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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this article is to present the status and functions of
eunuchs in Byzantium. Ancient Byzantine texts, as well as, con-
temporary reviews and articles were thoroughly studied. Wewere
able to address various subjects regarding the eunuchs in the
Byzantine Empire such as their role and their symbolic meaning as
well as the various types of eunuchs. Extended references were
found regarding the castration techniques, as well as medical ob-
servations regarding the modifications in males after castration,
and the attitude of the Christian church toward the barbaric prac-
tice. Overall, eunuchs played crucial roles during the course of
Byzantine History, although the Church did not approve the prac-
tice of castration, due to their close contact with the Royal Court.
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INTRODUCTION
Eunuchs were men which were intentionally castrated at an early
age. The main purpose of the castration was to make the man
suitable to perform a specific social function. For that purpose, eu-
nuchs were usually employed in the Middle East and China as
guards or servants in harems or other women's quarters and as
chamberlains to kings. The eunuchs' confidential position fre-
quently enabled them to exercise an important influence over their
royal masters. The long history of Byzantium teems with events
and happenings involving eunuchs who - acting either openly or
clandestinely behind the scenes - had an important impact on the
destiny of the Byzantine Empire.

The status and roles of eunuchs
in the Byzantine state
In Byzantium, eunuchs not only fulfilled all the functions of the
state, but a large number of important positions could legally be
held by eunuchs alone.1 The highest ranking aristocrats, sometimes
even the sons of emperors, became eunuchs to avoid important
functions being entrusted to foreigners.2 In Byzantium, when
someone wanted to ensure a successful career for their son, they

had him castrated so that he could easily become a governor, am-
bassador, prime minister, stratège (general), admiral, patriarch, or
occupy some other honourable function. Only the position of
Basileus (King), a title thatwas usedwidely by Byzantine emperors,
was closed to eunuchs, since Jesus Christwas not an angel, and the
eunuchs were thought to represent the angels on this earth.
Byzantiumeunuchswere top-rankingmembers of society, a rep-

utation which differed greatly in Rome where eunuchs, despite
their influence and wealth, were always considered inferior to the
poorest of free-born beggars. According to the rules of etiquette
of the time, all honourable ladies had to be chaperoned by eu-
nuchs when going to the hippodrome or for excursions into the
city. Even their confessors had to be eunuchs. The Orthodox
Church, contrary to the Roman church, accepted that eunuchs
take their vows and become priests. In general, Byzantine eunuchs
were cruel, fond of intrigue, ambitious, and debauched.Many eu-
nuchs drifted toward criminal tendencies that made them into
monsters, but some held unusually virtuous traits. The Byzantine
taste for eunuchswas a source ofmockery from their enemies, and
accounts by contemporaries always described them as tormented
and disloyal. On reading such accounts, some historians see a form
of jealousy combined with their disdain.3

The role and symbolicmeaning
of the eunuch in Byzantium
In Byzantium, the eunuchs represented the holy powers, from the
Christian point of view, and as therefore held a social standingwell
above that of eunuchs in eastern countries. Eunuchs represented
angels on earth, important characters at a symbolic “God’s court”.
Their rolewas to lead, present, transform and transmit. Theywould
lead any visitors requesting an audience to the throne, present the
sacred ensigns of the crown to the Emperor, transform the pro-
fane warrior destined to reign as basileus into the image of Christ,
and finally transmit the orders and messages from the top of the
social ladder downward. It was the eunuch’s responsibility to ac-
company the basileus to the Blachernes bath, where he bathed in
order to be reborn every eight days and to sing the basileus' praises
with the clear castrate voices in the churches of the city. These ac-
tions contained magical symbolism whose aim was to influence
the rhythm of the body and transform it into a divine image.4
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