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Anna Comnena is considered the world's first female historian and a major source of information about the 

reign of her father, Alexius I. Her works are full of details about daily life at court, the deeds of her family, 

and the exchanges between the Byzantines and western crusaders during the first crusades. 

Early Years 

Anna was born in 1083 in the Porphyra Chamber (the purple chamber, a room 

reserved for imperial
1
 infants) of the imperial palace of Constantinople.  As was 

custom, she was betrothed
2
 as an infant to Constantine Doukas, who also had a 

claim to the throne.  Since Anna’s father had no legitimate male heirs, 

Constantine was named co-emperor of the Byzantine Empire.  However, in 1088, 

a blood heir, John II was born and Constantine had to give up his imperial claims.  

Anna hated her brother since it meant she no longer was in line to rule.  Her 

betrothed, Constantine, died a short time later. 

When Anna was a child both her mother and father made sure she received an excellent education. She 

studied literature, Greek language, philosophy, and the sciences.  Although her parents forbade her from 

studying ancient poetry like the Odyssey, she studied it in secret.   

Marriage and Then to a Convent 

In 1097 Anna married Nicephorus Bryennius, a historian. With her mother's encouragement, Anna tried to 

seize the imperial throne for him. The attempt failed.  Upon her father’s death, her brother John quickly 

proclaimed himself emperor in 1118.  She made a failed attempt on her brother’s life, and even though he 

pardons
3
 her, she was forced to retire from court and spend the rest of her life in a convent

4
.  Convents at the 

time were places where books were written, studied, and copied.  Anna said of her time there, "I mostly keep 

in a corner," she wrote, "and occupy myself with books and God."  Being a historian her husband had been 

working on a historical essay, but died before it was finished.  At the age of 55, Anna took it upon herself to 

finish her husband's work, calling the completed work the Alexiad, the history of her father's life and reign 

(1081–1118) in Greek.  Alexiad is today the main source of Byzantine political history of the end of the 11th 

century to the beginning of the 12th century. 

Views of the Western European Crusaders 

In her works, Anna directed most of her contempt toward the crusaders from the West. Her father had sent 

the first envoys
5
 to the West, to Pope Urban I, asking for help in halting the Turkish raids which had left the 

southern and eastern borders of the Byzantine empire virtually defenseless. Pope Urban's response was 

                                                           
1
 royal 

2
 Engaged to be married 

3
 forgives 

4
 Place where nuns live, work and study 

5
 ambassadors 
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positive. But when the First Crusade arrived to defend the magnificent city of Constantinople, Alexius found 

that they did not want to take instructions and advice from him. To Anna, they appeared as uneducated 

barbarians, with manners far beneath those of the wealthy and cosmopolitan
6
 Byzantines. Worse, rather than 

enter Byzantium as saviors
7
 against the Muslim threat to Constantinople, they increasingly came as looters 

and destroyers. Many Normans and Franks, stirred by the sight of Byzantine brocades
8
, jewels, and 

magnificent works in gold or enamel, began to follow leaders whose intention was to rule the eastern empire 

for themselves. Looting
9
 and raiding for supplies became the norm. 

Women’s Lives 

Anna lived in an era when women chiefly were expected to remain secluded in their quarters (called 

gyneceum) attending solely to family matters. They covered their faces with veils in public and were not 

even allowed to appear in processions. Yet Anna offered high praise for the accomplishments of some 

women, including her influential grandmother, Anna Dalassena. In her work, Anna also reveals herself as a 

female who was given notable license to write what she thought.  

Anna Comnena, commenting on her grandmother Anna Dalassena: 

"It may cause some surprise that my father the Emperor had raised his mother to such a position of 

honor, and that he had handed complete power over to her. Yielding up the reins of government, one 

might say, he ran alongside her as she drove the imperial chariot... 

My father reserved for himself the waging of wars against the barbarians, while he entrusted to his 

mother the administration of state affairs, the choosing of civil servants, and the fiscal management of 

the empire's revenues and expenses. One might perhaps, in reading this, blame my father's decision to 

entrust the imperial government to the gyneceum. But once you understood the ability of this woman, 

her excellence, her good sense, and her remarkable capacity for hard work, you would turn from 

criticism to admiration. 

For my grandmother really had the gift of conducting the affairs of state
10

. She knew so well how to 

organize and administer that she was capable of governing not only the Roman Empire but also every 

other kingdom under the sun....she [had] an outstanding intelligence, [and] her powers of speech 

matched it. She was a truly persuasive orator
11

, in no way wordy or long-winded... 

As for her compassion toward the poor and the lavishness of her hand toward the destitute
12

, how can 

words describe these things? Her house was a shelter for her needy relatives, and it was no less a 

haven
13

 for strangers....Her expression, which revealed her true character, demanded the worship of 

the angels but struck terror among demons..." 
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