mocking yet righteous indigna-
tion. The abuse dished out by Theodora and Christopher, however, is
not what Bakhtin means by “abusive language,” which, for the Rus-
sian critic, uses “the language of marketplace,” rather than that of
liturgy, as in Theodora’s case, or of the classical poets, as in Christo-
pher’s. The vernacular is not used in Byzantine verse until the twelfth
century, with the appearance of Ptochoprodromos’ poems on pover-
ty.” The invention of novel insults is characteristic of this type of
humor, and Christopher was too much a linguistic purist to use the
vernacular expressions that would begin adding new color to Byzan-
tine literature a century later. As different as Christopher’s polished
wit and high linguistic register are from what Bakhtin identified as
‘the language of the marketplace,” Bakhtin’s theories of laughter can
help us understand Christopher’s important place in a tradition that
speaks increasingly from the viewpoint of the lower classes. He is a
few generations removed from humorists who began peppering their
works with vernacular terms, but his interest in the lower classes and
attempts to represent the world in their terms mark him as an impor-
tant antecedent to the use of lower registers of language in twelfth-
century writings.

Christopher’s refined wit seems removed from the crudeness of
Rabelais which so delighted Bakhtin. Likewise his apparent malice. If
Christopher uses laughter primarily as a weapon, in a Bakhtinian
framework his humor would be considered that of the higher classes.
Bakhtin asserts that higher-class humor uses laughter merely to de-
stroy while that of the lower classes uses it also to create. We need not
agree entirely with Bakhtin’s deliberately provocative, sweeping claim
to appreciate his analysis of how subversive humor creates as well as
destroys. Though many of Christopher’s epigrams seek merely to in-
sult his enemies, as Oikonomides has indicated the poet seeks to com-
fort the afflicted as well as to afflict the comfortable. For all his urbane
wit, there is a strong element in Christopher’s work which we might
call populist. Furthermore, in addition to comforting the victims of

# For a study of the language and ideology of Ptochoprodromos, see M. ALEXIOU,
The Poverty of Feriture and the Craft of Writing: Towards a Reappraisal of the
Prodromic Poems. BMGS 10 (1986) 1—40.
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snobbery and discrimination, certain of Christopher’s poems suggest
the possibility of redemption of his elitist targets through the recogni-
tion that all human life, for rich as well as poor and unlearned as well
as educated, is sustained by base materials like excrement and dirt.
His humor is therefore what Bakhtin would term ‘carnivalesque’ in
that it is regenerative rather than purely negative, as he explains in a
significant passage:

“The slinging of excrement and drenching in urine are traditional
debasing gestures, familiar not only to grotesque realism but to antiq-
uity as well. Their debasing meaning was generally known and under-
stood. We can find probably in every language such expressions as ‘1
shit on you’ ... This gesture and the words that accompany it are based
on a literal debasement in terms of the topography of the body, that
is, a reference to the bodily lower stratum, the zone of the genital
organs. This signifies destruction, a grave for the one who is debased.
But such debasing gestures and expressions are ambivalent, since the
lower stratum is not only a bodily grave but also the area of the
genital organs, the fertilizing and generating stratum. Therefore, in
the images of urine and excrement is preserved the essential link with
birth, fertility, renewal, welfare. This positive element was still fully
alive and clearly realized in the time of Rabelais.”?

This observation of Bakhtin’s sheds valuable light on the following
epigram (K 85), addressed to an arrogant doctor:

Toté, un diwxre TOV TOPOV ndTnv:

el Y00 oxomnoag axoupmds Avaxroivig

00ev moQIly tag ddpooudg tod Pilov,

avTOG OEAVTOV ROl puoay Mo tdya,

TEOPTC KOENYOUS 0VQA %ol ROTEOVS EYWV.

Xofiv o0V dpoLv dipavta Ty Emnouévnv

1OTEWV 0xADOS PAETELY O ROl TAG AUIOAC,

00ev Tpapnon nai wogovg EEeig Plov... >

Doctor, do not pursue such pride in vain;
Should you perform a close examination

Of how you find the means to make a living
You’'d be disgusted likewise by yourself

" BAKHTIN 148.
Kurtz 54. The rest of the text, which contains lacunae, seems to refer to Job 2.8,
in which Job is forced to rest on a dunghill.

[CET)
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Since you procure your food from dung and urine.
You would do well to lose the haughty sneer

When you survey the chamber pots and jars

From which you’'ll feed and take the means of life...

This doctor is simultaneously renewed through the use of dung and
urine — although he seems not to realize it — and debased through the
poet’s witty reference to these very materials. Here, in fact, the simul-
taneity of debasement and renewal is much easier to support than it
is in Rabelais. It is frequently easy to see how characters in Gargantua
and Pantagruel are debased by human waste but difficult to see how
they benefit from it.*® Christopher, in contrast, directly states that
dung and urine nourish and endow life to the physician whom he
caustically insults. As the reference to the doctor’s ‘haughty sneer’
makes clear, this epigram has an egalitarian message typical of Chris-
topher’s work as a whole; the doctor should realize that he has no right
to look down on his patients — or anyone else — since the very things
he finds most repulsive are those that sustain his own life. The link
between excrement and the doctor’s life, conspicuously unmentioned
by name in the poem, is another of the poet’s favorite topics — money.
Feces produce money and therefore the necessities of life. Christopher
implies but cleverly avoids directly stating the obvious fact that,
through use as fertilizer, excrement also directly sustains the life of
everyone. By using his poetry to establish links that his readers would
otherwise overlook and unite categories normally perceived as sepa-
rate, Christopher thus ‘kneads’ the fabric of creation together as he
wishes the creator would do in reality. Physician and farmer are linked
through their use of nourishing excrement.

In a Byzantine context it is likely that Christopher’s poem would
make the doctor seem lower than the farmer, since fresh samples of
human waste were among the primary diagnostic tools in Byzantine
medicine, while farmers were urged to wait until excrement had aged
considerably before using it to fertilize their fields. In the mid-tenth
century, Constantine VII had issued the Geoponica, with the following
advice for farmers enriching their soil with human waste:

ndAMov 8¢ O TO wvoaEoOV Tol TEAYUATOS Ti TEOS TAS AAAAg YOOV
2rOmEOVS WiEeL maauvbeiobal... TEO Of Ye TAVTWV EXEIVO TAQAPUAATTELY
TQOONXEL, OTWS UM AVTEVIOUTE ROTQWY YONOWVTAL Ol YEWQEYOL. aUTH YO.Q

2 BERRONG 234, 26.
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mpehel puev ovdév, mEodg O¢ nai PAdstter, ®oai Onolo wheloto yevvd. 1) O
TQLETNG, RO TETQAETNG OPOOQA ROAT|.

It is recommended so as to mitigate its noxiousness to mix it with
other dungs. Above all else, one should carefully ensure that plough-
men not use any dung less than a year old; for, it would be of no use,
not to mention the damage it might cause, given that it is such an
excellent source of food for beasts and snakes [sic, see footnote]. Three-
to-four-year-old dung is best because the passage of time will have
dissipated its stench and whatever was hard in it will have sof-
tened.*

So, as long as one follows the advice approved by Constantine VII,
it is the doctor, not the farmer, who is in contact with feces in their
dangerous form. In a manner that makes Christopher an appealing
subject for Bakhtinian readings, it is normally authority figures and
other people in high places whom Christopher subjects to debasing yet
renewing associations with ‘unclean” materials, as in the following
fragment (K 132) addressed to an Imperial Notary named Constan-
tine:

TInAov POeAUTTY %Ol pévelg EvOov dOUou;

Kat pnv 6 mhog oddaudms dmeoti cov,

®nAvIteQ TEOEQYT, RAVITEQ &V BOUW UEVNC

Bhog yao adtog mhog e, Kovotavtive.

TO ovyyeveg yoiv un PoeruttecOol O€AY,

0aUTOD YWVOORMV IOV ovoav TV Ppvowy...*

Do you abhor the mud and stay at home?
The mud will never keep away from you

g

The Greek text is taken from Geoponica sive Cassiani Bassi Scholastici de re
rustica eclogae, ed. H. BrEckH. Leipzig 1895, 65. Translation quoted in D.-G.
Larorte, History of Shit, translated by N. Bexasip and R. Evr-Knoury. Cam-
bridge 1993. French edition originally published in 1978 under the title “Histoire
de la Merde”. The citation, not given in Laporte, is Geoponica 2.21. Laporte offers
an interesting interpretation of this passage, arguing that it is the life principal
itself in the excrement which must be allowed to depart. He also finds a biblical
significance in the reference to snakes, which appeared in the 16™-century edition
of the text most relevant to his immediate field of interest but is not found in
Beckh’s critical edition. Laporte also accepts without comment Constantine VII's
authorship of the Geoponica. For a recent study of Constantine’s role in the text’s
production, see B. Kourava-DeLivoria, La contribution de Constantin Porphy-
rogénéte a la composition des Geoponica. Byz 72 (2002) 365-380.

3 Kurrz 90.
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Whether you leave the house or stay inside,
Since, Constantine, you are all mud yourself.
Wish not, then, to abhor a relative,

But know thyself — by nature thou art mud.

The reclusive Constantine is driven to agoraphobia by a maniacal
fear of dirt. The reference in line five to ‘abhor a relative,” reinforces the
idea that fear of dirt is connected to fear of other human beings — es-
pecially the unwashed lower classes to whom Constantine apparently
feels superior. Such paranoia and snobbery are quite out of place, the
speaker suggests, in a Christian society where everyone ought to be
brothers and purity codes have ostensibly been rejected. The character
Constantine has gone to excessive lengths to order his world (bring ko-
smos to his kosmos) and ensure that everything remain in its proper place
— particularly that dirt and the dirty lower classes remain locked out.

The word pélos occurs both in the opening lines of both the poem
to Constantine the Notary and the longer poem (K13) on equality
which we have discussed above. In K132, the word clearly means
‘mud.” In K13 it can be taken in the same sense, but with a strong
allusion to one of the word’s other meanings — “clay.” Such a double
meaning gives added force to the sense that the mud which Constan-
tine abhors is the very clay from which God formed the human race.
The Greek word I have translated as ‘abhor,” bdellyssomai, has a par-
ticularly strong connotation. The noun bdelygma, from the same root,
is the word used in the Septuagint for ‘abomination.” Constantine
takes social snobbery to the level of a pseudo-religion, and the poet’s
opposition to his insistence on viewing God’s creation as an abomina-
tion carries resonations of the Christian abolition of Old Testament
purity codes exemplified by the scene of Peter’s vision in Acts 10:11-
15 (New Revised Standard Version):

“He [Peter| saw the heaven opened and something like a large sheet
coming down, being lowered to the ground by its four corners. In it
were all kinds of four-footed creatures and reptiles and birds of the
air. Then he heard a voice saying, ‘Get up, Peter; kill and eat.” But
Peter said, ‘By no means, Lord: for I have never eaten anything that
is profane or unclean.” The voice said to him again, a second time,
‘What God has made clean, you must not call profane.” ”

Through use of the term bdellyssomai, Christopher characterizes

Constantine’s snobbery as a rejection of the New Testament. The
word pélos suggests that the Imperial Notary’s Old Testament creden-
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tials are not much better, contemptuous as he is of the clay from which
God shaped the human race. Generically, the poem on Constantine and
the poem on the arrogant doctor are much easier to categorize than
Christopher’s longer poem on justice. Both are exemplary psogor, or
blame-poems. It is not easy to reconcile the place of these poems in
the sequence with Oikonomides’ opinion that Christopher became less
indignant about social ills later in life. His invective is even more scath-
ing and personal in these later poems.

In her work on purity codes, concepts of order, and threats of con-
tamination and contagion, Mary Douglas argues that, by dividing
reality into categories and then preventing certain categories from
mixing, purity codes provide a necessary way to make sense of the
world.*" Douglas’ study is broadly diachronic, asserting that certain
general characteristics occur universally in the purity codes of all
cultures. She observes, ‘We find in any culture worthy of the name
various provisions for dealing with ambiguous or anomalous events’
(p. 40). We may pause to wonder what may be a culture that is not
‘worthy of the name,” but in any case Douglas’ theory of purity is
helpful in understanding Christopher’s poem of the snobbish doctor,
whose aversion to the anomalous event of sickness, like Constantine’s
aversion to dirt, expresses the need to establish rules that order soci-
ety and allow it to function. It is Douglas’ recognition of the inevita-
bility of purity codes that makes her work useful in discussing the
frustration expressed in Christopher’s poem. Like Douglas, the poet
acknowledges that human beings need to devise systems by which to
order their reality, and he goes on to observe that processes of order-
ing will always result in certain people being unjustly pushed to the
bottom of the social hierarchy and therefore labeled unclean.

Neither Christopher nor any pre-modern writer is concerned with
what we would call ‘hygiene,” although, as Douglas notes, ‘the resem-
blance between some of their symbolic rites and our hygiene is uncan-
nily close.”™ If we use Douglas’ work as a way to approach the theo-
retical discussion of Christopher’s poetry, we may agree with Douglas
that the notion of hygiene has some relevance but does not suffi-
clently explain the aversion to anomalous material. The traditional
Jewish interpretation of purity codes, which would have been familiar

31 M. DoucLas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo.
London 1966.
3 DoucLas 33.
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to Christopher at least through the biased filter of Byzantine anti-
Jewish polemics, was ‘that what is forbidden to the Israelites is forbid-
den to them solely to protect them from foreign influence.™ If we take
Christopher’s use of the term bdelygma in the context of this tradi-
tional understanding, the poem associates social segregation with a
type of ethnic segregation that (according to Christian polemics) Jews
practice and Christians have rejected.

So both the hygienic interpretation and the traditional Jewish ex-
egetical interpretation have some validity. Douglas posits another way
of understanding purity which takes these two interpretations into
account but does not contradict them outright and which, I believe,
provides a useful theoretical basis for discussing Christopher’s poetry.
‘Uncleanness is matter out of place,” she writes:

“Uncleanness or dirt is that which must not be included if a pattern
is to be maintained. To recognise this is the first step towards insight
into pollution. It involves us in no clear-cut distinction between sacred
and secular. The same principle applies throughout. Furthermore, it
involves no special distinction between primitives and moderns: we are
all subject to the same rules. But in the primitive culture the rule of
patterning works with greater force and more total comprehensive-
ness. With the moderns it applies to disjointed, separate areas of exist-
ence.”*

In Douglas™ view the function of purity codes, above all, is to main-
tain a pattern. This does not contradict the hygienic interpretation,
and it is quite compatible with the traditional interpretation since
protection from outside influence is in itself a form of pattern-main-
tenance. Christopher’s poem K13 is both a recognition that a social
pattern has emerged and a plea to have its maintenance discontinued.
‘[Spin] the discs of Bacchic disarray,” is a cry for the order of things
to be loosened; and the poem ends with evocative language difficult to
reproduce in Inglish. The word symphyré can mean ‘to knead,” ‘to
beat,” or ‘to confound or confuse.” To knead and to confuse, respec-
tively, undermine what for Douglas are two distinct functions of pu-
rity codes: to place a physical control over anomalous events and to
reduce ambiguity.*

3 DouvaLas 49.

# DouvcLas 41.

# Douglas gives five functions: 1. To reduce ambiguity; 2. to control anomaly phys-
ically; 3. to avoid anomalous things and strengthen the definitions to which they
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In K13, Christopher calls for the total disruption of a regimented
system, and in K132 he lampoons a government official whose insist-
ence on rigid, systematic control manifests itself in agoraphobia and
obsession with cleanliness. Dirt equals mud equals clay equals human-
ity for the poet/speaker, but for Constantine the Notary, dirt is an
anomaly that does not belong in an ordered system. Yet, ‘where there
is dirt, there is system,” Douglas tells us, ‘Dirt is the by-product of a
systematic ordering and classification of matter, in so far as ordering
involves rejecting inappropriate elements.” Douglas helps explain
why people like Constantine cannot ever escape the filth which they
regard as an abomination. The more they order and classify their
world (recalling the double meaning of ‘kosmos’), the more by-prod-
ucts they will create which do not fit in. Ultimately, Constantine’s
obsessive orderliness in K132 and the poet/speaker’s rebellion in K13
are represented as equally futile. Constantine is himself made from the
same pelos as everyone else, and Christopher recognizes that social
orders will always reassert themselves despite whatever upheavals may
take place. He recognizes that the extremes of order and disorder are
self-defeating, but reveals a strong emotional preference for the lat-
ter.

In spite of the type of Byzantine cultural elitism that Christopher
ridicules in K85 and K132, there was also in Byzantine society a strong
religious tradition linking poverty and holiness. Jesus and his apostles
were all poor. Christopher’s poems serve as a reminder that the poor
are blessed according to the gospel. Like other things associated with
poverty, dirt can even take on spiritual qualities and excessive concern
with its eradication can be detrimental to one’s spiritual well-being. A
preeminent scholar of poverty in Byzantine culture, Evelyne Patlag-
ean, writes, ‘Le bain, dont le confort difficile et précieux fait 'ornement
de la civilisation urbaine, est depuis toujours un puissant adjuvant de
la sociabilité, dont I'attrait est parfois jugé dangereux.” The place

do not conform; 4. to label anomalous events as dangerous; and 5. to enrich mean-

ing or call attention to other levels of existence. See DoucrLas 40-41.

See DoucLas 36.

7 K. PatLaceaN, Pauvreté économique et pauvreté sociale a Byzance 4°-7° siécles.
The Hague 1977, 107-108. Patlagean is describing an earlier phase of Byzantine
civilization than that in which Christopher lived, but her observations are nonethe-
less significant as the early centuries of Byzantium provided the narrative in
which later Byzantines like Christopher understood the constructs of poverty and
holiness. Parracean discusses the development of Byzantine ideas on poverty

36
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where dirt is eliminated is thus the same place where social structures
are reinforced, as Douglas’ theoretical work and Patlagean’s culture-
specific work both show.

In the final section of this essay I would like to posit a reading of
the term “Bacchic” in verse eight. It is significant that the adjective
Christopher chooses to denote chaos and disorder is one rich in myth-
ological suggestion. An equally important passage in K13 is the image
in the second-to-last line of creation as a great lump of dough which
has apparently become misshapen and must be kneaded again by God.
Bacchus was a god associated with omophagia, the eating of raw
foods,* which calls to mind Levi-Strauss’ observation:

“The conjunction of a member of the social group with nature must
be mediatized through the intervention of cooking fire, whose normal
function is to mediatize the conjunction of the raw product and the
human consumer, and whose operation thus has the effect of making
sure that a natural creature is at one and the same time cooked and
socialized.”™

Christopher’s reference to the god of omophagia in his appeal for
the removal of social constraints, like Levi-Strauss’ remarks cited
above, stress the connection between cooking and socialization. Bac-
chus is also related in other ways to the relaxation of social norms. He
is a festive god, of course, associated with revelry, ecstasy and the City
Dionysia.* Like the medieval carnival, the festival of Dionysus was a
time when young and old, men and women (simultaneously but at
times separately), Greeks and foreigners all participated in ecstatic
celebrations. Such is the description of Dionysian revelry in Euripides’
Bacchae, which Christopher most certainly knew. The tragedians were
significant role models for the Byzantine epigrammists, whose stand-
ard meter — the dodecasyllable — was an adaptation of tragedy’s iam-
bic trimeter to the evolving Greek language.! As the god in whose
honor all ancient tragedies were performed, Bacchus had a tremendous

throughout the empire’s history in her essay The Poor, in: The Byzantines. Ed. G.
Cavarro. Chicago 1992, 15-42.

* For a discussion of omophagia in the cult of Bacchus see I£.R. Dopps’ introducti-
on to his edition of Kuripides’ Bacchae. Oxford 1960, xvi—xx.

# (. Levi-StrAUss, The Raw and the Cooked: Introduction to a Science of Mythol-
ogy: I, translated by J. and D. WeiGHTMAN. New York 1964, 336.

2 DoDDS XX—XXV.

* See the section on iambic trimetre and dodecasyllable in M. L. West, Greek Metre.
Oxford 1982, 182-185.
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formal importance for Byzantine epigrammists, and Christopher gives
him a thematic significance as well by referring to ‘Bacchic disarray’
and thereby alluding to the god’s associations with omophagia. ecstasy,
and the relaxation of social hierarchies.

In presenting a Christianized version of Bacchic disarray, Christo-
pher writes not of the eating of raw meat, but of the kneading of
uncooked dough. The word symphyro, with its double meaning, sug-
gests bread — specifically leavened bread such as the Byzantines used
in their liturgy. Even more intensely than his references to the com-
mon clay from which all human beings are made, this comparison of
the universe to leavened bread implies the sacredness of creation and
the dignity and holiness of all creatures.*” To use Levi-Strauss in ana-
lyzing the poem’s apocalyptic closing lines, kneading implies a later
cooking, a cooking still associated with socialization — but in this case
the society is that of the Heavenly City rather than the inequitable
civilization of man.

Christopher envisions a world where impurity has disappeared not
because it has been washed away but because the pure and the impure
have been mixed together to the point where they are no longer dis-
cernable. Douglas provides a theoretical framework in which to discuss
the social ordering that leads to the poet’s wish for ataxia, but she has
been criticized for failing to explain the disgust commonly felt toward
what is perceived as unclean. Martha C. Nussbaum writes that Doug-
las™ ‘theory proves inadequate as an account of the core notions in-
volved in disgust,” and argues that Douglas fails to consider that, “The
core or primary objects of disgust are reminders of animal vulnerabil-
ity and mortality.® Applied to Christopher’s poems, Nussbaum’s work
helps account for Constantine the Notary’s loathing of dirt. The poet’s
insight, ‘by nature thou art mud,” suggests that Constantine, like all
humans, will return to mud again — that we are all vulnerable, mortal
beings.

Constantine’s obsession with cleanliness and order — both physical
and social, brings us to the realm of psychoanalysis. Wealthy and
‘upwardly mobile” people in Christopher’s work exhibit the qualities

* For another discussion of food imagery in Christopher’s work see P. MaGbALINO,
Cosmological Confectionary and Equal Opportunity in the Eleventh Century. An
Ekphrasis by Christopher of Mytilene (Poem 42). in: Byzantine Authors: Literary
Activities and Preoccupations, ed. J. W. Nespirr. Leiden 2003, 1-6.

# M.C. Nusssavnm, Hiding from Humanity: Disgust, Shame, and the Law. Princeton
2004, 94.
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of what Freud called the ‘anal character type.” Such people ‘are espe-
cially orderly. parsimonious, and obstinate,” Freud writes in ‘Character
and Anal Erotism;™** and later in the same essay he remarks, “The con-
nections between the complexes of interest in money and of defaeca-
tion, which seem so dissimilar, appear to be the most extensive of all.’*
Ireud gives many examples from folklore and mythology of the equa-
tion of money and excrement; Christopher’s observation that the doc-
tor impressed with his own education and social status nourishes him-
self on human waste is a particularly acerbic instance of this topos.
Bodily excretions are especially powerful reminders of our vulnerabil-
ity and mortality (Nussbaum, pp. 94-97).

Some of Christopher’s themes continued to appear in Byzantine
writing for many hundreds of years. Comparing him to twelfth-cen-
tury writers, we see that he anticipates the medical satire of the 7%-
marion and the class-consciousness of the ptochoprodromic poems.*
Love for the poor, to be sure, is an ancient theme sanctioned by the
Bible and the Fathers, but Christopher is unusual for suggesting, how-
ever briefly, that poverty might be banished from the Earth. While he
ends by accepting that ‘you have the poor always,” (John 12.7), he is
remarkably grudging in his acceptance. Many Christian writers of
earlier generations expressed love for the poor and contempt for wealth,
but none surpassed his dissatisfaction with the status quo. His ques-
tioning of social hierarchies is an important precedent to the work of
Byzantine thinkers who attempted to a find real and permanent ways
to alleviate all poverty. Even in the fourteenth century, the writer
Alexios Makrembolites composed a Dialogue Between the Rich and the
Poor, arguing that the only solution to society’s unceasing class-con-
flict was for rich and poor to intermarry until economic privilege
disappeared.” As we see in the following observation by Evelyne Pat-
lagean, Makrembolites shared many of Christopher’s concerns:

H Quoted in ed. P. Gay, The Freud Reader. New York 1989, 294.

¥ Ibid., 296.

¥ For a critical study of these texts and their place in Byzantine letters, see M.
Avrexiou, After Antiquity, especially chapter 4, ‘New Departures in the Twelfth
Century,” 96-150.
A study of Makrembolites with special concentration on his apocalyptic ideas and
the connection between spirituality and social justice has been undertaken by, S.I.
Kourouses, Al dvulpers mtegl tov éoyatov 1ot xoopov, KEBS 37 (1969-70) 223-40.
An edition of the work with both the original Greek and an English translation
has been done by T. SEvieNko, Alexios Makrembolites and his ‘Dialogue between
the Rich and the Poor’. ZRVI 6 (1960) 187—228. Oikonomides has also noted the
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“The poor are close to angels and to God, morality is on their side;
the rich live in a state of excessive accumulation; equilibrium should
be restored, and the poor should again assume their role as interces-
sors... One becomes rich, the author continues, through knowledge or
trade, by saving or by pillaging, and for many through power or an
inheritance.”*®

The closeness of the poor to God is one area of particular interest
to Christopher as well as to the later writer Makrembolites, who may
have been influenced by him. One of the more significant differences
between the two authors, however, is that Christopher never proposed
any solution. His dark view of human nature makes it doubtful that
he would have found Makrembolites” optimistic social-engineering
plan workable. He was an observer, not an activist, whose work formed
a central part of the blossoming of dodecasyllabic verse in the elev-
enth and twelfth centuries; and his plea for God to solve the world’s
problems not by katharsis but by mixis examines, with wit and sensi-
tivity, social and religious problems that would continue to trouble
Byzantine thinkers for the rest of the empire’s existence.

thematic similarities between Makrembolites and Christopher of Mytilene. See
OTKONOMIDES 14.
¥ ParLaceax (1977) 39.






