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Andreas Palaeologus, the claimant to the Byzantine throne who died in Rome in 1502,
has not been treated kindly by posterity. He has generally been portrayed as an immoral
and extravagant playboy who squandered his generous papal pension on loose living and
eventually died in poverty. As a result his career has been dismissed as being of little
significance, George Finlay concluding that his fate and that of other members of his
family `hardly merits the attention of history, were it not that mankind has a morbid
curiosity concerning the fortunes of the most worthless princes'1. Up to now, no one has
ventured to question that judgement.
This article seeks to make a departure from the traditional view of Andreas in
two ways. First, on the basis of evidence drawn from the Papal archives, it will be
argued that there were other reasons for the financial difficulties of this exiled prince
quite apart from any extravagance of his own and that the portrayal of him as a feckless
wastrel is by no means entirely fair. Secondly, in view of this it would be wrong to
dismiss him, as Finlay does, as an insignificant footnote to history. His years of exile in
Rome represent, in fact, a continuation of the policy pursued by the Palaeologus family
for a period of over a century and mark its ultimate failure.
Andreas' unsavoury reputation has not been helped by the conduct of his father,
Thomas Palaeologus. Thomas ruled part of the Morea between 1430 and 1460 as despot
but his constant feuding with his brother and fellow despot, Demetrius, succeeded in
laying the Morea open to a Turkish invasion. Forced to flee with his family to the
Venetian ruled island of Corfu2, Thomas journeyed to Rome in 1461 to throw himself
on the mercy of the Pope, Pius II. In spite of a sympathetic reception, however, he was
not able to raise the necessary support to reverse his losses and he died, still an exile, in
Rome in May 14653.
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All this had little to do with Andreas, of course, who was a child of seven at the
time of the fall of the Morea4. In 1465 he travelled from Corfu to Rome along with his
younger siblings, Manuel and Zoe. As their father was already dead by the time they
arrived, they were entrusted to the care of the Greek Cardinal Bessarion, himself an
emigre from the former Byzantine empire5. It was he who provided for their education
and arranged for the marriage of Zoe to the Grand Duke Ivan III of Moscow in June
14726.
The financial difficulties which dogged Andreas' career seem to have begun
when the protection of Bessarion was removed on his death a few months after Zoe's
marriage7. By 1475 Andreas was offering to sell his rights to the thrones of Trebizond
and Constantinople, contacting the king of Naples, the duke of Burgundy8 and possibly
the duke of Milan, presumably in a search for the highest bidder9.
Manuel, the younger brother with no titles to sell, left Rome early in 1474 to
offer his services to European rulers10. By November he was in Milan where he
presented the duke, Galeazzo Maria Sforza, with a letter of recommendation from the
Pope, suggesting that he was seeking to enter Milanese service in some type of military
capacity11. He seems not to have received a satisfactory offer in Milan and moved on the
following year to Vaudémont in Lorraine where he presented himself to the duke of
Burgundy, Charles the Bold, again in the hope of being taken into service. Charles
offered him a monthly allowance of a hundred écus but Manuel declined it because it
was not enough to enable him to maintain his retinue and he returned to Rome soon
after12.
He did not remain there long, however. According to the chronicler Theodore
Spandugnino, he was prompted by the `grandissima calamità et miseria' in which his
brother was living to leave Rome again in the spring of 1476. This time he headed East
and presented himself to Sultan Mehmed II in Constantinople. In contrast to his
reception in Milan and Burgundy, Manuel was generously provided for by Mehmed and

2

he remained in the Ottoman capital for the rest of his life13.
The question is, what caused Andreas and Manuel to suffer such financial
hardship as to compel one to offer to sell his inherited titles and the other to wander
through Europe in search of employment? It was the opinion of at least one
contemporary and of a writer of the next generation that Andreas alone was to blame for
their plight. Spandugnino, around 1538, compared him unfavourably with his brother,
claiming that Manuel exceeded him in every virtue14 and the diarist Gherardi da
Volterra, writing in 1481, considered Andreas' financial problems to be the result of
exhausting his pension `by indulging excessively in meretricious lovemaking and
pleasures'15. The critical tone of Gherardi and Spandugnino has been echoed by modern
writers but it has to be said that much of this criticism has very little basis.
Every modern account of Andreas, for example, mentions his marriage to a `une
personne de basse condition et de moeurs légères', to use the words of the Greek scholar,
D.A. Zakythinos, as the main proof of his general irresponsibility16. Yet this mesalliance
is not mentioned by any contemporary or near-contemporary writer, not even by
Gherardi. Andreas did have a wife, called Caterina, but we know of her from one single
reference in the Introitus et Exitus books of the Apostolic Camera, which gives only her
first name and no other details about her17. The earliest allusion to her supposed bad
character comes in the work of the seventeenth century Byzantinist, Du Cange18, so that
this tale has to be considered, in the words of the editor of Andreas' will, as an
`unproven oral tradition'19.
The dubious evidence for Andreas' morganatic alliance undermines the claim,
made by Zakythinos and others, that the marriage was the cause of Andreas' poverty
because Sixtus cut off his dependent's pension in disgust at his action, obliging him to
head for Russia until the row had died down20. The records of the Apostolic Camera tell
a very different story. Sixtus actually paid Andreas his pension for two years in advance
in December 1479, presumably to cover him for the period of his absence in Russia21.
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Moreover, he assured Andreas in a letter that the annuity would continue to be paid at
the same rate on his return22. The moral is that scurrilous accusations against public
figures should always be viewed with caution23.
If immorality and extravagance were not the cause of Andreas' difficulties, then
what was? There can be no denying that he went to Russia in 1480 to beg from his
sister, Zoe, or Sophia as she was now known. She was later to complain that she had no
jewels left because she had given them all to her brother24. His own extravagance may
well have contributed to his problems, but its root cause lay with his paymaster, the
Pope.
On the face of it, the children of Thomas Palaeologus had been treated
generously. The Pope who received them in Rome in 1465, Paul II, had granted them
the same pension that their father had enjoyed and recognised Andreas as rightful despot
of the Morea25. His successor, Sixtus IV, provided a dowry of six thousand ducats for
Zoe on her marriage and a house for Andreas on the Campo Marzio26. Panegyrists
lauded their generosity and Sixtus went so far to have his good deeds recorded in the
frescoes of the hospital of Santo Spirito in Sassia27. More recent writers accepted this
version and even exaggerated it, one going as far as to say that Sixtus granted Andreas
an annual allowance of eight thousand ducats28. In reality, such praise was not deserved.
The annual pension originally granted by Pius II to Thomas Palaeologus in 1461
had been 3600 ducats, paid in monthly instalments of three hundred, to which the
cardinals had added two hundred more per month29. Generous though this may sound,
the Byzantine courtier George Sphrantzes still complained that it was barely enough, not
because the despot was improvident, but because he had to support not only himself but
also his household30. Moreover, in the case of Andreas and Manuel, it was, in effect,
considerably reduced because although Paul II had granted them the same pension, it is
clear from the extant accounts that this amount was to be shared between them31. Nor
was there any further mention of any extra from the cardinals.
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Not only was the pension effectively reduced from that paid to Thomas, it was
not always paid in full. While they were still minors and under the protection of
Bessarion, the cardinal had been responsible for handing over the monthly payments
from the Papal treasury to his young charges and no doubt his influence had ensured that
they continued to flow regularly32. After his death, however, the situation rapidly
changed for the worse. For January, February and March 1473, for example, the two
despots only received a total of 690 ducats rather than the correct nine hundred33.
Worse was to come. No sooner had Manuel left Rome early in 1474 than Sixtus
apparently gave orders that the pension be halved to take account of his absence, and
henceforth the amount paid to Andreas was only a hundred and fifty ducats a month34.
In July, Sixtus assured Andreas that his pension would continue to be paid at that rate
now that he was over twenty one but he made no mention of Manuel even though he had
returned to Rome in early 147635. No doubt this accounts for Manuel's departure for
Constantinople.
As the 1470s progressed Andreas' annuity was cut back ever more frequently.
Whereas he was given the usual one hundred and fifty ducats for June 1478, in
November the amount suddenly plummeted to a hundred and four. A note in the entry in
the Liber dei Mandati which records the payment gives the reason for the curtailment as
`reductionem per s. dominum nostrum Papam propter instantes guerras factam'. This
continued for several months, always on account of `so many wars'36.
Andreas was the victim of the outbreak of conflict in Italy which followed the
assassination of Duke Galeazzo Maria in Milan in December 1476. Sixtus had unwisely
allowed the papacy to become involved in the conflict when he tacitly backed the
attempt by members of the Pazzi family to murder Lorenzo de' Medici in the cathedral at
Florence on 26 April 1478. When the plot failed, he found himself embroiled in a costly
war against Florence, Venice and Milan37. As a result Papal expenditure, including
pensions, had to be subjected to drastic revisions38. The period of this war coincided

5

with the reduction of Andreas' pension and his departure for Russia and so must have
been at least to some extent responsible for his shabby appearance in the summer of
1481 as described by Gherardi and others39.
The ending of hostilities in December 1480 saw no improvement in the
situation. On the contrary, it grew even worse in the latter part of the despot's life as his
pension was reduced still further. It was paid at the rate of a hundred ducats a month
during the year 1488-9, and it often fell below that40. With the accession of Alexander
VI in August 1492, it dropped to a paltry fifty ducats a month41. Not surprisingly,
Andreas made it an condition of the agreement by which he sold his titles to the French
king in 1494, that the latter should use his influence with the Pope to have the pension
payments restored to their former level42.
There was, moreover, another factor which contributed to Andreas' poverty. It
has to be remembered that he supported not only himself but also a number of
individuals who made up his household, a point made by George Sphrantzes when he
had complained about the inadequacy of the papal pension43.
Some of Andreas' familiares may originally have followed Thomas Palaeologus
to Rome in 1461. Although a number of them had probably accompanied Zoe to Russia
in 147244, those who remained in Rome would naturally have gravitated to his
household. When Sphrantzes visited Rome in 1466, he stayed for some time as a guest
in his house and others must have been permanently based there45. Michael
Aristoboulos, Manuel Palaeologus and George Pagumenos, who accompanied Andreas
to Brindisi in 148146, and Demetrius Rhaoul Cavaces, who represented Zoe's brothers at
her wedding in Moscow, were probably all members of his household47.
The constant curtailment of his pension meant that Andreas was increasingly
unable to support these people. By 1481 Gherardi was describing his household as
`paltry'48 and it would seem that the Pope had to take over from the impoverished despot
as the patron of at least one former member of his household. Theodore `Semblaco' or
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Tzamblacon of Constantinople who drew three ducats a month from the Apostolic
Camera between 1479 and 1493, was often described in the records as `olim de famiglia
domini dispoti Moree'49.
He was probably not an isolated example. Catherine `Zamplaconissa' or
Tzamblaconissa who was paid a similar pension from 1489 until 1504, may have been
related to Theodore Tzamblacon and in the same situation. Constantine `de Morea',
Theodorina `de Mori', Megalia `de Morea' and Euphrasina Palaeologina and her
daughter, Thomasina Cantacuzena, both `de Moree' may also have been former
members of the despot's household50. The lack of any wealthy Greek patron in Rome
after the death of Bessarion may have prompted other Greeks, like the scholar, Theodore
Gaza, to leave Rome altogether51.
There is, therefore, concrete evidence that the real reason for Andreas' poverty
was the constant reduction of his pension by the Apostolic Camera which left him
unable to meet the burden of maintaining his household. His extravagance and
irresponsibility, on the other hand, have little support apart from the vague accusations
of Gherardi. In view of this he deserves to be taken much more seriously. Turning now
to the second point raised by this article, it is possible to discern in his actions a coherent
policy, one that had been consistently pursued by other members of his family.
Since the mid-fourteenth century, the rulers of Byzantium had looked to the
West, and especially to the Papacy to save their empire from conquest by the Turks.
Advised by Latinophile intellectuals like Demetrius Cydones and Manuel Chrysoloras,
who hopelessly over-estimated the power and authority of the Papacy, the emperors of
the Palaeologus dynasty came to believe that they had only to satisfy the Pope of their
religious orthodoxy and he would unleash western armies to their aid52.
It was this conviction that had prompted Andreas' great-grandfather, John V, to
travel to Rome in 1369 to make his personal submission to the Pope. It had led one of
his uncles, John VIII, to attend the Council of Florence in 1438-9 at which the Union of
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the Churches was proclaimed and another, Constantine XI, to send desperate appeals for
help to the Pope in 1452 as the Ottoman armies closed in on Constantinople53.
Even Andreas' father, Thomas, who is seldom credited with much zeal to fight
the Turks, had made similar efforts to enlist Papal support. In 1460 he had encouraged
the people of Monemvasia to put their city under the protection of Pius II as a papal
fief54. During his exile in Italy he sought the Pope's authority to gain credibility for his
plans to reconquer the Morea. At the beginning of 1462 he received letters of indulgence
from Pius II aimed at encouraging the faithful to assist him in his preparations and he
seems to have then travelled through Italy, probably in the hope of collecting
contributions and pledges of support55.
Andreas continued this policy from his base in Rome, where, like his father, he
was hoping to secure western support to mount an expedition to reconquer the Morea. In
the late summer of 1481, according to Gherardi, soon after his return from Russia,
Sixtus IV provided him with two thousand ducats with which to finance such an
enterprise56. Andreas then moved to Southern Italy, the natural springboard for an attack
and by October he was at Foggia with several companions where he received further
funds from Ferrante, king of Naples57.
Historians have not been disposed to take this expedition very seriously and
Runciman went so far as to claim, without any evidence, that Andreas simply
squandered the money given to him by Sixtus `for other purposes'58. Certainly, Andreas
never set sail for Greece and lingered with his companions in Brindisi throughout
October and November, enjoying the hospitality of the Neapolitan monarch59.
There were, however, very good reasons why the idea was no longer practical by
the end of 1481. Earlier in the year the situation had looked most promising for a
successful war against the Turks who had just suffered a series of reverses. Their siege
of the island of Rhodes had been repulsed with heavy losses and in September 1481
King Ferrante's armies had dislodged the Turkish force occupying Otranto. Moreover,
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the death of Mehmed II on 3 May had been followed by a civil war between his sons,
Bayezid and Jem60. Thus Andreas may have hoped take part in a counter-attack
launched under Ferrante's leadership. By the autumn, on the other hand, it would have
become clear that the Ottoman domains were not going to break up. Bayezid II was
established as sultan in Constantinople and the Christian powers were, as usual, too
disunited to take advantage of the recent victories.
There was, moreover, another reason why the expedition never sailed: it was
under-funded. There is no sign in the records of the Apostolic Camera of the sum
mentioned by Gherardi as having been given to the despot. Although there is a mandate
for three thousand ducats which was ordered to be paid to him on 4 September 1481, the
entry in the Libri dei Mandati makes no mention of any voyage to Greece, treating the
payment as an advance on Andreas' pension similar to that made before he went to
Russia61. In the absence of any trace of a payment specifically for the expedition,
however, it seems very likely that this was what Gherardi had heard about. Seen in this
light, Sixtus' gift appears much less generous, since he had only given Andreas the usual
provision for himself and his household and no extra to cover the expenses of the
expedition.
Yet although circumstances proved unfavourable and money in short supply,
there is no reason to believe that the expedition had not originally been seriously under
consideration. On 15 September Sixtus had written to the bishop of Evora to direct him
to do everything in his power to assist the despot in his intention of crossing the Ionian
sea62 and Andreas' journey to Brindisi indicates that he was sincere in desiring to bring
the plan to fruition. The inclusion among his companions of an individual named in the
documents as `Coycondo Clada' points to the same conclusion. He may well have been
the Greek soldier Crocondilo Clada who had led a revolt against the Turks in the Morea
in 1480 and who afterwards had taken service with the king of Naples63. He would have
been the ideal guide for such an enterprise.
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It seems clear, then, that Andreas made at least one serious attempt to launch an
expedition against the Turks. Even if it failed to materialise due to ill-luck and
inadequate financial support it still indicates that he did not spent all his time in Rome in
pursuit of pleasure.
This should be born in mind when assessing other aspects of his career. Modern
accounts, prejudiced by Gherardi's comments, tend to see his every action as merely
further efforts to extort money in order to finance an abandoned lifestyle. Yet his
conduct can be interpreted in quite a different way once the gossip of Gherardi is put to
one side: Andreas was merely following the traditional policy of trying to harness the
resources of western Christendom against the Turks.
Take, for example, his travels through Europe to beseech the generosity of
European rulers. In 1490 he left Rome for a second time and went again to Moscow,
accompanied by the ambassadors of the Grand duke, Demetrius and Manuel Rhalles64.
He appears not to have been welcome there and he was soon in France where the king,
Charles VIII, received him kindly, paying all his travel expenses, in return for Andreas'
gift of a white falcon65. England, which he visited in January 1492, proved less
accommodating. Henry VII merely instructed his treasurer, Lord Dynham, to pay the
visitor whatever he thought fit and gave him a safe-conduct out of the country66.
Modern scholars have chosen to see this European tour in a disreputable light,
quoting Constantine Lascaris' opinion that Andreas `wandered the earth as a beggar' and
laying stress on the `monetarily unproductive' Russian expedition67. Yet all Andreas was
doing was continuing the old policy of seeking help from western monarchs. Even the
idea of a direct appeal was not new. Andreas' grandfather, Manuel II, had toured the
courts of Europe in 1399-1402, imploring aid for the beleaguered city of
Constantinople68.
The same applies to the agreement made in Rome in September 1494 with the
French king, Charles VIII, in which the despot agreed to cede to Charles all his rights to
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the thrones of Constantinople, Trebizond and Serbia69. In return he was to receive an
annual pension of 4,300 ducats and a personal guard of one hundred horsemen70.
This was no irresponsible abdication to obtain an easing of financial burdens,
however. Andreas reserved for himself the despotate of the Morea and extracted a
specific undertaking from the French King that he would make war on the Turks to
restore the despotate to its rightful owner. Once restored, Andreas was to hold it as a fief
from Charles for a nominal annual payment of one white saddle horse71. Clearly the
despot was hoping to use Charles as a powerful champion who would provide the
necessary military force to take on the Turks, much as he had tried with Ferrante of
Naples in 1481. As it was Charles's premature death in 1498 put an end to these hopes.
The despot's propensity to be very particular about his titles has also been held
against him. His seal bore the imposing double-headed eagle of the Palaeologi and the
title `Despotes Romeorum'72. During the 1480s he went further and took to styling
himself `Imperator Constantinopolitanus'73. He became most indignant when he
considered that his imperial station had not been sufficiently recognised74.
The contrast between the grandiose pretensions and sordid reality prompted
Setton's conclusion that the despot cut a `pathetic figure' and that he `contrived to make
the always sorry spectacle of a monarch in exile even more pathetic'75. Yet Andreas had
a genuine right to claim these titles. He had inherited the title despot from his father and
that of emperor from his uncle, Constantine XI, the last Byzantine emperor. Moreover,
his insistence on them bears witness to his intention to maintain his claim to lands which
he had hopes of one day recovering.
Andreas did, therefore, have a constructive aim during his years in Rome and for
this reason his activities there deserve to be seen in a more positive light.

For

example, scorn has been poured on the various measures resorted to by the despot to
supplement his meagre income. As Setton put it he sold `honorific titles and other
privileges to those whose gullibility and social pride brought them cash in hand to his
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doorstep'76. Several charters survive in which he granted titles and honours to various
individuals and no doubt they paid for the privilege77. Nor was Andreas above indulging
in trade78. However, these transactions should not be seen as necessarily motivated by a
selfish desire to maintain his lifestyle, but rather as being forced on him by the need to
support his household.
Even Andreas' latter years were not entirely inactive. He continued to play his
part in Papal ceremonies right up to the end, taking a prominent place in the procession
during the ceremonial entry of the Lithuanian ambassador into Rome on 11 March
150179. He made further plans to recapture the Morea, becoming involved in 1485 in a
plot to seize Monemvasia from the Venetians80.
Nor need we necessarily believe the common assertion that, when the despot
died in June 1502, he was utterly destitute81. This is usually inferred from Alexander
VI's having given his widow the money to pay for his funeral. Yet this was not
uncommon. The Pope also paid for the interment of another royal exile, Charlotte
Lusignan, queen of Cyprus, whom nobody ever described as impoverished or
extravagant82. Andreas may have been poor but his end does not have to be seen as
squalid and degrading. After all, he was buried with all due honour beside his father in
St. Peter's83.
The despot's life in exile was not, therefore, nearly so aimless and misspent as
too credulous a reading of Gherardi might suggest. Certainly, it cannot be considered to
have been a great success. His hopes of restoration were all dashed and most of his time
was spent attempting to raise the necessary funds to support his household. However, it
is to be hoped that it has been shown that this situation cannot be held to have been the
consequence of his vicious character and that, in spite of everything, he continued to
work for his restoration to his ancestral rights. His ultimate failure, therefore, was not so
much a personal one but that of a policy.
The policy of looking to the western powers and especially to Rome for aid
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against the Turks was adopted in a situation which offered little other choice.
Nevertheless, the Byzantines clung to it even when it must have been clear that, in spite
of all the fair promises, the Pope and western monarchs were powerless to help them. It
was a sad fact which Andreas was to discover throughout his life as an exile and which
ultimately ensured that he would never return to his native land.
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